CHAPTER II
MISSION IN HISTORICAL CONTEXT

The Natyre of the Missionary Imperative

Given the prominence missionary endeavors enjoyed in the nineteenth -
century, it is perhaps not surprising that mission has come to be
regarded as a Christian imperative. Victorian church historians
frequently traced the history of mission in an unbroken line from the
Pentecost experience in which Christ himself commanded the Apostles
to spread the Christian message to the formation of the great missionary
societies of the late eighteenth century. These historians reflected,
in short, the general assumption that the evangelization of the world
formed the "Great. Commission" of the Christian church.] Quite aside
from the biblical injunction to "go ye into all the world and preach
the gospel to every nation" (Mark 16:15), mission formed one logical
extension of the Christian belief in the universality of its truths
and the responsibility of believers for the whole of mankind. But
in practice, mission has historically been less a fundamental principle
than a response tempered by specific intellectual and social climates
within both the Church and western society. The "imperative" has always
been subject to such vagaries as the needs of the state, the condition

of the church and the degree to which it met the emotional needs of

IEugene Stock, History of the Church Missionary Society, 2 vols.

(London: Church MisSTonary Society, 18997, Z:4-5.




35
fervent be]ievers. The record of mission has consequently been con-
sistently inconsistent, ranging from periods of fevered enthusiasm
to those of indifference or even hostility. Mission, in other words,
has been a potential, rather than an inevitable, component of Western

When conditions have in fact favored the "outwardness" that mission
requires, there has seldom been any consensus concerning either the
precise nature of the Christian message or its presentation.- Mission,
moreover, requires Christianity to function outside its own historic

C In a cultural and spiritual terra

geographic and cultural boundaries.
incognito, questions of how the message is to be presented, and who

is best suited to carry out the work as well as matters of organization
and authority, have proved perennially difficult and troubling. The
fact that mission often had to operate in close association with
expansionist nation states whose goals could hardly be characterized

as spiritual has only complicated matters for Christian mjssion. Faced
with multiple unknowns, the only reference points availatle tec “deter-
mined Christians" in any age were to be found in their own cultural

and intellectual milieus. As these milieus became more complex and
diverse so, inevitably, did missionary response to the business of
evangelization. Yet even in the second half of the nineteenth century
.when the Melanesian Mission undertook its effort in the southwest
Pacific, many of the dilemmas if faced had always been part of Christian

mission. This chapter will delineate those basic intellectual and

practical problems.

ZStephen Neill, A History of Christian Missions (London: Penguin
Books, 1964), p. 15.
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The Long View

Despite state persecution visited on Christianity in its earliest
years, its early missionary endeévors proved extremely successful.
The energy of the new faith, the example of its martyrs, the ease of
movement provided by the Pax Romana and the presence, in the empire‘s
Jews, of a core population already well-versed in its basic tenets
all facilitated the rapid dissemination of Christianity. In the
eariiest centuries of the Christian era, anonymous believers carried
out missionary activity on an informal basis. By thé sixth century,
however, the Christian Church had become a highly structured institution
capable, even in the chaos following the discolution of *he Roman
Empire, of undertaking the "Great Commission" of Christian mission
as an organized endeavor.

In 596 A.D., Pope Gregory the Great {590-604) dispatched Augustine
{of Canterbury) and a party of monks to Britain for the express purpose
of converting that island's heathen inhabitants. Interestingly, though
the Church's relative strength in this turbulent period has been seen
by some scholars as one source of the tendency of believers to equate
civilization with Christianity, Gregory's attitude toward the culture
of those potential converts was remarkably accommodating.3 Having
enjoined Augustine to utilize existing temples as places of worship
and provide Christian festivals in exchange for pagan sacrificial
celebrations, he urged a patient, graduated approach. "It is doubtless

impossible to cut off all abuses at once from rough hearts, just as

7tpid., p. 66.
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the man who sets out to climb a high mountain does not advance by leaps
and bounds but goes upward step by step and pace by pace."4

Within a century, Christianity in Britain became established and
standardized to such a degree that the English church would be the
great missionary church of the so-called Dark Ages; a point of con-
siderable interest to mission-minded Hig: Church Anglicans in the
nineteenth century. This effort depended largely on the work of
dedicated monks working alone among the pagans of northern Europe.

The most notable example is that of Boniface in Germany, but other
English monks evangelized portions of modern Belgium, Switzerland and
the Netherlands. Stephen Neill, perhaps the most thorough recent
historian of mission, maintains that the tradition of accommodation
survived intact among these early English missionaries. Living at
first alone and then in monastic houses among the peoples they served
and from whom they drew recruits for their orders, they sought to
transform rather than uproot or destroy the indigenous culture. Neill
in fact credits these monks with the preservation of vernacular culture
in northern Europe. For while they used Latin for the Iiturgy, they
developed written forms for local languages and continued to use them
for literary purposes.5

The principle of accommodation, then, whether out of pragmatic
necessity or conviction, cleariy played a role in the missionary efforts
of the early Church. By the eighth century, mission had another,

rather less attractive association--mission in conjunction with military

41bid., p. 68. Sibid., p. 78.
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conquest. The subjugation of the Saxons by Charlemagne consisted in
equal parts of armed force and the imposition of religious conformity.
This pattern repeated itself with regularity as newly Christian kingdoms
gained streﬁgth against their barbarian opponents. By the thirteenth
century, when the whole of Europe save a few pagan enclaves in the
southern and eastarn Baltic region had converted, the Order of Teutonic
Knights received outright permission to annex any lands of pagans they
might conguer with the proviso that they furnish religious instruction
by way of "compensation." In other words, the entire construct of
Christianity in these areas arrived as an accompaniment to military
conquest. Conversion became a matter of command rather than persuasion.6

This association with conquest and force characterized mission
throughout the Middle Ages. While the revival of trade, an aggressive

Istam, and the Crusades forced the societas Christiana of medieval

Europe to formulate a more complex view of the unbeliever, that view
which emerged did little for the cause of accommodation and patient
persuasion. In a culture in which everything ultimately depended on
the grace of God and the ministrations of his church, anyone who defied
and offended God threatened the very foundations of society. The non-
believer, therefore, represented at least a potential threat which,

by 1200, was increasingly associated with the aggression of Islam.

The association of mission and force is not, in these circumstances,

altogether surprising. It remained, with many refinements, a persistent

81bid., pp. 112-113.






