CHAPTER 1

Evangelism: Theological Currents
and Cross-Currents Today

David |. Bosch

My assignment is to provide a concise survey of the ways in which evangelism
1s being understood and practiced today. I assume that this does not preclude
an attempt to give my own view on what I believe evangelism should be. One
of the problems is that evangelism is understood differently by different peo-
ple. Another problem is that of terminology. The older term, still dominant in
mainline churches, is “evangelism.” More recently, however, both evangelicals
and Roman Catholics have begun to give preference to the term “evangeliza-
tion.” It does not follow that they give the same contents to the term, as I shall
illustrate.

Yet another problem is that of the relationship between the terms
“evangelism” and “mission.” Perhaps the best way of attempting to clear the
cobwebs is to begin by distinguishing between those who regard evangelism
and mission as synonyms and those who believe that the two words refer to
different realities.

Mission and Evangelism as Synonyms

[tis probably true that most people use “mission” and “evangelism” more or
less as synonyms. Those who do this do not necessarily agree on what mis-
sion/evangelism means. Perhaps one could say that the definitions of mis-
sion/evangelism range from a narrow evangelical position to a more or less
broad ecumenical one.

Position 1: Mission/evangelism refers to the church’s ministry of win-
ning souls for eternity, saving them from eternal damnation. Some years ago
a South African evangelist, Reinhard Bonnke, wrote a book with the title
Plundering Hell. This is what the church’s mission is all about: making sure
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t’aS’ many people as possible get “saved” from eternal damnation and go to
ven. According to this first position it would be a betrayal of the church’s
on to get involved in any other activities. Most people subscribing to this
ew would be premillennialist in their theology. Typical of the spirit of
premﬂlennialism is Dwight L. Moody’s most quoted statement from his ser-
ons: “Tlook upon this world as a wrecked vessel. God has given me a life-
yat and said to me, ‘Moody, save all you can. ™!

_ Position 2: This position is slightly “softer” than the first. It also narrows
issionfevangelism down to soul-winning, It would concede, nevertheless,
that it would be good — at least in theory — to be involved in some other
od activities at the same time, activities such as relief work and education.

On the whole, however, such activities tend to distract from mission as soul-
winning. It should therefore not be encouraged. Involvement in society is, in
any case, optional.

_ Position 3: Here also mission/evangelism is defined as soul-winning.
However, in this view, service ministries (education, health care, social uplift)
are important, since they may draw people to Christ. They may function as

forerunners of, and aids to, mission. “Service is a means to an end. As long as
rvice makes it possible to confront men with the gospel, it is useful.”
Position 4: Here mission/evangelism relates to other Christian activities
n the way that seed relates to fruit. We first have to change individuals by
means of the verbal proclamation of the gospel. Once they have accepted
Christ'as Savior, they will be transformed and become involved in society as a
‘matter of course. In the words of Elton Trueblood, “The call to become fish-
ers of men precedes the call to wash one anothet’s feet.”® Jesus did not come
into the world to change the social order: that is part of the result of his com-
ng.In similar fashion the church is not called to change the social order: re-
deemed individuals will do that.
Position 5: Mission and evangelism are indeed synonyms, but this task
- entails much more than just the proclamation of the gospel of eternal salva-
tion. Tt involves the total Christian ministry to the world outside the church.
- This is, more or less, the traditional position in ecumenical circles. When the
International Missionary Council merged with the World Council of
Churches (WCC) at its New Delhi meeting in 1961, it became one of several
,divisions of the WCC and was renamed Commission on World Mission and

1. Quoted in G. M. Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture: The Shaping of
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Evangelism. Both words, “mission” and “evangelism,” were thus included in
the title, not because they meant different things but precisely because they
were, by and large, understood to be synonyms. Another synonym was the
word “witness,” which is also often used in the New Delhi Report. Phillip Pot-
ter was correct when he wrote, in 1968, that “ecumenical literature since Am-
sterdam (1948) has used ‘mission, ‘witness” and ‘evangelism’ interchange-
ably™* This task was classically formulated as the ministry of the “whole
church taking the whole gospel to the whole world.” This ministry would, in
the classical ecumenical position, always include a call to conversion.

Position 6: This goes beyond the previous position in that it does not in-
sist that mission/evangelism would under all circumstances include a call to
repentance and faith in Christ. Gibson Winter, for instance, says, “Why are
men not simply called to be human in their historical obligations, for this is
man’s true end and his salvation.”® Here mission/evangelism is understood
virtually exclusively in interhuman and this-worldly categories. In similar
vein George V. Pixley defines the kingdom of God exclusively as a historical
category. The Palestinian Jesus movement, which was, according to him, a
wholly political movement, was completely misunderstood by Paul, john,
and others, who spiritualized Jesus’ political program.® In Pixley’s thinking,
then, salvation becomes entirely this-worldly, God’s kingdom a political pro-
gram, history one-dimensional, and mission/evangelism a project to change
the structures of society.

Evangelism Distinguished from Mission

There are four ways in which evangelism and mission are distinguished from
each other as referring to different realities:

1. The “objects” of mission and evangelism are different. In the view of
Johannes Verkuyl, for instance, evangelism has to do with the communica-
tion of the Christian faith in Western society, while mission means communi-
cating the gospel in the third world.” Evangelism has to do with those who are
no longer Christians or who are nominal Christians. It refers to the calling

4. Phillip Potter, “Evangelism and the World Council of Churches,” Ecumtenical Review
20, no. 2 (1968): 176.
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6. CE G. V. Pixley, God’s Kingdom (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1981), pp- 88-100.
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Inleiding in die evangelistiek (Kampen: Kok, 1978), pp. 11, 67-74.
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‘ fd; Christ of those who have become estranged from the church. Mis-
',,{m theother hand, means calling to faith those who have always been
'gers to the gospel. It refers to those who are not yer Christians.
Thisview is still generally held in continental European circles, in both
hér’an and Reformed churches. It is, in fact, also the traditional view in Ro-
Catholicism, even in Vatican IT documents such as the Constitution on
 Church (Lumen Gentium) and the Decree on Mission (Ad Gentes).

2. A second group of theologians, instead of distinguishing betwecn
vangelism and mission, have decided simply to drop the word “mission”
rom their Vocabuldry The French Catholic theologian Claude Geffré prefers
vangehzatlon to “mission” because of the latter term’s “territorial connota-
. cand its historical link with the process of colonization.”® Other Ro-
h’ia’ﬁ Catholics appear to move in a similar direction. John Walsh, in his book
:vahgelization and Justice, calls everything the church is doing in the areas of
uman development, liberation, justice and peace . . . integral parts of the
_ministry of evangelization.” In similar vein Segundo Galilea recently pub-
ished a book in which the activities described in the Beatitudes of the Gos-
els of Luke and Matthew are designated “evangelism™: The Beatitudes: To
Evangelzpe as Jesus Did*® Once more a very comprehensive, almost all-
k mbracmg anderstanding of evangelism comes to the fore and the concept

mission” is dropped.

3. A third group of theologians offer a variation of the position just de-
cribed. They hold onto both concepts, “mission” and “evangelism”; however,
the way they do it is to regard “evangelism” as the wider term and “mission”
s the narrower term. Evangelism is described as an umbrella concept “for the
_entire manner in which the gospel becomes a reality in man’s life”; it includes
proclamation, translation, dialogue, service, and presence. Mission, on the
other hand, becomes a purely theological concept, “used for the origin, the
motivation and the ratification” of the activities referred to above.™!

4. The fourth way in which we could differentiate between mission and
fyevangel}sm is, in effect, the obverse of the one just described. Here “mission”
becomes the wider, more comprehensive concept and “evangelism” the nar-
rower one. There are, however, different ways in which this can be under-

8. Claude Geffré, “Theological Reflections on a New Age in Mission,” International Re-
view of Mission 71 (October 1982): 479.

' 9. John Walsh, Bvangelization and Justice (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1982), p. 92,

; 10. Segundo Galilea, The Beatitudes: To Evangelize as Jesus Did (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis,
- 1984).
" 11. M. Geijbels, “Evangelization, Its Meaning and Practice,” Al-Mushir 20, no. 2 (Summer

1978): 73-82.
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stood: (a) John Stott, and to a lesser extent the Lausanne Covenant, defines
mission as evangelism plus social action. These two parts or aspects of mis-
sion are both important; indeed, they are imperative. The Lausanne Cove-
nant adds, however: “In the church’s mission of sacrificial service evangelism
is primary” (italics added). Stott defends this prioritization of evangelism
over against social involvement, for “how can we seriously maintain that po-
litical and economic liberation is just as important as eternal salvation?”'?
When criticized by Ron Sider for holding this position, Stott says, “Well, if
pressed, | would still stand by it on the grounds that, if one has to choose, eter-
nal salvation is more important than temporal welfare. .. . But. . . one should
not normally have to choose”™ (b) A second variation in the approach that
regards mission as consisting of evangelism and social involvement is to state
that these two expressions of mission are indeed genuinely different aspects
of mission, but since they are equally important we should never prioritize.
We may also say that they are so intimately intertwined that it would be futile
to try to unravel them. (¢) Third, there are those who — while agreeing with
Stott that mission is evangelism plus social action — would argue that in to-
day’s world there can be no doubt that social involvement should take prece-
dence over evangelism.

Evangelism: Toward a Redefinition

Let me now attempt to respond to the bewildering variety of interpretations
of evangelism. On the whole I would align myself with those who regard mis-
sion as the wider and evangelism as the narrower concept. I have problems,
however, with those — and there are many — who, following John Stott, de-
fine mission as evangelism plus social involvement. Depicting evangelism
and social action as two separate segments or components of mission is un-
satisfactory, since it may — and often does — lead to a battle for supremacy.
Stott himself maintains the primacy of evangelism, thereby willy-nilly rele-
gating social involvement to a secondary position. To illustrate the problem, I
refer to the Thailand Statement, produced by the Consultation on World
Evangelization that was held in Pattaya, Thailand, in June 1980. The meeting
was organized by the Lausanne Continuation Committee and there were fre-

12. John Stott, Christian Mission in the Modern World (London: Falcon Books, 1975),
p- 35

13. John Stott, in Sider, Evangelism, p. 21. See also the Grand Rapids Report (Lausanne
Occasional Papers, no. 21), Evangelism and Social Responsibility: An Bvangelical Commitment
(Exeter: Paternoster, 1982), pp. 24-25.
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references to the Lausanne Covenant of 1974. At one point the state-
ays that “nothing contained in the Lausanne Covenant is beyond our
srn, o long as it is clearly related to world evangelization” (italics added).
’fob’lem with this statement lies in what it does not say. It does not also
hat “nothing contained in the Lausanne Covenant is beyond our con-
so long as it is clearly related to social involvement.” In remaining silent on
is aspect, the Thailand Statement is opting for a position of dualism. The
ment you regard mission as consisting of two separate or separable com-
ents — evangelism and social action — you have, in principle, admitted
at each of the two components has a life of its own. You are then suggesting
it 15 possible to have evangelism without a social dimension and Chris-
in social action without an evangelistic dimension. Stott’s “separate but
al” position is, in fact, dangerous. It is too easy, in this definition, for any
of the two components to make a unilateral declaration of independence,

[0 speak.

| therefore wish to introduce an important modification in Stott’s defi-
tion. I accept — in broad outlines — his wider definition of mission as be-
ngthe total task that God has set the church for the salvation of the world. In
ts missionary involvement, the church steps out of itself, into the wider
orld. It crosses all kinds of frontiers and barriers: geographical, social, polit-
ical, ethnic, cultural, religious, ideological. Into all these areas the church-in-
mission carries the message of God’s salvation. Ultimately, then, mission
means being involved in the redemption of the universe and the glorification
of God.
_ If'this is mission, what then is evangelism? Let us consider this under
eight aspects.

_ Evangelism is the core, heart, or center of mission; it consists in the
 proclamation of salvation in Christ to nonbelievers, in announcing forgive-
ness of sins, in calling people to repentance and faith in Christ, in inviting
 them to become living members of Christ’s earthly community and to begin
a life in the power of the Holy Spirit. The apostolic exhortation Evangelii
- Nuntiandi, article 9, puts it in the following words: “As kernel and center of
the Good News, Christ proclaims salvation, this great gift of God which is lib-
eration from everything that oppresses people but which is, above all, libera-
tion from sin and the Evil One, in the joy of knowing God and being known
by him, of seeing him, and of being turned over to him.” People are “being led
into the mystery of God’s love, who invites {them] to establish a personal re-
, aﬁonship with him in Christ” (Ad Gentes 13).

' This does not limit evangelism to soul-winning, as some argue. It is a
biblically untenable position to take, as our ultimate concern in evangelism,
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the salvaging of a soul that must endure when all the world has perished.
Lesslie Newbigin calls this a “Hindu solution,” and adds; “In the sharpest pos-
sible contrast to this attempt, the Bible always sees the human person realisti-
cally as a living body-soul whose existence cannot be understood apart from
the network of relationships that bind the person to family, tribe, nation, and
all the progeny of Adam."**

A variant of the emphasis on soul-winning is the idea that evangelism is
concerned primarily with the inward and spiritual side of people. As Harold
Lindsell puts it: “The mission of the church is pre-eminently spiritual - that
is, its major concerns revolve around the non-material aspects of life.”"” This
is a gnostic interpretation of the Christian faith, however; it denies the
corporateness of salvation as well as the incarnational character of the gospel.

If — in contrast to them — we describe evangelism in terms of calling
people to faith in Christ, we refer to human beings of flesh and blood in all
their relationships; we do not refer to evangelism as operative only in individ-
ual or spiritual categories. We do not believe, however, that the central di-
mension of evangelism as calling people to faith and a new life can ever be re-
linquished. I have called evangelism the “heart” of mission. If you cut the
heart out of a body, that body becomes a corpse. With evangelism cut out,
mission dies; it ceases to be mission.

2. Evangelism seeks to bring people into the visible community of be-
lievers (cf. Ad Gentes13). In 1982 the Central Committee of the World Council
of Churches published a very important document entitled Mission and
Evangelism — An Ecumenical Affirmation. Paragraph 25 of this document
states, Inter alia: “Itis at the heart of the Christian mission to foster the multi-
plication of local congregations in every human community. The planting of
the seed of the gospel will bring forward a people gathered around the Word
and sacrament. . . . This task of sowing the seed needs to be continued until
there is, in every human community, a cell of the kingdom, a church confess-
ing Jesus Christ” Even so, evangelism is not the same as recruitment of
church members. As Paul Loffler puts it: “[Evangelism] is not a form of eccle-
siastical propaganda. Its aim cannot be to enlarge the membership of a par-
ticular church or to promote a particular doctrine”*®

There are two manifestations of the understanding of evangelism as
church expansion. In the traditional Roman Catholic approach, evangelism is

14. Lesslie Newbigin, “Cross-Currents in Ecumenical and Evangelical Understandings of
Mission,” International Bulletin of Missionary Research 6, no. 4 (October 1982): 149.

15. Quoted in Waldron Scott, Bring Forth Justice (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980), p. 94.

16, Paul Loffler, “Evangelism,” One World 29 {September 1977): 8.
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defined as the road from the church to the church. Here the church is re-
garded as a divine institution franchised by God and stocked with a supply of
heavenly graces, which the clergy can dispense to their customers. In
_ Protestant circles, evangelism is frequently understood as “transferring” as
"ﬁlany people as possible from the world into the church, for church and
-world are regarded as being in absolute antithesis to cach other. Numerical
_church growth is frequently of the highest importance, and such growth is
_seen as the fruit of successful evangelism. Donald McGavran of the Church
 Growth movement, for instance, does not seem to experience much difficulty
_with the multiplication of denominations. In his major work we read, “Fre-
_quently a church splits and both sections grow,”'” and he does not appear to
_be overly worried by this. Proselytizing evangelism also seems to be in order;
MeGavran euphemistically calls it “transfer growth” (as distinguished from
“biological” and “conversion” growth).®

Such preoccupation with ecclesial ingathering may easily turn evange-
lisminto a mechanism for institutional self-aggrandizement. In the face of
_this we have to emphasize that authentic evangelism may in fact cause people
not to join the church, because of the cost involved.

3. Evangelism involves witnessing to what God has done, is doing, and
will do. It therefore does not announce anything that we are bringing about
butdraws people’s attention to what God has brought about and is still bring-
__ingabout. Evangelism is not a call to put something into effect. It gives testi-
_mony to the fact that Christ has already conquered the powers of darkness
{Col. 1:13) and has broken down the middle wall of partition (Eph. 2:14-17).
The British Nationwide Initiative in Evangelism (in which “ecumenicals,”
“evangelicals,” and Roman Catholics cooperated) put this in the following
. words: “Christians commend not themselves but the love of God as known in
~ Jesus”¥?

This does not suggest that evangelism consists in verbal witness only. It
~ consists in word and deed, proclamation and presence, explanation and exam-
ple. The verbal witness indeed remains indispensable, not least because our
deeds and our conduct are ambiguous; they need elucidation. The best we can
hope for is that people will deduce from our behavior and our actions that we
have “a hope within” us. Our lives are not sufficiently transparent for people to
be able to ascertain whence our hope comes. So we must name the Name of

17. Donald A, McGavran, Understanding Church Growth, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Ferd-
_mans, 1980), p. 3.

' 18. McGavran, Understanding Church Growth, p. 98.

19. Evangelism: Convergence and Divergence (London: Nationwide Initiative in Evange-
ism, 1980), p. 3.
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him in whom we believe (1 Peter 3:15). But this does not mean that evangelism
is only verbal. The biblical concept euangelizesthai refers to more than the En-
glish word “preach” does. Richard Cook has suggested that — at least in Paul’s
epistle to the Galatians — the Greek word euangelizesthai should not be ren-
dered “preach the Gospel” but “embody the Gospel in their midst.”2°

4. Bvangelism is invitation: it should never deteriorate into coaxing,
much less into threat. Both these — coaxing and threat — are often used in
so-called evangelistic campaigns. Sometimes evangelism is interpreted to
mean inculcating guilt feelings in people. They have to be made to see how
sinful they are so that they — in despair, as it were — will turn to Christ in or-
der to be saved. They have to be shown that this is the only way out: like mice
in a laboratory, the listeners are supposed to experience an electric shock each
time they try a wrong solution, until they are persuaded to enter through the
one and only safe door.

A variation of interpreting evangelism as the inculcating of guilt feel-
ings is to scare people into repentance and conversion with stories about the
horrors of hell. Lesslie Newbigin comments on this approach: © . . to make
the fear of hell the ultimate motivation for faith in Christ is to create a horri-
ble caricature of evangelism. I still feel a sense of shame when I think of some
of the ‘evangelistic’ addresses I have heard — direct appeals to the lowest of
human emotions, selfishness and fear. One could only respect the tough-
minded majority of the listeners who rejected the message.”' Such an ap-
proach indeed degrades the gospel of free grace and divine love. People
should turn to God because they are drawn to him by his love, not because
they are pushed to him for fear of hell. Newbigin elaborates: “It is only in the
light of the grace of God in Jesus Christ that we know the terrible abyss of
darkness into which we must fall if we put our trust anywhere but in that
grace.” Furthermore, “[T]he grave and terrible warnings that the New Testa-
ment contains about the possibility of eternal loss are directed to those who
are confident that they are among the saved. It is the branches of the vine, not
the surrounding brambles, that are threatened with burning”?

5. Evangelism is possible only when the community that evangelizes —
the church — is a radiant manifestation of the Christian faith and has a win-
some lifestyle. Marshall McLuhan has taught us that the medium is the mes-
sage. This is eminently true of the church-in-evangelism. If the church is to
impart to the world a message of hope and love, of faith and justice, some-

20. Cf. Richard B. Cook, “Paul the Organizer,” Missiology 10, no. 4 (October 1981): 491.
21, Newbigin, “Cross-Currents,” p. 151
22. Newbigin, “Cross-Currents,” p. 151.
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thing of this should become visible, audible, and tangible in the church itself.
«ccording to the book of Acts the early Christian community was character-
edb‘/ compassion, fellowship, sharing, worship, service, and teaching (Acts
247y 4:32-35). Its conspicuously different lifestyle became in itself a wit-
ness to Christ. The Christians did not need to say, “Join us”; outsiders came to
¢ church, drawn to it as if by a magnet. We, however, frequently have to
sh or pull people into the church. In the words of Michael Green: “Some-
mes when a church has tried everything else — in vain — it comes reluc-
antly round to the idea that if it is to stay in business it had better resign itself
0 an evangelistic campaign,”* Usually, however, this achieves precious little,
because of the image that our churches have and because of their lack of rele-
ance. They tend to be clubs for religious folklore. So what the churches often
o getinvolved in is not evangelism, but propaganda; that is, they reproduce
arbon copies of themselves and impart their own ghetto mentality to the
jfpéople they “reach.” In their evangelistic outreach, they often resemble a lu-
natic farmer who carries his harvest into his burning barn.

_ The German missiologist Hans-Werner Gensichen mentions five char-
_acteristics of a church involved in evangelism: (a) it lets outsiders feel at
home; (b) itis not merely an object of pastoral care with the pastor having the
_monopoly: (¢) its members are involved in society; (d) it is structurally flexi-
ble and adaptable; (e) it does not defend the interests of any select group of
_people.®

” 6. To evangelize is to take risks in at least two respects. In the first place,
the evangelist or the church-in-evangelism has no control over how the gos-
pelit proclaims will “come alive” in the hearers’ context. The gospel may, and
probably will, surprise and even upset them. There is no way, however, of
_avoiding this risk. Lesslie Newbigin puts it as follows: “The way in which the
_gospel will ‘come alive’ to every human person will be known in that person’s
experience and can not be determined a priori. The attempt so to determine it
always ends in the legalistic distortion of the gospel — that is to say the dis-
tortion by which a free personal response to grace is replaced by a pre-
_ determined pattern of behaviour?*

Second, the evangelist is running a risk of getting changed in the course
of the evangelistic outreach. Take the well-known story narrated in Acts 10 as

23. Michael Green, Evangelism — Now and Then (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity,
1982), p. 15.

24. H.-W. Genischen, Glaube fiir die Welt (Gitersloh: Gerd Mohn, 1971), pp. 170-72.

25. Lesslie Newbigin, “The Call to Mission — A Call to Unity?” in Peter Beverhaus, ed.,
The Church Crossing Frontiers: Essays on the Nature of Mission in Honour of Bengt Sundkler
(Lund: Gleerup, 1969), p. 260.
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an example. We know it as the story of the conversion of Cornelius. It could,
with equal justification, bear the title “The Conversion of Peter” or “The
Conversion of an Evangelist” The person facing the toughest decisions here is
not the pagan Cornelius but the Rev. Simon Peter. Walter Hollenweger com-
ments correctly: “The real evangelist cannot help but take the risk that in the
course of his evangelism his understanding of Christ will get corrected.”® For
this is precisely what happened to Peter. In Cornelius’s house he did not just
receive some additional theological insights. No, he began to understand
Christ in a new way.

Usually, when the church sends out missionaries and evangelists, it is in
the firm conviction that we, the believers, are in possession of the whole
truth, whereas those to whom we go, the so-called pagans, sit in darkness and
are doomed. Not for a moment does the church-in-evangelism and its evan-
gelists expect that they themselves will change; all necessary change has to
take place at the “receivers’” end. After all, we go out to help others get con-
verted, not to be converted ourselves!

If, however, we are involved in authentic evangelism, things are indeed
different. Look at Paul, for instance. José Comblin describes what happened
to Paul. “When the Spirit sent Paul to the Greeks, it was not just to evangelize
them; it was also to make it possible for Paul himself to see the real heart of
his message. . . . The Spirit reveals to the Church through the mediation of
new Christians . . . that many old things are not necessary, that they actually
obscure the truth of Jesus Christ.”??

7. Those who respond positively to evangelism receive salvation as a
present gift and with it assurance of eternal blessedness. It is, however, not the
primary purpose of evangelism to impart to people such guaranteed happi-
ness, neither for this world nor the next. Some evangelists preach: “Are you
lonely? Are you unhappy? Do you want peace of mind and personal fulfill-
ment? Then come to Jesus!” Others say, as Francis Grim states in his book, Die
hemel en die hel: the most important question facing every one of us is,
“Where will I spend eternity?”?#

Christ gives people joy, hope, trust, vision, relief, and courage in this
life, as well as a blessed assurance for all eternity. But if the offer of all this gets
center-stage attention in our evangelism, if evangelism becomes the offer of a
psychological panacea, then the gospel is degraded to a consumer product
and becomes the opiate of the people. Then evangelism fosters a self-centered

26. Walter Hollenweger, The Meaning of Mission (Belfast: Christian Journals, 1976), p. 17.
27. José Comblin, The Meaning of Mission (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1977), p. 107.
28. Reference in Die Voorligter, December 1985, p. 7.
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nd self-serving mindset among people and a narcissistic pursuit of fulfilled
_personhood. Then evangelism has become a television commercial where the
_call to conversion is presented in a Things-go-better-with-Jesus wrapping.

_ Karl Barth, in a penetrating excursus in his Church Dogmatics (IV/13),
ddressed himself to this issue.?” Christian teaching, he says, has tended to re-
gard Christians as enjoying an indescribably magnificent private good for-
une. People’s chief concern is then with their personal experiences of grace
and salvation. Barth regards all this as thoroughly unbiblical and egocentric.
_The personal enjoyment of salvation, he argues, nowhere becomes the central
_theme of biblical conversion stories. Not that the enjoyment of salvation is
_wrong, unimportant, and unbiblical, but it is almost incidental and second-
ty. What makes a person a Christian is not primarily his or her personal ex-
perience of grace and redemption, but his or her ministry.

_ These comments of Barth have tremendous consequences for our un-
derstanding of evangelism. Evangelism that stops at calling people to accept
Christ is incomplete and truncated. The church exists for the world, not the
world for the church, as a reservoir from which the church draws. It is not
simply to receive life that people are called to become Christians, but rather to
f give life.

" 8. Evangelism thus does not simply offer individuals personal bliss.
Evangelism is calling people to become followers of Jesus. It is enlisting peo-
fple for missions — a mission as comprehensive as that of Jesus. This hardly
_happens in most present-day evangelistic outreach. Often evangelists preach
an entirely uncontextualized and disembodied gospel. They frequently em-
ploy all kinds of psychological and rhetorical devices to persuade people to
accept their specific message. People are then indeed challenged to repent and
come to faith, but often the challenge is issued in respect of those areas of life
where conversion will not be too costly. That evangelism will take on these
features is, in a sense, a foregone conclusion, in view of the fact that the
churches into which new members are invited are usually compromised in
the surrounding culture, particularly in societies where the pastor is consid-
ered to be in the employ of the congregation and thus dependent on the pa-
rishioners’” goodwill and support.

' This kind of evangelism calls upon people to adopt a lifestyle that is de-
fined almost exclusively in micro-ethical and religio-cultic categories. A case
_in point is Bishop J. Waskom Pickett’s classic, Christian Mass Movements in
India. Pickett measures successful evangelism in terms of “attainments” in
eleven areas: (1) knowledge of the Lord’s Prayer, the Apostles’ Creed, and the

29. Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/3 (Bdinburgh: T & T Clark, 1962), pp. 561-614.
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Ten Commandments; (2) Sunday observance; (3) full membership in the
church; (4) church attendance; (5) frequency of church services; (6) support
of the church; (7) freedom from idolatry, charms, and sorcery; (8) abstention
from participation in non-Christian festivals; (9) freedom from fear of evil
spirits; (10) Christian marriage; (11) abstention from intoxicating beverages.”
Where these characteristics manifest themselves in people, so the argument
goes, evangelism has been successful. In similar vein Peter Wagner suggests
that evangelism means calling people to “a code of life which includes posi-
tive behavior traits such as a daily Bible reading and prayer, grace before
meals, and regular church attendance, as well as certain negative traits such as
total abstinence from or extremely moderate use of tobacco, alcoholic bever-
ages, and profanity in speech.”®! Note, however, that in this definition, as well
as in Pickett’s list of “attainments,” all the positive elements have to do with
narrowly defined religious and micro-ethical activities, and all the negative
ones (those from which Christians should abstain} with the world. There is
no reference whatsoever to any positive attitude to, or involvement in, the
world. There is no indication that people’s personal and spiritual liberation
should have implications on the social and political front. There is a sharp
break here; the liberation process is truncated.

To all this we must say that, whenever the church’s involvement in soci-
ety becomes secondary and optional, whenever the church invites people to
take refuge in the name of Jesus without challenging the dominion of evil, it
becomes a countersign of the kingdom. It is then not involved in evangelism
but in counter-evangelism. When compassionate action is in principle subor-
dinated to the preaching of a message of individual salvation, the church is of-
fering cheap grace to people and in the process denaturing the gospel. The
content of our gospel then is in the devastating formulation of Orlando Costas
-— “a conscience soothing Jesus, with an unscandalous cross, an otherworldly
kingdom, a private, inwardly spirit, a pocket God, a spiritualized Bible, and an
escapist church.™? If the gospel is indeed the gospel of the kingdom, and if the
kingdom is “the detailed expression of [God’s] caring control of the whole of
life,” then we are concerned in our evangelism with a God whose “nature as
king [is] to .. . uphold justice and equity, to watch over the circumstances of
strangers, widows and orphans, and to liberate the poor and the prisoners”*

30. J. Waskom Pickett, quoted in McGavran, Understanding Church Growth, p. 174.

31 C. Peter Wagner, Our Kind of People: The Ethical Dimensions of Church Growth (At-
fanta: John Knox, 1979), p. 3.

32. Orlando Costas, Christ Outside the Gate (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1982}, p. 8o.

33. Andrew Kirk, “The Kingdom, the Church, and a Distressed World,” Churchman 94,
no. 2 (1980): 139 (the italics are Kirk’s).
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n Conclusion

In summary, then, evangelism may be defined as that dimension and activity
_ of the church’s mission which seeks to offer every person, everywhere, a valid
_opportunity to be directly challenged by the gospel of explicit faith in Jesus

Christ,** with a view to embracing him as Savior, becoming a living member

_ of his community, and being enlisted in his service of reconciliation, peace,
_and justice on carth.

34. Cf, Thomas E. Stransky, “Bvangelization, Missions, and Social Action: A Roman Cath-

olic Perspective,” Review and Expositor 78, no. 2 (Spring 1982): 343-50.
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