Christian Mission among other Faiths
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Religious narrative may inform one’s identity and one’s world-view, but in itself it
has no impact on one’s post-death situation. Whether one believes in pushing up daisies,
or in eternal salvation, reincarnation or nirvana, or is committed to a view about a world of
spirits, the belief will have absolutely no impact on what actually happens at the point of
death! Most religious narratives offer a post-death concept and most assume some level
of human achievement such as good behaviour or the killing of an infidel.1 Yet the
Christian gospel places salvation in the hands of God alone whilst inviting individuals to
place themselves in a right relationship with this self-revealing God.
So those committed to the Christian narrative would have a motivation to announce
the availability of salvation as grounds for announcing the Christian gospel. However,
salvation is not the only ground for this announcement. St Paul made it clear as he
traveled across Europe where many other religions were adhered to that there is an
immediate need to see lives remoulded by the active presence of God the Holy Spirit in
the life of all those who turn to God’s grace.2
We must recognize the right of all people to pursue the world-view they
choose, just as Christians would wish that no matter what nation they live in they too
would be free to follow their religious commitment. Given that recognition, we might ask if
there is anything unique in the various religious narratives. There are some areas of
overlap such as between the Pharonic concept of a wealthy after-life and some Chinese
religions3, as well as between Hinduism and Buddhism.4 But the Christian concept of
salvation in God’s eternal kingdom is unique, if it were not then there would be nothing
worth suffering or even dying for. Not only our past, but also sadly our present history
indicates that many people suffer and die for the sake of their commitment to the God of
grace.5 The 1910 Edinburgh conference was held to promote mission to those who did
not hold a Christian Faith and we must take this into account. It assumed the potential
universality of the gospel, but as Panikkar6 has pointed out such action creates a problem
for those who do not hold to this faith.
So in today’s world we need to ascertain what an appropriate position could
be. In arriving at this point I would first make two warnings.
(1) There is no advantage in patronizing others. Each person develops a personal
identity in the light of the faith adopted.7 We as Christians do not want to show
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ourselves as having a superior attitude, therefore we should not patronize those of
other faiths.8 We are called by the Bible to be humble and our humility lies in the
fact that human achievement is not the mechanism for attaining a changed life or
eternal salvation. We are open to learning from other cultures and values9 as well
as the religious understandings of those among whom we seek to make known the
Christian gospel.10 However, we do have a unique message to present and each
individual needs to make up her/his own mind from the range of messages heard
as to which one will be followed.
(2) There is no advantage in being approvingly sympathetic to other religious
narratives. At the 1893 World Parliament of Religions in Chicago, Swami
Vivekanada pursued Ram Mohan Roy’s position that the Hindu practice of Sati
(Sutee) could be dropped as this is not taught in the Vedas11 and thus Hinduism
must be acknowledged as a helpful religion.12 If on this basis we approve the Hindu
religion, then we are declaring that the Christian gospel has nothing unique to say.
The same position becomes obvious when we note that regardless of what
peaceful Muslims may state, their operational manual, namely the Qur’an, does
declare that Islam is the only right universal religion, and apostates should be
killed.13 The old pluralistic view that there are many paths up the same mountain all
leading to the top of the mountain, is not a helpful image (particulary when doctrine
and political ideology merge). If there is an eternal God, then only that God can
declare who he is and how he can be reached (both Islam and Christianity reject
pluralism). Any human attempt at discovering the Divine has to be a product of
human imagination.14 So either we have a self-declaring God to announce or we
should keep quiet. If we do make such an announcement then we do have some
boundaries for we are not simply appeasers. I will comment further on boundaries
in a moment.
For Christian Mission today we need to grasp some concepts.
(1) The most widely known concept is that of contextualization.15 A range of
meanings have been attached to this concept. It has its roots in Paul’s message
at the Areopagus (Acts 17), in that he related to an existing inscription on a local
altar and recognized the belief in an ‘unknown God’. He was relating to an
awareness of many of his listeners. Over the years many missionaries have
found that the local people among whom they are ministering already have
some awareness of concepts which need to be further developed. There are
some truths in most world-views. Lesslie Newbigin embarks on this concept
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with a chapter in his “The Gospel in a Pluralist Society” (p141-154). He states
that the truth about the gospel must be announced in a way that makes sense to
the hearer and yet at the same time it must ‘not be a product shaped by the
mind of the hearer.’16 The gospel must be conveyed in the culture in which it is
being announced and not presented in its original Hebrew culture.17 Some
religions have a concept of a Creator God yet know little if anything about him.
Vince Donovan discovered this in his work with the Masai.18 Don Richardson
found a redemptive analogy in his ministry among the Asmat tribe in Irian
Jaya.19 Workers among Muslims can identify with the ‘One God’ concept, with
the belief in ‘Isa’ and that we represent God in the world, but in all cases there is
an enormous movement away from their original understanding as the story
about Jesus unfolds and the character of a loving Christ is made clear.20
Eventually the missionary will discuss the Triune nature of God, since
contextualization means both relating to already known ideas as well as
sensitivity to the yet to be known. The term ‘contextualization’ is also used to
establish a faithful declaration of God’s written word and relating this meaning to
the context in a meaningful way.
(2) The next concept I need to mention is the not so well known concept of
determining the boundaries. Those in ministry today would be expected to
identify the Biblical boundaries of behaviour linked to the nature and practice of
the person of Jesus (e.g. Hebrews 12). One would hope also that all those in
ministry today will work within the cultural boundaries until any of these
boundaries are in conflict with the nature of the person of Jesus. Those
committed to some faith or to no faith usually hold to some truths and Christians
need to identify these, build on them and respect the culture in which they have
been formed. But Christians owe allegiance and discipline only to the Cross.
This means that whilst doctrine is not changed, values may be reviewed and
adjusted as needed without necessarily being in conflict with the boundaries set.
(3) The common basis for relating to people of other faiths today appears to be on a
dialogue platform. The assumptions about dialogue vary enormously. But the
essentials are firstly, that neither side expects to change its doctrinal stance.
Secondly then, the purpose cannot be for conversion and it must be to convey
historical facts, and/or to explain doctrinal positions21 and/or to promote
harmony among the people. In Nigeria it has been used in an attempt to
persuade Muslims not to kill Christians and burn down their churches (no doubt
a desire for peace) and this has been a noted failure. In Nepal and India it has
been used to explain that people are not paid money to convert (an attempt to
explain the facts) and this too has not been successful. In Pakistan it has been
used in an attempt to eliminate the blasphemy law, but this too has failed, even
at the political level.22 In Australia it has been used to improve the
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understanding of two faiths which are engaging, but there has been little
evidence of a helpful result either in publications23 or in reducing proposed acts
of terrorism by extremists 24. The desire often is to strengthen the capacity for
tolerance and this could mean an improvement in relationships, but normally
means a shift in values as doctrine is not adjustable. The “Common Word”
written-dialogue promoted Islamic values and decried extremism, but claimed
the right to kill apostates.25 It also requires that Christians not be aggressors
against Islam, with no comment about Islamic aggression. Clearly, dialogue
tends to be a publicity event rather than an effective means of increasing
tolerance. It certainly is not a means, and should not be used as a means, for
Christians to announce the gospel.26
Any and every mission action among those of other faiths or of no faith should be
undertaken not as a displacement concept, but as an opportunity to build on whatever
knowledge and ideas the listener(s) may hold to and be open to a debate about the
content of the narrative. Such debate will not change the essential features of the
narrative, but may change the approach and may open up ways for further declaration of
the message of a right relationship with the God who has revealed himself both in word
and in The Word.
*****
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