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EDITORIAL / VORWORT
Missio Dei – Getting Drawn into God’s Dynamics
The three scientific institutes at St. Augustin (Germany) are dedicated to foundational interests of the Divine Word Missionaries: mission and missiology, cultures and peoples, and the relationship to
China. All three institutes commemorate this year some sort of anniversary: The Anthropos Institute was founded 90 years ago 1 building
on the already well-established journal Anthropos dating from 1906.
The Missiological Institute—Steyler Missionswissenschaftliches Institut—was started 60 years ago; the foundation was defined by the publication date of the first volume of the series “Studia Instituti Missiologici SVD.” 2 Finally, the Institute Monumenta Serica had been initiated in Beijing in 1935, moved to Japan and the USA, and 50 years
ago, it was decided to locate it at St. Augustin.
What could institutes dedicated to research and publication do in
order to somehow commemorate their anniversaries other than come
together for some reflection and organise a conference or a workshop?
Luckily, there is another anniversary which provides the three Institutes in St. Augustin with a shared focus: Seventy years ago, the International Missionary Council’s conference at Willingen (Germany)
reflected on the meaning and perspective of mission after the breakdown after World War II and in the early years of the Cold War. The
Willingen Conference is known for the mission perspective of missio
Dei, though at the Conference the term was not used.
Missio Dei, participating and getting involved in what God does in
the world, in society and in creation—that is probably in some way or
other the desire and task of any missionary. In different manners, this
longing and commitment could also be seen in the work of the three St.
Augustin institutes. It is wide enough a perspective to allow approaches to the general SVD understanding of mission from the specific tasks of each of the institutes.
This issue of Verbum SVD takes up some inspirations from the missio Dei proposal. The first articles deal with the Willingen Conference
and some of its interpretations: To start with, we reprint two of the
1

2

See Stanisław Grodź/Sebastian M. Michael/Roger Schroeder (eds.), Giants’
Footprints. 90th Anniversary of Anthropos Institute (1931–2021) (Collectanea Instituti Anthropos 53), Baden-Baden: Academia Verlag 2021.
Karl Müller SVD (ed.), Missionsstudien (Studia Instituti Missiologici SVD
1), Kaldenkirchen: Steyler Verlagsbuchhandlung 1962.
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Statements the Conference issued 70 years ago: On the Missionary
Calling of the Church and its Theological Basis. These two texts allow
our readers to perceive the tone and scope of discussions at Willingen.
And this initial article also shows in the juxtaposition of texts that the
SVD General Chapter five decades later used an astonishingly similar
approach. D. Nagy’s contribution contextualises the Willingen Conference and its proposals, while C. Tauchner places missio Dei in a wider
context of developments within the Roman Catholic Church.
One of the central concerns at Willingen was the situation in China
which had turned communist only a few years before the conference.
Some of the participants in Willingen had been expelled from their
mission in China shortly before, the Korean War was in full swing, so
this part of the world was very much on the agenda. Two contributions
refer to China and look at missionary developments there in historical
perspective: The Rites Controversy and search for Chinese expressions
of the Christian faith (C. von Collani), and the roots and surprising
consequences of the expulsion of foreign missionaries after 1949 (E.
Giunipero).
The third section of articles deals with different aspects of a “mission of God”: The entire Bible points towards God as the Lord of history
and creation (V. Nguyen); the commitment to JPIC (justice, peace and
the integrity of creation) pays tribute to this fact of God present in creation and history and articulates the service to God in our days (P.
Phan and J. Boeing). These three articles reflect along the SVD “characteristic dimensions” of Bible and JPIC. E. Tiefensee draws on the
particular situation of Germany and its setting in an advanced and
even “forced secularity” which demands “rethinking” mission not only
in central Europe.
Finally, there are two reflections relating to the SVD General Chapter of the year 2000 which adopted the perspective of God’s mission to
a certain extent: L. Stanislaus presents aspects of the SVD Generalate’s work in the horizon of such an understanding of mission and
its practical consequences. C. Tauchner returns to the General Chapter itself and highlights important elements and steps to arrive at an
implementation of such mission perspectives, as they were laid out at
the General Chapter, in order to make God’s mission the guiding view
of the Congregation.
The entire issue of Verbum SVD orbits around the two poles of the
SVD and its General Chapter, with the ensuing developments for the
practice of mission, and the conceptualisation of missio Dei, as it has
developed from the Willingen Conference in the subsequent decades.
It is unavoidable that some of the contributions employ internal SVD

Verbum SVD 63:2-3 (2022)

Editorial / Vorwort

143

vocabulary and refer to sources which may be hard to access for readers outside SVD circles.
Missio Dei has to do with the processiones in God, so movement and
development does not come as a surprise, neither for the comprehension of God nor for the ways the church lives in this world. Neither the
Willingen perspective of a missio Dei nor the SVD General Chapter of
2000 were meant to become Archimedean points for the application of
an absolute certainty of how to perform mission and live in the presence of God. Rather, they serve to renew the impulses for the further
development of missionary discipleship in God’s loving care and in
faithfully adjusting to new challenges in the growing freedom of the
commitment of mission.
Missio Dei – Sich hineinziehen lassen in Gottes Dynamik
Die drei wissenschaftlichen Institute in St. Augustin (Deutschland)
widmen sich grundlegenden Interessen der Steyler Missionare: Mission und Missiologie, Kulturen und Völker sowie die Beziehung zu
China. Alle drei Institute begehen in diesem Jahr eine Art Jubiläum:
Das Anthropos-Institut wurde vor 90 Jahren gegründet 3 und baute auf
der bereits gut etablierten Zeitschrift Anthropos aus dem Jahr 1906
auf. Das Steyler Missionswissenschaftliche Institut wurde vor 60 Jahren ins Leben gerufen; die Gründung wurde auf das Erscheinungsdatum des ersten Bandes der Serie „Studia Instituti Missiologici SVD“ 4
festgelegt. Das Institut Monumenta Serica schließlich wurde 1935 in
Peking gegründet, wanderte nach Japan und in die USA und wurde
vor 50 Jahren in St. Augustin angesiedelt.
Was würden Institute, die sich der Forschung und Veröffentlichung
widmen, zur Feier ihrer Jubiläen anderes tun als sich zum Nachdenken zusammenzufinden und eine Konferenz oder einen Workshop zu
veranstalten? Glücklicherweise gibt es ein weiteres Jubiläum, das den
drei Instituten in St. Augustin einen gemeinsamen Fokus bietet: Vor
siebzig Jahren reflektierte die Konferenz des Internationalen Missionsrates in Willingen (Deutschland) über die Bedeutung und die Perspektive der Mission nach den Zusammenbrüchen durch den Zweiten
Weltkrieg und in den ersten Jahren des Kalten Krieges. Die Konferenz
in Willingen wurde wegen ihrer Missionsperspektive der missio Dei
3

4

Siehe Stanisław Grodź/Sebastian M. Michael/Roger Schroeder (Hrsg.), Giants’ Footprints. 90th Anniversary of Anthropos Institute (1931–2021) (Collectanea Instituti Anthropos 53), Baden-Baden: Academia Verlag 2021.
Karl Müller SVD (Hrsg.), Missionsstudien (Studia Instituti Missiologici
SVD 1), Kaldenkirchen: Steyler Verlagsbuchhandlung 1962.
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bekannt, obwohl dieser Begriff auf der Konferenz nicht verwendet
wurde.
Missio Dei, die Teilhabe und Mitwirkung an dem, was Gott in der
Welt, in der Gesellschaft und in der Schöpfung wirkt – das ist wohl auf
die eine oder andere Weise der Wunsch und die Aufgabe eines jeden
Missionars und jeder Missionarin. Auf unterschiedliche Weisen lassen
sich diese Sehnsucht und dieses Engagement auch in der Arbeit der
drei Sankt Augustiner Institute erkennen. Die Perspektive ist weit genug, um aus den spezifischen Aufgaben der einzelnen Institute heraus
Ansätze für das allgemeine Missionsverständnis der SVD zu ermöglichen.
Die vorliegende Ausgabe von Verbum SVD greift einige Anregungen aus dem Ansatz der missio Dei auf. Die ersten Artikel befassen
sich mit der Konferenz in Willingen und einigen ihrer Interpretationen: Zunächst drucken wir zwei der Erklärungen ab, die die Konferenz
vor 70 Jahren abgegeben hat: Über die missionarische Berufung der
Kirche und ihre theologische Grundlage. Anhand dieser beiden Texte
können sich unsere Leserinnen und Leser ein Bild von Ton und Umfang der Diskussionen in Willingen machen. Und dieser erste Artikel
zeigt durch die Gegenüberstellung von Texten auch, dass das Steyler
Generalkapitel fünf Jahrzehnte später einen erstaunlich ähnlichen
Zugang verfolgte. Der Beitrag von D. Nagy kontextualisiert die Konferenz von Willingen und ihre Vorschläge, während C. Tauchner die missio Dei in einen größeren Kontext der Entwicklungen innerhalb der
römisch-katholischen Kirche stellt.
Eines der zentralen Themen in Willingen war die Situation in
China, das nur wenige Jahre vor der Konferenz kommunistisch geworden war. Einige der Teilnehmer in Willingen waren kurz zuvor aus
ihrer Mission in China vertrieben worden, der Koreakrieg war in vollem Gange, und so stand dieser Teil der Welt ganz oben auf der Tagesordnung. Zwei Beiträge beziehen sich auf China und beleuchten die
dortigen missionarischen Entwicklungen in historischer Perspektive:
Der Ritenstreit und die Suche nach chinesischen Ausdrucksformen des
christlichen Glaubens (C. von Collani), und die Wurzeln und überraschenden Folgen der Vertreibung ausländischer Missionare nach 1949
(E. Giunipero).
Der dritte Abschnitt der Artikel befasst sich mit verschiedenen Aspekten einer „Mission von Gott her“: Die gesamte Bibel weist auf Gott
als den Herrn der Geschichte und der Schöpfung hin (V. Nguyen); das
Engagement für GFS (Gerechtigkeit, Frieden und Bewahrung der
Schöpfung) würdigt diese Tatsache, dass Gott in der Schöpfung und
der Geschichte gegenwärtig ist, und formuliert den Dienst an Gott in
unserer Zeit (P. Phan und J. Boeing). Diese drei Artikel orientieren
Verbum SVD 63:2-3 (2022)
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sich an den beiden „charakteristischen Dimensionen“ von Bibel und
GFS der Steyler. E. Tiefensee geht auf die besondere Situation
Deutschlands und seine Einbettung in eine fortgeschrittene und sogar
„erzwungene Säkularität“ ein, die ein „Umdenken“ der Mission erfordert – nicht nur in Mitteleuropa.
Schließlich gibt es zwei Überlegungen zum Steyler Generalkapitel
des Jahres 2000, das in gewisser Weise die Perspektive der Mission
Gottes einnahm: S. Lazar stellt Aspekte der Arbeit des Steyler Generalats im Horizont eines solchen Missionsverständnisses und seiner
praktischen Konsequenzen dar. C. Tauchner kehrt zum Generalkapitel selbst zurück und hebt wichtige Elemente und Schritte hervor, um
zu einer Umsetzung solcher Missionsperspektiven zu gelangen, wie sie
auf dem Generalkapitel erarbeitet wurden, um die Mission Gottes zur
leitenden Sicht der Kongregation zu machen.
Die gesamte Ausgabe von Verbum SVD kreist um die beiden Pole
der Steyler Missionare und ihres Generalkapitels mit den sich daraus
ergebenden Entwicklungen für die Missionspraxis, und der Konzeption der missio Dei, wie sie sich aus der Konferenz von Willingen in
den Jahrzehnten danach entwickelt hat. Es ist unvermeidlich, dass einige der Beiträge SVD-internes Vokabular verwenden und auf Quellen
verweisen, die für Leser außerhalb der SVD-Kreise schwer zugänglich
sind.
Missio Dei hat mit den processiones in Gott zu tun, so dass es nicht
überrascht, wenn von Bewegung und Entwicklung die Rede ist, weder
für das Gottesverständnis noch für die Art und Weise, wie die Kirche
in dieser Welt lebt. Weder die Perspektive von Willingen mit einer missio Dei noch das Steyler Generalkapitel von 2000 waren als archimedische Punkte gemeint, um eine absolute Gewissheit darüber zu bestimmen, wie man Mission betreibt und in der Gegenwart Gottes lebt.
Vielmehr dienen sie dazu, die Impulse für die Weiterentwicklung der
missionarischen Nachfolge in der liebenden Fürsorge Gottes und in
der treuen Anpassung an neue Herausforderungen in der wachsenden
Freiheit des Missionseinsatzes zu erneuern.
Christian Tauchner SVD
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REMEMBERING THE WILLINGEN CONFERENCE
Seventy years ago, the International Missionary Council held
their conference at Willingen (Germany) and produced a series of documents and reflections. Since most of the original texts may not be
easily accessible, we present several of the documents. They were published by Norman Goodall in 1953. 1 There is a first note informing
on the conference procedures (1) which also gives an impression of
the conference work. The Statement on the Missionary Calling of the
Church (2) lays out the theological grounding of what soon after
would be called missio Dei. It is fascinating to see that the SVD General Chapter 2000 followed similar reflections; therefore, references
to that General Chapter are inserted in the Willingen document. Finally, there is a report on The theological basis of the missionary
obligation (11).

1. A Note on Conference Procedure 2
The reports which follow were arrived at in the following way:
The conference was divided into five major themes groups of some
thirty-five members each, each group representing a cross-section of the
conference in respect of nationality, race, language and denominational
affiliation. The five themes were: the missionary obligation of the
Church; the indigenous church; the role of the missionary society in the
present situation; vocation and training; reviewing the pattern of missionary activity. Each of these groups sat for seven sessions, at the close
of which it produced an interim report. These interim reports were presented to the conference as a whole. The conference was then redivided
into six area applications groups which considered the interim reports,
in so far as they bore on their areas, and made such comments and fresh
suggestions as seemed appropriate. The area application group reports
were presented to the conference as a whole and were then referred to
the original major themes groups for further discussion and incorporation (to such extent as seemed desirable) in their final reports. These
final reports of the major themes groups were presented to the con1

2

Norman Goodall (ed.), Missions under the Cross. Addresses delivered at the
Enlarged Meeting of the Committee of the International Missionary Council
at Willingen, in Germany, 1952, with Statements issued by the Meeting,
London: Edinburgh House Press, published for the International Missionary Council 1953.
Goodall, Missions, 187.
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ference as a whole, were received, amended and adopted subject to scrutiny by an editorial committee. It is these reports which are now presented in this pamphlet.
It should be noted that the report of the group on the missionary
obligation of the Church was received but not adopted by the conference;
at the same time the conference received and adopted two statements,
one on the missionary calling of the Church and the second on missions
and unity, which emanated from the group and are printed here.
The Committee on Interpretation and Action, whose report is also
printed, was appointed at the outset of the conference in order to devise
ways by which the message of the conference might be more readily communicated to the member bodies of the International Missionary Council and their constituencies and its proposals more effectively translated
into action by responsible bodies and individuals.
2. A Statement on the Missionary Calling of the Church 3
This statement arose out of the report of Group I on ‘The Missionary
Obligation of the Church’ and was adopted by the Enlarged Meeting.
I. The Missionary Situation and the Rule of God
We meet here at Willingen as a fellowship of those who are committed to the carrying out of Christ’s commission to preach the Gospel to
every creature. Like the great missionary gatherings which have gone
before, we face a world largely ignorant of the Gospel. But, unlike
them, we face a world in which other faiths of revolutionary power confront us in the full tide of victory, faiths which have won swift and
sweeping triumphs, and which present to the Christian missionary
movement a challenge more searching than any it has faced since the
rise of Islam. Amid the world-shaking events of our time, when men’s
hearts are failing them for fear of the things coming on the earth, what
does the Spirit say to the churches about their missionary task?
The answer given to us is this: ‘Lift up your heads, because your
redemption draweth nigh’. Our word in this dark hour is not one of
retreat but one of advance. We have to confess with penitence our
share of responsibility for the terrible events of our time. Yet we preach
not ourselves but Christ crucified – to human seeming a message of
defeat, but to those who know its secret, the very power of God. We
who take our stand here can never be cast down by any disaster, for
3

Goodall, Missions, 188-192.
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we know that God rules the revolutionary forces of history and works
out His purpose by the hidden power of the Cross. The Cross does not
answer the world’s questions, because they are not the real questions.
It confronts the world with the real questions, which are God’s questions – casting down all that exalts itself in defiance of Him, bringing
to nothing the idola tries by
which men are deceived,
In this process of listening to the Spirit,
and raising up those who
we have rediscovered the need for ongoare sunk in disillusionment
ing discernment in mission.
and despair. Inside the
Firstly, we believe that it is the Spirit
Church and out, men are
who
both enables us to recognize signs in
asking: What is happening
the
contemporary
world and empowers
to us in our time? We an4
us
to
probe
their
positive
and negative
swer with this [189 ] word
import for mission. It may be that signs of
of the Cross, and demand of
suffering, such as poverty, marginalizaall men everywhere that
they should put their whole
tion, ethnic conflicts, and interreligious vitrust in Him who was cast
olence, more easily catch our attention.
out and crucified by men,
But there are also more hopeful signs inbut was raised by God to
cluding the growing awareness of human
the right hand of His
rights, the struggle against corruption and
power. His rule is hidden
world debt, the spirited campaign to probut sure, and His word to
tect the integrity of creation, and the resus is this: ‘These good tidolute dedication of many different reliings of the Kingdom shall
gious groups to collaborate together in
be preached in the whole
life-enhancing initiatives. All of these are
world for a testimony to all
truly heartening and no less remarkable.
the nations, and then shall
Statement #4-5*
the end come.’ The battle is
set between His hidden
Kingdom and those evil
spiritual forces which lure men on towards false hopes, or bind them
down to apathy, indifference and despair. There is no room for neutrality in this conflict. Every man must choose this day whom he will serve.

4

*

Page number in the heading of Goodall, Missions.
Statement of the SVD 15th General Chapter 2000: Listening to the Spirit:
Our Missionary Response Today, July 14, 2000, Nemi (In Dialogue with the
Word Nr. 1, September 2000), Rome: SVD Publications 2000.
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II. The Missionary Obligation of the Church
The missionary movement of which we are a part has its source in
the Triune God Himself. Out of the depths of His love for us, the Father
has sent forth His own beloved Son to reconcile all things to Himself,
that we and all men
might, through the
1 The Mission of the Triune God: From Creation
Spirit, be made one
to New Creation
in Him with the Fa“In the beginning was the Word... All things
ther in that perfect
came into being through him, and without him not
love which is the
one thing came into being” (John 1:1,3).
very nature of God.
In the following afThe Word of God is communication, self-expresfirmations we seek
sion and saving event (Isa 55:10-11). Therefore, to
to set forth the naattribute the world and all life to its creative
ture of the duty and
agency is to say that creation itself is the beginauthority which are
ning of the history of God’s self-communication
given to the Church
and saving action. This is beautifully portrayed in
to be His witness to
the opening of Genesis with its imagery of the diall
men
everyvine Spirit hovering over the formless void, while
where:
God’s Creating Word carves a universe out of primeval chaos (Gen 1:2,3). Its message is clear: God
freely creates us and graciously calls us forth to
share in the life and love of Creator, Word and
Spirit (Ad Gentes [AG] 2).
Statement #35
i.

God has created all things and all men that in them the glory
of His love might be reflected; nothing therefore is excluded
from the reach of His redeeming love.

ii.

All men are involved in a common alienation from God, from
which none can escape by his own efforts.

iii.

God has sent forth one Saviour, one Shepherd to seek and save
all the lost, one Redeemer who by His death, resurrection and
ascension has broken down the barrier between man and God,
accomplished a full and perfect atonement, and created in
Himself one new humanity, the Body of which Christ is the
exalted and regnant Head.

iv.

On the foundation of this accomplished work God has sent
forth His Spirit, the Spirit of Jesus, to gather us together in
one Body in Him, to guide us into all truth, to enable us to worship the Father in spirit and in truth, to empower us for the
Verbum SVD 63:2-3 (2022)
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continuance of His mission as His witnesses and ambassadors,
the first fruits and earnest of its completion. [190]
v.

By the Spirit we are enabled both to press forward as ambassadors of Christ, beseeching all men to be reconciled to God,
and also to wait with sure confidence for the final victory of His
love, of which He has given us most sure promises.

We who have been chosen in Christ, reconciled to God through Him,
made members of His Body, sharers in His Spirit, and heirs through
hope of His Kingdom, are by these very facts committed to full participation in His redeeming mission. There is no participation in Christ
without participation in His mission to the world. That by which the
Church receives its existence is that by which it is also given its worldmission. ‘As the Father hath sent Me, even so send I you.’
III. The Total Missionary Task
God sends forth the Church to carry out His work to the ends of the
earth, to all nations, and to the end of time.
The Church: Called to Share in the Mission of the Triune God
There is in the New Testament a very close connection between
the incentive to mission and the gift of the life-giving Spirit that
comes from the Risen Lord. In John, it is expressed in the imagery of
Christ on Easter Sunday giving the disciples a share in his mission:
“As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” He who died to take
away the sin of the world shares with his own his reconciling work
(John 20:23). He enlivens them for this by breathing the Spirit into
them (John 20:21-22), just as God breathed into the nostrils of
Adam and made him “a living being” (Gen 2:7). In Acts, on the day
of Pentecost, the Spirit takes hold of Jesus’ disciples, vanquishes
their fears, and sends them out to bear witness to Jesus as "Lord
and Christ" (Acts 2:36). They announce the dawning of the New
Creation in their Risen Lord (see 2 Cor 5:17-19). As with Jesus, so
with the Church: the Spirit is the dynamic principle, the inner life, of
mission: “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes
upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, throughout
Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). Listening to the Spirit determines the direction of mission (Acts 1:4; 8:29;
16:7) and its outreach to the non-Jewish world (Acts 10:19; 11:12;
15:28; 21:4).
Statement #42
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i.

The Church is sent to every inhabited area of the world. No
place is too far or too near. Every group of Christians is sent as
God’s ambassadors to the people in its immediate neighbourhood. But its responsibility is not limited to its neighbourhood.
Because Christ is King of kings and Saviour of the world, each
group of Christians is also responsible for the proclamation of
His Kingship to the uttermost parts of the earth.

ii.

The Church is sent to every social, political and religious community of mankind, both to those near at hand and to those far
off. It is sent to those who deny or rebel against the reign of
Christ; and no weakness, persecution or opposition may be allowed to limit this mission. Such are the conditions which the
Church must expect for its warfare. Faithfulness to Christ will
require the Church to come to grips with the social, political,
economic and cultural life of the people to whom it is sent.

iii.

The Church is sent to proclaim Christ’s reign in every moment
and every situation. This means that the mission of the Church
forbids it to drift or to flee before the events of our time. At one
and the same moment opportunities for advancing the mission
of the Church lie alongside the catastrophic destruction of that
mission. Because the [191] Church is sent forth to do its work
until the completion of time, and because Christ is the only
One sent forth to judge and redeem the life of men, the Church
is bidden in its mission to seek out the moments of opportunity
and to interpret the catastrophes as the judgments of God
which are the other side of His mercy.

The Church is thus compelled by the terms of its charter not merely
to build up its life where it is and as it is, but also to go forth to the
ends of the earth, to all nations, and to the completion of time. The
mission of the Church will always transcend boundaries, but these can
no longer be identified with naFrom its earliest days, therefore, the
tional frontiers, and certainly
Church has understood itself as misnot with any supposed line between the ‘Christian West’ and
sionary by its very nature. Through
the ‘non-Christian East’. The
word and sacrament, through prayer
mission involves both geoand service, it carries the message to
graphical extension and also
the far corners of the earth.
intensive penetration of all
Statement #43
spheres of life.
The call to missionary service may come to any believer in any
church anywhere in the world. If and when that call comes, he is bound
Verbum SVD 63:2-3 (2022)

152

Remembering the Willingen Conference

Because mission is the work of
the Triune God, and the Spirit blows
where it wills, the Church carries
out its service to the Kingdom in
collaboration with other faith communities and all people of good will.
Statement #44

to leave land and kindred, and go
out to do that missionary job.
The Church is like an army living in tents. God calls His people
to strike their tents and go forward. And Christ’s promise
holds that He will be with them
even to the end of the world.

IV. Solidarity with the World
The Church’s words and works, its whole life of mission, are to be a
witness to what God has done, is doing, and will do in Christ. But this
word ‘witness’ cannot possibly mean
that the Church stands over against
We are not the only ones
the world, detached from it and rewho are called in this way—
garding it from a position of superior
indeed all members of the
righteousness or security. The Church
Church share in this common
is in the world, and as the Lord of the
vocation. But there are difChurch identified Himself wholly
ferent ways in which the
with mankind, so must the Church
Church lives out her call to
also do. The nearer the Church draws
mission. So we turn to the
to its Lord the nearer it draws to the
Spirit to discern our own speworld. Christians do not live in an encific contribution.
clave separated from the world; they
Statement #47
are God’s people in the world.
Therefore the Church is required
to identify itself with the world, not only in its perplexity and distress,
its guilt and its sorrow, but also in its real acts of love and justice –
acts by which it often puts the churches to shame. The churches must
confess that they have often passed by on the other side while the unbeliever, moved by compassion, did what the churches [192] ought to
have done. Wherever a church denies its solidarity with the world, or
divorces its deeds from its words, it destroys the possibility of communicating the Gospel and presents to the world an offence which is
not the genuine offence of the Cross.
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V. Discerning the Signs of the Times
Our Lord bade His disciples discern the signs of the times. To human sight this may be a time of darkness and confusion. But eyes
opened by the Crucified will discern in it sure signs of God’s soverOur call to witness to the unieign rule. We bear witness to the
versal and open love of God is
mighty works of His Spirit among
not a call to mere activism. Inus in many parts of the Church
deed our witness begins with our
since we met together at Whitby.
own experience of the Reign of
We believe that the sovereign rule
God in our personal lives and
of Him who is Saviour and Judge
through our life in community
of all men is no less to be discerned
(c. 106), and is expressed in our
by eyes of faith in the great events
following of the Lord on the path
of our day, in the vast enlargeof the evangelical counsels. Our
ments of human knowledge and
call to mission is, therefore, not
power which this age is witnessonly a call to witness to God’s
ing, in the mighty political and soReign through our apostolic sercial movements of our time, and in
vice. It is equally a call to build up
countless personal experiences of
among ourselves a missionary rewhich the inner history cannot be
ligious community that gives an
revealed until the Last Day. Above
ever more credible witness to the
all, we are encouraged by our Lord
Reign of God.
Himself to discern at such a time
as this His summons to us to go forStatement #51
ward.
When all things are shaken, when familiar landmarks are blotted
out, when war and tumult engulf us, when all human pride and pretension are humbled, we proclaim anew the hidden reign of our crucified and ascended Lord. We summon all Christians to come forth from
the securities which are no more secure and from boundaries of accepted duty too narrow for the Lord of all the earth, and to go forth
with fresh assurance to the task of bringing all things into captivity to
Him, and of preparing the whole earth for the day of His Coming.
11. The Theological Basis of the Missionary Obligation 5
(An Interim Report)
The following report, prepared by a group at Willingen dealing with
the theological basis of the missionary obligation, was received by the
5

Goodall, Missions, 238-245.
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meeting as a basis of further study but not formally adopted as a final
or agreed statement of the conference.
I. The Sovereignty of God and the Missionary Situation
Unlike the great missionary gatherings in the succession of which
we stand, we meet here at Willingen amidst the sobering actualities of
failure and opportunity. However long or short it may be, however convinced we are that the present situation is transitional, the compelling
fact is that the missionary movement of the Church is confronted by
the contagion and the power of rival and revolutionary faiths. Not since
the seventh century, when the missionary expansion of the Church
stood before the ominous threat of Islam, have the message and the
strategy of the Christian mission been so searchingly tested and tried.
It will not do to say the same old things in the same old way. Nor are
we called upon to supply the missionary movement with a fully elaborated missionary theology. Willingen has only to say what it must say
to the Church and to the world about the missionary responsibility of
the Church in this convulsive time.
Our word is not one of retreat but of advance; not one of discouragement but of confidence. Our God is the Lord, let the people rejoice; the
Lord is King, be the people never so impatient. It is open to us to do
again what our brethren thirteen centuries before us set their hearts
and hands to. We must take up the cutting edge of our confidence and
our commitment and, with urgency, and intensity, seek to bring the
world to acknowledge and serve the Kingship under which we stand.
The conflict is on between Him whom God in His almighty purpose has
raised up and made both Lord and Christ and the [239] rival loyalties
and commitments which govern the hearts and the minds of men in
our time. The missionary task of the Church is to make its obedience
to the Lordship of Jesus Christ plain and persuasive wherever this
Lordship is still unknown and still unacknowledged. In the providence
of our God who is King, the present paradoxical situation of the missionary movement is this: That at the very moment when dark and
forbidding curtains have abruptly altered missionary manœuvreability and advance, the mission field is unmistakably as wide as the
world. In this situation, the missionary movement is being judged for
its failures and called to repent. At the same time, the opportunities
which open out before the Christian mission are gifts of God which call
for fresh obedience.
By faith in Christ crucified, by love which begins at the Cross, and
by hope fixed on Him who triumphed there, the Church has to proclaim
by word and deed that God in Christ is ruling this world. With the
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coming of Christ, God’s rule has come upon us, and we look forward to
Christ’s coming again. Living between Christ’s coming and His coming
again, we see by faith the signs of the Kingdom. But to every appearance and human insight God is not ruling this world.
It is precisely at this point, where men ask the question: What is
happening to us in our time? that they find it most impossible to take
any account of God’s rule – whether they ask it with perplexity and
despair or whether they ask it with compelling secular hope. At this
present time men have been driven to deny God’s rule through a nihilism born of disillusionment and despair; through widespread estrangement and conflict arising from fear, suspicion and mistrust; through a
total reliance upon the power of technics to fulfil both immediate and
final human necessities; and through political (including totalitarian)
idolatries which deceive by false hopes and estimates of human
achievement. Again and again, denial of God’s rule finds its subtlest
and most defiant expression in religion, whether it claims to be Christian or not. Whether men welcome the revolutionary circumstances of
our time or are unmoved by them, denial of God has passed beyond
simple human defiance and has taken on the character of aggressively
devilish hostility. In this situation God exercises his rule and works
out the purpose for which He sent His Son by the humiliation and hidden power of the Cross. To the world this is an offence. In the Cross
the world meets God’s refusal to answer the questions it asks, because
[240] they are not the real questions. In the Cross the world finds an
answer which it does not expect but which is the real answer to the
fundamental questions of the world.
But the churches also, when they ask the question: What is happening to us in our time? find it most difficult to believe in God’s rule
and to give any account of it. The offence of the Cross is no less an
offence to the believer in Christ: for faith in Christ relies on the strange
and mysterious way of God’s sovereignty, the way of encountering and
over-ruling those things that manifestly deny His will only with the
hidden judgment and mercy of the Cross. By faith in Jesus Christ and
only by faith in Him is the Church able to proclaim that God is now
exercising His sovereignty in the lives of people and nations and in the
created order.
Nevertheless, we are convinced that it is not only possible but also
necessary to discern by faith the ways in which God is exercising His
sovereignty in our time:
in personal life, where He takes hold of deeds performed
faithfully amidst tragedy and frustration and weaves
them into His on-going purpose;
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in the movements of political and social life, where He both
shows His judgment and also confronts whole societies
with new opportunities of living;
in the processes of scientific discovery, where He opens up
new ranges of creation, with their promises of hope and
possibilities of disaster.
In such and other ways of His action God is carrying out His judgment and redemption in the revolutionary movements of our time.
It is not only possible to say these things in faith, but it is also necessary to say them, for two reasons:
(a) because God speaks to us through the events of our time by revealing the depth and opportunities of the Church’s task, and expects
us to discern His stimulus and respond to it;
(b) because this conviction is given to us in order that the thrust of the
mission may be maintained against ineffectiveness and disappointment. This is the dynamic (as distinct from the authority) of the
missionary commission. [241]
It is necessary to say that God, in His compassion for men, overcomes all that denies Him, and is at this moment transforming the
joyless alienation of the world into the joy of belonging to Him and to
one another. This joy will be consummated in God’s own time and way,
but even now it is a source of strength and hope.
II. The Missionary Obligation of the Church
The missionary obligation of the Church comes from the love of God
in His active relationship with men.
For God sent forth His Son, Jesus Christ, to seek out, and gather
together, and transform, all men who are alienated by sin from God
and their fellows. This is and always has been the will of God. It was
embodied in Christ and will be completed in Christ. For God also sends
forth the Holy Spirit. By the Holy Spirit the Church, experiencing
God’s active love, is assured that God will complete what He has set
His hand to in the sending of His Son. This is the hope with which the
Church looks forward to the goal of its existence, which in fact sets the
Church marching onwards. In this sense ‘mission’ belongs to the purpose of the Church.
The work of the Holy Spirit in the Church and through the Church
ensures that ‘mission’ should also belong to the continuing life of the
Church. By the Holy Spirit the Church only continues to live as the
Church when it is the place at which God’s love, active in the death of
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Christ, is both sent forth into the world by witness and re-presented to
God by worship. In this sense ‘mission’ belongs to the life of the Church.
Those who are sought out, gathered together, and transformed by
Christ are the Church. Their very existence, therefore, springs from
God’s sending forth of His Son. In this sense ‘mission’ belongs to the
basic structure of the Church.
Whatever else ought to be said about the structure, life, and purpose of the Church, this one thing must be said: that ‘mission’ is woven
into all three and cannot be separated out from any one without destroying it. When God says to the Church: ‘Go forth and be my witnesses’, He is not giving the Church a commission that is added to its
other duties; but a commission that belongs to its royal charter (covenant) to be the Church. [242]
III. The Total Missionary Task
God sends forth the Church to carry out His work to the ends of the
earth, to all the nations and to the completion of time. By the terms of
the Church’s charter it is given a responsibility for:
(i)

Every inhabited area of the world. No place is too far or too near
for the exercise of the mission. Every group of Christians in the
world today is surrounded by people who deny or do not know the
Christian message; and that group of Christians, because it is the
Church sent by God, has an immediate responsibility to them. But
because the Church represents the cosmic Christ, King of kings
and Saviour of all mankind, the responsibility of that group of
Christians is not limited to its immediate situation. The command
‘Go forth’ requires the Church to exercise its mission both in the
actual area where the Church is already established and in an
area where it is not yet established.

(ii) Every social, political and religious grouping of mankind. This
means that the Church must direct its mission to those places and
societies where men are living by a faith that denies or rebels
against the faith of Christ, whatever form that faith may take. It
also means that the Church, in its mission, must come to grips
with the actual social, political and cultural life of the people for
whom it is concerned. This gives any group of Christians an immediate responsibility for the society in which they live. But because the Church is sent to all nations and because Christ is the
one Lord of all, the responsibility of that group of Christians is not
limited to its immediate situation. Nor is it limited by weakness,
persecution and closed doors, for these are the conditions which

Verbum SVD 63:2-3 (2022)

158

Remembering the Willingen Conference

the Church has been told to expect and with which it must do battle.
(iii) Every time of opportunity. This means that the mission of the
Church forbids it the temptation to drift helplessly before the
events of our time and denies it the possibility of fleeing before
them. At one and the same moment opportunities for advancing
the mission of the Church lie alongside the catastrophic destruction of that mission. Because the Church is sent forth to do its
work until the completion of time, and because Christ is the only
one sent forth to judge and redeem the life of man, the Church is
bidden in its mission to seek out the moments of opportunity [243]
and to interpret the catastrophes as the judgments of God which
are the other side of His mercy.
There is, thus, a three-fold necessity for the world-wide mission of
the Church—that is, the compulsion upon the Church not simply to
build up its life where it is and as it is, but to go forth without limit to
the ends of the earth, and to all nations, and to the completion of time.
There is a permanent geographical aspect to the ‘sent-ness’ of the
Church; but this geographical aspect can no longer be identified with
a national boundary and certainly no longer with the distinction between the ‘Christian West’ and the ‘non-Christian East’. The uttermost
parts of the earth to which the Lord first sent His disciples have become an intensive as well as an extensive geographical reality. This
means that the call to missionary service may come to any believer in
any church anywhere in the world; if and when that call comes he is
bound to leave house and land and kindred and go out to do that missionary job. The Church is like an army living in tents. God calls His
Church to strike their tents and move onwards; and God goes with men
until the purpose of His sending of His Son, and the Holy Spirit, and
the Church is fulfilled.
IV. Solidarity with the World
The full life of the Church, as it carries out its mission, is a witness
to what God has done, will do, and is now doing. This word ‘witness’
cannot possibly mean that the Church stands over against the world,
detached from it and regarding it from a standpoint of either righteousness or compassion. The Lord of the Church identified Himself
wholly with mankind—those who followed Him and those who did not.
The nearer the Church comes to its Lord, the nearer it draws to the
world. Servants of Christ do not live in the Church as in an enclave
separated from the world; but they live in the world and there they are
the Church.
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Therefore the Church in carrying out its mission is required to identify itself with the world not only in its constant sin and tragedy but
also in the moments when the world acts in accordance with the grace
of God more effectively than the churches themselves. Wherever the
Church has denied its solidarity with the world, the solidarity of Christians with one another and the solidarity of word and deed, at those
points the Church has [244] destroyed the possibilities of communicating the Gospel, and has presented to the world an offence which is
not and can never be the genuine offence of the Cross.
V. Mission and Unity
In the context of the conference it is particularly important to give
attention to the offence caused by Christian lack of solidarity with
other Christians. The primary conviction is that the very mission of
the Church inherently involves a concern for unity. On this subject we
have submitted a separate report.
VI. Problems for Further Study and Discussion
Nevertheless, in our discussions some problems have emerged to
which we desire to draw attention. Some phrases in our report, though
they represent what we can with good conscience say together, cover
up persistent differences among us which require further prayerful
thought and study if we are to grow together in mutual understanding,
and gain from God through each other, the full riches of the fervour for
the missionary task within our different traditions.
(i)

Is the missionary obligation of the Church to be understood primarily as derived from the redemptive purpose and acts of God or
as derived from the nature of God Himself?

(ii) What is the precise relation of the Church to its mission? Some,
while repudiating the suggestion that the Church has any autonomous existence apart from her Lord, would maintain that the
Church is caught up into the final consummation in which He, for
whom the Church is the Body, is the true Eschaton: that the
Church participates in the Kingdom which on earth she proclaims, and this eschatological hope is an essential part of the
Church’s missionary message.
Those on the other side were fearful lest this view deified the
Church, made of the Trinity a quaternity, and by giving the Church a
status other than that of its mission, weakened the sense of mission in
its members.
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All were agreed that ‘mission’ is essential to the nature of the
Church and not something super-added to it. [245]
(iii)

What is the relation of the Church’s mission to the Kingdom of
God?

The view which identifies the Church with the Kingdom was not
represented in the group, but some, maintaining that the Kingdom is
not a community, hold that the community both in heaven and on earth
which participates in the Kingdom is the Church. Others would refuse
to identify the community in heaven with the Church.
(iv)

What is the significance of eschatology for the Church’s mission?

Some would stress the eschatological significance of Christ’s present activity in the Church. Others, while not denying this, would add
that an eschatology of the Church is an important element in the missionary message. There was agreement that the missionary drive in
Marxism which derives from its secularized eschatology of the classless society, is a judgment on us for neglecting the eschatological element in our missionary message.
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BEHIND MISSIO DEI

Reflections on the International Missionary Council’s 1952,
Willingen, Germany, Conference – One Possible Way
of Commemorating after Seventy Years
The Willingen Conference of 1952 is known for its supposed “paradigm shift” in understanding mission as missio Dei. This article
offers theological and historical contexts for the conference and its
multiple approaches to mission and the Church. This is done through
a re-reading of some of the major texts at the conference and the reflection on these discussions. This reveals the search for a foundation
for the Church’s efforts in evangelization and mission, set in the particular historical moment after World War II and with rising tendencies towards de-colonization. The documents of the Willingen Conference still merit further studies, in order to discover and valuate the
“paradigm” it elaborated and presented.

Introduction
Commemorating historical and Church-historical events, ecumenical conferences, publications of documents is a common theologicalmissiological practice. 2022 marks the seventieth anniversary of the
International Missionary Council’s (IMC) 1952 Willingen, Germany,
conference. A conference which entered the collective memory of the
theologians-missiologists as one which opened the pandora box of experimenting and building theories on and with the notion of missio Dei.
The modest aim of this contribution is to provide the readers with some
reflections on mission theological ideas present in the inherited written material of the Willingen event. The reflections are done through
a re-reading of a major part of the conference material as published in
English and German and with the question in mind: what about missio
Dei?
* Dr. Dorottya Nagy is Professor of Missiology at the Protestant Theological
University in Amsterdam (Netherlands). Her research interests are migration, mission studies, Christianity in post-communist Europe, methodology,
and theology. Her recent publications include together with Martha Frederiks
Religion, Migration, and Identity. Methodological and Theological Explorations (Theology and Mission in World Christianity 2), Leiden 2016, and World
Christianity. Methodological Considerations (Theology and Mission in World
Christianity 19), Leiden 2021. She is the Assistant Editor of Mission Studies.
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A re-reading of the Willingen texts in 2022 might lead to the conclusion that Willingen 1952 might have more to do with the concepts
of reaching out and witnessing God than with the missio Dei formula.
A re-reading of the Willingen texts may also lead to the conclusion that
the conference could be seen more as the cradle of the missional
Church theories, of the Moltmannian mission as coming of God, or mission as the embodiment of the eschatological hope (these latter two examples of the eschatological type of mission theologies), or even the
cradle of the Arusha 2018 event with the theme “Moving in the Spirit:
Called to Transforming Discipleship” than the cradle of missio Dei type
theologies of mission. Such observations to be tested, however, need
further research and go beyond the reach of this modest contribution.
This article, written upon invitation, cannot go further than formulating some reflections for further conversations on, beyond or/and with
missio Dei from the position of re-reading these texts as a theological
educator who hardly has ever taught her students the missio Dei type
of mission theologies. 1
Points of Departure
Missio Dei is one of the most yet meanwhile contested formulae in
mission theology. In search for a shared understanding of missio Dei,
Rolf Kjøde (2022), in a recently published article, looks at how the Cape
Town Commitment (2010) and Together Towards Life (2013) work with
this formula. His conclusion is that the only possibly shared ground
between the authors and the faith traditions these documents represent is the necessity of a Trinitarian basis for any theology of mission,
thus also for the missio Dei formula. If there is any shared ground to
be found for a missio Dei formula, then that must relate to the “change
from an ecclesiocentric to a Trinitarian paradigm of mission and to the
understanding of the kingdom of God as the goal of mission” (Kjøde
2022: 219). The Trinitarian basis for mission theology keynoted with
God’s kingdom is present in Pope Francis’ Evangelii gaudium (2013)
and so it is in The Mission of the Orthodox Church in Today’s World
(2016). These are recently written, well-received mission documents
among Christians worldwide and are documents which receive aca-

1

My first encounters with these texts were during a course on ecumenical
theology at the Lutheran Theological University in Budapest in the late
1990s. The lens through which we read this material was the development
of the ecumenical movement in relation to Eastern and Central European
Churches. The notion of missio Dei was absent in those discourses.
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demic attention as well (Bevans 2014, Kim 2015, Alva 2018, Vasiliadis
2017, Bargár 2017, Keramidas 2021). 2
The common ground of a Trinitarian starting point for mission theology, however, does not herald a unified and homogenous ecumenical
or one, common, and worldwide theology of mission; the common
ground should not make one “become downright giddy about the future
of missional-ecumenism in the church” (Amstrong 2015: 234) because:
1. the implementations of these texts still imply tensions, breaks, and
isolation among different Christian groups sharing the same locality;
2. there are numerous recently written “ecumenical” documents which
do not take such a Trinitarian basis when developing a mission theology (e.g. Plüss 2020); 3. the so-called official ecumenical and Church
documents are not (and why should they be) the only sources for mission theology; 4. the various theological schools develop their own missio Dei genealogy; by doing so they continue to read each other’s texts
with different hermeneutics leading even to misunderstandings of
each other’s theories (Sonea 2017); and 5. the popular reference to missio Dei reveals the emptiness of the formula whenever neither God nor
mission is being elaborated in depth; the absence of mission theologies
allows the formula to fuel missional practices on (doctrinal) assumptions, essentialism, and stereotypes.
One of the best illustrations of what happens when the missio Dei
formula does receive some elaboration, are writings which choose the
method to search for a genealogy of missio Dei. The purpose of such a
search remains hidden: why is it important to find out who exactly
used the term mission Dei if the lack of the presence of a systematic
theological relationship between the “popping up” of this term in different epochs, by definition leaves out any written sources about God’s
mission beyond Latin as theological language? Or if the search for such
a genealogy reveals that in fact missio Dei has been used by different
theories of mission in different contexts, and with different agendas,
how will that knowledge help theologizing on mission? What exactly is
the role of genealogies of concepts or/and conceptual genealogies in
mission theology? Whatever the case might be, the genealogical method, especially as done outside Roman Catholic and Orthodox circles,
resulted in a hard-necked historiography of missio Dei. This genealogy/historiography usually anchors the formula in Augustine’s theology and seeks to make it solid through the link with the International
Missionary Conference organized in 1952 in Willingen, Germany. It
goes even further by acknowledging that although the formula as such
2

It is beyond the reach of this contribution to link the Willingen material
with these recent mission documents and research theological continuities
and discontinuities on mission.
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has not been explicitly used during the conference, it was “clearly” present through Karl Barth’s influence of the development of mission theology ever since the beginning of the twentieth century. The historiography then refers to the post-conference coining of the term missio Dei
by Karl Hartenstein (1952) and Georg Vicedom (1958). Such a historiography leads to the statement that the 1952 Willingen event is a paradigm shift in theologizing on mission and the name of the new paradigm is missio Dei.
While John Flett, at the latest or already in 2010, demythologized
the above sketched historiography, demonstrating that “Barth never
once used the term missio Dei, never wrote the phrase ‘God is a missionary God,’ and never articulated a Trinitarian position of the kind
expressed at Willingen” (Flett 2010: 12), such a genealogy remains operant in numerous text-books and theological foundations of missionary programs. It is as if such historiographies are needed in order to
fill the absence of theologies of mission, and it is as if a simple reference
to some authorities like Karl Barth, Willingen 1952, or Augustine
would suffice to avoid any further trouble with the complex questions
of mission theology.
In the line of deconstructing the missio Dei historiography, some
theologians even went a step further than Flett did by arguing that the
whole notion of missio Dei should be seen as outdated or at least problematic. Jacob Kavunkal SVD (2013) for example, proposes the notion
of extensio Dei and seeks to develop a mission theology which perceives
God’s relationship with the world as the divine self-reaching out. The
image of reaching out, Kavunkal argues, might be a relevant one in
contemporary times and it might help theology in moving beyond territorializing and colonizing terminologies. Echoing Kavunkal’s idea
that the missio Dei formula is too much entangled with colonialism,
Sarosh Koshy (2022) to a certain extent also resonating with John
Flett’s understanding of mission and in critical dialogue also with Karl
Barth, proposes a mission theology which centers around the notion of
God’s witness, martyrion Dei. For Koshy, marturion Dei—this is the
way Koshy spells the term—, “in contrast to the notion of sending […]
is a continuous act of God bearing witness to Godself on who God will
be, toward which humans could continue becoming” (Koshy 2022: 7).
The deconstruction of the superficiality of those missiological discourses which hide behind a missio Dei formula has been done with
numerous constructive and relevant theologies of mission, which again
does not dismiss the usefulness of going back to earlier texts and reading them afresh, but assigns any commemorative exercise the task of
being critical and being open to what can be discovered through a re-
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reading conditioned by the time and locality of the one who re-reads
them.
Texts Re-read 3
In my attempt to engage with the classical texts produced at and
around Willingen I took a rather pragmatical approach: I have limited
myself to publications of the Willingen documents and some of their
first-hand interpretations by some participants. The white men’s gazes
in these documents are uncontestable; yet the plural form “gazes” indicates the different perspectives, also visible in texts written in English or German, but even within English or German texts; Willingen—
or any ecumenical mission conference—should be looked at as contexts
where creative tensions translate into minutes, texts, and adopted
statements. The materialization of discourses (texts and images) mirrors power relationships, interests, and agendas. Below I list the documents I have re-read in order to help my readers better understand
my arguments.
These are the texts I have re-read:
The International Missionary Council’s The Missionary Obligation
of the Church; Willingen, Germany, July 5-17, 1952, International Missionary Council (London: Edinburgh House Press 1952), hereafter
MOC 1952. This is a pamphlet which published the statements of the
conference: A Statement on the Missionary Calling of the Church, A
Statement on the Calling of the Church to Mission and Unity, The Indigenous Church – The Universal Church in Its Local Setting, The Role
of the Missionary Society, Missionary Vocation and Training, Reshaping the Pattern of Missionary Activity, A Statement by Younger
Church Delegates, and a Report of the Committee on Interpretation
and Action. The Foreword of the booklet calls attention to the fact that
the report on the missionary obligation of the Church was presented
but not adopted by the conference. Instead, the conference adopted the
two above-mentioned statements on the Church. In the Introduction,
“the I.M.C. commends the event called ‘Willingen 1952,’ with this brief
note of its proceedings, to the prayers and the local missionary obedience of all who in their membership of the Church are members of a
‘worshipping, witnessing, suffering and expectant community’” (MOC
1952: vi).
3

I would like to express my gratitude to the service of the Internet Archive
(https://archive.org/) for providing me with much of the Willingen material.
Their service is much appreciated and valued.
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The International Missionary Council’s Minutes of the Enlarged
Meeting and the Committee of the International Missionary Council,
Willingen, Germany, July 5th to 21st, 1952 (London/New York: The
Council 1952), hereafter Minutes 1952. The book, by that time sold for
one shilling or twenty cents, is a rich resource for gaining new insights
in the dynamics of the conference as captured through a particular lens
and framed in a particular genre. Much information about the participants such as their names, affiliations, names of countries and denominations they came from, titles and positions, can be found in this book.
An almost minute by minute conference program can also be reconstructed. It is remarkable to see that while many of the representatives
from the “younger churches” (this term has been used with critique
during the conference) were given tasks throughout the conference, the
contents of their voices, with some exceptions, remain “unnoted” and
none of them was given the task to deliver a conference address. An
exception was Alfonso Rodriguez, the Rector of the Seminario Evangélico de Teología, Matanzas, Cuba, who in “The Calling of God – A
Personal Testimony” embodied a unique voice or theology of mission
through the notion of co-creation. Rodrigues travelled to Willingen already from a so-called dictatorship. Yet, as the title of his contribution
shows: while the white men delivered lectures and addresses, rector
Rodrigues was asked to share his personal witness in which he became
contextual by not explicitly talking about political events. He did so,
and by doing so left a piece of autobiographical and contextual theology
of mission keyworded with disability, vulnerability, and a fresh look at
mission as the Christians’ participation in co-creating the world with
God.
The International Missionary Council’s Missions under the Cross;
Addresses Delivered at the Enlarged Meeting of the Committee of the
International Missionary Council at Willingen, in Germany, 1952,
With Statements Issued by the Meeting (London: Edinburgh House
Press 1953), hereafter MUC 1953. This volume was edited by Norman
Goodall, who in the Introduction gave his own reading and reception
of the conference. He even went so far that he formulated the essence
of the conference in four points for the non-theologian readers. Goodall
introduces the four points with four questions: 1. “What is the relationship between history and salvation history?” 2. “What is the meaning
of Christian hope in relation to the message and practice of mission?”
3. “What is the bearing of the doctrine of the Holy Spirit on the nature
of the Church and the Christian ministry?”, and 4. “What is the theological significance of the ‘foreign’ mission within the total missionary
responsibility of the Church?” (Goodall in MUC 1953, 20-22).
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Cecil Northcott’s Christian World Mission: An Interpretation and
Discussion Based on Themes and Findings of the International Missionary Council’s World Conference on “The Missionary Obligation of
the Church” held at Willingen, Germany, July 1952 (London: Lutterworth Press 1952). This material again is a personal interpretation by
one of the conference participants and as such it even preceded the
publication of the official documents. Northcott was a specially invited
participant and secretary of the Interpretation and Action Committee
and for some time home secretary of the London Missionary Society.
Northcott’s material introduces another gaze on and source of the
conference material: photography. He chooses a picture taken by Willi
Klaur from Frankfurt of Elizabeth Theophilus from Madras, a young
delegate, with her German host: an old lady sitting in a chair and Elizabeth standing before her in a greeting/thanking posture. The old lady
imitates the hand gestures of Elizabeth while the picture captures well
that this imitation is not yet the internalization of the full message
behind Elizabeth’s gesture. Elizabeth seems to have been one of the
favored photograph objects because the WCC archives hold at least another picture of her. This time with the title: German boy bringing
flowers to Elizabeth Theophilus, delegate from India to the International Missionary Conference in Willingen, Germany, 1952. 4
Northcott choses as motto of this first chapter of his book a fragment from the Statement on the Missionary Calling of the Church
(MUC 1952, 190):
The Church is sent to every inhabited area of the world.
No place is too far or too near. Every group of Christians
is sent as God’s ambassadors to the people in its immediate neighbourhood. But its responsibility is not limited to
its neighbourhood. Because Christ is King of kings and
Saviour of the world, each group of Christians is also responsible for the proclamation of His Kingship to the uttermost parts of the earth (Northcott 1952, 3).
He entitles his chapter 3 “The end of missions as we know them”
and quotes Lesslie Newbigin, referring to him as “a slight, boyish figure” who “got up in the middle of the hall” and asked “frustrating and
baffling” questions by remarking that “the mission to the ends of the
4

See https://www.geneve-int.ch/node/3969#:~:text=Young%20German%20
boy%20bringing%20flowers%20to%20Elizabeth%20Theophilus%2C,in%
201910%20and%20brings%20together%20Protestant%20missionary%20
council. – Photograph under the title “Archives of the World Council of
Churches – 1952: International Missionary Conference in Willingen, Germany” | Genève internationale (geneve-int.ch) [accessed 03.08.2022].
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earth has got bogged down in trench warfare”; “the word missionary
should recover its old meaning” (Northcott 1952, 17). In 1952, Newbigin was already in his early forties and spoke from his position as
bishop of the Church of South India, yet a remark on his “boyishness”
may allude to the contrast of those participants who were writing mission history for already forty to fifty years, and Newbigin who was still
a young missiologist by that time. Interestingly, Northcott does not
make any mention of the address Newbigin gave on “The Christian
Hope” during the conference.
Walter Freytag (ed.), Mission zwischen Gestern und Morgen: Vom
Gestaltwandel der Weltmission der Christenheit im Licht der Konferenz des Internationalen Missionsrats in Willingen (Stuttgart: Evang.
Missionsverlag 1952). This volume is a first “German” reception of the
Willingen event, and it is in this volume in which next to Walter Freytag’s report about the state of mission worldwide Karl Hartenstein’s
theological reading of the Willingen event is published (51-73). This is
the text in which he uses the term missio Dei in relation to the conference and it is this usage that became one of the main references when
constructing genealogies of missio Dei.
Resisting Randomness?! A Less Academic Excursion
While preparing myself for and during the re-reading of the Willingen documents, I could not resist the temptation to recall some events
and happenings of the year 1952. Writing this article in the July record
heat in 2022 made me identify with the conference participants’ sweating in the July heat records of 1952 in Germany but it also made me
realize that Willingen as a Luftkurort (climatic health resort) and a
ski-jumping sport and touristic resort was most probably not the worst
place for the participants to spend two weeks and reflect on mission,
the world, and God. 5
Browsing through the newspapers from 1952, I could not resist
reading the headings in comparison with the newspaper headings I
read in July 2022. In 1952 newspapers reported on the polio pandemic
5

Not all participants took Willingen as a touristic place. John Foster, for
example, from the University of Glasgow, perceived Willingen as a village
yet according to him it was the right choice to hold an international mission
conference in a village: “It was a refreshing change, our rural setting keeping us so much nearer to ordinary life than could, for example, the artificiality of city hotels, or the academic withdrawal of a university town. […]
Besides, one only had to ask a few questions of the villagers to realize that
just beneath the rural calm lay all the raging problems of our modern
world” (Foster 1952: 26).
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peaking in the USA or other parts of the so-called western world. 6 They
reported about the enthronement of Queen Elisabeth. The Leningrad
affair was still going on (e. g. Brandenberger 2004); and while Eric
Hobsbawm, another influential writer in historiography, was walking
the streets of Leningrad (Evans 2019), he might have passed a woman
carrying a child under her heart in those July weeks. A child to be
called Vladimir Putin.
Reading that Charlie Chaplin, after forty years of residence, was
denied re-entry in the USA, because senator Joseph McCarthy accused
him of supporting left-wing activities, most visibly in his film Limelight, linked to the situation of the countless artists labelled personae
non gratae in today’s world (see Wild 2017). Realizing that it was 1952
when Mother Teresa opened her first and interreligious hospice in a
former temple of the Hindu goddess Kali, the goddess of among others
change, time and destruction, links with discourses on “beautiful
death” in 2022. In March 1952, Claribel Ba Maung Chain became Myanmar’s/Burma’s first female minister in the Union government (as
Karen State minister) and the same Mrs. Chain was present at Willingen, as the delegate of the World’s Student Christian Fellowship,
and conducted the opening worship on the 11th of July (in Freytag
1952, 26). Most significantly, however, the newspaper reports spoke of
the so-called Korean War. It was just less than two weeks prior to the
Willingen event that this war, a remnant of WWII and another escalation of the Cold War, took another harsh turn. The Korean war as well
had its entanglement with Christianity. One might think of how Billy
Graham upon his visit “in the field” praises the work of Harold Voelkel:
“You will thrill with many at the power of our God to change a rank
Communist into a glorious Christian” (Graham, in Voelkel 1953, Introduction, n. p.). These words might be seen as one of the first of Graham’s crusade ideology during the Cold War (see also Glass and Batóg
2020). The Soviet Union, China, the United States, the United Nations
(Greece and Turkey as new members, then) all feature in those newspaper headings as they do today in my daily newspaper.
In Germany, too, much happened in the year 1952. The year began
with a visit by Martin Niemöller—a German pastor, a controversial
one in spite of the fact that he, too, had spent the last years of the Nazi
system in a camp—in the Soviet Union in order to advocate the release
of German prisoners of war. 7 Germany is divided, Berlin is divided in
6

7

E. g. in Denmark, “Over 300 patients developed respiratory paralysis within a few weeks, and the ventilator facilities at the infectious disease hospital were completely overwhelmed” (West 2005: 424).
A remarkable assessment of his life-activity can be read in Matthew D.
Hockenos (2018).
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East and West, even if the wall was not yet there. In August the Roman
Catholics organized their Kirchentag in Berlin under the motto “God
lives,” the Lutherans held their Kirchentag right thereafter in Stuttgart with the motto “Choose the life.” Willingen, in its turn, unexpectedly won the competition to host the International Missionary Council’s conference. After hosting its first international ski-jump championship in 1951, the village seemed to be ready to grow into a larger
touristic resort. Preparing for the conference meant that the church
got a new tower and had been further renovated and the villagers, too,
worked on their houses. Although in 1952 the village had only one
church—a Lutheran one—among its residents there were numerous
Roman Catholic war refugees. The war had left its scars on the village
especially by the absence of those who had died in the war; the war
happened in real in this village. 8
By not resisting the temptation of holding up at least some flashcards on 1952, I invite the reader to critically reflect on how historiographies happen and how contingency too is part of history writing.
These flashcards are but an example of such contingencies influencing
re-readings and historiography. The “so what?” question, however, on
Willingen and missio Dei remains. These flashcards, nevertheless,
show that the participants at Willingen too were related to and were
part of various socio-political, economic and cultural processes unfolding in 1952; even if they are rather silent about these processes, some
of the above remembered events must have shaped their thoughts and
ideas. Acknowledging the endless possibilities of re-reading the conference material, in what follows, I formulate some preliminary reflections at the margins of the texts re-read.
Various Voices and Understandings of Missions
and God at Willingen
The Willingen event, like any other conference of the IMC, in spite
of and together with the accepted statements, stands for a plurality of
mission theologies, presentations and representation and also for various socio-political, including Church political sources. The manifold
understandings of God and mission(s) detectable at the Willingen
event could dismiss any tendencies which seek to introduce and present theory building on mission in the twentieth century mainly
through sources linked to the history and development of only a few
8

More on this see at Chronik-Heimat-u-Geschichtsverein3.pdf (rathaus-willingen.de) and Geschichte unserer Kirche: Kirchengemeinde Willingen
(kirche-willingen.de) [accessed 03.08.2022].
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organizations, in this case the IMC and later World Council of
Churches (WCC). Unfortunately, numerous authors mainly from Protestant circles, have chosen such a methodology when writing books and
articles on the development of mission theology and by doing so, they
created the image of a homogenous and clear-cut theology “constructed” throughout such conferences or identified main polarities which led
to divisions (Bosch 1991, Philip 1999). Think of the evangelical-ecumenical divide.
The sources related to these gatherings, however, represent a particular group of people, people representing Churches, mission organizations, and other groups; participation though appointments, selection, special invitation and delegation are clear embodiments of power
and hierarchical relationships. Such documents are but part of the
sources based on which histories of mission theologies and systematic
engagements with mission theology can be developed. Yet, in spite of
the limited presentation and representation of the Church worldwide,
the Willingen discourses created tensions also based on the different
biblical hermeneutic of the participants. 9 Karl Hartenstein closes his
report on the conference by recalling, in his understanding, some of the
main theological differences (Hartenstein 1952, 68ff.). Hartenstein
raises the relationship between God’s kingdom, kingship, and Church
as one of the major unsettled ecclesiological issues at Willingen. He
explicitly refers to the different understandings the Anglicans and the
“Dutch brothers” had on this matter and warns against losing the fullness of the New Testament’s message on the tension between the already and not yet. The question of world and Church, according to
Hartenstein, disclosed the different understandings of this relationship. Hartenstein evoked the notions of Deus absconditus and Deus
revelatus in order to define the Church’s position in relation to the
world: the Church being in the world but not from the world (Hartenstein 1952: 70). The discussions on God’s kingdom urged the participants to display their understanding of eschatology and salvation as
well. With this regard too, one cannot read the Willingen texts as unanimous.

9

E. g. Gerold Schwarz researched how Oscar Cullmann helped Karl Hartenstein in developing his theology of mission based on a particular reading of
the Bible (Schwarz 1984). The dominance of a salvation history approach
to the Bible and to mission theology is clear in the documents, yet, here
once again one should be reminded that these texts are mainly produced
by white western European or North American men. The Cuban speaker,
Rodriguez, already in a short message problematized such a salvation-history approach to the Bible and to mission theology.
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Mission Theology Based on Relationality
through the Symbol of the Trinity
Willingen can also be interpreted through the notion of relationality. The relational foundation for theologizing on mission is clearly visible in the Willingen documents. There were various relationalities
which were given attention during the conference such as Church–mission, younger Churches–older Churches, world–Church, mission organizations and Churches, Christianity and politics, mission–world,
Christians and other religions, past–present, lay Christians and missionaries, to name just a few.
The Relationship between Church and Mission
The most central relational issue was the relationship between
Church and mission; the title of the conference underscored this centrality: The Missionary Obligation of the Church. The conference
called for re-examining the relationship between Church and mission,
more explicitly the relationship between “worldwide evangelization”
and the unity of the Church (MOC 1953: iv). The theme and the title
of the conference, at least for the German missiologists, must have recalled one of Gustav Warneck’s earliest publications, Welche Pflichten
legen uns unsere Kolonien auf? Eine [sic!] Appell an das christliche
deutsche Gewissen, written in 1885. The arguments on God’s mission
have been formulated against the diversification and institutional rivalry channeled through Churches as organizations as related to
“world-wide evangelism.”
The Church–mission relationship touches upon a set of mantras related to how Willingen has been received in theory building on mission
since the second half of the twentieth century. One of such mantras is
that at Willingen a paradigm shift took place from an ecclesio-centric
missiology to Trinity/God-centric theology. I came across a surprising
preservation of this mantra in Wesley Ariarajah’s Foreword to Koshy’s
book, where he writes: “David Bosch in his Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission (Orbis 1994 [sic!]), helpfully traces
the developments, controversies, and disagreements that eventually
led to the concept of Missio Dei, the Mission of God. Bosch rightly notes
that the shift from ‘mission of the church’ to the ‘mission of God’ was a
significant leap in our understanding of mission” (Ariarajah, in Koshy
2022, vi). The Willingen texts make this distinction but they do so either from the theological point of view that God, who continues to use
the Church for His mission, will take care of this mission or that the
Church needs to acknowledge that she has a mission (she is mission)
because the God who initiated the Church is a God with mission. “Aus
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der ‘Missio Dei’ allein kommt die ‘Missio ecclesiae’. Damit ist die Mission in den denkbar weitesten Rahmen der Heilsgeschichte und des
Heilsplanes Gottes hineingestellt” (Hartenstein 1952, 62). 10
In my reading, by organizing a conference on The Missionary Obligation of the Church, the organizers touched one of the most sensitive
and complex theological issues of the time. The different participants
had different questions about the relationship between Church and
mission in the post WWII and already Cold War times. While there
was quite a lot of discussion on the relationship between Church, mission, colonial times, and decolonization, and while there were some discussions about Christianity and Communism, especially through the
lament on the political situation in China and the absence of delegates
from China (some were there via Hong Kong and Taiwan), there was
hardly ever any direct remark on the relationship between Nazi ideology and the identity of the Church.
The conference, in my reading, never dismissed the centrality of the
Church in relation to mission but it both reaffirmed and redefined both
of them—also because the context analysis made clear that “our nationalisms and racialisms and our new imperialisms [are] coming to
birth as our old ones die away, each and all raising barriers to understanding. Rapid intercommunication does not necessarily lead to appreciation” (M. A. C. Warren in MUC 1953, 39). Next to a still outspoken superiority that “Europe still has much to give the world from
its Christian storehouses” (Northcott 1952, 7) and worries about Communist territorialization, the idea that one should abandon dividing
the world in mission fields and sending countries was clearly present
in Willingen. “In a multi-racial society the churches are called to witness to the supra-racial character of Christ’s Church. In a world of national states they are called to assert the supra-national character of
the Church” (MUC 1953, 199). Reading through the keynotes and
statements, the contours of a missional ecclesiology with discipleship
as key-term becomes visible, and it does so not only through Newbigin
but also through Dibelius (MUC 1953, 123ff.) or Minear (MUC 1953,
64ff.).
Redefinition and reaffirmation of ecclesio-centric understandings of
the Church at Willingen come close to each other. There is explicit
mention for the need of a fresh and corrected understanding of what
mission and Church are, yet, there is also the acknowledgment of the
lack of the theological depth needed for such reformulations. “Die alte
10

“From the ‘Missio Dei’ alone comes the ‘Missio ecclesiae’. Thus, mission is
placed in the widest possible framework of the history of salvation and of
God’s plan of salvation” (my translation).
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Missionszeit ist zu Ende. Die neuen Formen einer Mission unter dem
Kreuz zu finden, ohne der Bedrohung im geringsten zu entfliehen und
der Anfechtung standzuhalten im Blick auf die alles überwindende
Hoffnung des Reiches Gottes, ist die große Aufgabe der Mission in dieser Stunde” (Hartenstein 1952: 57). 11 Yet in spite of or together with
this wish, Willingen also stated that “the nature of the duty and authority given to the Church to be His witness to all men everywhere”
(MUC 1953, 189) cannot be questioned. J. C. Hoekendijk, presenting
the report of a meeting of the Joint Committee of IMC-WCC held at
Greyladies, Blackheath, June 30th to July 2nd, 1952 (note the travelling
missiologists of the 1950s), underlined “the essential connection between the missionary function of the Church (its apostolate) and its
obligation to be one (its catholicity)” (Minutes 1953, 35).
The ambivalence about a superior Christianity with territorialization aspirations felt at Edinburgh 1910 was not dissolved but displayed
in different ways in Willingen: e. g., by a concrete mention of the fact
that the Church is being sent on mission in all parts of the world, including Europe and the United States, and that mission and Church
inherently belong together. “The mission of the Church will always
transcend boundaries, but these can no longer be identified with national frontiers, and certainly not with any supposed line between the
‘Christian West’ and the ‘non-Christian East.’ The mission involves
both geographical extension and also intensive penetration of all
spheres of life” (MUC 1953, 191). The new understanding of the notion
of the “indigenous church” as the “universal Church in the local setting” (MUC 1952, 195ff.) introduced a new understanding of the notion
of “mission field” which now explicitly included Europe and other
Christian parts of the world.
By calling attention to the Church-mission relationship and thinking in paradigms, Willingen did not dismiss the paradigm of centrality
of the Church but reinforced it in its reading of Christianity’s situation
in the world and a “strategic” (some of the Willingen participants used
rather strong militant theological language) desire for unity. The wider
ecumenicity as further realized with the participation of the Roman
Catholics as observers and the Orthodox theologians as members of
this particular ecumenical movement was still distant but the direction towards uniting Church and mission as translated in the 1961
New Delhi Meeting was already visible.
11

“The old missionary era has come to an end. To find the new forms of a
mission under the cross, without escaping the threat in the least and withstanding the challenge in view of the all-conquering hope of the Kingdom
of God, is the great task of mission in this hour” (my translation).
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The Relationship between Church and World
The previous sections already revealed something about how Willingen problematized the world–Church relationship. One of the important layers, however, remained implicit: the relationship between
Churches and political ideologies and the entanglement of these with
the participants and how they functioned as public theologians in different political systems. The missio Dei genealogy marked with Karl
Hartenstein hardly ever sets Hartenstein’s missio Dei theology in the
socio-political context to which it belongs. Hartenstein’s first mention
of the term is known from 1934. He used it in a text in which he argued
for the importance of mission rooted in a correct understanding of God
and an understanding of the Church rooted in Christ. This text was
written on financial matters in the midst of a serious financial crisis
and the ideology which cut off mission as meaningless “activity” of the
Church and needless internationality (Hartenstein 1934).
The relationship of mission, Church, and politics had embodied representations at Willingen in the persons of bishops and political personalities. This happened to such a degree that the president of the
German Federal Republic, Theodor Heuss, took the effort to write a
letter to the conference in which he thanked the non-German missionary societies for supporting the numerous German missionaries and
Churches they worked with “at time when their contacts with their
German home country were broken by the unhappy war” (Minutes
1952, 11).
Like other aspects of the conference, the German representation,
too, evokes ambiguity on representations of the Church, mission, and
politics. Among the participants at Willingen one finds a couple of
prominent German theologians whose long-spanning activity between
the Weimar Republic and post-WWII Germany left its mark on the development of mission theology through its institutions in Germany.
Willingen disclosed much of the Protestant missiology’s complicity
with the Nazi ideology or at least its origins but also the theological
dilemmas of missiologists. In an article titled “‘Survival of the Fittest’:
German Protestant Missions, Nazism and Neocolonialism, 1933–
1945,” Werner Ustorf (1998) problematizes the dilemmas German missiologists had during the Nazi period:
There is no way of understanding the actions of leading
mission thinkers in the years 1933–1945 unless one becomes aware of the serious crisis and the equally serious
temptation they were in. The temptation can be mapped
out by describing the expectations many missiologists had.
Influential was the speculation with the idea that the Nazi
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movement could be the right sort of companion in the missionary task of what they saw as the re-Christianization
of Europe (106).
At least two of the German participants of the conference, Otto Dibelius and Walter Freytag, had such complex personal histories of how
their missiology linked to politics. For example, Otto Dibelius did join
the Confessing Church, but he first welcomed the election of Adolf Hitler to the extent that in his sermon on the 21st of March 1933, upon the
reopening of the Reichstag (after the fire in February 1933), Dibelius
expressed his belief in a new future under this leadership (Brechenmacher 2013, Kopke and Treß 2013, Gailus 2022). As Gailus argues,
there is an urgent need for a new Dibelius biography which discloses
the ambivalence inherent in the theology and work of this theologian.
The newest Dibelius research, too, has its consequences of a re-reading
of the Willingen material. As an example: What exactly are the implications of the terminology Dibelius uses in his sermon delivered in
Willingen? Why is there such a silence about Auschwitz at this meeting? To state that the Willingen conference caused a paradigm shift in
mission theology and it is the place where missio Dei originates, needs
to be read with the ambivalences and challenges represented by the
persons present at this conference and their biographies. What could
the implicit theology of mission understood as God’s mission mean for
a Dibelius or a Freytag in 1952?
With Freytag the whole issue of colonialism enters the discourse as
well. Freytag as the colonial expert (Ustorf 1998) did influence not only
how the political state constructed an image of the European other at
the colonies but also how “inter-cultural” theology under the motto of
“God’s mission” developed, whatever that may imply. Looking at the
Willingen dynamics this link too needs to be given more attention. A
critical reading of how these theologians related to the Nazi ideology
cannot be separated from their disappointment in their understanding
of the ideology of the Weimar Republic. Nevertheless, acknowledging
the ambivalence in the theological development of these persons, any
reference to notions such as “new,” “beginning” (e. g. Freytag and Hartenstein 1952) needs to be critically reflected upon. What exactly was
new at Willingen?
At Willingen there was thus a group of German theologians who
struggled with God’s mission from disappointment or partial disappointment with political ideologies but also another group of theologians who still had the hope and the confidence to speak about a “new
world” also in terms of politics (and new ideologies) in spite of or together with the realities of the Iron Curtain and a transnational Communist reality. But not only the German participants, all participants
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had their own histories of puzzling with the Church–mission–politics
conjunction. Re-reading biographies of the Willingen participants 12
and research on how those biographies shaped the dynamics of the
Church–mission–politics relationship in the last hundred years or so
might lead to new insights in theory building on mission.
It is through these two major relationships—Church–mission and
mission–world—that the Willingen group looked for some shared theological ground based on which theologies of mission might be developed.
The Trinitarian Agreement
As repeatedly stated, in order to work towards the unity of the
Church for mission and the witness of the Church in the world, Willingen aimed at a minimum of a shared understanding of mission. This
is where the Trinitarian symbol becomes relevant. The most concise
expression of this Trinitarian agreement at Willingen is this: “The missionary movement of which we are part has its source in the Triune
God Himself. Out of the depths of His love for us, the Father has sent
forth His own beloved Son to reconcile all things to Himself, that we
and all men might, through the Spirit, be made one in Him with the
Father in that perfect love which is the very nature of God” (Minutes
1952, 54). 13 The accent laid upon the love of God, according to the Willingen consensus, calls for a threefold response, to wit: mission, worship, and unity. By this formulation, the multilayered concept of mission has been placed in the relationality of worship and unity. Such a
statement cannot be read separate from the IMC being part of an ecumenical movement, also through its relationship with the World Council of Churches, and without the knowledge how mission and Church
became “one,” e. g. in the vision of the ecumenical movement in 1961.
12

13

One of such fascinating biographies is Karl Hartenstein: Ein Leben für Kirche und Mission written by a circle of friends and edited by Wolfgang Metzger in 1953. This book in itself might be read as a reception of Willingen.
Karl Hartenstein died in October 1952, just a few weeks after Willingen
and the Kirchentag in Stuttgart. See also Verwiebe 1948 and Schuster
2002.
Interestingly, Lesslie Newbigin, who urged the translation of Vicedom’s
theology of mission into English and compared its importance to Gustav
Warneck’s work, in his Foreword to the English translation of Vicedom’s
book, in a subtle way, quotes the Willingen text as a correction to how Vicedom himself works with the same quote: “that ‘the missionary movement
of which we are a part has its source in the Triune God Himself.’” (Newbigin, in Vicedom 1965: vii). It is thus the missionary movement and not missio Dei Willingen talks about.
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The Report of the Committee on the Missionary Obligation of the
Church (Lesslie Newbigin took the lead in writing the text), speaks of
mission as 1. belonging to the purpose of the Church in witnessing of
the hope that in God’s love Christ will make all things good; 2. belonging to the life of the Church as the Church continues to embody God’s
love through the Spirit; and 3. “Those who are sought out, gathered
together and transformed by Christ are the Church. Their very existence, therefore, springs from God’s sending forth of His Son. In this
sense ‘mission’ belongs to the basic structure of the Church” (Minutes
1952: 89).
Hartenstein also highlights this inherent relationship between mission and Church. I have already postulated that the Willingen conference reaffirms and does not dismiss the importance of the missio ecclesiae. Because there is missio Dei, it is legitimate to speak of missio
ecclesiae (see Hartenstein 1952, 62 as quoted above).
Hartenstein’s 1952 formulation repeats his earlier usage of the
term missio Dei. As already described, in 1934 Hartenstein writes this
text in the midst of a serious financial crisis and the ideology of Nazi
Germany cutting money for mission. Hartenstein calls attention to the
essence of mission, which is God who calls and sends, the apostles and
the Church:
Die Mission steht und fällt mit der Wirklichkeit und der
Wahrheit des lebendigen Christus, mit Seinem Wort und
mit Seiner Sendung. […] Darum ist die Mission heute aufgerufen, nach allen Seiten hin immer neu vor Gott sich zu
prüfen, ob sie ist, was sie sein soll: missio Dei, Gottes Sendung, ja von Christus, dem Herrn, den Aposteln gebotene
Sendung: „Gleich wie mich der Vater gesandt hat, so sende
ich euch“ – und Antwort auf den von den Aposteln auf
Grund ihres Wortes der Kirche aller Zeiten weitergegebenen Ruf: „Gehet hin in alle Welt“ (Hartenstein 1934, 217). 14
As already mentioned in this article, a particular interpretation of
Willingen’s importance as causing a “decisive shift” in Protestant mission theology “by the radical rethinking of theology of the great German theologian Karl Barth” as “mediated to mission thinkers chiefly
through the German mission leader Karl Hartenstein” (Kim 2010, 2714

“Mission stands and falls with the reality and truth of the living Christ,
with His Word and with His mission. […] For this reason, mission today is
called to examine itself before God anew in all directions to see if it is what
it should be: missio Dei, God’s mission, indeed the mission commanded by
Christ the Lord to the apostles: ‘As the Father has sent me, so I send you’—
and response to the call given by the apostles to the church of all times on
the basis of their word: ‘Go into all the world’” (my translation).
Verbum SVD 63:2-3 (2022)

Behind Missio Dei

179

28) is hardly sustainable. References to Barth within the documents
are exceptional. As a matter of fact, the only occasion where a direct
reference to Barth is given is in the address of John M. Mackay on the
Great Commission. Mackay refers to Barth’s arguments against how
infant baptism, detached from discipleship, was being ministered in a
secularizing Europe (MUC 1953, 137). Nor did Hartenstein refer to
Barth in his report on the conference. As a matter of fact, in 1952, just
a few months before his death, Hartenstein was already beyond his
Barthian period and was much closer to a mission theology based on
the eschatology of the coming Lord as later elaborated by Moltmann
than to Barth’s pre-1952 writings (see Hartenstein 1952, 72).
What was new or at least prominent in Willingen was the acknowledgement of the poor theological foundation of the missionary practice,
a desire for developing responsible (responding to the context) mission
theologies, and a common understanding that mission theology can
only be developed in relationality at large. As argued above, the theological language, closest to this desire for revisiting the complex relationality in terms of mission history, present and future, was the symbol (or creed) of the Trinity. The ideas, however, about how a mission
theology based on a Trinitarian understanding of God can be further
developed were most various already at Willingen. Thomas Schirrmacher even goes so far as stating that while the historiography of the
missio Dei and its Trinitarian grounding remained an empty term or
at least a consensus formula (“eine reine Worthülse”), it could be adopted and used with different purposes by different groups even within
the ecumenical circles, and could be used even for arguing for a Church
without mission (Schirrmacher 2011, 18-21).
Parallel Entries in Theory Forming on Mission
Based on the Trinitarian Symbol
While Schirrmacher’s arguments are valid to a certain extent, my
limited re-reading of the Willingen documents sheds light on a couple
of parallel theological entries through which the missio Dei (an articulated accent of the act of sending) was designed already at Willingen:
mission of God as the mission of the Holy Spirit, missional Church and
discipleship, and the end of salvation history.
The framework of this contribution does not allow a thorough elaboration of the link between Willingen and the missional Church types
of theologies of mission and/or the centrality of the notion of discipleship (again notions and theories linked to recently adopted mission
documents) nor does it allow to draw a line between the tensions
around a salvation historical approach to mission which might have
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led to what Bradford E. Hinze (1991) calls “the end of salvation history.” These points need further research into the Willingen material.
Yet, I cannot end this contribution without a more explicit reflection
on the spiritual turn already present at Willingen.
Willingen as the Cradle for a Missio Spiritus Type
of Mission Theologies?!
While much ink has been spilled by theologians on demonstrating
the Trinitarian understanding of mission present at Willingen, scholars who propose a spiritual turn in and for mission theology (Kim 2010,
Yong 2011) or who point to the importance of the Holy Spirit for mission theology in the recent mission documents (Alva 2018, Kim 2021)
seem not to give much importance to Willingen in this respect. I argue
that among the parallel theologies envisioned on a Trinitarian basis
and among the more dominant Christological ones, bishop Dillistone’s
keynote (in MUC 1953, 81-92) offered a model which prioritized the
Holy Spirit for developing a new theory of mission. It is almost iconic
to mention that Dillistone’s keynote address was concluded by prayers
led by the already mentioned Miss Elizabeth Theophilus from India. It
seems that the importance of Dillistone’s keynote for the spiritual turn
in mission studies has not yet been discovered but such a discovery
may contribute to a change in Willingen’s reception history.
Dillistone began his keynote entitled “The Dispensation of the
Spirit” (Dillistone in MUC 1953, 81-92) by evoking the theology of mission of Frederick Denison Maurice, who already a hundred years before Willingen envisioned a shift from a mission theology based on the
justification by the Son to a mission theology based on the presence of
the Spirit. He then referred to an assessment of the IMC conference
themes so far as a development toward acknowledging a Trinitarian
basis for mission. In this process, Willingen should be or could become
the event which focuses on the Holy Spirit at least through the Holy
Spirit’s importance for communication and for “building up” community. Dillistone delivers his keynote by a rereading of the Bible through
a pneumatological lens with the purpose to help constructing new theories of mission. He does not mention salvation history at all. Instead,
he explains the coming of the Spirit as “His coming may not be as we
expect, but however He comes, He will, as Cyril of Jerusalem said, herald the dawning of a new day within the soul. He comes to save and to
heal, to teach and to admonish, to give strength and comfort and light”
(Dillistone in MUC 1953, 91).
Frederick William Dillistone being asked for a keynote can be explained by his works published prior to the conference, especially his
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The Structure of the Divine Society in 1951 (Dillistone 1951). In this
book he regularly discusses Barth. Dillistone is especially critical
about how Barth writes about the covenant in his Dogmatics in Outline. Dillistone critiques that the notion of covenant becomes irrelevant
because “[i]t is impossible to build up a doctrine of the Church in covenantal terms when the word itself is used to represent a purely arbitrary action of a deterministic kind. It is not thus that the Christian
Church has understood its existence within the Covenant of Jesus
Christ” (Dillistone 1951, 209). Prior to the conference, Dillistone also
authored The Holy Spirit in the Life of Today (1947) and The Significance of the Cross (1944) in which he links the vocabulary of the cross
(sacrifice, justice, suffering, salvation, victory, deliverance, freedom)
with life conditioned by war and revisits the doctrine of the Holy Spirit.
The spiritual turn in Willingen can be detected at least in three
more cases. Goodall already in the Introduction points to the importance of dealing with the pneumatological question because without
that it is meaningless to talk about the unity of the Church (MUC 1953,
21). More importantly, the Statement on the Missionary Calling of the
Church formulates that
On the foundation of this accomplished work God has sent
forth His Spirit, the Spirit of Jesus, to gather us together
in one Body in Him, to guide us into all the truth, to enable
us to worship the Father in spirit and in truth, to empower
us for the continuance of His mission as His witnesses and
ambassadors, the first fruits and earnest of its completion.
[…] By the Spirit we are enabled both to press forward as
ambassadors of Christ beseeching all men to be reconciled
to God, and also to wait with sure confidence for the final
victory of His love, of which He has given us most sure
promises (MOC 1952, 3 and MUC 1953, 189-190).
A last remarkable fact which points to the “spiritual turn” unfolding
at Willingen is the Pentecostal presence to the extent that a Statement
of the Pentecostal Leaders presented and submitted by David F. du
Plessis—till the summer of 1952 general secretary of the World Pentecostal Fellowship—has been included in the volume with the statements and keynote addresses of the conference. Du Plessis expresses
with rather militant images the desire of the Pentecostal Churches for
reciprocity of Churches for the sake of the Church and her unity in
Christ.
The above listed observations on the spiritual turn once again invite
to a re-reading of the Willingen material from a pneumatological perspective and together with the discourses on pneumatological priorities in theory building on mission. The pneumatological turn seems to
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be indeed a shared trinitarian and more ecumenical basis for looking
at Christian identity and its various perceptions in the worldwide connectivity.
Towards a Conclusion and Invitation for Further Research
The reflections behind missio Dei as formulated in this article shed
some light on the complex interactions, various expectations, and different agendas present at Willingen. As the conference reports, one edited by Goodall and the other by Freytag, demonstrate, the Willingen
event has been read and received differently by various groups and has
been used for different purposes in different theological contexts still
largely shaped by national Churches.
I have demonstrated that various theologies of God have been expressed in Willingen and it would be worth experimenting in discovering the origins or at least the links between Willingen and more recent
theories/theologies of mission behind Willingen’s missio Dei façade. I
reflected upon the spiritual turn as already present at Willingen; this
turn, however, could be seen also as a “milestone” for resetting both
soteriologies (especially theologies of religions) and eschatologies (the
coming of God, hope) which inform theories of mission. I pointed to
possible links between missional ecclesiologies, theories of discipleship, and end of salvation-history ideas present at Willingen. All these
aspects and dimensions are there in the Willingen material. The task
remains to dig further and make sense of them. To adopt Karolin Wetjen’s (2020) phrase to this context: Willingen 1952 too was at least a
place where “Mission als theologisches Labor” (Mission as theological
laboratory) was operating at least in the perception of some two hundred elected participants from some places of this planet. The material
produced there and inherited invites contemporary theologians to create laboratories and work on the concept of mission.
On a methodical and didactical note: such a re-reading exercise
might inspire colleagues to develop a webinar on re-reading these
texts. Such re-readings might lead to a critical edition of the Willingen
texts which might compel filling in with contents some empty types of
missio Dei theologies. Re-reading these texts together with Roman
Catholic and Orthodox colleagues—remarkably absent at Willingen—
might result in even larger projects on ecumenical theologies beyond
the genres of conferences and statements.
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ABSTRACTS

Die Konferenz von Willingen 1952 ist für ihren angeblichen „Paradigmenwechsel“ im Verständnis von Mission als missio Dei bekannt. Dieser Artikel
bietet einen theologischen und historischen Kontext für die Konferenz und
ihre vielfältigen Ansätze zu Mission und Kirche. Dies geschieht durch eine erneute Lektüre einiger wichtiger Texte der Konferenz und die Reflexion dieser
Diskussionen. Dabei wird die Suche nach einer Grundlage für die Bemühungen der Kirche um Evangelisierung und Mission deutlich, die in der besonderen historischen Situation nach dem Zweiten Weltkrieg und angesichts der
zunehmenden Tendenzen zur Entkolonialisierung stattfand. Die Dokumente
der Konferenz von Willingen verdienen noch weitere Studien, um das von ihr
erarbeitete und vorgestellte „Paradigma“ zu entdecken und zu würdigen.
La Conferencia de Willingen de 1952 es conocida por su supuesto “cambio
de paradigma” en la comprensión de la misión como missio Dei. Este artículo
ofrece contextos teológicos e históricos para la conferencia y sus múltiples enfoques sobre la misión y la Iglesia. Para ello se releen algunos de los principales
textos de la conferencia y se reflexiona sobre estos debates. Ello pone de manifiesto la búsqueda de un fundamento para los esfuerzos de la Iglesia en materia
de evangelización y misión, enmarcados en el particular momento histórico
posterior a la Segunda Guerra Mundial y con las crecientes tendencias hacia
la descolonización. Los documentos de la Conferencia de Willingen aún merecen ser estudiados más a fondo, para descubrir y valorar el “paradigma” que
allá se elaboró y presentó.
La Conférence de Willingen, en 1952, est connue pour son « changement de
paradigme » supposé avec le concept de mission comme missio Dei. L’article
présente les contextes théologique et historique de la Conférence et de ses multiples approches de la mission dans l’Église. Il le fait à travers une relecture
de quelques-uns des textes majeurs de la Conférence et de la réflexion au cours
des discussions. Cela révèle la recherche d’un fondement pour les efforts de
l’Église dans l’évangélisation et la mission, replacés dans le moment historique
particulier de l’après seconde Guerre mondiale et des mouvements vers la décolonisation. Les documents de la Conférence de Willingen méritent d’être encore étudiés pour découvrir et évaluer le « paradigme » qu’ils ont élaboré et
présenté.
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF GOD’S MISSION
The understanding that mission originates in God and invites the
churches to participation in it is a widely shared perspective today.
The basic idea of it was formulated as missio Dei seventy years ago
at a mission conference in Willingen (Germany). This overview places
the concept in its development over the last century, with developments before World War II and the event of the Willingen Conference.
Catholic missiology took some time to receive the term, but it became
prominent in the theological foundation of mission at the Vatican
Council II. In the decades after the Council, mission theology received
other accents and only in the last two decades, the perspective of missio Dei has become prominent again.

In October 2021, SEDOS held a symposium on new trends in mission which was attended in virtual reality by around 250 people from
all over the world. It was fascinating to realise that almost all speakers
and commentators set out from the perspective that mission certainly
and “obviously” belongs to God and starts from God. As a matter of
fact, there were practically no views about mission as an ecclesial enterprise or for the expansion of the church. 1 The papers at this symposium have been published in the meantime. 2
While there is a notable shift in the perspective of mission, there
still seems to be some uncertainty about how to deal with this view in
practical consequences. That appears in the verbs employed to describe
the action and the different roles of the actors implied: Some would
“realise,” “practice,” “forward” or “do” God’s mission, others would “join
in,” “share,” “participate,” etc. This option of verbs reveals the position
* Christian Tauchner is a Divine Word Missionary from Austria. After work in
Ecuador (1982 to 2005) and in Austria (2005 to 2012) he is the current Director
of the Steyler Missionswissenschaftliches Institut in Sankt Augustin, Germany.
1

2

For a first summary on the symposium see Chris Chaplin, MSC/Marie-Hélène Robert, OLA/Peter Baekelmans, CICM/Rachel Oommen, ICM (Redaction Committee), The Emerging Future in Mission. Summary of the 2021
SEDOS Mission Symposium Talks: SEDOS Bulletin 53 (9-10.2021) 44-48.
Peter Baekelmans, CICM/Marie-Hélène Robert, New Trends in Mission.
The Emerging Future. Essays from SEDOS Mission Symposium October
11-15, 2021, Rome, Italy, Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books 2022.
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and attitude an actor takes in relation to God’s mission. Obviously,
with God as one of the actors there is a fundamental imbalance in the
field. The traditional actor in mission—the missionary, probably
white, powerful, resourceful, active—might return to the old paradigms and hang on to the accustomed ecclesial and even ecclesio-centric activities. The question then arises and acquires some urgency:
What is the purpose and the consequence of taking this perspective of
“God’s mission?”
In this reflection, I take a look at the development and reception of
the perspective centred in God, limited to the last hundred years, and
obviously, mine is a rather limited overview from my context (in Germany, Catholic…). There are several waves to be distinguished, with
different perceptions in different churches. In our century, there is a
strong view and submission to a mission which has its reference point
in God, but the relationship to missionaries’ actions and activities
within this overarching dynamic is not yet sufficiently spelt out, as far
as I can see.
The Greatest and Most Holy Task
A century ago, Western Christianity and its missionary outreach
faced serious problems: the Christian nations of Europe had engaged
in the terrible Great War with all the subsequent suffering and death
toll on the battle fields and in the civilian spheres. As a consequence,
the colonial maps were re-drawn, the missions had to be redesigned
according to the results of the Great War. Beyond the practical tasks
of missionary congregations, there was the even more pressing question of credibility that supposedly Christian nations could engage in
such warfare and involve the entire world.
Mission was practiced heavily along national interests. France had
taken on the role and privilege to function as a “protector of missions”
and exerted that influence within its colonial perspective. As a consequence, there were loads of problems between German missionaries
and French authorities in the China missions, to mention just one example from the SVD mission history. 3
3

For the general perspective see: Karl Josef Rivinius SVD, Die Missionsfrage auf der Konferenz von Versailles (1919): Verbum SVD 59 (3.2018)
281-304 and 59 (4.2018) 379-401; Andrzej Miotk SVD, The Responses to
the Great War (1914–1918) by the Vatican and the Society of the Divine
Word (SVD): Verbum SVD 61 (4.2020) 432-464. Regarding the particular
problems for the missions in China see: Karl Josef Rivinius SVD, Vor 100
Jahren: China und der Versailler Friedensvertrag von 1919: China heute
37 (4.2018) 243-249; Leopold Leeb, “Theologisches Kolloquium zum hunVerbum SVD 63:2-3 (2022)
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When after the Great War Pope Benedict XV issued his seminal
encyclical Maximum illud (1919) 4 and shifted the emphasis of mission
towards a Christological perspective, there was both a liberation for
the missions and a loss of political influence of European nations which
used the missionaries as pioneers and avant-garde agents for their colonial expansion projects. According to Maximum illud, mission should
be much more related to the church—in the sense of the “only real
church,” the Roman Catholic Church, as it was—and Christ’s kingdom.
Mission cannot be understood in terms of national interests: “It would
be tragic indeed if any of our missionaries forgot the dignity of their
office so completely as to busy themselves with the interests of their
terrestrial homeland instead of with those of their homeland in
heaven. It would be a tragedy indeed if an apostolic man were to spend
himself in attempts to increase and exalt the prestige of the native land
he once left behind him. Such behavior would infect his apostolate like
a plague.” 5 The centenary of Maximum illud was a great opportunity
to return to this seminal encyclical. 6 It inspired Pope Francis to launch
a special mission month in October 2019 which was meant to rekindle

4

5
6

dertjährigen Jubiläum von Maximum illud – Verkündigung, Sakrament
und christliches Zeugnis in der missio ad gentes in Asien” in Macau: China
heute 39 (2-3.2020) 80-81; Alfredo Verdoy Herranz SJ, Los desafíos de la
Maximum lllud. Las misiones católicas libres frente a los antiguos intereses coloniales y frente a la nueva política internacional: Misiones Extranjeras 293 (abr/junio 2020) 111-139; Pierre Jeanne, MEP, Confusion lors de
la réception de Maximum Illud: Missions Étrangères de Paris #572 (juilletaoût 2021) 44-50.
Regarding this encyclical, see Andrzej Miotk SVD, Das Missionsverständnis im historischen Wandel am Beispiel der Enzyklika “Maximum Illud”
(Veröffentlichungen des Missionspriesterseminars St. Augustin bei Bonn
51), Nettetal: Steyler Verlag 1999; Valentine Ugochukwu Iheanacho MSP,
Maximum Illud and Benedict XV’s Missionary Thinking. Prospects of a Local Church in Mission Territories, Saarbrücken: OmniScriptum Scholar’s
Press 2015.
“Esset haec quidem apostolatus pestis teterrima”: Benedict XV, Maximum
illud #19 (see the text in different languages on the www.vatican.va site).
See Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples/Pontifical Mission Societies, Baptized and Sent. The Church of Christ on Mission in the World.
Extraordinary Missionary Month October 2019, Cinicello Balsamo (Milano): San Paolo 2019; Christian Tauchner, SVD, The Greatest and Most
Holy Task. Editorial: Verbum SVD 60 (1-2.2019) 5-10; this entire issue of
Verbum SVD was dedicated to Maximum illud: Andrzej Miotk, SVD, The
Historical Significance and Prophetic Resonance of the Apostolic Letter
Maximum illud on the Centenary of its Publication: Verbum SVD 60 (12.2019) 11-41; Edgar Javier, SVD, Walking Back in Time: Revisiting Maximum illud today: Missio Inter Gentes 5 (1.2019) 1-21; Michael Sievernich
SJ, 100 Jahre Maximum illud (1919). Das epochale Missionsschreiben von
Benedikt XV.: ZMR 103 (3-4.2019) 319-326.
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the missionary engagement, with several “profound shifts. For Francis, the basic question of mission is no longer a formal mandate from
the Risen Lord to make all peoples Catholics (as Benedict XV might
still have seen it), but rather, through the emphasis on baptism, Francis arrives at the concept of discipleship, which again becomes missionary by itself. This was the great step taken at the CELAM conference
in Aparecida 2007 and the continuation in Evangelii gaudium (19ff.;
119ff.). In the meantime, the World Mission Conference of the World
Council of Churches also has taken up this central idea of discipleship
and change. Because the disciples of Jesus comprehend themselves as
called and live from the encounter with Jesus, they not only have a
mission, but they are a mission, as EG 273 puts it.” 7
Systematic Doubts
The questions regarding mission and where it originates from were
tackled also in Protestant theology. Like the suspicion against any nation as an apt and overarching social structure to assure the correct
performance of mission, which is one of the central statements of Maximum illud, Karl Barth’s theology expanded and radicalised these
doubts and expanded them to include also religions altogether as
equally insufficient structures. 8 In his seminal commentary on Romans (1919), Barth turned to a biblically grounded theology of the
kingdom of God. Against the experiences of the Great War, he emphasised God’s judgement over all earthly reality, including religions. 9 Instead, Barth started to think from God’s revelation of grace which cannot be reached through reason and human systems, but is to be simply
accepted. Rather, history should be seen from an eschatological perspective—a fundamental shift towards the “dialectical theology”: “History stretches from the ascension of Christ to his return, but history
7

8

9

See Christian Tauchner SVD, Eine hohe und heilige Aufgabe. 100 Jahre
“Maximum illud” und der Missionsmonat Oktober 2019: Ordenskorrespondenz 60 (1.2019) 5-15, 13.
See Sarosh Koshy, Beyond Missio Dei. Contesting Mission, Rethinking Witness (Postcolonialism and Religions), Cham: Springer/Palgrave Macmillan
2022, 184-186.
See the overviews regarding Barth: Wilfried Härle, Barth, Karl, in: Lexikon
für Theologie und Kirche (hrsg. Walter Kasper et al.), Freiburg/Basel/Wien:
Herder 31994, Bd. 2, 35-37; Eberhard Jüngel, Barth, Karl (1886–1968), in:
TRE (Theologische Realenzyklopädie), Berlin: De Gruyter 1993, Bd. 5, 251268. On Barth’s early positions see particularly John G. Flett, The Witness
of God. The Trinity, Missio Dei, Karl Barth, and the Nature of Christian
Community, Grand Rapids, MI/Cambridge, UK: Eerdmans Publishing
Company 2010, 11-17.
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itself is nothing more than a framework; it does not permit us to expect
certain developments for better or for worse, let alone of any theological significance. […] The so-called salvation-historical approach to mission theology [is] an approach that sees history simply as the framework within which mission takes place and that rejects an evolutionary understanding of history.” 10
After Barth, the names of Karl Hartenstein and Walter Freytag appear in this time as prominent and influential promotors of this understanding of mission. 11 In a 1958 lecture, Freytag “defines mission as
follows: ‘Mission means participation in the action of God, in what he
does to carry out his plan in view of the coming kingdom by bringing
about among the heathen the obedience of faith towards our Lord
Christ.’ […] For Freytag, Jesus Christ is the mediator of mission who
is sent by God and who in turn sends people to be his witnesses. Christ
thus continues to mediate the mission. The goal of this mission of God,
the missio Dei, is the kingdom of God. Hence it is the purpose of history
to bring this kingdom about, and that means: the purpose of history is
mission.” 12 Both Hartenstein and Freytag were already influential
missiologists at the conferences of the International Missionary Council (IMC) 13 from the Tambaran Conference 1938 onwards. There, they
seem to have caused some controversies with their views. 14
Turning to God – The Willingen Conference
World War II implied naturally a major disruption of all missionary
activity and reflection. The IMC held on to a conference planned to be
held in Whitby, Canada, in a very small setting in 1947. The aim was
to take a step forward after the great tragedy and to restart the missionary engagement. However, it was realised that any mission could
no longer be thought of from a Western centre to a world beyond.
Soon after, the next conference was convened for the year 1952 in
Willingen, Germany—given the recent history with Nazi Germany and
10

11
12
13

14

Henning Wrogemann, Theologies of Mission, translated by Karl E. Böhmer
(Intercultural Theology Vol. Two), Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press
2018, 50.
For an overview, see Wrogemann, Theologies of Mission, 49-58.
Ibid., 54f.
The International Missionary Council organised after the Edinburgh Conference of 1910 several global meetings until 1961, when it merged into the
World Council of Churches at the New Delhi Conference.
See Wrogemann, Theologies of Mission, 57f. and 62-64 for the entire Tambaran conference. I follow Wrogemann regarding the developments.
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the war experience, this step of accepting an invitation to Germany is
remarkable. In 1950, the IMC had embarked upon a “series of studies
under the general heading of ‘The Missionary Obligation of the
Church’” 15 with the aim of restating the universal missionary obligation, of re-examining the missionary vocation, of assessing the position
of Western mission societies, of defining the missionary role of younger
churches, and of considering policies for the mission task. These questions should have been treated in a “Sending Countries Conference” in
1951, with the hope “that the studies will result—without too much
delay—in new understandings within the field of missionary policy
[…]. Particular importance is attached to aims I and II, which take us
back to first principles. What is the theological ground of missions?
What is the theological meaning of the events which characterize this
present moment in history, and what is the churches’ missionary word
on those events? Again, what new accent is God calling us to sound today in regard to Christian vocation, with its special sharpening in the
vocation of the missionary? In a day when the whole world is more
manifestly than ever a pays de mission, does there, in fact, remain a
distinctive vocation justifying ‘Societies’ or ‘Orders’ of missionaries?
How can we better demonstrate the vital unity between the task hitherto carried by such agencies in Africa and the East and the new ‘frontier’ tasks of the Church in the West?” 16 In subsequent issues, the International Review of Missions (IRM) published reflections towards
these questions. 17
The Willingen Conference was to become one of the most theologically fruitful in the history of world mission conferences. Some 180 delegates from all over the world took part. They took stock of the state of
the world after World War II in a context of uncertainty about the future: In China, the communists had seized power in 1949 and expelled
all Western missionaries (the China shock). There was the conflict between the Soviet Union and the Western powers in the Cold War and
the armed conflict in Korea from 1950 onwards. The colonial era was
coming to an end and former colonial territories gradually became independent: Indonesia in 1945, the Philippines in 1946, the Indian sub15
16
17

Norman Goodall, First Principles: IRM 39 (3.1950) 257-262, 257.
Ibid., 259.
As examples for the topics that were prepared in the journal ahead of the
Willingen conference: A. G. Hebert, The Missionary Obligation: IRM 39
(3.1950) 385-392; M. A. C. Warren, The Missionary Obligation of the
Church in the Present Historical Situation. With Consideration of the Radical New Relationships between East and West: ibid., 393-408; I. W. Moomaw, Missions and Human Need: ibid., 418-424; A. G. Hebert, The Mission
of the Church: IRM 40 (3.1951) 385-392; Tracey K. Jones, The Missionary
Vocation, ibid., 401-410.
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continent in 1947, Burma [since 1989 Myanmar] in 1948. The ensuing
nation states were also faced with the task of having to establish a
national identity, so the question arose as to which ideological or historical basis could be integrated. The Christian churches in these countries were seen as allies of the former colonial powers and therefore
could not be considered an option. The new states then had to construct
their identities in relation to the local population and in a difficult relationship with the churches of the former regime.
Eloy Bueno summarises the event in these terms:
Under the theme Missionary Obligation of the Church (its
final conclusion published as Missions under the Cross 18)
was the scene of the passage from a missionary ecclesiology to a missionary theology, from a mission centred on
the church to a church centred on the mission, on the Missio Dei: given the incapacity of the church to fulfil its mission it was necessary to re-found the missions from a theological rather than an ecclesiological root (in line with
Barth’s theology ironically promoted by J. C. Hoekendijk).
The church is but the servant and sign of God’s presence.
Triumphalist language is definitively abandoned for the
missionary project, for it is a mission in solidarity with the
incarnate and crucified Christ. The church, the “people of
God in the world,” must bear witness to “what God has
done, is doing and wants to do in Christ.” This solidarity
is under the sign of the cross, which is why it cannot be
conformism but discernment of the signs of the times. 19
The Willingen conference therefore achieves a change of perspective. It is no longer based on the church as a centre of expansion, attraction or as an actor in a conversion movement, but the church itself
is placed and integrated into a wider, universal movement. J. Moltmann summarises two decades later:
To understand the missionary church theologically on the
global horizon is to understand it on the horizon of the
missio Dei. Sending involves the entire church, not only
18

19

Norman Goodall (ed.), Missions under the Cross. Addresses delivered at the
Enlarged Meeting of the Committee of the International Missionary Council
at Willingen, in Germany, 1952; with Statements issued by the Meeting,
London: Edinburgh House Press, published for the International Missionary Council 1953.
Eloy Bueno, Consejo mundial de Iglesias, in: Eloy Bueno/Roberto Calvo
(eds.), Diccionario de misionología y animación misionera, Burgos: Monte
Carmelo 2003, 264-272, 268 (my translation).
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parts of it, or even only the members sent by it. [...] Mission embraces all activities that serve to liberate humankind from its slavery in the presence of the God who
comes, from economic need to the abandonment of God.
[...] If the church understands her mission in the framework of the mission of the Son and the Holy Spirit from
the Father, then she also understands herself in the
framework of God’s history with the world and discovers
her place and her function in this history. Recent Catholic
and Protestant missiology, therefore, rightly speaks of a
missio Dei as a movement starting from God, in which the
church arises and gains its own dynamic, but that goes beyond the church and reaches its goal in the culmination of
creation in God. Therefore, the church must understand
its worldwide mission within the Trinitarian history of
God with the world. In all its activities and sufferings, she
is one factor within the history of God’s kingdom. The
point is not the expansion of the church but the expansion
of the Kingdom of God. 20
It is interesting to note that the term “missio Dei” does not appear
in the proceedings and deliberations at Willingen, but the entire conference discourse was soon summarised in this term proposed and introduced by the missiologists Karl Hartenstein and Walter Freytag,
and later on elaborated above all by G. F. Vicedom. 21
Wrogemann summarises the achievements at Willingen: “The love
of God is seen as the basis for the divine mission, or more precisely the
love of the triune God. Hence in Willingen, Christian mission was justified no longer on the basis of a whole variety of rationales, as had been
the case with Warneck, but was unfolded purely on the basis of God’s
being. This was then summarized under a term introduced by Karl
Hartenstein: the missio Dei, the mission of God.” 22 Therefore mission
means: (1) Missio Dei is repentance. Since God himself carries out the
mission, because in his own being he is missionary and movement—
20

21

22

Jürgen Moltmann, Kirche in der Kraft des Geistes. Ein Beitrag zur messianischen Ekklesiologie, München: Chr. Kaiser Verlag 1975, 24 (my translation).
Georg F. Vicedom, Missio Dei. Einführung in eine Theologie der Mission,
München: Chr. Kaiser Verlag 1958, reedited together with another of his
important contributions regarding God’s action: id., Missio Dei. Einführung
in eine Theologie der Mission. Actio Dei. Mission und Reich Gottes. Neu hg.
von Klaus W. Müller, mit Beiträgen von Bernd Brandl und Herwig Wagner
(edition afem mission classics 4), Nürnberg: VTR 2017.
Wrogemann, Theologies of Mission, 68 (his emphasis).
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the processiones, as it was called since medieval times—, the church
activity has to leave aside aspects of the mission which do not take into
account this divine protagonism. (2) Missio Dei is promise in its eschatological orientation, beyond contingent history. (3) The church is active in a secondary way: its own action integrated and assumed in a
more universal dynamic. (4) With the missio Dei, a geographical conception of mission is definitively ended. Mission is not an activity somewhere “over there,” where the others are, but is directed to all aspects
of the life and culture of all peoples.
The key concept of a missio Dei was discussed widely by missiologists like Hartenstein, Freytag, Vicedom, Newbigin and Hoekendijk. 23
In his classical textbook of 1991, David Bosch summarises:
[Mission] was thus put in the context of the doctrine of the
Trinity, not of ecclesiology or soteriology. The classical
doctrine on the missio Dei as God the Father sending the
Son, and God the Father and the Son sending the Spirit
was expanded to include yet another “movement”: Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit sending the church into the world. As
far as missionary thinking was concerned, this linking
with the doctrine of the Trinity constituted an important
innovation (Aagaard 1974:420). Willingen’s image of mission was mission as participating in the sending of God.
Our mission has no life of its own: only in the hands of the
sending God can it truly be called mission, not least since
the missionary initiative comes from God alone. 24
Regarding the Catholic Reception
Obviously, the Willingen Conference received some attention in
Protestant missiological circles, starting with the publication of the
23

24

For the larger discussion see particularly Dorottya Nagy’s contribution in
this issue. Further Flett, The Witness of God; and particularly chapter 9
“Mission as Participation in the Mission of the Triune God (Missio Dei)” in:
Stephen B. Bevans/Roger P. Schroeder, Constants in Context. A Theology
of Mission for Today (American Society of Missiology Series 30), Maryknoll,
NY: Orbis Books 2004, 286-304.
David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission. Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission (American Society of Missiology Series 16), Maryknoll, NY: Orbis
Books 1991, 390; on the development around Willingen see his chapter on
“Church and World,” 376-393. See also his chapter on missio Dei in David
J. Bosch, Witness to the World. The Christian Mission in Theological Perspective (Marshalls Theological Library), London: Marshall, Morgan&Scott
1980, 239-248.
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proceedings and reflections afterwards, 25 though skimming through
IRM in the immediate years after it, there is not a lot of discussion
there. Nevertheless, Bosch states that
Since Willingen, the understanding of mission as missio
Dei has been embraced by virtually all Christian persuasions—first by conciliar Protestantism, but subsequently
also by other ecclesial groupings, such as the Eastern Orthodox and many evangelicals. It was also endorsed in
Catholic mission theology, notably in some of the documents of the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965). After
having stated that the church is missionary by its very nature, since “it has its origin in the mission of the Son and
the Holy Spirit,” the Council’s Decree on Mission defines
missionary activity as “nothing else, and nothing less,
than the manifestation of God’s plan, its epiphany and realization in the world and in history” (AG 2, 9). Mission is
here defined in trinitarian, christological, pneumatological, and ecclesiological terms. 26
In German-speaking countries, books and lectures were dedicated
to the theme, so it might be safe to say that there was quite some
awareness building going on in Protestant communities. 27
In Catholic circles, the Willingen Conference seems to have passed
without attracting notice. The influential Herder Korrespondenz does
not mention it at all though there are several reports on the Aachen
Academic Mission Congress 28 which took place around the same
time as Willingen and dealt with the same pressing and urgent questions of mission. 29 Similarly, there are no reports or miscellanea on it
25
26
27

28

29

Notably Goodall’s Mission under the Cross with the conference proceedings
and statements.
Bosch, Transforming Mission, 390f., with abundant bibliography.
See Vicedom, Missio Dei; Walter Freytag, Reden und Aufsätze, I + II (Theologische Bücherei. Neudrucke und Berichte aus dem 20. Jahrhundert 13,
Missionswissenschaft), München: Chr. Kaiser Verlag 1961, containing lectures from 1935 to 1960, not all of them related to missio Dei; Hans Jochen
Margull (ed.), Zur Sendung der Kirche. Material der ökumenischen Bewegung (Theologische Bücherei. Neudrucke und Berichte aus dem 20. Jahrhundert 18, Mission und Ökumene), München: Chr. Kaiser Verlag 1963,
where several of the Willingen statements are presented and summarised.
E.g.: X. Internationaler Akademischer Missionskongress zu Aachen: Herder Korrespondenz 6 (10.1952) 467-471. The report boasts of the 1200 participants from 25 countries, “even from Africa,” who discussed missiological
topics.
See Johannes Beckmann SMB, Forderungen der gegenwärtigen Missionslage an die Missionswissenschaft: NZM 8 (1952) 241-250.
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in the Neue Zeitschrift für Missionswissenschaft (NZM), 30 nor in the
Zeitschrift für Missionswissenschaft und Religionswissenschaft
(ZMR). 31 Beyond the German-speaking area the Bibliografia missionaria (BM), published by the Propaganda Fide in Rome, does not mention
it either; what is more, the BM does not list the keyword “missio Dei.” 32
An exception to the Catholic silence is a short note a year later in Die
Katholischen Missionen, a more magazine-like illustrated periodical
published by the Jesuits. 33 There, the author sees the Willingen conference as a plan to infiltrate Catholic mission territories and countries
(particularly Latin America), because of the universal dimension and
identification of mission with the church. Thus, “the mission concept
proposed at Willingen has a totalitarian character,” the author
claims. 34
After these first years of silence, Catholic missiological reflection
arrived at positions quite similar to the Willingen conference, establishing mission from God’s dynamic, on a trinitarian basis. Thus, Thomas Ohm’s major missiological textbook 35 presents God’s universal salvation, divine love and the Trinity as the basis for the church’s mission.
Then, in 1965, at the II Vatican Council the Catholic Church declared its mission perspective in Ad gentes founded in God’s mission:
The pilgrim Church is missionary by her very nature,
since it is from the mission of the Son and the mission of
the Holy Spirit that she draws her origin, in accordance
with the decree of God the Father (AG 2). 36
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Initiated in 1945, the NZM was dedicated more narrowly to missiology,
published in Switzerland, closely related to the Immensee/Bethlehem mission society. After 60 volumes, NZM ceased publication in 2004.
ZMR was founded in 1911 by the father of Catholic missiology in Germany,
Joseph Schmidlin, at the University of Münster. The journal is in its Vol.
105/2021 (due to interruptions during World War II). See https://www.
unifr.ch/zmr/de/ [13-06-2022].
BM was initiated in 1933 as a fairly global missiological bibliography. It
ceased publication in 2014 with Vol. 78. For an overview see the note on
BM at the IAMS website: https://missionstudies.org/index.php/studygroups/daboh/information-about-bibliographia-missionaria/ [18-08-2022].
Since Vol. 118 (1999) under the name Forum Weltkirche.
Joseph Peters, Ruf nach Einheit: Die Katholischen Missionen 72 (5.1953)
148-149, 149.
Thomas Ohm OSB, Machet zu Jüngern alle Völker. Theorie der Mission,
Freiburg: Wewel Verlag 1962.
Text at the www.vatican.va website.
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The term missio Dei is not used—as at Willingen itself—but it
sounds quite similar to one of the Willingen summaries:
The missionary movement of which we are part has its
source in the Triune God Himself. Out of the depths of His
love for us, the Father has sent forth His own beloved Son
to reconcile all things to Himself, that we and all men
might, through the Spirit, be made one in Him with the
Father in that perfect love which is the very nature of
God. 37
Nevertheless, it is interesting to see that in the explanations of the
Decree, there is not necessarily a reference to Willingen. As an example, Yves Congar offers a fine exegesis of the theological foundation of
mission in AG 2-9, without any reference to Protestant reflections or
to God’s mission. 38 The Decree had gone through a rather bumpy preparation process—which cannot be redrawn in this contribution—and
therefore still shows a significant rupture between the theological reasoning in the first chapter with the “principles of doctrine” (AG 2-9)
and a return to practical questions of earlier, pre-Vatican II mission
conceptions, from chapter 2 onwards (conspicuously titled “Mission
work itself,” AG 10ff.). As noted by H. Wrogemann: “Thus the church’s
mission is based on the mission of the triune God. The concept of the
missio Dei (but not the term as such) has found its way into conciliar
theology. A closer look at the decree of AG reveals the inconsistency of
the text.” 39 In a wider perspective, Eloy Bueno de la Fuente recognises
the importance of the missio Dei perspective:
In the second half of the 20th century, Missio Dei (the Mission of God) gradually became one of the fundamental categories of missiology, mainly in the Protestant area (its
birthplace), but with undoubted repercussions among
Catholics. In both cases it was due to the desire to bring
missions back to a more radical origin, be it the mission of
the church or the God who gives rise to mission. The repatriation of missions in mission (one of the fundamental
characteristics of the paradigm that was taking shape in
order to overcome the narrowness of classical missiology)
thus finds a true theological connection, in virtue of which
missions cannot be considered as a supplementary or sec37
38
39

IRM, International Missionary Council: IRM 41 (1952) Quarterly Notes
116, October 1952, i-vi.
Yves M. J. Congar, Theologische Grundlegung (Nr. 2–9), in: Johannes
Schütte (ed.), Mission nach dem Konzil, Mainz: Grünewald 1967, 134-172.
Wrogemann, Theologies of Mission, 172.
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ondary activity of the church but as an expression of the
very mission of God. 40
Missiological Perspectives after Vatican II
In the years of reorientation after the Council, Pope Paul VI intervened through several outstanding encyclicals. His first encyclical Ecclesiam suam (1964) encourages the church in these modern days, 41
with the emphasis on dialogue. In 1967, there is Populorum progressio
(PP) on “development, the new name for Peace” (PP 76f.), and finally,
in 1975, Evangelii nuntiandi (EN) regarding the church’s task of evangelising and transforming society. This is the shift to explain “mission”
as evangelisation. Taking up the lead of “the whole Church is missionary” (EN 59), meaning that evangelisation is a communal and “deeply
ecclesial” task (EN 60), taking up Jesus’ own preaching of the kingdom
and salvation (cf. EN 10). However, as an ecclesial task, “evangelisation” finds its expression in around 20 different fields and is by no
means restricted to preaching. 42 S. Bevans and R. Schroeder underline
the centrality of the kingdom of God as the absolute reference (see EN
8), because being “church means to share in the mission of Jesus.” 43
At the 25th anniversary of Vatican II’s Ad gentes Pope John Paul II
issued his mission encyclical Redemptoris missio (RM, 1990) on the
“permanent validity of the Church’s missionary mandate.” Already
this subtitle shows a return to a more church-centred vision of mission.
Different from EN, RM received much less attention beyond strictly
missionary circles, a sign both of the dwindling missionary awareness
of the faithful, but also of the changing theological horizon with the
40
41
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Eloy Bueno, Missio Dei, in: Bueno/Calvo (eds.), Diccionario de misionología
y animación misionera, 641-646, 641f. (my translation).
The German version of the encyclical has this heading: “Ecclesiam Suam
[to all the bishops etc.] on the ways by which the Catholic Church today
must fulfil its task” (also in the Latin, Spanish, Italian and Portuguese versions). The English and French versions do not have this explanation in
their heading. See the texts on the www.vatican.va site.
At our Institute we produce the Steyler Missionschronik and dedicated it
in 2015 to EN. The different reports and particularly the picture sections
intended to show this wide field of different “evangelisation” tasks. See the
introductory study by Martin Üffing SVD, Evangelii Nuntiandi und Evangelisierung: Steyler Missionschronik 2015, Sankt Augustin: Steyler Verlag
2015, 9-16.
They dedicate chapter 10 to “Mission as Liberating Service of the Reign of
God. Evangelii nuntiandi and the Documents of the World Council of
Churches”: Bevans/Schroeder, Constants in Context, 305-322, 306.
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more positive estimation of other religions. 44 John Paul II estimates
that the church is actually only at the beginning of its missionary enterprise (RM 1). He centres his reflections on clarifications on the concept of the kingdom of God—against perspectives of the kingdom beyond the church, in the wake of EN 45—and the centrality of the church
as the ordinary means of salvation (see RM 55). Truth becomes a central feature—the church has access to it and every person has a right
to get access to it through mission. 46
With these shifts of accent in the outlook on mission, the concept of
missio Dei more or less disappeared in the late 1990s from the theological discourse. The term appears again at the turn of the century, with
the 50th anniversary of Willingen on the horizon. I have scanned
through several missiological journals in our library 47 to check on articles related to missio Dei or the perspective that mission comes from
God. 48 Between 1998 and 2003, there is not yet too much of a reflection
on the specific term. An exception is IRM with more references: 16 contributions from 1998 to 2002, including the special commemorative issue on the 50th anniversary of Willingen. 49 Since then, the view that
44
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See Eloy Bueno, Redemptoris Missio, in: Bueno/Calvo (eds.), Diccionario de
misionología y animación misionera, 781-786.
See Bevans/Schroeder, Constants in Context, 322.
See Bevans/Schroeder, chapter 11 dedicated to “Mission as Proclamation of
Jesus Christ as Universal Savior. Redemptoris missio and the Documents
of the Evangelical and Pentecostal Churches”: Bevans/Schroeder, Constants in Context, 323-347. – Interestingly, H. Wrogemann, Theologies of
Mission, does not mention Paul VI’s EN nor John Paul II’s RM at all.
Obviously not exhaustive, based mainly on titles, abstracts and keywords
(where available). I am aware that articles dealing with the trinitarian basis for mission, the Spirit, the kingdom of God, etc., may well place mission
in a missio Dei perspective, but I have looked for the specific term.
In Exchange I didn’t find any, in IMBR 1, in Missiology 3, in Spiritus (both
French and Spanish) 3, in ZMR 3, in Mission Studies 6, in Verbum SVD 13.
It takes up the contributions made at the commemorative symposium at
Willingen in August 2002, IRM 92 (2003): Konrad Raiser, Sermon Preached on 18 August 2002 at the Willingen Mission Festival (473-477); Martin
Hein, “… That the World Might Be Saved Through Him”: Opening Worship
and Meditation on John 3:17 (478-480); Tormod Engelsviken, Missio Dei:
The Understanding and Misunderstanding of a Theological Concept in European Churches and Missiology (481-497); Klaus Nürnberger, God’s Mission in Practice: The Struggle for Liberation, Dignity and Justice in African
Societies (498-520); Wolfgang Günther, The History and Significance of
World Mission Conferences in the 20th Century (521-537); Soo-Il Chai, Missio Dei – Its Development and Limitations in Korea (538-549); Paulo Suess,
Missio Dei and the Project of Jesus: The Poor and the “Other” as Mediators
of the Kingdom of God and Protagonists of the Churches (550-559); Theo
Sundermeier, Missio Dei Today: On the Identity of Christian Mission (560Verbum SVD 63:2-3 (2022)
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mission comes from God and belongs to him has become quite expanded and the number of reflections has grown significantly.
It is striking that in 2000 a congregation the size of the Divine Word
Missionaries took this perspective for their mission understanding. 50
However, it does not seem all too clear what such an option implies,
both in theoretical terms for the understanding of creation, revelation,
church and the construction of society, and in the manifold practices of
mission and the place of missionaries and missionary congregations in
church and world. For some churches and communities, missio Dei is
too open a concept with no meaningful content and practical prescriptions about how to go about converting people and planting churches,
it opens up too far for a pluralistic approach to religions and permits
too liberal views.
In times of Pope Francis, the emphasis on the practical life of the
believers as well as on theological reflection might be placed strongly
on discerning God’s will, the Spirit’s motions, and joining one’s own
forces and interests with what God is doing in this world. It is more a
mission and evangelisation of attraction 51 than previous emphases implied with the ecclesial obligation to announce Christ without compromise—as Pope John Paul II kept repeating, among many other
things—or the indispensable insistence on truth—one of Pope Benedict
XVI’s favourites. Of course, Pope Francis has been a Jesuit all his life 52
and obviously sticks to this spiritual practice and tradition of freedom,
at times much to the annoyance of powerful people around him.
Conclusion
In this reflection I have tried to follow developments of the shifts in
the mission perspective over the last century. However, at this stage,
there is no singular concept nor practice of understanding and doing

50
51
52

578); Jacques Matthey, God’s Mission Today: Summary and Conclusions
(579-587); Wilhelm Richebächer, Missio Dei: The Basis of Mission Theology
or a Wrong Path? (588-605). The articles were also published in German by
Evangelisches Missionswerk Hamburg (EMW), missio Dei heute. Zur Aktualität eines missionstheologischen Schlüsselbegriffs (Weltmission heute.
Studienheft 52), Hamburg: EMW in Kooperation mit Evangelische Kirche
von Kurhessen-Waldeck 2003.
For more details see my reflection on this General Chapter in this issue.
Stephen Bevans, Pope Francis’s Missiology of Attraction: IBMR 43 (1.2019)
20-28.
Andreas R. Batlogg SJ, “Unterscheidung der Geister”: Ignatianische Erfahrung und Konzeption. Oder: Was die Kirche von einem Jesuitenpapst lernen kann: Erbe und Auftrag 98 (3.2022) 258-268.
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mission, neither among the different Christian denominations nor
within the Catholic Church nor even within a single congregation like
the Divine Word Missionaries. There might be the option—or temptation rather—to concentrate the last remaining forces on doing what we
have been doing all the time and what we think we have done well—
and not reflect too much on conceptual questions. In times of “weak
thinking,” apparently an easy way out—it might be enough to profess
verbally to engage, further, do, participate, etc. in a mission coming
from God. Critical reflections are left to those who idle their time off in
the libraries without any practical engagement. However, the spiritual
and existential engagement of how to go about taking God seriously as
an actor in history might well be worth the effort.
Obviously, missions have to do with a wide field of implications.
Many of them boil down to what God means for the missionary disciples, how they view the kingdom of God and live out their obedience to
the Spirit. All of that may lead to many more questions than simple
answers. That is not really new: Already two thousand years ago, Peter
encouraged responding to any demand on what kind of reason lies behind the hope that motivates the disciples in their everyday life (see 1
Pet 3:15)—a task beyond the split between theory and practice.
ABSTRACTS
Das Verständnis, dass Mission von Gott ausgeht und die Kirchen zur Mitarbeit einlädt, ist heute eine weit verbreitete Sichtweise. Der Grundgedanke
wurde als missio Dei vor siebzig Jahren auf einer Missionskonferenz in Willingen (Deutschland) formuliert. Dieser Überblick stellt das Konzept in seiner
Entwicklung während des letzten Jahrhunderts dar, mit Entwicklungen vor
dem Zweiten Weltkrieg und dem Ereignis der Konferenz von Willingen. Die
katholische Missionswissenschaft brauchte einige Zeit, um den Begriff zu rezipieren, aber auf dem Zweiten Vatikanischen Konzil wurde er zu einem wichtigen Bestandteil der theologischen Grundlage der Mission. In den Jahrzehnten nach dem Konzil erhielt die Missionstheologie andere Akzente und erst in
den letzten beiden Jahrzehnten ist die Perspektive der missio Dei wieder in
den Vordergrund getreten.
La idea de que la misión se origina en Dios e invita a las iglesias a participar en ella es una perspectiva ampliamente compartida en la actualidad. La
idea básica de la misma se formuló como missio Dei hace setenta años en una
conferencia sobre la misión celebrada en Willingen (Alemania). Esta visión
general sitúa el concepto en su desarrollo a lo largo del último siglo, con desarrollos anteriores a la Segunda Guerra Mundial y al acontecimiento de la
Conferencia de Willingen. La misionología católica tardó un tiempo en recibir
el término, pero éste pasó a ocupar un lugar destacado en la fundamentación
teológica de la misión en el Concilio Vaticano II. En las décadas posteriores al
Concilio, la teología de la misión recibió otros acentos y sólo en las dos últimas
décadas, la perspectiva de la missio Dei ha vuelto a ser prominente.
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Aujourd’hui, l’idée que la mission prend sa source en Dieu et invite les
Églises à y participer est largement partagée. Le concept de base en a été formulé il y a 70 ans comme missio Dei à la Conférence de Willingen (Allemagne).
Ce panorama replace le concept dans son évolution au cours du siècle dernier,
avec son développement avant la seconde guerre mondiale et l’événement de
la Conférence de Willingen. La missiologie catholique a mis quelque temps à
recevoir le terme, mais il est devenu central dans le fondement de la mission
au concile Vatican II. Au cours des décennies après le Concile, la théologie de
la mission a trouvé d’autres accents et c’est seulement dans les deux dernières
décennies que la perspective de la missio Dei a repris la première place.
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MISSION TO CHINA:
FROM THE RITES CONTROVERSY TO FIGURISM
From the outset of mission in China, the Jesuits and other missionaries made huge efforts towards the development of methods to
transmit the Christian faith in culturally acceptable terms. Accommodation is one of the policies, later on Figurism became a more radical intent towards inculturation. The treatment of Chinese religions
and wisdom traditions became the cause for serious disputes known
as the Chinese Rites Controversy. In this article, the perspectives and
intentions of Figurism are analyzed and presented with their proponents and adversaries as well as with the themes they treated in their
intention to establish common ground between Christianity and Chinese traditions.

Introduction
The world mission, especially that of early modern times, constituted a great challenge for Catholicism. Different continents, countries, nations, peoples demanded different concepts of missionary
methods, as already José de Acosta SJ (1540–1600) had described and
demanded. 1 Especially the missionaries of the Society of Jesus, later
followed to a certain extent by those of the Sacra Congregatio de Propaganda Fide and missionary orders and congregations in the 19th century tried to adapt to the changing situations. For the Jesuits the
methods to be used in the missions had to be adapted to the nation or
group to be Christianized. The theological foundation was 1 Corinthians 9:22-23, where the Apostle Paul wrote: “I have become all things
to all people so that by all possible means I might save some.” Ignatius
of Loyola SJ (1491–1556) followed this motto in his quest for God in all
things. According to the well-known story, Paul “found” the one true
* Prof. Dr. Claudia von Collani is a Catholic theologian and missiologist. She
also studied sinology and japanology. She teaches at the Catholic Theological
Faculty, Würzburg (Germany). Her research centers on East Asian mission
history. She has published widely on topics of Chinese mission and church,
particularly on figurism.
1
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God on the Areopagus in Athens under the image of the unknown god
(Ἄγνωστος Θεός). In addition to Paul’s example, another important factor in this context was for the Society of Jesus the development of probabilism, which played an important role in casuistry or cases of conscience indispensable for the work of confessors. When the conscience
is in doubt, emphasis is laid on the individual intention. That means
that a solid doubt is sufficient to abolish a law, even if the opposite is
more probable (lex dubia non obligat). 2 Probabilism was applied both
in confession and missions, the neophytes could take part in certain
rites and use spiritual terms from their own culture. 3
The Situation in China
The best-known example of the accommodation policy was the mission to China started by the Jesuits in early modern times. China as a
great and mighty empire felt no need for a foreign and new religion in
combination with a foreign Barbarian culture and probable conquests.
Therefore, the two Jesuits Michele Ruggieri (1543–1606) and Matteo
Ricci (1552–1610) had to use and to further develop the method of accommodation initiated by the Jesuit visitor Alessandro Valignano
(1539–1606) for Japan and China at the end of the 16th century. The
method consisted in learning the language, to convert from top down
(emperor, scholars as leading class), indirect mission by modern European science and technology, adaptation to the Chinese culture and, to
a certain extent, also to the Chinese religions.
In China, the missionaries met three religions (san jiao 三教), which
they called “sects,” namely of China, Confucianism, Daoism and Buddhism. There was Rujiao 儒教 (Confucianism), Shijiao 釋教 (Buddhism), and Daojiao 道教 (Daoism). At first, Buddhism and Daoism
were considered to be pure paganism, whereas the Confucian scholars
became the partners of dialogue and sometimes were converted. The
Confucianism of the classical Chinese books seemed to be very old and
contain vestiges of primitive revelation. Therefore, it could be used as
a preparation and for the propagation of Christianity. The modern
Confucianism, however, seemed to be a secular state philosophy, so
that Chinese Christians could be Confucianist and Christians at the

2

3

Probabilism had its origin in the thirteenth-century penitentials with
church rules concerning the Christian sacrament of penance. The Dominican Bartolomé de Medina (1527–1581) became its best-known advocate.
Collani 2019, 891f.
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same time. Buddhism and Daoism were rejected by most missionaries. 4 Only later, also Daoism was integrated into the system of mission.
An important part of the method of accommodation were the Confucian “Four Books” (Sishu 四書) 5 and the five classical books (Wujing
五經). 6 One of them, the Yijing 易經, the “Liber Mutationum,” or Book
of Changes, was a dangerous but also fascinating book in the eyes of
the missionaries. It was used for state government but “misused” for
divination. The sixty-four hexagrams of the Yijing consisting of broken
and whole lines constituted an enigma to be solved. Also, the term Taiji
太極 (supreme ultimate, supreme polarity, Greatest Last One), mentioned in the third appendix to the Yijing, in the Dazhuan 大傳 (Great
Appendix), played an important role. Taiji was represented as a circle,
half black and half white, consisting of yin and yang moving around
each other. 7 The Chinese philosophers considered Taiji also identical
with the Dao 道 (Tao) of the Daodejing 道德經, to be the origin of the
universe: “Therefore in (the system of) the Yî there is the Grand Terminus [Taiji], which produced the two elementary Forms. Those two
Forms produced the Four emblematic Symbols, which again produced
the eight Trigrams.” 8 In this way, the Yijing symbolized the cosmogony
by the genesis of the sixty-four hexagrams out of the Taiji. Not surprisingly, this became the center of conflict because this Chinese philosophical concept about the beginning of the cosmos contradicted the
Christian doctrine of the Creatio ex nihilo. Chinese and missionaries
considered the mythological emperor Fuxi 伏羲 (2952 BC) not only to
be the author of the eight original trigrams of the Yijing, but also to be
the author of Taiji, which was, however, only developed during the
Song dynasty by Zhou Dunyi 周敦頤 (1017–1073) in the diagram Taijitushuo (太極圖說). This diagram became very important for the
school of the Neo-Confucians, called Neoterici by the Jesuits, who were
considered atheists by most missionaries. 9

4
5

6

7
8
9

Standaert 2001, 310-311.
Mengzi 孟子 (Mencius), Lunyu 論語 (Confucian Analects), Zhongyong 中庸
(Doctrine of the Mean) (Part of the Liji), Daxue 大學 (Great Learning) (Part
of the Liji).
Yijing 易經 (Book of Changes), Shijing 詩經 (Book of Songs), Shujing 書經
(Book of Documents), Liji 禮記 (Record of Rites), Chunqiu 春秋 (Spring and
Autumn Annals).
Collani 2021, 202.
Quoted after ibid.
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The Historical Background: The Question of Terms
Closely connected with the missionary methods in China was the
question of terms and rites. More or less a great part of the 17th century
was dedicated to discussions about the proper names for the Christian
God, which became also a problem in the Rites Controversy. This debate was not limited to the China mission but already started in the
earlier mission in Japan.
The first Jesuit to enter Japan, Francisco de Xavier (1506–1552),
had a rather unfortunate experience when using Japanese names for
the Christian God. Acting on the advice of his translator, he opted for
Dainichi 大日 (Great Sun), which turned out to be a name for a divinity
in esoteric Buddhism, thus causing great misunderstanding among the
Japanese. From that time on, the missionaries decided to use only
Latin names adapted to the Japanese pronunciation, such as Deusu for
Deus. 10 At the conference of Macau, however, in 1600, the Jesuits decided and approved to use Chinese terms for Christian spiritual concepts in their books and preaching. For instance, Matteo Ricci used in
his book Tianzhu shiyi 天主實義 (1603) besides Tianzhu 天主 (Lord of
Heaven) the terms Shangdi 上帝 (Emperor-on-High) and Tian 天
(Heaven) to denote God as well as using tianshen 天神 and linghun 靈
魂 for angel and soul respectively. 11 But concerning Taiji he argued
that it could not be used as a name for God, otherwise called Shangdi
(supreme emperor) in the Chinese Classical Books, because it was only
introduced much later by commentaries and therefore only identical
with the “materia prima” of the Scholastics. 12 Later, however, his attitude changed, and he remarked cautiously: “If they finally would understand Taikieo (= Taiji) to be the first substantial principle, which is
intelligent and without end, then we admit that it were God and nothing else.” 13
After Ricci’s death intense and long-lasting discussions started
within the Society of Jesus about the proper names for spiritual things
between the years 1611 and 1633. 14 Especially Ricci’s successor as superior Niccolò Longobardo SJ (1559–1654) was convinced that the Chinese never had any idea about spiritual things. He wrote his “Resposta
breve sobre as controversias do Xámtý, tien xîn, lîm hoên” (“A Brief
10
11
12
13
14

Ibid., 4.
Tianzhu Shiyi (The true meaning of the Lord of Heaven) is an introduction
to Christianity for non-Christian Chinese scholars. See Ricci 1985.
Ricci 1985, 106-111; Collani 2021, 203.
Quoted after ibid.
Collani 2017, 73-76.
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Response on the Controversies over Shangdi 上帝, Tianshen 天神, and
Linghun 靈魂”) about this problem, which was later published in several translations and thus spread in Europe by adversaries of the Jesuits. 15 Also at the end of the 17th century a long apology on this topic
was presented in the book Confucius Sinarum philosophus … (1687).
In the “Proëmialis Declaratio” the use of Chinese terms was supported
by Philippe Couplet SJ (1623–1692), the editor of the book: in early
Christianity the Greek Θεός and the Roman Deus were used, despite
the fact that these names were also used for pagan gods. 16 Therefore,
each missionary order in China could use the names thought best.
The debate about the terms was opened again at the end of the 17th
century. The Kangxi Emperor 康熙 (1662–1722) issued an Edict of Tolerance in favor of Christianity in 1692, after having donated a tablet
with the inscription (of his own hand) jing Tian 敬天 to the Jesuits in
1675 meaning “to revere Heaven,” namely God under the symbol of
Heaven. This inscription placed religious buildings, temples, and
churches under imperial protection, but only if the respective religion
submitted to the state and observed Chinese laws. 17
On March 26, 1693, the vicar apostolic of Fujian, Charles Maigrot
MEP (1652–1730), issued his famous “Mandatum” for the province of
Fujian and thus reignited the Chinese Rites Controversy. 18 Maigrot
not only forbade the participation of Christians in the worship of the
ancestors and Confucius, but also traditional Chinese names for God,
such as Tian (Tien), Shangdi (Xang ti) and Taiji, only permitting Tianzhu. Point six of this mandate forbade the use of the “pagan” book Yijing (Ie king) and the term Taiji (Tay kie), because both could lead to
error and superstition. Maigrot’s Mandate was submitted to the Holy
Office in 1697. The Decree “Cum Deus Optimus” (20 November 1704),
followed by the prohibitions of 1715 and 1742, confirmed all prohibitions except those concerning the Yijing and Taiji. 19 Maigrot was convinced that Confucianism was identical with “atheism,” therefore the
Chinese emperor as highest representative of Confucianism was also
the first atheist in China. 20 For getting further evidence about the controversial points, however, Clement XI sent a special “legatus a latere”
to China, Charles-Thomas Maillard de Tournon (1668–1710) who ar15
16
17
18
19
20

The original text was published with different translations (Latin, English)
in: Meynard/Canaris 2021.
Collani 2022, 16f.
Standaert 2001, 496-498; id. 2012, 308-358; Collani 2022, 4f.
See Collani 2019, 893-901.
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rived in Guangzhou in June 1705 and at the imperial Court in December of the same year. 21
Maigrot’s prohibition of all Chinese names for the Christian God
besides Tianzhu caused great discussions and writings pro and con.
This led to countermeasures on the side of the Jesuits. They published
books in favor of the Chinese rites and terms, many of them using older
manuscripts, and they collected testimonies given by Chinese dignitaries and Christians about the meaning of the rites and names. In 1700,
the Jesuits also asked the Kangxi emperor for his expertise.
We say that the Sacrifices which the Chinese Philosophers
call Kiao Xe (Jiao She 郊社), that is, Sacrifice offer’d to
Heaven and Earth, by which they say, that Xam Ti
(Shangdi 上帝), or the Supreme Lord of Heaven and Earth
is Worshipped. Upon this account the Inscription, before
which these Sacrifices are offer’d, contains these words,
Xam Ti, that is to the Supreme Lord… Hence it is also evident, that the Writing his Majesty honour’d us with, in
which he Wrote with his own hand, Kiem Tien (jing Tian
敬天), worship Heaven bears no other sense than the mention’d. 22
The emperor answered:
The Contents of this Writing are well Written, and agree
perfectly with the great Doctrine (or Great Way, Da Dao
大道). All Nations in the World lie under an obligation of
paying due respect and reverence to Heaven, their Rulers,
Parents, Masters, and Ancestors. The Contents of this Paper are exactly true, and require no correction at all. 23
This “Declaratio Rituum” was sent to Rome and submitted to the
Holy Office; later, it was published together with a collection of documents as Brevis Relatio eorum, quæ spectant ad Declarationem
Sinarum Imperatoris Kam Hi circa Cœli, Cumfucii, et Avorum cultum
… (Peking, Canton 1701) (Latin, Chinese, Manchu). This document of
a dialogue between Christianity and Confucianism on the highest
level, however, had been denounced by adversaries of the rites as a
forgery of the Jesuits, or an unacceptable interference of a pagan emperor into theological questions. 24

21
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Stumpf 2015, LIII.
A short Account 1703, 9f; see also Collani 2022, 74.
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Joachim Bouvet and the Beginnings of Figurism
Founder of the Figurism in China was the French Jesuit Joachim
Bouvet (1656–1730), one of the illustrious group of the five “Mathématiciens du Roy,” sent to China by Louis XIV in 1685. Besides doing
missionary work they were to collect scientific data and keep a correspondence with the Académie des sciences in Paris. Bouvet stayed together with Jean-François Gerbillon (1654–1707) at the Chinese court
as teachers of the Kangxi Emperor. 25 In 1693 Bouvet was sent back to
Europe to bring more learned French Jesuits to China. 26 Only in
France Bouvet got to know about Maigrot’s Mandate of 1693 and
started to refute it. This became one of the starting points of Figurism.
Already during his education in France Bouvet had prepared himself
for the mission work by studying besides languages the old European
allegorical theology, Jewish-Christian Cabbala, “Prisca Theologia,”
Hermetism, the philosophy of Plato and Pythagoras, Neo-Platonism,
Egyptian hieroglyphs. 27
Still in Europe and during the years after his return to China Bouvet started to contribute his part to the defense of the Jesuits and their
method of accommodation. His way was two-fold. On the one hand he
continued the traditional accommodation of the Jesuits started by
Matteo Ricci and his successors, but at the same time he developed
Figurism which went a whole step further. Besides Maigrot’s Mandate
the subjects of Bouvet’s Figurism were also based on João Rodrigues’
(SJ, 1561–1633) (lost) treatise on religions in Japan and China and
even more on Niccolò Longobardo’s above-mentioned treatise. Bouvet’s
first real treatises on Figurism are his letters to the Abbé Jean-Paul
Bignon (1662–1743) (September 14, 1704), and the apology of his “Supplément à une lettre…” (October 26, 1704). 28 The subjects Bouvet dealt
with and tried to refute were different from Rodrigues/Longobardo’s
assumptions about China which in his eyes were wrong. 29 They assumed that the Chinese people descended from Ham, Noah’s bad,
cursed son, whom they identified with the evil Persian magician Zoroaster, whereas Bouvet assumed that the Chinese people descended
from the good son Shem. 30 Longobardo’s description of his interviews
with Christian Chinese scholars was supposed to prove their wrong
25
26
27
28
29
30
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ideas of Christianity, namely that God’s son Jesus had been incarnated
several times in China, whereas Bouvet wrote that the future incarnation had been known in China among several other mysteries of Christianity. 31 Bouvet also solved the problem of Zoroaster and the Prisci
Theologi in a Figurist way: Zoroaster was identified with Hermes Trismegistos which is only another name for the patriarch Henoch. 32 The
Yijing which was condemned by Rodrigues/Longobardo and by Maigrot
as a book full of superstitious symbols became in Bouvet’s system the
base and most important of all other Chinese books. 33
With the help of these two lengthy treatises/letters of 1704 Bouvet
wanted to lay the foundation of his Apostolic Academy by getting (financial) help from the Pope, the Propaganda Fide, the Jesuit general
superior, Leibniz, and several other persons. However, these plans
failed. Among the Jesuits Bouvet brought to China in 1698 were his
future disciples Joseph-Henry de Prémare (1666–1736) and JeanFrançois Foucquet (1665–1741), the two most important Figurists.
Later, they were joined by the French Jesuits Jean-Alexis de Gollet
(1664–1741) and Jean-François Noëlas (1669–1740). Bouvet succeeded
in establishing a small Apostolic Academy to start the Figurist research and exegesis of the Chinese books, teaching his followers via an
exchange of letters. 34 In this private Apostolic Academy the Figurists
(sometimes 15 Jesuits) worked with Chinese books and texts and developed new Figurist ways of interpretation and translation. Against
the background of the Chinese Rites Controversy Figurism seemed the
solution of all controversies and of all problems of the mission. With
the Figurist interpretation of Chinese books the conversion of the
whole of China and especially of the Kangxi Emperor to Christianity
seemed to be easily possible. Chinese people should understand the
mysteries and dogmata of Catholicism by means of its own old (classical) books. During the development of Figurism its adherents also
added books of Daoism, of Neo-Confucianism and also more modern
literature. As a next step the prophecies contained in the Chinese
books were to complete Western Catholicism. Figurism was stopped by
the prohibitions of the Chinese Rites in 1715 and 1742 but it was also
sharply criticized in the Jesuit order itself. 35
Let’s at first describe Bouvet’s traditional apology.
31
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Bouvet’s Traditional Apology:
the Tianxue benyi and the Gujin jing Tian jian
The Tianxue benyi 天學本義 and its expanded continuation Gujin
jing Tian jian 古今敬天鑒 are constructed in the traditional Jesuit way
of religious treatises in the Chinese language of the 17th century. Both
try to prove that the Chinese of antiquity and those of the contemporary time knew about the one true God and always revered him. Bouvet, who had contributed to the Brevis Relatio by describing the imperial sacrifice to Heaven and Earth and proving by proverbs of educated
and simple people that the whole nation acknowledged the one God,
continued this line through different stages. The treatises follow the
examples given by Matteo Ricci and his successors, and they were
highly acknowledged by the Kangxi Emperor. 36 During their genesis
Clement XI sent the papal legate Charles-Thomas Maillard de Tournon to China, where he was shown Bouvet’s Tianxue benyi to convince
him that the Chinese were no atheists. Tournon, who had already
made up his mind, condemned the manuscript. 37
The Tianxue benyi starts with a chapter on many possible names
for God in China to prove that he had always been known there. Besides Shangdi and Di there were many examples with names mentioning Tian 天, Heaven, Huangtian Shangdi 皇天上帝, Sublime Heaven
Highest Emperor, or Shangtian Shenhou 昊天旻天, Great and Immense Heaven; Haotian Shangdi 昊天上帝, Immense Heaven Highest
Emperor; Minghe 明赫, Most Intelligent Most Remote, etc. 38 Another
important first example was 大一 dayi or Taiyi 太一, Greatest Unity,
Greatest One as a name for God. Bouvet used this example also in his
most famous letter to Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646–1716) (4 November 1701). For the interpretation, Bouvet adhibited a well-known
method, namely analyzing and interpreting the characters, as, for example, used in the dictionary Shuowen jiezi 說文解字. The character
tai 太 consisted of da 大 (great) and the point 、, interpreted by Bouvet
as “great Lord.” 39 For Bouvet the part yi 一, unity, and da 大, great,
meant the archetypical heaven: Yida wei Tian 一大為天, “one plus
great is heaven.” The character di 帝 (emperor), part of the binome
Shangdi 上帝 has as meaning “the highest Lord of everything.” The
36
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hieroglyph, as Bouvet calls it, consisted of li 立, erect, build (erigere)
and of jin 巾, standard, flag, meaning that God is the highest authority
on earth, who governs all things and whom all obey. 40 Kangxi presented a similar analysis when he tried to teach Maigrot. 41 During his
interview on 2 August 1706, Kangxi tried to convince him that Tian
and not Tianzhu was the best name for God in China. Fr. Antoine
Beauvollier SJ (1657–1708) had to analyze the character Tian for him:
“Tian means yi da 一 大 the first great one, or the first being, who existed before there was heaven or earth and anything at all, which created heaven and earth and everything which is contained in them.” 42
That the term Heaven had a spiritual meaning can clearly be seen
in Han Tan’s 韓菼 (1637–1704) preface to the Tianxue benyi. 43 He
wrote: “… And really, the old Canonical Books are speaking very
clearly about Heaven. For they say that he takes care of all here on
this earth. They praise him so much that they think that he sees and
hears everything. Finally, they acknowledge that he has the highest
power to punish and to reward in himself. Namely the Heaven generates everything from his fertile womb, he nourishes the generated and
fosters and nurses it. The greatest and the smallest on earth, everything has its origin from Heaven. Who determines the courses of sun
and moon and assigns the ways to them? Who disposes the actions of
flash and wind? Who finally distributes and moves the breath which
we move? 44 … This is certainly done by the one who is invisible and
without corporal matter. For Heaven elevated our Royal family to the
highest summit. In the decision to establish their excellent and in
every respect perfect rule Heaven’s providence can be seen clearly. So
when the old ones spoke about Heaven especially felicitously in their
statements they always referred to the benefits for human beings. So
when they say: ‘revere the Heaven, revere the King,’ both has nearly
the same meaning.” 45
40
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The Kangxi Emperor’s Role for the Development of Figurism
For those missionaries and especially for Bouvet who recommended
a dialogue with the Chinese culture and religion against the controversies, the Kangxi Emperor played a most important role. The great hope
of the Jesuits was always to convert from the top down, i.e. from the
Chinese emperor who would be followed by his people. By issuing the
Edict of Tolerance in 1692 Kangxi seemed to be very close to Christianity which was sustained by his engagement in the Rites Controversy
with his declaration concerning the meaning of the characters jing
Tian as veneration of God. 46 Kangxi, however, was the highest Confucian priest who offered the state sacrifice to Heaven and Earth. Like
the Mongol and other Asian rulers, he was very tolerant against all
religions in his empire if they respected the culture, laws and rules. 47
But Kangxi also compared the religions of his empire with each other,
assuming, for example, that the Tibetan Lamas had several things in
common with the Christians, namely their mysteries. Both sides believed in one God who is three and one. Concerning the name for God
Kangxi did not advocate Wanwu Zhenzhu 萬物真主, Lord of all things,
but only one word, namely Tian. “There is no word in creation which
matches the immensity of God. The very name you have just spoken is
inadequate. God is alone among all things; if, therefore, he is Lord of
all things, he is Lord of himself, and inferior to himself. The immensity
of God can be contemplated with the intellect, but cannot be expressed
in a word.” 48
The Kangxi Emperor felt, of course, offended when he noticed that
his declaration of 1700 sent to Rome was received without any positive
effect and without any answer. Also, his legations to Rome were without any resonance. 49 Therefore, he became suspicious with the intentions of Tournon’s delegation to China and admonished him that Christianity could not be tolerated in China if it did not harmonize with
Confucianism. 50 Tournon, however, condemned the Tianxue benyi on 6
July 1705, because it seemed to suggest that the Europeans should
learn from the Chinese (!!). 51 To convince Tournon Kangxi ordered on
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18 December 1705 that Bouvet’s Tianxue benyi should be translated
into a European language so that Tournon could understand it. 52 To
get things clear Kangxi tried to teach the pope via Tournon about his
attitude as representative of the Chinese religion and philosophy. During the farewell audience on 30 June 1706 (20th of the 5th Month)
Kangxi sent a message to the Pope via Tournon: “Yesterday you asked
me if I had any instruction to give you. Afterwards I thought about it,
but I have no instructions to give you, except that you should tell the
Supreme Pontiff that here in China, for 2000 years we have been faithful to the teaching of Confucius. That in the 200 years since the time
of Father Ricci, and especially during the 40 years and more I have
reigned, the Europeans have enjoyed complete peace without incurring
any blame. But if anything should occur which is contrary to the abovementioned teaching, it will be difficult for the Europeans to remain in
China.” 53
The Beginnings of Figurism
Parallel to the different stages of the Tianxue benyi and the Gujin
jing Tian jian Bouvet’s ideas about the religion in China led him to
Figurism. The very first beginnings were in the correspondence with
Leibniz between 1697 and 1703, followed by his lengthy, above-mentioned letters to the Abbé Jean-Paul Bignon where we can find the first
expressions of Figurist ideas. 54 Still in Europe Bouvet felt a strong vocation as missionary to the Far East, his great ideal being Francis Xavier. As already mentioned, Bouvet prepared himself for the mission
in a special way by learning several languages and reading about all
kinds of European hermetical systems. All this he found in the many
books of the polymath Athanasius Kircher SJ (1602–1680). 55 Most important became Kircher’s Oedipus Aegyptiacus (Rome 1652–1654),
where Kircher tried to interpret the Egyptian hieroglyphs and introduced the theology of the Greek god Hermes Trismegistos. Another important book for Bouvet became Paul Beurrier’s Speculum christianae
religionis (Paris 1666). Beurrier (1608–1696), a French secular priest,
found rests of the primitive revelation and vestiges of primitive Christianity at all nations and religions, also in China. He wrote: “It is sure
that the Chinese knew the same truth as the old patriarchs about the
52
53
54
55

Ibid., 100f.
Stumpf 2015, 416f.
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creation of the world, the creation of the first human beings, their fall,
the deluge, Trinity, redemption, about angels and demons, about the
eternal reward of the good and the punishment of the bad people.” 56
Bouvet liked to use Beurrier because he had been approved by censorship. 57
Figurist Exegesis
Since the time of early Christianity Christian theologians tried to
connect the New Testament with the Old Testament to prove that
Christianity was the fulfillment of the expectations of a future Messiah
of the Old Testament. Many events, stories and poetic parts of the Old
Testament seem to have behind their literal meaning a deeper, hidden,
a “figurative” meaning. Moreover, Jesus also spoke in parables, metaphors and allegories. Thus, a Figuristic exegesis seemed to be adequate
from the beginning and its justification can be found in the first letter
to the Corinthians where one reads: “Haec autem in figura facta sunt”
(1 Cor 10:6, “Now these things occurred as examples for us”) and “Haec
autem omnia in figura contingebant illis” (10:11: “These things happened to them to serve as an example”). “Figure” is the translation of
the Greek “τύπος.” In modern English translations, we have the word
“example.” The best instance for such an allegorical or Figurist interpretation is the Song of Solomon, where the main persons are interpreted as Jesus Christ and his bride, the church.
The Apostle Paul continued this line. For instance: the first man
Adam with his original sin is the typos, Jesus, the redeemer, is the
anti-typos, Eve is typos and Mary anti-typos. The patriarchs and justified ones of the Old Testament may be considered as models for the
redeemer, as for example Melchizedek, the priestly king (Gen 14:17f.).
The learned Greeks and Jews had less problems to accept the new religion, if the cruel events of the Old Testament were regarded as symbols and allegories of a higher truth and not as real happenings. In this
way, Greek philosophy and Jewish religion became compatible with
Christianity. One of the adherents of Figurist exegesis had been Philo
from Alexandria (13 BC–~45/50 AD). The Church Father Origen (†254)
used it, and it was used during the whole Middle Ages till the 20th century. Only modern exegesis neglects the Figurist exegesis and applies
different methods. 58
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Background: The Universal Flood
The starting point for Figurism was the thesis of that time, namely
of the common origin of mankind as mentioned in the Old Testament
from the patriarch Noah and his family (wife, three sons and their
wives), who were the only ones to survive the deluge, and in this way
became the parents of all human beings (Gen 7:7; 9:18-29; 10). Most
Jesuits in China supposed that Noah’s son Shem became the father of
the Chinese people. His descendants brought the primitive revelation
to China where it survived in a hidden way in the classical books. 59
Bouvet found the proof in the Chinese characters for ship: chuan 船,
consisting of mouth kou 口, eight ba 八, and ship zhou 舟, being a ship
with eight mouths, namely Noah and his family. 60
Another assumption of Figurism was that the oldest Chinese history was not authentic, but only an echo of the history contained in the
Old Testament. Therefore, for the Figurists the important old rulers,
heroes and villains of the Chinese history were only names for the patriarchs of the Old Testament or for Lucifer and the fallen angels. 61
Others constituted figures for the future redemption of mankind, as
Hou Ji 后稷, or emperor Huangdi 黃帝. 62 The Chinese mythology together with the two books Yijing and Daodejing became the foundation
for the figurist theology. 63
Fuxi, Henoch and the Yijing
The most mysterious figure of the patriarchs was Henoch whom the
Figurists found in China under the name of Fuxi, author of the important book Yijing, the “Liber Mutationum.” It was Bouvet’s favorite
book under whose hexagrams and their numerology he found all kinds
of secrets of the future redemption and even for the second coming of
the Messiah. This gained him the interest and support of the Kangxi
Emperor.
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The mythological emperor Fuxi constituted the best example for the
thesis of the common origin of all Eastern and Western mythological
traditions, quite a popular thesis in the 17th century: all pagan gods
and goddesses were only imitations of persons of the Old Testament,
for example of Moses and his sister. 64 In Chinese tradition, Fuxi ascended the throne in 2952 BC, which seemed to be before the universal
deluge. For Bouvet and his disciples Fuxi was identical with the GreekEgyptian lawgiver Hermes or Merkur Trismegistos, who plays an important role in Athanasius Kircher’s books on Egypt, with Adris or
Idris of the Arabs, with Zoroaster of the Persians, with the Egyptian
God Thot. In Figurism all these figures were only names for one single
person, the Patriarch Henoch of the Old Testament, the seventh after
Adam. Henoch, son of Jared, who “walked with God,” received special
knowledge about creation, astronomy, mathematics (both heavenly sciences) and the future redemption from God and did not die but was
taken by God (Gen 5:18-24). His wisdom survived in his books and in
the Jewish Cabbala. Bouvet believed to have found the lost Book or
Apocalypse of Henoch in the Yijing. 65 In his famous letter to Leibniz
dated November 4, 1701, Bouvet wrote: “… que Fo-hii n’a esté autre
que quelqu’un de ces grands personnages (i.e. Zoroastre, Mercure Trismegiste, Enoch), ce que les deux jeroglyphes de son nom mesme, donnent quelque lieu de conjecturer. Car le 1er jeroglyphe Fo 伏 est compose de deux autres caracteres, savoir gin (ren 人 homo) et Kiuen
(quan 犬 canis), comme qui diroit homo-canis, sive canina sagacitate in
venandis et perquirendis rerum omnium causis et principiis, aussi
bien que Mercure Trismegiste, que les auteurs des jeroglyphes emblematiques ont representé avec une teste de chien sur un corps humain.
Le 2ond caractere hi (xi) signifie victimes, terme qui donne a connoistre
que Fo-hii a esté Sacrificateur, ou grand prestre et que c’est lui qui a
reglé l’ordre des sacrifices et du Culte Religieux. Outre le nom ordinaire, on lui donne encore dans les livres le Titre de Taï-hao, qui signifie tres grand, et trois fois grand, ou Trismegiste.” 66
In the following, several main subjects of Figurism will be discussed.

64
65
66

This was the main thesis of Pierre-Daniel Huet (1630–1721) as elaborated
in his book Demonstratio Evangelica, Paris 1679. See Collani 1989, 17.
Collani 1985, 189-199. 60; Collani 1989, 42f.
Leibniz 2006, 350; cf. Bouvet, Lettre à M. l’Abbé Bignon, 1704, Collani
1989, 43.
Verbum SVD 63:2-3 (2022)

Mission to China

221

The Creator God
Taiji and Dao both are used as names for the creating God. Taiji in
the Yijing was seen as spirit and immaterial intelligence, being without beginning and end, the true reason of beginning and end of all
things. 67
The Expectation of the Saint in China
In Bouvet’s eyes, the Redeemer of mankind, Jesus Christ, was also
expected in China, where the vestiges of the primitive revelation to
mankind could still be found in Chinese books. The Chinese philosopher Confucius was compared to St. John Baptist. Liezi 列 子 (ca. 450
BC) reported that when Confucius was asked if he was the long expected Shengren 聖人, he modestly answered and confessed: “I am not,”
as St. John Baptist did, when asked if he was the Messiah. Then he
was asked if the Three Kings (san huang =三皇) or the Five Emperors
(wu di 五帝)) were the Messiah. Confucius denied and said they were
figures of wisdom and virtue, but no one resembled the Saint. But who
then was this Shengren? Confucius changed color and answered as if
inspired by a prophetic spirit: “That Saint will come from the West,
whose presence and example of virtue are sufficient for the best and
pacific rule of the people and to become reconciled. His excellence cannot be expressed by any name. This seems to be the future Saint, but
I don’t know if he described him in the right way. I only know one
thing: my longing to see him is great, but I am without hope to be so
lucky in this life to see him.” 68
Prince Hou Ji as Figure for the Messiah
In the Shijing, 10th Ode of the first Decade of the Odes of Zhou,
Bouvet found the same story of the birth of the Redeemer as in Luke
2:1-20. The figure of the god of millet, Hou Ji 后稷, had many parallels
with the birth of the Messiah as described in the Bible. Whereas the
Ode seemed to tell the story of the beginnings of the Chinese dynasty
of the Zhou 周朝 (1122–256 BC), it described the story of the redemption of mankind. The couplets of this Ode show in fact some resemblance with the Christmas story. Hou Ji’s mother Jiang Yuan 姜原,
being one of the wives of emperor Diku 帝嚳 (2436–2366 BC), became
67
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pregnant with her son in a miraculous way when offering a sacrifice to
Shangdi. This happened at the time of the spring equinox just as
Mary’s conception. Hou Ji’s birth occurred at the winter solstice. Hou
Ji’s predilection for planting and sowing meant in the Figurist interpretation the cultivation of the human heart by seeding the true Gospel. Hou Ji’s sacrifice of bread and wine in the sixth couplet is the figure for the Eucharist. The sacrifice also shows great analogy to the
Hebrew Pascha. Hou Ji even offers a lamb as victim. Therefore, he is
a true typos or figure for the Messiah, his half-brother Yao 堯 (2357–
2258 BC) was a figure for “Yehova” (Jahwe), whereas the Zhou dynasty
was considered as a typos for the church. 69
King Cheng Tang, a Figure for the Redeemer
The deeds of King Cheng Tang 成湯 (trad. 1765–1760 BC), the
founder of the Shang dynasty 商朝 (1765–1122 BC), are described in
the Shujing. During a dreadful drought in China, the King offered himself as sacrifice for his people to heaven: “The whole people is accused
at heaven because of its sins. I am taking them all and I am preparing
now to give satisfaction for them.” Dressed in a white garment, the
human victim went into the wood like a lamb, to offer himself for the
people. He prayed to Heaven and offered himself as a sacrifice, and
Heaven sent rain. 70
Daoism in Figurism
The adherents of Figurism were the only China missionaries who
also tried to use Daoism and Neo-Confucianism for their theological
system, whereas all other missionaries refused any religion of China
besides Confucianism. In Bouvet’s opinion, the Daodejing is quite in
the same line as the Books of Wisdom of the Old Testament. Especially
Bouvet and Foucquet used Daoism in their theology, 71 whereas the oldest and only surviving Latin translation of the Daodejing was done by
the Figurist Jean-François Noëlas. 72
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The word Dao 道 was translated by the Figurists with ratio, way,
eternal and heavenly law, deepest origin, abyssus of all things (wan wu
zhi ao 萬物之奧 = abyssus omnium rerum, fathomless womb or mystery
of all things), divine ratio, uncreated wisdom, with which God created
all things. The symbol for Dao or Taiji is the circle, often subdivided
into a white and a black half, yin 陰 and yang 陽. The same symbol is
also known in the Jewish-Christian Cabbala as Ain soph or En soph, 73
symbol for the Absolute One, the Deus otiosus, the undifferentiated
unity and “coincidentia oppositorum.” From the Ain soph, the 10 Sephirot emanate, symbols for the divine attributes of the manifesting
divinity. Bouvet found this “Tree of the Sephirot,” which he had found
in Athanasius Kircher’s Oedipus Aegyptiacus, in China under the
name of Yinyangtu 陰陽圖 or Taijitushuo 太極圖說. 74 In Bouvet’s opinion, this figure was in China the symbol for youwu 有無 = being and
non-being, the incomprehensible and ineffable power of God, hidden in
the deepest seclusion of divinity, at the same time His Darkness and
His Light. Contradictory things are combined there in perfect unity. 75
Possible Interpretations of the Female Element
in the Daodejing
The female element is strongly represented in the Daodejing. The
Figurists identified it with the second sephirah in the Tree of Sephirot,
Chokhmah, God’s wisdom, in Greek Sophia, whereas the third sephirah Binah, the upper wisdom, is the “mother of the world” with the
seven Sephirot below her as her children. Binah here corresponds to
the female element expressing the power of creation, receiving, but
also giving birth, a kind of Shakti of the hidden God. The last sephirah,
Malkuth, is also called Shekhinah, who receives from Yesod, the ninth
sephirah. In this sephirah, the divine life is like light in a dark mirror,
leading the power of creation to the world. This last sephirah is sometimes shown in a passive way, as night, moon, earth, dry, gate, a transformer of power, 76 comparable to yin in China.
Bouvet used the identification of this female element with the dark
part in the symbol of the Ain soph/Taiji. The dark half represents Sophia or Sapientia from the books of wisdom in the Old Testament,
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being present as God’s companion when he created the world: “The
Lord created me at the beginning of his work, the first of his acts of
long ago. Ages ago I was set up, at first, before the beginning of the
earth. … When he established the heavens, I was there, when he drew
a circle on the face of the depth…” 77 In Jesus Sirach, she is described
in the following way: “I came forth from the mouth of the Most High. I
dwelt in the highest heavens, and my throne was in a pillar of cloud.
Alone I compassed the vault of heaven and traversed the depth of the
abyss” (Sir 24:3-5). In the translation of the Vulgate in 24:24 she is
saying: “I am the mother of the beautiful love…,” which has been omitted in some modern translations. Bouvet found many other allusions
for this creature in Exodus, in the Books of Kings and in Ezekiel. Sophia/Anima is living in the tabernacle, in the oracle of the temple, in
the column of fire and of clouds, in the temple of the Lord as his most
holy spouse, created from the beginning and hypostatically united to
Jesus Christ. 78 Before the incarnation of Christ, she stayed day and
night with Israel since their Exodus from Egypt. She was light during
the night for Israel (Isa 4:5), protecting it all the time from the demons
of midday during the forty years in the desert. 79
The Figurists found Sophia in the Daodejing where she plays an
important role in the first and twenty-fifth chapters. Dao is called
there “mother of the ten thousand beings” (wanwu zhi mu 萬物之母)
and “Mother of the world,” or “Mother of all things.” 80 The Figurist
translation of the first chapter of the Daodejing as follows:
“The reason which can be understood by reasoning is not
the eternal reason
The name which can be named is not the eternal name.
Non-Being is called origin of heaven and earth
Being is called mother of all things.
Therefore, the eternal Non-Being desires by contemplating of its perfectness
The eternal Being desires by considering its finalities.
These two (Non-Being and Being) come forth at the same
time but are given different names.
The same (under these names) is called fathomless even
more profoundly penetrated abyss.
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The gate of all admirable (things).” 81
In Chapter 25, Laozi describes a creature being without any mutation, surrounding the universe, without diverging from the path of
truth; therefore, she is the mother of the universe. In the first chapter
of the Daodejing, she is described as being without beginning or end,
without name before creation, and receiving the name “mother of all
things” with creation. So Dao means the first-created of all creatures. 82
For the Figurists the idea of Ain soph/Taijitu could also be used to
represent the difficult dogma of the Hypostatical Union, the connection
of divinity and humanity in Jesus Christ, to the Chinese Christians.
The white part stands for the divinity, the dark part for the humanity
of Jesus Christ. It is a connection of the male part, divinity, God, with
the female part, the human soul of Jesus, identical with the firstborn
creature, Sapientia/Sophia. 83 In China, yin means the spirit of earth,
yang the heavenly spirit. Both are combined since the origin of the
world. Therefore, Dao is called in the Daodejing also “wan wu zhi mu,”
“mother of all creatures.” Yang represents the divinity of the Redeemer, yin his earthly, passive, female part. But only yin and yang
together can cause the redemption, 84 namely the heavenly reason for
redemption, i.e. the son of God, together with the earthly reason,
namely the ability to endure suffering and death. In the old Chinese
literature, the soul of Christ is also called tiandi zhixin 天地之心, the
Heart-Mind of Heaven and Earth. 85
This idea of the male and the female parts of Jesus Christ are also
expressed by the figures of Fuxi and his sister or wife, Nüwa 女媧, representing the anima of Jesus. 86
Chapter 25 describes the Dao “without beginning and end.” Laozi
did not know the real name of this Being before the production of
things: “This firstborn creature is standing alone without mutation,
before any (other) creature, surrounding the universe without diverg81
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ing from the way of truth.” Hence, she got her name tianxiamu 天下母,
“mother of all things,” i.e. of the universe. For Laozi, this being can
only be expressed by the character Dao, “Firstborn of all creatures”
(before Heaven and Earth) “xian tiandi sheng” 先天地生 (ch. 25,9). 87
She is alone in the world without a companion who resembles her; nobody knows her beginning, way and end. She is the origin of all
things. 88
Bouvet also found the report in the Yijing that the male creator God
and his first creature, the Sophia, worked together for creation. In Appendix III of the Yijing, Dazhuan 大傳, yin is form and yang matter,
which constitute all corporal things. The definition in the Yijing is as
follows: “Dao, or wisdom (uncreated) is like the virtue of both sexes (in
the spiritual sense).” 89 In the 17th to 18th centuries, it was quite common among Jesuits and Chinese Christians to describe God’s power as
creator with yin and yang. One of God’s names in Chinese was Dafumu, 大父母 “great Father-Mother.” In this respect, the missionaries
in China, and especially the Figurists, were much more liberal than
European theologians from the 16th to the 20th centuries. The Figurists
thought that in Dao the elements of both sexes worked together for
creation in a figurative sense. Symbol of the act of creation was Ain
soph/Dao, the circle partly black and partly white. 90
The Dogma of the Trinity
The Figurists were convinced that the deep mystery of the Trinity
was mentioned in two chapters of the Daodejing, in chapter 14 and
chapter 42.
Chapter 14 is in the Figurist translation by Noëlas:
“Whom you can see (and) you do not see is called Y (夷)
Whom you can hear and do not hear is called Hi (希)
Whom you can touch and do not feel is called Wei (微)
This triad cannot be fathomed until the ground
For it is chaos and unity.” 91
Joachim Bouvet quoted chapter 14 pursuing the interpretation of
the contemporary philosopher Li Yong 李顒 (1627–1705): “If you want
87
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to look at the law (dao), it is invisible, it can be called ye, without colour
(this alludes to the unity which is peculiar to the Father); if you want
to hear it, it is without voice, it can be called hi or soundless (this alludes to the second unity peculiar to the Divine Word, or Son); if you
want to seize it, it is wei, untouchable, it can be called most subtle (this
alludes to the third unity peculiar to the Holy Spirit); the interpreter
(i.e. Li Yong) makes this meaning about the Divine Trinity very clear,
so that there is no doubt about it…” 92 In Bouvet’s opinion there is no
other pagan nation that has something comparable to the way of expression in China, comparable to Christian theology, to deal with the
incomprehensible mystery of the Trinity.
The Figurist Joseph-Henry de Prémare found the Trinity in chapter
42 of the Daodejing and translated it in the following way: “Les processions divines commencent par la 1ère personne; la 1ère personne, se
considérant elle-même, engendre la 2ème ; la 1ère et la 2ème, s’aimant mutuellement, produisent la 3ème. Ces trois personnes ont tout tiré du néant.” 93
Based on Hermes Trismegistos, Bouvet read chapter 42 of the
Daodejing in this way: “The ratio (the relation of the three divine persons) had its beginning from the monad. The monad produces the dyad,
both monad and dyad produce all things.” That means that the monad
(the unity within the Father) generated by its spiritual word Yan (言)
the dyad, the other, concerning the only-begotten son. And the dyad
connected with the monad in eternal love, generates the Triad, belonging to the Holy Spirit. 94 The eternal law, Dao, is God, who generates
the second person, the Son; Father and Son together generate the Holy
Spirit. Therefore, the works of the Trinity are indivisible. 95 But the text
“Dao (the law) makes One” is in Bouvet’s opinion not the real meaning
of the Chinese text dao sheng yi, for the unity, symbol of the divinity,
or the first Person of the Trinity, was not made by the Dao or the eternal law, but is the origin and the first root, from which the eternal law
generates all beings. Dao, the eternal law, brings the primitive ratio
(ratio radicalis) of the generation from the unity, the unity exiting from
itself generates the dyad; the dyad together with the unity generates
the triad; the triad produces all things.
In the old dictionary Shuowen Jiezi Bouvet found Dao as a name
for the eternal law or God. Also in this book he found the idea of the
Trinity to be confirmed in a very clear way. At the beginning, the Dao,
92
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the law or ratio, started the production from the unity or from the One,
which made Heaven and Earth und divided them from each other and
produced all things. This law is symbolized by a circle, Taiji, the triple
principle of all things (taiji hun san 太極混三). This Taiji is in no way
the uncreated, limited mass, identical with Hundun 渾沌 (Chaos) or
mass of matter, from which the creator made Heaven and Earth, unlimited. The philosopher Zhou Dunyi of the Song dynasty called it Wuji
無極, without end, limit, beginning. 96
Negative Theology
Especially Bouvet used the spirituality of Daoism for his negative
theology. In Zhuangzi’s explanation Dao is the name of wisdom,
heaven and earth are her creation (shengtian shengdi 生天生地). The
creator only received his name Di 帝 by the act of creation, he is creator
and governor, also shenguei, shendi (神鬼神帝). 97 Therefore, Dao is here
the “prima mundi indigestaque mole,” earlier than the first rudiment
of the world, which can be expressed by Taiji, even if elsewhere both
are identical. But Dao/Taiji and Heaven, Tian, have both a double
meaning: a literal open meaning and a deeper, mystical and symbolic
meaning, namely God, the Lord of Heaven und true origin of all things,
the almighty spirit and the virtue of heaven and earth as father and
mother of all beings, as yin and yang. By this circumscription of God’s
power of creation through yin and yang, God also was called Dafumu
大父母, the Great Father-Mother. 98 Dao, the symbol for God, had the
elements of both sexes in symbolic meaning, who only together could
perform creation. The symbol of the Ain Suph/Dao bears several
names such as Taiji and other synonyms:
Wu 無 = Non-Being
You Wu 有無 = Being and Non-Being
Taixu 太虛 = three times greatest void, or immaterial
Wuji 無極 = without beginning, without principle.
This is the explanation given by Zhou Dunyi for his diagram Taijitushuo. 99
In the Daodejing and in Zhuangzi Bouvet found Taixu, which was
especially used by the Neo-Confucians from the Song dynasty but con96
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sidered to be atheistic by many missionaries. But Bouvet and his disciples did not believe that the principle of all things and of the world
was Nothing for the Chinese and that they were therefore atheists.
Even the old Christian theologians had known about a negative theology. Denis Areopagite had called God “Nothing,” because as God is everything, he is also nothing of everything. The Hebrew had called God
Being and Non-Being. The symbol of Ain suph of the Cabbala and
Yinyangtu are symbols of this idea. Wu 無 and Taixu 太虛, Nothing and
Void are names for the immaterial, invisible, unintelligible, or archetypical world. The eternal primitive images from where things not yet
emanated have neither figure nor body. 100 Laozi expressed that all
things of the universe are produced by the Being, and the Being is produced by Non-Being. For Laozi and Zhuangzi Dao as Non-Being was
the inscrutable womb containing the primitive ideas or exempla of all
things. Dao, the archetypical prefiguration is therefore the most noble
of all things. Heaven and Earth, however, produced everything from
the principle Taixu, or from Being and Non-Being, the Wu, identical
with Dao. Therefore, Wanxiang 萬象, all forms or images of the things
or ideas, are Taixu itself, or heaven, void of each matter. Wu and You
Wu go back to Zhuangzi. Non-Being, however, is not nothing, but the
still hidden being, not yet manifested in the creation. This first being
is the most primitive unity, but not founded in Nothing. It has Nothing
from the Non-Being. But if we assume that this being is the root of all
corporal things, then it is not nothing, but real and the true being. But
it is hidden (abscondita) in the Nothing or in the negation of the sensible world, it has the ratio of Non-Being, therefore its name is miraculous Being. 101
In Zhang Zai’s 張載 (1020–1077) book “Chim mum” (正蒙 Chengmeng) Taixu is the sublime and highest Majesty of Shangdi, ruling
over the whole heaven. The rule of the archetypical heaven is coming
from Taixu itself. But this Tian is not the material heaven, the opposite of the material earth, but the immaterial, archetypical heaven,
also called Taiji.
Ergo: Wu, Taixu, Dao or Taiji are not symbols for Nothing or the
vacuum. It is what the Christians venerate, source and origin of all
natural and supernatural good. But it is also the Saint of Saints, the
redeemer of the world. 102 The mystery of redemption is founded in mod-
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esty, in death and negation (annihilation) of the divine redeemer, as
Paul wrote in the epistle to the Philippians. 103
The Immortality of the Soul, Reward and Punishment
Bouvet found in the writings of the mostly pragmatic Chinese authors an almost Christian view of conception about souls and reward
and punishment after death. One of these authors was the Daoist philosopher “Koen in çii” (關尹子 Guan Yinzi). In Guan’s opinion, life and
death of the sensitive or corporal Soul were separation or disintegration of the connection between the subtle and rough matter of this soul.
The spiritual soul had another kind of life and therefore never dies
with the body being immortal. 104
But faith teaches that the soul, despite being immortal in a physical
way, cannot gain eternal happiness, if it has not lived in virtue during
the time of connection with the body. Therefore, it can suffer the punishment of eternal death. The old Chinese knew about this dogma, as
Bouvet quotes the Liji: “When the just one stays in virtue till his death,
he will not pass away when the soul leaves him. He does not die then
but finishes the course of his wanderings and comes to a life which has
no ending. But the sinner will pass from the temporal death to eternal
death.” 105 Bouvet found another description of the punishment of sinners in Laozi’s Daodejing: “The net God has spread over the sinners
includes them all, so that nobody can escape in spite of the fact that it
seems not to be compact.” 106 The commentary adds that this is not valid
for the earthly life, for it happens often that good people are in a bad
condition and sinners are successful. But it is valid for the end of the
world and for the last judgement.
The first hexagram of the Yijing is interpreted by Bouvet as the last
judgement. Christ, the judge and Redeemer of the world, is sitting on
his Throne and observes all people with the glare of a dragon and with
the intelligence of a snake. Thus he gets to know the merits and sins
of human beings. He then decides that the just ones can ascend with
him to heaven, where they rest together with the angels and take part
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in the future happiness. The foul ones are descending to hell together
with the devil where they are punished by the demons. 107
Bouvet made a new interpretation of the Chinese idea of soul according to which the soul consists of two parts, the “hoen” (魂 hun) and
“pe” (魄 po). One part is light like the air of heaven. After death, it goes
upwards, then it is dispersed and disappears. The other one is heavy
and thicker, it sinks to the ground and goes back to earth, where it
disappears. Bouvet interprets this clearly as the ascent to heaven of
the just ones and descent to hell for the sinners. The Chinese philosopher Guan Yinzi gives another evidence, namely hun and po are not
two parts of the material soul, but two different souls, the soul of good
people and that of bad people. Hun is the immaterial or spiritual soul,
“Lim hoen” (靈魂 ling hun), movable (on the way of virtue) and intelligent (wei sheng, ming hun). Its destination is the light comparable to
the angels. Po is the soul of the ignorant ones, who incline to the visible
things. By loving worldly things, they are lacking intelligence and they
are stupid. Their destination is the descent to darkness. 108
Kangxi and Figurism
One of Bouvet’s greatest adherents was evidently the emperor himself who at first supported the Tianxue benyi and afterwards also the
Figurist research. The first essays were written by Bouvet in 1707 using a kind of numerology based on the Yijing. 109 Kangxi became interested in Bouvet’s Yijing studies during several talks in 1710 and 1711.
The Emperor permitted Bouvet’s disciples Foucquet and Prémare to be
summoned to the capital, whereas a Mandarin was ordered to help
Bouvet to draw and write. Kangxi always wanted to be informed about
the state of Bouvet’s research. During his stay in Peking from 1711
until 1717 Foucquet developed his own way of Figurism mostly relying
on Daoism. 110 After a kind of dialogue with the Emperor in 1713,
Kangxi also permitted Prémare and Gollet to be summoned to Peking
to help Bouvet. 111
The Jesuit superiors in China, on the other hand, impeded the Figurists and their research. The most ardent of them was the visitor
Kilian Stumpf (1655–1720) who even together with other French Je107
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suits accused them before the Kangxi Emperor in 1716. At the end the
Emperor decided that Prémare and Foucquet should return to their
missions, whereas Bouvet was permitted to continue his research, but
all alone. He did so also after Kangxi’s death in 1722 when he was the
last and only Figurist in Peking. 112 Foucquet left the Society of Jesus
and China, the other Figurists belonged to the missionaries who were
exiled to Canton. Since 1724, Prémare stayed and worked there but
living with two more Figurists in the same house, namely with JeanAlexis de Gollet und François Noëlas, who translated the Daodejing
with Figurist interpretation into Latin. 113
Let’s finish with the opinion of the Kangxi Emperor of 1721:
“Amidst all the Westerners in China there is none who understands
thoroughly the principles of Chinese literary style; Po Chin [Joachim
Bouvet] alone knows somewhat of the purport of Chinese books, and
yet he has not understood it thoroughly. The Catholic Church does not
permit slipping into superstition; but Po Chin studies Chinese books,
i.e., superstitions; therefore, he is an apostate…” 114
Conclusion
Many missionaries tried to facilitate the way to the new Western
religion for the Chinese by interpreting and using the Chinese religions as preparation for Christianity. This was not easy, for especially
their European background of Scholastic theology often constituted a
great obstacle for them. A special challenge was the question of
whether Chinese names and concepts could be used for God and spiritual matters. Figurism, which at first glance seemed to be a strange
and outdated method, was an earnest attempt to understand Chinese
religion and philosophy and to open the door for a mutual understanding. The Figurists, even more than other missionaries, interpreted the
Chinese symbolism of Taiji and Yin/Yang not in a dualistic way as bad
and good, but instead used it in a Christian interpretation as creative
male and female forces in a new Christian-Chinese cosmology—as it
was no longer permitted to use the term “Dafumu” 大父母, Great-Father-Mother for God. This approach to Christian theology in China
was, however, stopped with the prohibition of the Chinese Rites in
1715 and 1742. 115
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ABSTRACTS
Seit Beginn der Mission in China unternahmen die Jesuiten und andere
Missionare große Anstrengungen, um Methoden zu entwickeln, den christlichen Glauben in kulturell akzeptabler Form zu vermitteln. Die Akkommodation ist eine der Strategien, später wurde der Figurismus zu einer radikaleren
Absicht der Inkulturation. Die Behandlung chinesischer Religionen und Weisheitstraditionen wurde zum Anlass für ernsthafte Auseinandersetzungen, die
als der „Chinesische Ritenstreit“ bekannt wurden. In diesem Artikel werden
die Perspektiven und Absichten des Figurismus analysiert und seine Befürworter und Gegner sowie die Themen vorgestellt, die sie in der Absicht behandelten, Gemeinsamkeiten zwischen dem Christentum und chinesischen Traditionen herzustellen.
Desde el principio de la misión en China, los jesuitas y otros misioneros
hicieron grandes esfuerzos para desarrollar métodos para transmitir la fe cristiana en términos culturalmente acceptables. La acomodación es una de las
políticas, más tarde el figurismo se convirtió en un intento más radical hacia
la inculturación. El tratamiento de las religiones y las tradiciones de sabiduría
chinas se convirtió en la causa de graves disputas conocidas como la Controversia de los Ritos Chinos. En este artículo se analizan las perspectivas e
intenciones del figurismo y se presentan sus defensores y adversarios, así como
los temas que trataron en su intención de establecer bases comunes entre el
cristianismo y las tradiciones chinas.
Dès le départ de la mission en Chine, les jésuites et les autres missionnaires firent un immense effort en vue de développer des méthodes pour transmettre la foi chrétienne dans des termes culturellement acceptables. L’accommodation est une des méthodes et, plus tard, le figurisme constitua un effort
plus radical vers l’inculturation. Le traitement des religions et traditions de
sagesse chinoises devint la cause de controverses sérieuses connues sous le
nom de querelle des rites chinois. Cet article analyse les perspectives et inVerbum SVD 63:2-3 (2022)
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tentions du figurisme et présente ses partisans et ses adversaires ainsi que les
thèmes traités dans ses intentions d’établir un terrain commun entre le christianisme et les traditions chinoises.
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THE HISTORICAL ROOTS OF THE EXPULSION OF CATHOLIC
MISSIONARIES FROM MAO’S CHINA
Christianity has a long tradition in China. Under the influence
of European imperialism and colonial powers, the mission of the
church both flourished and became perceived as part of the imperialist project. After World War I, the papal letter Maximum illud
(1919) with its stance against a nationalistic mission practice was
vividly discussed, accepted and contested. At the Shanghai Council
(1924), the translation of “catholica” was much disputed, in search
of a good relationship between the Chinese State and the Vatican/Church. The communist orientation of the Chinese State meant
a particular challenge. The expulsion of foreign missionaries forced
the Chinese Catholics to find creative ways to remain Christians and
stay in contact with the universal church.

In the more than one hundred years between 1839, when the First
Opium War began, and 1949, when Mao Zedong proclaimed the birth
of the People’s Republic of China, there was a substantial arrival of
European and American religious men and women in China. This
same period is remembered in China as “the century of national humiliation” for the heavy and well-known consequences that the Opium
Wars had on the history of the Chinese Empire in the last decades of
the Qing dynasty. 1 In 1842 the Treaty of Nanjing was signed, which
opened a subsequent long series of treaties referred to in China as the
“Unequal Treaties”: the Qing dynasty Empire was defeated by Great
Britain and forced to accept heavy conditions, including the opening of
five Chinese ports to foreign trade. This was a very traumatic transition for China at the time, which still conceived its relations with other
* Prof. Elisa Giunipero teaches History of Modern and Contemporary China at
Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, Milan (Italy), and is the Italian Director
of the Confucius Institute of the same university. Her main publications include: A. Giovagnoli/E. Giunipero (eds.), L’Accordo tra Santa Sede e Cina. I
cattolici cinesi tra passato e futuro, Vatican City: Urbaniana University Press
2019.
1

On the history of the late imperial period in China, see M. Bastid-Bruguière, La crisi delle istituzioni imperiali e l’esperienza repubblicana, in:
G. Samarani/M. Scarpari (eds.), La Cina III. Verso la modernità, Turin:
Einaudi 2009, 5-128.
Verbum SVD 63:2-3 (2022)

Historical Roots of Expulsion of Catholic Missionaries from Mao’s China 239

countries on the basis of the age-old Sinocentric system and which instead had to become aware of its technical and military inferiority compared to the European nations. 2
After the arrival of Christianity in China in the Tang era (618–907)
thanks to the monks of the East Syriac Church, after the missions of
the Franciscan friars in the Yuan era (1279–1368) and after the great
season of cultural exchanges animated by the Jesuits between the late
Ming period (1368–1644) and the beginning of the Qing dynasty (1644–
1911), in the last decades of the Chinese Empire’s existence, there was
a real missionary wave in conjunction with European colonial penetration. This was the season in which, according to Pomeranz, “the great
divergence”’ between North-Western Europe and China was created. 3
In this context, Catholic missionaries were parties, more or less aware,
to an intercultural relationship that would become conflictual. Just
over two centuries earlier, the presence of the Jesuits in Beijing had
given rise to a fruitful cultural dialogue between European missionaries and Chinese literati, while now the arrival in Shanghai and elsewhere of English, French and American entrepreneurs initiated exchanges in trade, financial techniques and production processes, but
this took place for the first time in the form of a balance of power decidedly biased in favour of the Europeans, and the Catholic missionaries were under French protectorate.
From the beginning of the 19th century to the middle of the 20th century, there were a total of 214 orders, congregations, institutes and
religious communities of the Catholic world active in China, and thousands of foreign Catholic missionaries, both men and women, had a
widespread presence in the country. Among these orders, congregations and religious institutes, more than half were reserved for women
(77 Catholic religious communities were created for Chinese women).
This missionary wave has even been called the Catholic “invasion” of
China. 4 By comparison, the presence of Protestant missionaries is numerically smaller overall. It is also estimated that in 1949 the number
of Catholics in the country was about 3.5 million while the Protestant

2

3

4

For the debate on the transition from a conception of China as tianxia to a
modern nation-state among others, see Ge Zhaoguang, The evolution of a
world consciousness in traditional Chinese historiography: Global Intellectual History 7 (2.2020) 207-225.
K. Pomeranz, The Great Divergence: China, Europe, and the Making of the
Modern World Economy, Princeton–Oxford: Princeton University Press
2001.
D. E. Mungello, The Catholic Invasion of China: Remaking Chinese Christianity, London: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers 2015.
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faithful, belonging to churches of the various denominations, numbered about half a million. 5
The presence of foreign missionaries, long banned by the Qing Empire, thus returned in large numbers and under the protection of the
European colonial powers that had attacked and defeated the Chinese
Empire. Previously, an edict by the Yongzhen Emperor in January
1724 had banned Christianity from the imperial territory and decreed
the expulsion of missionaries, excluding those serving at court. Therefore, in the framework of the troubled Controversy of Rites, a precarious situation had emerged for Christians in China, in which, with very
little possibility of presence and action for foreign religious, it was the
Chinese faithful, the laity and especially women, who guaranteed the
continuity of the presence of Christian communities. Christianity is no
longer a foreign religion but integrates itself as a creative indigenous
force. 6 In the mid-19th century, when the European missionaries, following the Opium Wars, were able to return to China, they imposed
their own authority and rules, their own discipline, on the Chinese
Catholics, clergy and laity, and considered the forms of Christian life
they brought as superior and preferable to the local forms, often looked
upon by them with suspicion. The Chinese clergy and laity went from
a situation of great independence to forced subordination to foreign
missionaries who often did not know the local language and context
well. The Chinese faithful reacted and, as it was often the case, several
protests, petitions and appeals to Rome occurred to denounce what
they considered to be abuses of power or behaviour of missionaries as
discriminatory against the Chinese. Sinicized ecclesial forms that had
been created in the Chinese church in the 18th century and the first
half of the 19th century were disrupted and uprooted, creating a paradox because the European missionaries working in China in the second
half of the 19th century had the task of promoting the local church but,
in the end, the outcome of their action was to destroy its albeit fragile
structures. In many places, problems and tensions occurred between
foreign missionaries and Chinese Christians and they were not of a
theological nature but revealed cultural and moral divergences and
5

6

See R. G. Tiedemann (ed.), Handbook of Christianity in China. Volume
Two: 1800-present, Leiden/Boston: Brill 2010, 915-957. Between 1800 and
1950, 63 Protestant missionary societies were active in China (including 33
American, 18 British and 9 from continental Europe), a composite presence
that includes various churches and missionary societies: denominations include Baptist, Methodist, Lutheran, Presbyterian along with many others.
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concerned the control of the church. 7 The long-term implications of
these less than harmonious relations, framed within the broader conflict then taking place between Europeans and Chinese, are better
studied today but deserve more attention. 8 However, as R. G. Tiedemann wrote referring to the example of the Jiangnan area, “after the
Opium Wars the indigenous clergy, with a few exceptions, was expected to play a subordinate role in the expanding missionary enterprise. Thomas Breslin comments on the imposition of European
(French) ecclesiastical control: ‘By destroying the Chinese form of
church organisation, the Jesuits in Jiangnan made certain that the
Catholic Church in China would be patterned upon the Roman model,
which featured the dominance of a numerous clergy and the subordination of the laity.’ It is clear that before the ‘unequal treaties’ were
imposed, European missionaries found themselves in a decidedly subordinate position among Chinese Christians in Jiangnan. But from
about the middle of the nineteenth century the roles were reversed. At
the same time, notions of cultural superiority persisted on both sides.” 9
With a look at the legacy of the late Qing period, this contribution
aims to examine the historical roots of the expulsion of missionaries in
the early 1950s by the New China government led by Mao Zedong. By
1954, the Catholic missionaries then present in the territory of the
People’s Republic were considered “enemies of the people” and, with
rare exceptions, expelled from the country with a ban on their return.
Among them was the Apostolic Internuncio, Msgr. Antonio Riberi
(1897–1967). We focus here on some paradigmatic and little-known episodes (in particular the Shanghai Council of 1924 and the inquiry into
Communism in China in the 1930s) to shed light on the relations between foreign missionaries and Chinese Catholics between 1919 and
1949 and on the evolution of the perception of Christianity by Chinese
society as a whole going through a phase of profound transformation.
7

8

9

D. E. Mungello, The Return of the Jesuits to China in 1841 and the Chinese
Christian Backlash: Sino-Western Cultural Relations Journal 27 (2005) 946.
See H. Harrison, The Missionary’s Curse and Other Tales from a Chinese
Catholic Village, Berkeley–Los Angeles–London: University of California
Press 2013, 74-91.
R. G. Tiedemann, From Autonomy to Subordination: The Transformation
of Chinese Catholicism in the Mid-Nineteenth Century Shanghai Region,
unpublished paper at the workshop “Christianity in Shanghai, 1840–
1949,” Fudan University, Shanghai, April 2014 [T. A. Breslin, China,
American Catholicism and the Missionary (University Park, PA/London:
Pennsylvania State University Press 1980), 13, quoted in B. Whyte, Unfinished Encounter. China and Christianity, London: Harper Collins 1988,
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1. The Shanghai Council and the Controversy over the Translation of the Term “Catholica Religio” into Chinese
The end of the Manchurian dynasty of the Qing brought with it the
collapse of certain pillars of the long-lasting imperial system such as
the system of examinations for the recruitment of officials, which had
long regulated access to political posts in the imperial administration
and had defined the education system: the training of Chinese literati
was still largely based on the study of the classics. The impact with the
West and the comparison with Japan led to the introduction of important innovations such as the foundation of modern schools and universities, the study of foreign languages and a greater emphasis on
technical and scientific knowledge. In the difficult and troubled Chinese path towards a new modern identity, the search for national unity
and redemption grew after 1911. The transition from Empire to Republic created uncertainty and left room for new political and cultural
projects to determine the country’s destiny. A fragile republican State
was born, leaning towards modernisation but troubled by the weight
of the past, by internal divisions and wars, by the economic crisis, as
well as by the presence of colonial powers occupying vital areas (including large parts of the flourishing city of Shanghai). 10 Within this
framework, Christianity was undoubtedly viewed by some Chinese intellectuals with distrust if not hostility due to its identification with
Western imperialism. Contributing to the climate of hostility, as several studies have highlighted, was the Chinese population’s reaction of
rejection of certain behaviours of foreign missionaries who, availing
themselves of the French protectorate, often defended those who converted by exempting them from Chinese laws. In the logic of obtaining
the greatest number of baptisms and in the difficulty of achieving this
objective due to the lack of knowledge of the language and the considerable cultural barriers, many missionaries, in the different local situations in which they operated, fed popular resentment and adopted
chauvinist attitudes. They reflected a mentality that believed a cultural transformation of Chinese Catholics was necessary, that is, their
westernisation. 11 At the same time, however, Christianity was regarded by several Chinese intellectuals with admiration. There is an
ambivalence here that needs to be considered and that goes hand in
hand with the dynamics of emulation and challenge with respect to the
Western model, in an attempt to move the country forward both in
terms of international prestige and in economic and cultural terms. In
10
11

M. C. Bergère, Shanghai: China’s Gateway to Modernity, Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press 2009.
Mungello, The Catholic Invasion of China, 14.
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the context of a vast debate on the modernisation of the country, understood by some as westernisation, on the one hand there undoubtedly persisted a widespread hostility against Christianity that led to
the anti-Christian movements of the 1920s, on the other hand not only
was Sun Yat-sen a Christian but so were politicians such as Lu Zhengxiang, writers such as Lao She, diplomats such as He Fengshan and
quite a few intellectuals such as Cai Yuanpei, a pupil of Ma Xiangbo,
who were considerably influenced by it.
1915 saw the start of the political and cultural ferment known as
the New Culture Movement, whose protagonists were a new generation of young intellectuals, and which was a great collective reflection
on the limits and evils of the traditional Chinese socio-cultural system,
with harsh criticism of the Confucian tradition. 12 Of great importance
in this profound cultural transformation was the radical reform of the
language with the passage from wenyan, the literary language of the
imperial era, to baihua, a vernacular form closer to speech, and the
birth of a new literature. 13 This is the framework in which many intellectuals such as Hu Shi, Chen Duxiu and Li Dazhao, and the last two
were later among the initiators of the Chinese Communist Party,
founded in 1921, were attracted by the ideal of a radical revolution for
an egalitarian and classless society: only a proletarian, non-bourgeois
revolution could free China from its miserable condition.
This created the conditions for the outbreak of the anti-imperialist
protest of the May Fourth Movement (1919), which Chinese historiography considers a decisive watershed for the turning point it marked
in the adoption of democratic ideals and modernity often identified
with the economic and political superiority of Western nations. Originating in the aftermath of the First World War, this movement was a
strong protest by intellectuals and students against the decisions
taken at Versailles, which were considered detrimental to Chinese interests and dignity. In the early post-war period, disappointment with
the West and its political and cultural model spread, prompting many
young Chinese to look to the emerging Soviet model.
In Rome, the birth of the Chinese Republic in 1912 reinforced the
hope that the Catholic missions would have more space and scope for
action. In 1917-18, China had also taken the initiative to propose the
establishment of diplomatic relations with the Holy See. This project—
12
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E. Forster, 1919 – The Year That Changed China. A New History of the New
Culture Movement (Transformations of Modern China 2), Munich/Vienna:
De Gruyter Oldenbourg 2018.
N. Pesaro/M. Pirazzoli, La narrativa cinese del Novecento. Autori, opere e
correnti, Rome: Carocci 2019.
Verbum SVD 63:2-3 (2022)

244

Elisa Giunipero

as is known—had been opposed by France, causing it to fail, but the
Vatican Secretariat of State had expressed its intention not to abandon
this objective. 14
After the end of the First World War and the signing of the peace
treaty with Germany, both China and the Holy See found themselves
somewhat united by a feeling of frustration at the post-war arrangement decided at Versailles. Benedict XV had a very negative impression of the peace treaties signed in Versailles. The Holy See had not
succeeded in resolving the “Roman Question” but, in addition to this,
there was a critical attitude in Rome towards exaggerated nationalism
and the great danger of a peace imposed heavily and unilaterally on
Germany was evident. On the other hand, China saw its German-controlled territories, particularly Shandong, passing to Japan. The Chinese representative in Versailles, Catholic Lu Zhengxiang, did not sign
the treaty and protest broke out in China with the May Fourth Movement. This movement drew the attention of the Holy See, which
grasped the Chinese aspirations for national recognition and dignity. 15
It was precisely in 1919 that the apostolic letter Maximum illud
was published, the first document on the missions issued by a Pope:
previously, all the Holy See’s texts on this subject had been published
by Propaganda Fide. In the text, Benedict XV does not cite these documents, although he does quote some of their contents, but only Scripture and does not address missionaries, but all Catholic bishops. The
document opens with an introduction that summarises the entire history of evangelisation carried out by the church. These are all indicative of the novelty of this letter, with which Benedict XV seems to want
to relaunch the entire missionary work of the church from scratch. It
is perhaps in the second part of the letter that we find the most innovative aspects of the document, namely the part in which the Pope
states that an apostolate inspired by nationalism would be deplorable
(pestis teterrima) and would compromise the authority of a missionary
among the people. 16
This document is unanimously considered innovative also for the
language used, which was unusually direct, incisive and forceful for
the time. China was the laboratory and starting point that gave the
14
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Holy See the opportunity in 1919 to develop a new position. In the
overall framework of the missionary action of the church, in fact, China
in those years represented a privileged place for all religious orders
and congregations, as the numbers of missionary personnel and the
statistics of the distribution of resources clearly show.
In Chinese missionary circles, there was then a heated debate on
the birth of a local church, untied from the French protectorate: some
personalities working in China, such as the Lazarist missionary Vincent Lebbe, who was in Tianjin, expressed an unusual radicalism, also
arousing strong contrary reactions and violent polemics. The positions
of Father Lebbe and another Lazarist missionary, Father Antonio
Cotta, also in Tianjin, received much attention at Propaganda Fide. In
December 1917, Cotta had written a note to Rome addressed to the
newly appointed Prefect of Propaganda Fide, Card. Willem van Rossum, one of the protagonists of this turning point. This text certainly
influenced the drafting of the apostolic letter Maximum illud, so much
so that in some points it is taken verbatim word for word. Added to
these positions is the report on the same topics by Msgr. De Guébriant,
Apostolic Vicar of Canton, who was later (1919) appointed by Card. van
Rossum as Apostolic Visitor to the Chinese missions. The promotion of
the local clergy and episcopate was the decisive terrain on which the
challenge was to demonstrate that the Catholic Church, in its history,
had undoubtedly taken root in Europe but had never wanted to identify itself with one culture or civilisation.
There is a focal point in the apostolic letter: Rome is a guarantee of
the internationalisation of the missions to safeguard them from a national and colonial perspective. In Maximum illud, Rome becomes central in the management of Catholic missions in the world and a guarantee for the development of local church structures in non-European
countries. Despite the fact that the Holy See needed to strike a balance
with diplomacy, in the knowledge, for example, that the European
powers wished to have missionary personnel of their own nationality
and that the borders of the colonies had to be respected, the turning
point of the apostolic letter goes clearly in the direction of the centrality
of Rome to ensure that the church would not be crushed by European
nationalisms.
A key role in this turning point imparted by Maximum illud was
played by the first Apostolic Delegate in China, Msgr. Celso Costantini, who arrived in China in 1922 when Sun Yat-sen’s Chinese Nationalist Party and the CCP formed an alliance and Soviet advisors
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became actively involved in Chinese political life. 17 From May 14 to
June 12, 1924, he presided over the Shanghai Council, a plenary council of the Catholic Church in China, also acting as papal legate during
the proceedings. Forty-nine ordinaries participated in the Council, including only two Chinese Apostolic Prefects: as a matter of fact, between the end of 1923 and May 1924, the first Apostolic Prefectures
governed by members of the Chinese clergy had been established in
Puqi (Hubei) and Lixian (Hebei), entrusted respectively to the Franciscan Odorico Cheng Hede and the Lazarist Melchior Sun Dezhen. 18
In addition to them, nine Chinese priests participated in the Council,
including Father Philip Zhao Huaiyi, whom Costantini had chosen as
his personal secretary and who two years later would receive episcopal
consecration in Rome. Thus, an overwhelming majority of foreigners
and precisely on the question of the promotion of a local clergy and
episcopate, the Apostolic Delegate and the Council would take clear
positions that aimed at the effective application of what had been desired by the Holy See for decades. In the decrees approved at the
Shanghai Council, in fact, there explicitly appeared the item: De admittendo clero indigena ad omnia officia, which stated that members
of the Chinese clergy could be admitted to any ecclesiastical office and
expressed the hope that some candidates for the episcopate would be
chosen from among them as soon as possible. These articles are clear
evidence that in 1924 there were cases of discrimination against Chinese priests. 19
“Catholica Religio”
The Decreta et Normae of the Shanghai Council are divided into five
books, the first of which, the Normae Generales, contains the declaration on the Chinese terms to be used to translate the term “Catholica
Religio.” The issue is analysed here as part of a broader debate and as
an indication of the presence of different sensitivities and orientations
within missionary circles. It is significant, first of all, to note that the
mention of the controversy over the translation of the term “Catholi17
18
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cism” into Chinese is found in Titolus V, De abiiciendis rerum saecularium et politicarum curis (Refusal to deal with secular and political
matters): after the affirmation of the universal character of Catholicism, not linked to the interests of this or that nation, we read:
Ex hoc tanti momenti principio sequentes conclusiones deducuntur.
1° Religio catholica officiali probatoque nomine sinico
“T’ien Chu Kiao” vocetur. Attamen alia nomina, quae essentialia Ecclesiae attributa referunt, non reprobantur.
(The following conclusions are drawn from this principle
of such great importance.
1° The Catholic religion is to be called by its official and
approved Chinese name “T’ien Chu Kiao.” However, other
names indicating essential characteristics of the Church
are not to be rejected). 20
To make even more explicit the rejection of any identification between Catholic missions and the presence of foreign powers in China,
the text goes on to prohibit the display on the façade of mission buildings of signs indicating the nationality of the religious working there:
the Shanghai Council establishes that only the inscription “Catholica
missio” is permitted. 21
This text had already been submitted to the Holy See before the
Shanghai Council and Costantini reports that “this canon was admitted by the Council without any observations. Except that later, when
discussing the version of some ecclesiastical names in Chinese, this
note was added to the quoted text: ‘sed excluditur, cum ambiguum sit
eaque ratione periculosum, verbum Kong Kiao (but let the term
gongjiao be excluded as ambiguous, and therefore dangerous).’” 22 The
strangeness of this addition did not escape Costantini who, despite not
knowing the Chinese language, became convinced that gongjiao expressed the concept of Catholic, i.e., universal, while tianzhujiao, generally translated into Latin as Religio Domini Coeli (Religion of the
Lord of Heaven), did not contain the idea of universality. The ban on
20
21
22
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the use of this term, moreover, did not sit well with the fact that the
expression gongjiao to refer to the Catholic Church had long been present in the Chinese translation of the Catechism and in the formula of
the Creed, and was therefore a word now considered “classic” in the
local ecclesiastical language.
During the Council, noting the need to clarify and permanently fix
certain terms in Chinese, the Apostolic Delegate had appointed a special synodal commission, composed of members of the foreign and Chinese clergy in equal numbers and presided over by the French Lazarist
Msgr. Joseph Fabrègues, coadjutor to the Bishop of Beijing. 23 It was
the latter, on his own initiative and without consulting the other members of the commission, who had inserted—during the course of the
Council—an addition into the text that excluded the use of gongjiao,
arousing the protest of some Chinese priests. Father Peter Cheng, for
example, explained that the deletion proposed by Msgr. Fabrègues was
neither just nor opportune, gongjiao being the most suitable term to
convey in Chinese an essential characteristic of the Church, namely
universality. Recalling then how it had long since entered into the tradition and common usage of Chinese Catholics, he contested the accusation that it might sound schismatic. Some foreign missionaries, in
fact, had raised this argument, which was, however, mainly linked to
the experience of the Unions for Catholic Action, a movement founded
by Father Lebbe and considered very negatively in various missionary
circles. When the issue was put to a vote, 35 Council Fathers were in
favour of abolishing the term gongjiao, while only 12 were against.
However, Msgr. Costantini, perhaps believing that the Shanghai
Council should not impose the abolition of gongjiao against the opinion
of the majority of Chinese priests, left the decision in abeyance, proposing to submit it to Propaganda Fide so that the competent congregation could have the final say. A reply came from the Vatican in February 1925, signed by Card. van Rossum, in which the apostolic delegate was asked to send a circular to all the ordinaries in China to express their opinion on the matter, as well as to consult Chinese literati
and other experts and to send all the opinions gathered to Rome. Pro23

This commission drew up a small glossary of Catholic terminology that included names ranging from those used to define ecclesiastical offices (Pope,
Cardinal, Bishop, Missionary, etc.) to those used to indicate sacred places
and feast days, so that the translation of many terms would be established
once and for all and unified. See Sequentia nomina semel pro semper ita
uniformiter reddantur fidei sinicae, in APF, Fondo NS, vol. 807, year 1925,
rubrica 21/3, f. 36. This glossary is not to be found in the official acts of the
Shanghai Council because Propaganda Fide judged the source Latin terminology used for the Chinese translation to be inaccurate and asked that it
be revised.
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paganda Fide sent the same request for an opinion to Father Vincent
Lebbe, Msgr. Budes de Guébriant and others. The consultation also
involved numerous theologians, consultant sinologists from the Shanghai Council and Chinese priests who had not taken part in it. 24 Costantini’s decision to involve the Chinese clergy as much as possible in
the discussion was not taken for granted, given the climate of tension
and division that often existed between foreign missionaries and local
priests. The analysis of the answers highlights a great variety of arguments and reflections highly representative of the concrete conditions
experienced by the Catholic Church in that historical phase. In fact,
alongside more strictly linguistic reasons to support or not support the
use of the term gongjiao, there were political and ecclesial reasons, intertwined with the transformation of China in a nationalist sense and
with the Church’s path towards “indigenisation.”
First of all, no one proposed to replace the official name of tianzhujiao, whose early and established use was recognised by all. In this
regard, many remembered that this term had been introduced in
China by Father Matteo Ricci at the end of the 16th century: it was a
name the Chinese faithful loved and for which many had known martyrdom. Moreover, civil and political authorities recognised the expression tianzhujiao which appeared in all official documents.
The question was therefore whether or not the use of the term
gongjiao as a synonym for tianzhujiao to refer to Catholicism should
be prohibited. A large majority was in favour of retaining the expression gongjiao, judging that it could be used above all to emphasise its
sense of universality.
The main reason for the prohibition of gongjiao was that the character gong was ambiguous and inappropriate to accurately convey the
concept of universality as it was understood in the Catholic tradition:
its main meaning, as it was said, was public, common, and could lead
to confusion with the meaning of “public religion,” i.e. “state religion”
or “common religion” and thus create the impression that it was a religious sense, common to all people. The character pu or the term
pubian should have been preferred to it, which would have better conveyed the sense of universality. Numerous other names were also proposed to replace gongjiao and convey the trait of universality: putongjiao (common religion), shijiejiao (world religion), Luoma gongjiao
(universal religion of Rome) are just a few examples. Some suggested
to resolve the controversy by introducing the expression tianzhu24

All the documentation concerning this consultation and the apostolic delegate’s correspondence with Propaganda Fide can be found in APF, Fondo
NS, vol. 807, year 1925, rubrica 21/3, ff. 64-284.
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gongjiao in which both definitions under discussion could appear. 25
Overall, however, one does not escape the impression that the issue
was not linguistic in nature but that there were political and ecclesial
reasons underlying the dispute.
On the political-ecclesial level, the reflections of Msgr. Paul
Dumond, who from 1912 to 1920 had been Apostolic Vicar of Maritime
Zhili (a territory south-east of Beijing that in 1924 became the Apostolic Vicariate of Tianjin, entrusted to the Lazarist Fathers), illustrate
well the strong fears of a part of the Western clergy towards the term
gongjiao, used especially by Father Lebbe in Tianjin, in the context of
his radical action to promote a Chinese Church, governed by indigenous clergy and opposed not only to the French protectorate over Catholic missions in China, but also to any identification of the Church with
Western culture. Father Lebbe had clashed very harshly with Msgr.
Dumond 26 and the participation of Tianjin Catholics in the May Fourth
Movement had aroused bitter controversy. This was followed by a ban
on Chinese Catholics actively participating in political movements
against the Western powers. Although, in the end, the line chosen by
Father Lebbe was fully in line with the apostolic letter Maximum illud,
his positions, judged excessive and dangerous, caused much uproar
and strong opposition among the missionaries and in particular among
the French Lazarists who worked in Tianjin.
Msgr. Dumond, who became Apostolic Vicar of Ganzhou (Jiangxi)
in 1920, wrote in 1925 in response to the survey initiated by Costantini:
Nomen “Kung Kiao” recenter usitatum exclusive a quibusdam novatoribus laicis, ducentibus paucis sacerdotibus,
significat: ecclesiam universalem, ecclesiam communem,
ecclesiam communistam in qua omnes sunt aequales,
quae non admittit hierarchiam. (…) Pro isti novatoribus,
T’ien Chu Kiao est ecclesia antiqua, retrograda, episco25

26

This is the position held by Msgr. de Guébriant, among others. From many
quarters, in fact, a problem of uniformity with all other languages was
raised, according to which it was necessary that in China, as in the rest of
the world, the name of the Catholic Church should contain within it the
idea of universality. APF, Fondo NS, vol. 807, year 1925, rubrica 21/3, f.
80v and f. 127v. The need to clearly distinguish the name of the Catholic
Church from that of the Protestant Churches in China also emerged during
the consultation.
Regarding for example the so-called Laoxikai incident, see Liu Guopeng,
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porum qui opprimunt Sinenses Sacerdotes, qui volunt regere non obbedire etc. etc. Novis temporibus requiritur
nova Religio. In mente multorum qui exclusive utuntur
verbis “Kung Kiao” ista verba habent sensum “Societatis
Communistae”.
(The name “Kung Kiao,” recently used only by a few lay
innovators and a little over two hundred priests, means:
universal church, common church, communist church in
which all are equal and which does not admit hierarchy.
[…] According to these innovators, T’ien Chu Kiao is an
ancient, retrograde church, made up of bishops who oppress Chinese priests who want to rule and not obey, etc.
etc. A new religion is demanded by new times. In the
minds of many who only use the words “Kung Kiao,” these
words have the meaning of “Communist Society.”) 27
What emerge are: the fear that the instances of Communism, at
that time strengthened above all by the success of the Bolshevik Revolution in the USSR and the recent birth of a Communist party in
China too, could make inroads into the church and damage it from
within; the mistrust that many missionaries still nurtured towards the
Chinese clergy, considered immature and unreliable; the persistent
and tenacious conviction that maintaining the French protectorate
over the missions could benefit the evangelisation of China. Father
Lebbe, asked by Propaganda Fide about the controversy, wrote: “En
réalite la question est plus de personnes que de principes.” He argues
that gongjiao was not to be prohibited mainly because “ce terme a le
très grand avantage de reproduire l’idée essentielle de catholicité, l’une
de celles qui nous attire le plus les sympathies des Chinois, surtout de
la jeune Chine, si nationaliste; il est de ce chef ‘apologétique’; c’est déjà
toute une refutation de la plus dangereuse et plus fréquente accusation
qui nous est portée: celle d’appartenir à une religion étrangère, européenne.” 28
After carefully examining all the numerous replies that arrived in
Rome and evaluating the thoughts and suggestions of the Apostolic
Delegate, Propaganda Fide gave instructions that nothing should be
changed with respect to the preparatory scheme of the Council. Even
the formula proposed by Costantini to specify within what limits gongjiao could be used as a synonym for tianzhujiao was therefore discarded. Rome preferred, in accordance with the wishes of Father Lebbe
himself, to leave no trace of the controversy in the official acts of the
27
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Council of Shanghai. The official Chinese name to designate the Catholic religion therefore remained tianzhujiao, “however,” it was simply
reiterated, “other names that indicate essential characteristics of the
Church are not to be rejected,” thus including the term gongjiao.
Two years after the Shanghai Council, in 1926, there was the consecration of the first six Chinese bishops, solemnly ordained in Rome
in St. Peter’s Basilica by Pius XI. 29 The 1920s saw a more decisive application of the instruction to promote the local clergy and episcopate
and, in addition to the basic conviction that the church should take
root in every country led by local pastors, an expression of the same
culture of the people to be evangelised, the consequences of the First
World War in Europe also weighed in this acceleration: the crisis in
missionary vocations, the increased difficulty in sending economic aid
to the missions, and above all the idea that it was necessary to counter
the spread of Communism by preparing the Chinese clergy and faithful
to oppose it.
These were the years in which the role of the Chinese laity in the
church emerged and was more widely recognised. An emblematic character in this sense was Lu Bohong (better known as Lo Pa-hong), descendant of an influential Catholic family since the late Ming period,
a wealthy businessman, very active in Shanghai in the 1920s and
1930s as founder of charitable works and schools as well as mediator
between the Chinese political authorities and the missionaries. 30 During a trip to Europe in the summer of 1926, he was received by the
Pope in Rome. Two years later, when Chinese Catholic Action was
founded, he became its first President. Incidentally, it should be noted
that in 1932, the Holy See approved the statutes of Chinese Catholic
Action, which, using the much-discussed term gongjiao, defined the lay
association as Zhonghua gongjiao jìnxíng huì. On the occasion of the
National Congress of Catholic Action, held in Shanghai in September
1934, Lu insisted on the need for the church to pay greater attention
to the training of women with the opening of qualified girls’ schools
and vocational schools for girls and women. The relevance of his role
is also evidenced by the fact that, together with Msgr. Zhu Kaimin, one
of the six Chinese bishops consecrated in 1926, who also came from an
eminent and wealthy Catholic family in Shanghai, Lu accompanied
29
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Msgr. Costantini in his meeting with Chiang Kai-shek in 1929. He had
then conducted an effective mediation with the Chinese government in
1932, on the right of the Church to possess and manage assets in
China. 31 However, his later decision to collaborate with the Japanese
authorities, during the occupation of Shanghai, and the fact that he
was assassinated in December 1937 in unclear circumstances later
contributed to obscure his figure.
2. The Inquiry into Communism in China and the
Consequences of the Japanese Invasion
From the 1920s onwards, there was a growing concern among missionaries about the attraction of Communism to young Chinese people.
The Apostolic Delegate expressed very clearly the idea that the welding between Communism and the Chinese people’s deep desire for national redemption would allow Communism to grow stronger in the
country. Costantini wrote to the Secretary of State, Card. Pietro Gasparri, in 1927:
The only means still left for the powers to remedy at least
some of the future dangers is to do immediately what was
not done in due time: that is, to revise the unequal treaties
at once, to empty Bolshevism of its nationalist content,
stripping it of its false halo as saviour of the oppressed,
and to make honourable pacts with China and help it. Otherwise, China may become the leverage point for Bolshevism’s broader action throughout the East. 32
Since the government led by Chiang Kai-shek came into being in
1928, the Holy See and Catholic missionaries progressively saw in the
Guomindang (Chinese Nationalist Party) the central figure of a modern political project for the unity, independence and national redemption of China as opposed to a political project in some ways similar but
proposed by the CCP.
Communism became the great global challenge for the Catholic
Church. In Rome, the idea emerged that there was a design firmly directed from one centre, namely Moscow, aimed at the whole world for
the total destruction of religions and the Catholic Church in particular.
In April 1932, the Holy See launched an inquiry into Communism in
the world and in particular into the methods and means of its propaganda: the new Secretary of State, Card. Eugenio Pacelli, sent a circu31
32
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lar letter to all papal representatives asking them to inform the Holy
See “about the manifestations, the means of propaganda, the progress
of Communism in the various countries.” 33
In the same year, the General of the Society of Jesus, Włodzimierz
Ledóchowski, established the “Special Secretariat on Atheism” to acquire precise data on the characteristics of propaganda and the spread
of Communism in the world in order to be able to fight it in a struggle
conceived as a decisive clash between good and evil. 34
At the end of December 1932, Msgr. Celso Costantini responded to
Card. Pacelli with a long report. 35 In the previous months he had sent
a circular to the Vicars and Apostolic Prefects in China, gathering information and material on the situation of Communism in many Chinese provinces. 36 In the first part of his report, the Apostolic Delegate
dwells on what he calls “the remote causes of the spread of Communism in China” and, first and foremost, on the “exploitation of
China by foreign powers through the old unequal treaties.” He points
out that the Soviet Union had unilaterally renounced its right of extraterritoriality and its consular privileges in China in 1924, declaring
that it wanted to deal on an equal footing. Costantini recalls the violent
anti-Christian campaigns of the 1920s and in particular that of 1925,
as well as the massive Soviet propaganda against Christianity, in the
face of which—the report explains—the Western powers had done
nothing. Costantini goes on to report the impression that the Chinese
Communist Party’s successes were the result of its well-organised
propaganda, its iron discipline and the use of methods that were effective because they were ruthless and ferocious, but also of the decision
to distribute land to poor peasants. In the report there is in fact a description of the organisation of the Soviets in the provinces of Hubei,
Jiangxi, Hunan, Anhui and Fujian, where the CCP was implementing
land reform policies. The invasion of Manchuria by Japan and the massacre carried out in Shanghai by the Japanese are also presented as
events that had favoured the Communists, having occurred at a time
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when Chiang Kai-shek’s government was engaged in campaigns to annihilate Communist bases in areas of Southern China.
The second part of the report describes the demonstrations promoted by the CCP and the organisation of its anti-religious propaganda. It states that the principle behind this propaganda is to fight
Christianity in the name of patriotism. Thus, for the church, the promotion of the Chinese clergy is the most effective way to remove arguments against the Communists’ accusations of imperialism against it.
Costantini also insists on the Chinese government’s commitment to
countering Communist propaganda and expresses positive views on
Chiang Kai-shek’s benevolent attitude towards Catholic missions and
religious freedom in general. In the light of all this, one can also better
understand the judgement of Costantini who, in the second half of the
1930s, was strongly committed to the establishment of diplomatic relations between China and the Holy See: the terrain of this negotiation
was no longer so much the abolition of the French protectorate over
the Catholic missions, but rather the relationship with Communism
since in this phase—in the words of Costantini—“the [Chinese] government, by establishing official relations with the Holy See, intends
to show the world that it is neither Bolshevik nor bolshevizing.” 37
A few years later, Card. Pacelli addressed a second time to all Nuncios and Apostolic Delegates a circular letter in which he asked them
to provide the Holy See with further information on Communist propaganda in the various countries and in particular on “possible attempts
to establish ‘cells’ of Communist infection in the very ranks of Catholics.” 38 In fact, he declared that an important element of Communist
tactics was to infiltrate Catholics. Similarly to his predecessor, the new
Apostolic Delegate in China, Msgr. Mario Zanin, also consulted the
Vicars and Apostolic Prefects of the Chinese ecclesiastical districts by
means of a questionnaire. 39
Among the contributions received by Msgr. Zanin, that of the Apostolic Vicar of Funing (Fujian Province) stands out. In a series of letters
sent to the Apostolic Delegate between July and September 1936,
Msgr. Theodor Labrador OP speaks of the ability of local Communists
to infiltrate Catholics and gives the example of their propaganda
among the students of the Catholic college in Fuzhou. In describing the
Communist propaganda, he emphasises the tendency to deny the anti37
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religious nature of Communism itself while at the same time motivating opposition to Catholic missions as an attack against institutions
rich in property and governed by foreigners. The insistence on the issue of land redistribution to the poor also emerges here. Msgr. Labrador states that despite the Chiang Kai-shek government’s efforts
against them, the Communists are well established in Fujian even
through a network of spies. 40
In mid-December 1936, Msgr. Zanin’s report on Communism in
China was sent to Rome just as the sensational news of the “Xi’an incident” and the arrest of Chiang Kai-shek reached the apostolic delegation. Msgr. Zanin first of all insisted on the enormous diversity of
situations in China. Some Apostolic Vicars, for example, had reported
that in the areas where they resided, Communist propaganda denied
being anti-religious, while others reported the opposite and that it was
expressly and primarily anti-religious.
The episcopal consecration of Msgr. Yu Bin, the new Vicar Apostolic
of Nanjing, in September 1936, was described as an important event
for the strengthening of the local church and its relations with the government. 41 Msgr. Zanin affirmed that Chiang Kai-shek did not ignore
the work of the missions but, during his travels in the country to promote the New Life Movement (Xin shenghuo yundong), he met bishops
and missionaries in various places and appreciated their work. It
should not be forgotten that in 1930 Chiang Kai-shek had received baptism in the Methodist Church, following his marriage to Song Meiling
in 1927. This had reinforced the hopes of the missionaries not only in
Chiang’s benevolent attitude towards Christianity but also in his commitment against Communism, carried out in the military campaigns
against Communist bases that started the Long March. 42
Msgr. Zanin’s main concern was for what was called the CCP’s “social programme.” The Apostolic Delegate expressed the view that the
church should challenge Communism precisely on this ground and
counter it with its own vision of the principles of justice, equality and
universality, especially through Catholic Action and an engagement in
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the cultural field starting with universities, seminaries and Catholic
schools throughout the country.
In short, the confrontation with Communism posed radical challenges to the church, and to the missionary church in particular, that
affected methods of evangelisation, relations with political power, and
choices for the establishment of a local church, governed by Chinese
episcopacy and clergy. The irruption of new challenges pushed towards
a change in the mentality of the missionaries, who only partly remained tied to a previous way of thinking and conceiving their mission.
As mentioned above, this mentality, still present in a part of the missionaries, led them in some cases to resist the promotion of the local
church. Although the missionary church in China in the 1920s and
1930s increasingly reflected a clear direction towards the affirmation
of the local element, a variety of different positions remained. This
complexity of the Catholic mission picture in the vast Chinese territory
is also the result of the fact that dozens and dozens of religious orders
and congregations operated there with diversified sensibilities and
missionary personnel from many countries. An example of the persistence of nationalist positions among missionaries even in the period
characterised by the general turnaround described above are some
Italian Franciscans in Shanxi. 43 In the 1930s, they openly expressed
their support for Mussolini’s regime and the Fascist government was
the first Italian government to provide economic aid to the missions in
China run by religious of Italian nationality. 44 The subsequent Italian
alliance with Japan, which had invaded Manchuria in 1931 and, in the
second half of the 1930s, launched into the enterprise of invading and
occupying Chinese territory, placed the Italian missionaries who supported Fascism in an uncomfortable position: if on the one hand, sometimes in the villages and places where they lived, by displaying the
Italian flag, they managed to protect the Chinese population from Japanese attacks, on the other hand they were perceived as allies of the
Japanese enemy and for this reason the object of strong hostility from
the local population.
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3. From the War of Resistance against Japan to the Birth
of the People’s Republic of China
By 1931 Japan had invaded Manchuria and created the puppet
state of Manzhouguo, further increasing China’s political fragmentation: Chiang Kai-shek’s government effectively controlled only Shanghai and the Yangzi delta; the Communists had several strongholds in
the Central and Southern regions (Jiangxi, Anhui, Fujian, Hunan and
Hubei); in other provinces there were autonomous governments and
regimes of the so-called warlords. A long and dramatic period of wars
began.
Manzhouguo was only recognised internationally, apart from Tokyo, by Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany, while Japan’s action was condemned by the League of Nations. In its territory there were ten ecclesiastical districts with a total of about 150,000 Catholics who soon became isolated, with no possibility of communication with the Apostolic
Delegate in China. The Catholic missions encountered various difficulties due to restrictions imposed on foreigners and other measures such
as, for example, the new regime’s threat to close Catholic schools where
the rites in honour of Confucius, prescribed by the civil authorities,
were not allowed. To protect the missions, in 1934, Propaganda Fide
entrusted Msgr. Auguste Gaspais MEP, Apostolic Vicar of Jilin, with
the task of keeping communication with Rome and dealing with the
local authorities on problems concerning the life of the missions. Although this was not a formal diplomatic assignment nor the conferral
on Msgr. Gaspais of the role of Apostolic Delegate, this episode created
a crisis in relations with China. In fact, it was handled ambiguously by
the church and there was a leak created by the Japanese media with
the aim of giving the impression that Manzhouguo had the full support
of the Holy See. 45
These complicated historical-political circumstances and the figure
of Msgr. Gaspais were also linked to the resolution of the Chinese Rites
Controversy. In the 1930s, the Ex quo singulari decree of 1742 was still
in force, forbidding all Catholics to take part in the rites in honour of
Confucius, which were considered idolatrous. All missionaries still had
to swear an oath of obedience to the prohibitions contained in the decree before leaving for the mission in China. Given the difficulties with
the authorities in Manzhouguo, Msgr. Gaspais, having obtained reassurance from the Manchurian Ministry of Education that the rites in
question were to be considered devoid of a religious character, asked
45
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and obtained from the Holy See a dispensation from the obligations
hitherto respected. The emerging political circumstances, with the
threat hanging over Catholic schools, favoured a pragmatic approach.
Then, in December 1939, with the Plane compertum decree, permission
to participate in rites in honour of Confucius and the ancestors was
extended to the whole of Chinese territory. Thus ended, in an anomalous way, a secular issue that had troubled the lives of Chinese Catholics for so long. 46 It should be noted here that Msgr. Gaspais would be
among the “enemy of the people” missionaries expelled from the People’s Republic of China in 1952 and the accusations against him included his good contacts with the Manzhouguo government.
On 7 July 1937, the Second Sino-Japanese War (1937–1945) began.
This was followed by the Japanese attack on Shanghai and, in December, the occupation of the capital Nanjing, remembered as one of the
worst atrocities of the Second World War. The eight years of the War
of Resistance against Japan ba nian kangzhan were very difficult for
the Catholic missions: the harsh living conditions imposed by the war
in many areas of the country and the uncertain political situation in
China, complicated in 1940 by the creation of the collaborationist government of Wang Jingwei, previously a member of the Guomindang
and a rival of Chiang Kai-shek, weighed heavily.
In this period, the role of Chinese bishops and priests expressing
different ecclesial sensitivities and political positions also became more
complex. An undoubtedly relevant case in this framework is the figure
of Msgr. Yu Bin, from the Apostolic Vicariate of Jilin. After studying
in Italy for almost ten years, he returned to China in 1933. In July
1936, Pius XI appointed him Bishop of Nanjing and he was consecrated
the following September by the Apostolic Delegate, Msgr. Zanin. 47 He
was then entrusted with one of the country’s most important Apostolic
Vicariates in what was then the capital of the nationalist government.
His relations with Chiang Kai-shek were close and at that delicate
time he was sent to Europe and the United States to obtain aid for the
Chinese resistance. His travels enabled the Chinese government to receive economic and military aid, particularly from the United States.
This engagement of a Chinese bishop in the political arena aroused
perplexity and criticism. The moment was particularly complicated
and even the Apostolic Delegate distanced himself from some of Msgr.
Yu Bin’s actions, although he resolutely supported the continuation of
46
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the Church’s good relations with Chiang Kai-shek’s government. Msgr.
Zanin reported to Rome his own efforts to show loyalty to the nationalist government, even after his move to Chongqing, and to prevent
bishops, missionaries or personalities from the Chinese Catholic world
from making contact with Wang Jingwei’s government. 48 The conviction expressed by the Apostolic Delegate was that the best hypothesis
for the future of the church in China was the establishment of a nationalist government that would succeed in bringing the country back
to independence and unity, imposing itself on the Communists. In
other words, the church, albeit with internal differences and contradictions, had wanted to break away from the French protectorate and
had chosen to promote the local element, understanding and sometimes sympathising with some instances of Chinese nationalism. It
also continued to focus on the anti-Communist option. This support for
the political project of the Guomindang and the figure of Chiang Kaishek, which the Catholic Church expressed during the difficult years
of the War of Resistance against Japan and which was then reinforced
during the subsequent civil war between Nationalists and Communists, represents one of the main charges against the missionaries
after 1949.
In 1942, at the height of the World War and during the harsh period
of Japanese military occupation, the unequal treaty privileges were
abolished. Negotiations were resumed to establish diplomatic relations
between the Nationalist government and the Holy See, which led to
the effective establishment of relations between the two sides and, in
1943, Xie Shoukang was accredited as Minister Plenipotentiary of
China to the Holy See and, a few years later, in 1946, the first Apostolic
Internuncio to China was appointed, in the person of Msgr. Antonio
Riberi, who, after difficulties caused by the war, was able to reach Nanjing. After the capitulation of Japan, the alliance that had led the two
great Chinese political parties to fight the common enemy broke down
in 1946 and one of the greatest civil wars in contemporary history
fought between Nationalists and Communists began.
In 1946, Pius XII appointed the first non-white, Chinese Cardinal
in the Catholic Church: Msgr. Thomas Tian Gengxin SVD, Apostolic
Vicar of Qingdao and since 1946 Archbishop of Beijing. At this stage,
the Pope established the ecclesiastical hierarchy in China. There was
48
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thus a transition from missionary to ordinary regime. The entire national territory was divided into 144 ecclesiastical districts including
20 archdioceses, 85 dioceses and 39 apostolic prefectures. The Catholic
Central Bureau (Tianzhujiao jiaowu xiejin weiyuanhui), based in
Shanghai, reported the following figures on the eve of the Communist
victory: there were 5,627 Catholic priests in China, 2,627 of whom were
Chinese. The influence of the Catholic Church was considerable, especially in the educational and cultural sector: in addition to the 17 major
seminaries with 957 seminarians, there were 4,890 Catholic schools
with over 300,000 pupils, 3 Catholic universities including the Furen
University in Beijing, directed by the missionaries of the Society of the
Divine Word, attended by 2,611 students. 49
On October 1st, 1949, Mao Zedong proclaimed the birth of the People’s Republic of China and the prospect of the consolidation of a Communist government in China, in the context of the Cold War, was a
shocking change not only for the missionaries but more generally internationally. At the time of the Communist seizure of power, there
were a total of about 5,500 foreign Catholic missionaries in China,
while in December 1954, only 61 foreign Catholic priests remained, 21
of whom were in prison. 50
In the new political framework, the Catholic communities in China
faced very difficult years. The religious policy of Mao’s government imposed strict control over the life of the church, in the name of patriotism. The church, according to the Three Autonomies Reform Movement (Sanzi gexin yundong), had to become economically self-sufficient, had to have only Chinese nationals in charge (bishops and
clergy), and had to carry out any activity of propagation of the faith
involving only Chinese religious and faithful. The foreign priests in
China regarded the possibility of a national church separate from
Rome with great fear from the very beginning and exercised all their
authority to ensure that the Chinese clergy and faithful would resist
Communist propaganda in favour of church reform. In the climate of
the Cold War, tensions were high and Chinese Catholics tried to exploit every bit of leeway to remain loyal to the Pope, without consenting to the creation of an independent church. 51
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In 1951, after a harsh press campaign against him, the Internuncio
Riberi, who had made no secret of his anti-Communist position in previous years, was expelled from the PRC as an “enemy of the people.”
The same thing happened to thousands of foreign missionaries whose
expulsions were presented by Communist propaganda as an expression of the will of the people. Periods of imprisonment, ideological indoctrination, requests to confess one’s “crimes against the Revolution”
were among the common experiences of Catholic missionaries and
bishops of all orders and nationalities. 52 Very often the aim of the religious policy implemented in the early 1950s and during the mass mobilisation campaign called “Resist America, Help Korea” that coincided
with the Korean War, was to demonstrate that Christians themselves
spontaneously denounced the abuses or “crimes against the Revolution” committed by Western religious.
According to many missionaries, the propaganda, the spectacular
arrests, the accusations, the public trials, the popular assemblies and,
finally, the expulsions were part of a precise Communist strategy to
divide the church internally, pitting the faithful, or at least some of
them of Chinese nationality, against the foreign clergy, in order to create a national church totally controlled by the Party and detached from
Rome, while preserving the appearance of democracy of these processes and the constitutional principle of freedom of religious belief.
The work of indoctrination involved not only foreigners, but also and
above all the Chinese clergy and laity. Already before the end of 1951,
according to the testimonies of missionaries, the Chinese clergy and
Christians began to come under pressure to denounce the imperialist
elements lurking in the Catholic Church.
Rome’s official reaction to the Three Autonomies Reform Movement
arrived in 1952 with the publication of the Apostolic Letter Cupimus
imprimis. 53 After a period of uncertainty at the diplomatic level, in
January 1952, when the rupture of relations between Rome and Beijing had already been consummated, Pius XII intervened for the first
time, condemning the patriotic Church reform movement.
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Conclusion
The accusations against the missionaries published in the Chinese
newspapers in the early 1950s to justify their expulsion, are very indicative of a mixture of different reasons: certainly, the rise of Communist ideology in China and the church’s anti-Communism (in 1949,
the Holy Office had issued a decree excommunicating the Communists), as well as its support for the Nationalists, weigh heavily. Also
undoubtedly weighing heavily was the fact that, in the great national
battle against foreign imperialism, Christians had been perceived by
the Chinese population as allies of the colonial countries despite the
change of pace brought about by the church in the first half of the 20th
century. The CCP claimed credit for the long-suffering national redemption after a “century of national humiliation” and its propaganda
was pervasive.
Political and diplomatic reasons are intimately connected to ecclesial reasons concerning life within the local communities. Often the
history of missions is studied separately from that of diplomatic relations between China and the Holy See as if they were parallel aspects.
Instead, they are profoundly linked and must be considered together
because of their continuous mutual influence. Accusations levelled
against missionaries before their expulsion also include accusations
that reflect cultural misunderstandings, resentment against the sense
of moral and cultural superiority of many foreign missionaries. One
example is the accusation of killing hundreds of children in orphanages
and using their eyes to produce medicines. All these aspects marked
the life of local Catholic communities and the relations between foreign
missionaries and the Chinese faithful from within and without.
The behaviour of missionaries and Chinese Catholics is inevitably
influenced by the historical and international context of their time and
thus, as we have seen, changes over the course of the 20th century. But
of course, Chinese culture and the Catholic Church also change over
time. Considering the long period, the process of adaptation of Christianity to the Chinese context could not and has not been linear and
progressive. The creation of a local church with a more Chinese face
paradoxically benefited in the Maoist period from the consequences of
a religious policy that imposed the expulsion of foreign missionaries
and meant that, during the persecution in the years of the Cultural
Revolution, it was again the Chinese Catholics, deprived of the leadership of priests, who were the protagonists of the continuity of the
church’s existence. Today, the Catholic Church in China is entrusted
to exclusively Chinese bishops and clergy, but the tension between belonging to a global religious community and the need to adapt ChrisVerbum SVD 63:2-3 (2022)
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tianity to the local context of each historical era is always strong and
contradictory. As Henrietta Harrison has keenly observed, the resentment of Chinese Catholics against the power of missionaries and some
of their chauvinistic attitudes does not imply a willingness on the part
of Chinese Catholics to separate themselves from the universal church.
In the 19th century, the missionaries mostly viewed with suspicion and
forbade images of Jesus with a Chinese face, but in the 1980s, when
the church in China was able to re-emerge after the Cultural Revolution, the sensitivity of the universal church after the Second Vatican
Council admitted and encouraged the use of those images, Chinese
Catholics mostly preferred to display sacred images of Jesus and Mary
with a European face in their homes and churches.
ABSTRACTS
Das Christentum hat in China eine lange Tradition. Unter dem Einfluss
des europäischen Imperialismus und der Kolonialmächte blühte die Mission
der Kirche einerseits auf und wurde zugleich als Teil des imperialistischen
Projekts wahrgenommen. Nach dem Ersten Weltkrieg wurde das päpstliche
Schreiben Maximum illud (1919) mit seiner Position gegen eine nationalistische Missionspraxis lebhaft diskutiert, akzeptiert und angefochten. Auf dem
Konzil von Shanghai (1924) war die Übersetzung von „catholica“ sehr umstritten, auf der Suche nach einem guten Verhältnis zwischen dem chinesischen
Staat und dem Vatikan/der Kirche. Die kommunistische Ausrichtung des chinesischen Staates stellte eine besondere Herausforderung dar. Die Ausweisung ausländischer Missionare zwang die chinesischen Katholiken, kreative
Wege zu finden, um Christen zu bleiben und den Kontakt mit der Weltkirche
aufrechtzuerhalten.
El cristianismo tiene una larga tradición en China. Bajo la influencia del
imperialismo europeo y las potencias coloniales, la misión de la iglesia floreció
y, al mismo tiempo, fue percibido como parte del proyecto imperialista. Después de la Primera Guerra Mundial, la carta papal Maximum illud (1919), con
su postura en contra de una práctica misionera nacionalista, fue vivamente
discutida, aceptada y contestada. En el Concilio de Shanghai (1924), la traducción de “catholica” fue muy discutida, en busca de una buena relación entre el
Estado chino y el Vaticano/Iglesia. La orientación comunista del Estado chino
supuso un reto especial. La expulsión de los misioneros extranjeros obligó a los
católicos chinos a encontrar formas creativas de seguir siendo cristianos y
permanecer en contacto con la Iglesia universal.
Le christianisme a une longue tradition en Chine. Sous l’influence de l’impérialisme européen et des pouvoirs coloniaux, la mission de l’Église à la fois
prospéra et fut perçue comme faisant partie du projet impérialiste. Après la
première guerre mondiale, l’encyclique papale Maximum illud (1919) avec sa
prise de position contre une mission « catholique » nationaliste, fut âprement
discutée, reçue et contestée. Au concile de Shanghai (1924), la traduction de «
catholique » fut largement débattue, à la recherche d’une bonne relation entre
l’État chinois et le Vatican / l’Église. L’orientation communiste de l’État chinois
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représentait un défi particulier. L’expulsion des missionnaires étrangers força
les catholiques chinois à trouver des manières créatives de demeurer chrétiens
et de rester en contact avec l’Église universelle.
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MISSIO DEI AS THE HERMENEUTICAL LENS
FOR READING THE BIBLE**
The shift in missiological understanding towards missio Dei
helps biblical scholars and readers of the Bible to perceive God as the
main agent of salvation history, beyond narrow ecclesiocentric views.
Thus, the Bible reveals a God active in creation and history to bring
about salvation. Such a renewed reading of the Bible uses a hermeneutical lens to articulate the biblical author, the text itself and the
reader in their contexts in such a way that the entire Bible becomes
revelatory of God’s purpose and the faithful can engage in the divine
movement of leading the world to fulfillment.

God’s mission is the thread that is woven into the whole fabric of
the Bible and forms a coherent framework of reading and interpreting
the Bible. The task for both missiologists and biblical scholars in today’s global perspective and wounded church is not only to read the
Bible missionally but also critically and contextually. What is proposed
is a missional-hermeneutic reading of the Bible, an integrative approach that employs missio Dei as the key hermeneutical lens and
takes into consideration the contexts of the author, the text, and also
the reader. The last section of this paper offers an illustration of the
missional-hermeneutic approach that employs God’s mission as the
key interpretive lens to reading the book of Revelation.

* vănThanh Nguyễn, SVD, is professor of New Testament Studies and holder
of the Bishop Francis X. Ford, MM, Chair of Catholic Missiology at Catholic
Theological Union, Chicago (Illinois, USA). He has authored several books and
numerous articles. His recent publications include, “Acts” in: John J. Collins/Gina Hens-Piazza/Barbara Reid (eds.), The Jerome Biblical Commentary
for the Twenty-First Century, New York, NY: Bloomsbury Publishing 2022,
Third Fully Revised Edition, 1445-1519, and What Does the Bible Say About
Strangers, Migrants, and Refugees?, New York: New City Press 2021.
** This paper is a condensed version of a much longer essay entitled “Mission
and Biblical Studies: Convergences, Challenges, and Prospects,” in: Kirsteen
Kim/Knud Jørgensen/Alison Fitchett-Climenhaga (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Mission Studies, Oxford: University Press 2022.
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Missio Dei as the Starting Point of Mission
Most missiologists and biblical scholars today recognize that mission is God’s, not ours or the church’s. Mission is currently described
as “God’s mission,” or missio Dei. The mission of God has been proposed as the font out of which flows any missionary activity. Since mission belongs to God, we are simply invited to participate in it. What
this means is that the church exists to serve and to be at the disposition
of God’s mission in the world, and not vice versa. Such a missional perspective turns the traditional way of thinking upside down. By placing
God rather than human beings at the center, missiologists move away
from an anthropocentric or ecclesiocentric perspective, to a theocentric,
missional theology. Since God is a God of mission, mission is ultimately
about God. The participation in the missio Dei, for the well-being and
integrity of the whole creation, should be the heart and soul of the
church’s character and vitality.
The Bible as the Story of Missio Dei
The renewed emphasis on missio Dei as the starting point of mission has appropriately put the Bible in the spotlight of mission. The
whole Bible is commonly described as “the story of God’s mission.” 1 It
has also been described as “a tapestry of God’s action in the world.” 2 In
other words, God’s redemptive activity is not just the central and unifying theme, but rather forms the basic direction of the entire Christian
scriptures.
From Genesis to Revelation, the Bible is a meta-narrative that gives
witness to the ultimate mission of God, whereby the missio Dei is established and restored. In every sense of the word, God is a missionary
God, who sends God’s emissaries, messengers, and finally, his only Son
1

2

Tim Carriker, The Bible as Text for Mission, in: Pauline Hoggarth/Fergus
Macdonald/Bill Mitchell/Knud Jørgensen (eds.), Bible in Mission (Regnum
Edinburgh Centenary Series 18), Oxford: Regnum 2013, 31. — Regarding
missio Dei, I also find useful: Richard Bauckham, Bible and Mission: Christian Witness in a Postmodern World, Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic
2003; David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology
of Mission, Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books 1991, 389-93; Michael W. Goheen
(ed.), Reading the Bible Missionally, Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans 2016;
Christopher J. H. Wright, The Mission of God: Unlocking the Bible’s Grand
Narrative, Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic 2006.
Charles Van Engen, Relation of Bible and Mission in Mission Theology, in:
id./Dean S. Gilliland/Paul Pierson (eds.), The Good News of the Kingdom:
Mission Theology for the Third Millennium, Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books
1993, 32.
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as agents to fulfill God’s mission of salvation among all peoples, in all
places, and for all creation. This point of convergence has generated
greater dialogue and collaboration among missiologists and biblical
scholars. In recent decades, scholars from both disciplines have engaged in an intentional and more rigorous missional reading of the entire Bible. Since mission is no longer narrowly confined to evangelistic
outreach among non-Christians, scholars have begun to approach and
read the sacred scripture differently and more faithfully. Biblical foundations of mission are no longer attached to a certain few prominent
texts in the Bible that obviously pertain to mission ad gentes (“to the
nations,” in Latin). Simply relying on a few, so-called missionary texts
(Gen 12:1-3; Isa 66:18-21; Matt 28:16-20; Luke 10:1-12; John 20:19-23)
to draw out the missional perspective of the Bible is both insufficient
and myopic.
Since God is the foundation of mission, to know God and God’s mission, one needs to turn to the whole Bible in order to understand how
God has been on a mission to redeem and restore all of creation. The
ongoing challenge for both missiologists and biblical scholars is to recognize that mission is the thread that is woven into the whole fabric of
the Bible and forms a coherent framework for reading and interpreting
the Bible.
The problem with this overall framework lies not so much with the
New Testament, but rather, with the Old Testament. Some scholars,
although fewer nowadays than before, still either deny or simply ignore the theme of mission in the Old Testament. Fortunately, the
theme of mission and its development in the Old Testament has gained
more attention in recent decades. 3
The Missional-Hermeneutic Approach
Although a missional hermeneutic of the Bible has long been proposed by missiologists and has gained a good footing in missiological
circles, it has not gained much traction in biblical studies. Until recently, many biblical scholars were not convinced of the importance of
3

Several noteworthy book-length treatments of mission in the Old Testament are: H. H. Rowley, The Missionary Message of the Old Testament,
London: Carey Kingsgate 1944; Robert Martin-Achard, A Light to the Nations: A Study of the Old Testament Conception of Israel’s Mission to the
World, London: Oliver & Boyd 1962; Walter C. Kaiser, Mission in the Old
Testament: Israel as a Light to the Nations, Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books
2000; Christopher S. H. Wright, The Mission of God, Downers Grove, IL:
IVP Academic 2018; James Chukwuma Okoye, Israel and the Nations: A
Mission Theology of the Old Testament, Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books 2006.
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mission for interpreting Scripture. Important contributions have been
made, but there is no consensus on how to develop a missional hermeneutic of the Bible, though there are many different views about what
it might look like. They typically begin with the premise that the Bible,
as a whole, is the story of God’s mission to redeem and restore the
world, and that God’s mission is the hermeneutical lens to accurately
read and interpret the biblical texts. The task is not only to reread the
Bible missionally, but also critically and contextually.
In today’s global perspective, the art of reading and interpreting the
Bible must seriously take into consideration the contexts of the author,
the text, and also the reader/hearer. Basically, there are three contexts, or worlds, that the reader must be in conversation with when
dealing with a biblical text: first, the world “behind” the text; second,
the world “within” the text; and third, the world “in-front-of” the text.
Since the entire Bible is the story of God’s mission, the hermeneutical
lens for reading “behind,” “within,” or “in-front-of” the biblical text is
understandably the missio Dei.
Missio Dei “behind” the Text
The focus of reading behind the text is to uncover the locus of meaning that is assumed to lie in the author’s intention, which is linked to
the social, political, cultural, and ideological matrix of the author. In
its application, the following questions are usually probed: What circumstances prompted the author to write? What forms and sources
were used? What was the geographical location and life setting of the
author and the first readers/hearers? What did the author intend to
communicate to the original recipients? In the final analysis, the author’s intention is to communicate God’s mission in the language, culture, presuppositions, and values of the world of the author in written
discourse. Arriving at such a conclusion might require historical, linguistic, sociological, and archaeological analysis, as well as its transmission history, including source, form, and redaction criticism. These
methods, which are primarily concerned with the diachronic processes
that gave rise to the ancient writing, help retrieve the author’s intention and/or the original readers’ reception of God’s mission. Analysis
that seeks meaning directed to the world “behind” the text is regarded
as an author-centered approach. The metaphor that is often associated
with this approach is a window. In other words, the text serves as a
window to perceive the author’s intention (or the original readers’ reception).
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Missio Dei “within” the Text
While reading “behind” the text focuses on the author, this approach, reading “within” the text, hones in on the text of the Bible.
Meaning is found “within” the text. The text is a finished product, freestanding and self-sufficient on its own merits, without any reliance on
either the author or the reader. The analysis examines the text in its
final form. This text-centered approach scrutinizes the presuppositions
and values created by and within the text, for example, a story, a poem,
or a dialogue. Attention must be given to the artistry of the discourse
rather than referencing information outside the text. This approach
employs literary criticism, structuralism, canonical criticism, and narrative criticism. Engaging mission as the hermeneutical key to reading
“within” the text reveals that God’s mission forms the basis and central
thrust of the biblical plot. In other words, the entire Bible tells the
story of God’s mission or actions in the world. The helpful metaphor
for this approach is comparing the text to a stained-glass mosaic. Each
piece of mosaic, no matter how small, is intricately connected and contributes to the value of the whole picture, which is the missio Dei.
Missio Dei “in-front-of” the Text
The focus of this approach is neither on the author, nor the text, but
rather the reader. According to this approach, meaning is basically
generated by and through the reader’s response to the text. Since the
focus is on the reader, the reader’s social location must be identified.
In this reader-centered approach, the reader brings a vast world of experience, interests, presuppositions, prejudices, methodologies, and
competencies to the text. Consequently, different readers interpret a
text differently. The following questions are usually probed: What is
the social location of the reader? What communities or beliefs influence
the reader’s worldview and reading competencies? What is the race,
gender, family, and education of the reader? The methods that are employed include the following criticisms: reader-response, feminist,
cross-cultural, liberation, and deconstruction, just to name a few.
A missional reading “in-front-of” the text should lead the reader to
acknowledge that mission belongs to God. The church per se does not
have a mission, but, by its nature, the church participates in God’s
mission for the transformation of the world. Accordingly, the church’s
activities should always be at the service of God’s mission, and not for
its own interest or for its own existence. As a metaphor, the text is
viewed as a mirror reflecting the reader’s interaction with the text.
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An Overview
The goal of communication is to convey information and its intended message. In a written discourse, an author (sender) transmits
meaning through a text (message) to a reader (receiver). Accordingly, a
missional-hermeneutic approach of the Bible is an approach that employs missio Dei as the hermeneutical lens to read and interpret the
biblical text, grounded in the principles that God has a mission in the
world, and we are invited to participate in that mission. Furthermore,
the whole biblical text, or Bible, is the story of God’s mission portrayed
through various literary genres and devices. To read and interpret the
Bible faithfully and fruitfully, we, the readers, who are aware of our
contexts and location, must critically interact with the biblical text, an
interaction that is informed by the world of the author whose intention
is to convey God’s plan.
What is being proposed is an integrative approach that takes all
three worlds of the Bible into equal consideration and interchange. It
is important to note that the locus of meaning is not found exclusively
in any one world, or in a combination of any two worlds, but in the
interaction between all three worlds: the author’s, the text’s, and the
reader’s. For meaning to be interpreted correctly, no world has prominence over the other (see FIGURE).
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A Missional Reading of Revelation
Revelation is usually misinterpreted as a book of judgment and/or
specific end-time events. Violent descriptions of war and catastrophic
scenes of ecological destruction cause many to shy away from this last
canonical book of the Bible and, therefore, often overlook its missional
character. Revelation is primarily about the redemption and salvation
of and by Jesus Christ, who gives the final testimony of God’s work in
the world, the missio Dei. Unfortunately, biblical scholars and even
missiologists often overlooked this central theme of Revelation and the
call to participate in the missio Dei.
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Mission “behind” Revelation
Revelation belongs to the genre of apocalyptic literature (apokalypsis, in Greek, means “revelation” or “unveiling,” by which the book also
gets its name: the “Apocalypse”). In general, the author uses a hybrid
genre (apocalyptic, prophetic, and letter) to provide hope in times of
difficulty and unveil God’s missional purpose to redeem all nations and
creation.
While there was minor local opposition, the principal challenge for
the early Christians who lived in the midst of the Roman Empire was
its attraction and allurement. A missional reading “behind” Revelation
reveals that the author’s three-fold message to the seven communities
was to resist cultural assimilation, overcome complacency, and persevere in times of hardship.
Mission “within” Revelation
Descriptions of plagues, violent battle scenes, ecological destruction, the dragon and the beast, “666,” Armageddon, just to mention a
few, usually cause trepidation in readers. Hence, Revelation is generally considered anything but good news. On the contrary, a missional
reading “within” Revelation reveals that the book bears witness to
Christ as Savior and Redeemer of the world, not Caesar. It is heavily
Christo-centric, containing seven christological acclamations, seven
liturgies honoring the position of Christ, and seven beatitudes declared
by Christ. In addition, there are numerous titles uniquely attributed
to Christ, of which seven are worth mentioning: Jesus; Christ; Son of
Man; Almighty; Lamb; Lord of lords and King of kings; and Alpha and
Omega. This short list shows that this book is truly a “revelation of
Jesus Christ” (1:1) as triumphal Savior, who is the object and focus of
the book. The centrality of Christ affirms that he is Lord of the universe. This Lamb who was once slain and was resurrected is also the
Redeemer. Since Christ functioned as God, he is the object of worship
and adoration.
Mission “in-front-of” Revelation
The missional reading “in-front-of” Revelation invites the reader to
participate in God’s mission to liberate all forms of oppression. For instance, for those whose main concern lies with ecology, John’s vision of
a new heaven and a new earth calls for an ecological balance and transformation. The reader is called to build a New Jerusalem, where there
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are no walls, gates, or distinctions of any kind. In this eternal city,
there are no tears, sorrow, or death. There is not even a temple, since
God and the Lamb are the temple (21:22). There is no need of sun or
moon, for the glory of God and the Lamb are its light and lamp (21:23).
There is no need for locked gates, for only those who are righteous and
pure may enter it (21:25-27).
John’s vision of the “new heaven and a new earth” invites the reader
to participate in God’s mission to renew his or her commitment to care
for the earth, to work for peace, and to eradicate all forms of injustice.
This is the missio Dei and should also be the mission of the church!
In summary, this brief examination of Revelation reveals that its
author strongly criticized the early Christians for having been seduced
by the Roman Empire. Perhaps some of our churches have become too
assimilated into our culture, and we have accommodated ourselves too
fully to be able to criticize our social, political, economic and religious
institutions. Is it possible that our secular lifestyle and globalization
have made us complacent, losing some of our original zeal and passion
to radically follow Jesus’ life and mission? For those of us for whom
this may be so, John’s admonition is resoundingly clear—“Come out”
of the empire and boycott it (18:2-4). Doing so with conviction is embodying in a missional spirituality of Revelation and participating in
the missio Dei.
ABSTRACTS
Die Verlagerung des Missionsverständnisses auf die missio Dei hin hilft
Bibelwissenschaftlern und Bibellesern, Gott als den Haupthandelnden der
Heilsgeschichte wahrzunehmen, jenseits enger ekklesiozentrischer Sichtweisen. So offenbart die Bibel einen Gott, der in der Schöpfung und der Geschichte
aktiv ist, um das Heil zu bewirken. Eine solche erneuerte Lesart der Bibel
verwendet einen hermeneutischen Fokus, um den biblischen Autor, den Text
selbst und den Leser in ihrem jeweiligen Kontext so zu artikulieren, dass die
gesamte Bibel zur Offenbarung von Gottes Absicht wird und die Gläubigen
sich an der göttlichen Bewegung beteiligen können, die die Welt zur Vollendung führt.
El cambio en la comprensión misionológica hacia la missio Dei ayuda tanto
a estudiosos como a lectores de la Biblia a percibir a Dios como el agente principal de la historia de la salvación, más allá de las estrechas visiones eclesiocéntricas. Así, la Biblia revela a un Dios activo en la creación y en la historia
para lograr la salvación. Esta lectura renovada de la Biblia utiliza una lente
hermenéutica para articular al autor bíblico, al propio texto y al lector en sus
contextos, de tal manera que toda la Biblia se convierte en reveladora del propósito de Dios y los fieles pueden participar en el movimiento divino de llevar
al mundo a la plenitud.
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Le tournant missiologique représenté par la perspective de la missio Dei
aide les biblistes et les lecteurs de la Bible à percevoir Dieu comme l’agent
principal de l’histoire du salut, au-delà des perspectives ecclésiologiques
étroites. C’est ainsi que la Bible révèle un Dieu actif dans la création et l’histoire pour apporter le salut. Une telle lecture nouvelle de la Bible utilise une
lunette herméneutique articulant l’auteur biblique, le texte lui-même et le lecteur dans leur contexte de manière que la Bible tout entière devient révélatrice
du plan de Dieu et que les fidèles peuvent s’engager dans ce mouvement divin
qui conduit le monde à son achèvement.
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SOCIAL JUSTICE AND PASSION FOR MISSION
The relationship between mission and social justice can be articulated in different ways. The author suggests understanding the
practice of social justice as mission. Drawing on liberation theology
and the Synod of Bishops in 1971 on Justice, the practice of justice is
understood as essential for mission. Such an engagement implies
passion, total joyful dedication even to the point of martyrdom, following the example of Jesus. Taking the Holy Spirit’s action seriously, Christian social commitment transcends the limits of the
church. Its motivation lies in Christians as they respond to God’s love
in gratitude.

I am deeply grateful for the honor of addressing the members of the
SVD (Societas Verbi Divini) and the SSpS (Congregatio Servarum
Spiritus Sancti) at this Webinar entitled “Passion for Mission: Social
Justice.” Mission is at the heart of both congregations. Mission defines
your identity. Of course, the decisive question is what is meant by “mission.” Under this umbrella term are included various ministries and
activities. The Divine Word Missionaries are said to be distinguished
by four dimensions: “the Bible, Mission Animation, Communication,
and Justice and Peace and Integrity of Creation.” 1 The Servants of the
Holy Spirit’s ministries are said to include “education, health, pastoral
care, spiritual guidance, adult education, communication, catechetics,
chaplaincy work, social work, administration, and interfaith dialogue.” 2 From these two statements, it is clear that social justice forms
an integral part of your mission, whether it is phrased as “Justice and
Peace and Integrity of Creation” for the SVD or “social work” for the
* Peter C. Phan was born in Vietnam and came to the USA in 1975 as a refugee. He holds a doctorate in Theology (Rome), in Philosophy (London) and Divinity (London). He teaches at Georgetown University (Washington, DC)
where he holds the Ignacio Ellacuría Chair of Catholic Social Thought. He has
published widely, particularly on liberative theological perspectives from Asia.
– He presented this contribution at a webinar for Divine Word Missionaries
and SSpS Missionary Sisters on “Passion for Mission: Social Justice” on February 17, 2022. The spoken style is maintained.
1
2

See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Society_of_the_Divine_Word [accessed January 15, 2022].
See https://earthspot.org/geo/?search=Missionary [accessed January 15, 2022].
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SSpS. Thus, it would be redundant for me to spend time convincing
you that social justice is part of your mission and Christian mission in
general. Rather, I will focus on justice as a passion for mission.
In my presentation, I first speak of social justice as an essential and
constitutive dimension of the Christian mission. Secondly, I reflect on
how social justice is a way to express passion for mission. Thirdly, and
last, with a nod to the SSpS, I reflect on the role of the Holy Spirit in
enabling the ministry of social justice in the church as well as among
non-Christians and unbelievers.
Social Justice as Christian Mission
The relationship between social justice and the Christian mission
is not always clear and settled, even among those who are engaged fulltime in the ministry of social justice. Some juxtapose social justice and
mission, doing them separately, considering social justice as secular
and mission as sacred. This is often the case with ordained ministers,
who consider preaching the Word, sacramental celebrations, and pastoral service as sacred activities, and social justice such as helping the
poor as something adjunct and secondary and not essential to their
priestly mission.
Others see social justice and Christian mission as alternative options, of which they should select one but not both, according to their
abilities, status in the church, or social standing. This often occurs
among the laity who work in non-church organizations, government
agencies, or NGOs to defend human rights, promote peace and justice,
and protect the environment and do not consider their work as Christian mission. Indeed, often they explicitly reject the moniker “Christian” when speaking of their work for fear that it might compromise
the collaboration with their non-Christian and non-believing colleagues.
Still others see social justice as opposed to the Christian mission,
which they see not as the solution but the problem for social justice,
especially when they oppose certain church teachings and policies such
as the prohibition of the use of condoms to prevent AIDS and of the
means for birth control. The opposition to social justice is also found
among devout and conservative Christians, not least in the U.S., who
accept the sacramental ministry but reject the social teachings of the
church and church-sponsored social justice. They argue that the
church is strictly in the soul-saving business and must not meddle in
politics, economy, and environmental protection. At best, church members should be reminded of the duty to practice charity and almsgiving
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to the poor but church officials should desist from promoting “socialism” and “communism” by speaking of social evils such as systemic
poverty, structural racism, and economic injustice.
In contrast to the three above understandings of the relationship
between social justice and Christian mission—juxtaposition, alternative option, opposition—there is the fourth, which views social justice
as Christian mission. This position, to which I subscribe, was promoted
in the late nineteen-sixties by Latin American liberation theologies,
most famously by the Peruvian theologian Gustavo Gutiérrez, for
whom salvation is not simply the forgiveness of personal sins but necessarily includes the liberation of the society from all oppressive structures and urges the “preferential option for the poor.” This theology of
liberation was adopted by the Consejo Episcopal Latinoamericano at
its several meetings, beginning with Medellín in 1968. Later, liberation theology and its “preferential option for the poor” spread throughout the world, especially in Africa and Asia (with the Federation of
Asian Bishops’ Conferences). 3 Of course, liberation theology was not
without opposition, especially by the Congregation for the Doctrine of
the Faith in its instruction Libertatis Nuntius: On Certain Aspects of
the Theology of Liberation (1984), which condemns its use of Marxist
analysis and its political hermeneutics of the Bible. 4
Notwithstanding contrary opinions in some conservative quarters,
today social justice is widely understood as essential to Christian mission. Rather than invoking multiple magisterial documents from Vatican II to Pope Francis, I focus on a document of less magisterial authority, being neither papal nor conciliar, but of immediate relevance
to our theme, treating as it does directly the connection between social
justice and evangelization. I refer to the document titled Iustitia in
mundo (Justice in the World), the concluding statement of the 1971
synod of bishops. 5 One of the most cited texts of this document is the
last paragraph of the Introduction:

3

4
5

On Catholic social doctrine, see Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace,
Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, Città del Vaticano: Libreria Editrice Vaticana 2004; David J. O’Brien/Thomas A. Shannon (eds.),
Catholic Social Thought: The Documentary Heritage, Maryknoll, NY: Orbis
Books 1992; Kenneth R. Himes (ed.), Modern Catholic Social Teaching:
Commentaries & Interpretations, Washington, DC: Georgetown University
Press 2004.
A more irenic assessment of liberation theology by the CDF was issued two
years later, Instruction on Christian Freedom and Liberation, 1986.
For the text Justice in the World, see www.rcsocialjusticett.org/downloads/
justiceintheworld.pdf. For an excellent commentary on this document, see
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The uncertainty of history and the painful convergences in
the ascending path of the human community direct us to
sacred history; there God has revealed himself to us, and
made known to us, as it is brought progressively to realization, his plan of liberation and salvation which is once
and for all fulfilled in the Paschal Mystery of Christ. Action on behalf of justice and participation in the transformation of the world fully appears to us a constitutive dimension of the preaching of the Gospel, or, in other words,
of the Church’s mission for the redemption of the human
race and its liberation from every oppressive situation. 6
This short paragraph, especially its last sentence, expresses, in a
nutshell, the relationship between social justice and the Christian mission. However, it is not clear what the pivotal term constitutive means.
The dictionary definition of “to constitute” is “to make up,” “form,”
“compose.” To constitute something means to make it a reality, to pertain to its being, to make what it is. Used in a philosophical sense, it
means to be the “essence” of something. Taken in this technical sense,
the document seems to say that “action on behalf of justice and participation in the transformation of the world” is the essence of “the preaching of the Gospel” or “the Church’s mission.” Indeed, the German and
Dutch translations of the original Italian text of the document do not
use constitutive but essential.
However, after the synod, Bishop Ramon Torrella Cascante, who
was its Special Secretary, argued that “constitutive” must not be translated as essential because essential implies that the mission of the
church would be defective at its core if social justice is not achieved,
whereas for him the essence of the church would remain intact even if
social justice is not part of its activities. According to Torrella, social
justice only adds to the credibility of the church’s mission and does not
make up its essence. In other words, social justice adds to be the bene
esse (well-being) of the church and not to its esse (being). Therefore, he
suggests that it is more correct to translate “constitutive” as integral
and to affirm that social justice is an integral dimension of the mission
of the church, in the sense that social justice may accompany the Christian mission but strictly speaking, a true evangelization could take
place without action for justice. Torrella’s basic reason for taking this
position is that saying that social justice is an essential dimension of
the Christian mission runs the risk of reducing the mission of the

6

Kenneth Himes, “Commentary on Iustitia in mundo (Justice in the World)
in Modern Catholic Social Teaching, 333-362.
Justice in the World, no. 6. Italics added.
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church to a temporal project and thus falls to the temptation of “horizontalism.” 7
The three drafters of the document, the Jesuits Juan Alfaro and
Philip Land and the Dominican Vincent Cosmao, who was the drafter
of the Introduction and its now controversial last sentence, disputed
Torella’s interpretation, arguing that integral weakens the force of constitutive. 8 They agreed that constitutive was not used as a technical
philosophical term but rhetorically, to emphasize two points. First, social justice is not merely an ethical obligation derived from the Gospel,
that is, a duty that must be fulfilled if one wants to become a disciple
of Jesus. Second, social justice is an indispensable and therefore essential component of the church’s mission. As Ronald Hamel says, without
the ministry of justice, “the Church would not be true to itself or to its
vocation.” 9
Today, a majority of Catholic theologians agree that social justice is
a constitutive-essential-indispensable, and not simply integral dimension of the Christian mission and reject the juxtaposition, alternative
option, and opposition interpretations of the relation between the two
activities, even though it must be admitted that they are by no means
rare, especially in conservative Christian circles and in totalitarian regimes that do not want the church to criticize their policies. If social
justice is the Christian mission, can it be said that passion for social
justice is passion for Christian mission? This is the question I intend
to investigate next.
Passion for Social Justice, Passion for Christian Mission
The English term “passion” has a double meaning: first, a strong
and barely controlled emotion such as explosive anger and intense sexual love, and second, suffering, often leading to martyrdom. It is in
both these meanings that I suggest the term “passion” in “passion for
justice” and “passion for Christian mission” is to be understood.
The first meaning of “passion” is ardent desire and deep commitment. For both of your congregations, such passion for social justice
7

8
9

For Torella’s interpretation of constitutive, see K. Himes, “Commentary,”
353-354. Torrella’s fear of the danger of “horizontalism” anticipates that of
Libertatis Nuntius: On Certain Aspects of the Theology of Liberation.
On J. Alfaro, P. Land, and V. Cosmao, see K. Himes, “Commentary,” 354355.
Ronald Hamel, Justice in the World, in: Judith A. Dwyer (ed.), The New
Catholic Dictionary of Catholic Social Thought, Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press 1994, 496.
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and mission is of course taken for granted. But why should Christians
be passionate, or to use a colloquial expression, “mad,” about social justice and the Christian mission? I propose two answers, one Christological, the other ecclesiological.
Christologically, it must be admitted that the reality that Jesus
brought to fulfillment in the world is not a reality detached from the
world from whose shackles the souls are platonically delivered and
ushered into an ethereal heaven. On the contrary, the kingdom/reign
of God that Jesus preached is a reign of forgiveness and reconciliation,
of justice and peace in this world, where humans achieve full flourishing. The gospels do not present Jesus’ preaching as his divine mission
on the one hand and his healing the sick, feeding the hungry, exorcising the demons, and raising the dead as his social service on the other.
Rather, he performed all his miracles of various types to show that the
kingdom of God has broken in and through them here and now.
Luke 4:18-19, quoting Isaiah 61:1-2, describes Jesus’ ministry:
bringing good news to the poor, proclaiming release to the captives,
recovery of sight to the blind, liberating the oppressed, and proclaiming the year of the Lord’s favor. By today’s standards, all these activities of Jesus would be classified as social justice. Furthermore, in the
parable of the judgment of the nations (Matt 25:31-46), people are
saved or condemned on whether they feed the hungry, quench the
thirsty, welcome the stranger, clothe the naked, and visit the prisoners, activities that are all considered as part of social justice, and to
make sure we don’t miss it, Matthew tells the parable twice in the
same words, the first time for those who practice these activities and
the second for those who do not. In light of these texts, to be passionate
about Christian mission is to be passionate about social justice, and to
be passionate about social justice is to be passionate about the Christian mission.
Ecclesiologically, in recent times, the best exposition on passion for
Christian mission and passion for social justice has arguably been
given by Pope Francis. Time does not permit a comprehensive examination of the twin themes of Christian mission and social justice in all
the major writings of Pope Francis, especially The Joy of the Gospel
(Evangelii Gaudium; EG), On Care for Our Common Home (Laudato
Si’; LS), and On Fraternity and Social Friendship (Fratelli Tutti; FT).
I will consider only the apostolic exhortation The Joy of the Gospel,
in which Francis deals at length with the mission of the church. With
his celebrated image of evangelizers taking on the “smell of the sheep”
and of the church as a “field hospital after battle,” Francis speaks of
his dream of a “missionary option” in which the church is essentially a
missionary community (EG 27). The church is a community that “goes
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forth” (EG 24); its concern must not be self-preservation. In this context, Francis writes these powerful lines, with great passion:
Let us go forth, then, let us go forth to offer everyone the
life of Jesus Christ…. I prefer a Church which is bruised,
hurting and dirty because it has been out on the streets,
rather than a Church which is unhealthy from being confined and from clinging to its security. I do not want a
Church concerned with being at the center and then ends
by being caught up in a web of obsessions and procedures…. More than by fear of going astray, my hope is that
we will be moved by the fear of remaining shut up within
structures which give us a false sense of security, within
rules which make us harsh judges, within habits which
make us safe, while at our door people are starving and
Jesus does not tire of saying to us: “Give them something
to eat” (Mk 6:37) (EG 49).
As for social justice, the pope devotes an entire chapter of his apostolic exhortation to the “social dimension of evangelization” (chapter 4,
EG 176-258). He explicitly asserts that “our redemption has a social
dimension because God, in Christ, redeems not only the individual person but also the social relations existing between humans…. From the
heart of the Gospel, we see the profound connection between evangelization and human advancement, which must necessarily find expression and develop in every work of evangelization” (EG 178).
Francis affirms the special place of the poor in God’s people and
wants “a Church which is poor and for the poor” (EG 198). With solidarity with the poor and the preferential option for the poor, Christians, the pope says, must “resolve the structural causes of poverty”
(EG 202), which requires going beyond almsgiving and charitable
works and practicing social justice in politics and the economy (EG
204-208). In addition to the poor, Francis mentions the “vulnerable of
the earth” that include the homeless, the addicted, migrants, refugees,
indigenous peoples, the elderly, women (“doubly poor”), the unborn,
and the ecology itself (EG 209-216).
Finally, the pope speaks of missionary spirituality and urges the
evangelizers to model themselves on Jesus: “Moved by his example, we
want to enter fully into the fabric of society, sharing the lives of all,
listening to their concerns, helping them materially and spiritually in
their needs, rejoicing with those who rejoice, weeping with those who
weep; arm in arm with others, we are committed to building a new
world” (EG 169). Francis further says that mission is not what we do
but what we are: “I am a mission on this earth; that is the reason why
I am in this world. We have to regard ourselves as sealed, even
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branded, by this mission of bringing light, blessing, enlivening, raising
up, healing, and freeing” (EG 273). Nowhere in his description of social
justice and the Christian mission has the pope distinguished, much
less separated them as two different activities. On the contrary, he believes that social justice is an essential dimension of the Christian mission, which cannot be fulfilled without it.
The second meaning of “passion” is suffering and martyrdom. Not
only preaching the Gospel but also, and perhaps especially social justice, has brought suffering and even death to Christians. Suffice to
mention the names of a few victims of government-sponsored murders
because of their commitment to and struggle for social justice: Archbishop Óscar Romero; Fr. Rutilio Grande and his four companions; the
six Jesuits, their housekeeper, and her daughter at the Central American University; and the three American nuns (Ita Ford, Maura
Clarke, and Dorothy Kazel) and the lay worker (Jean Donovan).
The “passion” is not of course limited to bishops, priests, and religious. Open Doors International, a non-denominational organization
has recently issued an annual report in which it claims a record 360
million people worldwide were discriminated against or abused last
year for being followers of Christ. 10 Christians should keep in mind
Jesus’ warning: “See, I am sending you out like sheep into the midst of
wolves; so be wise as serpents and innocent as doves. Beware of them,
for they will hand you over to councils and flog you in their synagogues,
and you will be dragged before governors and kings because of me, as
a testimony to them and the Gentiles” (Matt 10:16-18).
“Passion” for mission and social justice in the sense of ardent desire
and deep commitment has its personal costs, and though we must
avoid playing heroes by seeking martyrdom, “passion” as suffering and
martyrdom is often unavoidable, and the examples of the cloud of witnesses who are killed for their faithfulness sustain our weaknesses and
instill us with courage and perseverance with the thought that, in the
famous phrase of the third-century African theologian Tertullian, “The
blood of martyrs is the seed of Christians.” 11

10
11

https://international.la-croix.com/news/religion/360-million-christians-persecuted-worldwide-last-year-says-ngo/15510 [accessed January 15, 2022].
Tertullian’s actual phrase is: “Semen est sanguis Christianorum,” in:
Quinti Septimii Florentis Tertulliani Opera, I: 50,13, Prebols: Turnhout 1954, 171. Soon this celebrated dictum became sanguis martyrum
semen Christianorum.
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The Holy Spirit, the Power of Social Justice and
the Christian Mission
Here we must confront a conundrum. Passion for Christian mission
and social justice, while highly recommended, seems to be dampened
by the words of Jesus the Son of Man in the parable of the universal
judgment (Matt 25:31-46). We are told that people are saved or condemned depending on whether they feed the hungry, quench the
thirsty, welcome the stranger, clothe the naked, and visit the prisoners.
What is difficult to understand is Jesus’ answer to the question by
people on his right and on his left about when they saw Jesus and did
or did not come to his rescue: “Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one
of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me”
(Matt 25:40). Who are these people who are being judged? Obviously,
they are not only Christians. In fact, it is said that “all the nations”
(panta ta ethnē) are gathered to be judged (Matt 25:32). This means
that among those who perform these activities for Jesus, though not
knowing it, there are non-Christian believers and non-believers. If
these non-Christians and atheists are said by Jesus to be blessed by
his Father and inherit the kingdom prepared for them from the foundation of the world (Matt 25:34), then why should we do mission to
them? Is our mission to them not redundant if they can perform these
good deeds without explicit faith in Christ? If social justice is the Christian mission, how can non-Christian believers, for example, Hindus,
Buddhists, Muslims, and even atheists be said to perform the Christian mission?
Before answering these questions, let’s note the fact that the ultimate beneficiary of these activities of social justice is Jesus himself,
whether those who perform them know it or not, which makes it impossible to consider these activities as simply secular. Even though
these activities have nothing sacred in themselves, they must be regarded as properly belonging to the Christian mission itself because
they are done for Jesus who identifies himself with the least, the last,
and the lost.
To answer the question of whether the Christian mission is rendered redundant, I appeal to pneumatology and reflect on the role of
the Holy Spirit outside Christianity. 12 I invoke Saint Irenaeus’s image
of God’s “two hands.” Irenaeus, a second-century bishop of Lyon,
12

For my extended reflection on the role of the Holy Spirit in activities outside Christianity, see Peter C. Phan, The Joy of Religious Pluralism: A Personal Journey, Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books 2017, 51-74.
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France, was fighting against a group of Christians, known today as the
Gnostics, who held that there are two Gods, the God of the Old Testament and the God of Jesus, the former the God of Law, the latter the
God of Love. There are thus, the Gnostics contend, two covenants.
Against them, and Marcion in particular, Irenaeus affirms that there
is only one God, the Father, who has only one saving covenant for the
whole of humanity. However, God the Father acts in the world with
his “two hands,” his two agents, the Son and the Spirit. Irenaeus’s important point is that even though there are two agents (“hands”), Jesus
and the Holy Spirit, who carry out the Father’s plan of salvation, they
do not have a plan of salvation each, distinct from each other. Rather,
they fulfill only one plan or economy of salvation, that of the Father. It
is therefore not theologically correct to say that the Son has a plan of
salvation and that the Holy Spirit has another, different from that of
the Son.
However, it is important to note that the fact that there is only one
divine economy of salvation does not entail that the two “hands”—the
Son and the Holy Spirit—act in the same place, at the same time, in
the same way, with the same people, and in total dependence on each
other, without a certain “autonomy” and clear differences in their manners of acting in history.
The Christian faith professes that the one God exists in three distinct “persons,” Father, Son, and Spirit. I would argue that these personal differences entail that each divine Person can and does function
in history differently and “autonomously,” though in communion with
each other (perichoresis). Concretely, before the incarnation and even
after the incarnation, in places and at times where the Jesus of history
could not personally reach due to his historical limitations as a Jew
living in the first century of the Common Era, and in places where he
did not preach and was not known, the Holy Spirit can be and has been
actively present. This “autonomous” action of the Spirit, which is not
opposed to that of the Son but distinct and in a certain true sense, independent of it, allows us to fully recognize the work of the Spirit outside Jesus, before the incarnation of the Son, and even after it, and
outside Christianity, especially in other religions, whose spiritual or
salvific value and function can be affirmed in itself. There is, therefore,
no need to reduce non-Christian religions to being simply “preparation” for (praeparatio evangelica), or “stepping stones” (pierres d’attente) to Christianity or to being “fulfilled” or “superseded” by it (the
“fulfillment” theology of religion), thereby denying their integrity and
otherness.
This pneumatology, which asserts the Holy Spirit’s activities outside of Christianity, allows us to affirm that non-Christians and even
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atheists can perform activities of social justice that make them blessed
by God the Father and inherit the kingdom prepared them from the
foundation of the world (Matt 25:34), even though they do not know
that they perform these activities for Jesus.
From the foregoing reflections, it may be argued that when we
Christians do missions to non-Christians we are not entering a desert
devoid of God’s grace, namely, the Holy Spirit. They may not, and most
often do not know, and some may refuse to acknowledge, that the beneficiary of their social justice is Jesus. Because of this unawareness,
Christian mission to them is still necessary, not because without
Christian mission they would be lost, but because Christian mission
reveals to them the name of the person who benefits from their action
of feeding the hungry, quenching the thirsty, welcoming the stranger,
clothing the naked, and visiting the prisoners. Furthermore, Christian
mission invites them through the hearing of God’s word and the reception of baptism and other sacraments to be part of the community of
those working for social justice, which will not be effectively done without their collaboration.
Finally, it may be asked: What is the difference between the activities of social justice done by Christians and those done by, let’s say, the
secular NGOs, non-Christians, and atheists if in the universal judgment they all enter the eternal kingdom of God? First, it must be said
that there is no difference whatever in the structure, organization, and
results of these activities. Take, for instance, the work for ecological
integrity. Whether it is carried out by Pope Francis, Patriarch Bartholomew, Greta Thunberg, the United Nations Environment Program,
Green Buddhists, or nonbelieving scientists, it has to follow the most
accurate scientific data on global warming, set up the most efficient
structures, adopt the most appropriate plans of action, and produce the
best results. Further, there is no guarantee that Christians will be
more blessed by God and more successful than their secular counterparts in this enterprise. Nor is it always true that Christians are more
dedicated to the task than others.
The difference, I suggest, lies in the motivation and the model of the
Christians. The motivation for Christians is to respond to God’s gift of
creation with love and gratitude by preserving its beauty and blessings
for future generations. For them, to destroy the environment is to sin
against no other than its Creator and the future generations whose
rights to a healthy ecology will be violated beyond repair. The model of
their attitude to and action for the environment is their Lord and
Teacher Jesus whose faithful disciples they want to be. This motivation and model do not prevent Christians from collaborating with others in the work of environmental protection not only because they canVerbum SVD 63:2-3 (2022)
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not achieve their goal by themselves but also, more importantly, because they know the Spirit that empowers them is the same Spirit that
dwells within and empowers the followers of other religions and nonbelievers to undertake the same task. Thus, their mission is carried
out not only for others (missio ad gentes) but also among them (missio
inter gentes) and with others (missio in gentes). 13
To conclude, knowing that when doing social justice we are indeed
fulfilling the Christian mission will impart to our work more ardent
passion, greater courage, more patient persistence, and fuller joy.
ABSTRACTS
Die Beziehung zwischen Mission und sozialer Gerechtigkeit kann auf unterschiedliche Weise artikuliert werden. Der Autor schlägt vor, die Praxis der
sozialen Gerechtigkeit als Mission zu verstehen. Unter Berufung auf die Befreiungstheologie und die Bischofssynode von 1971 über Gerechtigkeit wird die
Praxis der Gerechtigkeit als wesentlich für die Mission verstanden. Ein solches Engagement impliziert Passion, als totale freudige Hingabe bis hin zum
Martyrium, nach dem Beispiel Jesu. Nimmt man das Wirken des Heiligen
Geistes ernst, geht das christliche soziale Engagement über die Grenzen der
Kirche hinaus. Seine Motivation liegt in den Christen, die in Dankbarkeit auf
die Liebe Gottes antworten.
La relación entre la misión y la justicia social puede articularse de forma
diferente. El autor propone entender la práctica de la justicia social como
misión. Basándose en la teología de la liberación y en el Sínodo de los Obispos
de 1971 sobre la Justicia, la práctica de la justicia se entiende como esencial
para la misión. Este compromiso implica pasión, como una entrega total y
gozosa hasta el martirio, siguiendo el ejemplo de Jesús. Tomando en serio la
acción del Espíritu Santo, el compromiso social cristiano trasciende los límites
de la iglesia. Su motivación radica en los cristianos cuando responden al amor
de Dios con gratitud.
Le lien entre mission et justice sociale peut être articulé de différentes manières. L’auteur suggère de comprendre la pratique de la justice sociale comme
mission. S’appuyant sur la théologie de la libération et le synode des évêques
sur la justice en 1971, la pratique de la justice est présentée comme essentielle
pour la mission. Un tel engagement implique de la passion, un dévouement
total et joyeux pouvant aller jusqu’au martyre, suivant l’exemple de Jésus. En
prenant l’action du Saint Esprit au sérieux, l’engagement social chrétien transcende les limites de l’Église. Sa motivation repose chez les chrétiens qui répondent en gratitude à l’amour de Dieu.
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MISSIO DEI IN THE AMAZON
After a brief conceptual review of the perspective to understand
mission as God’s mission the author turns to his context in the Amazon and highlights the importance of the local cultures and religions
for the life and religious expressions of the Amazon peoples. The author locates his engagement as a lawyer and defender of human
rights in the context of prophetic witness and eco-religious spirituality, as the concrete and applied way to be a missionary in the Amazon
region.

1. Understanding of the Term Missio Dei
The reference framework for the study of the term missio Dei begins
with the Missionary Conference held at Brandenburg, Germany, in
1932: Karl Barth became one of the first theologians to articulate mission as an activity of God himself. But Barth’s missionary thinking
would reach its peak at the Willingen Conference in 1952, again in
Germany. The term missio Dei derives from the very nature of God,
from Trinitarian spirituality. According to Professor Leontino Farias
dos Santos, the missionary movement has its origin in the action of the
Triune God, and each Christian church and each Christian person are
co-participants in this action which aims at the salvation of the world.
Therefore, our action as a church has no life of its own, unless it is in
the hands of the God who sends us, since the missionary initiative
comes only from Him, who is the subject of the mission. 1

* José Boeing is Brazilian and joined the Divine Word Missionaries in 1984.
He holds an MA in ecological law and sustainable development, a doctorate in
law and undertook post-graduate studies in religious sciences, among others.
He is a lawyer and is the Brazilian coordinator of VIVAT INTERNATIONAL
(an NGO dedicated to human rights accredited with the UN). He is a member
of REPAM (Rede Eclesial Panamazônica in Brazil) and a consultant for social
movements and social pastoral departments of the Catholic Church in the Amazon region.
1
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Missio Dei emerges in a time of crisis today, in the midst of the prospect of breaking away from modern culture and entering post-modernity. Bosch states that missio Dei “is not primarily an activity of the
church, but an attribute of God. God is a missionary God… To participate in mission is to participate in the movement of God’s love toward
people, since God is a fountain of sending love.” Therefore, our missionary activities are within the mission of God that invites the church and
the world to participate. 2
The missio Dei does not negate the church’s responsibility for the
evangelization of the world. According to Zwetsch, missio Dei is not
situated in an abstract context, but in a concrete one, present in the
work of creation and transcending the human sphere: “We cannot separate God and the world. When we speak of God, we immediately have
to speak of the world as the scope of his creative and saving or restorative revelation and action.” 3 In this new way of looking at mission
from the initiative of God, we can affirm that God is everywhere and
participates in the existence of the universe. That is, it goes beyond the
geographic spaces or structure of the church. When the missionary accepts the call and sending of God himself, he or she assumes the condition of a cooperating servant who is willing to leave his place. Thus,
he enters into connection with other peoples and their cultures and
interacts in permanent dialogue in search of breaking the chains that
subjugate the human being and the environment.
1.1 In the New Testament
Missio Dei could be understood as God the Father sending the Son,
and God the Father and the Son sending the Holy Spirit. From this
point of view, Father, Son and Holy Spirit send the missionary into the
world to bear witness to the truth. And “everyone who is of the truth
hears my voice” (John 18:37). For it is written in the prophets: “All men
will be instructed by God” (John 6:45). God is the author of the mission
and Jesus confirms it: “The Father has consecrated me and sent me
into the world” (John 6:36).
In the New Testament Jesus is shown as seeking to centralize the
mission of God who chooses men and women to be his disciples and
followers as witnesses in the world. The model of the mission is the life
of Jesus, the Divine Word who became flesh and made his dwelling
2
3

David J. Bosch, Missão transformadora: mudanças de paradigma de missão, São Leopoldo: Sinodal, EST 2002, 390.
Roberto E. Zwetsch, Missão como com-paixão. Por uma teologia da missão
em perspectiva latino-americana, São Leopoldo: EST 2007, 76.
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among us (John 1:14). He called and sent men and women to be engaged, be disciples/missionaries of God in the world. Therefore, the
mission belongs to God and we are the followers of the truth, justice,
fraternity and peace, breaking borders, going to the whole world, restoring all human relationships. It is the mercy of God in the person of
Jesus who acts under the force of “com-passio,” of shared pain. Signs
of missio Dei are present in people’s lives, far beyond the structures
created by the church over time.
1.2 In Vatican Council II
The Second Vatican Council confirms this mission: “The joys and
hopes, the sorrows and anxieties of people today, especially the poor
and all those who suffer, are also the joys and hopes, the sorrows and
anxieties of the disciples of Christ” (GS 1). What are the joys, hopes,
sorrows and anxieties of the worker in our world with so much hunger
and social inequalities and injustices? Every year the number of unemployed or workers in informal labor conditions grows. Faced with
this crisis, particularly that of unemployment, Pope Francis said: “A
family that lacks work is more exposed to difficulties, tensions, fractures and even the desperate temptation of dissolution. How can we
talk about human dignity without making an effort to ensure that each
and everyone has the possibility of a decent livelihood?”
In view of this world that causes so much pain, suffering and inequality, there is a call from God to reflect on our human behavior with
another human being. Thus, in the missionary decree Ad gentes of Vatican II, we have the confirmation of missio Dei, recovering its original
place within the Trinitarian mystery. In this sense, Giorgio Paleari
says that the missionary “is a guest, a foreigner and one who offers and
receives gifts. He is also someone who, in the midst of the mission,
looks for a treasure hidden in the heart of peoples and cultures.” 4
Therefore, the missionary’s service is to take his or her place as a poor
person among the poor with a solidary presence and sharing dreams
locally or across borders. According to Paleari, “the missionary must
go a long way to know the heart of God. He does not invent and is not
the protagonist of the mission, only God is.” 5 It is the Holy Spirit who
ensures that Christ’s life “becomes our life and his mission is our mission” (Constitutions of the Society of the Divine Word, Prologue). Therefore, the mission is to “witness to God as the true wealth of the human
heart” (Vita consecrata 90) linked to preferential love for the poor, as
4
5

Giorgio Paleari, Espiritualidade e missão, São Paulo: Paulinas, 22002, 21.
Ibid., 28.
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Pope John Paul II said to the SVD capitulars in 2000: “Always be men
of hope, capable of proclaiming the word of God that transforms the
human heart and the world itself.” The heart of God is a missionary
heart and the missionary work is in the heart of God.
1.3 For the Divine Word Missionaries
Thus, the members of the SVD, by their origin, charisma and mission, are “partners and collaborators of the Divine Word” with the
mandate: “You will be my witnesses” (Acts 1:8). Superior General Antonio Pernia explained this vision during the XII General Chapter of
the Consolata Missionaries in Rome saying that “the mission has its
center and origin not in the church, but in God’s Kingdom.” He went
on: “The mission is born from God’s essence which is Trinity, and therefore missionary. In this perspective, the mission should articulate
God’s dialogue with the world and with humanity.” 6 This synthesis
takes up the mission as a witness to the Kingdom of God, revealed by
Jesus Christ. Divine Word Missionaries are called to proclaim the
Word in a special way, as universal inclusion and openness to the diversity of God’s love.
Our participation in God’s mission requires a deep discernment of
how God is working in today’s world, a reading of the signs of the times.
The initial responses from our Provinces, Regions and Missions are
that we have God as a guide to reconcile all creation to Christ. We feel
especially called to this aspect of God’s mission in our world today,
through interculturality. The missionary commitment to God’s mission
is a gift since St. Arnold Janssen founded our Congregation.
The dignity of the human person and the common good are more
important than the privileges and benefits of some who want to maintain social inequalities in order to maintain their position in power.
When human and Christian values are threatened, a prophetic voice
is needed that recovers social justice and strengthens public life, in a
prudent but decisive way in accordance with the social doctrine of the
church (Co. 507,1). 7 God has a universal character and expresses divine sovereignty in the sense of freeing human beings from the chains

6

7

On May 13, 2011: Jaime C. Patias, A missão é de Deus, nós somos apenas
instrumentos em suas mãos: Revista Missões, https://www.revistamissoes.
org.br/2011/05/a-missao-e-de-deus-nos-somos-apenas-instrumentos-em-su
as-maos-afirma-padre-antonio-pernia-superior-geral-da-sociedade-do-ver
bo-divino/ [20-07-2022].
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of oppression, promoting full life with great joy and sharing God’s love,
also in the Amazon.
2. Understanding Missio Dei from the Point of View
of Amazon Peoples
The Amazon biome with its biodiversity, ecosystems and native people is immensely rich. To understand the sacred and the missio Dei
within this reality, it is necessary to go to the historical memory of the
ancestral people, finding the imaginary, the mysticism and the indigenous mythology of the enchanted beings that protect human life and
the life of nature. From this perspective, the indigenous peoples who
were the first inhabitants of the Amazon live with mother earth as a
sacred element. But when the Portuguese colonists arrived in Brazil
accompanied by the Catholic Church, they brought a different vision
of God and there were many conflicts regarding the conception of God.
According to Alexandre Otten in his doctoral thesis—using a phrase
from the layman Antônio Conselheiro in Bahia: “Only God is great”—
states that: “God has already come to Brazil as a distant God, hidden
behind the known saints. Under the influence of the dominant oligarchies, he assumed traits of a mill boss, absolute master over life and
death, demanding obedience and submission, or of a God-landlord inspired by the figure of the colonel. 8 There is the Creator-God, almost
idle, who left the world to the saints or demons and who leaves the
humans to their fate to come to terms in this world, if necessary even
through magical practices in relation to the powers that threaten their
terrestrial and celestial life. There is a God who, in times of crisis,
which are identified with the end of the world, appears as a judge, forcing the sertanejos 9 to endless penance. There is also the God of missionaries who reinforced the traumatic effects of fear and distrust in
the face of the implacable God of nature and the insensitive God according to the image of masters and bosses. But there are also traditions revindicating a God-Father, protector of the poor, a Jesus-Beggar, a Good Jesus, support of the poor, sick and pilgrims.” 10 However,
8

9
10

In Brazil, “colonel” refers often to the owner of large extensions of land,
often related to a military career, and part of the small rural aristocratic
class (editor’s note).
Sertanejo: inhabitants of the sertão, the dry steppes of northeast Brazil (editor’s note).
Alexandre H. Otten SVD, “Só Deus é grande”. A mensagem religiosa de
Antônio Conselheiro (Coleção Fé e Realidade 30), São Paulo: Loyola 1990,
122.
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in the Amazon the indigenous peoples did not accept this conception of
God brought by the colonizers.
In the Amazon, the indigenous peoples’ concept of the sacred has
always coexisted with the forest and nature. They understand that
everything is interconnected in full union, with all plants and animals
having a permanent and symbiotic interconnection. According to Wilson Changaray, President of the Assembly of the Guarani Peoples of
Bolivia in 2006, speaking to President Evo Morales, the first indigenous leader to be president of the country, the dignity of the human
person is not just as an individual, but as a collective being:
This free, independent and sovereign land must be based
on fundamental indigenous principles. Principles that go
beyond personal interests and transcend and embrace the
social, economic, cultural and political spheres. These
principles are the fundamental essence of being Guarani,
like the incessant search for the Land without Evils and
for Freedom. But who answers me? [...] Even God doesn’t
answer me when I am going to be free…!!! Our essence is
to be without owner. “Our God is nature and not the
Law…” Principles that employ the social being, such as
Mboroaiu, Mborerekua, Yoparareko, this love, esteem, affection, solidarity, expressed in feeling for the neighbor,
which allows to overcome and let go of being petty and individualistic. 11
Indigenous peoples resist and cry out in defense of mother earth
and they do not allow or accept exploitation, because it violates the
principle of respect and harmony, as Djiniyini Gondarra defines it in
1997:
The Earth is my mother. Like a human mother, she gives
us protection, pleasure and takes care of our needs—economic, social and religious. We have human relationships
with the earth: as a mother, as a sister, as a child. When
the land is taken from us or when they destroy it, we feel
hurt, because we belong to the land and are part of it. 12
For the Guarani indigenous peoples, the word is situated in the
heart of God, which in itself determines the nature and history of the
humans. Human beings are words. The anthropologist Bartolomeu
11
12

Wilson Changaray, http://djweb.com.br/historia/arquivos/cartilha02.pdf
[20-07-2022].
See Djiniyini Gondarra, https://www.somostodosum.com.br/blog-utoconhe
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Melià says: “For the Guarani, the word is everything. And for him everything is a word.” 13 He goes on to say: “The word, the name, the
prayer, the song, the medicinal invocation, the prophecy, the politicalreligious exhortation, all these forms of ‘saying oneself ’ (emboé) are
the privileged form of the Guarani religion. A Guarani is religious because he made himself word and, when he makes himself word, he participates in the First Fathers, the Fathers of the word-souls. The Guarani religion is a religion of the inspired word” (not the word-doctrine). 14 And the indigenous Ailton Krenak feels that the sun is going
and that he is saying goodbye to us, too. Then the indigenous anwers:
“Te mum tepó itxá, kren nabã tepó erehé” (“Oh Sun, are you leaving? I
bow my head before you”). This concept defines what it means to be an
indigenous people: to hear the cry of Mother Earth. Natural plants
from the Amazon have become a very important raw material for the
pharmaceutical industry in recent years. Furthermore, it is well
known that foreign researchers and companies have explored the
knowledge of indigenous communities, without respecting copyright.
Such criminal acts are called biopiracy. 15
In view of this, the movement of marginalization of traditional communities, especially the ones on the riversides, in the path of development of the Amazon is clearly to be seen, as well as the absence of the
State and the lack of public policies aimed at these social groups. In
addition, the region has been marked by intense exploitation of its natural resources, including illegally, for profit—a wealth that is not socially distributed, deepening social inequalities and socio-environmental conflicts.
3. In Relation with the Amazon Religion
During my 30 years of life and mission in the Amazon, I have experienced the life and faith of native people. All my mission and service
I dedicate to defending Justice and Peace, promoting human rights,
the rights of native peoples, the defense of their territories and their
cultural and religious traditions, taking care of mother earth. Living
with Christian communities, I experienced the challenges of being a
missionary presence, especially as a lawyer and defender of Justice
13
14
15

Bartolomeu Melià, La lengua guaraní del Paraguay: Historia, sociedad y
literatura, Madrid: Mapfre 1992, 306.
Ibid., 317.
See Karl Heinz Arenz, Filhos e filhas do beiradão: a formação sóciohistórica dos ribeirinhos da Amazônia, Santarém: Faculdades Integradas
do Tapajós 2000.
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and Peace. I learned that we must always ask permission to enter rivers or the forest and when we go to get our food. When they want to
plant, they also ask permission to cut down a tree and plant the seed.
Thus, they believe that the bottom of rivers, lakes and streams is inhabited by “enchanted beings.” These enchanted beings have all the
resemblance of human beings and have cities identical to those of the
living, with the difference that everything there glitters as if it were
gold. These companions have special powers and can be controlled by
the shamans, who transform them into their assistants for carrying
out healing or magical acts. Hence the importance of knowing the legends or myths that exist in the Amazon. They are transcendental
forces or enchanted beings that accompany the imagination and daily
life of native peoples. 16
Eduardo Galvão published an article regarding “The Religious Life
of the Caboclo da Amazônia” in the Bulletin of the National Museum of
Rio de Janeiro in 1953. He recorded very well the daily life of the caboclo 17 in his expression of faith in the middle of the forest and of the
waters. For him, the religiosity of the Amazon peoples is Catholic and
always they celebrate life in devotion to the patron saint. Every Christian community has a saint and they celebrate the feast of the saint
once a year. They have almost a week of religious and social celebration. The festivals are associated with agriculture and the harvest
feast. Therefore, it begins with a “mast” (wooden pole) taken from the
forest and placed in front of the chapel, adorned with fruits and two
flags on its top. Then they perform the ritual with songs and dances.
It takes place during nine days of novenas until the feast day of the
saint, with lots of prayer, food, and dancing. The next day, after the
feast, the mast is knocked down with the ax and the fruits are shared
among all. Then they choose the judges for the following year’s feast: a
male judge with the red flag of the Holy Spirit and a female judge with
the white flag of peace. Thus, in the villages, these beliefs constitute
the expression of reality that the caboclos believe dominate their environment. I have always celebrated this intercultural and religious dialogue with the Christian communities of the Amazon.

16

17

On this subject see Karl Arenz, São e salvo: a pajelança da população ribeirinha do Baixo Amazonas como desafio para a evangelização: Revista de
Cultura Teológica 7 (29.1999) 23-34. – Id., São e salvo. A pajelança da população ribeirinha do Baixo Amazonas como desafio para a evangelização,
Quito: Abya Yala 2003.
Caboclo: a person of mixed indigenous Brazilian and European ancestry,
generally a mestizo (editor’s note).
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3.1 The Cry of the Exploited Earth
In my advisory service in the social dimension of faith, I have participated in many meetings on church documents. For example, in the
Prelature of Xingu in the municipality of Altamira in Pará, the Assembly of the People of God took place in 1989 with the theme “God hears
the cry of the poor who organize themselves” and the motto “Together
with the impoverished in the service of the Kingdom,” having ecology
as one of the priorities of its pastoral action. In 1990, the bishops of the
CNBB [National Bishops’ Conference of Brazil] Sections Norte I and
Norte II met in Belém-Icoaraci to share “a concern that affects us all:
the destruction of the environment in the Amazon.” Bishop Erwin
Kräutler says that in that year he obtained resources from friends and
benefactors from Austria to pay for the tickets and thus facilitate the
participation of the bishops from all over Amazonia in this historic
meeting. For the first time in the Brazilian church history, ecology and
the defense of the environment were the topic of an episcopal meeting.
The bishops questioned the large projects underway in the Amazon
“that cause irreparable damage,” forest exploitation and mining, dams
and hydroelectric plants, the construction of new roads that have the
“immediate effect of uncontrollable migration and a frantic rush to
available land.” They feel their prophetic responsibility to come out
and denounce both the evils that afflict the region and those responsible for these evils.
This document is a denunciation of the evils suffered by native peoples, but at the same time a strong profession of faith in the God of Life
who “has not made death nor takes pleasure in destroying the living”
(Wis 1:13). “The bleeding of the Amazon has already reached the extreme and God’s creation is groaning in the throes of death,” declared
the bishops in the document “Cry of the Church in Defense of Life in
the Amazon.” 18
There are many documents and statements in favor of the life of the
mission of God in the Amazon made by missionaries, indigenous people
and traditional communities. In 2 Corinthians 3:3, the Apostle Paul
says: “Evidently you are a letter from Christ, delivered to our ministry,
written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not on a stone
tablet, but on tablets of flesh, in your hearts.” I understand that the
missionaries carry within themselves a message that is rooted in their
own lives. We are called to interconnect with the universe and with the
lives of peoples and their cultures in the Amazon. First, life as the
greatest gift on the planet earth. Second, the habitat as the care of the
18
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common house and integral ecology. And third, respect for the peoples’
rights to live their culture and harmonious interaction with the universe and Mother Earth.
3.2 The Mission of Sharing
Thus, the missionary also inserts himself in the midst of the people
and assumes their pain, having presence and proximity, being solidary
with the excluded. I see this in the reality of the missionary of God who
lives and shares his life with the lives of the peoples of the Amazon.
Thus, the Word of God becomes flesh in the life of the disciple/missionary as a covenant forever. The missionary starts right in the early
morning, before daybreak, or throughout the day, traveling in the Amazon rainforest along the trails and roads of the Trans-Amazonian
Highway, branches, indents, rivers, streams, streets, or the tarmac in
the city. Or at dusk, the Word strengthens and encourages the weary
step of the consecrated missionary or the committed layperson. It is
the Word that generates life in the contradictions of the life of each
people and culture. According to Paleari, “the missionary walks in the
path of God, always strengthened and sustained by this Word of life.” 19
To be a missionary who shares his faith and life with the traditional
populations of the Amazon one must be prepared to live together with
them and defend their human rights and environmental rights. We
know that the capitalist system manipulates the conscience and coopts people for its interests, dividing the poor and oppressed population, putting an indigenous person against another indigenous person.
According to Edênio Valle, “the person who starts to ‘live’ from the system, also starts to think as the system thinks.” 20 The attachment to
structures prevents an approach to reality with its contradictions, interests, needs and concerns. In this sense, Felix Wilfred, when analyzing globalization and the commitment of Christians in defense of the
poor, is categorical in stating that:
No Christian can be a silent supporter of a system which
excludes the poor. I say silent “supporter” because our failure to a stance amounts to support. We need to realise today that “option for the poor” means necessarily also an
option against an economic system that continues to create more and more victims. […] Faith that has nothing to

19
20
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say about life at its most primordial level of food, drink,
land, shelter, safety, etc., cannot be life-giving. 21
3.3 Citizenship and Holistic Spirituality
The citizenship revolution is the slow path that every citizen must
travel to achieve full citizenship. Hence the problem of the disappearance of human values in a culture, as stated by Batista Mondin:
In the context of culture, a privileged place belongs to values; thus, we can say that if culture is the soul of society,
values are, in turn, the soul of culture. For this reason, the
greatness of a culture is always proportional to the greatness of its values. A culture grows, progresses and prospers as its assimilation of fundamental values grows, progresses and prospers; and a culture goes into crisis and
crumbles when its spiritual values go into crisis and are
forgotten. 22
Pope Francis on October 31, 2014, gave a speech to the Popular
Movements, gathered in Rome at the International Meeting of Popular
Movements. He highlighted, among many aspects, the importance of
world leaders in defending justice and dignity of human life. The term
solidarity with the poor was highlighted, because the poor want to be
protagonists of a new world.
Today I want to join my voice to yours and support you in
your struggle. During this meeting, you have also talked
about Peace and Ecology. It is logical. There cannot be
land, there cannot be housing, there cannot be work if we
do not have peace and if we destroy the planet. These are
such important topics that the peoples of the world and
their popular organizations cannot fail to debate them.
This cannot just remain in the hands of political leaders.
All peoples of the earth, all men and women of good will—
all of us must raise our voices in defence of these two precious gifts: peace and nature or “Sister Mother Earth” as
Saint Francis of Assisi called her. 23

21
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Pope Francis’ speech reinforces the already existing struggle of popular movements of workers, indigenous peoples, quilombolas, 24 riverside people and migrants from the Amazon. Thus, we will be able to
associate this theme of the defense of human dignity and respect for
nature with numerous organizations. That is why in the Amazon, the
people of the forest claim the right to the forest, with their form of extractivism. From there came the Conservation Units, also called Extractive Reserves. 25
Ecological conversion requires each person to discern his behavior
and her relationship with Mother Earth. Hence the commitment to
take action with integral ecology, avoiding ecological sin. 26 “It is urgent
to face the unlimited exploitation of the ‘common home’ and its inhabitants. One of the main causes of destruction in the Amazon is predatory extractivism that responds to the logic of greed, typical of the dominant technocratic paradigm. Faced with the pressing situation of the
planet and the Amazon, integral ecology is not just another path that
the Church can choose for the future in this territory, but it is the only
possible way, because there is no other viable way to save the region.” 27
According to Leonardo Boff: “Experiencing the universe as a living being, the Earth as Gaia, a living super organism and Great Mother, feeling nature as a source of vital radiation and communion with every
being we meet as a carrier of purpose, brother and sister of adventure
in this immense universe, is to show yourself a spiritual being, is to
realize ecological spirituality in an eminent degree, today absolutely
necessary for the survival of the biosphere.” 28 Therefore, Boff recognizes that there is an interior spirituality that springs from the heart
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ber/documents/papa-francesco_20141028_incontro-mondiale-movimenti-popo
lari.html [15-07-2022].
Quilombola: An Afro-Brazilian resident of “quilombo” settlements first established by escaped slaves. They are the descendants of Afro-Brazilian
slaves who escaped from slave plantations (editor’s note).
See about extractive reserves and sustainable development in the Amazon
the book by Anthony Anderson et al., The destination of the Forest: Extractive reserves and sustainable development in the Amazon, Rio de Janeiro:
Relume Dumará 1994.
See Synod of Bishops, Special Assembly for the Pan-Amazonian Region,
The Amazon: New Paths for the Church and for an Integral Ecology, Final
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Ibid., #67.
Leonardo Boff, Ecologia, mundialização, espiritualidade, São Paulo: Editora Ática 1999, 11.
Verbum SVD 63:2-3 (2022)

300

José Boeing, SVD

and connects with external spirituality, as everything is interconnected, as Pope Francis adds.
In short, according to Bercot, we are the spirituality of the heart.
That is, “The energy of the Heart, which is a magnetic force called
‘love,’ insofar as it is expressed in the psychic sphere, is, according to
the teachings of all the great traditions, the fundamental energy that
animates and underlies the construction of worlds and their march forward […] as we grope for the recipes of a new world order, this Presence of the Heart simply suggests the shift from looking to reading, in
the world of appearances, what is hidden in it all the time: its meaning.” 29 Spirituality is going beyond the natural and spontaneous solidarity that makes us all daughters and sons of Nature and Life. It is
choosing conscious solidarity, which makes the awareness and practice
of interconnection converge in sharing, altruism, justice and peace.
Thus, says the Chilean biologist Humberto Maturana, life unfolds
through the divine principle of love. “We are animals that depend on
love.” In view of this, as a Brazilian citizen and missionary of the Congregation of the Divine Word, I feel free and naturally defend the principles of the Constitution and individual, social and environmental
rights. This is perhaps easier for me than for foreign missionaries, as
they feel the difficulty and challenge of confronting injustices, denouncing evils and violations of human rights, promoting a culture of
justice, peace and the integrity of creation.
4. My Socio-environmental Missionary Presence in the Amazon
Since 1980, the Missionaries of the Divine Word in the Amazon
have a missionary presence in different realities in the states of Pará
and Amapá. In the midst of the beauty of biodiversity, ecosystems and
the charms of the people of the Amazon rainforest and their culture,
the missionary finds God in everyday life. My missionary presence in
these 30 years always has been in accompanying traditional peoples,
organizations, riverside communities and migrants who fight for guaranteeing the fundamental aspects of the mission: sensitivity, solidarity, prophetism, and liberating spirituality in the struggle and experience with the poor. The presence in the midst of this reality is to understand that God is already present in the life and struggle of the
people. In this way, together with missionary leaders, active lay people
and leaders of social and ecological movements, I accompany many
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alternative socio-environmental projects that help to integrate people
into the collective experience of their lives in their natural habitat.
The Amazon region has suffered since 1500 with the colonization
and invasion of Portugal. Those who suffered from colonization were
indigenous peoples and traditional communities, quilombolas, riverside and migrant communities. This has happened since the beginning
and even more since 1870 with the cycle of rubber. And later with the
gold, the timber, the grabbing of public lands, and slave labor in the
Amazon. Today it is agro-business and the pesticides with the monoculture of soy and other products. All this has generated hunger, work,
slavery, murders and the most terrible violation of human dignity,
which is human trafficking. Pope Francis says that “Human trafficking is an open wound in the body of contemporary humanity, a wound
in the flesh of Christ.” 30
4.1 Human Rights and Fullness of Life
In this context we wonder why there is so much greed and violation
of human rights? Has the human being lost the human and divine
meaning of life? Talking about God’s mission is knowing that God
hears the laments of the Amazon people who cry out for justice and
respect for mother earth. The Spirit—the Ruah—already existed from
the beginning in the whole universe and balances all things. Thus, we
are divine beings who have a human experience. Therefore, God is beyond church structures or political powers. We need to expand our vision and understanding of the God who is and walks with his people in
defense of life, human rights and integral ecology. We need to understand what the myth of the Carajás means in the context of forest peoples and the defense of human dignity:
According to the reports of the Carajás, the Creator made
them immortal. They lived like fish in the water, in rivers
and in lakes. They didn’t know the sun, the moon, the
stars, nothing but the waters. At the bottom of each river
where he was, there was always a hole from which a light
came out with great intensity. And this was the Creator’s
precept: “You cannot enter that hole, otherwise you will
lose immortality.” They circled the hole, letting themselves be illuminated by the colors and their light, but they
respected the precept, despite the great temptation.
“What’s in there”? Until one day, a daring Carajá got into
30
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the hole. And he fell on the splendid beaches of the Araguaia River, which are very white, beautiful beaches. He
was amazed. He saw the sun, birds, superb landscapes,
flowers and butterflies. Wherever he looked, he became
more and more astonished. And when nightfall came, and
the sun disappeared, he thought about going back to his
brothers. But then the moon and the stars appeared. He
was even more amazed and spent the night admiring the
greatness of the universe.
And just when he thought he was late into the night, the
sun began to rise. Remembering the brothers, he returned
back through the hole. He gathered all of them together
and said: “Brothers and sisters, my relatives, I have seen
an extraordinary thing, which you cannot imagine.” And
he described his experience. Then, everyone wanted to
pass through the luminous hole. Then the wise men said,
“But the Creator is so kind to us, he gave us immortality,
let’s consult him.” And they went to consult the Creator,
saying, “Father, let us pass through the hole. The reality
that our daring brother described to us is so extraordinary.” And the Creator, with some sadness, replied: “Really, it is a splendid reality. The beaches are beautiful, the
forest has fantastic biodiversity.” He continued: “You can
go there, but there is a price to pay. You will lose immortality.”
Everyone looked at each other and turned to the reckless
Carajá who had first violated the precept. And they decided to go through the hole, renouncing immortality. The
deity then told them: “I respect the decision you have
made. You will have incredible experiences of beauty, of
majesty, but everything will be passing. Everything will
be born, grow, mature, decay, and finally die. You will participate in this cycle. Is that what you want?” And all,
unanimously, said: “Yes, we want it!” And they went. 31
4.2 Dreams and Hopes
From this vision and action among the peoples of the Amazon, I
came to understand that we are together, sharing our dreams and
hopes. Thus, the promotion of citizenship and human rights carried
out by our initiatives consolidate democracy and restorative practices
31
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through conflict resolution and mediation. These are actions such as
the course of empowerment and training for community agents for justice and peace, coordinated by the SVD Justice and Peace Commission.
This training strengthens the struggle and resistance of socio-environmental leaders to develop their collective life projects. The community
agents become mediators of Restorative Justice, overcoming “punitive
justice.” 32 That is, condemning crime and violence, repairing the damage and restoring the person, both the victim and the aggressor. Restorative Justice values autonomy and dialogue, creating opportunities for the people involved in the conflict (offender and victim of the
crime, family members and the community) to talk and understand the
real cause of the conflict, in order to restore harmony and balance between all. Restorative ethics is about inclusion and social responsibility and promotes the concept of active responsibility. With this, it can
broaden the horizons of behavior to understand what the human being
is, guaranteeing the aggressor the opportunity to repair the damage
and experience the restorative justice process. Here we can cite the
example of Moses in Exod 18:18-30, in which Jethro, his father-in-law,
warns him of the danger of wanting to solve all problems and conflicts
in his own way. We must train ourselves to hear the cry, divide tasks,
form small and large organized groups, having restorative practices,
harmonizing environments and society.
However, this initiative, seeking to resolve conflicts through dialogue and non-violent communication, brought much persecution to
communities and their leaders who are threatened due to the fight for
justice. As a result, many human rights defenders were murdered and
suffered martyrdom. Recent history records more and more martyrs
for the Kingdom of God. Bishop Dien (of Vietnam) is quoted many
times because of the prophetic declaration he made at the Second Vatican Council, when he said: “We do have many martyrs, yes; but will
we have martyrs for justice?” Men and women filled with the Spirit of
Justice and Peace challenged the powers. An example of life and testimony of faith and courage is Sister Dorothy Stang who fought in defense of the people of the forest. She used to say: “The death of the forest
is the end of our life.”
4.3 Option for the Poor and Witness
Thus, the martyrdom of Sister Dorothy on February 12, 2005, in
Anapu, Pará, was the consequence of her choice in defense of the poor
32
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of the land. Sister Dorothy was well known for her belief in a peaceful
and sustainable future. She defended the peasants and the forest from
the land invaders, loggers and farmers. For over 30 years, she lived in
the Trans-Amazonian region and dedicated almost half of her life to
giving support to rural communities, defending the right to land and
fighting for a new way of development without destroying the forest. A
document, signed by Adilson Vieira and others, states:
From an environmental point of view, Sister Dorothy’s
murder could be classified as a secondary impact of spontaneous colonization associated with total deforestation
and slash and burn agriculture, illegal logging, land grabbing and invasion, violence and death in the countryside,
the omission and ineffectiveness of the State. In fact, they
are historical problems of socioeconomic origin that have
been going on since the dawn of humanity. 33
The church’s prophetic sign are the Amazonian martyrs: “One of the
most glorious pages of the Amazon was written by the martyrs. The
participation of the followers of Jesus in his passion, death and glorious resurrection has accompanied the life of the Church to this day,
especially in the moments and places in which, for the sake of the Gospel of Jesus, Christians live in the midst of acute contradictions, such
as those who struggle courageously in favor of an integral ecology in
the Amazon. The Synod admires and recognizes those who struggle, at
great risk to their own lives, to defend the existence of this territory.” 34
The memory of those who were murdered in the historical process for
being part of a transformative project revives the causes and projects
they defended. In this perspective, the International Ecumenical Congress of Theology in 1982 appealed:
We have the right to remember and celebrate those sacrificed heroes of the people, the poor, the tortured, the disappeared, the imprisoned, the exiled and the murdered of
the people. We have the right to celebrate them as martyrs. They are workers, peasants, tribals and negros, men
and women, innocent children already excited by the historic project of their country. They are catechists, min-
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isters of the word, leaders of Christian communities,
priests and pastors, religious and bishops. 35
These are lives threatened and prevented from living with dignity
in the Amazon. They are indigenous peoples, quilombolas and traditional communities exploited by the capitalist system that extracts the
riches of their territories. They are killing the dreams of a “land without evil.” As they say in Tupi Guarani, “Ñande Rekoha” (Land our
abode). The cry that comes from the forest: “We want to live.” There
are large mining companies, deforestation, land grabbing of public
lands, soy monoculture with the planting of transgenic seeds and the
use of pesticides.
4.4 SVD Engagement in the Amazon
The Divine Word Missionaries have been present in the Amazon for
40 years. According to reports by Fr. Patrício Brennan, one of the pioneers, the difficulties were great, but the need of living the mission
together with the people was greater. It was the fidelity and spirit of
the founder Saint Arnold Janssen that impelled them to come to the
Amazon. “They were not supermen, but men of faith with a desire to
be faithful to the mission.” With them starts the story of the SVD presence in the Amazon. Today the Region has 40 missionaries from all
continents with 15 different nationalities. Therefore, we define as our
mission statement:
We Missionaries of the Divine Word in the Amazon are
called by the one and triune God to witness to the values
of the Kingdom in the midst of the poor, victims of injustice and excluded, in a continuous solidarity and liberating
struggle, in the rescue of the culture, dignity and citizenship of migrants, young people, imprisoned, indigenous,
people living by the rivers, quilombolas, children and adolescents, and in defense of the integrity of creation, aiming
at full life for everyone. 36
A path that we are traveling and looking for to better the missionary action of God is the dialogue with other religious denominations,
with other cultures and with the poor. In this missionary presence
there is an understanding of the right to life and the defense of nature
35
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that goes beyond the structures of the Catholic Church. Therefore, we
affirm that “Ecumenical, interreligious and intercultural dialogue
must be taken as indispensable to evangelization in the Amazon. The
Amazon is an amalgamation of creeds, mainly Christian. This reality
opens real paths of communion for us.” 37 There are signs of the presence of missionaries with a permanent presence of inculturation in the
midst of indigenous peoples and traditional communities who are inserted in the culture and traditions and solidary with their struggle
and their spirituality. For this reason, the “Church commits itself to be
an ally of the Amazonian peoples in denouncing attacks on the life of
indigenous communities, the projects that affect the environment, the
lack of demarcation of their territories, as well as the economic model
of predatory and ecocidal development.” 38
There is an inherent dignity in the human condition, and the preservation of that dignity is part of human rights. I think that mission
in my more than 30 years of experience in the Amazon must continue
to be lived in the spirit of listening. If missionary action is of God, then
it is God that we have to listen to. And where does God reveal his presence? In every work of creation and of all living beings in the flora and
fauna, especially in the human being who has become Co-creator. It is
about hearing the voice of men and women of all races and nations, of
all languages and cultures. About looking at the Mission of God in the
cry of women and in it of all the other excluded who struggle to survive
in the middle of the forest, such as indigenous peoples, quilombola communities, traditional communities and populations, riverside communities. About listening to the voice of God in the cry of nature, in the
cry of the earth, in the cry of the poor and of all creation. In this field
of self-protection of communities and leaders of the peoples, there are
many things happening, especially in the work of indigenous and peasant women in the struggle for their rights.
Mission means to be in permanent dialogue with peoples and their
cultures, especially indigenous peoples, traditional communities, quilombolas and migrant peasant families. Hence the importance of working with CIMI, CPT, the JPIC 39 dimension and VIVAT International/
Brazil and other organizations and social pastoral ministry. It is a prophetic presence, promoting the protection of indigenous peoples and
other threatened peoples in the territories. The Word is incarnated in
37
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the existing cultures of the Amazon, promoting respect for cultures and
traditions, having the Gospel as a source of humanity. Mission means
to be in tune with the four characteristic dimensions of the SVD 40 in
full joint action and as the participation of all missionaries in any mission environment. This is so for everyone in the Pan-Amazonian Zone,
especially in the nine South American countries that make up the Amazon.
4.5 The Amazon Synod and Synodality
I had the honor to participate as Synodal Father of the Amazon
Synod in 2019. It was an opportunity to show the face of God to the
world in the faces of people and in nature. Pope Francis convened the
synod in 2017, asking that two years of listening to the cry and the life
of the inhabiting people, missionaries and socio-environmental movements and lay people committed to the mission take place. This resulted in the Instrumentum Laboris which served as the basis for the
General Assembly of the Synod for the Amazon: New paths for the
Church and for an integral ecology. And in February 2020 Pope Francis
launched the Apostolic Exhortation Querida Amazônia.
A concrete action that was born during the hearing for the Amazon
Synod was the dialogue promoted by REPAM (Panamazonic Ecclesial
Network), leaders of the Social Pastoral Ministries of the CNBB and
social movements in Brazil that work to protect leaders and communities threatened because of their actions in defense of human and socioenvironmental rights. This dialogue took place in Belém in August
2019. After the Synod a Campaign Coordination was established, with
the participation of 22 entities from civil society and the church. I am
coordinating the REPAM and VIVAT International Campaign for Life
in one line of work: the self-protection of threatened communities and
leaders. This Campaign is helping the defenders to have more autonomy in their protection, to strengthen solidarity networks for self-protection and to activate the necessary mechanisms to guarantee the continuity of their socio-environmental militancy, especially in the territories of the Amazon, the Northeast and other states of Brazil.
To live synodality, everyone in the church must walk together, assume responsibility and decide together, starting from the ministerial
church. There, the role of women is fundamental, because “the work of
women in both the indigenous and western worlds is multifaceted: they
instruct children and transmit faith and the Gospel, they inspire and
40
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support human development. The voice of women should therefore be
heard, they should be consulted and participate in decision-making
and, in this way, contribute with their sensitivity to Church synodality.” 41
5. Concrete Actions for Evangelization beyond Church Borders
Walking together with the people, being in the presence of God in
full harmony is like the image of a dance, in which partners interact
with each other. Indigenous dances are performed in a world of bodily
relationships in search of the absolute with a cosmic balance. For example, in the land dance, the indigenous people with the lyrics and
rhythm of the music involve everyone: “Pray for the land, honor the
land, love the land. The earth is the mother of us all. Sacred is the
earth. Earth-Mother of all of us.” It is in the indigenous Circular Dance
that they create synchronization and harmony with each other, with
the earth and with the universe. There is a need for everyone to be in
the same rhythm and movement that prolongs the meaning of life.
That is why the missio Dei is God who reveals himself as a gift and as
an incentive to share life together in building the kingdom.
Mission is above all the rhythm that we follow in a dance, letting
ourselves be led by God where and how he wants and according to the
plans he has for our life. Mission is to be in the place where God wants
us and to do what he asks of us. As our first missionary Saint Joseph
Freinademetz used to say: “The best place to be is where God wants
me to be.” “Mission is a long way into the heart of God that completely
takes care of our lives.” 42 It’s like coming out of ourselves and letting
God mold us as the Prophet Jeremiah 18:6 says: “As the clay in the
potter’s hands, so are you in my hands.” It is necessary to come out of
ourselves to become instruments in the hands of God. It is to enter into
the Trinitarian mystery and follow the movement of the way to the
heart of God. As Dom Helder Câmara said: “Mission is to leave, to
walk, to leave everything, to get out of oneself, to break the crust of
selfishness that closes us in our self. It is to stop turning around ourselves as if we were the center of the world and of life.” 43
According to Pope John Paul II in Redemptoris missio 25: “It is the
Spirit who is the source of the drive to press on, not only geographically
41
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but also beyond the frontiers of race and religion, for a truly universal
mission.” The entire missionary life is under the impulse of God’s
transforming action. This is how it happens in the missionary action
that we are in the daily life in the Amazon forest between rivers,
streams, roads, traditions and riverside communities in an attitude of
proximity, listening and dialogue with cultures and other religions,
sharing life, because everything is interconnected. According to Paleari, “It is not enough to be called. The lives of missionaries, like that of
Jesus, must be ‘shared’ and ‘broken’ so that God’s plan can be realized.
In a successive moment, life becomes meaningful when it is given away
completely and becomes a channel of ‘life in abundance’ for all.” 44 For
this reason, Paleari says that the missionary beyond borders is a guest
who establishes his abode in the house of other people and another
culture. The guest’s obligation is to appreciate and accept what is offered, whatever they offer. It is not up to him to select and change
things. He “lives the gratefulness of being welcomed, of being received,
of being fed and of being included in the world of the other. Your house
is someone else’s house, it doesn’t belong to you. It’s a house that is
given for others to live. It is a sacred house.” 45
5.1 Listening to and Learning from the Poor
This is a gift that I received in these 30 years in the Amazon as a
missionary, becoming a friend, a walker, a pilgrim in the life and culture of the other without expecting to be venerated or applauded. It is
putting yourself as an apprentice, also offering the best you have, sharing life with the beauty of the language, customs, food, creating bonds
of friendship and commitment to care for the common home. Entering
in the life of the other I must always ask permission, because the
other’s life is sacred. Therefore, God asks Moses (Ex 3:5-9) to take off
his sandals, because the ground (place) is sacred. Only in this way I
can feel the God who sees, hears the cry, descends to set us free and
invites us to come out of ourselves and enter into the mystery of salvation history. Where is the holy place? Exactly where one strips oneself
of himself and assumes the land or culture of the other, remaining a
foreigner, assuming the condition of a servant (Phil 2:6-7). But as a
guest I can share and enjoy the collective life. As they say in Tupi Guarani: “Ñande Rekoha” (our land our abode). This way, the river is ours,
the fish is ours, the forest is ours, the fruit of the earth is ours. The
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model of a community life that has respect for the superior being who
gave us all this to take care of and keep it (Gen 2:15).
The title of a video that Verbo Filmes made about Fr. Alfredinho on
the work fronts in the northeastern drought reveals that God is the
protagonist and is already there in the mission: “The poor, my masters.” 46 It is about finding the true face of God in the fabric of cultures
and in the hearts of people in permanent dialogue on the way in search
of life in fullness. In the Puebla Document 32-39, the suffering faces of
the poor in our America and also in the Amazon are well defined. Thus,
we go to indigenous villages, quilombola communities, riverside communities, migrants, and refugees. We go to the cities, the ghettoes and
in the favelas, stepping firmly on the mission ground, becoming a person of presence, proximity and departure. The place of the mission is
where the injured person on the road is, abandoned in traditional and
riverside communities, expelled from their lands. They are threatened
for defending their cultures and territories, invaded by the greed of
capital and illegal exploitation of nature’s assets. As Pierucci states:
“There is a mass of disinherited people from the process whose subjective identity and possibility of social recognition have come to depend
on the religious experience, or to lean on it as a lifeline.” 47
There is a relationship between misery and the emergence of religious forms that cure, that guarantee employment, that help to overcome anomie and that help to recover a certain identity. These religions function as an emergency room for the soul and therapeutic
spaces with immediate relief. It is expressed as the “sigh of the oppressed.” According to Pierucci: “Our people are certainly more mobilized today in terms of religion, for the simple reason that the agents
of the religious market are intensely mobilized against each other,
with no truce in sight.” 48
Conclusion
Releasing the possibility of dialogue between different religious expressions is an urgent task and will require significant changes from
all those who consider their truths as absolute and unique. Therefore,
in order to advance in the dialogue, the Sciences of Religion can contribute a lot, which seek to understand the complexity of the religious
46
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field without the intention of forming adepts. It is necessary to go beyond the theologies of the different traditions which, however scientific
they may be, are concerned with saying what their adepts should believe and how to organize their lives. Dialogue from different scientific
approaches can help human beings to deal with broader projects, especially in defense of the life of all beings and the planet. There are essential issues that affect everyone and only from the identification of
what is effectively common will it be possible to establish any meaningful dialogue. But it is also important to consider that it is in the
process of dialogue itself that what is common and essential for humanity will be discovered with greater clarity.
The UNESCO report on education for the new millennium states:
“Living together in harmony must be the ultimate goal of education in
the 21st century.” In this process, the biggest challenge is to learn to
live together, developing knowledge about others, their history, traditions and spirituality. There is still a long way to go, as Nelson Mandela used to say in his speeches: “No one is born hating another person
because of the color of their skin, their origin, or even their religion. To
hate people one needs to learn, and if they can learn to hate, why
should they not learn how to love?” 49 The words of St Paul the Apostle
remind us that the mission of reconciliation is not just our work, but
God’s work. Because everything comes from God, who through Christ
reconciled us to himself and entrusted us with the ministry of reconciliation (2 Cor 5:18). He calls us to participate in his mission of reconciliation by sharing our intercultural life and mission.
The articulation, however challenging it may be with all the conflicts arising from the process, is undoubtedly the way to break sectarianism and join forces to guarantee and strengthen hope and the realization of life. It is a continuous journey, because what is expected does
not always materialize, but it is necessary to continue, as Brandão
says: “The world that I desire never comes, but I never get tired of trying, waiting for it, the meaning of life. And from morning to night, I
submit the pleasure of living my day—the sun, the love, the friend, the
life—to the duty of building what doesn’t come by itself. But it will
come.” 50
The point is that the Gospel is lived in dialogue with cultures, maintaining interculturality, seeking to open the horizons of recognizing religious and cultural expressions in the people of the Amazon. In the
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question of uses and customs among peoples of the Amazon rainforest,
it is proposed that there be a “new organism of the Church in the Amazon [to] establish a competent commission to study and discuss, according to the habits and customs of the ancestral peoples, the elaboration of an Amazonian rite that expresses the liturgical, theological,
disciplinary and spiritual patrimony of the Amazon.” 51
To conclude, the Final Document of the Synod for the Amazon
points to urgent action in defense of people and their territories and
the right of nature. The church is part of an international solidarity
that must favor and recognize the central role of the Amazon biome for
the balance of the planet’s climate. It is necessary to protect and promote a fair and solidary development model, with the leading role and
direct participation of local communities.
ABSTRACTS
Nach einem kurzen begrifflichen Überblick über die Perspektive, Mission
als Mission Gottes zu verstehen, wendet sich der Autor seinem Kontext im
Amazonasgebiet zu und hebt die Bedeutung der lokalen Kulturen und Religionen für das Leben und die religiösen Ausdrucksformen der Amazonasbewohner hervor. Der Autor verortet sein Engagement als Anwalt und Verteidiger
der Menschenrechte im Kontext des prophetischen Zeugnisses und der ökoreligiösen Spiritualität als konkrete und angewandte Art, im Amazonasgebiet
Missionar zu sein.
Tras una breve revisión conceptual de la perspectiva para entender la misión como misión de Dios, el autor se dirige a su contexto en la Amazonia y
destaca la importancia de las culturas y religiones locales para la vida y las
expresiones de fe de los pueblos amazónicos. El autor sitúa su compromiso
como abogado y defensor de los derechos humanos en el contexto del testimonio
profético y la espiritualidad eco-religiosa, como la forma concreta y aplicada de
ser misionero en la región amazónica.
Après un bref rappel de la perspective qui conçoit la mission comme mission
de Dieu, l’auteur se tourne vers son contexte en Amazonie et souligne l’importance des cultures et religions locales pour la vie et l’expression religieuse des
peuples amazoniens. L’auteur présente son engagement comme avocat et défenseur des droits humains dans le contexte du témoignage prophétique et de
la spiritualité éco-religieuse, comme une application concrète de la façon d’être
missionnaire dans la région amazonienne.
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RETHINKING “MISSION”: “ECUMENISM OF THE THIRD KIND”
WITH GOD’S “OTHER” PEOPLE 1
Western societies in general and Eastern Germany in particular
are characterised by an advanced and at times even forced secularity
which assigns roles to religions and churches that differ from the traditional systems. This article suggests perspectives to approach the
changes and actual situation as a new paradigm. It is necessary to
accept a fundamental alteration in the manner of thinking, a Copernican turn. This is not entirely new, as the reference to the parable of
the Good Samaritan and the position of the neighbour in it shows. In
the new paradigm it must be accepted that mission means sending,
not attracting to the church in the first place. By contrast to ecclesiocentric views, the point is to “propose the faith” and to change to an
alterity model in approaching the others in the manner of an ecumenism of the third kind, where the faithful accept hospitality and offer
their services.

New Challenge: The “Supernova”
“Forced secularity”—this is how the Leipzig sociologist of religion
Monika Wohlrab-Sahr described the situation in Eastern Germany. 2
* Prof. Dr. Eberhard Tiefensee grew up in Leipzig, Germany. After training as
chemical laboratory assistant he studied philosophy and theology in Erfurt. In
1979 he was ordained a priest. In 1987, he obtained a doctorate in theology
and undertook post-doctoral studies in Bonn and Tübingen. From 1997 until
his retirement in 2018, he held a chair of philosophy at the University of Erfurt. © All rights reserved by the author.
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To this day, this region differs from the western and southern parts of
Germany: It is the area with the most advanced religious decline. 70
to 80 percent of the population, in both urban and rural areas, do not
feel they belong to any denomination, and this has often been the case
for several generations. They are considered non-denominational or—
as the experts say—religiously indifferent. This distinguishes them on
the one hand from atheists, whose answer to the question of God is
“no,” and on the other from agnostics, who abstain from this question
with reference to the limits of reason, among other things. Religiously
indifferent people, in contrast, do not understand the question as such
or consider it irrelevant. According to a pun by Karl Rahner, they have
forgotten that they have forgotten God. 3 They are not alienated from
the church because they have never had close contact with it, but
simply untouched by it, as a Czech pastoral theologian once aptly characterised it. 4 They know about religions and churches, which are omnipresent in the media in East Germany, but they are as little affected
by them existentially as young people are by an advertisement for
stairlifts.
“Forced” is the term used to describe secularism in East Germany
because it is the result of two waves of secularisation: on the one hand,
there is the cultural secularisation coming from the West, which can
be described succinctly as simply the Zeitgeist, which causes difficulties for religion in general and Christianity in particular, and, on the
other, political pressure coming from the East, which, beginning as
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so) that he has forgotten. What would be then? We can only say: He would
cease to be a human being. He would have crossbred back to being a resourceful animal”). Rahner (1904–1984) was a theologian at the Jesuitenkolleg Innsbruck and is held to be one of the most important Catholic theologians of the 20th century.
Cf. Michal Kaplánek, Entfremdete oder vom christlichen Glauben unberührte Jugend?, in: id./Maria Widl (eds.), Jugend – Kirche – Atheismus.
Brückenschläge zwischen Ostdeutschland und Tschechien, České Budějovice/Erfurt (University of South Bohemia in cooperation with Erfurt University) 2006, 88-98, here: 88f.
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early as the Nazi era but then especially under the aegis of MarxismLeninism, additionally harassed and decimated Christians in this region. This toxic mixture has led to the situation described above.
However, the other regions of Germany are catching up: Whereas
shortly after reunification (1990) the ratio of non-denominational persons was 73 % (East) to 11 % (West) of the respective total population,
20 years later it was 78 % (East) to 31 % (West)—with a continuing
upward trend on both sides. 5 It is difficult to predict whether the German East anticipates the future of the West European church (similar
conditions can be found in Bohemia). But with good reasons the American sociologist Peter L. Berger once called Western Europe as a whole
a “disaster area for the churches.” 6
This situation is new for Christian evangelisation. Never before in
its 2000-year history has it encountered a culture largely devoid of religion or religiosity. Religious ideas have always been widespread,
which have then been purified or fought against, but which also offered
points of contact for this message. In the 8th century, Saint Boniface
was able to cut down a sacred oak tree in the centre of Germany to
demonstrate the victory of Christianity. But what, pray tell, is there to
cut down in eastern Germany?
Moreover, in the meantime, such a diversity of attitudes to life has
become established that the Canadian religious scholar Charles Taylor
compares it to a stellar explosion, a nova. 7 What began in the 19th century among the elites – there were materialists, traditionalists, nihilists, romantics and monarchists, socialists, etc., while the basis of the
mainstream churches remained largely intact and homogeneous – has
now spread to kitchen tables and family gatherings: a supernova. Parents are often no longer able to understand their children’s attitudes
toward faith, image of the family, leisure preferences, etc. Grandchildren no longer understand the world of their grandparents. How to eat

5

6

7

Cf. Sozialreport 2010: Angleichung der Lebensverhältnisse – DDR/neue
Länder/früheres Bundesgebiet/alte Länder: „Religion – konfessionslos“
(https://www.spiegel.de/politik/deutschland/tabelle-lebensverhaeltnissein-ost-und-west-a-714702.html [accessed 1.6.2022]).
Peter L. Berger, An die Stelle von Gewissheiten sind Meinungen getreten.
Der Taumel der Befreiung und das wachsende Unbehagen darüber: Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 7.5.1998, No. 105, 14.
Cf. Charles Taylor, A Secular Age, Cambridge, MA et al.: Belknap Press of
Harvard University Press 2007, 297-419 (“The Nova Effect”), here: 411f.
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and live? Children yes or no? How to live or die? Experts speak of a
variety of “existential cultures.” 8
And this development cannot be reversed; on the contrary, it is now
even taking place in each and every one of us: The others are always
present. For everything that is important and sacred to me, I know
that others see it differently. Thus, in the meantime, a little atheist
also lives in every Christian. One switches between different attitudes
to life – depending on circumstances and even depending on the stage
of life. In the past, this was not the case in the regions shaped by the
“folk-church” tradition where people were—and remained—Catholic or
Protestant as a matter of course. And: The supernova is now also taking hold of other religious cultures, such as Islamic ones.
Therefore, a ban on nostalgia is advisable. Sure, it used to be nicer
and more orderly when all children were married in church and all
grandchildren were baptised, when the youth group flourished, the
church was full and every village had a priest. But that’s past and gone
and, in all likelihood, won’t come back! This does not mean that we
should suppress these memories and cut off the tradition. Such a thing
would be fatal for the people of God, who are based on at least three
and a half thousand years of history, a very old Bible included. But
woe betide us if we try to settle back into the past. Those who put their
hand to the plough and look back wistfully are not fit for the kingdom
of God (Luke 9:62). “We are ready without hesitation,” the French bishops wrote to their faithful in 1996, “to involve ourselves as Catholics in
the cultural and institutional fabric of the present, characterised above
all by individualism and secularism. We reject any nostalgia for past
eras in which the principle of authority was supposedly unchallenged.
We do not dream of an impossible return to so-called ‘Christendom’.” 9
One can also put it the way the pastoral theologian Rainer Bucher did:

8
9

Cf. Lois Lee, Recognizing the Non-religious: Reimagining the Secular, Oxford/N.Y.: Oxford University Press 2015, 159-184.
Les Évêques de France, Lettre aux catholiques de France: « Proposer la foi
dans la société actuelle » (Lourdes, 9 novembre 1996) (https://ec.cef.fr/wpcontent/uploads/sites/2/2014/05/dagens.pdf [accessed 1.6.2022]): « Face à la
tentation du ressentiment, qui conduit à chercher et à dénoncer des responsables de cette crise, nous tenons à réaffirmer ce que le rapport sur la
proposition de la foi a déjà manifesté: nous acceptons sans hésiter de nous
situer, comme catholiques, dans le contexte culturel et institutionnel d’aujourd’hui, marqué notamment par l’émergence de l’individualisme et par le
principe de la laïcité. Nous refusons toute nostalgie pour des époques passées où le principe d’autorité semblait s’imposer de façon indiscutable.
Nous ne rêvons pas d’un impossible retour à ce que l’on appelait la chrétienté. »
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“No wishful thinking helps against reality. Rather, it confronts us with
tasks.” 10
Thesis 1: We are Facing an Upheaval Comparable
to that of the Reformation
I am not so much referring to the current structural reforms in the
church or all the discussions related to the “Synodal Path” 11 in Germany (as important as all that may be), but above all to the following:
The church has to find its way in this new, largely religion-free environment, and it will have to change in the process. Because if we are
honest: The situation creates a lot of perplexity, although the initial
situation of forced secularity has been known for a long time. Never
before has so much intellectual, personal and institutional manpower
been invested in church proclamation, including religious education,
and in liturgical renewal as in Western Europe in the last 150 years.
The theological institutes and the bishops were and are not lazy after
all! But the results have never been as meagre as in the last 150 years.
That does give you pause!
Thesis 2: We Are Perhaps Called to a “Copernican Turn”—
or with Kant: An “Alteration in the Manner of Thinking”
The philosopher Immanuel Kant was confronted with the situation
that metaphysics did not really advance in the decisive questions and
therefore, he propagated an “alteration in the manner of thinking.” 12
Thus he founded the so-called transcendental philosophy. It is not necessary to elaborate on this here. He compared his idea of a “change of
the manner of thinking” with the Copernican turn. When in the 16th
century (in the age of the Reformation by the way) the Ptolemaic world
view did not advance any further due to the many cycles and epicycles,
Copernicus suggested to simply trade places: Not the Earth is fixed
and the Sun moves, but the Sun is fixed and the Earth orbits around
it. This was ingenious: celestial mechanics became simpler and more
transparent. Of course, it was difficult to revise one’s thinking. The
Earth, previously at the centre, was now somewhere on the periphery.
10

11
12

Rainer Bucher, Die Theologie im Volk Gottes. Die Pastoral theologischen
Handelns in post-modernen Zeiten, in: id. (ed.), Theologie in den Kontrasten
der Zukunft. Perspektiven des theologischen Diskurses, Graz et al.: Styria
2001, 13-39, here: 32 footnote 46.
See https://www.synodalerweg.de/english [accessed 4.6.2022].
“Umänderung der Denkungsart”: Immanuel Kant, Kritik der reinen Vernunft [KrV] B xvi – “the alteration in the manner of thinking”: second Preface (1787) to Critique of Pure Reason.
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That was painful for our self-confidence. To this day, we talk about
sunrise and sunset, although every schoolchild knows that nothing
rises and sets there, but that the Earth rotates.
So what might happen if we were to make a similar swap when
thinking about a pastoral ministry of the future? And what might that
look like?
An important preliminary note: An “alteration in the manner of
thinking” is hard. You can’t shift minds like gears. If you want to
straighten a crooked piece of wood, you have to overbend it to the other
side, as even good old Aristotle knew. 13 If we want to change our way
of thinking, our perspective, we must necessarily overemphasize the
opposite. And that is what I am going to do. I will strongly highlight
specific perspectives. But there is no other way, in my view. And it
probably hurts in places. So far the preliminary remark.
So what might such an “alteration in the manner of thinking” look
like? Fortunately, our own faith constantly challenges us to do so when
we look at the Bible.
Copernican Turn, Biblical Version:
The Parable of the Good Samaritan
At a pivotal point in Luke’s Gospel, Jesus very quickly agrees with
a teacher of the law on what, along with the commandment to love God,
is the most important commandment: “You shall love your neighbour
as yourself.” As we know, the interlocutor then asks, “And who is my
neighbour?” upon which Jesus tells the parable of the Good Samaritan
(cf. Luke 10:25-37). Today, in sermons it is frequently pointed out that
only those who love themselves can love their neighbour. This is certainly a good psychological observation, but probably not the point of
this doctrinal conversation, or it would have gone differently.
Because the teacher of the law—and we, too—probably has this idea
as a starting point: My neighbours, that’s my family. Family comes
first. To this day, Christians and non-Christians, believers and atheists agree: family is the highest value (some even claim it is a central
Christian value). Then come friends and close acquaintances, then everyone else. Politics usually comes at the very end of the scale of values
– together with religion. 14
13
14

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, II 9, 1109b7 – “as people do in straightening
sticks that are bent.”
Cf. Paul M. Zulehner/Hermann Denz, Wie Europa lebt und glaubt. Europäische Wertestudie, Düsseldorf: Patmos 21994, 91-92; Gert Pickel, SäkulariVerbum SVD 63:2-3 (2022)
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And our understanding of the church is articulated in a similarly
manner. There is the core congregation, which includes everyone who
is involved in the parish council, the church choir or the parish festival
and who comes to church every Sunday. These are our neighbours, so
to speak. Then come—further away—those who appear in church now
and then on Sundays, then those who can only be seen at Christmas,
at First Communion or Confirmation. And then there are the merely
nominal members, for whom we pray specifically in the 3rd Eucharistic
Prayer: “Hear the prayers of the congregation gathered here, and lead
to you also all your sons and daughters who are still far from you.” 15
The picture drawn here is seductive: closeness to the core community
thus largely determines the closeness to Christ. Missionary pastoral
care, in logical consequence, has the task of drawing those who are far
away into proximity – for the first time or, if they have drifted away,
again. Is this wrong? Certainly not! But I repeat: With some exceptions, this pastoral programme simply does not work or does not work
any longer, and this is true even in one’s own family. Thus, something
is wrong here.
“Alteration in the manner of thinking”: What is needed is a change
of perspective. Jesus himself tries to initiate it. For at the end of his
parable, he abruptly and without comment turns the initial question
around. Not: “Who is my neighbour?”, but: “Who … has made himself
the neighbour of the one who fell among the robbers?” (Luke 10:36).
This is a classic “Copernican turn.” The one on the margins, the
wounded one, is suddenly at the centre! He organises the space around
him: Who has become a neighbour to me—in this example, a Samaritan who does not belong to God’s people. And who is not: the pious
priest and the Levite who sneaked past him. So it is not the one on the
margin who must move closer, but those who are called to love their
neighbour and whom the wounded man draws close to him, as it were.
The conclusion for us: Not the others “out there” have to move, we do.
But where is the LORD? He has moved away, for he has been searching for the lost sheep for a long time, simply leaving behind the 99

15

sierung und Konfessionslosigkeit im vereinigten Deutschland, in: Reinhard Hempelmann/Hubertus Schönemann (eds.), Glaubenskommunikation mit Konfessionslosen. Kirche im Gespräch mit Religionsdistanzierten
und Indifferenten (EZW-Texte 226), Berlin: Evangelische Zentralstelle für
Weltanschauungsfragen 2013, 11-36, here: 22-23.
My emphasis. This follows the German liturgical version of the Latin “Omnes filios tuos ubique dispersos tibi, clemens Pater, miseratus coniunge”:
“… und all deine Söhne und Töchter, die noch fern sind von dir.” The English liturgical translation is quite different: “Father, hear the prayers of the
family you have gathered here before you. In mercy and love unite all your
children wherever they may be.”
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righteous of the established core group (cf. Luke 15:4). He even identifies himself with the lost one in such a way that he can only be found
in him: “Whatever you did for the least of these my brothers (who are
poor, hungry, sick, strangers, and homeless), you have done to me” (cf.
Matt 25:35-40). The people of God he has left behind have no choice
but to follow their Lord in this direction, to find him surprisingly there.
“Metanoiéte.” This is what Jesus says at the very beginning of his
activity (Mark 1:15). “Turn around,” or more precisely—because the
word contains the Greek root “nous,” i.e. “reason”—“think differently,”
“think bigger.” What we are experiencing in terms of disruptions and
breakdowns, in terms of scandals and losses, is not a mere accident in
the church’s history. It is intentional: The kingdom of God is coming
closer. We read and hear about it, but who likes to be inveigled out of
the rut of his manner of thinking? The sociology of science talks about
a paradigm shift and admits that even science finds it difficult to alter
its ways of thinking. 16 Pope Francis calls this: going to the margins. 17
More precisely, however, this means that the margins are not at the
margins at all, they are at the centre. And we, the church, suddenly
find ourselves standing on the fringe and have to move to the newly
recognised centre.
This gives me a queasy feeling: The Eucharistic prayer for the sons
and daughters “who are still far from you”—doesn’t that really mean
us as a congregation and less the others? The next provocative question
immediately imposes itself: Are perhaps some of those who have distanced themselves from the church messengers of the Holy Spirit, who
sends them ahead into the untraveled terrain of forced secularity, into
which the church has yet to follow? Let us interpret Jesus’ parable of
the sower (cf. Matt 13:1-9) from another angle: What do the seeds in
the sack of the sower say to each other? “So many gone—fewer and
fewer of us left.”
Thesis 3: Alteration of Perspective:
Mission Means Being Sent, not Being a Magnet
Saying something like that is easy, thinking it and putting it into
practice is very difficult for us – for me, too. Please check your ideas of
pastoral ministry, check the strategy papers and conversations about
the future—do they do not rather have the ecclesiocentric model in
mind: Mission is “membership recruitment,” which is where all efforts
16
17

Cf. Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Chicago: University of Chicago Press 1962.
Pope Francis, Gaudete et exsultate (2018) #135.
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are directed. But mission from the root of the word means “sending”—
and from our point of view, this is centrifugal and does not go inward
or toward us.
Suddenly, the Great Commission at the end of Matthew’s Gospel
sounds different: “Go therefore to all nations and make disciples of all
people, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and
of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to obey everything I have commanded
you,” it famously says (Matt 28:19-20). First, we hardly ever do that.
Secondly, it usually doesn’t work. Altering our “manner of thinking” is
therefore necessary and immediately the text reads differently: “make
disciples of all people” actually means: “accept all peoples as disciples”,
and not so much: “make them church members.” 18 And the command
to baptize? Of course, it is important and correct—no one who comes,
no matter from where, should be excluded. But how come then that the
greatest missionary of all times, Saint Paul, emphasises at the very
beginning of his first letter to Corinth: “Christ did not send me to baptise, but to preach the gospel” (1 Cor 1:17)? This latter point seems to
be crucial for him.
Another missionary story emphasises the same point. Jesus sent
out his 72 disciples with the command, “The harvest is plentiful, but
the workers are few. Ask the Lord of the harvest, then, to send out
workers for his harvest. Go! I am sending you out like lambs in the
midst of wolves. […] When you enter a house, first say: Peace to this
house! […] Heal the sick who are there, and tell the people: The kingdom of God is near to you” (cf. Luke 10:2-9). This is about harvesting,
not about sowing. Harvesting sees and gathers what has already
grown. Jesus has called fishermen who have not put the fish to be
caught into the lake. They are experts in finding them and harvesting
them, so to speak. So in a missionary perspective we must ask: Where
is today’s great harvest here in Eastern Germany, or in Western Europe? The kingdom of God is near even now, the text says, and will not
be brought to the people by the 72. People just don’t know it – and we
often don’t see it. The Gospel does not indicate whether, after the mission was completed, more than the 72 disciples came back to Jesus.
18

The usual German translation: “machet zu Jüngern alle Völker”—make
disciples of all peoples—(Luther-Bibel 1984, similarly the Catholic Einheitsübersetzung 2017), is probably not quite exact, rather is should be:
“lehret alle Völker”—teach all peoples—(Revised Luther-Bibel 2017, which
thus returns to Martin Luther’s translation of 1534). See Wolfgang Reinbold, “Gehet hin und machet zu Jüngern alle Völker”? Zur Übersetzung
und Interpretation von Mt 28,19f.: Zeitschrift für Theologie und Kirche 109
(2012) 176-205 (https://www.jstor.org/stable/23586464 [accessed 1.6.2022]).
See also: “docete omnes gentes” (Vulgata); “teach all nations” (King James Bible).
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Can we then say, “Well, that hasn’t worked out; there are no more of
us than before”?
So missionary concerns are not oriented towards a “comeback of the
church,” as we sometimes read or hear, 19 but towards “the others” to
be visited (if they let us in!), to be healed and above all to be informed
in every way. “To propose the faith” (proposer la foi)—this is the ingenious phrase of the French bishops. 20 What the others do with this proposal of ours is their business—and the business of the Holy Spirit.
The question authenticating all missionary pastoral work would therefore have to be, “Would we do it even if it didn’t benefit us?” Run kindergartens, schools, hospitals, organise street festivals, launch and
support initiatives, send people to offer pastoral care in prisons, police
stations and military operations? “Would we do it even if it didn’t benefit us?” If the answer to the question can be yes, fine; if not, at least
problematic. Because then on the other side the impression may easily
arise: They are not really interested in me and do not want anything
for me, but actually and secretly for themselves. They are just more or
less trickily looking for a point of attack or a gateway to place their
actual concern: How might we get you into the church? How can we
recruit the necessary personnel? This is ecclesiocentrism. After the Copernican turn, however, the centre is no longer where we are, but
somewhere different.
Of course, mission also means gathering people into the “communio” and of course, it does have something to do with sowing. 21 Therefore, to be on the safe side, let me repeat my warning: I am deliberately
overdrawing in order to straighten the crooked stick which is myself.
So on we go: Whoever rings at other people’s doors to be let in, should
inform himself well about those behind the door and their “existential
culture” before he does. Mission must be done with a certain ethnological interest: Who are “they”? How do “they” live? What makes them
“tick”? What is their language? Once again, a change of perspective is
necessary.

19
20
21

J. Hartl/K. Wallner/B. Meuser, Mission Manifest. Die Thesen für das Comeback der Kirche, Freiburg i. Br.: Herder 2018.
See Les Évêques de France, Lettre aux catholiques de France.
The German Bishops’ Conference issued a remarkable mission document
with the title “A Time for Sowing. Being Church in a Missionary Manner”:
Sekretariat der Deutschen Bischofskonferenz (ed.), “Zeit zur Aussaat”. Missionarisch Kirche sein (Die deutschen Bischöfe; 68), Bonn: Sekretariat der
Deutschen Bischofskonferenz 2000.
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Thesis 4: We Switch from the Deficiency Model
to the Alterity Model
The “others” are not lacking/deficient, they are simply different.
The deficiency model is based on a norm, so it is normative: the others
do not yet or no longer correspond to the norm, therefore they must at
least be brought up to our level. This view is well founded in the Bible:
we are all sinners, in need of redemption, far from God. The deficiency
model practically imposes itself on our thinking because we are constantly working with negations and saying what the others are not: Atheist, non-denominational, un-believers, they no longer go to church,
etc. But the disadvantage of the model is: we no longer communicate
on a par with them. The missionary initiative comes from above: it lectures, it treats something that is wrong, and those who cannot be convinced may sometimes be threatened with a “judgment”: “Just you
wait, once you face death, you will realise…”
It becomes even more peculiar, since the other side also works with
a deficiency model: “You Christians are otherwise quite normal people,
just not quite up to date, a bit abnormal, still somewhat infantile or
unenlightened, you simply still need a God to cope with the crises in
your life.” This is where enlightenment, i.e. instruction, therapy, and
sometimes pressure, is required. It’s not difficult to imagine how
strange the resulting communication will be when both sides assume
that the others are deficient or lacking.
The alterity model (from French: altérité = otherness) on the other
hand is descriptive, it depicts without making value judgements. What
is now set in motion is curiosity about the others, even if they may
continue to appear strange: “How can one live like this? How can one
think like that?” This is respectful and appreciative. Each side now
enters into a dialogue on a par with the other. But they are not necessarily aiming for consensus; they are enduring dissent. Perhaps in the
end, both are better informed as to where exactly the differences lie,
and that can also be very productive. After all, neither side is in possession of the truth, which is always greater than what you believe and
think, and what I believe and think. The classic biblical passage here
is the parable of the weeds and the wheat, which urges caution in all
value judgements: we might be mistaken in what we uproot and promote (cf. Matt 13:24-30).
If we consider the three fields in which the church is active—service
or diakonia, proclamation and witness, liturgy and rituals—we must
now put diakonia first. This does not mean merely charitable activities, but a basic attitude: “The Son of Man came to serve, not to be
served” (cf. Mark 10:45). Church should therefore—to use a modern
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term—first of all be a service provider. Those who see themselves as
service providers are less in danger of acting from above, but rather
from below (cf. Mark 9:35; John 13:14). Thus, we 72 disciples of today
should knock politely and first of all ask, “What can I do for you?” And
only then comes proclamation or witness or the offer of worship and
liturgy.
The alterity model requires a descriptive approach based on curiosity. Then we will discover something that, at least in eastern Germany,
we have actually noticed for a long time, but usually suppress: It is
quite possible to live well and decently without God. The non-denominational or non-religious (or whatever we want to call them—the designation does not matter here) do not miss anything; at least generally
they do not feel any deficits more or less than we Christians do.
It Is Possible to Live Well and Decently without God
I don’t need to elaborate on this, but will just touch on a few points:
There has been no extraordinary decline in values as a result of secularisation, even if this is often claimed when people feel they must complain about the times and criticise modern conditions. No academic
study that I know of has found serious differences between Christians
and non-denominational people with regard to what is considered important or less important. 22 Many so-called Christian values are by
now so firmly rooted in society that they are accepted as humane and
reasonable. Whether people then also live according to them is another
question, but there, we Christians also are always on the way.
The “others” have a stable culture of celebration even without religion: school admission instead of first communion, youth dedication 23
instead of confirmation, civil weddings and secular funerals; they organise their celebrations and their leisure time in their own way and
tend to go to soccer matches, out into nature or to see friends instead
of Sunday mass. There is nothing missing.
Even the so-called “liminal situations” such as illness or death are
no cause for conversion: only those turn to prayer in hard times who
22

23

Cf. the analyses of various surveys by the “Forschungsgruppe Weltanschauungen in Deutschland” (Research Group on Worldviews in Germany):
https://fowid.de/meldung/wertevorstellungen-konfessionsfreier-menschen
[accessed 1.6.2022].
“Jugendweihe,” or “youth dedication,” is a secular alternative to confirmation. It was developed in the late 19th century by the freethinker movement,
adopted by the socialist labour movement, and propagated in the German
Democratic Republic with enormous social pressure.
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had learned to pray at some stage. And if questions of meaning suddenly arise or even non-religious people start praying, they often say:
I am no longer normal in such a situation; normally I do not ask myself
such questions, let alone pray. I have to cope with this crisis, then this
will be over. 24
Admittedly, this is only a sketch, but it can be substantiated by
many examples in literature or if we observe our circle of acquaintances—provided we do not fall into the trap of comparing apples with
oranges, that is: good Christians with bad non-Christians (by the by,
the others do the same the other way around). The question now is—
and it is sometimes addressed to us by the “others” as well: Why are
we Christians, what’s the use, if you can also live well and decently
without God and unbaptised people also go to heaven, as we have good
reasons to assume?
Therefore, we are not Christians to save our own souls, but, to modify an aphorism of Saint Augustine, “With you I am a human being, for
you—and not for myself—I am a Christian.” 25 Again, I’m exaggerating
a bit, I’m sure you’ve noticed, but we are, after all, attempting a Copernican turn. As a human being among human beings, I act on a par with
them; as a Christian, I don’t act from above, but from an attitude of
service: What can I do for you—out of the spirit of the Gospel, out of
my faith? And let’s not forget: What can I learn and receive from you?
Every congregation ought to ask itself regularly: Would our town, our
neighbourhood be missing something if we were no longer there? If so,
what? If not, then an immediate conversion is on the agenda, because
we are there for “them,” not for us.
Thesis 5: We Need an “Ecumenism of the Third Kind”
I call “ecumenism of the first kind” that between Christians, “ecumenism of the second kind” that between believers of different religions (usually called interreligious dialogue), and “ecumenism of the
third kind” that between the religious and the non-religious persons. 26
24

25
26

Religious indifference is usually combined with a sober everyday pragmatism. Cf. Kornelia Sammet, Atheism and Secularism. Cultural Heritage in
East Germany, in: Francis-Vincent Anthony/Hans-Georg Ziebertz (eds.),
Religious Identity and National Heritage. Empirical-Theological Perspectives, Leiden: Brill 2012, 269-288, here: 277-279.
Augustine: “For you I am a bishop; but with you I am a Christian”: (Serm.
340, 1: PL 38, 1483; cf. Lumen Gentium 32).
In greater detail, including about the concrete forms of such an “ecumenism
of the third kind” cf. Eberhard Tiefensee, Ökumene mit Atheisten und
religiös Indifferenten: εὐangel. Magazin für missionarische Pastoral 6
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To avoid misunderstandings, a short explanation regarding “ecumenism”: The word is not a Christian invention. It derives from the
Greek “oikos” which means the house, the (shared) dwelling, as in the
word “economy,” which originally meant housekeeping. So, it has a
very mundane origin. Therefore, when we talk about ecumenism, we
have to start in our own house: at the kitchen table and in the neighbourhood, after all, everyone now meets: the Catholics and the Protestants, increasingly the other religions, and also the religious and the
non-religious of the most diverse “existential cultures.” Accordingly,
oikumene originally means the (whole) inhabited earth. An “ecumenical council,” for example, is not one where Protestant and Orthodox
Christians are also present, but an assembly of churches from all over
the world, which makes decisions that are valid worldwide. End of explanation.
The three types of ecumenism are each very different. Between
Christians, it is: one Lord, one faith, one baptism. Between religions,
common religious and spiritual experiences may be the basis. In the
ecumenism of the third kind, it’s our common humanity in all its dimensions. Nevertheless, there are points of contact and structural
analogies between the different types. I am confident that when one of
them is not making much progress, positive impulses may sometimes
arise from the others: After all, the ecumenism of Christians came into
being more than a hundred years ago because they had encountered
other religions, i.e. the ecumenism of the second kind got going, and
they realised that it does not make any sense to continue to be at odds
with each other about matters of faith and church structure in the
presence of the “others.”
Since in our pluralistic part of the world we have had decades of
experience especially in the field of ecumenism of the first type, some
principles can be identified—additions are always possible:
Nobody tries to win “the (respective) others” over to their side.
This seems to be the opposite of mission, at least as we have understood the concept so far, before our Copernican turn. Can you seriously
formulate such a precept and then still speak of missionary pastoral
ministry? First of all, I would like to point out that in the ecumenism
of the first type, any conversation would end immediately if one side
formulated as its goal: the result will, hopefully, be that all end up
Catholics—or vice versa: all will be Protestants. This even led to a
Thirty Years’ War in Germany. It simply doesn’t work that way. Has
the attempt to get as many people on one’s side as possible ever really
(2015) no. 2 [http://www.euangel.de/ausgabe-2-2015/oekumene-und-mission/
oekumene-mit-atheisten-und-religioes-indifferenten/ (accessed 1.6.2022)].
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worked between the religions? Some will point to the successful mission history in the so-called Third World, but what about the mission
to the Jews? It was not awfully successful and has even been recognised as the wrong way and officially stopped. 27 Of course, conversions
and baptisms are not ruled out, and there is always great rejoicing
when individuals decide to follow our path. But that cannot be the goal
when it comes to Jewish-Christian dialogue. The mission to Muslims
has been equally unpromising and—I dare to make the realistic prediction: among the religiously indifferent around us, the success in
winning them over to our side will also remain very meagre. So, we
should do what I have already indicated: “Proposer la foi”—propose the
faith.
Second principle: Do as much as possible together. Humanity
needs our common service in large and small ways.
Third principle: Prohibition of relativism. We do not succumb
to arbitrariness, as if it did not matter whether I am a Christian or not,
we rather sharpen our profile on each other. Always respectfully and
appreciatively, so as to hurt the others as little as possible, especially
in matters that are sacred and important to them. In a hospitable
house, one takes off one’s shoes and does not trample into the living
room with boots and certainly does not venture into the bedroom. But
after contact with “others” we know better than before what is typically
Catholic, what is typically Christian, what is typically religious. This,
by the way, includes being mutually transparent, i.e. trying to follow
the other’s logic: What do they say about the things we are saying now?
What do they think about what we are thinking now?
And where does it all go? We don’t know that for sure, not in the
inner-Christian ecumenism nor in interreligious dialogue, and the
same goes for the ecumenical cooperation with the non-denominational
and religiously indifferent. The concrete goal is ultimately God’s business. But I suspect it is ultimately about building up the body of Christ.
That is my image for the project that has been set in motion by God at
the beginning of time, and which he tenaciously and patiently pursues
27

Cf. “Gott wirkt weiterhin im Volk des alten Bundes” – Eine Antwort der
Deutschen Bischofskonferenz auf die Erklärungen aus dem Orthodoxen
Judentum zum Verhältnis von Judentum und Katholischer Kirche (“God
Continues to Work in the People of the Old Covenant” – A Response of the
German Bishops’ Conference to Statements from Orthodox Judaism on the
Relationship between Judaism and the Catholic Church) (press release,
13.2.2019
[https://www.dbk.de/fileadmin/redaktion/diverse_downloads/
presse_2019/2019_-020a-Stellungnahme-zu-juedisch-orthodoxen-Erklaerungen.pdf [accessed 1.6.2022]) – with references to other church documents.
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through the history not only of the church but of humanity, indeed of
the whole universe, until Christ is all in all (cf. Col 1:15-20; Eph 1:1723). Paul’s image of the body and the many members, which he develops for the church in Corinth, where each member is different, none
really unimportant and each dependent on the others (cf. 1 Cor 12:1230), applies not only to a church, but also to world society: no one can
do everything, everyone is a specialist somewhere and hopefully contributes to the whole. We as Christians are specialists: We know about
questions of God, we know how to believe and pray, we have heard
about the great project called the Kingdom of God or the building up of
the Body of Christ, we can give specific impulses in this regard, stimulate, encourage, heal, also criticise and try to integrate the divergent
forces. Others do other things. Everyone is important for the whole to
succeed in the end: the Muslims play their part and also the so-called
unbelievers. Networks and connections are formed through marriages
among members of different churches, through interfaith family alliances, through marriages between religious and non-religious. People
interact in the various spheres of culture, some putting on the brakes
so things don’t move too fast, some pushing forward so things don’t
grind to a halt, some gathering, some sowing. Nobody can keep track
of the whole development, but we Christians can contribute the confidence that it will succeed, even if it is always threatened by failure and
death, because we can proclaim THE ONE who works behind and in all
this.
In Conclusion: “Ite missa est!”
I return once again to thesis 3. A small Copernican turn was made
by the Second Vatican Council when it turned the position of the priest
around during Holy Mass so that he has to look into the congregation.
I know there is a never-ending argument whether one should celebrate
“versus populum” or rather again—as it is strangely called—“versus
Dominum,” i.e. towards the Lord. Personally, I am glad that since the
change in position I am allowed to look for the Lord in the people of
God, as he is in the midst of us. It is my privilege during Holy Mass to
have my eyes on the church door all the time, which is usually at the
back of the church. I can see not only who is late, but more importantly,
it is the exit, and the whole service we call Mass is aimed at it. It ends,
if it is held in Latin, with the call “Ite missa est!”, which we usually
translate as the somewhat bland “Go in peace!” But it really means,
“Go, it is dismissal!” And the word “missa” refers to the idea of “mission.” Therefore, “Go! You are sent!” Therefore, as a priest, I am constantly reminded of the fact that our gathering around the ambo and
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altar is oriented toward the exit. It is important to come together, to
be strengthened and to strengthen each other, to find peace and joy in
the faith and sometimes to hear a good sermon, which is certainly not
always successful. But the whole thing has an orientation: “Get out!
You are sent.” It is certainly nice to stand together outside the church
door for a while, but then we need to get to the point: “That’s it. This
is not what we have been here for, but rather that we set out, each and
every one to where he or she is sent: into the forced secularity around
us.” And it is only in this perspective that all our sacramental action,
our prayers and singing make any sense. Out there is where the action
is. Out there is HE whom our soul seeks. So let us follow the supernova.
Let us follow the Holy Spirit, who at the time hit the apostles congregated in the Upper Room like a bomb and drove them apart—all the
way to Rome and even to India. Ite, missa est.
ABSTRACTS
Die westlichen Gesellschaften im Allgemeinen und der Osten Deutschlands im Besonderen sind durch eine fortgeschrittene und manchmal sogar
erzwungene Säkularität gekennzeichnet, die den Religionen und Kirchen eine
Rolle zuweist, die sich von jener in traditionellen Systemen unterscheidet. Dieser Artikel zeigt Perspektiven auf, um die Veränderungen und die aktuelle
Situation als neues Paradigma anzugehen. Es ist erforderlich, eine grundlegende „Umänderung der Denkart“, eine kopernikanische Wende zu akzeptieren. Dies ist nicht völlig neu, wie der Verweis auf das Gleichnis vom barmherzigen Samariter und die Stellung des Nächsten darin zeigt. Im neuen Paradigma muss akzeptiert werden, dass Mission Senden bedeutet, nicht zuerst
Anziehung zur Kirche. Im Gegensatz zu ekklesiozentrischen Ansichten geht
es darum, „den Glauben vorzuschlagen“ und zu einem Modell der Alterität
überzugehen, in dem man sich den anderen in der Art einer Ökumene der dritten Art nähert, in der die Gläubigen Gastfreundschaft annehmen und ihre
Dienste anbieten.
Las sociedades occidentales, en general, y el este de Alemania, en particular, se caracterizan por una secularidad avanzada y, en ocasiones, incluso
forzada, que asigna a las religiones e iglesias funciones diferentes a las de los
sistemas tradicionales. Este artículo sugiere perspectivas para abordar los
cambios y la situación actual como un nuevo paradigma. Se requiere aceptar
un cambio fundamental en la forma de pensar, un giro copernicano. Esto no es
del todo nuevo, como explica la referencia a la parábola del buen samaritano y
la posición del prójimo en ella. En el nuevo paradigma hay que aceptar que la
misión significa enviar, no atraer a la iglesia en primer lugar. En contraposición a visiones eclesiocéntricas, se trata de “proponer la fe” y de cambiar a
un modelo de alteridad en el acercamiento a los demás a la manera de un ecumenismo de tercer tipo, donde los fieles aceptan la hospitalidad y ofrecen su
servicio.
Les sociétés occidentales et l’Allemagne de l’Est en particulier sont caractérisées par un sécularisme avancé, et même forcé, qui assigne aux religions
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et aux Églises un rôle différent de celui des systèmes traditionnels. Cet article
suggère des perspectives pour prendre en compte les changements et la situation actuelle comme un nouveau paradigme. Il est nécessaire d’accepter un
changement fondamental dans la manière de penser – un tournant copernicien. Ce n’est pas entièrement nouveau comme le montre la référence à la parabole du Bon Samaritain et la position du prochain qui y figure. Dans le nouveau paradigme, il faut accepter que la mission signifie envoyer et non pas
d’abord attirer dans l’Église. En contraste avec les positions ecclésiocentriques,
il s’agit de « proposer la foi » et de changer pour un modèle d’altérité dans notre
approche des autres, à la façon d’un œcuménisme du troisième type, où les
croyants acceptent l’hospitalité et proposent leurs services.
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SVD AND MISSIO DEI

Progress and Perspectives
The perspective of missio Dei became prominent in the SVD General Chapter of 2000. The SVD Mission Secretary and member of the
Generalate Administration sets out with a brief review of the concept
and traces its reception process in the SVD. Further General Chapters applied this perspective in particular proposals, particularly towards interculturality. He offers indications towards positive developments and challenges still not entirely assumed. The discernment
of the Spirit is an important concern, as is its practice. Finally, it is
the task of the Generalate to assign missionaries to the provinces and
work tasks worldwide.

In the theological and missiological circles, the missio Dei concept
has been developed well and articulated clearly. Mission is, primarily
and ultimately, the work of the Triune God who loves the world, its
people. David Bosch says, “Mission has its origin in the heart of God.
God is a fountain of sending love. This is the deepest source of mission.
It is impossible to penetrate deeper still; there is mission because God
loves people.” 1 The understanding of “God’s mission is our mission” is
a crucial breakthrough in respect to the earlier understanding and articulations in the church. After going through the historical development of mission, Steve Bevans and Roger Schroeder said that mission
is seen basically as “rooted in the continual self-giving and self-revelation of God within the history of creation; Trinitarian processions are
understood not only as movements within the mystery of God, as such,
* Lazar T. Stanislaus is an SVD missionary from India. He completed his doctorate in Missiology at the Pontifical Gregorian University, Rome. He was the
Director of Ishvani Kendra Institute of Missiology and Communications, Pune,
India. He served one term as the President of the International Association of
Catholic Missiologists (IACM). He was the Provincial Superior of India Mumbai Province. In addition to contributing many articles to different journals
and editing books, he offers, in theological institutes, courses and seminars in
Missiology, Dalit Theology, Interculturality and related subjects. At present,
he is the Generalate Mission Secretary of the Society of the Divine Word,
Rome.
1

David Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission, Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books 1991, 392.
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but as God moving in saving love within the world. The church is then
understood as the people that God has chosen not only to participate
in the saving life of the divine community […] but also to be agent and
cooperator in God’s outreach to the whole of creation.” 2
The Encyclical Redemptoris missio begins saying, “The mission of
Christ the Redeemer, which is entrusted to the Church, is still very far
from completion.” This Encyclical devoted the whole chapter III to
“Holy Spirit: The Principal Agent of Mission.” Thus, the articulations
have stress on the mission of the Triune God—mission of the Father,
mission of Christ and mission of the Holy Spirit. The 2000 General
Chapter (GC) clearly articulated that the church is called to share in
the mission of the Triune God (42-45). 3 The concept missio Dei has become part of the church and of the Society.
1. The Key Concepts of the 2000 General Chapter and
the Other General Chapters
Although we have been doing our mission with the orientations of
the General Chapters, the 2000 GC gave a solid understanding and
articulation of missio Dei. It has three main parts:
A. The Mission of the Triune God: From Creation
to New Creation
God is the Creator, and he creates freely all things, and he calls the
human beings to participate in the life and the love of the Creator,
Word and Spirit (Ad Gentes [AD] 2). God loved the world and he desired
that it should not perish, and he sent his only Son to redeem the world
and to be united with him (John 3:16). Thus, Jesus came into the world,
he lived and carried out the will of the Father, preaching the good news
and offering reconciliation and he died and was resurrected, thus uniting all cosmos with the Father, giving hope to everyone.
B. The Church: Called to Share in the Mission of
the Triune God
The church is called to continue God’s mission. “Because mission is
the work of the Triune God, and the Sprit blows where it wills, the
2
3

Stephen Bevans/Roger Schroeder, Constants in Context: A Theology for
Mission Today, Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books 2004, 386-387.
For an overview of the General Chapters see Andrzej Miotk SVD, The General Chapters of the Society of the Divine Word (1884–2012). The Historical
Journey in the Footsteps of the Founder: The Response to the Challenges of
the Times (Studia Instituti Missiologici SVD 105), Siegburg: Franz Schmitt
Verlag 2016, 314 pp.
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Church carries out its service to the Kingdom in collaboration with
other faith communities and all people of good will” (2000 GC 44).
Thus, everyone is called to participate in God’s mission, and to be salt,
light and leaven.
C. The SVD: Called by the Sprit to Share in the
Church’s Mission
As followers of the Word, the Divine Word Missionaries are called
not only to give witness to the Reign of God through our apostolic service, but also to build up among ourselves a missionary religious community that gives an authentic witness to the Reign of God (2000 GC
51). Thus, the Chapter gave importance to community life that is lived
through prayer, service and sacrifice. Our missionary commitment can
be lived with the fourfold prophetic dialogue. This is a new paradigm
of mission: dialogue with people who have no faith and with faith seekers, dialogue with the poor and marginalized, dialogue with people of
different cultures, different religions and secular ideologies. These
missionary activities are to be carried out by four characteristic dimensions: Bible apostolate; mission animation; justice, peace and integrity
of creation (JPIC); and communication.
Thus, the 2000 GC presented three key concepts to be active missionaries: witness to the Reign of God, prophetic dialogue, and characteristic dimensions. The prologue of the SVD Constitutions says, “His
(Jesus’) life is our life, his mission our mission,” pointing out that we
share Jesus’ mission with others; and being faithful, committed and
effective missionaries are the keys to be relevant in this world.
1.1 The Reception of the Missio Dei Concept after the 2000 Chapter
Among three main keys points of missionary activities, the first
point—witnessing to the Reign of God—had deepened the understanding of community life. The second point—prophetic dialogue—was not
very clear to many confreres. The third point—the four characteristic
dimensions—were existing in some form or the other earlier too, but
these dimensions were clearly articulated in this chapter and articulated as essential for our mission. The Constitutions, too, have indications and give orientations to deepen and to engage in four characteristic dimensions and the 2000 GC gave more flesh how to perceive
these activities.
Fr. Antonio Pernia, SVD, the former Superior General (2000–2012)
had the task of explaining the understanding of missio Dei and
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prophetic dialogue, 4 because this new concept was not understood
clearly. He explained that mission is the Triune God’s ongoing dialogue
with the world and with humanity. “Our call to mission is a call to
participate in this ongoing dialogue. Thus, we say mission is God’s first
and foremost. We, missionaries or the church, are called only to share
and collaborate in this mission which is God’s.” 5 Thus, the prophetic
dialogue plays a crucial role to promote God’s mission through our prophetic and dialogical activities.
Pernia, in his report to the 2006 General Chapter members, said,
“My impression is that there was an initial general openness to, if not
an altogether positive reception of the 15th General Chapter’s proposal
of ‘prophetic dialogue’ as the term that expresses best our SVD mission
today. As a result, there was a general effort to try to understand the
concept better. This can be seen in the fact that ‘prophetic dialogue’
became the theme of several gatherings of all kinds. On the other hand,
however, it seems that, despite the general effort to understand it, ‘prophetic dialogue’ did not quite capture the imagination of many of the
confreres. This has apparently resulted in indifference on the part of
some confreres and perhaps even silent rejection on the part of others.
Nevertheless, as far as I know there has not been any public resistance
or open objection to the idea. Certainly, it has not led to any conflict or
division within the Society.” 6 Thus, one can say that the concept “prophetic dialogue” had some resistance because it did not come from the
base, but from well experienced persons. But the concept mission Dei
was well received by the members because of the previous Chapter documents and the growing awareness from the SVD Constitutions that
our missionary activity “is by its very nature the work and revelation
of the Holy Spirit, we place ourselves and our Society entirely under
his guidance and direction” (Co 105). This concept has to be lived by
the members in their day-to-day life.
The Ways to Know the Reception of the Missio Dei
From the year 2000, it has been standard practice that the provinces/regions/missions (PRMs) do not present their report during the
4

5
6

Antonio Pernia, SVD, “Prophetic Dialogue from the XV to the XVI General
Chapter. Advances, Difficulties and Challenges,” https://www.svdcuria.org/
public/infonews/curia/20nn/200n/0510ap.htm [15.05.2022].
Ibid.
The SVD in the Year 2006. Reports of the Superior General and Generalate
Officials, 16th General Chapter 2006, Rome, 13-14, in: Divine Word Missionaries, SVD Mission 2006. Province Reports for the XVI General Chapter, Rome: Curia Generalizia SVD 2006, 477-478.
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General Chapter, but they sent their reports before the General Chapter, and they are compiled and published. The reports are normally
based on the previous Chapter’s orientations. Other than asking for
the social setting and ecclesial setting of each PRM, the general council
sent the following questions to assess their missionary involvement according to the 2000 GC orientations:
•

Who are the people (dialogue partners) with whom we make
a particular commitment?

•

How do we live out prophetic dialogue and the Characteristic
Dimensions in this context?

•

What are our main ministries (parishes, schools, formation,
universities, etc.)?

Another key element was that each PRM should give a vision-mission statement. All the reports of the PRMs were compiled in SVD Mission 2006. 7
1.2 The 2006 General Chapter
The 2006 General Chapter document, in its conclusion, states, “We
are called anew to a radical transformation of our mentality, attitudes,
and behavior in order to become better witnesses at the service of God’s
Reign. We renew our awareness that mission is not primarily our talk;
mission is first of all Missio Dei. We are participants in God’s saving
dialogue with humanity…” (107). This Chapter stressed the living prophetic dialogue (ad intra) and thus, five aspects were formulated as
parameters to continue our mission: spirituality, community, leadership, finance and formation.
To get the feedback from the PRMs regarding the living prophetic
dialogue, the general council formulated the following features that
would draw out important elements on how the PRMs have incorporated the spirit of the 2006 General Chapter.

7

•

Who are the preferential dialogue partners of the Province/Region?

•

What are its preferential forms/platforms for prophetic dialogue with them?

•

In the integral light of the four characteristic dimensions,
what noteworthy efforts are taking place in and through our
diverse areas of apostolate to promote prophetic dialogue
with those whom we serve?

Divine Word Missionaries, SVD Mission 2006.
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•

In what noteworthy ways are intercultural life and mission
nurtured and fostered through these same “characteristic dimensions” of our SVD mission charism?

•

What noteworthy efforts are being fostered among confreres
for communal or structural growth in the five aspects of the
PRMs’ internal life?

•

In what noteworthy ways are intercultural life and mission
nurtured and fostered in these five aspects?

All the reports of the PRMs are compiled in SVD Mission 2012. 8
1.3 The 2012 General Chapter
The 2012 GC document was on intercultural life and mission, giving
emphasis on how to continue the mission with the understanding of
what God expects from us. In its conclusion, we read, “He (God) calls
us to participation in His mission of reconciliation by sharing our intercultural life and mission” (46). It also stressed, “Our participation
in God’s mission requires a deep discernment of how God is at work in
the world today, a reading of the ‘signs of the time’” (3). To focus on our
missionary task, this Chapter gave congregational directions: The ad
intra aspects of the five areas that were identified in the previous
Chapter; and the ad extra aspects: primary and new evangelization,
ecumenical and interreligious dialogue, promotion of the culture of life,
family and youth, education and research, indigenous and ethnic communities, migration, reconciliation and peace building, social justice
and poverty eradication and integrity of creation. Each PRM was asked
to take all ad intra aspects, but it could choose only a few pertinent ad
extra aspects to focus their missionary service. Each PRM had chosen
their congregational directions, and these were reported in the Zonal
PRM assemblies. This reporting helped to understand how our Society
moves forward in our missionary engagement. But to get the fruit of
the 2012 General Chapter and to be aware how our Society has implemented the Congregational Directions the following questions were
sent to the PRMs before the Chapter:
SVD Intercultural Mission—Ad extra
•

8

How do you live out the Characteristic Dimensions through
the ministries?

Divine Word Missionaries, SVD Mission 2012. Sharing Intercultural Life
and Mission. Reports for the 17th General Chapter from the Provinces, Regions and Missions, Rome: Curia Generalizia SVD (no year).
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•

What are your chosen Priorities among the Congregational
Directions ad extra of the last General Chapter? In the light
of your action plan, how have you implemented them? What
are the impacts and challenges?

•

How have you strengthened your collaboration with the
SSpS, 9 other religious congregations, and the local church in
doing mission?

SVD Intercultural Life—Ad intra
•

What steps are being taken to deepen the ad intra life, based
on the Congregational Directions of the last General Chapter—Spirituality, Community, Leadership, Finance and Formation?

•

What are the efforts being made in initial formation and ongoing formation for spiritual renewal?

The reports of the PRMs are collated and published as SVD Mission
2018. 10
1.4 The 2018 General Chapter
The 2018 General Chapter’s objective was to foster a process of spiritual rekindling, bringing us back to the Word of God as the source of
our life, vocation, and mission and our religious missionary commitment. This Chapter wanted to keep the continuity of the focus from
previous chapters on missionary engagement but focused on the renewal and transformation at the personal and communal level and also
on our missionary involvement. It brought into attention that the love
of Christ impels us: God is missionary because God is love. The mission
of God as love is what impels us, what drives to mission. As Divine
Word missionaries, we are called to be rooted in the Word: the incarnate Word is the ultimate expression of God whose nature is missionary. Our commitment to mission is only possible if we are rooted in this
mission of God.
This calls for discernment and commitment to our mission. The
2018 GC document resonated many times the phrase “His mission is
our mission,” that shows how we continue our mission reflecting what
9
10

Sister congregation: Servants of the Holy Spirit (SSpS).
Divine Word Missionaries, SVD Mission 2018. The Love of Christ impels
us. Rooted in the Word, Committed to His Mission. Reports for the XVIII
General Chapter from the Provinces, Regions and Missions, Rome: Curia
Generalizia SVD 2018 (the publication was circulated digitally).
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God wants us to do. “As Divine Word Missionaries, we are inspired and
compelled to commit ourselves to carry out the work of the Missio Dei
to become transforming missionary disciples of Christ in each place,
among every people, and for all cultures” (2018 GC 13). Thus, continuing the previous chapters’ orientations, our mission is to witness to the
Reign of God and to engage ourselves in prophetic dialogue living our
life interculturally and to continue our missionary engagement among
all peoples and cultures.
2. Progress of Our Missionary Engagement
2.1 Positive Developments
2.1.1 Vision-Mission Statement
After the 2000 GC, to focus our missionary life and activities, the
generalate insisted that every PRM formulate a vision-mission statement. This had a good impact on the PRMs and everyone formulated
their statement knowing their context and the ministries that need to
correspond to the chosen priorities. The SVD Mission 2006 has all
these statements. They help to identify what we should be doing in
inventive obedience to the “signs of the times.” The vision is to follow
the Triune God and to give witness to the Kingdom. The missionary
commitment is to work with the preferential dialogue partners prophetically. Till the last Chapter, the generalate had a good response
from the PRMs and all of them have these statements. They also review the vision-mission statement according to the changing context
and reformulate the missionary commitments. Action Plans of the
PRM based on the vision-mission statement orient the confreres how
they could get engaged in their local realities. Some of the PRMs do
wonderful planning, execution and evaluation of their Action Plan, still
some other PRMs do their mission work without proper planning and
evaluation.
2.1.2 Intercultural Communities
We are communities of priests and brothers from different nations
and cultures, and we live together as a symbol of the unity and the
diversity of the church and the Reign of God. “Our communion is ultimately rooted in the mystery of the Triune God who is a community of
love” (2006 GC 34). “Interculturality is part of our DNA” (2018 GC 31).
Interculturality is our strength, and it is also a challenge. “Intercultural communities need to be consciously created, intentionally proVerbum SVD 63:2-3 (2022)
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moted, carefully cared for and attentively nurtured” (2012 GC 30).
Over the years, certainly we have grown in this aspect. The Superior
General gives First Assignments 11 taking this aspect into consideration. The PRM superiors are encouraged to form intercultural communities. The SVD and SSpS generalates organized several international
workshops to train people to promote interculturality. 12 From our experience in Rome and elsewhere, the other congregations look towards
us to train people or to conduct workshop on interculturality.
This communion of persons from diverse cultures is participating in
the communion of the Triune God. Our community life is a witness to
the love and life of the Triune God. Having priests and brothers in the
Society is a richness and living together is grace and working together
is enrichment. Although we try to improve the number of vocations for
brothers, we have faced difficulties in this regard over the years.
2.1.3 Growing in Prophetic Dialogue
The expression “prophetic dialogue” provided a concept to identify
our vocation and mission today in the challenging and ever-changing
world. The 2006 General Chapter used the concept of prophetic dialogue “as a lens to focus some aspects of our life as Divine Word Missionaries” (2006 GC 2). As said before, the concept “prophetic dialogue”
was not well received and understood. Over the years, some seminars,
workshops and publications on this concept improved its understanding. Stephen Bevans, SVD, and Roger Schroeder, SVD, have greatly
developed this concept of prophetic dialogue, 13 and proposed it to the
11
12
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wider Christian world as a paradigm of current mission theology and
practice. Other theologians and institutions have taken this concept
and articulated prophetic dialogue as a mission paradigm. 14 They find
this concept is meaningful, insightful and attractive for the understanding of mission in the postmodern world with all its complexities.
This is one of our contributions to mission theology.
In the Society, to have more clarity, the 2006 GC concentrated on
living the prophetic dialogue with five concepts that have become parameters to evaluate our missionary life, whether we are rooted in the
Triune God. The 2012 GC developed the Congregational Directions,
addressing what ministries we could do in tune with the prophetic dialogue. Thus, the missionary engagement in relation to prophetic dialogue has taken root in our PRMs. But it is very difficult to say how all
the confreres understand this concept now. For some this concept still
remains elusive.
2.1.4 Four Characteristic Dimensions
Our way of engaging in prophetic dialogue is marked by four characteristic dimensions: Bible Apostolate, Mission Animation, Justice,
Peace and Integrity of Creation, and Communication. They are not exclusive to each other, but they are part of our life and mission. They
serve as marks of our Society, through which we carry out our missionary engagement. Although the generalate asked for reports on the engagement of these dimensions after the 2000 GC, very few PRMs reported about these activities in 2005, that shows that only some provinces developed and got involved in these dimensions, some others developed only one or two dimensions and neglected the others. But we
can say that now, all the PRMs have these characteristic dimensions.
In reality, there are a few dimensions which are not taken care of, or
some coordinators of these dimensions are not active. Although the
generalate insists that every PRM should develop these dimensions
and it should give priority in appointing coordinators, there is still a
need for improvement. We have grown and achieved a lot keeping
these dimensions as marks of our Society to continue God’s mission,
but a lot more is to be desired.
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Our SVD identity is known through these dimensions. They are
found not only in the parishes but also in our institutions, especially
in our educational institutions. The sad part is that not all promote in
unison or give significant space to carry out our missionary service
through them.
2.1.5 SVD Lay Partners
The recognition of lay partners in our mission was given by our
Founder, St. Arnold Janssen. We are aware that he promoted their
collaboration in various aspects of our mission. But over the years, we
had lost the tradition and did not encourage enough to have lay partners in the Society. Although we recognized their importance, a formal
way to promote them as a group or association did not take place. Although a few references are seen in other General Chapters, 2012 GC
had a resolution on the lay Associations, but only 2018 GC came forth
strongly that we need to promote SVD lay partners and also give them
good formation. They are part of the Arnoldus Family (2018 GC 49);
“we are all encouraged and challenged to actively invite and welcome
lay people to join the SVD lay partners’ groups” (49). We have nearly
184 lay partner groups in the world, around 21 groups are recognized,
and others are formulating their statutes for recognition. IDJ (Indonesia) province has the highest number of lay partners – 630. Mexico has
the oldest known group, completing 40 years now. Their enthusiasm is
great, even during the pandemic they kept alive their groups with innovative programs. Their missionary engagement is growing and some
do excellent work, especially in Mexico, Philippines, India, Ghana, etc.
If lay partner groups are not growing as we visualized, it is because
of the lack of awareness of the confreres. Some do not promote; some
think that they infringe on our space. Some are challenged by their
activities or involvement in mission.
2.2 Areas that Need Growth
2.2.1 Personal and Community Witness
We do come across some embarrassing situations of personal and
community witness of our faith and commitment. Over the years we
have noticed that the preference given to personal interest is growing
more than the work of the community. Individualism and self-centeredness are found in communities. At times, some conflicts arise too.
In his 2006 Report, Pernia said, “What causes concern here is not that
conflicts happen in our communities, but that often these conflicts become, or are allowed to become, irreconcilable. Dialogue breaks down
Verbum SVD 63:2-3 (2022)
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altogether. Confreres refuse to talk to each other or to sit together at
community meals.” 15 Regarding the conflicts in the community, the
2012 GC states, “consciously or unconsciously, tension and conflicts inevitably arise among confreres due to general gaps, racism, ethnocentrism, personality differences and stereotyping” (30). We are striving
to grow as witnessing communities, but in some PRMs do have tensions and intercultural conflicts we have to work hard to overcome.
In the 2018 Report, Superior General Kulüke said, “Honestly
speaking, however, the real problem is not always interculturality and
international living but personalities in our communities that make
community life difficult and at times impossible.” 16 We strive to improve intercultural community life but solving personality issues is a
challenge.
In 2012, Pernia noted that personal projects are growing. 17 Over the
years, this is still increasing. Though the individual projects may be
good, often they turn out to be implemented with a parochial mentality
and serving some interest groups.
2.2.2 Option for “Difficult Missions” and Early Returnees
Over the years, we have noticed that confreres mainly opt for affluent or more comfortable countries to work. We get very few applications for the difficult missions—in terms of difficult physical conditions
and material deprivation, political and governmental restrictions to
mission work, or lack of positive response to evangelization. Fr. Antonio Pernia, in his report to the 2006 General Chapter, pointed out,
“Lately we have had some difficulties finding volunteers for the more
difficult missions.” Unfortunately, this exists even today. There isn’t
significant improvement in this area.
“Early returnees” of the missionaries from the assigned PRM is a
concern. After a study published in 2012, Bob Kisala concluded that
the concern of “early returnees” is probably not as large as it is usually
perceived. 18 “While it is a cause of concern, and therefore should be
15
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addressed accordingly, it is not a cause of alarm.” 19 But, this concern
is still prevailing. We notice that some young confreres do not stay for
a longer period in the assigned PRM, this raises the question of lifelong
commitment, intercultural life, adjustability, openness to others and
so forth.
2.2.3 Lack of New Approaches and Excellence
As we see now, we are involved in many ministries, but pastoral
work or parish ministry is more dominant, nearly 50% of the active
final professed missionaries are involved in pastoral work. Although
we do good work in the parishes, the question often raised is whether
we are becoming more diocesans than missionaries in our pastoral approach. We have a lot to improve to give a missionary identity in our
pastoral work, and there have to be consistent and coordinated efforts
to improve in this area. In 2006, Pernia said, “We are satisfied with
the minimum. We do not strive for excellence. As long as there is no
‘weather turbulence’ we sit ‘back and relax’—never quite aiming to
make a difference. This can be true with our life as religious but also
with our work as missionaries.” 20 How much we have improved in doing our work professionally and in an excellent manner is still questionable.
We have emphasized the importance of research centers in our Society, but we find it difficult to get suitable and committed confreres to
work in and to continue these centers. The reality is that a number of
confreres have done higher studies and confreres are sent for specialization every year in diverse fields, but our research centers are still
not adequately equipped. At times, they don’t contribute to the assigned field after studies. Through research and publication, we promote missio Dei and this is another important area that we need to
improve.
2.2.4 More Traditional Work than Responding to the Signs
of the Times
Continuing God’s mission is according to the signs of the times.
Whether this perspective has really percolated into the real missionary
engagement is a big question. Over the years, the General Chapters
have evolved different themes to focus on the signs of the times and
19
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ministries, but still some confreres continue their traditional ministries, specially in the parishes, and continue their earlier ministries
without much change, neither in method nor in the approach. Getting
everyone on board to the call of the General Chapters’ orientations is
at times difficult. The reports and evaluation at times are superficial
and not adequately reflected. We need to find ways to make everyone
adhere to the orientations of the General Chapters.
3. Discernment of the Spirit in the Society
Discernment enables us to the know the plan of God for each one of
us and as a Society. Pope Francis says, “We must remember that
prayerful discernment must be born of a readiness to listen: to the Lord
and to others, and to reality itself, which always challenges us in new
ways” (Gaudete et Exsultate 172). The 2018 GC said that we must listen to the Scripture, church tradition and the reality of the world (18).
“For St. Arnold Janssen, discernment was not an option, but a vital
need to remain rooted in the Word, to do God’s will and fulfill his mission” (2018 GC 19). Through discernment we are led by the Spirit to
respond to the cry of the poor and the need of the place.
3.1 Practices for Discernment in Our Society
3.1.1 Community Prayer
Prayer is our source where we get our energy and strength. Community prayer is significant to be united with others and to be with
God. Our missionary spirituality “embraces more than our devotional
prayer life; it permeates and enlivens every aspect of our relationships
with God, other people and all creation” (2006 GC 15). Community
prayer and reflection help to discern our relationship with God. Community prayer bonds together with other members and creates an occasion to discern our engagements with the people. Along with this, we
also have our regular recollection days and annual retreats which help
us to be rooted in the Word and to be committed to our mission. Hence,
in the Society, we insist on community spiritual exercises, and we try
to promote this everywhere.
3.1.2 Arnoldus Spirituality
The Divine Word Missionaries are nourished by the Trinitarian
spirituality. We also cherish Logos spirituality and Marian spirituality. St. Arnold Janssen has left a legacy of prayers and devotions that
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accompany us in our daily lives. “Such devotions help us to maintain
the continuous connection with the One and Triune God, to root ourselves in his Word and to commit ourselves to his mission” (2018 GC
19). Arnoldus Spirituality is larger than what St. Arnold had passed
on to us, it indicates the spirituality of the founding generations, including the SSpS sisters, who in the beginning through various spiritual exercises and exhortations laid a strong foundation to the members. Jürgen Ommerborn, SVD, has published a lot of materials on Arnoldus Spirituality 21 and now, we have the Arnold Janssen Spirituality
Network, a rejuvenated team based in Steyl, which tries to coordinate
various PRMs. Growing in Arnoldus Spirituality helps us to discern
our missionary life and activities.
3.1.3 Bible/Faith Sharing
We have been insisting for many years that Bible/Faith Sharing in
our Society is important and it has to become part of us. This creates
an occasion to listen to the word of God. Our name—Society of the Divine Word—impels us that we should know the word of God well and
always seek what this word tells us today. We commit ourselves “to
become more open to read, interpret and respond creatively to the
signs of the times in concrete ways in the light of the word of God and
our Arnoldus Spirituality” (2018 GC 25). Since the last General Chapter, a good number of PRMs and Zones have incorporated Bible/Faith
Sharing as part of the daily schedule of the assembly or Chapter.
Although this practice is encouraged, in practice, we see that it
needs a lot of improvement. Mainly formation communities and some
big communities try to have the Bible sharing regularly and others do
not show much interest. Some have it only on special occasions.
3.1.4 Community/District Meetings
Participative leadership is being encouraged and practiced. This
means, before taking any decisions, the concerns are discussed in a
community or district meeting. Local superiors have the responsibility
to organize meetings and the members have a responsibility to participate actively in them. Listening to one another and discerning together help to understand what God wants and guide us to respond to
the needs of the people. These meetings are to build community spirit,
and more importantly to know the will of God in our missionary activ21
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ities. The synodal approach is encouraged and the PRM superiors have
responsibility that this takes place before making any major decisions
on mission engagement. By and large, this is followed in our PRMs.
3.1.5 PRM Assembly/Chapter
The PRM assemblies are organized once a year or every three years
depending on the PRM and the viability to organize it. The PRM Chapter is organized once in three years and it is conducted with certain
procedures. The main task of the provincial Chapter is “to examine and
promote the religious-missionary life and work of the confreres in the
province; to take care that efforts be made to realize the goal of our
Society in a way corresponding to the needs and circumstances of the
province”; 22 and the various tasks are entrusted to this Chapter. The
Handbook for Superiors SVD, 2002, gives detailed norms on how this
Chapter should be organized. 23 It also gives norms on how a local chapter is to be conducted. That gives an opportunity to evaluate our present mission engagement, our successes and failures, our future orientations, etc. The provincial Chapter is an important occasion to evaluate the missionary life and activities, it puts the members to understand where they have succeeded or failed or need further improvement. The resolutions and recommendations that are formulated guide
further to continue our mission seeking God’s will.
3.1.6 General Chapter
The General Chapter is organized once in six years. The preparation of a General Chapter starts almost three years before the Chapter,
first asking the PRMs to give two main concerns and a theme based on
the concerns. These concerns should be of a universal character so that
they are relevant to the entire Society and to our religious-missionary
mandate in the present ecclesial and secular situation. Thus, indicating what God prompts us to do in the present situation. When the
theme is selected by the general council, a reflection guide is sent to all
the PRMs that gives opportunity to listen to every confrere and the
results of the discussions of the confreres are sent to the generalate for
further reflection. Then, an international committee is formed to study
these PRM reports and it formulates a second reflection guide giving
much focus on the future missionary mandate and how the Society
should move on. Again, this reflection guide is discussed in the PRMs
22
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by the confreres and the results sent to the generalate. Then, the second international committee studies these reflections and the concise
report which is approved by the general council is presented to the
General Chapter which approves this as a document for the next six
years of the Society’s life and activities.
Thus, the discernment is done by listening to the confreres in the
ground level from every PRM. Further, the Chapter members discuss
and discern what God asks of us now. After fruitful discussion, the document is approved for the entire Society to move ahead in our missionary engagements. The various committees and prayerful gatherings
during this process guide us to understand our mission in the local and
universal context.
4. Generalate Practice of Discernment
4.1 Generalate Members Community
In the generalate, we have once a week a Holy Eucharist celebration which nourishes us to pray for one another, we join the community
on other days for spiritual exercises. The general council members
have once a month Bible sharing with the SSpS general council members. They make use of this opportunity to discuss common concerns of
both congregations. These activities help for discernment. The members of the general council have a “council day” every month for sharing
on various aspects and for socialization.
4.2 Practice of General Council Meetings
For discernment, identifying the issue, taking time to pray about
concerns, making a wholehearted decision and then finally trusting
the decision made, there are some important steps to consider. Listening to others, being open, being courageous and setting priorities correctly are some of the qualities that are needed for discernment. In the
generalate we deal with many concerns that come from all over the
world, but our primary focus is that as a missionary congregation, we
follow the Lord and continue his mission.
All the letters that arrive at the generalate are registered and circulated among the general council members. The generalate officials
receive the correspondence which pertain to them. This gives an opportunity to read and reflect on the issues. We have twice a week a
general council meeting throughout the year, except some weeks during Christmas, Easter and summer. The agenda is set for the general
council meeting on the previous day of the meeting and sent to all the
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council members and the generalate officials. Again, that gives space
to reflect over the concerns that are to be discussed in the general council meeting. The council meeting takes place in an atmosphere of respecting everyone’s view and the sharing and listening help to discern
what is good for the Society and the church at large. The generalate
officials are called to give their opinions related to their areas and also
to give a wider perspective of missionary activities in the Society. After
listening to one another carefully, the Superior General takes decision.
This decision is always based on what God wants to do now and how
we can continue to be effective missionaries showing witness to the
Reign of God and actualize the missionary charism that we cherish.
4.3 Caucus
This happens twice a year and lasts for six days. The general council members, all the generalate officials and the four zonal coordinators
are members of this caucus. This is an occasion to report what we have
achieved in the last six months and to see further what we can do in
the next months or the coming years. Other than giving reports by the
generalate officials, we discuss first appointments, publications, officials’ action plans, coming events (PRM superiors’ workshop, general
chapter, etc.) and the concerns of the General Chapters. Along with
these, some other relevant concerns for the Society are discussed.
Every day we have Bible sharing and Eucharist and that gives a spiritual nourishment as well as an opportunity to listen to the word of
God in the light of the caucus. Caucuses are an important occasion
where wider consultation, listening and sharing takes place which help
the general council to further discern and take appropriate actions.
Caucuses help to channelize our actions that we continue God’s mission. By these caucuses, we try to assume the primary option of Jesus
that he proclaimed in Luke 4:18-19. “By living this primary option,
people will perceive that we have experienced in our own lives the
Kingdom of God that we proclaim (cf. c. 106)” (2018 GC 26).
There is also a practice of regular meetings (on Zoom) of the general
council with all generalate officials and the zonal coordinators every
two/three months. This also helps to know the realities of the mission
engagement, the progress made as well as to plan further for future
involvement.
4.4 Regular Meetings with SSpS General Council
The general council meet at least once a month with the SSpS general council for Bible sharing and for discussing some common conVerbum SVD 63:2-3 (2022)
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cerns. This sharing and exchange of ideas on our missionary activities
help very much how we could continue our mission as St. Arnold
Janssen envisaged. These encounters help to have a good understanding of one another and to plan common programs. Organizing international intercultural workshops for both congregations, forming the
AJSN [Arnold Janssen Spirituality Network] team, or setting up a
website for Spirituality are some of the activities that we have executed. Twice a year, a joint meeting of both councils to talk about common projects such as VIVAT International, AJSN, joint workshops, etc.
is held. The venue is rotated between the two generalates.
5. Criteria of Mission Engagement
The following are the main criteria for our missionary service or
mission engagement. Every superior and member is asked to follow
these criteria to continue our mission.
5.1 Charism of the Society
The first criterion for our mission engagement is the charism of the
Society. The constitutions say, “As members of the Society of the Divine Word, we consider it our duty to proclaim the word of God to all,
to bring new communities into being within the people of God, to foster
their growth and to promote communion among them as well as with
the whole church” (Co 102). They further say, “We work first and foremost where the gospel has not been preached at all or only insufficiently and where the local church is not viable on its own” (Co 102).
“The charism of the Society is further characterized as follows:
– we accomplish our missionary service in a fraternal community
of laymen and clerics;
– we give witness to the universality of the church and the unity
of all people through the international character of our Society;
– we have the openness of our founder, Arnold Janssen, always
to discern anew the will of God, and be available, flexible and
ready to venture into new situations” (Co 104).
The charism has to be interpreted in today’s context. We take into
consideration the “signs of the time,” human resources, financial resources, our traditions and understand what God tells us today.
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5.2 Needs of the Local Church and the Universal Church
We venture into missionary engagement upon the invitation of a
local church. Then, we engage in dialogue with the local church and
identify our activity that is in resonance with the charism and present
reality of the Society. Taking into consideration the local church and
the universal church’s missionary responsibility, we support the missionary cause of the church both spiritually and materially (Co 102.2).
5.3 What Does God Want from Us Now?
Heinz Kulüke, SVD, the previous Superior General, always insisted
saying, “The most fundamental question ‘What does God want us to
do?’ as individuals, as communities and as leaders calls for constant
discernment and it guides us in our Mission.” 24 Thus, listening to the
Word and discerning what God wants us to do in a particular place
shape us as to what is our mission; further discussion and discernment
with the local community and the people will guide what could be our
missionary activities. “We will have to learn to be open to the answers
that we will hear, oftentimes so very different than we might expect.” 25
5.4 Putting the Last First
The SVD constitutions say, “…we try to insert ourselves into the
actual situation of those among whom we work. With open mind and
deep respect for the religious traditions of peoples, we seek dialogue
with all and present the good news of God’s love to them. We show a
special preference for the poor and oppressed” (Co 103).
From 2012 to 2018, the last generalate administration had a motto
“Inter Gentes—Putting the Last First” to give a direction to its leadership and administration. Each PRM experiences the needs of the people at the margins. Using the term Inter Gentes it emphasized that
missionaries should live among and be close to the people and with
them; and among them we dialogue, share and find solutions to the
local problems. “In ‘Putting the Last First’ we missionaries know that
those important to the Lord should also be important to us.” 26 According to our constitutions our work among the poor and marginalized
becomes important to us. In the last few years, our engagement with
refugees, migrants and the poor has increased. Most of the PRMs have
24
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dedicated persons for these apostolates. We continue to give preference
to the ministries related to the people who are lost, least and last.
5.5 Faithful to the Word and One with People
The present administration has the motto, “Faithful to the Word
and One with People.” In keeping with the 2018 General Chapter document, we are called to be faithful to the Word, “Discovering the Word
is an exercise that animates our life. … Our response to this (Christ’s)
love can become a reality when we discern ourselves going deeper into
the Word.” Along with being rooted in the Word, we are called to be
committed to the people. Being one with people in the times of crisis,
difficulties and uncertainties is our mission today. We have responded
in this way during the COVID-19 pandemic and natural disasters. The
poor are always the center of missionary activities who set our priorities.
6. Petitio Missionis
In the Society of the Divine Word, the Superior General gives the
First Assignment to a confrere. Thus, all the candidates make their
application 27 for First Assignment to him. As Divine Word Missionaries, “Whoever joins our Society must be ready to go wherever the superior sends him in order to fulfil our missionary mandate even if this
entails leaving his own country, mother tongue and cultural milieu”
(Co 102). Thus, the basic missionary attitude of being ready to go anywhere is paramount. The confreres are needed in all the Zones; every
PRM requires confreres for further strengthening our missions.
Based on the experience of assigning the confreres for the First Assignments for the last few years, the general council saw the necessity
to change the previous practice to accommodate the need of the Society.
6.1 The Previous Practice of Writing a Petitio Missionis
The confreres sent their application form for First Assignment to
the Superior General; after giving their biodata, they give their personal preferences for the First Assignment with a first, second and
third choice of a PRM (they could also give wider options). After studying their application, according to the needs of the Society and the
candidates’ preferences, the Superior General with the consent of his
council gave the First Assignment.
27
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6.2 Need for a Change
The present applicants are mostly from ASPAC and AFRAM and a
very few come from the PANAM and EUROPA Zones. The confreres
are needed in all the Zones; to keep up the interculturality in our
PRMs, it is comprehensible, the confreres need to be assigned in various PRMs, if not equally. Going by the present practice, it is becoming
difficult because hardly anyone applies to certain PRMs or “difficult
missions.” Also, we experience that some confreres just limit their
three choices in their own country where there are three or more provinces, or all three preferences are given in the same sub-zone. The interest, seeing the need of other provinces and willingness to leave one’s
own country are needed.
Although the circular letter for the Petitio Missionis which is sent
every year states the importance of the PRMs where the confreres are
needed, still, we don’t get sufficient numbers of confreres to be assigned
to these PRMs. Therefore, we felt the need to revise the previous policy.
Before the change of the previous practice, the general council sent
a circular letter to all the PRMs stating that there is a need to change
the First Assignment application and to look for new ways for submitting this application. We sent four modules and asked them to choose
one of them. Most of the PRMs responded to this circular letter. Based
on their replies, the members of the Caucus deliberated in June 2021.
Again, the general council discussed this concern, and it decided the
following method for the next three years ad experimentum for expressing a candidate’s preferences for the First Assignment:
AFRAM Zone: Choose any two PRMs in that Zone;
ASPAC Zone: Choose any two PRMs in that Zone;
EUROPA Zone: Choose any two PRMs in that Zone;
PANAM Zone: Choose any two PRMs in that Zone.
The formators and the PRM superiors have the responsibility to accompany the young confreres to make discerned preferences for their
own good and for the good of the Society.
In this method, there isn’t a first or second preference, all the
choices are equal. The confreres can also give preference for a whole
Zone without mentioning any choice. We continue with the practice of
assigning to their home province or country without consultation. A
confrere can also indicate that he leaves the option of his First Assignment entirely to the Superior General. There is also a column on “List
below any place and/or type of assignment you would wish to have excluded from consideration.” This is for human consideration regarding
any particular problem or concern.
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Among the chosen PRMs in the above method, if a confrere expresses his desire to work in a specific country/district with the PRM
or if he expresses his interest for a specific ministry, we will make this
known privately to the PRM superiors. But the local PRM superior
makes the final decision in appointing a confrere to a place or ministry.
6.3 Being Sent…
We work in 80 countries and have nearly 6000 members. Every
year, the Superior General gives the First Assignment to nearly 85 or
90 confreres, taking a broader view of the Society to assign the confreres to 59 PRMs. Taking into consideration the need of the PRMs,
the number of active and elderly confreres, the ministries and various
missionary activities that they are engaged in, the confreres are assigned. Importantly, we take into consideration the intercultural composition of the PRMs and special requests made by the PRM superiors.
Thus, in keeping with our charism, tradition and continuity, we need
confreres in all the PRMs. Since the generalate found difficult to assign
with the previous method, this new method has been adopted, we hope
that this new method would give ample space to assign the confreres.
Along with the list of PRMs where there are special needs and the
type of ministries every year with the circular letters, we had been
consistently saying the following to the young confreres:
Lifelong commitment: Difficulties, hardships and problems are
part of human and religious life; the Society calls everyone for lifelong
commitment to the assigned country or PRM. That is our holy ground
for our life.
Work with poor and excluded people: We need young confreres
to work with the poor, migrants, excluded and neglected people. They
are the epicenter of Jesus’ mission and our commitment (2018 GC 4243) is also to be close to the poor and neglected people. We appeal to
young confreres to choose these demanding missions.
Hardships and difficulties in mission: Modern means of communications are inevitable and they are necessary, but when our priority is our mission commitment, then we need to be ready to go to such
places where these facilities would be insufficient. The Society needs
confreres to work in challenging and tough missions―interior places,
with little comfort, minimum travel facilities, and so forth.
Rooted in the Word and Committed to His Mission: The young
confreres are invited to enter the process of renewal and transformation and commit themselves to the intercultural living and intercultural mission that are envisaged in the 18th General Chapter. Let us
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be reminded that we are intercultural missionaries. “Striving to live as
truly intercultural communities is already a key element of our SVD
mission” (2018 GC 27), therefore all the young missionaries are to be
prepared to cherish this value in their lives. When a confrere gives his
priorities of his mission, he needs to keep upmost in mind that he is
open to learn from various cultures and peoples and live among them.
Promoting interculturality is his task in the mission.
Four Characteristic Dimensions: They help our “confreres to
gain a renewed focus on their missionary service” (2000 GC 72). Young
confreres should show openness to get trained in these characteristic
dimensions. We need confreres to get trained and work in these characteristics more specifically for the development of the local church and
mission.
In the circular letter we also encourage confreres to note the ministries they feel they are able to do. They are also asked to consider administration and the intellectual apostolate as important ministries of
the SVD.
We started to use this Form of First Assignment from January
2022. At this juncture, it is rather difficult to evaluate, but we will do
it after three years. Young confreres found it easy to give three preferences earlier, but they have to give eight preferences now. Some may
find it difficult to choose, but as a confrere having been in formation
for a good number of years, having known the Society to some extent,
and more importantly, preparing to commit lifelong and being ready to
go wherever the superior sends him in order to fulfill the missionary
mandate (Co 102), they should be open to study about other countries
and ministries and should be ready to work anywhere. “Such readiness
is an essential characteristic of our missionary vocation” (Co 102). This
entails that they discern well before giving their preferences. They
should also study each PRM’s vision and mission statement, the available ministries, climate conditions, language/s and food habits, etc.
They should take into consideration their talents, studies and orientations.
Conclusion
As Divine Word missionaries, we continue the mission of God, we
are partners with him and we are dancing with him, we seek the
promptings of the Spirit and discern the will of God in the given context. The 2000 GC had given the theological as well as the missiological
orientations in this regard of continuing the mission of God. The four
characteristic dimensions are marks of our Society, the more we strive
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to improve them in our parishes, institutions and houses, the more
SVDness will be evident. The ad intra and ad extra areas of our intercultural living and mission are grace and gift. In various ways, we have
done excellent work, but we can improve in many more areas. We have
achieved a lot, but a lot more is to be desired.
Each PRM finds ways to continue the mission of God, of course, we
are not perfect, but we strive to listen to the Spirit and do our best. Our
present intercultural living and mission are an expression of this commitment. Discernment is the key and being open to the Spirit and being committed to the mission is a lifelong process. Everyone strives
their best, but collective effort, more communal discernment and coordinated actions would help much further to transform the world. We
rely on the younger generation to continue this journey with service,
sacrifice and submission.
ABSTRACTS
Die Perspektive der missio Dei wurde auf dem Generalkapitel der SVD im
Jahr 2000 in den Vordergrund gestellt. Der Missionssekretär der SVD und
Mitglied der Generalleitung gibt einen kurzen Überblick über den Begriff und
zeichnet seinen Rezeptionsprozess in der SVD nach. In weiteren Generalkapiteln wurde diese Perspektive in konkreten Vorschlägen ausgebaut, insbesondere im Bereich der Interkulturalität. Der Autor gibt Hinweise auf positive
Entwicklungen und noch nicht vollständig angenommene Herausforderungen.
Die Unterscheidung der Geister ist ein wichtiges Anliegen ebenso wie ihre Praxis. Schließlich ist es Aufgabe der Generalleitung, die Missionare den Provinzen und Arbeitsaufgaben weltweit zuzuweisen.
La perspectiva de la missio Dei se hizo prominente en el Capítulo General
de la SVD en el año 2000. El Secretario de Misiones de la SVD y miembro de
la Administración del Generalato comienza con una breve revisión del concepto
y dibuja su proceso de recepción en la SVD. Los Capítulos Generales posteriores aplicaron esta perspectiva en propuestas particulares, particularmente
hacia la interculturalidad. Ofrece indicaciones hacia desarrollos positivos y
desafíos aún no del todo asumidos. El discernimiento del Espíritu es una preocupación importante, así como su práctica. Finalmente, es tarea del Generalato asignar misioneros a las provincias y tareas de trabajo en todo el mundo.
La perspective de la missio Dei est devenue prépondérante au Chapitre général SVD de l’année 2000. Le Secrétaire de mission et membre de l’administration générale présente un bref exposé du concept et retrace l’historique de
sa réception chez les SVD. Les Chapitres généraux suivants ont appliqué cette
perspective dans des propositions concrètes, particulièrement en vue de l’interculturalité. Il présente des indications au regard de développements futurs
et de défis non entièrement pris en compte. Le discernement de l’Esprit est une
préoccupation importante tout comme sa pratique. C’est finalement la tâche
du Généralat d’envoyer les missionnaires dans les provinces et mettre cela en
œuvre par le monde.
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THE BASIS FOR PROPHETIC DIALOGUE—
REMEMBERING THE SVD GENERAL CHAPTER 2000
The SVD General Chapter in the year 2000 formulated the Congregation’s mission perspective under the concept of “prophetic dialogue.” This article, based on the author’s participation in the General Chapter, argues that the really important contribution of that
General Chapter should be seen in its orientation towards the missio
Dei, as the basis and foundation of “prophetic dialogue.” The process
of communitarian spiritual discernment is understood as essential
to discover where God’s Spirit is at work in world and society and to
permit entering in the dynamic of missio Dei and in its movement
engaging in prophetic dialogue.

“Top-level planning and organization of our missionary activity are
the responsibility of the general chapter and generalate. They set priorities and establish guidelines, taking into consideration the necessity
and urgency of new undertakings on the one hand and the actual and
foreseeable resources of the Society on the other” (Co 116). 1 This is the
definition and declaration of the purpose of a General Chapter which
is “celebrated” normally every six years. In the Society of the Divine
Word, the General Chapters since the 1960s were dedicated first to the
reformulation and adaptation of the Constitutions to Vatican Council
II perspectives. Some of these General Chapters gave important inputs
for the practice of the SVD missionary engagement, others did not
manage quite that well. The General Chapter of 2000 was, in my view,
a major event and probably the last one to contribute an important
new perspective. In this article I offer some of my personal recollections
of that General Chapter which I saw from an Assistant Moderator’s
perspective. Generally, this General Chapter is understood to have
proposed mission as “prophetic dialogue,” based on what I consider the
hidden and forgotten pearl of missio Dei, as I shall explain.
* Christian Tauchner is a Divine Word Missionary from Austria. After work in
Ecuador (1982 to 2005) and in Austria (2005 to 2012) he is the current Director
of the Steyler Missionswissenschaftliches Institut in Sankt Augustin, Germany.
1

Divine Word Missionaries, The Constitutions of the Society of the Divine
Word, Rome: SVD-Publications 2000.
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1. Mission Perspectives of the General Chapters since 1982
SVD historian at the Generalate in Rome Andrzej Miotk SVD lists
the General Chapter (GC) 1982 as the last of the “renewal chapters”
between 1967, where the actualised SVD Constitutions were adopted,
and 1982, which took the “preferential solidarity with the poor” as its
main topic. 2 The GC adopted “as priorities until the next Chapter: 1)
Justice & Peace, 2) Poverty, 3) Brothers, 4) Vocation Ministry and 5)
Evangelization. […] The chapter asked for a more determined commitment to the promotion of justice and peace in solidarity with the poor
without, however, dividing our communities. Capitulars produced a
document on ‘The Promotion of Justice and Peace.’” 3
The following GC in 1988 discussed mission, spirituality and formation under the perspective of “passing over”: new situations, ethnic
minorities, the poor and marginalized required the SVD to adopt a new
spiritual and missionary model and attitude, to “pass over” the limits
and borders of traditional approaches. It demanded that the SVD go
beyond the “frontiers.” “Passing over” meant that
regardless of our fidelity to the Founder’s heritage and our
tradition, we need the courage to open ourselves to new
experiences of faith, to read the signs of the times and to
find new ways of living out our SVD spirituality. […] The
Trinity—Community, the Word—Communication, the
Holy Spirit who leads us to the frontiers of our faith and
to the margins of society. […] Our spirituality of passing
over implies two essential attitudes: first, to follow the
Lord means to be caught up with his vision for this world,
which is the Kingdom of God. The missionary needs to
share the Good News with others. Second, this attitude in
turn demands the capacity to empty oneself. 4
The perspective and the concept were fairly well accepted in content, but the expression was met with some resistance, particularly
due to the difficulties of translating it into other languages. 5 Both dia2

3
4
5

Andrzej Miotk SVD, The General Chapters of the Society of the Divine Word
(1884–2012). The Historical Journey in the Footsteps of the Founder: The
Response to the Challenges of the Times (Studia Instituti Missiologici SVD
105), Siegburg: Franz Schmitt Verlag 2016.
Ibid., 109.
Ibid., 124.
See José Antunes da Silva, Prophetic Dialogue. Identity and Mission of the
Divine Word Missionaries. Foreword by Stephen Bevans (Studia Instituti
Missiologici SVD 119), Siegburg: Franz Schmitt Verlag 2021, 42f. In German, for example, “Hinübergehen” relates also to dying, death.
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logue and the Trinity and its dynamic as future central perspectives
for mission are already present in this proposal of “passing over.”
In 1994, the GC approached “Our mission at the service of communion.” I participated in this GC as a translator and thus got a somehow
limited chance to observe the chapter developments. The capitulars did
not want to produce a new document as an orientation for mission, 6
but to discuss how in the given contexts of plurality in our world the
SVD could contribute to communion and to ask “how to operate the
Society as a community.” 7 At the Chapter, there was an elementary
confusion of communion and community. The capitulars did not want
to discuss terms and question in their exchange what other capitulars
expressed, they rather sought a fraternal sharing in peace and harmony. In my view, this attitude had to do with the meeting of all SVD
provincials in 1992 in Brazil 8 where they wanted to exchange on the
new contexts: among them Pope John Paul II’s encyclical Redemptoris
missio (1990), the 500 years since 1492 in America and most of all, the
fall of the Berlin Wall (1989) and the new situations not only for European societies. These changes had already produced an important novelty in the European SVD with the “Roscommon Consensus” which demanded that the SVD understand also Europe as a missionary context
and that missionaries from other continents be assigned to European
provinces 9 for new missionary engagements (and not to fill gaps). 10 At
6

7
8
9

10

In some provinces there were opinions against ever new concepts, as SVDs
considered “mission” elementary as a hands-on task and the General Chapters with the proposals of frontiers, passing over, etc. were basically considered a nuisance.
Miotk, The General Chapters, 134; my emphasis.
See da Silva, Prophetic Dialogue, 45-48.
The Congregation is constituted of administrative units which are called
“province,” “region” and “mission,” with different levels of canonical etc.
(in)dependence. I won’t distinguish here the particularities but refer with
“province” to the local units of the Congregation. There are 13 units in EUROPE, 16 in PANAM (the Americas), 20 in ASPAC (Asia and Pacific), and
12 in AFRAM (Africa and Madagascar). In 2022, there are 5977 members
of the Congregation (980 in EUROPA, 1149 in PANAM, 3191 in ASPAC
and 657 in AFRAM), according to the Catalogus SVD 2022.
The provincials of the European provinces met at Roscommon, a town in
central Ireland, in October 1990 and decided, among other things, that missionaries from outside of Europe should be invited to launch new missionary enterprises, beyond the established tasks of the provinces. There is a
considerable amount of reflection on this development: Steyler Missionswissenschaftliches Institut, Today’s Europe and the SVD. Reflections on
Mission, Sankt Augustin: Steyler Missionswissenschaftliches Institut
2007; Martin Ueffing, SVD (ed.), Non-European Missionaries in Europe,
(Steyler Missionswissenschaftliches Institut Roscommon25), Sankt Augustin: Steyler Missionswissenschaftliches Institut 2011; Martin Ueffing, SVD
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the meeting in Brazil, sharing and exchange were prominent and the
option was for improvement in community life in order to contribute to
communion. 11 However, at the GC, contrary to their earlier decision
not to produce a document, at the end the capitulars felt a need to go
home with something concrete at hand and thus, hastily put together
a statement, which was not entirely satisfactory. As far as I can see, a
more appropriate articulation of the relationship between communion
as an ecclesial dimension and characteristic, and the community life of
SVDs was formulated by the Generalate in a circular letter several
months after the GC. 12
These three GCs emphasised mission in engagements towards justice and peace, the option for the poor, in “passing over” traditional
limits and views in a deeper faithfulness to God active in the world,
and grounded mission in a Trinitarian spirituality.
2. Towards the General Chapter of 2000
The Mission Secretary at the Generalate, Tom Ascheman SVD, 13
tried to foster academic reflection and research on mission through the
establishment of a “Mission Research Network.” This network was an
expansion of the collaboration and exchange that had been established
among the universities in different SVD provinces in Asia. The idea
was to invite all SVDs who had done further studies and acquired academic titles (licentiate, doctorate and the like) to engage in reflecting
on mission and its challenges. In the background there was the experience that many of those who had completed further studies did not
work in their fields but had taken up administrative and other tasks
which did not allow them to develop in their academic engagements.
This extended Mission Research Network intended to trace those

11
12
13

(ed.), Interculturality (Steyler Missionswissenschaftliches Institut Roscommon25), Sankt Augustin: Steyler Missionswissenschaftliches Institut
2013; Martin Üffing, SVD, 25 Years Roscommon: Verbum SVD 56 (4.2015)
439-445. – For the fascinating gap in understanding mission as a territorial
concept referring to countries outside of Europe and the application of mission as “essential” to the church everywhere—as formulated by Vatican II
already 25 years earlier—, see Christian Tauchner SVD, Europe, terre de
mission?: Spiritus 221 (Dec. 2015) 489-495 (Spanish: Europa, ¿tierra de
misión?: Spiritus 56.4 [#221, 2015] 126-133).
See Miotk, The General Chapters, 131.
SVD Generalate, Toward a Fuller Communion, Rome: Generalate SVD
1995, in: Nuntius SVD 14 (2.1995) 192-204.
From the USA. He was appointed Mission Secretary at the Generalate in
October 1994 and held the office until 2006.
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SVDs on “zonal” levels and to urge them to work in their respective
fields of research. 14
Due to engagements as the editor of the Spanish version of the missiological journal Spiritus since 1996 15 and as the communication coordinator in PANAM, I was invited to coordinate the Mission Research
Network for Latin America (a task with rather small results, I must
admit). I think it was in this context that I was invited to collaborate
in the second commission to prepare a draft working document for the
GC 2000. 16
2.1 Work on the Draft Document
This preparation had started in 1997 with the Superior General’s
invitation to all provinces to suggest topics and central themes for the
GC. The first round of responses was collated and summarised by a
first commission in August 1998 and circulated under the title Listening to the Spirit: Our Missionary Response Today, together with a
“guide for reflection.” The provinces were invited to study and discuss
this document and submit their comments by March 2000. Practically
all provinces responded. 17
With the comments and perspectives from the provinces, the second
preparatory commission convened in Rome (April 26 to May 10, 2000).
We were a group of eight members. 18 Our task consisted in reviewing
14

15

16
17
18

“Zones” in the SVD are larger regional coordinating structures, according
to continents: AFRAM (Africa and Madagascar); ASPAC (Asia and Pacific,
including Australia); EUROPE; PANAM (the Americas and Caribbean):
“The system of zones is an appropriate means for animating and coordinating the communion and mission of the provinces in the same geographical
area” (Co 635).
Carlos Pape SVD, the first Latin American missiologist with a PhD, had
collaborated with Spiritus in Paris (see https://www.revue-spiritus.com).
As the Generalate’s Mission Secretary in the early 1990s, he urged the
Latin American provinces to think of a specific SVD contribution to the
continent, beyond the service in parish ministry and formation. In the aftermath of the 1994 GC, a Spanish version of the French journal was established in Quito, Ecuador (see https://www.spiritus.com.ec).
On the preparatory process see da Silva, Prophetic Dialogue, 52-84; Miotk,
The General Chapters, 148f.
See da Silva, Prophetic Dialogue, 68. There, da Silva also presents an overview of the reactions in the extensive footnotes of this section (67-73).
From the Generalate: Leo Kleden (Chairman) and Thomas Ascheman (Secretary/Coordinator); Gabriel Afagbegee (AFRAM), Ireneo Barreto (AFRAM/PANAM); James Knight (ASPAC), Thomas Malipurathu (ASPAC);
Ennio Mantovani (EUROPE/ASPAC), Christian Tauchner (EUROPE/PANAM): Miotk, The General Chapters, 149; da Silva, Prophetic Dialogue, 74.
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the contributions from the provinces and to prepare a draft for a Declaration of the GC. 19
In the first round, we dedicated some time to study the reports by
the provinces. There was quite a wide consensus on the centrality of
the kingdom of God, the importance of spirituality and on evangelisation. There were also some critical observations referring to the biblical
basis for the positions in the first summary, the presentation of reality
and the issue of cultures. The concept of “frontiers” and the corresponding “passing over” were seen critically, as they were understood to imply a militaristic conceptualisation and language.
2.2 See: The Context
For our work in the group and the basic structure of the document
we were to produce, we agreed on a fundamental methodology of see—
judge—act, as some of us were used to work this way. It had also to do
with the insight that any theological perspective necessarily is set
within a context. 20 The Generalate approved of this methodological decision and we started working in this perspective. 21 Together with Ireneo Barreto, a Paraguayan confrere working in Kenya at the time, we
formulated the first section on “seeing.” We noted several trends: globalisation, urbanisation, migration and refugees as well as a longing for
liberation. From my perspective, these trends were quite prominent at
least in Latin America. Globalisation was still a fairly recent topic in
analysis and sociological discussion, in Quito I had collaborated in an
issue on it for Spiritus. 22 Similarly, the phenomenon of urbanisation
19
20

21

22

If I ever had a copy of this draft document we prepared, I don’t have it any
more. Thus, I am relying a lot on my memory.
By that time, I had become well acquainted with Steve Bevans and had
taken on his adage of all theology being contextual. See his seminal Models
of Contextual Theology (Faith and Cultures Series), Maryknoll, NY: Orbis
Books 1992 (22002). Eventually, we published the revised and expanded
edition of the book in Spanish (Stephen B. Bevans SVD, Modelos de teología
contextual. Edición revisada y aumentada [Misión y Diálogo 6], Quito:
Spiritus/Grupo Editorial Verbo Divino/Abya Yala 2004).
Later on in the process, there was a little confusion regarding this method:
At some stage, the Generalate handed the team a set of “conclusions” to be
incorporated into the document. Now, according to the method, conclusions
(“act”) would respond to aspects analysed in the moment of “seeing” and
should not come out of the blue.
“La globalización. Nuevos desafíos para la misión”; “La mondialisation,
nouveaux défis pour la mission”: Spiritus #146 (38.1, 1997). The issue was
considered quite up-to-date, at least in church and mission circles. Around
the time, also Schreiter’s text on this topic arrived, among many others:
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gained more visibility with the fact that more than half of the populations in many Latin American countries were seen as living in urban
environments and this fact required a different pastoral approach. I
had become aware of this development during the Latin American Missionary Congress (COMLA 5) at Belo Horizonte (Brazil) in 1995, where
I took part in workshops on urban sociology and pastoral challenges. 23
Similarly, migration had received a lot of attention in Ecuador in those
years, as there were high numbers of Ecuadorians migrating to the
USA and soon also to Spain and efforts particularly in the Archdiocese
of Cuenca (Ecuadorian highlands) to work with those migrants showed
how complex the topic was. 24
These trends have several consequences: there are socio-political effects—mechanisms of marginalisation and the growing gap between
the rich and poor are mentioned, as are groups who seek solidarity;
there are ecological and cultural consequences in the closer contact between different cultures and the phenomenon of a consumerist culture.
Among the religious consequences, there is the search for religious
meaning within the context of secularisation and tendencies towards
fundamentalisms. The point of presenting this context with trends and
consequences was to show both difficulties and chances. This option
responded also to a method that at that time was introduced in social
movements in Latin America, to list problems and difficulties and to
seek possibilities into transform them into chances and challenges.

23

24

Robert J. Schreiter, CPPS, The New Catholicity. Theology between the Global and the Local, Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books 1997.
“Carioca” sociologist Andréa Damacena Martins of CERIS (a sociological
research unit related to the Brazilian Bishops’ Conference) offered this
workshop (see Andréa Damacena, Pentecostalismo, renovação carismática,
comunidades eclesiais de base, Río de Janeiro: CERIS 1997). Soon afterwards, in Spiritus the same topic was discussed in an issue of a book series
related to the journal: Jean-Luc Brunin, L’Église des banlieues. L’urbanité:
quel défi pour les Chrétiens? (Questions ouvertes 5), Paris: Les Éditions de
l’Atelier/Éditions Ouvrières 1998. See also José Comblin, Viver na cidade.
Pistas para a pastoral urbana, São Paulo: Paulus 1996; J. B. Libanio/Benjamín Bravo/José Comblin, La Iglesia en la ciudad (Pastoral Urbana), Mexico DF: Dabar 1999.
Around that time, there was such a massive movement for example of
teachers who went for a “holiday” to Spain (legally) and tried to settle there
(as “illegal” immigrants) and simply did not return; the Ministry of Education had difficulties in assuring the opening of schools for the new school
year, as they had no data on teachers actually available for work. Diocesan
efforts to curb migration because of the dangers on the routes, of human
trafficking and the exploitation in the USA or in Spain did not succeed. See
for example Cristian Tauchner, Algunas piezas del rompecabezas – La
migración ecuatoriana: Spiritus 42.2 (#163, June 2001) 164-170.
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2.3 Judge: Spiritual and Theological Criteria
In the meantime, another part of our group worked on the aspects
related to considering the context in light of the Word and of theology.
They formulated the criteria for judging the contextual data of the first
act of seeing. To this part of our group certainly belonged Jim Knight,
Ennio Mantovani, Thomas Malipurathu and probably also Leo Kleden,
as far as I remember. Interestingly—and maybe surprisingly—they set
out with a sort of profession of faith: It is the conviction that God holds
the entire world in his hands and leads it to a positive fulfilment. This
is an expansion of the vision of the kingdom of God which had been
basically accepted by all the provinces as a fundamental perspective.
It implied also the view that God is acting through a vast variety of
subjects and that the Spirit cannot be limited to acting only within
church borders and conceptions. Thus, there are actors within and outside of the church who follow the Spirit’s guidance (as there are actors
resisting the Spirit, within and outside of the church). Thus, this draft
statement introduced the perspective of the missio Dei:
At the beginning of this part, in paragraph 32, it was made
clear what was the fundamental conviction of the SVD
mission, that is, mission understood in the first place as
the work of God and the missionary vocation as a call to
participate in this mission of God. It was clear in the
minds of the members of the second commission that the
church and the members of the Society of the Divine Word
were called to participate in God’s mission, so the material
was organized in three sections, treating of missio Dei, the
participation of the church in the mission of God, and the
SVD participation in the same mission. 25
This universal divine dynamic involves the entire world and includes into this movement the church and within the church also the
SVD. Our mission, then, consists in sharing in this movement, together with others inside and outside of the church. And the mission
and sharing refers to actors inside and outside of the church, it is a
universal witness to the Kingdom of God. In graphic representation, it
looks like a movement that fans out from God into the universe, and
in the return movement concentrates and takes along the church and
the SVD as well as many other actors in the world.
The conversation about this act of “judging”—looking at reality and
the context with the eyes of faith—led to demand a step of communitarian discernment of the spirits as the first condition of entering into
25

Da Silva, Prophetic Dialogue, 79.
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this process of seeing, judging and acting. I shall return to this central
task later.
In the conversations about an appropriate understanding of “frontiers,” “passing over,” mission and conversion, the view of dialogue became prominent. This perspective was well established in Asia, as the
Asian Bishops had explained the task of evangelisation in Asia as fundamentally a dialogue. They developed this dialogue perspective at the
foundational meeting of FABC in Taipei in 1974 and spoke of a triple
dialogue with the poor, with the religions and with the cultures of
Asia. 26 In view of the growing SVD membership particularly from Asia,
our group considered this FABC perspective of a dialogue with the
poor, with religions and with cultures as an important attitude for mission. However, we came to the formulation of a fourfold dialogue:
The SVD missionary commitment was classified as dialogue for communion and liberation. A “fourfold dialogue”
was spoken of, in place of four “frontier situations” [of previous General Chapters]. This dialogue should be made
concrete: 1) with people who have no faith community and
with faith-seekers; 2) with people of different faith traditions and secular ideologies; 3) with people of different cultures; 4) with people who are poor and marginalized. For
these four situations, the document provided indications
for making concrete the practice of this missionary commitment to dialogue. 27
To the three dialogue situations formulated at the FABC—with the
poor (4, in our draft), with cultures (3) and with religions (2)—a fourth
was added, consisting of persons with no faith community and faithseekers, probably in recognition of European and Western social contexts; the FABC reflection is set within the Asian context of strong and
vital cultures and of religious identities in most peoples. I think it may
have been Tom Ascheman who introduced this fourth category, 28 taking into account other continents and situations where there could be
26

27
28

FABC: Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences. For this “triple dialogue”
see FABC, Evangelization in Modern Day Asia. Statement and Recommendations of the First Plenary Assembly. Taipei, Taiwan, 27 April 1974, in:
Gaudencio B. Rosales/C. G. Arévalo, SJ (eds.), For All the Peoples of Asia.
Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences Documents from 1970 to 1991,
Manila/Maryknoll, NY: Claretian Publications/Orbis Books 1992, 11-25;
James Kroeger, MM, The Faith-Culture Dialogue in Asia. Ten FABC Insights on Inculturation: Verbum SVD 49 (4.2008) 425-446.
Da Silva, Prophetic Dialogue, 80.
See Tom Ascheman’s interview on this point, in: da Silva, Prophetic Dialogue, 382.
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such social groups without relation to religion and faith. Maybe it came
up also in parallel to the four “characteristic dimensions” of SVD identity.
The “characteristic dimensions” 29 refer to the practice of SVD missionary engagement. These four “dimensions” are communication, Bible, missionary awareness (building), and justice, peace and the integrity of creation. For the SVD, mission is foremost related, first, to the
witness to the kingdom—understood more widely as missio Dei—,
which, second, takes the form of the fourfold dialogue—with the four
groups—which in turn is practiced, third, in the four characteristic dimensions. 30
This draft for a final declaration of the GC was accepted by the Generalate and presented and discussed during the Chapter itself. The capitulars opted for taking this draft as a basis for their deliberations. 31
A “drafting committee” of four capitulars worked on the integration of
new perspectives, amendments and arguments as well as on the formulation of other proposals that were presented to the CG. This work
produced the final version of the Chapter Declaration which was accepted virtually unanimously towards the end of the General Chapter. 32
3. The Chapter Statement
During the GC, discussions and deliberations led to several important changes of the draft, which is an obvious development to be
expected. In my view, one of the most significant changes refers to the
perspective of “dialogue” with the addition of “prophetic.” The term
29

30
31

32

There is a fairly long process going back to the GCs in the 1980s to identify
fields of preferential attention. At different instances, they were called “areas,” “priorities” and the like. The GC 2000 argued to call them “characteristic” in the sense of representing something like “family traits” whereby
you would recognise an SVD missionary.
See a summary by Tom Ascheman in this sense, in: da Silva, Prophetic
Dialogue, 96.
The alternative would have been a wholesale rejection with the dramatic
consequence of having to start to draft a new document (“You might well
be sitting here still at Christmas,” the threat went in the chapter hall) or
to opt against any declaration at all—an experiment that had failed already
in the GC of 1994. See da Silva, Prophetic Dialogue, 90f.
See Miotk, The General Chapters, 159; da Silva, Prophetic Dialogue, 112f.
The Document was published in the September circular letter of the Generalate, In Dialogue with the Word Nr. 1 (September 2000), Rome, Generalate: SVD Publications.
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“prophetic dialogue” has become the keyword of the SVD mission perspective issuing from the GC 2000.
In their presentation of the Chapter Declaration, the outgoing Superior General Henry Barlage together with Superior General Elect
Antonio M. Pernia emphasised the “prophetic dialogue” perspective:
First of all, dialogue is the center piece of the statement
which the chapter spent much time and effort in working
out. In it the chapter affirms that “the deepest and best
understanding of our call to mission is expressed in the
term ‘dialogue,’ or more specifically, ‘prophetic dialogue.’”
Then the chapter goes on to identify the groups of people
with whom we are called to enter into dialogue: people who
have no faith community or religious affiliation, people
who are poor and marginalized, people of different cultures, and people of different faith traditions and secular
ideologies. 33
The Statement itself formulates the perspective this way:
There are several ways of articulating this specific call to
mission. We believe that the deepest and best understanding of this call is expressed in the term “Dialogue,” or more
specifically, “Prophetic Dialogue.” Since Vatican II, dialogue with other religions has been promoted widely as
one aspect of the Church’s mission (RM 55). Our specific
commitment to this dialogue is reflected in our constitutions (c. 114) and the Statement of the 1988 General Chapter. However, already in the Vatican II documents, the
term “dialogue,” in all its richness, is used in a wider
meaning to describe our proper attitude toward and relationship with all people. Dialogue is an attitude of “solidarity, respect, and love” (Gaudium et Spes [GS] 3) that is
to permeate all of our activities. Limited as we are by our
personal and cultural viewpoints, none of us has attained
the whole truth contained in God and revealed fully in
Christ. In dialogue we search together for this truth. 34

33

34

In their “Presentation” in: Statement of the SVD 15th General Chapter 2000
– Listening to the Spirit: Our Missionary Response Today (In Dialogue with
the Word 1), Rome, Generalate: SVD Publications 2000, 6; my emphasis.
Ibid., #53.
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3.1 Dialogue vs. Prophetic
The shift from “dialogue” to “prophetic dialogue” is generally described as slightly confusing. 35 There were different proposals in the
capitular discussion questioning the viability of “dialogue” alone, as it
did not specify sufficiently the content of such a dialogue. Spanish
speaking working groups had suggested the perspective of “prophetic.”
Da Silva concludes from the study of the chapter records:
Even if there is no consensus regarding the paternity of
the expression “prophetic dialogue,” it seems that Thomas
Ascheman had a determining role so that the term “prophetic” be associated with the word “dialogue.” John Fuellenbach seems to argue that Ascheman was the author of
the expression “prophetic,” when he says that “he [Ascheman] is the father of the child.” 36
Stephen Bevans is quoted with a different view:
Stephan Bevans, an eye witness of this event writes: “The
Asians in our Congregation had proposed that we speak of
doing mission simply as ‘dialogue,’ but the Latin Americans strenuously objected. For them, in the context of their
commitment to liberation in the midst of Latin American
poverty and political and cultural oppression, doing mission was closer to engaging in prophecy. As we argued
about this, one of our Indonesian members suggested that,
as compromise, we speak of ‘prophetic dialogue.’ Everyone
seemed satisfied, and so we adopted the notion.” 37
In my memory, the perspective of “prophetic” came up as an explicit
opposition to and rejection of the dialogue perspective and this was
most outspoken in a working group which included delegates from Ecuador, thus a Spanish speaking group. To understand this opposition
beyond what Steve Bevans recorded, I shall try to explain some of the
reasons behind the fierce resistance against the “dialogue” perspective
and the demand for a “prophetic” approach.
In some Latin American countries, the ecclesial atmosphere did not
favour at all any dialogical attitude, as bishops kept a hierarchical position of domination and would not have any conversation at eye level
35
36
37

See da Silva, Prophetic Dialogue, 92-94.
Ibid., 93 in footnote 34. Fuellenbach was not a participant of the Chapter
and Ascheman comes in as the “usual suspect.”
In Miotk, The General Chapters, 159f., with reference to a text somewhere
(sadly not traceable).
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with anyone, particularly not with religious. If one was invited for a
“dialogue,” it meant mostly receiving orders and having to accept preformulated decisions of bishops etc. Or dialogues were a mere exchange
of opinions without concrete consequences.
Another reason lies precisely in the growing awareness of our religious identity at that time. The Latin American Federation of Religious (CLAR) had prepared for the last years of the millennium a reflection process which was supposed to become a “council of the religious.” At the sound of “council,” all alarm bells in the Vatican went
off—never again would there be such a “disaster” as a council, the policy of the powerful in the Vatican 38 read—and the entire process was
forbidden. However, CLAR managed to organise the process of “refounding” religious charisms, very much in line—and in creative fidelity and adaptability, so characteristic of particularly Brazilian approaches—with John Paul II’s Vita consecrata (1996). The main interest in this reflection process consisted in reviewing the charismatic inspiration of the founders and foundresses of the different congregations and in perceiving what the Spirit had intended in that time. 39
Then, an analysis of the actual social and religious context would highlight present challenges and each congregation could opt in creative
fidelity to the founding spirit for tasks and commitments the Spirit
indicated now.
The fundamental metaphor for this process was the story of Emmaus (Luke 24:13-35). The programme was organised under the title
“On the Road to Emmaus” and used different elements of the Gospel
story: the two disciples, the retelling of their experience and frustrated
expectations and hopes, the interpretative moment, leading finally to
the invitation and the breaking of bread with the recognition and the
possibility of a return to a transformed community. An important concept in this process was “liminality”: the place of the religious is at the
margin of society and church, and such a commitment was understood
as a prophetic stance, particularly in a creative tension to the institutional layout of the church. It meant also a closer relationship to the
38
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Beyond Card. Ratzinger and Pope John Paul II himself names like Cardinals Alfonso López Trujillo, Angelo Sodano or Jorge Mejía stand for these
times of the “ecclesial ice-age,” as João B. Libânio called this time.
See for example: CLAR, La vida religiosa en América Latina frente al
cambio de época. XIII Asamblea General de la CLAR: Alternativas 4 (Nº 8,
1997) 213-235; id., XIII Asamblea General de la CLAR. Lima, Perú, 12-21
de junio de 1997: Alternativas 4 (Nº 8, 1997) 237-249; Simón Pedro Arnold,
Pensar la fe como religiosos/as. Claves hermenéuticas: Boletín CLAR 35
(3.1997) 7-37; Ignacio Madera Vargas SDS, La vida religiosa en América
Latina: Hacia el nuevo milenio: Boletín CLAR 35 (6.1997) 9-27.
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poor and marginalised social groups as well as a more public, maybe
also political stance. This implied a critical view of the engagement of
the religious in central institutional spaces of the church—such as parish priests or the running of schools for the higher classes in society.
In this process of the Road to Emmaus, the SVDs—at least in Ecuador—were quite actively involved in different spaces of the Ecuadorian
Conference of Religious. Therefore, a “prophetic” discourse was readily
at hand when talking about the identity and engagement of religious
in Latin America.
Finally, there was a further reason for the strict opposition to “dialogue” in these working groups, and it has to do with the experiences
and their interpretation with missionaries from Asia. Since the 1980s,
the SVD provinces in Latin America started to receive growing numbers of missionaries first from the Philippines, then also from India
and Indonesia. This process required a new articulation of the missionary work of the established teams which were composed of Europeans
and some Latin Americans. In principle, there was nothing new in the
fact that some of the young missionaries experienced difficulties in
their relationship to the new language and culture—sadly such problems appeared ever so often. With “the Asians,” the same difficulties
were perceived in a different manner. Some of them were perceived as
too much dedicated to electronic gadgets—the Internet was just beginning and offered the first possibilities of e-mailing and chats—, lacking
in their option for the poor or in pastoral commitment; maybe, this was
also attributed to a sort of “dialogical” easy going response in the face
of social conflicts. Nevertheless, in fact there was a problem with “early
returnees” which was discussed particularly in and with Asian provinces. 40
This was also a time when there was no discourse on interculturality yet and much of the work was done in European traditional manners and perspectives. 41 Increasingly and in this process, different
questions started to arise and to demand that all missionaries relate
40
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The meeting of provincials in Brazil in 1992 and the GC 1994 were spaces
for the exchange on these questions. For a report and reflections on this
topic see Robert J. Kisala SVD, Three Generations of Missionaries. Final
Vows in the SVD 1951–2010: Verbum SVD 53 (2.2012) 199-218; John
Mansford Prior SVD, Learning to Leave: The Pivotal Role of Cross-Cultural
“Conversion”: Verbum SVD 53 (2.2012) 219-235.
Carlos Pape, El papel de misioneros de Asia y África en América Latina:
Spiritus 39.2 (#151, 1998) 117-125; id., Misioneros de África y Asia en
América Latina: ¿Por qué y para qué?: Verbum SVD 41 (2.2000) 305-314;
Cristian Tauchner SVD, Invasión desde Asia. Un falso diagnóstico de un
cambio real: Spiritus 43.22 (#167, 2002) 83-88; Leo Kleden/John Mansford
Prior, Formation in Asia-Pacific: Verbum SVD 38 (1-2.1997) 19-23.
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to the local culture and context. There, the discovery was that maybe
Filipino missionaries were closer to Latin American cultures than Germans, Polish or Spaniards, to put an example. Under these circumstances, even if the perception of “problematic Asians” was grossly superficial and incorrect, it becomes understandable for me that any reference to the Asian view of “dialogue” as a fundamentally positive and
gentle attitude towards the others and as a missionary attitude was
inacceptable.
This was the situation in the discussions at the GC 2000. In my
recollection, the addition of “prophetic” to the perspective of “dialogue”
was by no means a “friendly amendment” but an oppositional position
against dialogue. The juxtaposition of the contracting concepts in “prophetic dialogue” was probably a suggestion for a compromise from
Asian participants at the Chapter that somehow satisfied also the
Latin American opponents and thus became the central concept for the
understanding of SVD missionary engagement. 42
3.2 Context—Missio Dei—Prophetic Dialogue
The GC 2000 finally released its Statement of the SVD 15th General
Chapter 2000—Listening to the Spirit: Our Missionary Response Today. 43 I still find it interesting to look at the content and structure of
this Statement:
The Introduction speaks of gratitude and hope towards the Spirit
who is seen as having inspired the GC. The Chapter marked also the
125th anniversary of the foundation of the congregation. Then there is
a section on “ongoing discernment,” with the demand of constantly listening to the Spirit: “We believe that it is the Spirit who both enables
us to recognize signs in the contemporary world and empowers us to
probe their positive and negative import for mission” (Statement #5).
This discernment is a communitarian task: “We believe that community is the ideal context for discernment” (#7).
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43

Neither Miotk nor da Silva describe the discussion in such conflictive
terms. For the documented negotiations at the Chapter, based on the minutes and records, see da Silva, Prophetic Dialogue, 94-116.
Statement of the SVD 15th General Chapter 2000 – Listening to the Spirit:
Our Missionary Response Today (In Dialogue with the Word 1), Rome, Generalate: SVD Publications 2000. For summaries of the Statement see da
Silva, Prophetic Dialogue, and Miotk, The General Chapters, 161f. I am
aware that sadly, this Statement—as many other sources from SVD General Chapters and Society documents—may not easily be accessible for anyone outside of the Congregation.
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This early insistence on a communitarian discernment of the spirits
relates to a contemplative perspective in the sense that mission is not
an individual activity and action but a communitarian task on the basis of looking at the context from God’s perspective.
The first section deals with the “Context of Mission Today.” The
“signs of the times,” as a major contribution of Vatican II, “both positive and negative […] demand serious and specific responses” personally and from the missionary community. There are (1) the trends of
our world today (globalisation, urbanisation, migration, liberation)
and the consequences; (2) our church today (worldwide, institutional
problems, new approaches to mission and theology, martyrdom in
many countries); (3) our society (= SVD) today with different shifts in
developments.
The second section refers to “Our Call to Mission”: This is (1) the
“Mission of the Triune God: From Creation to New Creation”—the missio Dei perspective. Creation is seen as God’s communication and call
to share in his life and love (#35). This “creation is groaning and in
labour pains (Rom 8:18-23) until all is transformed into a new Creation” (#36). With the incarnation and Jesus the Christ, the kingdom of
God becomes central (#37). (2) “The Church: Called to Share in the
Mission of the Triune God” relates to the essentially missionary nature
of the church (#43). “Because mission is the work of the Triune God,
and the Spirit blows where it wills, the Church carries out its service
to the Kingdom in collaboration with other faith communities and all
people of good will” (#44); thus, mission happens in the world, also beyond the church limits. (3) “The SVD: Called by the Spirit to Share in
the Church’s Mission” as witness to the kingdom of God in universality
and openness. It is the commitment to the fourfold prophetic dialogue
with the four groups. #54 specifies that “it is in dialogue that we are
able to recognize ‘the signs of Christ’s presence and the working of the
Spirit’ (RM 56) in all people, that we are called to acknowledge our own
sinfulness and to engage in constant conversion, and that we witness
to God’s love by sharing our own convictions boldly and honestly.” In
this dialogue, the SVDs are called to conversion, and they relate to
others who are doing what the Spirit moves them to do towards the
new creation. In the manner of realising their mission, the four characteristic dimensions come into play, to practice dialogue communicating, biblically, in justice and peace, and missionally related.
The third section presents “Our Missionary Response” with specific
tasks and in relation also to commitments from previous general chapters.

Verbum SVD 63:2-3 (2022)

372

Christian Tauchner, SVD

4. On the Reception of the GC 2000
As mentioned before, the practice of mission as prophetic dialogue
has been regarded as the central contribution of the GC 2000. There is
a considerable body of research and reflection on this perspective. Particularly Stephen Bevans and Roger Schroeder have written extensively on this topic. 44 The Generalate’s yearly circular for 2001 deepened the topic: “Prophetic Dialogue,” 45 with some additional reflection
on church documents relating to dialogue and mission, and testimonies
of Divine Word Missionaries from all over the world. The Generalate
expanded on the topic in 2007 from a biblical perspective. 46 José Antunes da Silva published his PhD thesis on the development of the prophetic dialogue and thus offers a magnificent study of the perspective
44

45
46

The concluding chapter 12 in their seminal Constants in Context deals with
“Mission as Prophetic Dialogue”: Stephen B. Bevans/Roger P. Schroeder,
Constants in Context. A Theology of Mission for Today (American Society
of Missiology Series 30), Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books 2004, 348-398; id.,
Prophetic Dialogue. Reflections on Christian Mission Today, Maryknoll,
NY: Orbis Books 2011; Roger Schroeder, SVD, Mission as Proclamation and
Dialogue, in: James H. Kroeger (ed.), The Gift of Mission. Yesterday, Today,
Tomorrow. The Maryknoll Centennial Symposium, Maryknoll, NY: Orbis
Books 2013, 125-129; Stephen Bevans, SVD, Prophetic Dialogue and Intercultural Mission, in: Lazar T. Stanislaus, SVD/Martin Ueffing, SVD (eds.),
Intercultural Mission, Vol. 2, Sankt Augustin/Delhi: Steyler Missionswissenschaftliches Institut/ISPCK 2015, 201-214; id., Essays in Contextual
Theology (Theology and Mission in World Christianity 12), Leiden: Brill
2018; id., Missio Dei and Missio Ecclesiae: Trinitarian Mission, Theosis,
and the Missionary Nature of the Church, in: Jacob Kavunkal, SVD/Christian Tauchner, SVD (eds.), Mission beyond Ad Gentes. A Symposium (Studia Instituti Missiologici SVD 104), Siegburg: Franz Schmitt Verlag 2016,
17-30; id., Theological and Missiological Reflections, in: Lazar T. Stanislaus, SVD/vanThanh Nguyen, SVD (eds.), Missionary Discipleship in Glocal Contexts (Studia Instituti Missiologici SVD 112), Siegburg: Franz
Schmitt Verlag 2018, 137-150; id., Committed to His Mission, in: Lazar T.
Stanislaus, SVD/Christian Tauchner, SVD (eds.), Becoming Intercultural.
Perspectives on Mission, Delhi/Sankt Augustin: ISPCK/Steyler Missionswissenschaftliches Institut 2021, 36-55; id., The Shift of Mission Paradigm
in the Church and SVD: Verbum SVD 62 (1.2021) 21-33; Roger Schroeder,
SVD, Enriched by the Spirituality of the “Other,” in: Stanislaus/Tauchner
(eds.), Becoming Intercultural. Perspectives on Mission, 75-89. Several contributions deal with prophetic dialogue in the Festschrift for S. Bevans:
Dale T. Irvin/Peter C. Phan (eds.), Christian Mission, Contextual Theology,
Prophetic Dialogue. Essays in Honor of Stephen B. Bevans, SVD (American
Society of Missiology Series 57), Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books 2018.
Prophetic Dialogue (In Dialogue with the Word 2), Rome, Generalate: SVD
Publications 2001.
Prophetic Dialogue: Biblical Stories, Images and Insights (In Dialogue with
the Word 7), Rome, Generalate: SVD Publications 2007.
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in the context of the GC 2000, with abundant sources and material
from the SVD Generalate’s archives. 47
Among other contributions, I’d like to highlight E. Valle, 48 two issues of Verbum SVD in 2006, 49 R. Kisala, 50 A. Pernia, 51 L. Stanislaus, 52
and J. Kavunkal. 53 The Ishvani Kendra Institute in Pune (India) held
a seminar on the topic. 54 Over the last decade, the perspective of prophetic dialogue has been taken up also in missiological reflection beyond the SVD: Stephen Bevans and Cathy Ross edited a volume using
this approach to a variety of contexts like New Testament studies, ecclesiology, eschatology, soteriology, anthropology and culture. 55 Thus,
the “prophetic dialogue” has become fairly well accepted in missionary
circles.
47
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José Antunes da Silva’s doctoral dissertation in 2014: Diálogo profético.
Identidade e missão da Congregação do Verbo Divino, Fátima: Missionários
do Verbo Divino 2014; the English version was published as Prophetic
Dialogue. Identity and Mission of the Divine Word Missionaries. Foreword
by Stephen Bevans (Studia Instituti Missiologici SVD 119), Siegburg:
Franz Schmitt Verlag 2021.
Edênio Valle, SVD (ed.), Diálogo profético e missão, Campinas: Komedi
2005.
Verbum SVD 47 (1.2006) on “Prophetischer Dialog” (M. Üffing); Witness—
Dialogue—Dimensions. Practical Dreaming about SVD Mission Today (T.
Ascheman); Prophetic Dialogue in Religious Life in the Light of the Bible
(T. Hughes); Lectio Divina and Prophetic Dialogue (T. Lenchak); Dei Verbum und wir Missionare des Göttlichen Wortes. Anmerkungen und Anregungen (L. Feldkämper). – Verbum SVD 47 (4.2006) on Prophetic Dialogue
as Life and Mission (R. Kisala); “Living Prophetic Dialogue.” A Historicaltheological Reflection (C. Colaço).
Robert Kisala, SVD, Why Dialogue?: Verbum SVD 52 (4.2011) 395-408.
Antonio M. Pernia, SVD, The State of Mission Today: Verbum SVD 55
(1.2014) 9-25; id., Prophetic Dialogue and the Formation of “Persons of Dialogue”: Missio Inter Gentes 2 (1.2016) 17-32; id., Mission: Sharing the Gift
of the Spirit: Missio Inter Gentes 4 (1.2018) 1-19.
Lazar Thanuzraj Stanislaus, SVD, Mission as Prophetic Dialogue and SVD
Education. Ongoing Reflection and Pointers: Verbum SVD 57 (2.2016) 181200.
Jacob Kavunkal, SVD, Extensio Dei—Mission as Divine Reaching Out,
Delhi: ISPCK 2020. For a rather doubtful reflection on prophetic dialogue
see his The Discourse of “Prophetic Dialogue.” An Asian Perspective: Verbum SVD 61 (4.2020) 479-486.
L. Stanislaus, SVD/Alwyn D’Souza, SVD (eds.), Prophetic Dialogue. Challenges and Prospects in India, Pune/Delhi: Ishvani Kendra/ISPCK 2003.
Cathy Ross/Stephen B. Bevans (eds.), Mission on the Road to Emmaus.
Constants, Context and Prophetic Dialogue, London: SCM Press 2015. See
also the Bevans Festschrift by Irvin/Phan (eds.), Christian Mission.
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Things are different, however, with regard to missio Dei in the SVD.
Often, it is not acknowledged that this perspective is the real novelty
at the GC 2000. 56 In my view, this has to do with the lack of communitarian discernment of the spirits and the interest in discovering where
God’s Spirit is acting and moving things and persons. Instead of this
contemplative stance, mission still seems to centre around the traditional activities in parishes, schools and administration. Missio Dei appears to be too much of a theological and speculative matter to be of
any practical use. It may induce to believe that if God is doing whatever mission is supposed to achieve, then the missionaries are sidelined and have nothing to do.
However, the Superior General Elect at the CG 2000, Antonio M.
Pernia, offered a recollection day during the GC and reflected on the
Word of God, on dialogue and on mission as dialogue. Among the fundamental attitudes required of the SVD, he mentioned contemplation,
respect of others and humility. The SVD community should be the
space for sharing around the Word of God. 57
Contemplation and the discernment of spirits is, of course, a central
feature of any discipleship and Christian spirituality. From a Jesuit I
heard this metaphor for the process of discernment: Many situations
of everyday life are like the scales the figure of Justice holds in her
hands, with the two scale pans, weighing good vs. bad, right vs. wrong.
Obviously, the disciple moves towards the side of the good. But it may
not be that clear where the good and right are actually situated. That
is the moment when the discernment of the spirits becomes vital: the
disciples must move towards the centre (of the scales), in order to take
their own weight out of the process and let God incline the scales to
one side or the other. 58 Then it could become visible in which direction
God wants to incline the scale, where the good is situated from God’s
viewpoint. Once that has become clearer, the disciples can move towards the correct side on the scales and put all their weight and engagement into play, “on God’s side.” This is an exercise to achieve
56
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In Arnoldus Nota, the SVD internal newsletter, usually the Superior General has the first two pages to draw the congregation’s attention to developments and to emphasise important events, such as the canonisation of
Arnold Janssen and Joseph Freinademetz. Arnoldus Nota is published ten
times a year. In the issues between the GC 2000 and the following GC in
2006, there is virtually no reference to missio Dei. There are, however, references to “listening to the Spirit” and several times to the “prophetic dialogue,” particularly in preparation to the GC 2006.
The summary of this reflection was published in Arnoldus Nota July/September 2000, 7-10. See also da Silva, Prophetic Dialogue, 107-111.
This is a central theme of the Ignatian spiritual exercises, e. g. with the
meditation on the “two banners.”
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(spiritual) freedom, also with regard to one’s own inclinations, traditions and preferences, and to attain the possibility of taking on a missionary engagement where considerations about success or utility are
not important any more. Obviously, such a process of discernment, of
stepping back from activity and engagement, has nothing to do with
individualistic attitudes of self-contemplation and withdrawal from
the world and society into the personal peace of mind. Quite to the
contrary, such a practice of contemplation is extremely committed to
reality and the context.
Therefore, I consider it of the utmost importance to place this communitarian contemplative moment as the entry point for the design of
a mission perspective. It allows to distinguish God’s action in the context, from creation to the new creation, and how groups inside as well
as outside of the church follow the Spirit—defenders of human rights
may be a simple and evident case of such groups; and they don’t need
to be converted, as they are doing what God wants them to do. It is
with them that a “prophetic dialogue” is in place (and there is no option
for dialogue with groups who operate against human rights, even if
they should belong to the church). Contemplation is the door to the
ground floor of mission—missio Dei—on which the following floors are
built, like the prophetic dialogue and the characteristic dimensions.
Bypassing missio Dei to enter the second floor “prophetic dialogue”
level requires a salto mortale, difficult to perform, as experience has
shown.
José Antunes da Silva dedicates an entire chapter to the reception
process of the GC 2000. 59 He explains:
Reception is “an event of living appropriation, of critical
analysis and of conscious adherence.” This signifies a very
slow, complex process whose results will necessarily be
very diverse, depending on the diversity of the situations
in which reception occurs. Reception includes, firstly, a
moment of welcoming the documents which, at times, require a translation into the different languages spoken by
the ecclesial body. There follows then, naturally, a phase
of interpretation of the documents, and finally, acceptance
by the group of believers. Reception does not have as its
finality the creation of truth; its objective is to set in motion a process of clarification of the pronouncements and
decisions, taken legitimately, thanks to a critical reflec-
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tion which will cause the understanding of faith to progress as mysterium Ecclesiae. 60
There were several methods and procedures in the provinces to interiorise the new ideas. They “permitted the divulgation and the welcoming of the ideas of the XV General Chapter on the various levels of
the Society: personal, community, provincial and zonal. […] In general,
all of the SVD provinces and regions implemented the orientation of
the General Chapter and the Generalate in order to grasp and deepen
the new understanding of mission. However, in spite of all these initiatives, the reception process was not linear. Even though it is not easy
to obtain a complete vision of the negative reaction to the XV General
Chapter, we can however note some signs of resistance which translate
a sense of caution regarding the new ideas, specifically in relation to
the changes in terminology, and reveal a suspicion that the new terminology could suggest a lessening of mission understood as the explicit
proclamation of the Good News of Jesus Christ.” 61 A. Miotk mentions
difficulties in accepting the outcome: “The recently adopted paradigm
of Prophetic Dialogue continued to meet with difficulties. Despite initial general openness to the new mission paradigm, the idea failed to
capture the imagination of many, even if they did not openly object to
the concept.” 62
This generally positive reception, however, refers to the prophetic
dialogue, not to the more fundamental and theological perspective of
the missio Dei. As far as I can see, missio Dei as the definitive basis for
the entire architecture of the SVD mission perspective has not been
received and accepted by the congregation. Mission work has largely
gone on as usual on other tracks, as the themes of the subsequent General Chapters indicate which did not intend major theological and missiological innovations and perspectives for action in the congregation.
Concluding Thoughts
The General Chapter of the year 2000 has been a time of grace. In
this report of my recollections of this event and process, I have tried to
contribute some elements to the historical accounts of the Chapter and
its main themes. For me, the major achievement of that General Chapter lies with the trust and profession of faith in a dynamic God who is
active in the world and in history. It is good to see that, in a distinctive
60
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and refreshening manner, Pope Francis emphasises such dynamic perspectives like dreams and utopias—in the sense of wanting to get
where we have not yet arrived: In Querida Amazonia, he speaks of four
dreams—how interesting: again four: the social, the cultural, the ecological and the ecclesial dream.
To come up with creative and innovative mission perspectives—a
continuing requirement for the congregation—, I think it will be important to take reflection, faith and commitment seriously. In January
2022, in a circular letter to the provincials, the Superior General Paulus Budi Kleden SVD has encouraged the Society to return to the question of identity in order to find answers to the challenges we are facing:
“Who are we really? What are the significant elements of our identity?
The more we define or understand our identity, the better we will be
able to answer the challenges of the world, since our being influences
our doing (agere sequitur esse).”
Following the Spirit and letting ourselves be drawn into the divine
dynamic as described in the missio Dei perspective will constitute the
SVDs as beings (esse) who may bear (sequitur) valuable fruit (agere)
that lasts, in line with Jesus’ parable of the vine (John 15:1-17).
ABSTRACTS
Das Generalkapitel der SVD im Jahr 2000 hat die Missionsperspektive der
Kongregation unter dem Begriff des „prophetischen Dialogs“ formuliert. Dieser Artikel, der sich auf die Teilnahme des Autors am Generalkapitel stützt,
argumentiert, dass der wirklich wichtige Beitrag des Generalkapitels in seiner
Ausrichtung auf die missio Dei als Basis und Grundlage des „prophetischen
Dialogs“ gesehen werden sollte. Der Prozess der gemeinschaftlichen Unterscheidung der Geister wird als wesentlich verstanden, um zu entdecken, wo
Gottes Geist in Welt und Gesellschaft am Werk ist, und um in die Dynamik
der missio Dei einzutreten und in ihrer Bewegung einen prophetischen Dialog
zu führen.
El Capítulo General de la SVD del año 2000 formuló la perspectiva misionera de la Congregación bajo el concepto de “diálogo profético”. Este artículo,
basado en la participación del autor en el Capítulo General, argumenta que la
contribución realmente importante del Capítulo General debe ser vista en su
orientación hacia la missio Dei, como la base y el fundamento del “diálogo
profético”. El proceso de discernimiento espiritual comunitario se entiende
como esencial para descubrir dónde actúa el Espíritu de Dios en el mundo y en
la sociedad y permitir entrar en la dinámica de la missio Dei y en su movimiento entablar un diálogo profético.
Le Chapitre général SVD de l’année 2000 a formulé la perspective missionnaire de la congrégation comme « dialogue prophétique ». L’article, basé sur la
participation de l’auteur à ce Chapitre, soutient que l’on devrait considérer
comme la contribution réellement importante de ce Chapitre général son
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orientation vers la missio Dei comme base et fondation du « dialogue prophétique ». Le processus de discernement spirituel communautaire est présenté
comme essentiel pour découvrir où l’Esprit de Dieu est à l’œuvre dans le monde
et la société et pour permettre d’entrer dans la dynamique de la missio Dei et
son mouvement qui engage dans le dialogue prophétique.
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