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     This year a number of celebrations will mark the centenary of the famous 1910 Edinburgh 

Missionary Conference.
1
  It will be a year in which a wide range of groups look back on the past century 

to assess the fruit of that conference and to redirect the Church’s missionary and evangelistic efforts for 

the future.  There is much to celebrate in the various festivities that will take place from Edinburgh to 

Cape Town.  The 1910 World Missionary Conference demonstrated the need for continued work in 

world mission and evangelization at a time when colonialism, indeed, Christendom as it had been 

known for over a millennium and a half, was beginning to break down.
2
   

     What many of you may not know is that the 1910 World Missionary Conference emerged as a result 

of a series of compromises between British and American church leaders.  First, it was originally 

expected to be convened as the “Third Ecumenical Missionary Conference,” but organizers dropped the 

word “ecumenical” when it was argued that neither the Catholic nor the Orthodox churches would be 

participants. Second, largely at the insistence of the Anglo-Catholic wing of Anglicanism, the 

Conference limited its scope to mission work being done solely among non-Christians and not among 

Roman Catholics.  That meant that Protestant missions to Latin America would not be included.
3
 Third, 

there was considerable conflict between those who wished to place a moratorium on missions in light of 

a fulfillment theology or a theology of religions that tended to play down the uniqueness of Christian 

doctrine, including the notion of classical Christology and the Incarnation but emphasized the 

philosophical and ethical dimensions of Christian faith, and those who viewed the missionary task as 
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including primarily a clear presentation of Jesus Christ in classical terms.
4
  Fourth, again at the 

insistence of Anglicans, the Conference would focus on missionary policy issues, while issues of 

doctrine and polity, which clearly separated the churches and contributed to problems on the field, 

would be excluded from consideration.
5
  Still, whether it intended to do so or not, the Conference laid a 

foundation that ultimately led to the establishment or expansion of such initiatives as the International 

Missionary Council, the Faith and Order movement, and ultimately the World Council of Churches.
6
  

     Sadly, this centennial year also marks the fact that many churches remain unwilling or unable to 

come together, even for a celebration of this centenary marking the importance of ongoing 

evangelization and missionary work.  The historic denominations, which stood behind the 1910 

Conference will celebrate a relatively small meeting in June in the same Great Hall of Edinburgh where 

the 1910 Conference was held, while most Evangelicals will celebrate the event in a much larger 

meeting with the Lausanne Committee for World Evangelization in Cape Town’s Convention Center.  

Ironically, the Catholic Church, Orthodox Christians, and Pentecostals will participate at some level in 

both celebrations, although none of these churches participated in the 1910 gathering.
7
 

      Meanwhile, the task of world evangelization is still far from complete.  The hopes of Edinburgh 

have not yet found their mark.  The world is still largely unevangelized.  For the most part, our churches 

still live in division.  Even if we may be thankful for the ecumenical distance traveled over the past 

century, there are still many groups that have not yet caught the ecumenical vision, many which have 

not yet chosen to participate in any way.  We seem still to be short on ecumenical imagination.  

Memories of past rebukes and perceived slights, of unfair or ill-informed judgments, of arrogant and 

unilateral decisions, of unshared visions and self-serving actions are all too fresh and still quite 

influential among us.  Our memories do not always comport with the facts, nor do our histories always 

comport with the memories of others.  We have developed our own ways of thinking and acting in 

isolation from one another, as though that were the way it has always been or that is the way that it 

should be.  On the whole, we have chosen to take a superficial approach to unity in the Church and have 

failed to take seriously any sense of a common mind, and hence, a common will among us.  When we 
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are together, we may speak as though we had a common mind and will, but when we are apart, we 

typically go our separate ways.
8
    

     If our churches have no shared vision it is difficult to imagine that we would have anything like a 

common witness.  Many of our churches approach evangelism solely from our specific denominational 

perspective.  We want to see our own denominations grow.  All too often, we have not weighed the 

consequences of our actions on the churches around us.  Those churches in various parts of the world 

that believe themselves to be under attack by other churches need to be revalued and treated as equal 

partners in discussions surrounding the continuing need for evangelism where they are present.  At the 

same time, all churches need to address one another as equal partners without claiming superiority over 

anyone else for one reason or another.
9
 

     At the same time, we need to acknowledge that some of our congregations have decided against 

supporting the missionary or evangelistic outreaches of their denomination altogether.  Some have done 

so as a protest against some kind of perceived “neo-colonialism”, while others have done so in protest 

against different positions taken by their denominations with which they disagree but which they feel 

otherwise powerless to influence.
10

  At the same time in the USA, and increasingly around the world, we 

have seen an explosion of independent ministries, congregations, mega-congregations, and so-called 

“emerging” congregations that have developed their own evangelistic strategies and messages, the kind 

that they believe best fits the felt needs and expressed desires of their intended audiences.
11

   

     There is no question that it is important for our churches to exegete and to address the cultures 

around us, but many of our churches whether older and traditional or newer, independent and innovative 

continue to act as though we were in a shoving contest.  “Move over,” we command one another. “We 

can do the job better than you can.  The people want to hear our message, not yours.”  Or in the words of 

the Apostle, Paul, “I have no need of you” (1 Corinthians 12:21).  In such a context, how is it possible 

for us to speak of embracing a common witness?  And yet we must, for in the end, there is but one Lord, 
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one faith, and one baptism (Ephesians 4:5), and in the end, there is the prayer of Jesus that we may all be 

one (John 17:21). 

     Among the new realities the Church is facing in 2010 is the fact that the Church’s center of gravity 

has shifted increasingly from the North to the South since 1910.  That fact was overlooked in 1910.   

The world of 2010 is a far cry from the world of 1910.  While many of the actions of the nations that 

engaged in colonialism between the 15
th

 and 19
th

 Centuries have since been undone, many of the 

consequences of these actions still linger.  At the same time, the Church has moved from more formal, 

traditional patterns of structure and worship found among pre-1910 missionaries, to less formal and 

innovative patterns throughout the South that are more commonly found among post-1910 missionaries 

and in a wide range of indigenous expressions.
12

   

     Just two months ago, I participated in a meeting in Accra, Ghana, where I heard complaints from 

over 70 African denominational heads from Ghana, Nigeria, Kenya, and South Africa.  They spoke of 

families broken, of people enslaved by so-called Christians, of past oppression by the “Christian” 

nations of Europe, of indigenous leaders who were suppressed by colonial mission boards, and of 

missionary failures on the field.  Their testimonies were not all negative by any means.  They were also 

quick to affirm the coming of the Gospel to their shores in spite of the fallibility of those who brought 

it,
13

 and they affirmed the fact that the missionaries took seriously their cultures when they took the time 

to translate the Scriptures into their indigenous languages.
14

  But the message came through quite 

strongly that the alignment of churches with certain colonial policies did not always work to underscore 

the reconciling message of the Gospel. 

     While I was there, I also attended a three-hour long Sunday morning worship service in a 

Presbyterian congregation of a thousand people that would have curled the hair of many, if not most 

American Presbyterians.  It reminded me more of a Black Pentecostal congregation than any 

Presbyterian congregation I have ever visited.  It was decent and orderly, complete with a power point 

presentation, but they cranked up their amps, included multiple worship teams, shouts of joy, speaking 

in tongues, hankie waving, clap offerings to the Lord, dancing in the aisles during a 15 minute offering 

collection, and the sermon on tithing ran 90 minutes during which the pastor ran back and forth through 
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the aisles addressing particular people as he went!  But that is the way much of Southern Christianity 

looks today.   

     There are, of course, more traditional churches in the region, but they are finding it increasingly 

difficult to compete without being transformed by the newer churches in the region. In his book, The 

Future Church, released at the end of 2009, John Allen noted that one of the most significant trends in 

the Catholic Church worldwide and something worth watching is the Pentecostalization of the Church.
15

  

The delegates at Edinburgh would have found these changes to be inexplicable.      

     None of this is news today, though in the North, some of our churches respond as though it were not 

so, and many of our churches find it difficult to know how to respond.  The balance of power between 

denominations in the United States, many of them founded as the offspring of European denominations, 

has also shifted as older Protestant denominations decline in numbers while grasping to maintain the 

power they once held.
16

  Do we tell the churches in the South that they have it all wrong and that they 

need to pay better attention to us as some leaders have chosen to do,
17

 or do we listen to them as peers, 

and together discern what the Spirit of the Lord might be saying to all of us?
18

  

     In 2010, we are also being confronted by an increasingly virulent Islam, by rising fundamentalism 

and nationalism among India’s Hindus, by the slow but steady re-opening of China, by the reality of 

global climate change, by diminishing natural resources – especially water, by the effects of 

globalization both positive and negative, by increased secularization, a newly empowered atheism, and 

by the moral, social and scientific challenges that were not even on the horizon in 1910.
19

 

     In spite of these many new challenges, two facts remain the same as they were in 1910.  First, the 

command to evangelize and to incorporate new believers into the ongoing life of the Church is still in 

play.  The mandate of the Church to make disciples has not been withdrawn.  That has suggested in 

some cases and is becoming increasingly the case in all of our churches that the re-evangelization of our 
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own members needs to be made a renewed priority.
20

  Second, the task of evangelization among non-

Christians is still an enormous unfinished task.  In 1910, the estimated global population was 1.75 

billion people.  Today, we may speak of 6.9 billion people, of which only 2.3 billion of these people 

claim to be Christian.
21

  That leaves some 4.6 billion who presumably need some form of 

evangelization.  The question before us then, is how best to be obedient to that command.  Is it possible 

for us to give a common witness to the One who has reconciled us to God and to one another through 

His work on the cross? 

     In one sense, Christian Churches Together in the USA has already given an affirmative response to 

that question.  It has succeeded in drawing together a large cross section of churches in the United 

States, to engage in a greater level of cooperation with one another.  It has identified evangelism and 

poverty as being two issues where all of its participants should be able to make a substantive effort 

together.   

     The alleviation of poverty is a definable and measureable goal.  It cries out for all of us to address it 

in a selfless way. And it is an issue that is consistent with Jesus’ call to love our neighbors as ourselves 

(Matthew 19:19).  Thus, it is an issue on which we can work together, even though it is sometimes 

argued that the example of the early Church was to limit the care for material needs to those in the 

household of faith.
22

   

     The effort to address poverty is a good and noble goal, to which you have committed your churches 

and Christian organizations.  Undoubtedly, there will be those who come to faith as a result of this 

common effort to address their physical needs.  Evangelism can be done by engaging in acts of mercy, 

though frequently it has come under attack as an evangelistic tool.  As Jacques Matthey, until recently 

the Director of the World Council of Churches' Programme on Unity, Mission, Evangelism and 

Spirituality has noted, the tendency to separate service from an evangelistic agenda “…has been 

strengthened by the criticism from people of other faiths, who have complained that Christians use 

human distress to attract vulnerable sectors of the population into the church.”
23

  Sometimes, of course, 

that complaint has been accurate.  Still, it is possible to see a link between evangelism and service that 

does not simply produce so-called “rice Christians”. 

     But there is more to evangelization than social intervention, for evangelization has always had 

proclamation as its primary component.  When Jesus sent his disciples out, He sent them “to proclaim 
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the Kingdom of God and to heal” (Luke 9:1-2).  There was first proclamation and then there was action.  

When Peter stood up on the Day of Pentecost and addressed the people, he proclaimed the death and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ according to the plan of God, and as a result people were brought to a place 

of decision regarding what they would do with Jesus.  As the story unfolded, Peter did not point them 

first to feeding programs or to treatment centers.  He did not supply them first with affordable housing 

or a subsistence wage.  He called them to repentance and to baptism in the name of Jesus Christ.  This 

was the consistent pattern throughout the Book of Acts.
24

  But it is equally important to note that the 

story quickly moved to include the sharing of goods (Acts 2:43; 4:32), and then to the care of those in 

need (Acts 6:1-7).  Given the state of the world today, it seems to me that both proclamation and action 

continue to be necessary. 

     I recognize the tendency of most Evangelicals and Holiness Christians and Pentecostals (of which I 

am one) to major on the oral presentation of the Gospel as the primary, if not the only legitimate form of 

evangelization since at least the time of Charles G. Finney in the 1830s.  I affirm much of that position.  

Through the years, the oral proclamation of the Gospel message has taken many forms, from personal 

evangelism, to door to door evangelism, to street evangelism, to evangelistic services with altar calls, to 

open air, tent and stadium evangelism, to radio and television evangelism, to movie evangelism, and 

even to internet evangelism.  These things have been very effective in the lives of some people.  But 

they haven’t always been done well, and there are many times when they seem not to have been very 

effective either.  

     At times, our simplistic ideas regarding conversion have led people to make a decision, and then we 

have left them to fend for themselves.  We have given the message and then walked away.  I see it 

happen every year at the annual Rose Parade in Pasadena.  Evangelists of all kinds, most  with good 

intentions and a high degree of Christian zeal get people to “accept Christ” on the street.  They talk with 

them, pray with them, hand them a few tracts, tell them to connect with a church, and then walk away.  

And at the end of the parade, you will find thousands of Christian tracts lying in the gutter.  All too 

often, we have let converts down by failing to provide adequate follow-up and discipleship that calls 

their pre-Christian values into question and forms them as followers of Jesus Christ with values that 

reflect the Kingdom of God. 

     Some of you know the story of the Apostolic Faith Mission pastor, Frank Chikane, who pastored a 

congregation in Soweto during the Apartheid era.
25

 In 1977, he was arrested, held, and tortured, for what 

the Apartheid government suggested was his role in aiding young people in his congregation in an anti-

government uprising, a claim that to this day he strongly denies.  The person who oversaw his torture 
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introduced himself to Frank as a deacon in a white congregation from the same denomination.  How 

could this happen if this man were, as it seems to have been assumed by his church, truly converted to 

Jesus Christ?  Evangelism is about conversion from one way of life, from one form of thinking, to 

another way of life and thinking.  The question of where was the conversion and formation of this 

individual that reflected the values of the Kingdom of God simply must be raised with respect to the 

actions that this deacon took to oversee Frank’s torture before going off to a prayer meeting.
26

    

     At the same time, I recognize the tendency of some more traditional believers to major on the 

presentation of the Gospel in service as the primary form of evangelization since at least the time of the 

Social Gospel in the 1890s.  Coming as it did at the height of the Social Gospel period, some at the 

Edinburgh Conference viewed the supremacy of Christian ethics and social programs as the preferred 

method of Christian witness, especially in Asia.
27

  They even favored a moratorium on proclamation in 

favor of action.  In the United States, this kind of incarnational evangelism had been present among 

Evangelical, Holiness and Perfectionist Christians for over half a century before the 1910 World 

Missionary Conference.
28

  With the emphasis upon the ethical dimension of Christianity and the rise of 

the Social Gospel, however, such action was mainstreamed into most other Protestant Churches, while 

in reaction against the Social Gospel, many Evangelicals and Holiness Christians reoriented themselves 

almost exclusively toward proclamation.
29

   

     If we look closely at the forms that social ministries have taken, from the development of soup 

kitchens, feeding programs and rescue missions, to the enrollment of voters in the fight for civil rights, 

to identification with various minority groups and calls for action in their causes, to work for better 

housing, for better working conditions, and the regularization of the immigration status of many 

foreigners in our midst, this reorientation should not have been necessary.  Each of these actions can be 

summed up under Jesus’ call for us to offer a cup of cold water to those in need (Matthew 10:42), 

actions that all of us should be able to affirm.  But the reorientation revolved around a basic power 

struggle over the nature of the Gospel message itself, a struggle which to this day is still not fully 

resolved.  Who is Jesus and what is the Kingdom of God? 

     Unfortunately, and all too often, our attempts at social ministries have tended to degenerate into little 

more than social welfare programs administered by churches instead of vital means to bring people to 

decisions about what lies in their hearts and lives.  Again, as Jacques Matthey has noted, “The tendency to 
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reduce mission to involvement in the field of social work, accompanied by acts of worship and programmes of 

Christian education, is still dominant in many traditional churches.”
30

  Some Christians seem even to suggest 

that it does not matter that we try to bring these people to Christian faith if they are faithful to their own 

faith tradition
31

 or that we might consider their participation in a new form of ecumenism that extends 

beyond the Church.
32

  So what must we do in order to evangelize effectively in an ecumenical context?  

How can we bear a common witness?   I will make four observations, though there are obviously others 

that could also be made.   

1.  We can only give common witness when we trust one another completely.   

     By now, most of you will be aware of the Global Christian Forum.
33

  It developed from an idea that 

Dr. Konrad Raiser, who at the time was serving as General Secretary of the World Council of Churches, 

had that rose out of the “Common Understanding and Vision” discussions concluded in 1998.  Dr. 

Raiser maintained that the WCC would never be able to receive all churches into its membership.  And 

the churches that did not hold Council membership, namely Roman Catholics and the majority of 

Holiness, Evangelical, and Pentecostal churches represented more than 75% of all Christians in the 

world.  At the same time, Dr. Raiser became convinced that it was necessary to find a way to engage 

those churches in critical conversation about the role of the Church in the 21
st
 Century world.     But how 

could we elicit trust from these churches, when in many cases there was so much animosity and mistrust 

on both sides of the divide.  I was invited to participate in the initial discussion of this question. 

     As we pondered the question of what to do, we realized two things.  First, we determined to become 

neither an appendage to nor a substitute for or a competitor with any contemporary ecumenical 

organization.  Whatever means we could imagine that might end the impasse needed to be neutral and 

non-threatening for everyone.  For us, that meant the development of a forum in which membership was 

not part of the equation though participation was, and where those not normally at the ecumenical table 

were represented in numbers sufficient to make clear that their voices were both desired and heard.  This 
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neutrality was critical, especially in the international arena where ecclesial differences were often made 

more complex by the political and social realities of the countless expressions of a global Church.   

     Second, we recognized that our churches are all at different stages of ecumenical development.  

There were experienced ecumenical veterans, there were relative newcomers to the ecumenical field, 

and there were those who were clearly ecumenical outsiders.  They did not all speak the same language.  

They did not share the same histories.  They did not always appear to value the same things.  Their 

leaders did not always have the same level of education or ministry preparation, and therefore, were not 

at the same level of ecumenical sophistication.
34

  And their reasons for separation seemed endless.   

     As a result, we needed to limit our expectations for the forum and we needed to introduce a different 

methodology into the mix.  It needed to be a methodology that began on common ground and built from 

there.  So we introduced the personal testimony or personal narrative as our starting point.  Since all 

participants were Christian leaders, they would be asked to speak of their faith journeys in very personal 

terms – how they came to faith, and/or how they received or came to understand their call to ministry.   

Our sense was that if we could get them to share themselves with one another at this level, they would 

begin to recognize something of Jesus Christ in the other that they had previously missed. 

     In 2002, we held our first real test meeting, a gathering of some 65 individuals from the spectrum of 

Christian traditions and from many countries around the world.  Tensions ran high at the beginning of 

the meeting because most participants had very little knowledge of more than a handful of the others.  

Everyone was at an equal disadvantage.  We introduced the idea of the forum, and then invited the 

participants, one at a time, to share with the whole group their responses to our questions.  It took four or 

five people to set the example, and two and a half days to complete the exercise.  The level of discovery 

that emerged was nothing less than stunning!  In many cases, we heard that for the first time, people 

who thought that they had nothing in common with some or all of the rest, found themselves viewing 

one another as sisters and brothers.  

     At the same time, those of you who were looking to expand the ecumenical table in the USA saw the 

positive side of that breakthrough and that became the methodology that CCT also adopted at an early 

stage.  But it was only a beginning.  Trust levels were raised in those introductory statements, and you 

have been building upon them ever since.  Relationships were established, but both relationships and the 
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trust that comes from them take time to develop and they need to be deepened.  They need constantly to 

be cared for and nurtured between annual meetings if they are to bear the fruit you envision.  And our 

trust for one another will continue to develop only as all parties involved in the process continue to do 

their best to be trustworthy.  The task is not yet complete. 

     Especially when many of us have been strangers for so long, the development of trust takes time.  

One of the things I have learned in our process is that if you push too fast or too hard in any one 

direction, trust quickly breaks down.  People worry about unspoken agendas that might be below the 

table, agendas that they did not expect or agendas that they might have rejected had they known about 

them at the beginning.  The development of trust involves growing together and in a sense, engaging the 

language and the experience of one another.  We need not become the other, for it is not uniformity that 

we seek, but unity for common witness.  At the same time, we need to be tempted to become the other to 

such an extent that the logic of the other’s position makes complete sense to us.  Trust does not allow us 

to push our own agenda at the expense of the others.  Nor does it allow us to force our agenda upon the 

others.  It is just the opposite.  Trust involves our willingness to give up any thought that we control the 

other, any attempt to make them into our own image.  And it allows others to have meaningful input into 

our lives.  It involves our willingness to give up ourselves in a way that enhances the position and value 

of the other, and thus, of all.   

     Perhaps a simple question to ask yourselves would be this one.  Am I sufficiently comfortable with 

these other churches and organizations to entrust the evangelization of my children to them?  If you can 

respond positively to this question, then you may already be at the place where common witness is 

possible.  If not, then there is more work to do in building trust.  Perhaps a second question should be 

asked of those who wish to press the evangelism question too hard.  “Am I sufficiently comfortable with 

the Holy Spirit of God, to allow the Spirit of God to bring people to faith in His own time and apart from 

a compelling Gospel witness that I must provide? This leads me to my second point.   

2.  We can only give common witness if we set aside our desire to receive credit for the work that 

we do.   

     Setting aside our desire to receive credit for the work that we do is extremely difficult for us.  Jesus 

explained to his disciples that unless a grain of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it will remain a seed 

alone.  But if it dies, it will produce an abundance of fruit (John 12:24).  He also explained that those 

who hold on to their lives will lose them, but those who lose their lives for His sake will save them 

(Matthew 16:25).  Most of us find it very difficult to die to self.  It simply isn’t in our genes.  In the 

American meta-narrative we are supposed to be rugged individualists, who rely upon our own skills to 

bring the world around us into submission.  We are supposed to be independent spirits, able to pull 

ourselves up by our own bootstraps.  We are, after all, people with a ‘Manifest Destiny”.  Such ways of 



looking at life are ingrained in us by our history and our culture.  We have built entire systems around 

this way of looking at ourselves. 

     Our patent and copyright laws are two examples of how this works. Seldom do we hear that a major 

scientific breakthrough has taken place that is intended to be shared freely with all of humankind with 

no strings attached.  No, our tendency is for someone or some company to take a seed and manipulate its 

genetic core.  They may build into such seeds the ability for that seed to produce a more abundant crop, 

but they may also give it the inability to reproduce itself, and they may modify the seed so as to require a 

specific type of fertilizer.  Then they quickly patent that genetic transformation as their idea, and then 

sell the seed for a profit. They become the monopoly that controls the market.  As a result, farmers who 

use their seed become dependent upon them.   

     The same idea stands behind our copyright laws.  We typically write down a thought, or a book, or a 

song and we get a copyright on it.  If someone wants to use that thought, or book, or song, they must 

receive permission or more commonly, pay a fee to do so.  We want the name or the reputation for 

having done what we have done, for making the contribution that is worth making.  Admittedly, there 

are those who abuse others by stealing and misusing such things.  It has happened in the Church as well 

as in everyday life.  When someone picks up one of our ideas and uses it without acknowledgement or 

authorization, we sue for loss of intellectual property.  We own it, and it is not to be given away.  At the 

very least, we want personal credit for our idea.   

     Some people do share their thoughts or music without price, but they are rare.  I have a number of 

Gospel songbooks that date from the beginning of the 20
th

 Century.  While the music contained in those 

books is not always worthy of carrying into another generation, at times I have been humbled as I have 

read a footnote in several of these books.  John G. Foote wrote a song that we sang many times in my 

congregation, “When I See the Blood”.  The footnote in many of the song books that reprinted that song 

reads simply, “Not copyrighted.  Let no one do so.  May this song ever be free to be published for the 

glory of God.”
35

  What a testimony to the One who gave John Foote the picture that stands behind that 

song or even the words and music to that song! 

     Still, most of us do not think like this, nor do our churches.  We don’t always do things simply to 

bring glory to God.  We want credit for our work.  Our churches are set up like corporations, even when 

our theologies do not support such an idea.   It is an accommodation to cultural expectations intended to 

protect us from potential challenges as wide ranging as the misappropriation of funds to costly lawsuits.  

There is an exigency that drives us in this direction.  At the same time, there is a corporate mindset that 

also comes with incorporation.  In the United States, the notion of religious affiliation as voluntary, the 

widespread invocation of congregational and denominational control, the need for fiscal responsibility 
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and accountability to the membership and other donors, our share holders, leads us to report on our 

activities in certain ways.  We highlight our gains and we downplay our losses.  We cook the books 

when we measure our membership, often with enormous disparity between those we claim and those 

who actually participate.
36

  And like any good business, we invest in those places where we seem to get 

the biggest return on our investment. 

     I don’t know about your church, but in mine we are very much invested in mission and evangelism.  

My wife and I have been lifelong supporters of mission and evangelism programs.  But 

denominationally we require our pastors to complete annual church questionnaires.  We ask questions 

like “How many times did you preach?  How many were saved?  How many were baptized?  How many 

were baptized in the Holy Spirit?  How many joined the church?”  Then we add them up and we develop 

charts and graphs.  We celebrate the great gains we are making around the world, from roughly 300 

people in April 1914
37

 when we were founded, to 61,000,000 around the world in 2010.
38

  And we 

compare ourselves with other churches around us.  Who is growing?  Who is not?  And we tell our 

people why we are doing so well and why others are not doing so well.  And we pat each other on the 

back.  And we raise more money by showing how evangelists and church planters are winning souls in 

this part of the country or how missionaries are winning souls and establishing congregations in that part 

of the world. 

     But the second we die to ourselves, the moment we decide not to boast of what we are doing and we 

attempt to raise money for projects and missionaries over whom we have no immediate control, we are 

in trouble.  To do so, involves trust.  And we have not trained our people to trust anyone but us.  We 

have not trained our people to think any more broadly than us.  The Assemblies of God does not raise 

money to support the evangelism program of the Disciples of Christ or the latest outreach of the United 

Methodist Church.  They raise it to develop their own programs.  Why?  They do it first of all, because 

they do not trust that the Disciples of Christ or the United Church of Christ or the Mennonites or the 

Baptists will use it the way that they would use it.  It is about trust.  It is also about pride.  It feels good 

to be numbered among the successful, or should I say, “growing" churches.  You see, our churches think 

and act just like we think and act.  It is difficult to die. 

     Some of you may know the name, David Bjork.  He was for many years a missionary to France with 

the Missionary Church.  Somewhere along the way, he got the idea that he was doing the French a 

disservice by leading them to the Lord and then asking them to join the Missionary Church.  He realized 
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that in the French mindset, to be French was to be Catholic.  To be non-Catholic in France was to be 

culturally marginalized.  So he began to develop relationships with local priests and the local bishop.  

He shared with them his burden for evangelism and told them that he thought that he could make some 

non-practicing Catholics better Christians by introducing them to the Lord in a new way.  Once the 

bishop came to trust him, they encouraged him to work with their people.  What they saw was a new 

vitality among their people and greater church attendance.   

     But that is not what the Missionary Church saw.  For a time, they allowed David to work this way.  

But in the end, they did not view this as a legitimate evangelistic outreach of their denomination.  And in 

the end, there came a parting of the ways.
 39

  David did not want to leave the mission team of the 

Missionary Church.  He loved them; but he also understood their position.  They wanted to see results 

that they could claim as their own. I don’t really wish to single out the Missionary Church.  I believe that 

most all of our churches would do the same thing.  If we do not see an increase in our membership, we 

believe that we will lose the support of our people.   

     Such realities often force us into unnecessarily competitive relationships with one another.  They 

suggest that we must show a profit for any investment we make.  They work on our pride.  They push us 

to make a name for ourselves, thereby earning us a greater reputation or more power or influence in how 

things are done.  It is difficult to die.  None of us wants to do it.  But if I have learned anything in 

ecumenical dialogue, it is that agreements that make a difference do not carry the names of individual 

authors.  They are the products of the groups who have worked together to birth something new.  We 

will not succeed so long as we want the glory that belongs rightfully to the Lord of the harvest!  It is 

about Him and not about us.  It is about Him and not about our denominations.   

3.  We can only give common witness when we agree together on what evangelism is.   

     Even through relationships between the denominations that have joined CCT are in the process of 

developing, there yet exist many differences of opinion among us on what constitutes evangelism.  We 

do not yet have a common mind on the subject.  Some of our differences spring from our theologies.  

Some of them come as a result of societal pressures and changes.  Do the old evangelistic methods still 

work in the 21
st
 Century?  Have we done any scientific study of their past or present effectiveness?  If 

so, which ones work most effectively among older people, among younger people, among Post-modern 

people, etc?  The fact is, we simply do not know.   

     What is more, we need to recognize that most of our thinking on evangelism, even our theological 

thinking on the subject, has been done while we have been isolated from one another.  The United 

Methodists have not asked the American Baptists or the Roman Catholics how they should define 

evangelism.  The Orthodox Church in America and the Presbyterian Church do not normally ask the 
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Open Bible Church how they should think about evangelism, and the Pentecostal Holiness Church does 

not typically ask the Episcopal Church or the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America how it should 

engage in evangelism.  We just do it on our own terms.   

     Furthermore, some of us have developed approaches to evangelism and evangelism programs in 

opposition to one another.  Some believe that it is sufficient simply to live a Christian life as a silent or 

passive form of evangelism.  And for some people it works.  Others believe that it is necessary to be 

proactive, to confront people about their spiritual situation.  If we don’t confront them, they argue, 

people may be eternally lost.  And this approach works for some people as well.  Some place their 

emphasis on the grace of salvation solely as a sovereign act of God, while others tend to highlight the 

role of human beings in accepting this grace of salvation.  Still others have argued that in the end, God 

will sort it out because everyone has a different path to God.  Our job as Christians is simply to learn 

tolerance and radical faithfulness.
40

  These different approaches have produced tensions among us.  It is 

essential for us to work our way through these differences together.  Let me give you an example from 

the global scene. 

     We can easily imagine the complexity of the situation in the Middle East.  The ancient churches such 

as Roman Catholics, the Orthodox, and the Church of the East have paid an enormous price through the 

centuries, in order to remain there.  They have learned how to stand firm, and while they are generally 

marginalized by the Muslim majority, they are tolerated.  In most cases, they do not believe that they 

can or should engage in overt acts of evangelism except among their own children or an inquiring 

Muslim whom they trust, if for no other reason than the fact that it is too dangerous to do so. 

     Protestant missions such as the Presbyterians have been in that region of the world since at least the 

early 19
th

 Century.  They have tended, though not exclusively, to limit their evangelistic work to 

establishing schools, hospitals, and aiding in social programs.  They, too, have attempted to be a faithful 

Christian presence in the region, but they have worked hard not to contribute to any form of social 

destabilization.   

     But especially from the latter half of the 20
th

 Century, others missionaries have also arrived, among 

them certain Independent mission groups, and missionaries from various Evangelical and Pentecostal 

denominations.  In some Middle Eastern countries, they have established congregations that are 

publicly, though not necessarily officially recognized.  In other countries, they have been much more 

clandestine in their work.  They have taken risks to develop relationships that are intended to lead 

Muslims out of Islam and into full faith in Christ Jesus.  And in some cases, they have been very 

successful.  They have not been content to be “place holders” as they often judge the older churches to 

be, but rather, as “soul winners” intent upon bringing as many people to the Lord as possible.   
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     In such a situation, it is quite easy to see the level of concern, disagreement, the lack of trust, and 

even the animosity that has developed within the region between older and younger churches.  The 

survival of the Church in that region of the world is tenuous.  The judgment of the younger churches is 

that the older churches have failed in the task of evangelism.  As a result, the younger churches have 

decided unilaterally that they must intervene.  As a result, the older churches do not welcome these 

newer churches in the region.  They accuse the younger churches of not respecting their long term 

witness, of not being legitimate manifestations of the Church, and of sowing potential devastation upon 

the entire Christian community in the region without their concurrence.   

     Both groups are engaged in legitimate forms of evangelism, but neither seems to be ready or willing 

to recognize the value of the other sister and brother in that region of the world.  Some fear that the 

presence of the other will bring repercussions upon them from their Muslim neighbors.  Others fear that 

many Muslims will be lost through inaction.  But perhaps more importantly, both sets of churches seem 

to fear the risks involved in simply recognizing one another as part of the same Church.  Such a decision 

might require that both groups change their ways of thinking and acting not only toward one another, but 

also in the process of evangelizing their Muslim neighbors. 

     This example may be more extreme than what we might find in the United States, but it seems clear 

to me that we cannot really have a common witness when we do not recognize together the parameters 

of Christian evangelism.  Some denominations are satisfied that evangelism is best accomplished 

through a passive witness over a lifetime, while others are satisfied with nothing less than an active 

witness in light of their belief in the imminent return of Jesus Christ.  Some may be described as 

embracing a kind of universalism, while others are motivated by a very clear sense of particularism.  For 

some, effective evangelism is best accomplished by meeting the physical, material, and social needs of 

people, while for others it can be accomplished only by confronting their spiritual needs.  For some, it is 

best accomplished by acts of mercy, while for others it can only be done through some form of 

proclamation.  For some, it involves speaking prophetically against oppressive structures in society, 

while for others it involves speaking prophetically the power of the Holy Spirit into individual lives.  

But in the end, we can only give a common witness when we agree together on the full parameters of 

evangelism.  Evangelism is about proclaiming the Gospel.   The Gospel seems to contain both the 

elements of word and of deed, but bottom line, the Gospel must bring about an introduction to Jesus 

Christ.
41

             

4.  Similarly, we can only give common witness when we agree together on what constitutes 

proselytism.  We must agree together that it is unacceptable as Christian behavior.   And we must 

agree together that it is an unacceptable activity by our own churches.   
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     Proselytism is a very real problem for all of us.  It is a problem because all of our churches are guilty 

of proselytism at some level.  This may come as a surprise to some of you.  While it is apparent that 

some churches engage in proselytism more actively than others, it is still the case that all of our churches 

are guilty of proselytism at some level.  Proselytism is a problem because our definitions of what 

constitutes proselytism often differ.  The reason is that we have developed these definitions in isolation 

from one another.  Proselytism is basically a self-serving activity.  And the result of our independence 

from one another is that what may be evangelism for one person or group constitutes proselytism for 

another person or group.  Once again, we do not have a common mind on the subject.  

     Before I go any further, I want to make one thing very clear.  I do not accept the common 

sociological definition of proselytism that is so frequently invoked by the media and is often invoked by 

States as well as by members of many non-Christian religions.
42

  I understand proselytism here to be an 

intra-Christian problem, that is, it is a violation of our unity as sisters and brothers.  At its most basic 

level, it involves the stealing of one another’s sheep, the recruitment of members from the folds 

entrusted to others.  I look at the proclamation of the Gospel message of Jesus Christ to people of other 

faiths as a form of evangelism, not of proselytism.  One may engage in the evangelism of any non-

Christian person with or without integrity, but that is a different question.  I understand proselytism to be 

a sin against my sister or brother in Christ, and a sin against fellow denominations.
43

  There are a 

number of fine treatments of the subject that simply need to be studied and received by our various 

denominations.
44

   

     Sometimes, proselytism is heavy-handed and easily identified.  At other times it sneaks through 

because of its subtlety.  It is easy to point to proselytism when it is highly visible, but it is not as easy to 

point to proselytism that is more discreet.  Pope John Paul II referred to sectarian proselytizers as 
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“ravenous wolves” in his famous address to the Bishops of Latin America gathered in Santo Domingo in 

1992.
45

  Whenever we actively involve ourselves or our churches in recruiting people who are known to 

be members of other churches, we are involved in an act of proselytism.  We can also recognize that 

proselytism is in play when we manipulate, cajole, or in other ways coerce people to change their 

ecclesial allegiance.
46

  In a more subtle way, it can even involve the recruitment of students from other 

churches to ministry in our churches while they prepare for ministry in our seminaries, even when our 

schools claim to support “an ecumenical vision of the Church”.
47

  

      We can take the example of what happened beginning in 1989 with the fall of the communist 

government and the breakup of the former Soviet Union.  The Russian Orthodox Church had been 

present in that region since AD 988.  It believed then, as it asserts now, that it was the only church 

invited by the king of Rus, to evangelize the people of Rus, and therefore, that this territory is not to be 

considered a terra missionis, but remains their territory in a unique way.
48

  When the communist 

revolution overthrew the Russian Czar and installed its government, the Orthodox Church came under 

heavy persecution.  Millions of Orthodox faithful, and over a hundred thousand Russian Orthodox 

priests and bishops were persecuted, imprisoned, or martyred.
49

 

     Throughout this period, Christians in the West prayed for the churches in the Soviet Union.  They 

prayed for their strength and endurance, for faithfulness under pressure, for their health and well-being, 

and for the eventual freedom to worship without persecution that they hoped would come to them.  I 

remember praying such prayers from the time of my childhood.  And when the Iron Curtain fell, 

Christians in the West rejoiced at the new freedom of the Church in the former Soviet Union, including 

the freedom to evangelize.  They also began to send missionaries to evangelize.   

     In most cases, they did not ask for permission from the one church that had dominated the region for 

a thousand years, nor did they always treat the Orthodox as sisters and brothers in Christ.  Often, those 

who engaged in evangelism in the former Soviet Union, did not know the history of the region, did not 

always understand the cultures of the region, did not know the languages of the region, nor did they 

understand the Russian Orthodox Church.
50

  Instead of viewing Russian Christians as potential allies 

that they could encourage and empower to find their new place in the former Soviet societies, they 
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looked at the Russian Church as a dead church, with many of the forms and rituals of Christianity, but 

without any real spiritual power.  And they reported their biases to people in the US, while soliciting yet 

more funding to continue their evangelism.  They entered the region uninvited and engaged in their own 

forms of ministry, often to the detriment of their sisters and brothers already present in the region.    

     Needless to say, the Orthodox Church in the region did not respond well to these intrusions, nor did 

the government.
51

  They viewed these intrusions as nothing less than proselytism.  New laws were 

implemented that now make it much more difficult for Western missionaries to carry out many forms of 

evangelism in the region.  What is more, the potential for building common evangelistic cause with 

Christians indigenous to the region was greatly reduced.
52

   

    As we seek to understand our task to evangelize within an ecumenical context, the issue of 

proselytism needs to be addressed in very clear terms, and everyone needs to agree to live within those 

terms.  In one sense, zealous laypersons who seek to evangelize but who may be judged as actually 

engaging in proselytism when they do so, need to be taught how to distinguish between the two.  Our 

people need guidance on this subject, guidance which we as leaders should provide.
53

  But we are often 

guilty of not only not teaching them right from wrong in this regard, but also of modeling behavior that 

sets them up for failure.  Whenever we speak or write disparagingly of another church especially in 

order to promote our own church, we set our own people up for failure.  This is particularly the case 

when our statements about one another are either ill-informed, or unfair.
54

  So long as we are willing to 

continue to work in isolation from one another, this presents a very real problem for us. 

     The issue of proselytism can only be resolved as we grow together in greater unity.  Thus, it would 

seem to me that it is important for the churches of CCT to study and approve and receive a common 

understanding of what constitutes proselytism, both in North America and abroad, and that together, 

they seek to hold themselves and one another accountable to that understanding while they evangelize 

within the American context.  Unless this is done together, it will fail. 

Summary 

     The world of 2010 is very different from that of 1910.  Those who convened the World Missionary 

Conference in Edinburgh intended to bring new clarity to the status of mission and evangelism around 

the world.  The denominations that convened and played a major role in the Conference, in particular, 
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Anglicans and Presbyterians, Congregationalists and Methodists, saw some important signs emerging 

around them.  Some they understood and interpreted well.  They knew, for instance, that the end of 

Christendom was upon them as they saw the beginning of the end of Colonialism.  They recognized that 

the lack of unity between and among the churches was a detriment to Christian witness.  They found a 

role both for a clear proclamation of the Gospel in word and for the witness of social justice.   

     At the same time, they failed to do justice to other signs.  While they knew that issues of Faith and 

Order played an enormous role in the failure of Christian mission, they feared to address such issues in 

that forum and lost an opportunity.  They feared that Africa would ultimately be lost to Islam once the 

Colonial powers left the continent, but much the opposite has taken place in sub-Saharan Africa since 

that time.  In 1900, Christian adherents constituted only 9.2% of the African population, but by 2000 

that number had grown to 45.9%.
55

 The majority of Christianity in the region may no longer be Catholic, 

Anglican, Lutheran, or Reformed, the way they saw it in 1910, but that the Church is present is no 

longer up for debate.  Perhaps the largest sign they missed was that they did not see how dramatic would 

be the development and growth of newer denominations such as the plethora of Pentecostal and 

Charismatic ones, and the appearance of new constellations of churches such as those now designated as 

African Independent Churches.
56

 

     When we think about engaging in Common Witness, or evangelizing within an ecumenical context, 

we need to take seriously both the context and the task.  Many of the issues remain the same.  Within the 

American context today, you have identified the task of evangelization as one that remains to be 

completed.  You have committed yourselves to do something about it together.  Your success in this 

arena will require several major commitments from you.   

     First, you will need to move from acquaintances and friends, to colleagues and fellow laborers in the 

same task.  That will require greater openness between you, the development of your relationships in 

ways that you have not yet envisioned.  And you will need to develop deeper levels of trust with one 

another.  That means that communication between you must also improve. 

     Second, you will need to be willing to give up complete control of what has before now been your 

own domain.  That is far more easily said than it is done.  It will take time, and it can only emerge from 

new levels of trust between you.  If I really trust you to get the job done and if I believe that you can do 
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it as well or better than I can, then I will invest in you to do the job, feeing me to do something else 

where my gifts are best put to work.  If we can allow the others to benefit from our evangelistic gifts, it 

makes sense that we might consider new ways of approaching evangelism.
57

  

     Third, in order to accomplish our shared goal with respect to evangelism, we need to define and 

describe it together.  Its purpose should be to proclaim Jesus Christ in clear and compelling terms.  He 

is, after all, at the very heart of the Gospel!  At the same time, we need to agree on the nature of our role 

in proclaiming the Kingdom of God both in word and in deed.  And we must do so with an 

understanding that is shared by all.  To do less than that will put the entire endeavor in jeopardy and 

bring us back to the way things have been for the past century. 

     Finally, the parameters of any shared approach to evangelism will also point to the ways in which its 

limits are reached.  The issue of what constitutes proselytism simply must be studied and received 

together.  To do less than this puts the entire endeavor of a common witness in jeopardy.  But if we can 

begin to work on these four things, I believe that we can take great hope in the future and vitality of the 

Christian Churches who work Together in the USA. 
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