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For more than a year, while finishing University, I worked as a postman. And one thing that is absolutely critical to being a postman, is a set of pigeonholes.   Before we set out on our round each day we spent a couple of hours sorting.  The whole round was carefully planned,  Everything had its place and use it properly and doing the round was a breeze.  Nothing out of order, nothing misplaced.

But in today’s world of mission, somebody has gone and messed up all the labels on the pigeonholes.  Missionaries don’t look like they used to and they certainly don’t fit into easy categories like they used to.

Take the following for example:

· A South Korean computer technician working in Kazakhstan doing covert street evangelism and running a house group

· A former Mexican street kid, now a Christian, part of a shop front ministry team in downtown Los Angeles

· A fifty year old former long time career missionary in Thailand now heading a small importing business in Vietnam

· A Filipino couple working in Saudi Arabia, he as a gardener and she as a domestic help

· A Nigerian AOG pastor with 20 years experience now pastoring a church for African migrants in South Auckland

· An Australian doctor setting up a whole series of low cost medical clinics in rural Cambodia

· and the list could go on.

The point is that world mission has changed and so has the missionary.  The question I want to ask is just how much has training for mission changed and what are the implications of that for our mission training in New Zealand.

It is interesting to do a quick survey of the literature in the field.   Go back to the sixties and there was a rash of articles by people like Herbert Kane
 and Alan Tippett
, mainly responding to the new awareness of anthropology.  Culture began to emerge as a highly critical factor in mission training.  

But after that in the major mission journals, there was not really a great deal written until the nineties, at least not much compared with the total number of articles.  

However in the nineties, it has begun to reappear as a crucial issue, not so much because of the needs of anthropology but because of traumatic changes in the nature of western Christianity – especially the fact that both Christian observance and mission dominance began to disappear at a frightening pace.

And in the nineties too a number of highly significant books have been written with this as their major focus.

So what I want to do is fourfold:

· list and briefly comment on some of the most critical changes

· outline some of the responses that have been made by mission trainers

· briefly refer to some of my own research on patterns of training

· then try and catalyse discussion with some observations on what all this means for our own training programmes in this country, using a template from the range of literature covered.

So what has happened to missions?

There is a great deal and much of it affects the way we approach training.   Let me list just a few of the major changes of the last 30-40 years.

a) There is the massive change from the west as the source of missionaries to the west as mission field.

Andrew Walls observes that the mission movement in Christian history was peripheral to Victorian Christianity but is now central to the future of western Christianity.
 

We now automatically recognise we live in a culture that struggles to make the transfer from Christendom to authentic Christianity, a culture in which some 50,000 drop out of the church in Europe and North America each week and where in New Zealand Alan Jamieson
 has made us fully aware of churchless Christianity.

However when we call the west a mission field we also affect our traditional view of missions.  We tend to drop the final “s” and the energy tends also to go into local rather than cross-national settings.

b) Related to this has been the incredible growth of Christianity elsewhere, especially Africa, 

Asia and South America.  Alongside this we have watched the growth of these areas as 

sending countries until according to recent figures, such as the annual Statistical Data from 

David Barrett, the number of missionaries from the non-west outstripped those from the west 

back about 1998.

This has a number of consequences.   For one thing it means that there is now a huge training need in areas that don’t have 200 year old seminaries and world-ranked mission training centres.

For another thing it means the training of more than half the world mission force is amongst peoples whose cultural learning styles and world views are non-western and for whom many of the training styles of the west are quite inappropriate.

c) That leads on to another major factor.   Because of the shift of numbers of world Christians and world missionaries, because of globalisation and because of the corporatisation of many mission agencies, missionaries are very often working now in multinational teams and that changes many of the dynamics considerably.  

When we add to the mix the movement Ralph Winter describes from pioneering to paternalism to partnership to participation
, we now find many missionaries from our part of the world in roles they may not be very well equipped for – working under the leadership of national pastors, working alongside people from Korea and Singapore or Latin America, doing what someone else has designed.   Not easy to train for.

d) However many are not in those settings of course.  Because mission has diversified to include a wide range of people under the mission umbrella who simply were not there before.

These include the entire Christian aid and development industry, the mission branch of the parachurch phenomenon, the short term workers and the tentmakers.

Our local churches today are far more likely to have a bunch of young people who have been on a YWAM Discipleship Training School than they are to have a couple of 60 year olds who have been doing rural mission in Africa for the last 30 years.

e) Our perception of where mission takes place has changed too.   Principally through the work of people like McGavran, Winter and others, we now think in terms of unreached people instead of countries and we try to be a lot more strategic in what we do.

Mission demographics have become an industry in themselves.  We are familiar with terms like restricted access countries, people groups, the ten forty window, strategic coordinators and the like.   And aware that the emphasis is now more urban than rural and that the poor get special attention.

f) However that is largely an evangelical, and dare I say it, North American approach.  In mainstream terms, we also have to recognise the push for a moratorium on mission back in the late sixties and the rise of a fresh nationalism and independence in many traditional receiving countries.  One way to measure this is to look at the rise of indigenous theologies, some of which are highly publicised such as aspects of liberation theology and many of which quietly foment amongst emerging theologians in Africa and Asia and Latin America.  A quick glance at Bosch’s “Transforming Mission”
 gives us some idea of the theological explosion that has taken place in missiology in the last few decades.  (Bosch, 1991, 368ff)

A recent ecumenical summarises the key shifts in mainstream thinking as:


Emphasis on missio dei


Theme of Christian presence


Witness in and to the six continents


Development

Liberation

Dialogue with people of other faiths and no faith

Contextualisation and inculturation

In the context of this analysis, there is also a heavy criticism of the evangelical approach to mission as so focused on the strategies of soul-saving that we forget to ask the “what” of the content of missiology in today’s world. 

In the broadest terms, we have seen massive decline in mainstream missions, parallel to decline in mainstream churches.  We have seen the shift from missions to mission, from evangelism to aid, from sending to listening and from assistance to self-determination.

g) All this has taken place in an era of resurgence for other religions – not only the big three of Islam, Hinduism and Buddhism, but also tribal religions and all sorts of variations and mergers in between.  Some in the sixties saw the death of religion on the way alongside the death of God but both have proved remarkably tough to dispose of.

There are more but you get the idea.  Mission training today takes place in an era that has seen all of these changes and more.

So what about current responses by mission trainers?

It is far too big a field to summarise fully.  So let me compromise with mention of six significant comments or trends:

1) There has been widespread investigation of the sort of person required in mission today and the supreme focus has been on the person, not on the knowledge the person has.  

The best example of this comes from the major project carried out by the Missions Commission of the World Evangelical Fellowship, using a modified form of the DACUM process.   DACUM stands for Developing a Curriculum and has been around since the sixties.  WEF Missions Commission has held both an international consultation and a series of regional initiatives, out of which have come a series of missionary competency profiles.  There is no doubt that traditional receiving areas consider the character of the missionary to be of supreme importance.   This is not to downgrade solid biblical knowledge but that knowledge is set in the framework of a tested Christian character allied to specific competencies that can be used in the setting to which the missionary goes.  The main summary of much of this is in Robert Ferris’s work on “Establishing Ministry Training.”
 

The findings suggest that character precedes qualification and competency precedes content.

2) Also out of the WEF Missions commission comes another crucial study, namely the ReMAP project which stands for reducing missionary attrition.   Now this is not directly about training as such but impinges on it.   It is about the factors that cause missionaries to leave field settings earlier than anticipated.  Training obviously comes into it.  As a brief summary of some of the findings, we can note that character and life setting again figure very prominently.  We can also note however that training is also important but that the training they speak of is very much holistic and not simply academic.   One interesting minor finding on the way through has been that the attempt to carry on training while on the field in the first term of service has a very negative effect on survival, not a positive one.  That is worth tucking away for later when we talk about possible training templates.   The book that summarises this project is “Too valuable to lose” 
which I am sure you are familiar with.

3) It is interesting to note that both general theological education and mission training have been under attack in their traditional modes from those who are calling for a far greater use of church-based training and on-the-job training.   One of the best summaries is in Van Engen, in “Mission on the way.”

He talks of the five traditional phases of training:

· the apprentice model

· the monastic model

· the university model

· the seminary model

· the professional development model

· all of which he concludes have had their day in our current climate.  He then lists the new paradigm as “in-ministry” formation catalysed by the arrival of Theological Education by Extension in South America in the 1960’s.  He says the chief locus for training theologically under the new paradigm is the congregation, not the classroom and of course many people are writing in this way now including people like Gibbs and Hybels, Wagner, Anderson and many others.  Let’s get back to church-based training is the cry and in missions there is a similar movement.  The new paradigm he says is a shift from preparing professionals to forming leaders.   While his comments are largely based on training for mission in a home setting, there are certainly echoes worldwide from others in the cross-cultural context.

4) Now that more missionaries come from non-western than western contexts, voices from the two thirds world want educators to recognise different learning methods for different cultures, to recognise emerging new theologies and to work alongside in a climate of training that does not have the academic resources of the west but certainly has a heart for mission not seen in the west for some time.

In theory the evangelical west pays lip service to this but in practice the purse strings and minds of many especially North American remain resistant and reactionary.

5) In one of the crucial works in the field, “Missiological education in the 21st century”
 Edgar Elliston
 deals with major questions of integration, curriculum design, outcomes and the rest and includes in his summary, a description of five types of missiologists.  He lists these as:

a. Lay practitioners who lead small groups where the sphere of influence is limited

b. Lay leaders who often supervise other lay leaders – they have some training and tentmakers tend to fit into this category

c. People who serve as short or long term missionaries, either paid or bivocational, people with some formal training and whose influence is face to face.

d. Leaders with a regional influence, serving as mission administrators or team leaders, people with formal training and whose influence is indirect.

e. People of national and international influence whose impact is indirect working with those who influence at the local and regional level.

He then goes on to say that with the diverse mission force today, our training must reflect this diversity and its level and approach be appropriate and flexible to people’s circumstances.

6) Woodberry
 in the same book discusses what we should teach as well as how and who and where and says that the core content of all missiological training should focus on word and church and world and that this is necessary whether dealing with Elliston’s type one leader or type five leader.

So let’s keep these in mind and just briefly, I want to divert and mention the outcomes of some of my own study as I looked at more than 100 training courses, many of them designed for tentmaker training but many also from traditional training institutions in both Asia and the west.

In very broad terms my conclusions were as follows:

1) Each provider tends to be very focused on its own outcomes – whether it be day long orientation or a three year residential degree programme.  So much of what I saw was purpose-designed but concentrated on a very narrow band of subjects, disciplines and integration.

2) I was disturbed that the huge industry that has grown up round short term mission offers a very modest amount of training and it is driven almost entirely by pragmatism.   In teaching an evangelism class this year I have emphasised that the order in which we design our evangelism is firstly theology, secondly communications philosophy and thirdly, strategies.   I found almost invariably with training for short termers, and to a large extent with tentmakers, that strategies and specific skills dominated.

3) Most struggled with the trend in education today towards flexible learning – learning that suits the training to the circumstance of the learner and not the circumstance of the institution.  Most had great difficulty with distance and open learning options.   And alongside this many were slow to incorporate design features that recognised the majority of people as adult learners.

4) There appeared to be very little cooperation between agencies or between training providers.  For example recognition of cross credits, integration of programmes to allow for learning progression and lifelong learning, easy access for people of different cultures and different economies – these were absent far too often.

5) The major emphasis on internship, local church training or on the job training reflected some of the research but tended to fall short when it came to firmly integrating serious biblical, theological and missiological insights.  Get them in, get them through, get them out and get them producing – these were the catchwords for many that I saw.

So how can we use all this to reflect in our New Zealand setting?

I feel I have only begun to explore this entire field (and no doubt some of you want to say amen!) but let me offer as a discussion starter, a number of exploratory comments for your consideration.

1) We are not hearing the voices of the two thirds world as clearly as we ought in our New Zealand mission training scene.  And we forget the fact that we don’t always have to import these voices but have a great abundance of people from other cultures here already, many of them with significant Christian experience.

I have noted a tendency to bring in the occasional two thirds world expert in missions but every now and again have been disturbed to note that they themselves have become largely westernised in working for a large global mission that has its roots in the west.   How can we utilise the insights of cultures already here and work on a more authentic way of grappling with the dimensions of culture that are critical to mission survival?

One side issue arising from this is the possibility we establish relationships with a number of two thirds world training agencies and have training partnerships with them, maybe both ways, so that we are learning from each other.  

2) We could benefit greatly by Elliston’s analysis of the five types of missiologist and refine our training to reflect the type of work people are doing and the level of training they need.

I do a lot of teaching on tentmaking but I find there is so little else that reflects deeply on the type of person needed in this area or else it teaches practical outcomes and leaves them almost biblically and theologically illiterate.  If the goal of a tentmaker is church planting, how are you expected to do this if you have never done any ecclesiology?

3) There is a lot of room for work on cooperative education – pooling resources, agreeing on specialisations, working on cross crediting and so on.  And this must involve not only the trainers but also the agencies who far too often are following little agendas of their own.

4) We need to explore the whole question of access again.  Adult learners are scattered through the country and scattered through their own life settings.  We need to create a climate in which people are able to work towards second half careers or reshape their lives for significant change and exploration.  We have not done enough work yet on creative access to mission training let alone getting into creative access countries.

5) It would be good to explore the way in which a fresh understanding of mission to the western world runs parallel to fresh understandings of missions across cultures.   There are similarities and there are distinctions.   We haven’t worked very hard as yet on the formula.  And the danger is that as we wake up to the state of our own nation, we may fall asleep to the state of others.

6) There is a lot of mileage in studying the way in which local church and training provider can cooperate.  A few of our largest churches have followed the overseas trend and do most of their missions training in their own church.   That is a luxury smaller churches cannot afford and it is a venture few churches get right.   I am not convinced the results are all that flattering in terms of world mission.

7) We would do well to re-examine curriculum in terms of integration.  Character and content, on-the-job and off the job training, word, church and world.

8) It would be good to see if there are ways we can more closely tie the fascination with short term trips and serious education for mission.   We are great travellers in New Zealand but not always great learners.   There could be some real synergy if trainers and travellers worked together instead of separately.  Maybe it is time we recognised short term mission as a first step in a lifelong process instead of a one-off buzz for the younger set in our churches.

9) And we need to develop an approach to missiology that is deep enough, penetrating enough, honest enough to meet the needs not only of those who confront us from other religions but from those who would challenge us from outside our own position in the church spectrum.  

10) We need to re-examine how we build community.   I have concluded that putting people 

together is not the same as building community.  Forcing people to share meal tables and 

dormitories and prayer groups does not always grow character.  I want to ask, "What has been 

happening to them for the last twenty years in their local church?”  How we build community 

and team and character is up for grabs for us all.

Enough reflection.   Time for reaction and exploration.  
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