Some Critical Issues in a Global Theology of Mission

By Rev Bruce J Nicholls

Our missiological task is to respond to the call of God for the “whole church to take the whole Gospel to the whole world” – a vision embodied in the Lausanne Covenant’s paragraph 6, The Church and Evangelism. This mandate to the globalisation of the church in mission seeks to put in our contemporary context our Lord’s words to his disciples on the night of his resurrection: “As the Father has sent me, so I am sending you.” (John 20:21). Humanly speaking this is an impossible task if it were not for Christ sending and the Holy Spirit empowering us. The task overwhelms us.

We recognise that mission is no longer a one way movement of Western missionaries going to the rest of the non-Christian world. Mission itself is global. Mission begins at the door of the local church and extends to every part of the world. The distinction between home and overseas missions becomes less meaningful in a multi-ethnic, multi-cultural world. This is especially true in Auckland where 50% of all the children at school are not New Zealand born of Caucasian heritage.

As the gap between rich and poor widens and the poor become increasingly subject to violence, disease and oppression, a priority in mission must be to respond to the cries of the poor everywhere, especially in the mega-cities of our world and among depressed ethnic minority communities. The call of the Student Volunteer Movement “The evangelisation of the world in our generation” is as unfulfilled today, as it was 100 years ago. The percentage of the world’s population who claim to be Christian has not changed. Perhaps two billion people have never heard the good news of Jesus Christ. Many children in our New Zealand schools are among this number.

As we review the past, evaluate the present and set goals for the future we face many issues in articulating a global theology of mission. I want to open up for discussion three critical issues that confront us as we consider the whole church taking the whole Gospel to the whole world. Our task is an exploratory one. Finding answers may be slow and painful.

I.

Christ calls the whole church to unity in mission

The fragmentation of the Church and her mission agencies continues to be a major issue today.

In his final commission to his followers Jesus called them to disciple the nations (Matthew 28:19-20; Mark 13:10; Luke 24:46-48; John 20:21-23). The story of the founding of the church as recorded in Acts is the struggle to be the whole church in which Jew and Gentile converts accept each other as belonging to the one people of God. Today we are a fragmented body, each church attempting to obey Christ’s commission on our own and yet powerless to adequately respond to crisis opportunities (as now present in Afghanistan). We are unable to be a prophetic voice speaking to the social and ethical issues of our time, whether they be poverty, violence, terrorism or sexual and drug abuse. Throughout history the church has grown by quantum leaps in times of social and spiritual crisis, followed by times of plateauing or decline. Because of our fragmentation many fleeting opportunities are lost. For example, in the immediate years after World War II, Christian missions failed to reach Japan in her moment of openness because of their inability to work together.

1. Fragmentation in Mission founded Churches

Cross-cultural mission agencies have failed to address the issue of disunity and fragmentation that plagues the church in the Third World (or Two-Thirds World as some prefer to call it). In the post-Reformation Protestant church the pietistic Lutheran and Moravian missions began their missionary work early in the18th century. Mainstream church missions began their work at the end of the century, while the new splinter denominations and interdenominational missions began working from the 1850s. Each mission established its own church after the pattern of churches from which they had come. This pattern continues today. For example, the seminary in which my wife and I first worked was located in the district of Yavatmal, Central India, allocated by comity arrangement to the Free-Methodist Mission. The district east of us was evangelized by the Christian Missionary Alliance and next to them the Nazarene Mission and further east the Swedish Mission. In Nagpur to the West the Anglican and Methodist missions predominated. To the North the conservative Baptists and to the South the Mennonite Brethren Mission. Each planted their own denominational churches. A century later these divisions remain. Church growth in these districts is now slow and minimal.

However the movement to organic union in South and North India has been more successful in affirming national self-identity, in evangelism and church planting and in developing a well-trained ministry. The Church of South India founded in 1948 brought together three major mission bodies: Anglican, Presbyterian and British Methodist. The American Methodist church continued to remain separate. The Church of North India, founded in 1970, brought together the same denominations with the addition of the British Baptists, the American Church of Christ and the Mennonite Brethren. The strength and weaknesses of the Union church depends on the leadership in each diocese and the degree to which church bureaucracy has grown to the point of stifling local church initiative. Added to this is the on-going tension between liberal and conservative understanding of the Gospel and of the nature of the church’s mission in the world. As a pastor in the diocese of Delhi of the Church of North India  I served as the only Protestant pastor in a town of 200,000 people where I experienced both the joys of belonging to a national church and the frustrations of its bureaucracy.

On the other hand the Roman Catholic Church, with its several missionary orders for men and women has been a fruitful model. Each order, while maintaining its separate identity, is accountable to the diocesan Bishop in whose diocese it serves. This has created stability and an opportunity for the creative use of the specialised services of each of the missionary orders. This creative tension between the religious order and the diocese has enabled the church to maintain its unity and its focus on its missiological goals. Protestant missions would do well to learn from their Catholic brethren. 

In situations where the emerging churches face hostility from the major dominant religions, such as Hinduism and Islam in India, the unity of the church becomes a crucial factor in its survival and continuing growth.

2. The Actualisation of the Church as “One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church”

Among the many metaphors for the church’s relationship to Christ the most startling is Paul’s definition of the church as the body of Christ, a phrase he used in his letters to Rome, Ephesus and Colosse. Peter calls the church “a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation” (1 Peter 2:9). These metaphors remind us that the church has a transcendent origin, life and purpose. It was created by Christ to continue his mission after his exodus. The church as a spiritual body was birthed at Pentecost. It is the “continuation of Christ’s anointing by the Spirit” (Miroslov Volf, The Spirit and the Church in Conrod Grevel Review, Fall 2000, p27). The church then is called to continue the mission of Christ, but anointed and empowered by the Holy Spirit. The World Evangelical Fellowship expresses its understanding of the church with the slogan “Spiritual unity in action”. This functional understanding of unity shapes its worship, evangelism and social concern. Evangelical mission agencies strive to affirm Paul’s exhortation to make “every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bonds of peace” (Ephesians 4:3; NRSV). However, evangelical missions have often been slow in recognising the need to make this unity visible in the policies of the churches they have founded. They have been over-cautious in handing over control to national leaders through fear of loss of evangelical doctrine and the threat of cultural syncretism. Christ’s prayer that the church be “in the world, but not of it” (John 17:15-19) challenges them to permeate the cultures of the world as salt and light, but at the same time be a pilgrim people seeking the celestial city. The Wheaton ’83 Letter to the Churches states that the church is “the community of Christ’s saving rule, made up of those who bear and confess the name of Christ”. But the church is only the visible manifestation of the Kingdom of God where and when Christ reigns in it. The boundaries of the Kingdom are wider than the boundaries of the church.  Traditionally the church has been described as “one Holy, Catholic and Apostolic church.” The actualisation of this definition is always only partial. The oneness or unity of the church is inseparable from its holiness, its universality and its faithfulness to apostolic teaching and practice. It is a church in constant need of “ecclesia semper reformanda.”

The modern ecumenical movement, with its centre in the World Council of Churches founded in 1948 has long struggled with the disunity and the unity of its member churches. It has successfully brought the Orthodox family of churches into its membership and has worked to build bridges of understanding on the issues of baptism, eucharist and ministry between mainstream churches (Faith and Order, Lima Documents). It has entered into dialogue with the Roman Catholic Church with limited success. Because of the dangers of the dilution of the Gospel and syncretistic trends, the Roman Catholic Church had refused to become part of the ecumenical movement and for this reason the Orthodox Churches at the Canberra General Assembly of the WCC (1991) threatened to withdraw their membership (Beyond Canberra, editor Bong Rin Ro and Bruce J Nicholls, [Regnum Books, Oxford 1993]). 

When the movement to organic union came to a standstill the WCC gave priority to conciliar unity in which churches agreed to mutual recognition of ministry and sacraments. Now the emphasis is on koinonia, or the fellowship of the Spirit between the churches. This has long been the goal of the Alliances and Fellowships of the WEF and of the Lausanne movements. This suggests we have now reached a meeting point between evangelical and WCC related ecumenical movements. In recent years evangelicals have entered into meaningful dialogue with the Roman Catholic Church, first initiated by John Stott in the 1980s and again by the WEF Theological Commission since 1993. I have personally been engaged in the beginnings of a similar dialogue in Auckland.

Emerging Models of Local Church Unity

Following the collapse of the Anglican-Methodist plan for unity in 1968 evangelical Anglicans, Colin Buchanan (now Bishop) and J I Packer joined with Anglo-Catholic theologians, E L Mascall and G D Leonard (Bishop of Willesden) to propose a plan for church union in the UK based on union at the local parish level (Growing into Union: Proposals for forming a united church in England, (London SPCK 1970)). Sadly little progress has been made in this direction in the UK. However the movement to establish Union or Co-operative Venture churches in New Zealand continues to grow. Approximately one third of Anglican and Presbyterian parishes and one half of Methodist parishes are engaged in one combination or another in Co-operative Venture churches. Many evangelicals are strong supporters of this movement (Don Battley in DAYSTAR, July 2001). In a few cases Co-operative Venture churches have come into being through a commitment to unity in the church, but many out of necessity with declining congregations!

Another model of the search for unity is the growing number of independent community churches, which range from small house churches and cell style churches to mega-urban churches with 500-2000 members. Most are built around a charismatic leader, and their members are more often recycled from other denominations than converts from secularism or other faiths and ideologies. Their focus is mission and growth with little concern for ecclesiastic labels and structures. They have been able to capitalise on the spirit of post-modernity in search of community. The phenomenal growth of Pentecostal churches in the 20th century, now numbering at least 400 million members world wide, has been able to capitalise on the shift from modernity to post-modernity.

New and emerging patterns in cross-cultural missions are also leading to change in church structure and in the nature of the church’s unity. While denominational sponsored missionaries are declining in number, those sponsored by interdenominational missions continue to grow. According to Mission Interlink (NZ) there are approximately 1,700 New Zealanders serving overseas in long or short-term ministry. Probably less than 20% of these are denominationally sponsored. The fruits of interdenominational mission work are varied. Some lead to support for national churches, others for small independent churches, while others for new church agencies. For example, the Every Home Crusade which claimed to have visited every home in India over a period of 5 years were uncertain what to recommend to their 600 cell groups of converts scattered over the nation. Some were accepted by existing churches, others remained independent cell groups while others formed new denominations. 

A second significant fact is that Third Word sponsored missionaries now out number those from the West. The Korean missionary force of more than 6,000 is at work in every part of the world, including New Zealand. The India Missions Association, a national umbrella for 100 indigenous agencies in India, claims that their missions have founded more that 20,000 churches during the last 50 years. This is possibly a third of all Protestant churches in India. In addition numerous individual and charismatic style evangelists have founded their own church bodies, often with the help of foreign funds. 

While this appears to be an appalling growth in disunity, it may in effect be a new form of unity in diversity – evidence of the church as “a continuation of Christ’s anointing by the Spirit” (Volf). It is significant that Paul’s emphasis on the gifts of the Spirit fall into two types: those that are functionally orientated (Romans 13:3-8; 1 Corinthians 12:1-11) and those that are institutionally focussed (Ephesians 4:11-13; 1 Corinthians 12:27-31). New wine needs new wineskins and this is what is happening in the church universal.

The Test of Accountability

Despite the failures of mission agencies to build “one Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church” I have come to the conclusion that if the church is to fulfil its mandate to disciple the nations the church needs special mission-centred agencies with clearly defined goals, trained personal and commitment to Christ and to the Church and willing to work along side or under her direction. Local churches as witnessing congregations are geographically contained and are limited in crossing new frontiers of mission. For this task well-trained para-church agencies are needed. Missions are not the scaffolding of the church but rather the arms through which the body functions. They are part of the body but only in so far as they are accountable both to the head and to the body. The case for special workers among children, youth, university students, urban poor, alcohol, drug and sex addicts, dysfunctional families is beyond dispute. Likewise the need for specialist workers in the institutions of society – schools, hospitals, prisons, media organisations, sports and the arts. As Western society becomes more multi-ethnic and multi-cultural the church needs cross-cultural missionaries at home as well as overseas. Interserve, an international interdenominational society with 400 missionaries in South and West Asia, now has fifty full-time missionaries working with the churches among the Indian and Pakistani people in the UK. New Zealand faces a similar challenge and a similar need. 

The critical issue is one of accountability. Most missionaries have a strong sense of accountability to God. Many work in the tension between accountability to their sponsoring churches and their sponsoring missionary agencies and also between the receiving churches and their sponsoring agencies. In the case of denominational missions this is rarely a problem as missionaries are seconded to the national churches on arrival in their field of service. Some interdenominational societies follow the same pattern while others demand sole accountability to their sending agency. The latter inevitably leads to tensions between the churches and the para-church agencies themselves. 

A further difficulty arises when the national church has little or no missiological vision and therefore views with suspicion those who come to evangelise the non-Christian population and thereby disturb the equilibrium between the Christian community and other faith communities. The recent unwillingness of church leaders to be involved in the planned mass-conversion of Dalits determined to leave Hinduism at a rally at New Delhi on November the 4th is a case in point. Accountability is a very complex factor but in principle one essential to the unity and mission of the church.

The critical issue of the unity of the church is one that will always be with us.

II.

The Whole Gospel
In understanding the whole Gospel one of the critical issues is the polarisation between evangelism and social justice, between the vertical in terms of God’s saving act and reconciliation with God in Christ (which we call conversion or justification) and the horizontal in terms of social service and social action meeting the needs of all mankind. The roots of our present polarisation go back to the early years of the 20th century. Evangelicals reacted to the growing theological liberalism with its Enlightenment world-view and its evolutionary understanding of human life and progress. They were distressed at the lack of concern for the salvation of the lost. In response, evangelicals turned to restate the fundamentals of the Gospel in a series of 12 booklets called “Fundamentals”, published between 1910 and 1915. They had little time for social concerns. They also reacted very deeply to the theology of the Social Gospel as expounded in a series of books by Walter Rauschenbusch between 1907 and 1917 in which the author identified the Kingdom of God with the transforming of human society by human effort.

The popularity of J N Darby’s teaching on pre-millennial dispensationalism, popularised through Schofield’s Bible, with its despair of the present evil world deepened this reaction. David Mobery has traced this reaction in his book The Great Reversal.

In more recent years the polarisation continued with trends in the World Council of Churches that paid only lip service to evangelism. The International Missionary Council (founded 1921) stated as its aim, “to further proclamation to the whole world of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, to the end that all men may believe and be saved.” A new understanding of mission began to emerge from the time of the integration of IMC with the WCC at the New Delhi Assembly in 1961. At the Church and Society Conference (1966) the theology of mission had clearly shifted from God-Church-World to God-World-Church. This was developed in the study report, The Church for Others. Mission was now reconceived as a process of humanisation with a focus on the issues of transforming society. This trend was affirmed by the Council for World Mission and Evangelism (CWME) at their conference in Bangkok (1973) “Salvation Today”. With the world setting the agenda, mission became a struggle for peace and justice. Karl Marx, Mao Tse Tung and Che Guevara were portrayed as the present day saviours. The polarisation of evangelism and social action had become acute.

Parallel to these developments in the WCC, the emergence of Liberation theologies, first in Latin America in the early 1970s and spreading rapidly throughout the world (especially amongst the poor and oppressed communities) further polarised the understanding of mission. Liberation theologies have tended to identify salvation with the social, political and economic liberation of all who are oppressed by political dictatorships, capitalistic market forces and by male sexism. Salvation had become politicised.

The growing acceptance of religious pluralism and universalism in salvation led to the denial of the uniqueness and finality of Jesus Christ and the Cross as an atonement for sin. The writings of missiologists John Hick, Paul Knitter, Cantwell Smith, Stanley Samartha and many others shifted mission from evangelism to inter-religious dialogue with a view to developing inter-communal harmony and peace. The gradual shift from a modernity world view to that of post-modernity added a new dimension to this process. In this new mood transcendent revelation in Scripture and concept of absolute truth are denied. All truth is relative and contextualized. Meaning is in the mind of the perceiver who creates truth relevant to his own needs. The traditional understanding of evangelism is no longer relevant.

Signs of Hope in the Recovery of a Holistic Understanding
Against this dismal trend of polarisation during the 20th century there are signs of hope in the recovering of an holistic understanding of the relationship of evangelism and social responsibility and a renewed understanding in the nature and extent of mission as everything God is doing in the world in establishing his Kingdom on Earth. Evangelism as an essential component is defined in terms of verbal proclamation of the good news of Christ’s saving act.

Evangelicals during the 19th century had a strong holistic understanding of the Gospel coinciding with the Evangelical Awakening in Europe and America. John Wesley was both an evangelist and a prophet for social righteousness. Historians recognise that his influence saved Britain from the horrors of revolution as took place in France. The Clapham sect in London was led by Wilberforce, whose passionate struggle for the freeing of the slaves eventually succeeded; likewise, Shaftesbury in his fight for justice for women and children in the factories in England. These and other social activists were members of the Clapham parish church whose rector, John Venn, founded the Church Missionary Society. The 19th Century saw the coming into being of both denominational and interdenominational mission agencies, all of whom were predominately evangelical. They focused both on evangelism among the “heathen” and on pioneering education, medical, social and agricultural services throughout the colonial world. They brought material and spiritual help to the poor. Today 75% of the Christians in India have their roots in the oppressed “untouchables” and the marginalised tribals, the fore-runners of the modern Dalit movement. Today’s mission force continues to be largely evangelical but with a better understanding of the social sciences. The story of mission in Nepal is a good example of service to the whole community through health and hospital schemes, education and industrial units. The second largest hydro-power scheme in Nepal is being sponsored by mission agencies! During the last 50 years the church in Nepal has grown from zero to approximately 400,000 believers. While social transformation is the passion for the missions in Nepal, issues of social justice can only be taken up by national church bodies. Missions work as guests of the government of Nepal. The United Mission to Nepal and other agencies refrain from politicising their work. 

At the present time the 300 million Dalits of India who are resisting the oppression of caste Hindus and who plan to change their religion owe more to the leavening influence of Christian missions and churches than to any other source. At the same time the Dalits, including tribals, are turning to Christ in large numbers. At the planned “Quit Hinduism” for November 4th 2001 at the Ram Lila grounds in New Delhi, Ram Raj had invited churches to baptise up to 20,000 Hindus. Many church leaders, fearing rioting and a violent backlash from the fundamentalist Hindus discouraged public conversion and were not willing to participate. For other reasons the public event had to be cancelled.

Since World War II evangelicals have maintained the priority of evangelism and conversion while working towards a holistic understanding of mission. This trend began with Carl Henry’s publication of The Uneasy Conscience of Modern Fundamentalism (1947). This priority for evangelism has been consistently stressed in the series of global conferences on world evangelisation, beginning with Berlin in 1966 and continued in the Lausanne consultation in 1973 and again in Manila 1989. The theological working group of the LCWE and the Theological Commission of WEF jointly sponsored the Grand Rapids consultation on “Relationship between Evangelism and Social Responsibility” (1992) in which both evangelism and social responsibility were seen as partners symbolised by the two wings of a bird or the two blades of a pair of scissors. Each was dependent on the other. The consultation maintained that the Gospel is the root and evangelism and social responsibility are the fruits (In Word and Deed, Ed. Bruce J Nicholls). The same balance was maintained in the Wheaton ’83 consultation on “The Nature and the Mission of the Church” (The Church, God’s Agent for Change, 1985, Ed. BJ Nicholls). The Evangelical Review of Theology and Transformation are two journals which deal in depth with both evangelism and social action.

In ecumenical circles the CWME of the WCC has given greater emphasis to the interdependence of evangelism and social responsibility in recent years. This was especially evident in their consultation in Melbourne (1980) and again at the WCC General Assembly Canberra (1991). The Stuttgart statement on Evangelism  by evangelicals working within the WCC reflects this narrowing of the divide (see Proclaiming Christ in Christ’s way, Ed. Vinay Samual and Albrecht Hauser, 1989).

While this merging of concerns is increasing evidence that there will always be Christian fundamentalists, both conservative and liberals, who will defend missions in terms of their exclusive priority. Let us welcome this diversity as it keeps the issues sharply focused.

The Whole Gospel in Action
Perhaps a better way forward is to recognise the plurality of gifting promised in the New Testament. To some God gives the gifts of evangelism, to other to teach, to others to serve the poor and the oppressed with compassionate service and to some the prophetic gift of opposing evil and proclaiming justice. The church as a Kingdom-community functions through a network of relationships, both at the local and at the national level. Each gifting is from God and no one is to despise the other’s calling. As each member in the church and each agency in the church work together in harmony the body is built up and the Gospel proclaimed in all its fullness as Paul promised (Ephesians 4).

Jesus Christ is surely the model for mission. He began his ministry in Galilee with a clear evangelistic appeal, “The time has come. The Kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the Good News.” (Mark 1:15). In the synagogue in Nazareth he filled out his Spirit-inspired ministry to include “preaching good news to the poor and freedom for the prisoners, recovery of sight to the blind, and justice for those who are oppressed” (Luke 4:16-19) a holistic understanding of mission. As he travelled from village to village, Jesus was conscious that the Gospel was good news about reconciliation with God and peace and justice between people. He taught in the synagogues, he preached outside to the poor, he healed every disease and sickness. He was moved by compassion for those who were harassed and helpless and he was angry with those hypocrites who lorded it over others. With Jesus there was no dichotomy between word and deed.

Our traditional mainstream churches in New Zealand have come to identify with this comprehensive understanding of mission. The Anglican Diocese of Auckland, for example, delineates five spheres of mission as follows: 

“To proclaim the good news of the Kingdom; 

to teach, baptise and nurture new believers; 

to respond to human need of loving service; 

to transform the unjust structures of society; 

to strive to safeguard the integrity of creation and to sustain and renew the life of the earth.”

The Presbyterian Church of New Zealand’s statement on mission covers the same five areas under the rubric of making Christ known. 

A theology of the Gospel must embrace without dilution evangelism and church planting, loving service and a stand for social justice and the care of the environment. The answer lies not in an Aristotelian mean but in holding both extremes together.

III.

The Whole World

In this section on “The Whole World” I want to focus on one critical issue in the area of evangelism, namely, the destiny of those who have never heard the Gospel. We live in a world of rapid change. People are searching for identity and meaning for living. The heart of all cultures is the religious question. People in both West and East are either affirming their religious identity, questioning it or changing to a new identity. Conversion from one religion or ideology to another is a mark of our times. Secularism is proving to be a halfway house between one faith and another, for many some form of New Age spirituality.

The 20th Century has seen the phenomenal growth of Christianity in the so-called developing Third World. Africa is being described as a Christian continent. Some countries in Asia have an increasingly Christian identity, especially Korea, Singapore, North-East India and parts of Indonesia. The Philippines are traditionally a Catholic Christian nation. The church in China, which many thought had been eliminated during the Cultural Revolution, appears to have grown from 2 million to probably 50 million in the last half century. Protestant churches, especially Pentecostals, have mushroomed in Catholic Latin America. The church in the USA has largely retained its strength.

However in Europe and in New Zealand and Australia, a steady decline has taken place. Despite the Decade of Evangelism the Anglican church in the UK lost 1 million members during the 1990s. Many inner city churches are now mosques or Hindu temples. At the beginning of the 20th century the global Christian community was approximately one third of the world’s population. Despite the enormous growth of the church in some regions and a vigorous global missionary movement, now spearheaded by the emerging churches, the percentage of Christians in the world remains approximately the same. No doubt the fact that the population growth in the West remains static or is declining while the population of the poorer developing world continues to rapidly grow is a major reason for this fact.

During the Lausanne Congress on World Evangelism in 1973 the founder of the Church Growth Movement, Donald McGavran, spoke of the two billion people in the world who did not know Christ. At that time the world’s population numbered 4 billion; now it is 6 billion. McGavran defines evangelism as “the proclamation of Jesus Christ as God and Saviour and persuading men to become his disciples and responsible members of his church” (Let the Earth Hear his Voice, p 94). Thus evangelism is more than spiritual conversion; it calls for identity in a new community. There are no statistics on the number of people who have never heard the Gospel of Jesus Christ. However we may assume that half of the two-thirds people of the world who are not Christians are people who have heard the Gospel and rejected it and half are people who have never heard it at least to the point where they recognise the need to make a decision.

The Agonising Question

The agonising question becomes “What is the destiny of those who have never heard the Gospel?” This is both a theological and a moral issue, for it is argued would God send to hell those who have never had the opportunity to hear? We must avoid giving quick answers to wrong questions. The destiny of the human race is in God’s hands. He alone will act in love and justice. 

One answer is that God will be merciful to those that live up to the light they have in their own religious pilgrimage. Others suggest that because God is eternal love, ultimately all will be saved. John Hick is one of the most vocal advocates of this universalism. Evangelicals have generally believed that those who are not in Christ are without God and without hope and therefore face the damnation of eternal separation from God. Some have modified this by believing that annihilation or conditional immortality are biblical alternatives to eternal hell. Many converts to Christ from other Faiths agonise over the destiny of their relatives and especially their ancestors who did not have the opportunity to learn of Christ.

Christ’s own followers struggled with this question. “Lord, are only a few people going to be saved?” they asked (Luke 13:23). Christ’s answer was an evasive yes-and-no. He urged them to enter through the narrow door which many will try and fail. Outside there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Yet, Christ added that many will come from the four corners of the earth to the feast of the Kingdom of God and there are many who are last who will be first and the first who will be last. Christ’s answers come as a warning not to look for simplistic answers to the mysteries of God’s sovereign work of saving those who enter the Kingdom of God and those outside who are lost and under the judgement of God. 

I suggest we can make a number of responses to this painful issue but in the end we are bound by the limitations of divine revelation in the Scriptures. We need to take care not to ask the wrong questions.

Five Responses to Human Lostness
Our first response is to affirm that God is patient, not wanting any to perish, but that everyone come to repentance (2 Peter 3:9). God is a God of love and mercy but also of justice. John summarises this perplexing paradox in the famous statement of John 3:16-18. Eternal life is only for those who believe in him. Those who do not believe stand condemned already.

Our starting point must be to recognise that the whole human race is created in the likeness or image of God with the capacity to know him and to participate in the eternal life of God (Genesis 1:26-28). 

But the God who created the human race to live in relationship with himself is also the God who became flesh in order to save the world. He is both creator and redeemer. With the people chosen to be the vehicle of communication of his redemptive love God established a covenant. He is a covenant-making and a covenant -keeping God who demands love and obedience from those who accept this offer of a covenant relationship. He chose the Hebrew people to be the vehicle of this covenant relationship to the whole world. The first sign of this universal covenant is with Noah, his descendants and with all of creation (Genesis 9:8). In his covenant with Abraham God promised that all the people of the earth will be blessed through him (Genesis 12:3). Biblical history records how God’s promise was extended beyond Israel to include people such as Melchizedek, Abimelich, the prostitute Rahab and Naaman the Syrian general. In the New Testament the Magi astrologers and Cornelius the Roman soldier are among those who responded to God’s love.

The love and justice of God meet at the Cross, God’s ultimate saving act. This fact points to the cost of unconditional love and the integrity and accountability of conditional justice. The tragedy of Islam is that it rationalises this divine mystery so that Allah is just and merciful but without sacrificial love. The rational consequence is that Allah predestines to hell as well as to heaven, a double pre-destination which biblical faith carefully avoids.

Our second response concerns the nature of Christ’s saving act. If he is the eternal Word of God who became flesh and dwelt among us then he alone must be the saviour of mankind. The uniqueness and finality of Jesus Christ depends upon who he is. Is he a good man elevated to Sonship? A prophet of social justice? Or one of many avatars or descents of God, as Hindus believe? Is he one of many ways to God? But if he is the creator of all things as Paul argues in Colossians and if he alone has made the invisible God visible, then he alone is the only ground of salvation: past, present and future.

Jesus himself declared that he was the way, the truth and the light of the world. He added that it is only through him that we can come to know God as our heavenly Father and the Spirit of God as our advocate and guide. The writers of the New Testament affirm that salvation is in Jesus Christ alone. Peter speaks about “no other name” (Acts 4:12), Paul about Christ’s reconciling work on the Cross (Ephesians 2) and John about Christ’s atoning sacrifice for the whole world (1 John 2:2). From this we may conclude that all who are saved among those who lived before Christ or who live outside the Biblical knowledge of saving faith (be they Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims or spirit worshippers) come within the sphere of salvation, not because they have lived up to the light they know, but because of what Christ accomplished in his death and resurrection. In the words of the Anglican Eucharist, Christ made “a full, perfect and sufficient sacrifice, oblation and satisfaction for the sins of the whole world.” Scripture affirms that salvation is God’s work from beginning to end and that apart from the direct mediation of the Holy Spirit there is no salvation.

Our third response is to recognise that God continues to reveal himself to the whole human race. “He is the true light that gives light to every man who comes into the world” (John 1:9). God reveals himself in creation itself as Paul declares (Romans 1:20) therefore all are without excuse. John Calvin thought of creation as a mirror, reflecting the attributes of the universal God.

Further, God reveals himself through conscience, which accuses or excuses our obedience to divine law (Romans 2:14-16). Conscience is the living God ever revealing his law to all people. We may decide to suppress conscience but we can never ignore it, as many a criminal who has escaped the law knows. God is the living God ever speaking through his Spirit. He is not the God of deism. The evidence of this universal revelation is seen in every religion, in some cases in a high God, in others in the condemnation of idolatry as in Islam and in others in a profound and insatiable longing to know God, as in Hinduism. For the last 2,500 years millions of sincere Hindus have daily prayed the sacred Upanishadic Prayer:

“From delusion lead me to truth;

From darkness lead me to light;

From death lead me to immortality.”

This cry of the human heart is their response to the voice of the living God. Through nature, conscience and acts in history, such as divine healing and divine guidance God has not left himself without witnesses.

However the human race has not only an insatiable longing to know God but also an incurable rebelliousness against him. This began in the Fall described in Genesis. All have sinned and come short of the glory of God. The consequence of the Fall was that the whole human race has become idolaters, creating God in their own image and worshipping what they have created. The result is that social relationships have broken down. Men oppress women, family life breaks down in violence and nature is abused. Paul warns that the just wrath of God falls on all ungodliness and wickedness with the awful consequence of being abandoned by God (Romans 1:18-32).

The consequence of this judgement is eternal separation from God. Religions and ideologies, each with their own epicentre, search for ways to find God, but their institutional and cultic life become a stumbling block to knowing God since in a multiplicity of ways religion reduces salvation to self-effort and to acquired merit. Biblical faith is unique in that it emphasises that salvation is by the grace of God alone from beginning to end. It is the gift of God to sinners (Ephesians 2:8-9). None can perfectly keep the law. None can live up to the light of God’s universal revelation.

Our fourth response is to recognise that the biblical response to the human predicament is the call to repent of all idolatry and self-effort and to cast oneself upon the mercy of God. Repentance and faith are the only ways to receive the gift of salvation. Jesus began his preaching with this message, “Repent and believe the good news” (Mark 1:15). Sometimes repentance comes before believing but sometimes after it.

Thus to those who have been confronted with the claims of Christ their response is one of explicit faith – the beginning of a personal relationship with Christ as saviour and Lord. Conversion is a turning from self to faith in the incomparable Christ.

But are those that have never heard the name of Christ without hope of salvation? Will God condemn them to hell or eternal separation? We must not play God and take this judgement upon our own shoulders. When Abraham agonised over the immanent destruction of Sodom his response was “Will not the judge of all the earth do right?” (Genesis 18:25). We cannot deny salvation to those who cast themselves with implicit faith on the God they barely know and cry out for forgiveness. We believe that those who make this response do so because the Spirit of God is at work in their lives convicting them of sin and enabling them to believe. In biblical history Rahab and Naaman are examples of those who were received through their implicit faith. The history of Christian missions is full of stories of converts who first came to God not knowing his name but when Christ revealed himself to them they immediately recognised him as God and believed. Whether they be few or many is not for us to judge.

Our fifth response and conclusion is that we, Christ’s disciples, are called to preach the Gospel to all who are willing to hear. Paul declares, “How can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? How can they hear without someone preaching to them?” (Romans 10:14-15). As Paul also states: “If our Gospel has failed it has failed to those who are perishing” (2 Corinthians 4:3). The critical question then becomes: If we fail in our missiological call will others be denied the bliss of entering and belonging to God’s eternal kingdom? All of us will have to give an account of our stewardship or lack of it in obeying God’s call to share the good news with others. To obey the path to joy and fruitfulness.
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