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Theological Education and the Mission of the People of God  
                                                        in a Globalised World 

 

… the church’s mission is inseparable from continual repentance and constant 
heeding of God’s call to God-given holiness, faithfulness and discernment….. Much 
that is happening by way of communication, understanding, participation and action 
across the boundaries of our world may be welcomed by Christians… But much else 
must be exposed as the global ambition of forces of self-interest, exploitation and 
oppression that are directly opposed to God’s concerns for the poor, the integrity and 
diversity of his creation, and the genuine flourishing of human life in community. 
 
                                                                                        Richard Bauckham1 
 
In this paper I want to reflect on the task of  theological education, and more 
specifically, training for mission, within the context of globalisation. Since the forces 
driving economic globalisation are located in the so-called ‘developed’ world, and 
since that world largely overlaps with what has been known as ‘Christendom’, I want 
to explore the relationship between mission and the West, and to ask how, given this 
linkage, we might restore the credibility of the missionary enterprise?  The answer to 
this question clearly has implications for missionary formation, or training. 
 
In four years time we will be celebrating the centenary of the great Edinburgh 
Missionary Conference held in 1910. That conference was organised around a number 
of themes, for each of which a carefully selected commission prepared papers in 
advance. Commission V is of particular interest to us in that it addressed the subject 
of ‘The Preparation of Missionaries’. Professor David Kerr, now of the University of 
Lund, Sweden, has provided a valuable outline of  the content of  this Commission’s 
report in a paper written for a series of current rolling conferences in Edinburgh and 
Glasgow under the title, ‘Toward 2010’.2 In the following section I draw upon this 
material.  
 
Theological Education at Edinburgh, 1910 And After 
 
The members of Commission V came from theological colleges and university 
departments in Europe and North America, with the great majority coming from 
Britain and the United States. The report has a number of features that are of abiding 
interest. For example, it argued for the necessity of integration between the spiritual, 
moral and intellectual  elements in valid missionary training. The intellectual 
component was to be secured by a high level of education: a missionary required ‘the 
best education which his own country and the church can give him, whatever his 
department of labour’. This meant a university education, either through a degree in 
theology, or via professional studies in medicine, education, or what would now be 
                                                           
1 Richard Bauckham, The Bible and Mission: Christian Witness in a Postmodern World 
(Carlisle:Paternoster,2003), 112 
2 This and other papers prepared for these conferences by an international team of mission scholars can 
be found at www.towards2010.org.uk  

http://www.towards2010.org.uk/
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called ‘business studies’. In addition however, candidates were expected to have a 
thorough preparation in mission studies at postgraduate level, which would include 
reflection on spirituality and the formation of the kind of character that was needed 
for effective work in cross-cultural contexts. Missionary training, it was argued, 
should produce people with particular qualities:  
 
• ‘docility’, meaning a lifelong willingness to learn; 
•  ‘gentleness’, which would ensure an openness to the culture and practices of  

the peoples to whom they were sent;  
• and ‘sympathy’, which would result in a spirit of loving service.  

 
This stress on the formation of character, with the clear implication that mission is 
less a matter of doing – of mastering techniques and skills – and more a matter of 
being – of living in imitation of Christ – remains critically important. Indeed, it may 
be that given the context of globalisation today this aspect of the Edinburgh 
Commissioners’ recommendations is more crucial than ever. 
 
However, valuable though many of these proposals were, the fact remains that the 
Edinburgh Conference, 1910 belongs to a world significantly different to the one we 
must face. Indeed, this became evident very early in the twentieth century as the First 
World War created a watershed which divided the Victorian period, with its 
confidence in progress and civilisation, from the world we have inherited today. One 
of the key figures at Edinburgh was Joseph Oldham, perhaps the most significant 
Christian leader at the time and a shaper of  the early ecumenical movement. Five 
years after Edinburgh, with Europe bitterly divided in what one historian has called 
‘the age of massacre’,3  Oldham reflected on the hard lessons Christians would need 
to learn from the experience of the violence engulfing the continent: 
 

I cannot help thinking that the war is teaching us to draw a clearer distinction 
between the Church of Christ and what we have been accustomed to speak of as 
Christian civilization. We have assumed that we had a “Christian Civilization” 
which was something we could proudly offer the non-Christian world. God is 
showing us how rotten that civilization is. We shall need in the future to be more 
humble, to be more ready to take up the cross, follow Christ and bear his reproach 
among men.4 

 
 
We may be surprised to discover words like these written only six years after the 
Edinburgh conference had brandished the triumphalist slogan, The evangelisation of 
the world in this generation. With prophetic insight, Oldham recognised  the fatal 
consequences of continuing to treat the gospel and western civilization as essentially 
two aspects of the same reality. What is more, he realised that a recovery of 
faithfulness would require that European Christians develop a far more critical 
engagement with their own culture, and that this would be likely to involve them in 
the experience of suffering and humiliation. His biographer shows how the terrible 
events in Europe in 1914-1918 led Joe Oldham toward a ‘new conception of mission’. 
                                                           
3 See Eric Hobsbawm, Age of Extremes: The Short Twentieth Century, 1914-1991 
(London:Abacus,1995), 24 
4 Quoted in Keith Clements, Faith on the Frontier: A Life of J.H.Oldham (Edinburgh:T & T 
Clark,1999), 140. 
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He came to believe that the concept of a ‘Christian nation’, so strong in nineteenth 
century Britain, was rendered bankrupt and that the Christianity of  Europe, which 
continued to send thousands of missionaries into the southern hemisphere, ‘had all but 
lost its credibility and its moral authority for engaging in such an enterprise’.5 
 
I want to reflect on Oldham’s suggestion that, after the carnage of mechanized 
conflicts fought between ostensibly Christian nations, the linkage between Western 
civilisation and Christianity was likely to erode the credibility of mission in those 
countries which Edinburgh had so confidently identified as ‘the unevangelised world’. 
More particularly, I wish to ask whether the history of the world since 1910, and the 
continuing tendency to regard the modern West as a Christian civilisation, has 
massively increased this problem and is creating a grave crisis for mission? It may be 
useful to cite one more quotation from Joe Oldham. In 1916, the year of the battle of 
Verdun which resulted in one million casualties, Oldham published a little book with 
the title The World and the Gospel. While Europe was tearing itself apart this 
extraordinary man had his eyes on the great continent of Africa where, he said, ‘one 
of the great issues of history’ would be decided. Oldham asked whether, when the 
collective madness subsided in Europe, African peoples would be enabled ‘to develop 
their latent powers, and so enrich the life of humanity by their distinctive 
contributions?’ Or would that vast continent become increasingly exploited, so that 
Africans would find themselves ‘depressed and degraded and made the tool of others, 
the instrument of their gain, the victim of their greed and lust?’6  Exactly a century 
later, the answer to that question seems depressingly clear. Kosuke Koyama, the 
Japanese missionary theologian, points out rather bluntly that the region of the world 
identified by the fathers at Edinburgh as ‘unevangelized’ in 1910, has been ‘exploited, 
colonized, and victimized by the nations of the West which Edinburgh called 
Christian’. Koyama warns us that ‘the world judges “Christian” civilization, not on 
the basis of sublime doctrines and saintly presence, but on its observed association 
with the evils of racism, colonialism and militarism’.7  
 
The question may be raised here whether comments such as that just quoted fail to 
take account of the enormous growth of the Christian movement outside the Western 
world in the course of the twentieth century. This remarkable phenomenon attracts 
growing interest and has led scholars like Philip Jenkins to predict the coming of  ‘the 
next Christendom’. Jenkins speaks about living through ‘one of the transforming 
moments in the history of religions worldwide’ and predicts that the explosive growth 
of  Southern Christianity will ‘continue apace in coming years’.8 I do not wish to deny 
the significance of the expansion of the Christian movement in many parts of the non-
Western world and what has been described as the ‘shift in the centre of gravity of 
church’ may indeed herald a new and wonderful era in Christian history. However, 
Jenkins’ title serves to highlight my concerns:  
 
• will world Christianity indeed become another ‘Christendom’? 

                                                           
5 Ibid, 135 
6 Ibid, 185 
7 Kosuke Koyama, ‘Carrying the Gospel to all the Non-Christian World’, Edinburgh, April, 2002, 5 
www.towards2010.org.uk/papers  
8 Philip Jenkins, The Next Christendom; The Coming of Global Christianity (Oxford;Oxford University 
Press,2002), 1-2. 

http://www.towards2010.org.uk/papers
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• will history repeat itself as dynamic spiritual movements become co-opted in the 
interests of dominant ideologies that conflict with the values of the kingdom of 
God? 

• will the attractions of power and prestige mean that the demands of discipleship 
will be compromised and a global church will end up providing religious 
justification for a world system that the New Testament would judge to be the 
latest, and perhaps the most terrible, manifestation of  ‘Babylon’? 

 
In responding to questions such as these I want to suggest three challenges which the 
global context we are describing places firmly on the agenda of a missionary church. 
These challenges will need to be faced by theological educators and missionary 
trainers in the non-Western world, but my primary concern is with the devastated 
former heartlands of the Christian faith where the crisis anticipated by Joe Oldham 
has increased to the point at which the church faces ecclesiastical meltdown. Despite 
this the critical missionary engagement with the host culture which Oldham had 
recognised as vital remains limited and assumptions derived from the old 
Christendom linger on. Indeed, in a context in which anti-Islamic feelings are 
increasing, the claim that Britain is a ‘Christian country’ can now be heard in the 
strident language of  fascist political groups and tabloid newspapers which promote 
moral values completely at odds with the revelation given to the world in Jesus Christ. 
 
Missionary Credibility and the Challenge of Ethics 
 
The first challenge that bears upon the credibility of mission is therefore, as an ethical 
one. I will not attempt here to describe the nature and impact of economic 
globalisation on the peoples of our world, but it is clear that, for example, Joe 
Oldham’s concerns for the continent of Africa have been shown by history to be fully 
justified and that the plight of millions of people on that continent compels us to ask 
profound ethical questions concerning the system of economics that currently shapes 
our world. Zygmunt Bauman has analysed the ‘human consequences’ of the process 
of globalisation with great insight (and with rare moral passion) and he observes that 
we are today witnessing a world-wide social stratification in which ‘a new socio-
cultural hierarchy’ is being created. Bauman cites United Nations’ statistics which 
reveal the extraordinary fact that the wealth of the top 358 billionaires equals the 
combined incomes of  the 2.3 billion poorest people (or 45 per cent of the world’s 
population), and that in 1991 85 per cent of the people living on this planet received 
only 15 per cent of its income. Bauman quotes John Kavanagh of the Washington 
Institute for Policy Studies as saying, ‘Globalization has given more opportunities for 
the extremely wealthy to make money more quickly…. [it is] a paradox: while it is 
very beneficial to a very few, it leaves out or marginalizes two-thirds of the world’s 
population’.9   
 
Of course, statistics like these need to be translated into the hard realities of peoples’ 
lives and this can be done by considering the mind-blowing problems faced in the 
burgeoning cities of  the southern continents. Once again the analysis comes from the 
UN: in October, 2003 the Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT) produced 
a report entitled The Challenge of Slums which found that 940 million urban dwellers 

                                                           
9 See Zygmunt Bauman, Globalization: The Human Consequences (Cambridge:Polity Press,1998),  
                                                                                                                                                70-71 
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are living in absolute squalor and (to quote the headline with which the Guardian 
reported these findings), ‘Every third person will be a slum dweller within 30 years’.10 
For me personally, such facts become even more concrete reality in the largest slum 
on the continent of Africa, in Kibera, Nairobi, where an estimated 700,000 people, 
equal to the population of Glasgow where I now live, exist in a vast shanty town built 
on land to which its inhabitants have no legal entitlement. In 2007 I will be taking a 
group of postgraduate students doing a degree in ‘Ministry in an Urban World’ to 
Kibera in order that we may together face up to the reality of urbanisation in global 
perspective.  
 
To state that facts such as those to which attention is here drawn constitute an ethical 
challenge is surely non-controversial. Or is it? In 2004 the American Christian writer 
Michael Evans published a book with the title The American Prophecies: Ancient 
Scriptures Reveal Our Nation’s Future. The book quickly became a best-seller in the 
USA where it was welcomed by, among others, Charles Colson. Evans justifies the 
invasion of Iraq on the basis of his reading of biblical prophecy and then goes further 
by arguing that it is America’s destiny to ‘go to war against Syria’ and to ‘go into Iran 
and take out their nuclear reactor’. Some of the author’s language almost beggars 
belief, but for our present purpose his most significant statements concern America’s 
relationship to God. He notes that the words of Jesus, ‘And ye shall know the Truth 
and the Truth shall make you free’ are etched into the entrance lobby of the CIA 
headquarters building and concludes:  
 

America is the mightiest nation on earth and has long been a partaker of God’s 
blessings. It’s time to ask ourselves, “Why?” America comprises only 7 percent of 
the world’s population and is in possession of more than half the world’s wealth’.11  
 

 
Here the gross disparities between the wealthy and the poor in our world is not seen as 
an ethical issue at all, but rather is an indication of both the divine will and, even 
more, the special blessing of God upon one particular nation. We may find ourselves 
aghast at such language and at the hermeneutics and theology that underpins it. But it 
should not be dismissed as irrelevant and unimportant because the fact is that in such 
circles the linkage between Christianity and Western culture is maintained almost as 
an article of faith. It is a strange irony that while Christendom is a declining force on 
the continent of Europe, it would appear to be alive and well in the United States of 
America. The question that emerges here is clear: how can the Christian mission 
continue to be done from north to south with credibility when it is connected in the 
eyes of millions of people with a faith that appears to justify both the violence of 
invasion and a cultural and economic system that is the antithesis of the values of 
traditional cultures throughout the world?  
 
                                                           
10 See The Guardian, October 4, 2003. Further information on the UN report can be had at 
www.unhabitat.org/global_report.asp. Mike Davis’s book Planet of Slums (London:Verso Press,2006), 
which draws upon the UN material makes sobering reading.  
11 Michael D. Evans, The American Prophecies: Ancient Scriptures Reveal Our Nation’s Future (New 
York:Warner Faith,2004), 9,14. The same author published Beyond Iraq: Ancient Prophecy and 
Modern Day Conspiracy Collide (Lakeland,Florida:Whitestone Books,2003). Evans viewed the war in 
Iraq as ‘a struggle between good and evil’ and predicted that Iraq would end up as ‘the US base from 
which the war on terrorism in the Middle East is fought’. The book was warmly commended by Tim 
LaHaye, David Wilkerson, Benjamin Netanyahu and Ehud Olmert.  

http://www.unhabitat.org/global_report.asp
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Furthermore, lest we should imagine that this challenge has little to do with us let us 
remember that we too belong among the privileged peoples of the earth. We may 
repudiate views like those just cited, and do so with a sense of repugnance, but 
perhaps the truth is that such authors are scandalous only because they state openly 
what we tend to suppress. The credibility gap for mission when those bearing the 
message of the suffering Messiah possess wealth and privileges that their hearers 
cannot even begin to dream of, is not a problem that belongs to North American 
Christianity alone. As Jonathan Bonk put it in his book, Missions and Money: 
 

…. Western missionaries, although growing numerically and thriving financially, 
are increasingly finding themselves at a loss in relating the Good News to the 
swelling numbers of the world’s absolutely poor – those for example, who inhabit 
the slums of the great cities of Asia and Latin America.12 

 
What are the implications of this ethical challenge for theological education and 
missionary formation? In broad terms, the answer must surely be that we need to 
equip a rising generation of Christians with an ability to understand and analyse the 
world which forms the context within which mission is done today. We have 
developed sophisticated tools with which to engage in cultural analysis but, as Lesslie 
Newbigin pointed out, these have been used almost entirely to examine non-Western 
cultures while the global spread and influence of the powerful, technological culture 
of the modern West has largely been ignored. In biblical terms we are focusing on the 
need to understand ‘the world’ as a system of evil, organized in open rebellion against 
the Creator, and characterised by ‘the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and 
his pride in possessions’ (1 John 2:15-17). In simply quoting these words one is aware 
of the dynamic power of the word of God to speak into our contemporary situation 
and, while missionaries must be equipped with all the relevant tools available from 
the study of history and sociology, perhaps the greatest need of all is the 
encouragement to read the Bible with fresh eyes and allow its searching light to be 
brought to bear on our chaotic and unjust world order. 
 
Credibility and Missionary Spirituality 
 
The second challenge in connection with the credibility of mission today is a spiritual 
one. This clearly overlaps with the previous discussion but the issue here is whether, 
having once identified the ethical issues, Christians can break free from their  
compromises with an ungodly world? It is easy in Evangelical circles to answer 
questions like this affirmatively since, with our tradition of experiential religion in 
which hearts are ‘strangely warmed’, we may assume that a certain type of conversion 
guarantees a life lived in obedience to Christ. I suggest that both Scripture and history 
warn us against making such facile assumptions. Indeed, large parts of the New  
Testament would not have required to have been written were this the case: the first 
Christians had to be continually reminded of the dangers of a highly seductive world 
                                                           
12 Jonathan Bonk, Missions and Money: Affluence as a Western Missionary Problem (New York:Orbis 
Books,1998), 14. Orlando Costas goes further and identifies the underlying problem as one in which 
the missionary movement emanating from the West was complicit in the plundering and oppression of 
the poor of the earth. He wrote of the need to ‘unmask the secret alliance between the world missionary 
movement and the internationalist capitalist enterprise’ and demanded that mission organizations open 
themselves ‘to the winds of the Holy Spirit’ so that ‘the transforming power of the gospel [might] work 
in their personal lives and ministries’. See Orlando Costas, Christ Outside the Gate: Mission Beyond 
Christendom (New York:Orbis Books,1984), 69 
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and an extremely subtle and clever enemy. And it is worth recalling that by the end of 
the New Testament we discover the majority of churches apparently in the advanced 
stages of a form of syncretism in which they had fused the confession of Jesus with 
lives shaped by the values of the Roman empire. Bauckham’s statement at the 
beginning of this paper is clearly needed: mission is ‘inseparable from continual 
repentance and constant heeding of God’s call to God-given holiness, faithfulness and 
discernment’.  
 
As to the witness of history, it confirms all too clearly the same pattern of rise and 
fall, expansion and decline, faithful discipleship and appalling compromises. Perhaps 
few people have felt this more deeply than Dietrich Bonhoeffer who, against the 
background of a church which made a terrible accommodation to an idolatrous and 
evil ideology, summoned Christians to renewed discipleship. That call needs to be 
heard afresh throughout the Christian community today because only a church 
renewed in true discipleship will be capable of mission in a world in which  
immensely powerful forces are at work, seeking to define human existence and well-
being in ways that are fundamentally different from the gospel.  
 
Marva Dawn, whose writing has much to teach us in this area, recalls how as a young 
person visiting India with a college choir, she found herself overwhelmed by exposure 
to the urban realities of the sub-continent. The experience created a personal crisis 
that was like a second conversion and led her to dedicate her life afresh to the service 
of the poor and needy. However, she reflects on the difficulties this perception, and 
the new commitment flowing from it, created for her once back in America: ‘Why do 
we not pay more attention to God’s commands to feed the hungry and clothe the 
naked? We seem to ignore the situation of  the unfairly divided globe. What kind of 
wake up call would be effective?’13  Perhaps the answer to the question is provided by 
Andrew Walls: 
 

The problem is that Western Christianity has so far issued no clear call to 
repentance from the cult of Mammon. It is possible to accommodate his worship 
very well to the apparatus of church going. It is possible to hold evangelistic 
campaigns that spell out the gospel in easy steps, and never breathe a word about 
the false gods that hold Western society in thrall. It is not that the West is devoid of 
evangelistic witness, far from it. It is rather that Western Christianity has ceased to 
have critical contact with Western culture. It can no longer do it any harm or good. 
Perhaps the voice that prepares the way of the Lord will next time be heard not in 
the desert but in the supermarket.14 
 

The importance of the spiritual challenge to the credibility of mission is related to 
what is sometimes called the ‘problem of missionary attrition’. Christian leaders in 
the Southern hemisphere have observed that the highly materialistic culture of  the 
western world appears to be sapping the resolve and dedication of many of those who 
arrive in Africa, Asia and Latin America and struggle to make the transition to life 
without the things taken for granted in the West. All of which suggests that, so far as 

                                                           
13 Marva Dawn, Unfettered Hope: A Call to Faithful Living in an Affluent Society 
(Lousville:Westminster John Knox Press,2003), xvii 
14 Andrew Walls, ‘Christian Expansion and the Condition of Western Culture’. Unpublished paper 
given as the Henry Martyn Lecture, 1985 and produced as MARC Monograph Number 8 
(Bromley:MARC Europe,n.d.),  23 
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theological education is concerned, there should be no debate as to whether ‘personal 
and spiritual formation’ belongs within the curriculum of any programme designed to 
prepare men and women for service in mission. On this point the Edinburgh 
conference surely had it right: the formation of character, of lives that involve the 
daily practice of seeking to ‘walk as Jesus did’, is of fundamental importance for 
training in service in a globalised world.  
 
Missionary Credibility and Christian Theology 
 
The final challenge we must face if the credibility of mission is to be recovered in the 
context of the world we have described relates to theology. Earlier in this paper I 
made passing reference to the late Lesslie Newbigin to whom credit must surely be 
given for alerting Western Christianity to the dangers of  the compromises it faces in 
relation to modern culture. Newbigin’s work, with its bold claim that modern, western 
culture represented the greatest missionary challenge of this, or any other age, broke 
like a bombshell among Christians who had generally assumed that syncretism was 
something that happened to other people, somewhere else. Indeed, what were believed 
to be false alliances between Christ and culture were fairly easy to identify when they 
occurred thousands of miles away. Debates concerning ‘contextualisation’ were 
always overshadowed by the anxiety that this might be a path that would lead away 
from the authentic gospel. But no such fears were evident in relation to the Western 
traditions, as though theology in this context had been done in a danger free zone.  
Newbigin’s work constituted a massive challenge to such complacency and a ringing 
call for the development of a theology that might renew the church in Europe in 
mission. ‘The peaceful co-existence of Christianity with the post-Enlightenment 
culture’, he wrote in 1983, ‘has endured so long that it is hard for the church now to 
recover the standpoint of a genuinely missionary approach to our “Modern” culture’. 
Worse was to come: ‘It would be hard to deny that contemporary British (and most 
western) Christianity is an advanced case of syncretism’.15   
 
Newbigin’s work is one of the great legacies with which we have been gifted in recent 
times and it is to be hoped that the recently published, excellent ‘Reader’ edited by 
Paul Weston will alert new generations of theological students to the importance of 
his writings. His insistence that we continually ask what it means in practice to 
confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, and his assault on the privatisation of faith and its 
exclusion from discussions concerning politics and economics, provide us with 
invaluable resources in confronting the challenges of our world. I treasure the image 
of Lesslie Newbigin at the WCC’s World Conference on Mission and Evangelism 
held in Brazil in 1996. By this time he had almost completely lost his sight and the 
conference organizers gave him two brief slots between major sessions of the 
conference. However, once on his feet Newbigin caught fire and ran well over his 
allotted time. The chairman handed him a note saying ‘Your time is up’, but, unable 
to read it and urged on by a delighted audience he insisted on saying what he felt 
needed to be said. Newbigin’s words on that occasion point theology and world 
Christianity toward the agenda it will have to address during the century ahead if it is 
to name the name of Jesus with renewed credibility in a lost world. Having identified 
Western, scientific, free market culture as the most powerful ideology at work in the 
world at present, Newbigin said, 

                                                           
15 Lesslie Newbigin, The Other Side of 1984 (Geneva:WCC,1983), 22-23 



 9

 
And it seems to me that in the century that lies ahead of us these are the three 
major factors which will compete for the allegiance of the human family: the 
gospel, the free market and Islam. I take it that the globalization of the whole 
human family is probably irreversible in the near future, that we must expect 
increasingly to see ourselves as one global city…. As to Islam: while the other 
great world faiths are deeply significant and worthy of respect, none of them 
makes that same claim for universal significance. As to the free market: the crucial 
question is whether the Christian Church can recover its confidence in the gospel 
in order to be able to challenge with confidence the enormous power of  this 
ideology that now rules over us. We are dealing here with an idol, the idol of the 
free market, and idols do not respond to moral persuasion. They are cast out only 
by the Living God, and it is only the power of the gospel in the last analysis which 
can dethrone idols and create the possibility of a free society’.16 

  
Conclusion 
 
The situation faced by Christianity in its former heartlands in Europe and North 
America is, I suggest one of grave and deepening crisis. If the problem of diminishing 
credibility as the result of the identification of the gospel with the modern Western, or 
American, way of life is ignored, then it seems very likely that the faith which once 
shaped this culture will become a historical curiosity here, as it did previously in 
North Africa. However, there is no inevitability about such an outcome; the present 
crisis can be a positive opportunity to address the ethical, spiritual and theological 
issues briefly identified in this paper, and so to rediscover what it means to be a 
faithful, missionary people. As Richard Bauckham puts it in the final words of his 
excellent study, Bible and Mission: ‘This is a demanding situation of opportunity and 
challenge for Christian witness. It must send the church back to the Scriptures, 
outward in solidarity especially with the victims and the neglected, and forward in 
hope for the coming of the kingdom of God’.17  
   
 
David Smith, December, 2006. 
 
 
 
 
David Smith, 
International Christian College, 
110 St James Road, 
Glasgow, 
G4 0PS 
 
david.smith@icc.ac.uk 
 

                                                           
16 Lesslie Newbigin, Signs Amid the Rubble: The Purposes of God in Human History (Grand 
Rapids:Eerdmans,2003), 119 
17 Richard Bauckham, Bible and Mission: Christian Witness in a Postmodern World 
(Carlisle:Paternoter Press,2003), 112 
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Cinderella or the Prince: Mission Studies in the Theological Curriculum 
 
I begin with an ancient story. It comes from Plato and is found in Phaedrus. The story 
concerns Thamus, a king in Egypt who is said to have entertained a god named 
Theuth who was the inventor of number, geometry, astronomy and, crucially, writing. 
Here is the crucial passage: 
 
Thamus inquired into the use of each [invention]… When it came to writing, Theuth 
declared: “Here is an accomplishment, my lord, which will improve both the wisdom 
and the memory of the Egyptians…”. Thaumus replied: “The discoverer of an art is 
not the best judge of the good or harm which will accrue to those who practice it. You 
who are the father of writing have out of  fondness to your offspring attributed to it 
quite the opposite of its real function. Those who acquire it will cease to exercise their 
memory and become forgetful… And as for wisdom, your pupils will have the 
reputation for it without the reality; they will receive a quantity of information 
without proper instruction and will be thought very knowledgeable when they are for 
the most part quite ignorant. And because they are filled with the conceit of wisdom 
instead of real wisdom they will be a burden for society” 
 
The story is referred to in Neil Postman’s book Technopoloy: The Surrender of 
Culture to Technology ((NY:Vintage Books,1992). Postman concludes that the real 
lesson here concerns the likely impact of a new technology on human culture: when 
we admit a new technology to the culture, we must do it with our eyes wide open. He 
argues that human cultures have developed through three stages: (1) Tool-using 
cultures; (2) Technocracy, in which the invention of new tools, especially the clock, 
the printing press and the telescope, are no longer integrated within existing cultures 
but become the basis of a new culture; (3) Technopoly, which reaches it climax with 
the computer and the internet and results in a deluge of information without access to 
a secure understanding of the purpose of human existence.  
 
Postman many be called a maverick. But he has challenging things to say to us about 
the impact of technology of education. And we might ponder his list of strategies for 
those who want to resist technopoly (separate sheet). 
 
I begin with this because it has relevance to trends in theological education. In 
western colleges we have moved down the route of academic validation and, while 
this has brought benefits, it has also created tensions and problems. We sometimes 
ask: 
 
• has the acceptance of academic models of learning made it easier or more 

difficult for us to fulfil our mission? 
• has the growth of bureaucratic structures created an atmosphere of legalism 

where grace should reign? 
• And for those of us in Europe: has the link to secular universities placed in 

danger our freedom to teach revealed truth and to shape human lives in the 
likeness of Christ? 

 
I want to explore one particular issue here: the place of mission studies in the 
theological curriculum. I use the fairy story of Cinderella and the Prince to ask:  
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• is mission studies ‘Cinderella’, hoping to find the right clothes to be admitted to 
the Ball, or the ‘Prince’ who is there by right? In other words, does the study of 
mission, and training for mission, gain access to the theological curriculum 
through the good grace of others, always reminded of its essentially marginal 
origins, and continually in danger of  being expelled back to the forest from 
which it came?  Or is it actually the very centre and heart of all theological 
endeavour, without which the entire enterprise risks descending into an arid 
intellectualism and irrelevance? Is it Cinderella or the Prince? Or is it neither; do 
we need a completely different way of conceptualising the place of the study of 
mission within the seminary? 

 
The question has a relevance beyond Europe because models of theological education 
which leave the study of mission marginal to the training of Christian leaders and 
teachers have been exported. .David Bosch observed that the thoroughly domesticated 
and parochial nature of European theological education throughout the modern period 
became characteristic of ‘new seminaries established in the Third World’ since ‘it 
went without saying that the theology taught there would be a carbon copy of 
European theology’. 
 
It may help to review the development of the structures of the theological curriculum 
in Protestant Christianity. It is worth noticing that within Catholicism a clear focus on 
missionary training can be found as far back as 1257 when Ramon Lull, who devoted 
his life to mission in the Islamic world, pressured kings and popes to establish new 
colleges dedicated to the training of missionaries able to speak fluent Arabic. 
However, in Protestant Christianity the structures inherited in modern times can be 
traced through a series of changes: 
 
Figure I shows the ‘fourfold pattern’ that comes from the time of  Freidrich 
Schleiermacher and has had huge influence ever since. ‘Practical Theology’, which 
concerned the technical aspects of the preparation of ordained ministers to fulfil their 
professional tasks was a late addition, and so was somewhat marginal to theological 
studies from the start. What is obvious is that ‘mission’ has no place here. In 1867 
Alexander Duff in 1867 reflected on the limitations of his theological training as 
follows: 
  

I was struck markedly with this circumstance, that throughout the whole course of 
the curriculum of four years not one single allusion was ever made to the subject of 
the world’s evangelisation – the subject which constitutes the chief end of the 
Christian church on earth. I felt intensely that there was something wrong with this 
omission. According to any just conception of the Church of Christ, the grand 
function it has to discharge in the world cannot be said to begin and end in the 
preservation of internal purity of doctrine, discipline and government. All this is 
merely for burnishing it so as to be a lamp to give light not only to itself but also to 
the world. There must be an outcome of that light, lest it prove useless, and thereby 
be lost and extinguished. Why has it got that light, but that it should freely impart it 
to others? 
 

Figure II illustrates a modified ‘fourfold pattern’ with ‘mission studies’ added to 
Practical Theology. This was a response to pressure to find space within the 
curriculum for the study of mission. It thus became an addendum to a theological 



 12

discipline that was already somewhat marginal to pure theological studies, so that 
Cinderella achieved little more than inserting her tender foot in the door of the 
academy.  
 
Figure III sees mission given greater recognition with the formation of Mission 
Studies departments and the recognition of this branch of study (sometimes called 
‘missiology’) as requiring a place within the curriculum. This has been the most 
common pattern in evangelical colleges. But although it is a considerable 
improvement, it has two problems: first, the practical difficulties of finding space 
within crowded programmes for this latecomer have often led to it being less than 
welcome. Second, even where mission studies have gained acceptance, they tend to 
be sealed off from the rest of the curriculum. Theology, biblical studies and history 
continue business as usual without disturbance from the frontiers of missionary 
engagement.  
 
Figure IV sees a further development in which mission, instead of being one subject 
among others becomes a kind of over-arching framework which puts questions to all 
the disciplines and seeks to leaven the whole. This is a great ideal but the weight of 
history and tradition suggests that the ‘fourfold pattern’ may easily revert to its 
original way of functioning. 
 
Conclusion 
 
I will end with a personal story. I became principal of a small missionary training 
college in 1990. Its clear aim was preparation for mission, but its major academic 
qualification was the London University BD programme which was modelled on the 
‘fourfold pattern’ and was strictly ‘academic’. There was a misfit between what we 
claimed to be doing and what we were actually teaching. Over a period of time, and 
through a great deal of struggle, we devised a programme that moved in an entirely 
different direction.  
 
Here is the statement of rationale:  
The fundamental objective in devising the course proposals has been the provision of 
a programme of study and practical experience which will prepare people to become 
practitioners of the Christian mission in the modern world. 
 
The question then became: what kind of structure and content would fulfil that bold 
ambition? Figure V illustrates the overall structure. What is obvious is that: 
 
• the missiological aim was foundational and central; 
• the ‘fourfold pattern’ was abandoned because it was unable to meet our aim; 
• the programme was shaped around three fresh, dynamically conceived 

components which were themselves multi-directional.  
 
This model is not presented as a solution to the problem of integrating mission into 
theological studies. But it was a creative attempt to address that issue and my hope is 
that similar such creative and fresh models will emerge in order that we may truly 
prepare students to follow Christ in today’s world. 
 
                                                                                                    DS/December, 2006. 
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Neil Postman’s hints for ‘Loving Resistance Fighters’ Against Technopoly: 

Postman says that ‘the source of the world’s greatest narratives has been religion’ and 
that ‘without a comprehensive religious narrative at its centre a culture must decline’. 
He recognises that ‘religious educators’ strive to see their work as done for the glory 
of God but doubts whether ‘such a purpose can be achieved in Technopoly’. 
However, it is possible to resist the power of a technical culture in the following 
ways: 
 
• pay no attention to opinion polls unless you know what questions were asked 

and why; 
• refuse to accept efficiency as the pre-eminent goal in human relations; 
• free yourself from magical belief in the power of numbers, do not regard 

calculation as a substitute for judgement, or precision as a synonym for truth; 
• refuse to allow psychology or any ‘social science’ to pre-empt the language and 

thought of common sense; 
• be suspicious of the idea of ‘progress’ and do not confuse information with 

understanding; 
• do not regard the aged as irrelevant; 
• take seriously the meaning of family honor and loyalty; 
• take the great narratives of religion seriously and do not believe that science is 

the only way of producing truth; 
• know the difference between the sacred and the profane and do not despise 

tradition in favour of modernity; 
• admire technological ingenuity but do not think that it represents the highest 

possible form of human achievement. 
 
 
 
Neil Postman, Technopoly: The Surrender of Culture to Technology (New 
York:Vintage Books,1993), 183-184 
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Professional Postgraduate Programmes:  
                                         Useful Models for Theological Educators? 
 
In what follows I am sharing some personal experience gained in the course of 
developing a postgraduate programme in urban mission and ministry. This has been a 
long, sometimes frustrating but ultimately rewarding journey. It has involved false 
starts, seemingly wasted effort, and a great deal of hard work. I have learned that 
there are no short cuts and that programmes that meet real needs take a lot of time , 
effort and patience to develop. 
 
I set the scene: International Christian College, Glasgow had a longstanding desire to 
provide postgraduate studies in urban ministry. The college had a tradition stretching 
back to D.L,Moody in the 1880s and the city of Glasgow offered both a model of 
early urbanisation, and of innovative Christian responses in mission.  
 
Two attempts had been made to devise a programme: the first was a traditional 
Masters proposal which was strongly based in theory and required a fairly high level 
of academic competence. When this foundered, attention switched to the American 
model of the Doctor of Ministry degree. An article in Christianity Today in 2002 
described the primary goal of the D.Min as ‘to enable pastors to become more 
effective in a particular area of ministry’ and to do this while continuing in their work 
while pursuing the degrees. This model was explored and negotiations were entered 
with Gordon-Conwell Seminary, through the Center for Urban Ministerial Education 
in Boston. Once again, this proposal did not get beyond a certain stage, but the 
contacts with colleagues in USA were very fruitful. The model of professional 
theological education was attractive to us and the particular examples witnessed in 
inner-city Boston were extremely instructive. 
 
The next significant step was the discovery of the growth of professional doctorates 
in British Higher Education. A number of published studies were especially 
important, including  
• David Scott et al, Professional Doctorates – Integrating Professional and 

Academic Knowledge (Maidenhead:Society for Reseearch into Higher 
Education/OU Press,2004) 

• Tom Bourner et al, New Directions in Professional Higher Education 
(Buckinham:Open University Press,2000) 

 
Here are some quotations from these sources that give the flavour of the material: 
 
There is widespread development of professional doctorates in UK… Ed.D is offered 
by 36 universities and professional doctorates have emerged in Business 
Administration, Pharmacy, Educational Psychology…. Growing interest from 
external bodies has resulted from the perceived inadequacies of the traditional PhD 
in usefulness and relevance. 
 
The field of study is a professional discipline rather than academic enquiry and 
scholarship and the research element.. is focused on professional practice and makes 
an original contribution to the way in which theory is applied to the nature of practice 
within a profession. … A defining feature is a focus on the development of the 
individual in relation to their professional work.. A second generation [of 
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professional degrees] has seen a shift from one in which academic knowledge 
remains privileged over professional knowledge to one that embraces the complexity 
of the generation of new knowledge production in partnership with the workplace.  
 
It became clear that these models offered us the potential to develop a degree in urban 
ministry that would be significantly different from previous approaches. The proposal 
that emerged had distinctive elements which can be summarised as follows: 
 
• the proposal, while originating within the college, was developed in partnership 

with professional bodies; 
• the entry requirements would provide access to experienced practitioners and 

would require a minimum of three years work in an urban setting; 
• the degree studies would be in-service in the sense that they would make 

student’s ministries the real text to be examined; 
• the programme was structured around four residencies and these would utilise 

both expert expertise and the experience of the student group (or cohort) as a 
key learning resource; 

• the exploration of an urban world would involve a partnership with an urban 
training centre in Nairobi through which students would understand 
urbanisation in global perspective 

• assessment would involve a research project that would be required to focus on 
the critical evaluation of students’ ministry situations and make proposals for 
change. 

 
The structure of the programme can be seen from Figures I and II. 
 
The degree was launched in April, 2006 with a cohort of 12 students and we have 
completed the first two residencies. It is early yet to claim success, but the programme 
has created significant interest and there is evidence that it responds to the felt need of 
people experienced in ministry. This type of professional programme offers 
possibilities of postgraduate reflection and research that seem extremely relevant to 
theological education. In parallel with this there are recent developments in Practical 
Theology which provide very helpful guidance on methods of applied research related 
to ministry and mission. See John Swinton & Harriet Mowat, Practical Theology and 
Qualitative Research (London:SCM Press,2006). Here is a quotation: 
 
Practical Theology is a fundamentally missiological discipline which receives its 
purpose, its motivation and its dynamic from acknowledging and working out what it 
means to participate faithfully in God’s mission. (27) 
 
I suggest that the growth of professional postgraduate degrees combines with 
developments in the filed of Practical Theology to offer interesting possibilities of 
innovative curriculum development that might be closely related to the missiological 
purpose of theological colleges throughout the world. 
 
DS/December,2006.   
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