
Recapturing

our motivation

for missions

E

very year for the last 20 years or more,

America’s mainline denominations have cut

back on the number of missionaries they

send. Why? Are missionaries no longer nec-

essary? Or have these churches lost the way?

The question calls to mind a discussion Jesus

had with the disciples near the end of his earthly

life. Although he had said that he would prepare

places for them in his Father’s house, ever-skepti-

cal Thomas asked, “Lord, we do not know where

you are going; how can we know the way?”

(John 14:5).

In this age of skepticism and doubt, Thomas’s

plea rings with relevance as today’s mainline

denominations similarly lack confidence in the

way. The implications are grave for the future of

Christian missions. If we have lost the way, how
can we expect to show the way to others?

Despite any questions that may have lingered in

die minds of the early Christians, they did not need

to re-examine or re-imagine their commitment to

world missions even' three or four years. In fact,

until the great theological depression in mainline

churches, even more recent Christians had no need

to ask about die purpose of missions.

For these believers, Christ’s command was sim-

ple and urgent: save souls from a Chrisdess eternity.

Or at die very least, give them the chance to know
that they are lost. Faced with diis straightfonvard

challenge, the church exploded into the modern
missionary movement, a race against time and die

Devil for die eternal salvation of humanity.

Many people consider this the classic and most

familiar theology of mission: salvation free for all,

but only in Christ. Solidly evangelical, it was the

theology ofmy parents and is not as old-fashioned

and outdated as some may think. This same theol-

ogy is also today's theology of the South Korean

Presbyterian church, which gains three or four

times more members even' year than Presbyterians

in America lose every year. Moreover, the vast

majority of Third World churches follow this the-

ology, and they are growing, unlike many of our

mainline denominations.

This theology sent one of my brothers to the

inner city, another to India, and still another into

medical missions. As for myself, I was drawn into

missions by the words of Robert E. Speer, then

chairman of the board at Princeton Theological

Seminary. In the middle of a talk he was giving to

me and my classmates, he stopped, took out his

watch, and said, “This watch could tick for nine

and a half years without numbering die unbeliev-

ers in China alone.” I could not get this picture

out ofmy mind. Five years later, I was in China to

find some of those unbelievers.

Emphasizing the lostness of the unsaved and

redemption in Jesus Christ alone, this theology is

responsible for sending more missionaries around

the globe than any other theology of mission.

Through time, however, the foundations under-

girding this theology began to shake. Old urgen-

cies were denied, or at least ignored, and no one

seemed sure of anything eternal anymore.

Instead of emphasizing eternal life after death,

proponents wanted a theology- that redeemed the

millions upon millions living in misery and filth

by providing the life abundant that Jesus came to

give them. The challenge became to create a

future in, not beyond, history, without hunger

and without hate, without sickness and without

tears; where men and women were all brothers
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and sisters together, justice rolled down like the

waters, and the nations studied war no more.

Called a theology of die kingdom, this was consid-

ered the second theology of missions, a more modern,

practical mindset that emphasized “works
1
’ over

“grace.” In its most popular form, it has become

liberation theology. At times, it has come danger-

ously close to building the kingdom without the

King. But kingdom theology has its merits, and its

roots are biblical: the Jesus who said, “I am the way
...” also said, “I am the life” and “As you did it to

one of die least of these”—the hungry, the thirsty,

the naked, die sick, the prisoners— “you did it to

me” (Matt. 25:40). This is a kind of liberation I

can never ridicule.

But in recent times, the paralysis of skepticism

has struck those desiring to be liberators. Wars,

holocausts, depressions, brutalities, scandals, AIDS,

drugs, and failed revolutions have created a dis-

heartening crescendo of defeat. Worst of all, these

events happened right here in the “Christian”

West, in what too many had believed was the king-

dom. But the kingdom refused to stay built, and

the liberators lost hope.

Have we lost the way?

These are the two familiar descriptions of the mis-

sionary: as evangelist and as social activist. One
emphasizes the saving of souls; the other, the

building of the kingdom. Both are needed. The

problem is that neither alone can motivate the

whole church for missions. Critics of the Left still

caricature the evangelical promise as “pie in the

sky by-and-by,” while critics from the Right even

more devastatingly point out that the “paradise-

here-and-now” activism of yesterday’s failed revo-

lutions has given us more hell on earth than hope

ofheaven.

Thus the question: 1 lave we lost the way? How
does the church fulfill its mission in this kind of a

world, and in our kind of a discouraged church?

Where can we find a compelling motive to unite

and renew the whole church in Christian mission?

Both the unfairly caricatured evangelists and

the well-intentioned but much criticized builders

of the kingdom need to take a step toward a more

biblical, Christ-centered theology of missions.

Christ should define our mission; anything more

is idolatry, and anything less is no longer

Christian. The Bible reminds us that the evangel-

ist can no more save souls than the social gospeler

can build the kingdom of God. Souls are saved by

the Holy Spirit, whose witness is never separated

from Jesus Christ as the only way. And only God
can build the kingdom, whose promised King is

Jesus Christ, Lord of all of life.

In their basic motivation, the evangelist and the

reformer are acuially not that different. At their

best, both sincerely believe that their motive is

Christian love. But love has lost much of its bibli-

cal meaning in today’s post-Christian world.

America’s modern culture-captive theologies use

the word love in such a warm, loose, or fuzzy way

that I question how far we can use it anymore to

describe our motivating base in Christian mission.

Rethinking our motivations

I would like to suggest instead that the original

motivation for missions in the church was not love,

but obedience— more specifically, obedience in love.

As C. S. Lewis once observed, “[We] do not fail in

obedience through lack of love, but have lost love

because [we] have never attempted obedience.”

Of course, love, as described in the New
Testament, is fundamental, still the first and

greatest commandment. Love began the mission:

“For God so loved die world that he gave his only

Son, so that everyone who believes in him may
not perish but may have everlasting life.” Love

was the motivation of God the Father. But what

was the motivation ofGod the Son?

The Son surely came on his mission with no

less love than that of the Father. However, it is

interesting to note that the Bible does not say so.

Although the life of Jesus on this earth was unde-

niably filled with unbounded love and compas-

sion, we are not told that he came into the world

because he loved it. Insofar as the Bible distin-

guishes between the Son and the Father in reference

to the mission, it tells us that the Father founds the

mission motivated by love, while the Son goes on

the mission motivated by obedience.

Paul reveals a rare glimpse into the mind of

Christ before the mission of his incarnation.

Through the apostle’s writings, we see that it is

not love, but humility and obedience “unto death,

even death on a cross” (Phil. 2:5-8) that compels

Christ to sacrifice himself. He loves the world,

but he goes to the cross because he obeys: “Not

my will, but thine, be done” (Luke 22:42). God
is love, but it is obedience that forges, focuses,

and incarnates that love into a mission.

The same theme applies to the apostles, the first

missionaries of the church. Was it love for a

despised and rejected race that sent Philip to the

Ethiopian? Not according to the record. “An angel

of die Lord spoke to Philip, saying, ‘Arise and go’
”

(Acts 8:26, NKJV). And he went. Was it love that

sent Peter to die proud and unclean, to the Roman

centurion? Not if you read Acts. The Spirit told

him to “Arise and go” (Acts 10:20). And he did.

Was it a passion for millions of lost Gentile

souls dying without hope and without Christ in

this world that made Saul into Paul “the apostle

to the Gentiles?” He loved his own people, the

Jews, too much for that, as the record shows. But

54 CHRISTIANITY TODAY: NOVEMBER 14, 1994



'the Spirit said in Acts 13, “Set apart for me
Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have

called them,” and thus the apostle almost reluc-

tantly obeyed to reach the Gentiles. In the

“strange new world of the Bible” (Barth), aposdes

and missionaries are made not by looking at the

world in love (though that they must do), but pri-

marilv by listening to God in obedience.

At this point, many are inclined to change the

subject in embarrassment and go on to more

practical missionary matters concerning tech-

niques, methods, cross-cultural relations, and

fundraising appeals. How can we wait around to

listen for the voice of God when there is a whole

world out there that needs to hear die good news

and see it practiced?

Back in my college days, I knew an earnest and

intense young woman who wanted desperately to

be a missionary in Africa. But she diought diat God
had not called her because she had heard no super-

natural calls, only silence. So one night a realistic

and practical-joking friend gadiered a group of girls

togedier, robing them in white sheets. At midnight,

the)' stole into the troubled girl’s room, moaning in

hollow tones, “Come to Africa, come to Africa.”

This woman, paralyzed in her waiting for the

voice of God, was partly right, but partlv wrong.

Wrong in her stereotvped notion of how God
ought to speak to her, but completely right in

believing that without the positive assurance of

God’s leading she would never be a missionary

even if she did go to Africa. And although her

joker friends were wrong to pose as substitutes

for the voice of God (a temptation for preachers

and professors as well), they were right in por-

traying a God who works in his own mysterious

way through imperfect human means.

This is especiallv true in missions, which is why
our theology is so important. It keeps us on die

right way. We are only dressing up in white robes

and stealing in upon the unwary with false guide-

posts and lesser challenges if we settle for any-

thing less than truth, love, and through it all, obe-

dience, as according to die Scriptures.

Obedient witnesses

Two years ago we had a surprise call. A Korean

pastor from the Sangdo Presbyterian Church in

Seoul wanted to fly us to Chile for the ground-

breaking of their new missionary project. The
church was celebrating its twenty-fifth anniversary

and wanted to commemorate it bv undertaking a

missions project in Chile. Recalling the words of

lesus to be his witnesses “unto the uttermost parts

of the earth,” they pulled out a globe, put a pin in

South Korea, and stretched a string as far as it

would go all the way to the opposite end of the

globe, which turned out to be Chile.

Aldiough there were already three Korean evange-

lists at work in Chile, diere was no Korean mission-

arv doctor. Remembering die legacy of the first mis-

sionaries to Korea, who had initiated a wide range of

social refbmis, these Koreans said, “Let’s celebrate

our twenty-fifth anniversary by building a Christian

hospital for the Mapuche Indians in southern

Chile.” The hospital was dedicated this spring.

For these Koreans, it was as simple as that: hav-

ing a firm faith and displaying cheerful obedience.

If this sounds too simple for us sophisticated.

Western evangelicals, I suspect we may be getting

too academic, like the professor from Yale who
visited our mission in northern Korea years ago.

He wanted to preach in a country church, so die

mission sent him with a missionary interpreter to

a rural Korean village. The professor began his

sermon, “All thought is divided into two cate-

gories, the concrete and the abstract.”

The Korean interpreter looked at the tint' con-

gregation sitting with eager attention on the floor

of the litde church— toothless grandmodiers, bare-

foot schoolboys— and made a quick decision.

“Dear friends,” he translated, “I have come all the

way from America to tell you about the Lord Jesus

Christ.” From that point, the sermon was firmly in

die interpreter’s hands.

I vote for more simplicity and theological

integrity in the church’s approach to mission.

How will people remember us 50 years from

now? Will it be, “Oh yes, those old churches.

They lost it. They gave up on missions. They

talked about "the concrete and the abstract,’ about

gods and goddesses, and who knows what else.

And no one understood.”

More non-Christians, refugees, and homeless

live in the world than ever before in history,

including in our own cities. At the same time,

membership in many denominations is hemor-

rhaging at a shocking rate. The day of die mission-

art' is far from over. We need to allow the Holy

Spirit, the Great Interpreter, take over here and

now with grace and power so diat the world takes

notice that the church is spreading the good news

of Christ.

Jesus responded to Thomas’s doubts bv say-

ing, “I am the way.” Nothing could be clearer

for us than to follow Christ’s example in all cir-

cumstances, including our approach to missions.

We know the way. God promises the power.

Our part is to obey. SI
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REFLECTIONS
Classic and contemporary excerpts

Growing downward
i

We grow up into Christ by growing down into

lowliness. . . .

Oft-loading our fantasies ofomnicompetence,

we start trying to be trustful, obedient, depen-

dent, patient, and willing in our relationship to

God. We give up our dreams of being greatly

admired for doing wonder-

fully well. We begin teaching

ourselves unemotionally and

matter-of-factly to recognize

that we are not likely ever to

appear, or actually to be,

much of a success by the

world’s standards. We bow
to events that rub our noses

in the reality' of our own
weaknesses, and we look to God for strength

quiedy to cope. . . .

It is impossible at the same time to give the im-

pression both that I am a great Christian and that

Jesus Christ is a great Master. So the Christian

will practice curling up small, as it were, so that in

and through him or her the Savior may show
himself great. That is what I mean by growing

downward.

God’s presence— in us

The emotional ecstasy of

black Protestant worship sym-

bolizes a profound religious

truth: the preeminent place of

God’s presence in this world

is the person. His altar is the

human heart. Moreover, it is

the whole person, body as

well as spirit, that makes God
present. In a society chronical-

ly split between bod}' and

spirit, African-American ritual

exemplifies embodied spirit

and inspirited body in ges-

ture, dance, song and per-

formed word. ... A radically

personal vision of life flows

from this liturgical sensibility'.

Contrary to the depersonaliz-

ing pressures of slavery and

racial oppression, the person

is of ultimate value because an

image of die divine.

Anything, then, that defaces

that image is sacrilegious.

—AlbertJ. Raboteau in

America (May 2 1, 1994)

His glory fills the earth

In order that we finite beings

may apprehend the Emperor

He translates His glory into

multiple forms— into stars,

woods, waters, beasts, and

the bodies ofmen.

—C. S. Lewis in God
in the Dock

Personal shake-up

Anyone who opens his per-

sonality to the living Spirit

takes a risk of being consider-

ably shaken.

—J. B. Phillips in For

This Day

The great depression

The modern view seems

much nicer to talk about than

sin. Sin is so depressing. It

makes people feel bad about

themselves—or so psycholo-

gists tell us.

—-John Alexander in The

Other Side (Jan. -Feb. 1993)

We need each other

Communion is strength;

solitude is weakness. Alone,

the fine old beech yields to

the blast and lies prone on

the meadow. In the forest,

supporting each other, the

trees laugh at the hurricane.

The sheep of Jesus flock

together. The social element

is the genius of Christianity.

—Charles Spurgeonfrom The

Quotable Spurgeon

Imitators of God
The study of divinity is not

possible apart from what the

author of the Epistle to the

Ephesians dares to call the

imitation of God. . . .

[M]ost people who teach

and study at divinity schools

miss this point. That the

way in which life together is

conducted is as essential to

the knowledge and love of

God as is much reading. . . .

[A] part from the way of life

that imitates the life of God,

our words about him are

more like gossip than truth.

—Philip Turner in First

Things (October 1992)

Little is much when
God is in it

Serving God with our little

is the way to make it more;

and we must never think

that wasted with which God
is honored or men are blest.

—Henrietta Mears in

Dream Big: The Henrietta

Mears Story

Keep looking up

Remember the great need

you have of the grace and

assistance of God. You

should never lose sight of

Him— not for a moment.

—Andrew Murray in The

Believer’s Secret of the

Abiding Presence

—
J. I. Packer in

Rediscovering Holiness

Always the winner

Let [Truth] and Falsehood

grapple; who ever knew

Truth put to the worse, in a

free and open encounter?

—John Milton in

Areopagitica
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