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Henry Martyn Centre, Cambridge, 27 January 2010

Edinburgh 1910 and Edinburgh 2010: Different Theological Worldviews? 

Kirsteen Kim

The World Missionary Conference of Edinburgh 1910 was held on 14-23 June in the Assembly Hall of the Church of Scotland on the Mound in Edinburgh. It brought together more than 1200 delegates from a wide range of Protestant missions and church mission boards, ‘to consider missionary problems’. They were all of European descent – from Britain, the USA and the Continent of Europe – with the exception of 17 ‘native’ representatives.
 About 1 in 6 of the delegates were women, although their voices were hardly heard in the conference proceedings and leadership was almost entirely male. Although the organiser of the conference, the Scott Joseph Oldham, was only in his mid-thirties, it was observed that most of the delegates then had ‘gone gray in service’
. The conference was prepared for by a thorough study process by eight different ‘Commissions’ on pressing mission issues of the day. The legacy of this research – which contributed to the founding of the new discipline of mission studies – is one of the reasons that Edinburgh 1910 is being remembered now when other missionary conferences of the late colonial period are largely forgotten. Another reason was the revival atmosphere generated by the conference, which was remembered long afterwards by those who attended. The spiritual life of the conference also induced a desire for continuation which led to the founding of the International Review of Mission(s)
 and the International Missionary Council (IMC). A third reason for its legacy was that it was attended by some of the most significant church leaders of the day and stimulated the formation of the ecumenical church Commissions on Faith and Order and on Life and Work, as well as cooperation in theological and mission education. These different strands came together in 1948 to form the World Council of Churches (WCC), with which the IMC was also integrated in 1961.
 Fourth, the passion for world evangelisation exhibited at Edinburgh 2010 is also appreciated by evangelical organisations whose members do not, by and large, come under the umbrella of the ecumenical movement, such the World Evangelical Alliance and the Lausanne Movement, as well as more conservative groups.

Consequently, the centenary of 1910 ‘brings people together in a creative way’ and ‘opens up new perspectives on mission today’.
 The significance of the anniversary was recognised by Revd Professor Kenneth R. Ross and others in the University of Edinburgh and the Church of Scotland which jointly sponsored a study process called ‘Towards 2010’ from 2002-2007, in which leading mission theologians from around the world were invited to reflect on Edinburgh 1910 from the perspective of today.
 Since 2005 the centenary celebrations have been organised by a diverse grouping called Edinburgh 2010, which has a General Council of twenty sponsoring bodies representing virtually every Christian confession worldwide. The project is based in the University of Edinburgh and directed from there by Revd Dr Daryl Balia, a South African Methodist (appointed 2007). The Church of Scotland is acting as banker and employer, and the University of Edinburgh is another employer and will host a centenary conference in Edinburgh in 2010. Dr Brian Stanley, recently appointed Professor of World Christianity and Director of the Centre for the Study of World Christianity at the University is very supportive of Edinburgh 2010 and has recently released what looks likely to be the definitive history of Edinburgh 1910.
 

Edinburgh 2010 is both a study process and an event. We will say more about the study process later. A conference – ‘Witnessing to Christ Today’ – is planned at the Pollock Halls in Edinburgh on 2-5 June 2010. It will bring together 150 delegates sent by the stakeholders and a further 70 more from the different aspects of the study process. The conference is intended to move the study process forward, apply it to the life of the churches and result in common commitment. As in 1910, the conference delegates will also spend time in prayer and worship; indeed a group under the leadership of John Bell of Iona is planning not only worship sessions but the ‘spiritual life’ of the conference. The conference will be followed by a celebration on Sunday, 6 June, in the same Assembly Hall used in 1910, for local people and international visitors. This event, which will be in the form of a service of worship, will be beamed around the world and linked to other local events in many different places around the globe.

I am grateful for this opportunity to reflect more deeply on Edinburgh 1910 and 2010, albeit briefly. In this paper I intend to introduce the two conferences of 1910 and 2010 more fully, look at the world in which each is set, and then compare and contrast the way in which each conference perceived its world and the predominant way in which it conceived its missionary response to that world.

1910 and 2010: Two different worlds?

Looking at the pictures which have come down to us of the delegates in 1910 sitting in serried ranks, very formally and apparently – in black and white photography – uniformly dressed, the world of Edinburgh 1910 looks very different to that of today. But in fact the contexts and events of 1910 and 2010 have much in common. First, both 1910 and 2010 take place in a globalised world. In fact there is an argument that in this respect the world today is more similar to that preceding the First World War than at any time in the intervening period. In 1910 the world lived – for better or worse – under the Pax Britannica which ensured free trade across the globe and was gradually sucking even the remotest parts into the capitalist system. But after World War I came the era of protectionism, and after the Second World War the Cold War, both of which impeded free trade and global communications. It was not until the fall of communism in Europe in 1990 that barriers came down and the world once again entered a globalised period under the current Pax Americana. We do not know how long this will last. Already protectionism is rising in terms of barriers to migration and, in the current crisis, economic barriers. But Edinburgh 2010, like its predecessor, is able to take advantage of a highly interconnected and relatively peaceful world.

Second, both 1910 and 2010 take place in a differentiated world. In 1910 the world was organised according to the category of ‘race’. Under the influence of ancient European perceptions of others, which were reinforced by evolutionary theory, the ‘races of mankind’ were arranged in a strict hierarchy with Europeans at the top and Japan next, followed by China, India and the Dutch East India; then the Islamic world; and at the very bottom of the pile, black Africans.
 Being Christian was virtually equated with European standards of civilisation. European missionaries did not doubt that people of all races could become Christian but they expected that it would take some of them much longer than others. Brian Stanley brings out the parallels between differentiation by race in 1910 and differentiation according to culture in 2010.
 We may be more willing to see cultures as relative to one another rather than arranged in a hierarchy, but Samuel P. Huntington’s ‘clash of civilisations’ thesis of the 1990s
 divides the world as rigidly by culture as did the old theories of racial incompatibility. Another prevalent global division is that of Global North and Global South. Although this is primarily an economic division, it is also negatively linked with theories of development, and therefore in some minds with Christian maturity, as Philip Jenkins’ book, The Next Christendom (2002) shows. Although he does much to introduce the new ‘Southern Christianity’ to the North, Jenkins also tends to portray it as conservative, biblicist and aggressive bloc.
 The North-South divide is not unlike a secular version of the division of territory into ‘Christian’ and ‘Non-Christian’ which prevailed in 1910.

Although 2010 is intended to contrast with 1910 by having 60% representation from what we call ‘the global South’, Europeans – both in Europe and from the European diaspora – are still prominent in its planning and study process. Protestants are also the largest confessional group – although all branches of the Christian faith are represented. Both processes are also dominated by the English-speaking world. Although efforts are being made, issues of translation and its cost mean that non-English speakers may be as marginal in 2010 as they were in 1910. In 2010 also it will be a challenge to have 20% of the delegates under 30, but two global youth bodies (World Student Christian Federation and International Fellowship of Evangelical Students) are represented on the General Council. The gender balance at least is likely to be much better in 2010, although it is unlikely to reach the target of 50%, but there are women in leadership throughout the project activities.

Some other aspects of the two conferences are also remarkably similar, such as the use of statistics to measure the spread of the gospel. Both conferences have atlases of world Christianity.
 In 1910, it was necessary to know what proportion of the population of a country needed to be Christian for it to be counted as part of Christendom. But statistics and the information extrapolated from them are notoriously unreliable. In 1910, they expected that Japan and India could soon be Christian nations in the sense of mass conversions to Christian faith. In fact the percentage of Christians in those nations has hardly changed in a century. The greatest growth in East Asia has occurred among the Koreans, whom the Japanese despised and whose nation they annexed in 1910 as part of their imperial expansion across the Asia-Pacific region. Delegates in 1910 encouraged Japanese imperialism and condoned the annexation.
 In India, Christian growth has been mainly among the outcastes or Dalits, and the greatest church growth of all has been in what the leaders of 1910 regarded as the ‘darkest’ and most heathen continent: sub-Saharan Africa.
 In 1910 the Pentecostal-charismatic movement, which owes so much to its ‘Black root’
 in slave religion and African spirituality, and which has transformed the worship life of many churches since those stiff Edwardian times, had only just got underway.

One of the preoccupations of colonial missions was with the perceived threat of Islam, and this was one of the primary motives for mission in Africa at the time.
 Missionaries were further concerned by the fact that the colonial powers generally excluded missionaries from Islamic lands which they controlled because of the danger of antagonising their populations. While the Commission on ‘Non-Christian religions’ had positive things to say about Hinduism and Buddhism, there was nothing they could find to commend in Islam.
 In this respect the neo-colonial missions of 2010 are little different.

Tension between the Scots and the English also has not gone away. In 1910 Scots took the initiative to invite the world to Edinburgh but overall control of the European side of the operations was soon wrested off them by the English.
 In the devolved UK of today, there are many sensitivities.

Theological worldview of 1910

What can we say about the way the delegates of 1910 viewed the world in which they did mission and their response to it? Some preliminary remarks are in order here. First, in comparing the theologies of the different events we can only consider the dominant theology which shaped them. This was not the only theology operative among the delegates in 1910 and is only one of the huge variety of theological perspectives represented at 2010. Second, we must note that Edinburgh 1910 strove not to do theology. A decision was made during the planning process to exclude any discussion of theology in order for Anglo-Catholics to be willing to participate.
 But even by omission, a particular theology of mission is implied: that mission is obedience to a non-negotiable command of Jesus Christ.

This analysis is based on the reports of the commissions to the conference and the conference report. The eight commissions addressed the following issues:

1. Carrying the Gospel to all the Non-Christian World

2. The Church in the Mission Field

3. Education in Relation to the Christianisation of National Life

4. The Missionary Message in Relation to the Non-Christian Religions

5. The Preparation of Missionaries

6. The Home Base of Missions

7. Missions and Governments

8. Cooperation and the Promotion of Unity

1) Mission as obedience to the mandate of Christ

Edinburgh 1910 reflected the Evangelical consensus which had prevailed among Protestants since the revivals of the eighteenth century: that Jesus Christ had given a mandate to the apostles to ‘go into all the world’ (Mark 16:15) and ‘make disciples of all nations’ (Matt 28:19), which was unquestioningly assumed to apply to his present-day disciples in Europe. They understood the task in terms of Christianisation and assumed that it had been partly fulfilled because peoples within certain territories were Christian and others were not. 

Whereas the first disciples had been a frightened sect empowered only by their vision of Christ, the missionaries of 1910, under the leadership of John Mott, combined the Great Commission with a strong sense that the task of world evangelisation was given to their generation because they had the wherewithal to achieve it, and because their world was sufficiently ‘plastic’ to be able to receive it. 

2) The framework of mission: colonialism

The missionaries of 1910 were unashamed in using the opportunities created by imperial power and globalisation to press home what they believed was the Christian message. They strongly criticised some of the things the colonial powers did in their name but they did not question the world order itself. Indeed many justified European empires because they were seen as bringing uplift to the world’s people. They were prepared to contemplate that different races would respond to the gospel in different ways – in fact some were looking for exotic new forms of church life – but few doubted that Christianity was the universal religion which fulfilled or abrogated all the others, which alone offered salvation and could lead to a fully civilised humanity.

The delegates at Edinburgh felt themselves to be close to the centres of power and to be shaping the world in cooperation with colonial governments. The reports sometimes express concern that these powers do not always share Christian principles but nothing in 1910 prepared the Christians for the rise of secular ideologies in the twentieth century. Although in 1910 they were experiencing the growth of Asian and African churches, and expecting the imminent Christianisation of the world, they do not seem to have thought through the implications for European Christianity of the eventual ‘shift in the centre of gravity’ of global Christianity and the situation of ‘world Christianity’ of which we are so conscious as we approach 2010.

3) Mission as a matter of method

The delegates at 1910 believed they knew what mission was and what the goals should be, but met together to discuss how to do it. The newly emerging ‘science of missions’ was mainly concerned with mission methods and at Edinburgh ‘method was everything’.
 The Commissions which prepared for the 1910 conference began from the premise that if they could find out what was actually going on in the mission field – which they thought they could do chiefly by means of statistics and questionnaires filled in by missionaries – then they could assess the method by its effectiveness in delivering Christian populations and adjust it as necessary. Mission itself was not in question until the late and post-colonial period. The questions raised by different missionary methods were for the most part treated pragmatically; so, for example, the issue of whether Christian education should work directly to uplift the poor or whether mission schools should begin with the social elite in the hopes that Christian ideas would then be ‘diffused’ throughout the whole society. This was not treated as a moral question of whom to serve, or the theological one of whom God prefers, but as the pragmatic question of which method would result in the fastest Christianisation of India.

4) Mission as from the West to the rest

Few in 1910 doubted that the world could be divided into Christian and non-Christian lands but they quibbled about where to draw the line, particularly whether Catholic and Orthodox Christians counted or not.
 ‘Missionary’ was a term applied only to white Europeans and was uni-directional from the West to the rest. Christianisation of the ‘non-Christian world’ consisted in calling for conversion and planting churches as well as ‘uplifting’ people socially. The first activities were given priority but not yet separated from social goals as they were to be for most of the rest of the twentieth century by the split between the movements of fundamentalism and theological liberalism, which tended also to divide evangelicalism from the ecumenical movement. As representatives of the world’s ruling powers, church and mission leaders in 1910 were conscious of their relationship with the apparatus of colonial states. They studied matters of ‘missions and governments’, and their role as agents of national development, particularly through educational institutions, but also hospitals and other services.

5) The means of mission: missionary societies

In 1910, missionary societies were unquestioned as the means of mission, whether at home or overseas, and questions of their ecclesiological legitimacy were hardly raised. Edinburgh 1910 studied the churches in Europe and North America as ‘the home base’ of missions, and chastised them for their lack of support of missions, especially in view of their abundant resources. A paucity of spiritual life and intercessory prayer for mission was seen to be the main reason why they did not send more funds and personnel overseas. ‘The Church in the mission field’ was also the subject of research and it was discovered to be not just a ‘by-product of mission work, but as itself by far the most efficient element in Christian propaganda’. However, this was not so much because of its own outgoing mission activity but because of its potential to serve in the Western missionary enterprise.
 It is apparent from the records of the conference, and especially the speech of V.S. Azariah from India and the reaction to it,
 that the relationship of missionaries and ‘native Christians’ was not friendship or partnership but paternalism.
 Teresa Okure links this to the striking lack of reference to the Holy Spirit in Edinburgh 1910 Commission II of Edinburgh 1910,
 as indeed was true of the whole conference. It was in 1912 that SPG missionary Roland Allen published his widely read book Missionary Methods – St Paul’s or Ours? in which he lampooned his fellow missionaries for their neglect of mission theology of the Holy Spirit. He argued that if mission is understood as the activity of the Holy Spirit, missionaries would respect ‘native’ Christians as having received the Holy Spirit just as they had, and would be able to trust them to lead and grow their own churches without missionary oversight.

Theological worldview of 2010

What is the theological worldview of Edinburgh 2010? This time theology is being addressed but the theology of the project itself is not stated so again we need to read between the lines.

First, we can deduce the theology of Edinburgh 2010 from its governance. Somewhat like Edinburgh 1910, Edinburgh 2010 was initiated by several mission thinkers and mission executives from Northern European Protestant bodies, some of them in Scotland. They contacted the World Council of Churches to see if they planned to mark the centenary, since the original conference had led directly to the Council’s formation. The WCC reaction was to involve itself in the planning but not to claim the centenary. So the WCC is just one of the twenty stakeholders, although it is contributing the largest funds. The members of the General Council include all the main Christian confessions: the Protestant world bodies (Lutheran, Anglican, Reformed, Methodist and Baptist), three Evangelical bodies (World Evangelical Alliance, Lausanne Movement and Latin American Theological Fraternity), the Roman Catholic Church (represented through the Pontifical Council for the Promotion of Christian Unity), the Orthodox Churches (represented by a lay academic of the Greek Orthodox Church), the Asian Pentecostal Society, African Independent Churches, and the Seventh Day Adventist Church.]

Edinburgh 2010 is thus an experiment in a new and wider ecumenism. The reality in the twenty-first century is that the Protestant churches of Europe and the Orthodox churches around which the WCC was constructed no longer represent a majority of the world’s non-Catholic Christians. Whereas in 1910 the cooperation of European denominations would have had international repercussions because they were closely related to European states and they also controlled the churches on the mission field, the reconciliation of churches in Europe can no longer be expected to have much impact worldwide (unless the Roman Catholic Church is involved). The unity of Europe, to which the ecumenical movement made such a significant contribution, has been achieved and the rest of the world no longer expects to be troubled by European wars. The daughter churches of Europe in the former colonies are now independent; many North American churches were always independent; and many more new forms of churches have emerged from multiple origins in different parts of the world. In view of this complex situation and of the impasse in Faith and Order discussions of organic unity, some in the WCC now see it has a role as a catalyst of wider unity, and this view informs WCC participation in Edinburgh 2010.

As we have seen, Edinburgh 2010 is consciously constructed to correct what are now seen as limitations of Edinburgh 1910; that is to inclusive and represent the breadth of world Christianity. Despite the weaknesses mentioned earlier, the constituency achieved by Edinburgh 2010 is extremely broad. In fact there is hardly a category of Christian who is not at least notionally included under one of the stakeholders. The regional balance is widespread across the global but some areas are at present un- or underrepresented: China, the former Soviet Union and Central Asia, the Middle East and the Pacific Islands. The desired participation in 2010 may be less theologically determined than it is conditioned by the contemporary categories of North and South, cultural regions and issues of gender and age, and current political correctness. However, the wider participation is achieved because Edinburgh 2010 is mainly a conference of churches rather than mission agencies – a point to which we will return.

After 2005, an open invitation was issued to institutions and organisations to host one of the nine main study themes; however few felt able to do so. So the study process was kick-started in 2008 when Edinburgh 2010 called together leaders of institutions known to be interested and the result is that each study theme now has several institutions or organisations involved. Those leading the main study themes also represent all the main church traditions and include various nationalities: one from Aotearoa-New Zealand, four British, two Canadians (one a member of the First Nations), a German, two Greeks, a Hungarian, two Indians, a Kenyan, two Koreans, a Nigerian, a South African, and a Swede. Nevertheless, more than half of these (11/19) are European or of European descent, and almost all are based in Northern institutions.
 Partly to address this issue, regional study processes have also been encouraged and partially funded in many places in the global South: India (two institutions), West, East and South Africa, Malaysia, Singapore, Latin America (four organisations), Cuba and Fiji. Many other regional or confessional Edinburgh events have been or will be held up to and including the year 2010, including many in Europe and several in North America, and events in South Korea and Japan. The Roman Catholic Church has six institutions in different continents working on Edinburgh 2010 themes.

The main drivers of Edinburgh 2010, and the main funders, are those organisations which see themselves as direct successors of Edinburgh 2010, and therefore they are the WCC and ‘mainline’ European Protestant churches and their mission agencies. In effect most of the funding comes from Protestant churches and agencies in Germany and Scandinavia. However all the organisations on the General Council will support their delegations and several have also contributed generously to the general funds. The only source of non-Western funding for Edinburgh 2010 is from South Korean churches. Since the Protestant churches in South Korea took their indigenous life from a revival movement which was almost contemporary with the 1910 conference, it is arguably they who most preserve the Spirit of 1910.
 With this notable exception, the financial power of the churches appears still to lie in the North Atlantic zone. However, in April this year the plans for the event were significantly scaled back (the conference will now be only 250 people, although the final celebration is open to all comers) – an indication not just of the current financial crisis but perhaps also that the era when the churches of the North felt it their responsibility to host the others may be nearing its close.

Second, we can deduce the dominant theology of Edinburgh 2010 from its process and its study themes. Edinburgh 2010 was planned very much with the heritage of Edinburgh 1910 in mind and, like its predecessor event, began by setting up a study process. An international group of people was called together in 2005 to identify pressing mission themes for our generation. There are nine main themes as follows:

1. Foundations for mission

2. Christian mission among other faiths

3. Mission and post-modernity

4. Mission and power

5. Forms of missionary engagement

6. Theological education and formation

7. Christian communities in contemporary contexts

8. Mission and unity – ecclesiology and mission

9. Mission spirituality and authentic discipleship

A further seven ‘transversal’ themes were included:

1. Women and mission 

2. Youth and mission 

3. Healing and reconciliation 

4. Bible and mission 

5. Contextualization 

6. Subaltern voices 

7. Ecological insights

The 2010 themes were developed in an explicitly theological way by the 2005 group. In 2010, unlike 1910, a theological approach is possible partly because the basic data about world Christianity is already known and also because the 2010 member bodies are prepared to engage one another theologically. It is also necessary in 2010 because the main questions about mission are no longer just methodological. Mission is recognised by all the sponsoring bodies as beginning from the initiative of God – the missio Dei – and therefore understood theologically, although in different ways. The study groups are tasked with transforming these theological themes into key issues and priorities for the churches.

Unlike 1910 when questionnaires were prepared centrally for the commission groups, this time the methodology is up to the groups. The BIAMS/Global Connections/CTBI-GMN project contributing to Theme 1 is almost unique in primarily basing its work on questionnaires. All the groups have submitted a chapter of 10,000 words for the pre-conference publication
. Most groups have worked by calling consultations and sharing academic-style papers but there are examples of more grassroots studies such as the one being led by the Council for World Mission.

Like Edinburgh 1910 there will be hardback volumes produced for Edinburgh 2010. Several have appeared already, and there is a series planned with Regnum Books, Oxford, beginning at Easter with the preparatory volume for the conference publication. Most of the study groups are also generating other publications which will be published as part of the Edinburgh 2010 series or in association with it. Regnum Books is working with co-publishers in different continents to make the series as widely available as possible. But in keeping with the times, the main medium of Edinburgh 2010 work is electronic. The overall outcome will be the final form of the website. It will document and link all the different study processes and be a resource for scholars of mission for as long as websites last. The web format perhaps best represents the networking approach of Edinburgh 2010 but you can also find Edinburgh 2010 on Facebook and Twitter.

In the next part of this paper, I intend to compare and contrast the two lists of themes from 1910 and 2010, and then to highlight the latter’s theology.

1) Mission as missio Dei
The first theme for 2010 is ‘foundations for mission’, showing that in our generation mission needs to be defined and justified. The statement and questions which accompany the theme are strongly influenced by post-War discussion of the Trinitarian foundations for mission, which result from an understanding that mission is the mission of God, missio Dei, in which the church is privileged to participate. The missio Dei formulation would be rather strange to the delegates in 1910 who thought of mission more as a task delegated to the church, and of bringing the kingdom in the sense of Christianising. The impact of liberation theology is also apparent in the approach to salvation and the issue of the way the Bible is interpreted in mission. Mission is seen as not as improving people but as liberating them, and this is understood to include socio-economic and political freedom. In the report on this theme, biblical and theological foundations which do not affirm this in practice are called into question.

Defining mission as missio Dei means the forms of mission are no longer a given as they were in 1910. Since mission is not thought of primarily as obedience to a mandate but joining in with God’s work in the world, it can be any activity which may be construed as participating in God’s work. In 2010 the forms of mission come under scrutiny in Theme 5, and the emphasis is very much on variety and diversity of approach.

2) The milieu of mission: globalization

The 2010 conference takes place not in the context of colonialism but of globalization. This is particularly apparent in the ‘transversal’ topics. Two topics are included in the ‘transversals’, which are both possible definitions of mission. The first is ‘Contextualization, inculturation and dialogue of worldviews’. There has been relatively little interest in this topic, which was the subject of much discussion in the twentieth century, and which is at the heart of international relations, as I pointed out earlier, and many other issues in our day. I suspect this because the validity of local expressions of faith and the possibility of the clash of cultures is no longer an issue but accepted as characteristic of the globalized world. The second is ‘Reconciliation and healing’, which gained prominence as a mode, if not the supreme mode of mission, in the last decade and a half of the twentieth century. This was due to a number of reasons among which was the perceived rise of conflict between the world’s many communities. Mission as reconciliation could not be further away from the language of 1910 when mission was frequently described as a military operation: a matter of missionary forces conquering ground. Although it eschews violence, the globalization model does not necessarily lead to a more just world than that which colonialism created, as many of the conference participants from the Majority World will point out.

The transversal themes partly represent interest groups with which we are familiar in a world which has made a virtue of diversity: women, youth, subaltern (or marginalised) voices, biblical and ecological perspectives. The list of transversals was drawn up with the main themes in 2005 and one wonders whether ecological issues would make it onto the first list if it were redrawn now. Also surprising in 2009 is the lack of a separate study of mission as it relates to markets and economic forces, especially in view of the prominence of the North-South divide in the formulation of the themes. The theme of migration – so characteristic of our globalized world – is not prominent in the brief of the study groups either – but it crops up in many of the different studies, and especially under Theme 7.

3) Mission as a spiritual endeavour

The fact that Christians today, even in Europe, no longer see themselves as at the centre of power is reflected in the paucity of reference to church-state or church-government relations with which the 1910 conference was so preoccupied. Instead, a wider discussion of power is introduced in Theme 4 which interrogates the exercise of power by churches as well political bodies and suggests a theology of power in weakness. The voice of those nations and peoples who suffer under the economic and political dominance of others is more directly heard in 2010, and as a result there is a recognition that mission has its victims as well as its heroes, and that the centenary is an occasion for repentance as well as celebration. Theme 4 is complemented by Theme 9, which deals with ‘mission spirituality and authentic discipleship’. Whereas 1910 encouraged the spiritual and moral character of the individual missionary and intercessory prayer in the churches as important for effective mission outcomes, 2010 understands mission itself to be a spiritual endeavour. The kingdom of God is interpreted primarily as a spiritual vision rather than a realm on earth, which is brought about by the activity of the Spirit of God rather than achieved by human endeavour.

The absence of reference to governments in 2010 also reflects a world in which the development activities into which the 1910 mission organisations were pouring so much time and money – through schools, hospitals and other institutions – are largely now in secular hands. This is illustrated clearly by the fact that the education under discussion in Theme 6 of Edinburgh 2010 is explicitly theological, whereas in 1910 education was discussed with reference to ‘the Christianization of national life’. Although the themes of 2010 are much concerned with promoting human welfare, the means are now less institutional and less concerned with government agendas. This is because in the post-colonial world – and under the influence of secularisation theory – relief and development work is often now separated from mission, both in practice and in theory. In the post-colonial period governments eschewed the faith-dimensions of mission activity but appropriated their humanitarian work. Mission institutions were either taken over by governments or administered by national churches as part of social service departments. Mission societies struggled to hold evangelism and development together and retain a specifically Christian agenda, especially because development activities have the capability to attract secular funding, and the phenomenon of Christian relief and development agencies arose. The latter also attracted increasing amounts of support from Western churches as they became the acceptable face of overseas activity when the political correctness of evangelism as proclamation was called into question, especially in multi-faith contexts. The development agencies – Christian and secular – who now work closely with governments have distanced themselves from missionary activity, and as a result they are condemned to repeat many of the mistakes of 1910 in terms of superior attitudes and collusion with the agendas of powerful governments.

4) Mission everywhere in a plural world

In 2010 the theme which is probably generating most interest, is Theme 2 ‘Christian mission among other faiths’. In light of the dialogical approach to other faiths which has been promoted since the 1970s, and which rejected the use of the word mission in connection with other faiths, this title has proved somewhat controversial and represents something of a redressing of the balance. In 1910 the relationship of the gospel to other religions was considered under the heading of ‘The missionary message in relation to the non-Christian faiths’. As the title suggests, the main concern was with the gospel as truth, understood primarily intellectually; the appeal was ‘to the minds of non-Christian peoples’ (italics added). Other faiths were regarded as inadequate and the dominant theology was of Christianity as the intellectual fulfilment of other faiths. In contrast, theme 2 of Edinburgh 2010 is mostly concerned with Christian witness – a matter of actions as well as words – in contexts of religious plurality in which Christianity is regarded as one faith among equals.

Theme 3 in 2010 deals with something missing from the agenda of Edinburgh 1910: mission and contemporary secular philosophies, in this case termed ‘postmodernities’. Misgivings were expressed at Edinburgh in 1910 about the corrupting effect of aspects of European society at home, but in the era of Christendom the interest of missionaries was with the ‘non-Christian world’ which was clearly demarcated from ‘home’ and assumed to be dominated by other religions. One of the major shifts in twentieth century mission thinking was the recognition, which was actually stated in 1910, that ‘there is no Church that is not a Church in the mission field’. Now the mission needs of West were recognised as just as urgent as those elsewhere. However, although Europeans have involved themselves in mission in every other continent, not everyone welcomes the help of missionaries from other parts of the world in mission to Britain. The relationship of ‘reverse mission’ and indigenous missions in the West will be a major debating point this year.

5) The instruments of mission: churches

A major difference between 1910 and 2010 is that whereas 1910 was mainly a gathering of missionaries and representatives of mission agencies, 2010 is a gathering first and foremost of churches. There is a strong emphasis, for instance in Theme 7, on the local Christian community or church as the main locus of mission. In this sense, mission has been taken into the heart of Christian faith.

Since 1910 also, the question of mission has become inseparable from the question of unity between churches. However, the current Theme 8 Mission and Unity was missing from the original 2005 list. A year later the 2010 organisers bowed to pressure from the WCC and included this – with a link to the wider topic of ‘ecclesiology and mission’ – to make nine main themes in total. Its omission from the original list perhaps indicates that, in the context of the open approach of 2010, it was taken for granted. It also suggests that, while unity is valued, the vision of organic unity represented by the WCC is not shared among the wider churches.

Theological shifts from 1910 to 2010

In 1910 mission studies was in its infancy but in 2010 we benefit from a century’s reflection on mission. What differences will we see? If we compare the theological worldviews (or perhaps we should say cosmologies) of 1910 and 2010 overall, we could summarise in several shifts:

1) Language: from kingdom to Spirit

First, there has been a shift in the language of mission from Kingdom language to Spirit language. These are two different sets of mission vocabulary which are somewhat parallel in the New Testament. Matthew and Mark major on kingdom language, John and Paul prefer the language of the Spirit, and Luke combines both. In 1910 the language of the kingdom was current because of the background of colonial empires headed by monarchs. In our day the language of Spirit, spirits and spirituality is more in keeping with a form of globalisation that relies less on territorial expansion but more on hegemony by means of global flows, global communications and cultural influences. It is very much the language of Edinburgh 2010. Both forms of expression are in danger of being subverted by the world, and both may be redeemed as vehicles of expression of an alternative globalisation, based on the power of love. The contemporary interest in the Holy Spirit in mission can also be seen as a consequence of missio Dei theology, since God is at work in the work today through God’s Spirit. In popular understanding, mission has become ‘Finding out where the Holy Spirit is at work and joining in’.

2) Agency: from mission societies to churches

Second, there has been a shift in the agency of mission from mission societies to churches. This is a result of the realisation, as missionaries withdrew from the colonies, of ‘the missionary nature of the church’, which is a corollary of missio Dei theology.
 ‘The church’, it is often said, ‘exists for mission as a fire exists for burning’.

However, this doctrine tended to come down to ‘the missionary nature of the local church’, which is also reflected in the contemporary theology of ‘missional church’ or ‘mission-shaped church’. This is very welcome in many ways but there is also a danger that, without mission agencies or organisations to constantly remind us of the big picture, we limit mission to local concerns and activity and become increasingly parochial. For the delegates in 1910 the missionary societies were the practical vehicle of mission and their existence was justified on the basis on historical contingency, but not on biblical or theological grounds. They therefore saw no need to encourage mission initiatives in the churches they planted overseas. Furthermore, in the post-colonial period the existence of missionary societies and agencies in the West was frequently questioned by the churches – at least in Europe. The result was a rather static vision of local churches each doing mission in their context (or territory). But now missions are back in a big way – not in Europe but in Korea, India, Brazil and other missionary-sending countries. In my view they represent the New Testament patterns of the mission of the seventy and of Paul’s missionary band, and so they can be justified theologically. Furthermore, only if they are so justified can mission agencies be called to account according to biblical standards.

Another relevant fact in the current era is that churches are not planted for ever in one place; many are on the move because of migration movements. As we approach the fiftieth anniversary of the integration of the IMC and the WCC (1961), which was much questioned at the time and continues to be so,
 it is time to reappraise it in the light of world Christianity and globalisation, and develop our theology of mission organisations and missionary movements alongside our recognition of the missionary nature of the local church.

3) Model of unity: from centralised to poly-centric

Third, there has been a shift from a centralised model of unity to a poly-centric one. Edinburgh 1910 represented the beginning of a return to the conciliar model of inter-church relations which characterised the early church, before Rome started to make unilateral decisions. The Roman model was at its height at the turn of the twentieth century in the wake of the First Vatican Council (1870). Brian Stanley finds an intriguing connection that suggests an influence of Edinburgh 1910 on the openness of the Second Vatican Council in 1962-65!
 Since Vatican II, the church has recognised the need to join the dialogue between Christian communities. It has also, through regional synods since 1994, recognised the different experiences of its component churches worldwide. However, the world Christian community is now so diverse and fragmented that even the conciliar relations of the WCC have proved inadequate. Nevertheless, as the network of Edinburgh 2010 shows, there is ongoing conversation between churches from different contexts in many different centres. Though we increasingly recognise the diversity of Christian expressions, by confession and by culture or region, we are finding new ways of expressing our unity as well.

4) Philosophy: from universalism to pluralism

Fourth, a philosophical shift from universalism to pluralism. In 1910 European Christians were confident that Christianity was the world religion in the sense that it was final and absolute, that there is no further truth to be found in other faiths, and that Christianity is intended for all humanity.
 1910 upheld the Enlightenment paradigm that there are certain universal facts on which ‘all reasonable men’ can agree, and the missionaries at Edinburgh counted the truth of Christianity among them – although they were aware that there were strong voices in their own societies who doubted that. Logically, in the universalised mindset of modernity, there could only be one true religion, and so the others must by implication be false or inadequate in some way. In 2010, the dominant cultural influence is not universalism but pluralism. In late or post-modernity we are sceptical of grand narratives and universal solutions. Christianity is now described a world religion, one among many others which are considered ideologically equivalent to one another.
 It is not politically correct to assert the pre-eminence of the Christian faith, nor is it regarded as self-evident that Christianity is superior. Not only for political reasons but also biblically and socially, we now recognise and affirm diversity within Christianity itself. And theologically we are more prepared to learn from different perspectives. This shift is shown in the way Edinburgh 2010 is conceived. Nevertheless, Christian churches cannot succumb to relativism and Edinburgh 2010 is also an example of how Christians continue to believe, as they did in 1910, that it is our duty to witness to Christ and proclaim his unique message for the sake of the world. How to do that both with integrity and with sensitivity under the influence of the prevailing pluralistic philosophies, as well as in mono-religious societies, remains a great challenge.

5) Aim: from Christianisation to witnessing

The fifth shift reflects the response to that challenge; it is the shift in the meaning of evangelism from Christianisation to witnessing. Although in 1910 the fundamentals of Christianity were doubted in the wider society
 and there were anti-clerical and secular movements, it was generally assumed in the West that most people needed a religion and so European governments encouraged missionary activity in their colonies – as long as the natives were not antagonistic to it. The missionaries at Edinburgh were keen to take advantage of this opportunity to ‘occupy’ non-Christian lands with gospel and ‘the evangelization the world in this generation’ became a watchword for the conference. In both cases the terminology referred to a process of Christianising populations in both name and behaviour. Since then we have had the era of secularisation, where religions were assumed to be dying out with the onslaught of modernity and ideologies took their place. Now it is no longer taken for granted that human beings need a religion at all. But we also live in a time where the enduring power of religions is once again acknowledged. In our context, when Christianity needs to prove itself worthy of its message, the slogan of Edinburgh 2010 is not about the Christianisation of the world but ‘witnessing to Christ today’. The emphasis is not on finding effective and efficient methods to complete world evangelisation but on the quality of individual and church life which will draw people to Christ.

Edinburgh 1910 and 2010 represent two different worlds and different theological frameworks to justify Christian mission within them, but there are also many similarities and parallels between the two events and between the two run continuous links through institutions, traditions and movements. In both cases, I believe, Christians and churches of the time are trying to be faithful in the world of their day to what they have received and experienced of God in Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit.
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