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Mission as Dialogue 
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Introduction 

 

The thesis I wish to propose in this paper is that dialogue should be the model or 

pattern for all forms of mission and for every missionary. This viewpoint, received its 

clearest official Church endorsement in the 1984 document of the then Secretariat for 

non-Christians, “The Attitude of the Church towards the Followers of Other Religions”.1 

This document states that “dialogue is the norm and necessary manner of every form 

as well as of every aspect of Christian mission” (no. 29). This affirmation goes well 

beyond asserting the inseparability of mission and dialogue.  It says, in effect, that 

mission must be attuned to the key of dialogue.   

 

This vision of mission, which is still far from universally acknowledged and 

promoted by missionary congregations, is the fruit of a series of parallel developments 

in the recent history of the Church, developments which received a major impetus  

from the documents of Vatican II, especially the Decree on the Church’s Missionary 

Activity, Ad Gentes (AG). The parallel developments I am referring to are in the 

Church’s approach to, and theological evaluation of, other religions, and in its 

understanding of its mission. In this paper I will, firstly, give a brief overview of these 

developments over the past 40 years which point towards a new vision of mission – 

namely mission as dialogue. Secondly, I spell out some of implications and challenges 

of this vision for missionaries today. 

 

I. Overview of Recent Developments 

It is only over the past 40 years or so that the Church’s relationship to the 

followers of other religions has moved “from confrontation to dialogue,” to quote 

                                                
1  The name was later changed to the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue. 
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from the title of a recent book by Belgian theologian, Jacques Dupuis.2 Most 

missionary congregations were born at a time when the Church’s relationship to other 

religions oscillated between hostility and neglect. The purpose of mission was not to 

enter into dialogue with the religions and cultures of other peoples but rather to 

convert them to Christ and make them members of the true Church.  

 

The missionaries saw themselves as the Church’s frontier troops, leaving their 

home countries in a spirit of self-sacrificing love and service to proclaim the Gospel and 

establish the Church in pagan lands.  They saw themselves as engaged in a one-way 

traffic.3 It was they who had to bring the true faith, while the pagans were merely the 

recipients; it was they who had to convert, while the pagans the ones to be converted. 

For the missionaries it was inconceivable that other religions apart from Christianity -- 

or more precisely the form of Christianity found in the Catholic Church -- could 

facilitate a saving encounter between God and people. Far from being “seeds of the 

Word” (AG, 11), other religions were viewed as “cocktails of idolatry or superstition,” 

and hence works of the devil.4  This negative evaluation to other religions, which 

continued practically up to the time of the Second Vatican Council, found expression 

even in the language of Christian prayer. We prayed for “the poor heathen”, for “those 

steeped in superstition and ignorance”.  In a Prayer for the Conversion of Africa, still in 

use in 1964, when I entered the Society of African Missions, we prayed. 

 

O my God, behold us humbly prostrate in thy presence 
beseeching thee through Jesus Christ, Thy Son, to have pity on 
infidel Africa.  Change the hearts of its unhappy children and save 
their souls.5 

 

 In the light of this negative evaluation of other religions, the positive approach 

endorsed by Vatican II seemed like a revolution. However, this approach did not just 

suddenly appear out of the blue, so to speak. It represented the climax of a theological 

                                                
2  The full title is Christianity and the Religions: From Confrontation to Dialogue, published by Orbis Books, 
New York, 2002. 
3 Cf. Justin Ukpong, “Contemporary Theological Models of Mission: Analysis and Critique,” AFER, June 1983, 

pp. 162-164. 
4 Melchior de Marion Brésillac, Faith, Hope, Charity (Spiritual Exercises given to Indian Seminarians), 

translated from the French by John Flynn, SMA,  Rome, 1988, p. 134. 
5 Directory of the African Missions, Guy & Company Ltd., Cork, 1957, p. 44. 
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and pastoral movement around the middle of the 20th century that tried to develop a 

more positive approach to other cultures and religions and to promote dialogue as an 

essential component of mission.  

 

 In Africa and Asia there were theologians and anthropologists who sought to find 

within the local cultures of ‘non-Christians’ what were called human and spiritual 

values that could be viewed as ‘stepping stones’ to the Gospel. I should also add here 

that missionaries themselves played a significant role in bringing about this change of 

approach. Their own positive experiences often led them to question the negative 

theological evaluation of other religions they had received and to bring to light the 

many positive values they found in the cultures and religious traditions of the people 

among whom they worked.  

 

 Vatican II took this more positive approach to a new level with its affirmation of 

God’s presence and action ‘outside’ the Church and its broadening and deepening of 

the meaning of mission. These elements can be easily discerned in the major 

documents of the Council: the Decree on the Church’s Missionary Activity, Ad Gentes 

(AG); The Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium (LG); the Pastoral 

Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, Gaudium et Spes  (GS); and the 

Declaration on the Relation of the Church to non-Christian Religions, Nostra Aetate 

(NA). 

 

a) The Presence and action of God ‘outside’ the Church 

Vatican II can be said to have marked a watershed in the Church’ stance towards 

other religions and their followers by  

Á its clear affirmation of the presence of God and availability of salvation 

to people ‘outside’ the Church *in contrast to the hesitant and guarded 

admission of such a possibility which we find in official Church 

statements up to Vatican II]; 

Á its acknowledgment of the existence of authentic human and spiritual 

values to be found in other religions; 
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Á and its expression of the Church’s appreciation for these values and 

exhortation to its members to adopt an attitude of profound respect 

towards these religions and their followers.  

 

The acknowledgement of the presence of God and of authentic human and 

spiritual values in other religions is expressed more forcefully in AG 9 & 11 and NA 2 

than elsewhere in the Council documents. AG 9 states that “whatever truth and grace 

is already found among the nations is a sort of secret presence of God”.  AG 11 goes on 

to spell out the implications of this affirmation for the members of the Church and 

especially for missionaries:  

 

In order to be able to witness to Christ fruitfully, Christians must 
be united to those people (gentes) in esteem and love. They must 
take part in their cultural and social life through the various 
dealings and occupations of human life. They must be familiar 
with their national and religious traditions; with joy and reverence 
they must discover the seeds of the word hidden in these 
traditions…. Just as Christ searched the hearts of people and led 
them to the divine by truly human contacts, so his disciples, 
deeply imbued with the Spirit of Christ, should know the human 
persons among whom they live and associate with the. In this 
way, through sincere and patient dialogue, they will learn what 
treasures the bountiful God has distributed among the nations   

 

This positive approach is further accentuated in the Declaration, Nostra Aetate. 

NA 1 situates its directives on the Church’s relations to the followers of other religions 

in the broad context of the common origin and destiny of all people in God, and of the 

search, common to all religious traditions, to answer ultimate question about the 

meaning of human life. NA states:  

 

The Catholic Church rejects nothing that is true and holy in these 
religions. With sincere respect she looks on those ways of conduct 
and life, those precepts and teachings which, though differing on 
many points from what she herself holds and teaches, yet not 
rarely reflect a ray of that truth which enlightens all human 
beings…. So the Church exhorts her children prudently and 
lovingly, through dialogue and collaboration with the followers of 
other religion, and in witness to the Christian life and faith, to 
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acknowledge, preserve and promote the spiritual and moral good, 
as well as the socio-cultural values found among them. 

 

Despite its appreciation for the authentic human and spiritual values to be found in 

other religions and its exhortation to missionaries, and indeed to all members of the 

Church, to acknowledge, preserve and promote these values, Vatican II did not offer a 

theological evaluation of these religions.6 We look in vain in the Council documents for 

an answer to the following questions:  

Á Can other religions (apart from Christianity) mediate salvation to their 

followers?  

Á Do these religions form part and parcel of God’s plan of salvation for all 

human beings?   

Á Are the followers of other religions saved by following their religions or in 

some other mysterious way?  

It has often been said the concern of the Council fathers was more pastoral than 

theological. Whether or not this is so, the Council was not prepared  to go further than 

advocate a more open, positive, and respectful approach to other religions than had 

existed in the Church since Patristic times. 

 

 The theological questions left open by Vatican II were later taken up by Pope John 

Paul II. A major theme running through several of his encyclical letters and speeches is 

that of the universal presence and action of God’s Spirit in human history. His first 

encyclical, Redemptor Hominis (RH) speaks of  “the firm belief of the followers of other 

religions” as an effect of the Spirit of truth operating outside the visible confines of the 

Mystical Body” (RH 6). In offering a theological rationale for the now famous gathering 

of religious leaders in Assisi in 1986 to pray along with him for world peace, John Paul 

II stated that “we can indeed maintain that every authentic prayer is called forth by the 

Holy Spirit, who is mysteriously present in the heart of every person.”7    His strongest 

statement on the universal presence and action of the Holy Spirit is in his encyclical, 

Redemptoris Missio (RM), on “The Permanent Relevance of the Church’s Missionary 

                                                
6  Cf. Jacques Dupuis, Toward a Theology of Religious Pluralism, Orbis Books, Maryknoll, N.Y., 1997, pp. 

168-170. 
7 Cited by Dupuis in Toward a Theology of Religious Pluralism,  p. 175. 
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Mandate” published in 1990.  RM 28 states unambiguously that the presence and 

action of the Holy Spirit everywhere in the world “affect not only individuals but also 

society and history, peoples, cultures and religions”.  

 

 It is clear then that, for Pope John Paul II, the many and varied religious traditions 

of humanity are much more than attempts by human beings to reach out to God. They 

must be seen as genuine, if always limited,8 expressions of God’s outreach to human 

beings beyond the boundaries of the Church. They are manifestations of the Spirit of 

God at work in the world.  

 

If, then, God’s Spirit is present in and works through other religions, it is surely 

legitimate to speak of these religions as playing a role in the salvation of their 

followers, and, if this is true, may we not also say that they are integral elements in 

God’s providential plan for the salvation of human beings. This is the line being 

followed by a number of highly respected Catholic theologians, notably Jacques 

Dupuis9 and Claude Geffré,10 and it provides, I submit, the strongest argument for 

attuning mission to the key of dialogue. This brings us to the second area where 

Vatican II brought about a number of very significant developments, namely, the 

understanding of mission.  

 

b) Theological Deepening of the Meaning of Mission  

 Moving beyond the rather restrictive focus on the missions of the Church that was 

characteristic of the modern missionary movement, Vatican II can be said to have 

elaborated a missionary understanding of the Church itself. Elements of this 

understanding can be found in several of the Council’s documents. However, no 

statement expresses as succinctly and accurately the Council’s understanding of 

mission as classic statement of Ad Gentes 2 that “the pilgrim Church is missionary by 

                                                
8 Christianity, too, as a socio-cultural phenomenon, is also a limited expression of God’s loving self-donation in 

history. 
9  While Dupuis’ views came under the scrutiny of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, its final 

judgement cleared Dupuis of any trace of doctrinal error.  
10 See Geffré’s recent article, “The Crisis of Religious Identity in an Age of Religious Pluralism” in Concilium 

(2005/3), pp. 13-26. Geffré argues that Christians need to de-absolutise Christianity as an historical religion and 
accord other religions a de jure role in God’s plan of salvation.  
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its very nature”.  This statement means that mission is rooted in the very being of the 

Church. Mission is something the Church is before it is something the Church does. In 

its missionary activity, the Church is simply manifesting and revealing its inmost 

nature. 

 

 AG 2 then goes on to develop the theological foundation for this statement. The 

Church is missionary by its nature because it is born from the missions of the Trinity ad 

extra: “It is from the mission of the Son and the mission of the Holy Spirit that she (the 

Church) takes her origin.”  In this double sending of the Son and the Spirit, the inner 

life of the Godhead is communicated to humanity and gives birth to the Church. 

Mission thus has an onto-theological priority over Church.  As the great German 

Protestant theologian, Jürgen Moltmann puts it: “What we have to learn is not that the 

Church has a mission, but the very reverse, that the mission of Christ creates its own 

Church. Mission does not come from the Church; it is from mission, and in the light of 

mission that the Church has to be understood.”11  

 

 As the product of the mission of the Triune God in the world, the Church is best 

seen as the sacrament, the visible historical embodiment of God’s missionary outreach 

towards humanity. This outreach is unconditional and unlimited. If the Church is to be 

truly the sacrament of God’s loving and unrestricted self-donation, she too, in and 

through her members, must strive to be universal and unconditional in her outreach.  

The Church is faithful to her nature and vocation as sacrament of God’s universal 

embrace of humanity, only when she is, in fact, reaching out to all human beings in 

self-giving love. Only by being missionary is the Church being true to its nature as 

catholic.12 

 

 Furthermore, the Church that is missionary by its nature is not just the universal 

Church but each and every local Church. Vatican II marked a significant break away 

from the very highly centralised vision of Church that had been dominant from the 

                                                
11 The Church in the Power of the Spirit, Harper & Row, New York, 1975, p. 10. 
12

 Francis A. Sullivan, SJ, makes the same point when he says that “Catholicity is a gift to the Church but also a 
mandate”. Cf. The Church We Believe In, Gill and Macmillan, Dublin, 1988, p. 131. 
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time of the first Vatican Council.  In accordance with that vision, the Church had 

operated -- and to some extent still does -- as if it were one great super-diocese run by 

the Pope with the bishops as his administrative assistants. The Dogmatic Constitution 

on the Church, Lumen Gentium, rehabilitated the ecclesiology of the early Church, in 

which each and every local church is seen as an authentic manifestation of the Church 

of Christ (cf. LG 26). The Church is not a super-diocese but a communion of local 

churches, under the leadership of the Pope.  

 

 Yes, the Church is universal but this universal Church is, in the words of Pope Paul 

VI in Evangelii Nuntiandi (EN), “incarnate in particular churches made up of particular 

parts of humankind, speaking particular languages, heirs of a cultural patrimony, of a 

vision of the world, of an historical past, of a particular human substratum” (no. 62). If 

the universal Church is missionary, then each and every local church must be 

missionary both in outlook and practice.  This theology of the local church is the 

fundamental reason why the Ad Gentes decree insists that all the bishops, along with 

the Pope, are responsible for the Church’s mission to the nations (cf. AG 38). 

 

 Two further themes surface in the documents of Vatican II which also contributed 

to rich theological understanding of mission: the recognition of cultural diversity, not 

simply de facto, but de jure; and a more open and eschatological view of the Church as 

God’s pilgrim people en route to the Kingdom of God. A brief word about the 

significance of each of these themes. 

Recognition of Cultural Diversity 

       The modern missionary movement, as several of the speakers at this Conference, 

have highlighted, was marked by a cultural imperialism in which evangelisation 

became synonymous with Europeanisation, leaving little or no room for the 

recognition or flourishing of local cultures. Missionaries were seen as having the 

double task of civilizing as well as christianising those to whom they were sent.13  

Behind this viewpoint lay what Bernard Lonergan has termed the classicist view of 

culture, namely the view that there existed one ideal culture which had found its 

                                                
13 Cf. David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission, Orbis Books, Maryknoll, New York, 1991, p. 302-313. 
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clearest expression in the classical period of Western civilisation: in its philosophy, 

theology, literature, music and art.14  

 

        Vatican II, however, moved away from this classicist model towards a more 

anthropological and empirical understanding of culture as simply the entire way of life 

of a particular people (especially evident in the Gaudium et Spes, 53-56). This more 

modern understanding of culture paved the way for the recognition of a plurality (and 

diversity) of cultures as a value to be promoted in the Church, not as an evil to be 

combated.15 This perspective has special relevance for missionaries whom Pope John 

Paul II has often exhorted to do all in their power to protect minority cultures and 

preserve all that is best in them against the eroding impact of western globalization.16 

  

 

The Church as God’s Pilgrim people 

 

The Council documents portray the Church not as the perfect society on earth, the 

embodiment of the Kingdom of God, but rather as God’s people in pilgrimage -- a 

community of sinners constantly in need of conversion. This theme was further 

developed in the encyclical letters of Paul VI and John Paul II.  Summarising these 

developments we can say that the ultimate goal of mission is the reign of God, not the 

reign of the Church. While the Church is, and will always be, a privileged sign and 

instrument in the service of God’s reign, she must not identify herself with that reign, 

even in its earthly embodiment (cf. RM 20).  These perspectives represent a welcome 

change from the narrow and triumphalist ecclesiology that held sway throughout the 

modern missionary movement.  

 

Mission as Dialogue 

Taken together this double development (in the Church approach to other religions 

and in its understanding of mission) point, I would argue, to a new way of seeing and 

                                                
14 Method in Theology, Darton, Longman & Todd, London, 1972, p. 301. 
15 Cf. Michael Paul Gallagher’s analysis of Vatican II understanding of culture in Clashing Symbols (An 

Introduction to Faith and Culture), Darton, Longman & Todd, 1997, pp. 36-43. 
16 Cf. Michael Paul Gallagher, op. cit., p. 49. 
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doing mission -- to seeing mission as a participation in, and ongoing discovery of, the 

presence and action of God’s Spirit in the world, and engaging in mission in the key of 

dialogue.  

 

The concept of mission as discovery first came to my attention about a quarter of 

a century ago on reading a quite outstanding book on Christian mission written by the 

Protestant theologian and missiologist, Carl Braaten. The book was entitled The 

Flaming Centre, and in it Braaten defines mission as “the process of exploring the 

universal significance of the Gospel in history.”17 I think this is the best definition of 

mission I have come across in the past 25 years.  It underlines discovery and learning as 

essential components of mission. In mission the Church is challenged to stretch itself 

and grow to its full Gospel potential. When the Church is truly missionary it is ex-

centric, outward looking and outward moving, exploring and discovering what is 

involved in implementing its essential vocation as sacrament of God’s loving embrace 

of all humanity.   

 

I turn now to the second part of my presentation in which I will try to spell out some of 

the implications and challenges of this vision for missionaries today. 

 

 

II. Implications and Challenges for Missionaries Today 

 

As we have seen from the documents of Vatican II, especially Ad Gentes, the 

universal outreach of the Missio Dei (far beyond the boundaries to the Church) is the 

context in which we must now situate the mission of the Church. The Church and all its 

members are called to participate in a movement of self-giving love that comes from 

God and of which God’s Spirit is the primary agent -- and who is present and active 

among all peoples in and through their religions and cultures. 

 

Participants in God’s Mission 

                                                
17 The Flaming Centre (A Theology of the Christian Mission), Fortress Press, Philadelphia, 1977,  p. 2.  
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As participants in God’s mission, we (missionaries) never begin from a tabula rasa. 

We encounter human beings and a world in which God’s Spirit is already operative.  

God is everywhere before us, and salvifically active in ways unknown to us. Mission 

thus means entering into the mystery of a missionary God whose love embraces the 

world and all its inhabitants:  the mystery of the Spirit’s power, present in unexpected 

places and unsuspected ways; the mystery of people’s participation in the paschal 

mystery in ways we have neither known nor imagined (cf. GS 22).  To encounter this 

mystery we need to look, to contemplate, to discern, to listen, to learn, to respond, to 

collaborate. 

 

Engaging in mission in this more open and dialogic mode does not mean in any 

way bracketing, much less abandoning, our core convictions, as disciples of Christ, 

about the unique and constitutive role of Christ in the salvation of humankind.  Some 

advocates of religious pluralism, like Alan Race,18 John Hick19 and Paul Knitter20 argue 

that in order to enter into genuine dialogue with the followers of other religions, 

Christians must abandon or radically revise their claims about Christ so as to accord 

other religions parity of esteem with Christianity.  However, the parity of esteem 

required for genuine dialogue is to be accorded to the dialogue partners, not 

necessarily to the belief systems they espouse.21  As Jacques Dupuis rightly points out, 

holding on to one’s faith in Jesus Christ as unique Saviour of all people need not 

undermine a commitment to mutual dialogue on equal terms.22 What is essential in 

interreligious dialogue is that one is prepared to listen to the other, to allow oneself to 

be challenged by the other, and to believe and hope that through this dialogue one can 

come to a more adequate understanding of the faith of the other and of one’s own 

faith as well. 

                                                
18 Cf. Christians and Religious Pluralism: Patterns in the Christian Theology of Religions, Orbis Books, 

Maryknoll, New York, 1983. 
19  While Hick has written several books in support of the pluralist model of the relationship between the 

religions, the clearest exposition of his position is to be found in God and the Universe of Faiths: Essays in the 

Philosophy of Religions, Macmillan, London, 1973. 
20 Cf. Knitter’s best known work is: No Other Name? A critical survey of Christian Attitudes Towards World 

Religions, Orbis Books, Maryknoll, New York, 1985. 
21 As the Declaration of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Dominus Iesus, states:  “Equality, which 

is the presupposition of interreligious dialogue, refers to the personal dignity of the parties in dialogue, not to 

doctrinal content” (no. 22). 
22 Cf. “Relating to other faiths: how far can you go?” in The Tablet, 8 June 2002, p. 16. 
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Open to the God of Surprises 

There is a human tendency to want to arrive at answers to our intellectual 

questions about meaning and truth before we have really lived through the questions 

themselves. But we don’t have to resolve immediately all the tensions and problems 

that arise when we come face to face with widely different religious viewpoints.  As 

Michael Barns, SJ, has pointed out in his book, Theology and the Dialogue of Religions, 

what is important for Christians engaged in dialogue is “whether they can discern in 

their experience of being altered -- made other -- something of the mystery of Christ’s 

death and resurrection”.23  I would agree with Barnes and add that this experience of 

being altered by our encounter with the followers of other religions will often shock 

and surprise us.24 It will, if we are sufficiently open, lead us to conversion. In 

interreligious dialogue, as in the very venture of life itself, as the Monaghan poet, 

Patrick Kavanagh, puts it, “We must not daydream tomorrow’s judgement - /God must 

be allowed to surprise us”.25  

  

In the encounter with others, our first task as missionaries -- though not our only 

task -- is to seek out and discern where and how God’s Spirit is present and active 

among them, in and through their religions and cultures.  We must not impose our 

agendas on people. Rather must we try to discover God’s agenda by entering into the 

already existing dialogue between God and people with the heart and mind of Christ 

and this is essentially a contemplative art.  

 

Contemplation and Mission 

God’s presence among peoples can be gleaned only from a profound listening to 

the Spirit who has plumbed the depth of God and knows God’s ways. In the past 

missionaries were encouraged to develop an apostolic rather than a contemplative 

                                                
23 Cited by Dupuis in art. cit., p. 17.  
24 Like the prophet Jonah in his encounter with the people of Nineveh, we may well discover, in the course of 

our dialogue with the followers of other religions, that God’s ways of thinking and acting are very different from 

ours. Cf. a wonderful little study of the book of Jonah by the Irish Dominican poet, Paul Murray, entitled: A 

Journey with Jonah: The Spirituality of Bewilderment, The Columba Press, Dublin, 2002. 
25

 From the poem “Having Confessed” in Patrick Kavanaghôs Collected Poems, edited by Antoinette Quinn, 
Allen Lane, London, 2004, p. 191. 
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spirituality, a spirituality which put the accent on action and loving service of others 

rather than on one’s personal journey into the heart of God. Contemplation was 

viewed as a rather esoteric form of payer appropriate for those who had withdrawn 

themselves ‘from the world’ and lived in monasteries. There is, to be sure, nothing 

wrong with an apostolic spirituality. However, unless this spirituality is rooted in a 

profound life of prayer, it can and indeed has often led to activism and even arrogance 

-- an activism and arrogance that unfortunately marred the modern missionary 

movement.  It used to be said, jokingly perhaps, that missionaries asked the 

contemplatives to do the praying for them while they got on with the task of 

proclaiming the Gospel and implanting the Church. Prayer, however, is an intrinsic 

dimension of mission, and it is only in prayerful contemplation of the mystery of God 

manifested in their own lives and in the lives of others that missionaries can ever hope 

to attune themselves to God’s missionary agenda.26 

 

Missionaries at the Service of God’s Reign 

What is God’s agenda to which missionaries must strive to align themselves? It is 

of course the agenda that determined the life and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth, 

namely the Kingdom or reign of God.  I have no intention here of elaborating in detail 

the meaning and scope of this major New Testament theme.27 Suffice it to say that the 

reign of God is a reign of freedom, fellowship and love. It is God’s new order of peace 

(shalom), justice and agape. It is an order of integral liberation, encompassing human 

existence in all its dimensions: personal and communal, spiritual and material. It is an 

order which has a special preference to the poor.   

 

Being at the service of God’s reign means, in the first place, witnessing to the 

values of the Gospel. And, since God is present and active in the world far beyond the 

boundaries of the Church, it also means discerning ‘the signs of the times’ and 

collaborating with all those graced movements by which the Holy Spirit is bringing 

                                                
26 The final chapter of Redemptoris Missio suggests that a missionary spirituality must combine selfless 

apostolic love with contemplation. “Unless the missionary is a contemplative he/she cannot proclaim Christ in a 

credible way” (no. 91). 
27

  This theme and its implications for the Church’s mission Today is thoroughly and comprehensively explored 
in John Fuellenbach’s The Kingdom of God, published by Orbis Books, Maryknoll, N.Y., l995. 
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about the realisation of the God’s reign in and for the world. In the decades since 

Vatican II, commitment to the service of God’s reign of peace, justice and love in the 

world has given a fresh lease of life to a new generation of missionaries.  It has 

liberated them from the intolerable burden of responsibility for the world's eternal 

salvation and yet provided strong motives for mission.  Even if all people may be saved 

in the next world, God’s reign is still far from being a reality in this one. 

 

Furthermore, having the reign of God as the goal of mission has significantly 

broadened the scope of missionary work beyond the traditional activities of teaching, 

catechising, baptising and building up the structures of the Church.  It has provided 

missionaries with a theological framework that makes commitment to justice, peace, 

reconciliation, inter-religious dialogue, and the integrity of creation essential and 

integral dimensions of the Church's mission, rather than preliminary or secondary 

elements. 

 

Not Neglecting the Church 

Nevertheless, focusing on God’s reign as the ultimate goal of mission does not 

mean neglecting the Church.  As we have already seen, the Church is called to be the 

sacrament of God’s outreach to humanity. This means she must be an efficacious sign 

of God’s reign on earth.  Any sign, if it is to be effective, must be seen. Hence, as part 

and parcel of promoting God’s reign, missionaries must strive to build up communities 

of witnesses throughout the world, in every culture, among every people and in all 

geographical areas.28  However, this is not primarily a question of expanding Church 

membership, but of becoming a more authentic sign of God’s reign and of rendering a 

more effective witness to the transforming action of God’s Spirit in the world.  

 

It is important to stress once again that the manner in which missionaries carry 

out this mission of being signs and instruments of God’s reign must be consistent with 

a recognition of the genuine presence and action of the Holy Spirit among the 

                                                
28 This point is well made by  John Fuellenbach, SVD, in a  paper he delivered to  a SEDOS Conference in 

Rome on 14 February, l996, entitled  "The Kingdom of God: The Central Message of Jesus Seen 

in the Challenges of Today ". 
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followers of other religions. Hence, it must be a missionary practice attuned to the key 

of interreligious and intercultural dialogue.  There is always a risk that, even when we 

shift the focus of mission from implanting the Church to promoting God’s reign, we 

may still approach other peoples and cultures in ways that come across as arrogant 

and domineering.  It is time to abandon, once and for all, the model of mission as 

crusade. Missionaries must be open to receive as well as to give in their service of the 

missio ad gentes.    

 

Putting on the ‘Crucified Mind’ of Christ 

 

The well known Japanese missiologist, Kosuke Koyoma, has criticised Western 

missionaries for distorting the Gospel of Christ with their ‘crusading mind’ and their 

‘teacher complex’ and he urges missionaries to develop what he calls a ‘crucified 

mind.’  But what is a ‘crucified mind’?  It is, for Koyoma, “the mind of self-denial based 

on Christ’s self-denial... It is that mind that does not seek profit for itself.  It is the mind 

happy in becoming (the) refuse of humanity since it will bring increase to others.”29  I 

would agree with Koyoma and add that what he says is just as relevant to missionaries 

from Africa, Asia and Latin America as it is to missionaries from Europe or North 

America.   

 

One of the major occupational hazards for missionaries, especially those from the 

West, is that of becoming embroiled in structures and their efficient organisation. 

Commitment to structures, to their maintenance and development, tends to make 

missionaries into rather preoccupied and pushy activists with little time for people and 

even less time for prayer.  Such commitment, too, can block rather than facilitate the 

action of God’s Spirit in the lives of the missionaries themselves as well as in the lives 

of those they serve.  A more contemplative style of missionary presence, issuing in 

patience, endurance, self-limitation, and even withdrawal, at times, is needed today 

more than ever.  Such an approach will create the time and the space to allow the seed 

                                                
29 Waterbuffalo Theology, Orbis Books, Maryknoll, N.Y. 1974, p. 131. Cf. also Shusaku Endo’s famous novel, 

Silence, about the persecution of Christian missionaries in 17th century Japan. The main protagonist of the novel, 

Father Rodriguez, gradually comes to realise that the Christ he is called to serve is not the beautiful Christ of 
Byzantine splendour, but the suffering Servant who has come into the world “to be trampled on by men.” 
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of God’s Word to grow in its own soil and shape its own blades of new life.30 Surely this 

is what mission in the key of dialogue is all about. 

                                                
30

 Cf. AG no. 22 “The seed which is the word of God grows out of good soil watered by the divine dew; it 
absorbs moisture, transforms it, and makes it part of itself, so that eventually it bears much fruit.”  


