I. INTRODUCTION

 


B.  The Canadian Contextual Challenge
Introduction


Any attempt to understand God’s purpose for us proceeds from and endeavors to speak to a specific cultural context. This formulation of a philosophy of mission is no different. If we are to understand what God is saying to us, we must have some awareness of those things which colour how we hear His voice and which in turn will condition how we should respond in our particular cultural and historical situation.

The word "challenge" appears the title of this section in order to signal the serious issues we face at the dawn of the 21st century. So much has changed in our culture since the initial outpouring of the Holy Spirit at the beginning of the 20th century that we suspect the early Pentecostal pioneers, most of whom were gone by mid-century, would not recognize our world as theirs. We must keep in mind, however, that the trends presented in this section provide us not only with significant challenges, but also considerable opportunities. With the advent of postmodernism, the stranglehold of rationalism has been broken. No longer do most people in our culture believe that reason is the only way to find the truth. Many realize that all knowledge is based upon  certain  faith commitments. This is cause for rejoicing!

As we face the postmodern world, however, we must recognize, as many writers have pointed out, that the church in North America is now in a missional situation: communicating the Gospel in our own communities now requires skills in cross-cultural communication.
 This means we have a great deal of unlearning and new learning to do if we are to meet this cross-cultural challenge. 

The following discussion of Canadian culture attempts to focus upon some of the trends that are affecting Canadians. The purpose is to suggest some of the factors that currently influence our understanding of and approach to doing missions as a Canadian religious community. These factors are set forth with the assumption that they profoundly shape the thinking of all Canadians whether they are followers of Christ or not.
The trends listed below are divided into two broad categories. Structural Trends are those elements of our society which impact our lives every day. They are some of the unavoidable conditions imposed upon us by our particular cultural situation at this point in time. We do not have the option of altering these influences significantly, but rather, we must learn to discern the opportunities they offer and the new possibilities they present. They have arisen as a result of the driving forces of modernity which include industrial capitalism, urbanization, democracy and the technological revolution.

The second category, Interpretative Trends, looks at how we have come to understand the world as a result of the structural forces of modernity already mentioned interacting with the philosophical, geographical and historical influences that have shaped our culture for the past half a millennium. These trends refer to the lenses or filters through which we understand what is taking place in our culture, our ministries and our lives. Unlike the structural trends, they are subject to our ability to choose an alternative perspective, one that is shaped and reshaped by the transformative truth of God’s Word as it renews our minds.

Structural Trends: How the World Impacts Us

Change


Change is perhaps the single most obvious and consistent overarching factor which characterizes our day to day experience. Everything seems to be in a state of constant flux. Leonard Sweet writes,The seismic events that have happened in the aftermath of the postmodern earthquake have generated . . .. A sea change of transitions and transformations . . . birthing a whole new world and a new set of ways of making our way in the world. We have moved from the solid ground of tera firma to the tossing seas of tera aqua.


Today change encompasses not just those things which have always experienced continual transformation in the modern era such as fashion or technology, but it also includes things which in the past were thought to be unquestionably stable and enduring such as sexual orientation, the family structure or even the concept of truth itself. Even the notion of a constant and consistent personal identity is now viewed by many as outmoded and unrealistic.

In many realms, the old labels which helped us to sort out our experience have become meaningless. Terms such as “conservative” or “liberal” as applied in theology or politics no longer enable us to predict the positions or actions of those to whom they are applied. The term “evangelical” has become increasingly fuzzy as theological pluralism continually expands the boundaries of those claiming this label.

Another aspect of this trend worth noting is the acceleration of the pace of change. Leonard Sweet notes that it took 40 years for radio to reach 50 million US users, 14 years for television and four years for the Internet. The time required for new technologies to achieve significant consumer penetration is now measured in months rather than years.

One of the outcomes of this trend is to create a subtle but very real prejudice against anything that can be labeled, “traditional.” In fact, the easiest way to debunk a competing viewpoint is to suggest it represents an “old paradigm.” Our penchant for change born of the constant experience of the same usually precludes any serious discussion of the relative merits of the old ways versus the new. We chant, “The world is changing all around us and so we must undergo a paradigm shift if we are to survive.” When this way of thinking is applied to the issue of how the Church approaches the task of missions, many are willing to plunge ahead in any direction as long as it seems to be “cutting edge.” Our almost complete lack of accurate historical knowledge or interest in many cases puts us in the place of fulfilling the historian’s aphorism, “Those who forget history are condemned to repeat it.” Thus some churches concluded that they were much better equipped to do missions than the inflexible and institutionalized missions agencies and so they decided to boldly go where no churches had gone before in sending out their own missionaries.
 It was only then they began to discover some of the reasons why local churches in the past banded together to form missions agencies in the first place. Perhaps if we understood the power which the cultural ethos of change holds over us, we could avoid the blind rush to “transformation” which often imperils the baby and the proverbial bath water alike.

Pluralization


In classical cultural analysis, pluralization refers to the multiplication of options in every sphere of life originally stimulated by the industrial revolution,  urbanization, immigration, increased freedom of travel, the rapid advance of communications technology and the explosion of human knowledge. The technological/communications revolution has vastly multiplied the impact of pluralization as literally the entire world now lives within reach of a few keystrokes entered into an Internet browser.

In a parallel development, the pluralization of consumer products and lifestyles has led to a pluralized view of reality. In the so called postmodern account of the world, there is no central, universally accurate description of reality or “metanarrative,” just a multiplicity of local discourses each of which is capable of supporting meaning only within the context of its own textual universe. In this pluralized understanding of the world, “truth” has become a relative term. No longer does it stand for “the way things really are.” Instead, it merely retains a certain pragmatic usefulness. In other words, some beliefs are useful for humans to hold even if they are not really true, in the traditional sense of the word. More is said about postmodernism below.

Pluralization refers to the structural changes in our civilization which have filled our lives with a multitude of choices at every turn. Pluralism, is an ideological commitment which holds that this multiplication of options in every conceivable realm is the highest good. It results in an exultation of personal choice as the highest of all values. As Lesslie Newbigin writes,

It has become commonplace to say that we live in a pluralist society—not merely a society which is in fact plural in the variety of cultures, religions, and life-styles which it embraces, but pluralist in the sense that this plurality is celebrated as things [sic] to be approved and cherished.


From this follows the belief that anything which maximizes the ability of individuals to shape their own destiny through personal choice is automatically preferably whether it is the freedom to abort a fetus, to undergo a sex change operation or to determine the gender of your offspring through genetic manipulation.

As it impacts the issue of doing missions from a Canadian context, any approach to cross-cultural ministry which is perceived to empower the individual is considered preferable ipso facto. Hence the growing popularity of Short Term Missions (STM) and the penchant of the Boomer generation to “spend” (i.e., to choose where to invest) rather that to “give” their financial support to missions. The point to be noted is simply that anything, in fact, which smacks of a standardized, one-size-fits-all approach will be viewed as unacceptable by the average Canadian whether they are a believer or not.

This also holds true as regards the ways in which the missions division interacts with various local churches. The days when sending out standardized packages of missions promotional materials to all of our churches and leaving it at that are long past. Different types of churches expect different levels of communication and ownership in the missions enterprise. In many cases the local church no longer views its role as that of a supporter of the national mission agency, but rather, as an equal partner with much more to contribute that merely dollars and prayers.

Pluralism also confronts our theological convictions. Christianity in particular has come under attack because of its claim to present a universal Gospel which all peoples must embrace if they are to be saved. Such a claim is considered not only misinformed or misguided but bigoted and even an unmitigated source of evil. It violates the fundamental precept of pluralism: “Thou shalt not be intolerant of anyone or anything.”  The effect of this stance has permeated virtually every discipline, every sphere of our culture including the conservative evangelical church that professes the uniqueness of Christ. As a result, believers can experience a softening of their commitment to missions since it has now become a despised activity in the eyes of many outside the church, unless of course, it is totally humanitarian in nature. This offers a partial explanation as to why it seems much easier to raise “missions” dollars to feed hungry children than to win lost souls. In this case, pluralism is playing a role in the de facto redefinition of missions to include anything that helps “needy people” especially if they live outside of North America.

Commodification


This trend, which many see as the inevitable outcome of mature capitalism, means that everything in life becomes a commodity to be bought and sold including not just the latest technological gadget, but also wombs, bodily organs for transplantation and even relationships. The other result of this development is that increasingly individuals in our society are treated primarily as consumers of products and especially services. Jeremy Rifkin comments,

The transformation in the nature of commerce from selling things to commodifying relationships and creating communities marks a turning point in the way commerce is conducted. The commercial sphere is broadening its reach and deepening its penetration into virtually every aspect of human existence.


In such a situation, the relentless logic of supply and demand driven by limitless expectations for higher productivity and profits suppresses all other standards of value.

One result of this trend is the commodification of religion. Many people today see the local church in essence as a supplier of certain useful religious “services” [no pun intended]. Selection of a church home moves from being a decision made with God’s direction resulting in a stable and faithful commitment to merely another consumer choice whereby one shops around for the best worship, the most effective youth program or a preacher using a preferred communicational style.

As a result, responsiveness to consumer demand becomes a key aspect of successful local church management. The focus falls not upon sacrificial faithfulness to Kingdom values and imperatives, but upon understanding one’s target market and constantly adjusting the program to suit the changing tastes of the current clientele.

As regards missions agencies, the same concern for customer preference and effective marketing can subtly infiltrate the decision-making process and priorities of the agency. In such a cultural climate, leadership can easily move from the constantly seeking God’s will for Kingdom advancement to avoiding faith-testing initiatives lest they alienate a significant segment of the support base. And in a pluralized environment, the discovery of a single course of action acceptable to all is in any case an illusion.

Globalization


Globalization is not a new thing. Many are convinced it has been taking place for centuries beginning with ideas that surfaced in Europe in the 15th century. It was not until the Industrial Revolution, however,  that the measurable results of globalization began to emerge. What exactly is globalization?  Thomas Friedman defines it as, 

The inexorable integration of markets, nation-states and technologies to a degree never witnessed before—in a way that is enabling individuals, corporations and nation-states to reach around the world farther, faster, deeper and cheaper than ever before, and in a way that is enabling the world to reach into individuals, corporations and nation-states farther, faster, deeper, cheaper than ever before. 


This definition highlights the integrating structural changes in our world brought about by technology but fails to do justice to the personal impact of globalization. Globalization is not just about how well people can connect with each other. It is about how they understand themselves in relation to the rest of humanity.

In this sense, according to Roland Robertson, “Globalization refers to the compression of the world and the intensification of consciousness of the world as a whole.”
 Perhaps without realizing the change that has taken place, we now look at the world in many respects as a single global community. We have a global outlook on many issues that previously we either ignored or viewed from within the confines of a purely regional or national perspective. The way we and many others around the world look at issues such as human rights, environmental concerns or the growth of multi-national corporations are examples of this change in perspective. The events of September 11, 2001 have only served to heighten this global awareness as the lives of thousands of Americans were shattered because of an anti-American plot hatched in a nation at the other end of the earth few could even find on a map. As Howard Snyder defines it, “Globalization is both the reality and the consciousness that the context of life has stretched from one’s own city or nation to include the whole earth.”

One of the most significant aspects of globalization is the role it is playing in stimulating commodification which has already been discussed. It also serves to accelerate pluralization, stimulate conflict due to the increasing impact dissimilar cultures are having upon one another and further minimize the value of tradition, which in Western culture means the Christian tradition.

For the church, however, this trend has its positive aspects, particularly with regards to missions. The New Testament makes it clear that God has always wanted His people to have a global vision (Acts 1:8 ). The Christian Gospel is inherently globalizing in its scope and its vision. The divine inbreaking on the Day of Pentecost to empower the church for her mission clearly indicated God’s concern for people “from every nation under heaven” (Acts 2:5). The fact that the Gospel can be translated into different languages and contextualized into new cultural situations reinforces this conclusion.

The mindset globalization is nurturing lends itself to the development of a “World Christian” orientation, particularly among the young. Perhaps our approach to engendering a commitment to world evangelization should capture the spirit of this trend and speak not in terms of the heathen lost in darkness in secluded, exotic places, but rather, of ordinary people like you and me who have never had the opportunity to hear about Jesus. Missions is no longer merely about geography, but the lostness of people without Christ wherever they are found and their need to have access to the Gospel.

Globalization also reinforces for us the realization that the Church of Jesus Christ is truly a global church. No longer can we take the view that Westerners are somehow the first citizens in the Kingdom. Although we may have more financial resources, there are many gifts that the world church has to share with us, gifts that we desperately need as a member of the same body (1 Cor. 12:12-25). Particularly in the realm of missions, the West can no longer expect to call the shots. There are now more missionaries being sent into the harvest by the Church in non-western nations than by those in the West. Partnership, cooperation and humility must become the watchwords of the future. We must also find ways to welcome into our own spiritually needy situation these gifts from the larger body of Christ. 

Interpretative Trends: How We Understand the World

Superficiality


The trend relates to the loss of any sense of depth or substance to the concepts fundamental to communal existence. In hermeneutics, for example, it is the belief that the symbols we use in communication are devoid of an external referent. Words no longer stand for the realities that exist, but merely point us to other words. This surface understanding of language is related to the postmodern claim that there are no metanarratives, only language games that have no meaning outside of the community which produced them in the form of texts. Texts themselves, therefore, are not about some aspect of the real world concerning which the authour wishes to make a statement, but rather, they can and should be “deconstructed” to reveal the oppressive power plays they conceal/reveal. In other words, their true purpose is not to explain the world but to control other people and keep them in their place.

This trend, though not easy to describe, is perhaps best understood by considering two concrete examples. The emphasis upon style and image conceived as an intentional and calculated public presentation of the self reflects this trend from the depth to the surface. People believe that they are what they choose to appear to be regardless of the reality of their actual status or condition. If you dress well and present yourself as savvy and successful, that is what you are independent of the contents of your bank account or your actual level of experience/expertise in your field. To use an older metaphor, our society is now convinced that you can judge a book by its cover or better still, the cover has become the book.

The second example of this trend has been well documented by scholars such as Jacques Ellul and Neil Postman.
 It involves the sea change from the word to the image as the way in which we receive messages. Television has been the primary technology to inculcate this transition. As Postman points out, there are several essential differences between receiving a message in print and by mean of a series of images. Print imposes a certain fixed sequence upon the message as it must be read from left to right and top to bottom in order to make sense. This not true of an image which can be examined in a variety of ways depending upon which part of the image catches the eye first. The viewer has a great deal more discretion than the reader. Again, print requires a good deal of analytical processing in a certain part of the brain in order to translate the letters and spaces into words and then to assemble these words into coherent sentences. Images, which are processed in a different fashion in the brain, make no such demands. Instead they tend to evoke a series of thoughts and emotions which, unlike the relative clarity of well-written prose, can resonate with dozens of potential meanings for each individual viewer. 

This shift from words to images transposes the dominant mode of our thinking into an entirely different key, one that is more passive, more emotional and much more ambiguous. The continual immersion of our senses in thousands of images each day has changed the way we prefer to learn. Making your message visual is now a requirement for effective communication. This, coupled with our reduced attention span, has altered significantly our ability to communicate certain types of information. It has also imposed the duty to entertain whenever we attempt to inform.

These changes in communicational styles alter the ways in which we go about educating, informing and motivating the average congregation about missions. Effective presentations must be concise, fast-paced and highly visual. This imposes upon each missionary the duty of becoming a powerful communicator fluent in visual discourse of our media-saturated culture. This is particularly challenging for missionaries who have spent years learning to be effective communicators in a cultural situation which often requires a highly relational, oral and casually paced style of communication. With the accelerated pace of change we are experiencing, especially with regards to communications, most missionaries coming home to itinerate every four years are placed at an even greater disadvantage. They must absorb the significant changes that have taken place in our culture in a few weeks before stepping onto the platform under the burden of such demanding communicational expectations.
Theraputization


This trend suggests that our culture instinctively defaults to a therapeutic explanation of problems so that many issues are interpreted through the lens of psychological pathology. As Charles Sikes wrote in 1992, 

Over the last half century, the triumph of therapeutic thinking has been so complete that it is frequently taken for granted; what began with Dr. Freud is now the staple of daytime television talk shows, routine in politics, almost reflexive in matters of criminal justice and ethics.

This has tended increasingly to encourage people to focus attention upon the self understood as that which can be “shaped, molded and created anew”  with appropriate assistance from the right helping professional.
 More recently, there has been a democratization of this trend with the explosion of the self-help movement based upon the assumption that with access to the correct information and technique, you can heal yourself. In this sense, pathology has become the dominant theodicy of secular society providing a comprehensive explanation for the presence not of evil but of its replacement, dysfunctionality, in both individuals and society. Indeed, often the latter is given as the explanation for the former so that criminals are not guilty in any moral sense but rather, unwell, victims of disadvantaged backgrounds and abusive parents. Without a second thought, most people, Christians included, leap to the conclusion that any problem in our society or our individual lives can be traced to a psychological or sociological cause. 

As it affects the Church, this trend has subtly changed the way we understand the Scriptures which, for the first time in the church’s history, now positively bristle with references to correct methods of child rearing, prescriptions for healthy relationships and God’s concern for our wholeness. On many Sunday mornings congregations hear sermons aimed at assuring them that God is the best resource person available to help them in their preoccupation with the enhancement of the self understood in terms of individual wholeness and fulfillment. This emphasis takes the place of the call to faith, righteousness and sacrificial living as the true path for the followers of the greatest Servant of all.  Even when people do choose to become involved in missions, their motives can be an uneasy mixture of the desire to serve and the need to be served. In some cases this has caused us inadvertently to validate short term missions in terms of what the experience will do for us rather than as an opportunity to make a difference for the Kingdom. Such a justification would seem to have no basis in the Great Commission.

How does this trend affect our understanding of missions? First, it can have the subtle affect of devaluing our belief in the spiritual roots of individual and social evil so that we are predisposed to consider people’s greatest needs as social and psychological. If people both here and overseas had better education and good jobs, they would be better parents, better citizens and happier people. This in the minds of many is mistakenly taken for the Kingdom of God which Jesus proclaimed. 

Indeed, God’s Kingdom does bring reconciliation, justice and social as well as individual peace, but not on the individualistic and narcissistic terms conceived by the therapeutic project and not by the same means. The Scriptures declare that our greatest need is neither psychological nor sociological but spiritual. Jesus said, “I am the bread of life; he who comes to me shall not hunger, and he who believes in me shall never thirst” (Jn. 6:35). Or again, “The kingdom of heaven is like a merchant seeking fine pearls, and upon finding one pearl of great value, he went and sold all that he had, and bought it” (Mt. 13:44). The therapeutic society knows nothing so valuable as the “pearl of great price” focused as it is upon the individual’s right to “be all he (or she) can be.” We must be willing to acknowledge that the same could be said for some of the people in our churches.

The second impact of this trend upon missions is one of distraction. The therapeutic obsession encourages people to focus upon their own psychological well being as their primary concern in life. This trend poses a serious threat to missions because it encourages believers and local churches to be profoundly inward-looking. Certainly other aspects of Canadian life such as the well-documented time pressure felt by the middle class also contribute to this focus on the self.
 Unfortunately a good deal of the books, sermons and Christian television programs believers consume do not challenge this unhealthy preoccupation with personal wholeness, but rather, Christianize it. As a result any call directing the people of God to costly and sustained involvement in missions must first overcome this preoccupation with the self before it can inculcate a passion for a lost world in need of a Saviour. The good news in this case is that involvement in short-term missions, even if initiated for less than perfect motives, is enabling believers to recognize that true fulfillment comes, as the Word of God teaches, in serving others.

Regionalism

A strong case can be made that the trend towards globalization is eroding the sovereignty as well as the unity and sense of unique identity of the nation state.
 Stanley Grenz writes, 

The advent of postmodernity has fostered simultaneously both a global consciousness and the erosion of national consciousness. Nationalism has diminished in the wake of a movement toward “retribalization,” toward increased loyalty to a more local context.

In reaction to this development, smaller political and social units below the level of the nation state are seeking to gain a greater measure of control over their destiny. This trend is expressed in the slogan, “Think locally act globally.”
 Distrust of centralized, bureaucratic institutions is also a part of this trend. On the social/cultural side this is known as tribalism; on the political side, regionalism; on the organizational side, decentralization.

Canada has a number of strong regional identities owing to its immense size and unique historical development. These are based upon historical, geographic, cultural and economic factors which have given rise to long-standing tensions between Aboriginal peoples and Canadians of European descent, English and French, West and East and rural and urban populations. Many Canadians think of themselves as belonging first to a region (BC, the West, Ontario, Quebec, the Maritimes, Newfoundland) and second to a country. On the cultural side the same can be said for those who consider themselves so called hyphenated Canadians, (East) Indian-Canadians, Chinese-Canadians, Sikh-Canadians and so forth. French Canadians for the most part define themselves both culturally and regionally as francophones and Quebecers.

As already explained, regionalism includes a general distrust of national institutions which in Canada are often located in the centres of greatest economic and political influence (principally Toronto). In a national fellowship like the PAOC, this means that programs such as overseas missions coming from the International Office can be perceived as distant, out of touch with and unresponsive to regional and local concerns and contributions. As a result a national missions agency may function from the disadvantaged position of being perceived as foreign and intrusive in some cases.

As well, because of regionalism, missions initiatives which are fully owned by the local church or district are sometimes perceived to be more effective, more relevant and more exciting and thus more deserving of financial and prayer support. Such is the power of this trend towards localization often labeled with the magic word, “ownership.” 

There are perhaps two lessons to be learned from this. The first is the power of ownership. Regionalism, if it means anything, means increased local ownership and control thus programs that are perceived to be centrally controlled will not generate the same level of support as in the past. If the national agency can find ways to share ownership in the missions enterprise in a more meaningful way, support will follow. To address the issue, we must move beyond the mere rhetoric of facilitation and find effective ways to bring the district and the local church into meaningful partnership with the agency. The development of more and more significant partnerships with local churches and districts is thus imperative. This in turn will require the concise delineation of what the national agency has to offer as well as who is responsible for what in the partnership.

The second relates to the need to address the issue of meaningful and consistent evaluation. Good stewardship demands that we use the resources and opportunities God gives to us wisely. How should mission endeavours be evaluated? Is it always the case that the local church can function more effectively in a cross-cultural context than the national agency?
 Are there some ministries that can usually be conducted more effectively by the national agency than the local church and vice versa? We find ways to encourage the development of this sort of evaluative process as part of our collective missions culture.

As well, given the relatively frequent turnover of leadership in the local church, and in many cases, the lack of a clearly articulated vision and policy for effective involvement in cross-cultural missions, lack of consistency and continuity can become a serious problem. Missions endeavours which produce significant and sustainable long-term impact require a consistent and focused effort on the part of those doing the work. Building a functional and indigenous national fellowship of churches, training institutions and a national leadership structure requires a level of involvement spanning decades not years. Working against this is the pressure often felt by the local church to provide fresh (read new) missions challenges to their people. This pressure makes it very difficult for them to focus their efforts on one field for more than a few years.

Privatization

This term is used to describe the separation of life into two distinct spheres, the public which includes government, business, the media and education and the private which encompasses the family, friends, leisure activities and religion. The depersonalizing environments of big government, big business and big bureaucracy which prevail in the public sphere lead to the conclusion that individuals can find personal fulfillment only in the private sphere.

The result of religion being relegated to the private sphere means that its values and insights are considered irrelevant at best or even detrimental to the activities of the public sphere. It is for this reason the Christian business person knows that you cannot quote the Bible in a committee meeting at work and be taken seriously. This perhaps helps us to understand why the overtly Christian politician has little hope of being taken seriously and a very good chance of being drawn and quartered by the media.

Privatization also means that matters of religious conviction fall under the category of opinion as opposed to beliefs offered in the public square which are at least given the possibility of being considered as facts. In the public sphere you can argue that global warming is a catastrophic reality requiring immediate and drastic action. You will no doubt have a debate on your hands that attempts to disprove this assertion by reference to scientific facts, but at least there will be a debate. In the same arena, if you declared that Jesus Christ is alive because you have a personal relationship with Him, your will be told (if you are lucky), “That nice for you, but we don’t see it that way.” There will be no debate over the issues because your religious conviction is framed as a private opinion, unprovable by reference to any meaningful evidence and relevant only to you personally, not to your audience. As Vinoth Ramachandra puts it, “In this cultural milieu, the confident announcement of the Christian faith sounds like an arrogant attempt of some people to impose their values on others.”

This segregation of religious beliefs to the realm of personal opinion causes believers to be reluctant to share their faith since they are made to believe it is completely irrelevant to anyone but themselves. This in turn tends to devalue the importance of global missions since if Jesus is  irrelevant to your neighbour, why should He be relevant to someone you have never met who lives thousands of miles away?

Personalized Spirituality


Polls seem to indicate that Canadians are not interested in organized religion, but they are deeply interested in spirituality. A recent cover of Mcleans magazine featured the theme: “Soul Searchers.” The article commented that many Canadian are seeking spiritual renewal at retreat centres. One pollster reported, “Faith is very important to people, but their feelings towards organized religion are ambivalent. People are chasing their own ways of being religious.”
 As one individual quoted in the article puts it, “I am not religious. But I am very spiritual.”
 In some ways this would seem to be a beneficial trend. At least people are willing to acknowledge the spiritual dimension of life and their need for something beyond the shallow satisfactions of materialism. The assumed bankruptcy of Christianity by many in our society, however, has left them very cynical towards anything like a traditional presentation of the Gospel. If we are to grasp the opportunity provided by this acknowledged spiritual thirst, we must refocus our efforts upon demonstrating the Gospel rather than simply proclaiming it.

How does this trend affect the Church? One example is in our approach to worship. In a cultural environment such as this, there is the danger that worship will focus not upon God’s awesome person and attributes, but upon our experience of His presence and the psychological benefits we derive from our worship. In the same way, giving to the church and to missions can easily become a spiritual investment opportunity to be managed by the donor for maximum “profit.” 

In this scenario, at least two problems arise for missions. The first is the specter of thousands of individual donors demanding the right to direct their missions giving precisely as they see fit. Imagine the result if the government allowed people to decide exactly where their taxes would go? Or even the local church? Who would feel “moved” to pay the plumber when the toilets overflowed or purchase the cleaning supplies? 

The second problem is the potential loss of any sense of sacrificial giving to the work of world evangelization. Our missions program was built by those who placed the salvation of the lost above material comforts and personal agendas. There are those in our churches today who willingly spend thousands of dollars to send themselves on exciting short-term missions trips but would not consider for a moment struggling to save those kinds of resources for the Priority 1 missions offering. This is not to suggest that those who engage in short term missions are not motivated by a concern for the lost and a desire to make an “in-person” contribution to the work of missions. These are commendable motivations. They are also, however, clearly in line with the individualized understanding of spirituality our society is embracing with a vengeance and as such must be subjected to scrutiny. As suggested in a previous section, the development of agreed upon standards of evaluation will help us to realize the full potential not only of short-term missions but of all our missions work. 

The New Worldview: Postmodernism

Something’s Afoot


It seems that the term “postmodern” has just recently come into our everyday vocabulary. Research suggests, however, that the emerging reality of the Postmodern worldview has been with us since at least the 1970’s. Most observers would agree that this development is nothing less that a massive shift, a sea change in how the Western world understands reality.  This transition is often compared with the change from the medieval world to the modern world that took place between the 14th and 17th centuries. Note the time frames involved. Although the developments that led to Postmodernism can be traced back at least to the work of Frederich Nietzsche (1844-1900), the pervasive penetration of these ideas has taken place in just the last 30 years—compared with 300 for the previous change!

As it would seem with other major cultural changes, these ideas were first reflected in intellectual circles and the arts, particularly literary criticism and architecture, long before they became the topic of everyday conversation, magazine articles and books. Today, however, references to it are ubiquitous. A search on Amazon’s web site under the title “postmodern” in the spring of 2003 produced 1182 book titles.

The very term “postmodern” itself is quite revealing. Until recently, the history of our culture has been divided in three major periods: the Classical (ca. 400 BC to 400 AD); the Medieval (ca. 400 AD to 1400 AD) and the Modern (ca. 1400 AD to the present). Now it is fashionable to characterize the worldviews of our cultural history as Pre-modern, Modern and Postmodern. In other words, for many we have already crossed the line out of the modern world and into whatever it is that will follow. This raises another complex question, which is the relationship between modernism or modernity and postmodernism or postmodernity.
 This will be considered below.

The Modern Worldview


Before we consider postmodernism, let’s take a brief look at the major contours of the modern worldview which in many aspects is being superceded by postmodernism. This complex of ideas arose in Western culture following the Medieval Period growing out of the discoveries and concepts formed by the Renaissance and Reformation (1400-1600) and the Enlightenment (1650-1800). Millard Erickson suggests there are ten key concepts that comprise the modern worldview:

1. Naturalism – reality is restricted to the observable system of nature;

2. Humanism – Human beings are the highest reality and value and the end for which all reality exists;

3. The Scientific Method – Knowledge is good and can be truthfully obtained by means of observation and experimentation;

4. Reductionism – Only the things which the scientific method can uncover are real;

5. Progress – Due to our growing knowledge, we are gradually overcoming all the problems of the human race;

6. Nature – Nature is dynamic and thus able to produce new life forms through evolution;

7. Certainty – True knowledge can be built up on the foundation of absolute first principles;

8. Determinism – Everything that happens in the universe is the result of a prior fixed cause including human behaviour;

9. Individualism – Because truth is objective, individuals can discover it by their own efforts and free themselves from the conditioning particularities of their own time and place;

10. Anti-authoritarianism – Any external authority imposed on the individual must be subject to the scrutiny of reason.

Essentially the undoing of our confidence in the modern worldview came about as a result of the disastrous 20th century. Certainly there were several philosophical developments in the first half of the century that served to undermine confidence in language as a suitable vehicle to convey meaning and these played a key role laying the intellectual foundations of postmodernism.
 But it was the events of history, the unimaginable slaughter of the two world wars punctuated by a global economic depression and the growing awareness that progress was systematically destroying our natural environment that caused many to believe the modern worldview itself might be the source of the problem. 

Several dates have been suggested for the end of the modern era. Some point to the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 as signaling the transition, others cite the controversy that arose in 1992 over the celebration of the 500th anniversary of Columbus’ “discovery” of America and so forth. No precise date for the transition can be set. For those of us who have entered the 21st century, however, the conclusion is inescapable: the unchallenged hegemony of the modern worldview has come to an end.

The Postmodern Worldview


The term postmodern simply means that which comes after modernism. For many this is a way of saying we are not really sure what will happen next in our civilization, but we know we are past the modern way of thinking. Perhaps the definition of postmodernism quoted most frequently is that of Jean-FranÁois Lyotard, the French philosopher commissioned by the Quebec Government in 1979 to write a report on the status of knowledge in the most highly developed societies. Lyotard wrote, “Simplifying to the extreme, I define postmodern as incredulity toward metanarratives.”
 The term, “metanarrative” refers to any grand scheme which attempts to comprehend all of reality in a single system (such as a worldview) and the claim that such a scheme represents accurately the nature of reality, in other words, it claims to be objectively true. In the postmodern account of the world, no one sits in the balcony of reality able to see the entire scheme of things. All of our knowledge is highly contextual, it is limited and uncertain being bounded by our particular historical, cultural and community situation. 

There is a kernel of truth in this observation and we would be well advised to recognize how much the arrogance of modernity, which strove for absolute certainty, has affected our epistemology. As people who embrace faith as the foundation of true knowledge, postmodernism’s concern to recognize what missiologists would term the contextual nature of all knowledge should come as a refreshing change.
 Unfortunately, we Pentecostals along with evangelicalism drank so deeply at the wells of modern rationalism that it seems we as have woken up with a borrowed hangover. In other words, Western Pentecostals have to a considerable extent embraced the rationalism of evangelicalism and thus find that despite the very anti-modern aspects of early Pentecostalism, we too have been corrupted by some of the viruses of modernity.

Here are some of the other aspects of postmodernism:

1. There is no such thing as personal identity. The self is merely an ever-changing collection of roles each of us chooses to play throughout our lives;

2. Words do not point to realities in the real world but only to other words and since meaning is generated in the mind of each reader rather than through the words of the writer, everything has become interpretation;

3. Contradictions, enigmas and mysteries are to be accepted and even celebrated as reflecting the way things really are. Because all knowledge is a matter of one’s perspective, diversity is embraced and intolerance of the views of others is anathema;

4. The celebration of diversity leads to a high value being placed upon inclusion. Because postmodernism denies certainty, no one is in a position to make the sorts of value judgments that exclude ideas or people that may be different.

5. The use of humour and irony help us to live within this mixed up world of conflicting thoughts and experiences. They prevent us from taking ourselves too seriously and enable us to avoid the atrocities committed by those who have attempted to enforce their beliefs on others such as Adolf Hitler and Pol Pot;

6. True human togetherness or community is highly prized but hard to find. Relationships are central to postmodern existence;

7. Subjective experience is highly valued as one of the few things of which people can be certain. With the loss of objective truth, the joy of the moment is the only thing we can have in life that is really real.

8. The importance of experience is connected to the value postmodern people place upon process. It is enjoying the journey that counts rather than arriving at the destination.

9. Postmodern thinking tends to be holistic. It wants to embrace all aspects of life simultaneously rather than classifying things and putting them into separate boxes. Holism does not, however, imply uniformity or logical consistency. The reigning metaphors of postmodernism are organic rather than mechanical like those of modernism.


So much more could be said about the nature of postmodernism but this summary provides at least a taste of postmodern thinking. Now we consider the relationship of postmodernism to modernism.

The Relationship Between Modernism and Postmodernism


In a sense the term, “postmodern “ is misleading as the “post” seems to suggest that the modern way of understanding the world and everything that went with it has completely disappeared. This is not the case. There are many aspects of modernism that postmodern people continue to embrace such as the use of modern technology. Brian McLaren puts it this way, “A lot of people seem to think that since modernity was rationalistic, postmodernity will have to be antirationalistic or irrational. No; that’s not postmodernity—it’s antimodernity.”

What has changed is the sense that we must be bound by the deterministic and all-embracing straightjacket of rationalism. Thus the virtue of consistency is meaningless for postmodern people. Instead they celebrate radical diversity, difference and even chaos as being more representative of the way things are—and certainly more entertaining! For postmodernism the modern world and worldview is more of a resource, a grab bag of concepts and styles which can be playfully used or ignored at will in the individual’s attempt to construct meaning and express the ever-changing moods of the indeterminate postmodern self.

Perhaps the picture of the parent—child relationship can help us understand the relationship between modernism and postmodernism. This relationship is characterized by two poles, sameness and difference, or inheritance and individuality, if you will. The child cannot help but share the same genetic material as it parents and be significantly shaped by growing up in their home. But there comes a time when the young person must break free from the parental attachment and become an individual.

When we consider the inheritance side of the relationship it is possible to see a fundamentally modern concept at the root of postmodernism. In modernism the human power of reason became the supreme source of truth. People broke free from the authority of the Church and its teachings, the authority of kings and nobles and the authority of tradition and culture. The individual guided solely by his or her ability to reason reigned supreme. One can argue that in postmodernism this autonomous self has gone beyond modernism and rejected the authority of reality or the created order of things as well. Postmodern people seem to believe that reality is whatever they choose it to be. The power of the individual to choose everything about herself is now asserted not only in constructing a personal account of the world, but also through technology, in attempting to reconstruct the self through sex change operations and eventually, genetic manipulation and implanted cyborg improvements to the human body. This continuity between modernism and postmodernism as regards its attitude to external authority suggests in some ways it deserves the label hypermodernism.

When we look at the individuality side of the equation, we see that postmodernism rejects several of the central tenets of modernism such as the belief that human reason can uncover final and universal truth. One of the casualties of this rejection is the validity of consistency as a desirable feature of everything from architecture to one’s style of dress. This loss of consistency as a valued category has implications for the way postmodernism people understand the way organizations should function, that is, when they give any credence to organizations at all. Postmodern people have not overthrown everything that is modern. In many ways they still live in a very “modern” world. They have chosen, rather, to be selective in their engagement with modernity sometimes embracing it (technology, for example) but often choosing instead to stand modernity on its head, for example, by exalting diversity and difference, even chaos over uniformity and order.

Locating Ourselves in the Postmodern Matrix: Implications for Pentecostals


We as Pentecostals are perhaps in a unique position to adjust to the realities of the postmodern world. With the exception of the separatist groups such as the Amish, we are closer in our history and development than most other evangelicals and certainly than mainline Protestants and Roman Catholics to a situation in which we represented a small, marginalized minority not only within society, but within the Christian world itself.

To look back for a moment to our own roots, starting in the year 1900 and accelerating rapidly following the Azusa Street revival of 1906, Pentecostalism was born. Claiming to represent a primitivist restoration of apostolic Christianity and characterized by the use of spiritual gifts, exuberant worship and evangelistic zeal, other Christians of all stripes reviled the movement. While the Pentecostal Movement confessed all the doctrines of classical orthodoxy, its practices and claims caused it to be marginalized and sometimes persecuted in North America well into the 1940’s. Following a period of numerical growth and organizational consolidation, Pentecostalism began first to be tolerated and then admired and finally imitated by the Christian community. This last phase began in the 1970’s with the explosion of the Charismatic movement and has progressed in the 1980’s and 1990’s with the rise of the Third Wave.

The rise of the Charismatic movement and the Third Wave demonstrated that it is possible to hold such “Pentecostal” convictions as the current validity of the gifts of the Holy Spirit without adopting our premillennial eschatology or, in the case of Charismatic Roman Catholics, even our understanding of salvation or the church. In fact, the so-called Pentecostalization of evangelicalism has seemingly eroded the doctrinal and experiential bases of Pentecostalism’s uniqueness and identity vis-à-vis our evangelical cousins. This has led to something of an identity crisis among Classical Pentecostals as we are now faced with the challenge of thinking our way through to a new and more comprehensive understanding of exactly what is means to be Pentecostal. The time for us to sit down and do our theological homework is long overdue. Thus the dawn of the postmodern era and the major worldview transformation it represents provides us with a unique and timely opportunity to reconsider for ourselves exactly what it means to be the Spirit-filled people of God at the start of the third millennium.
 

The development of the postmodern worldview, with its radical rejection of metanarratives and the resultant relativization of all truth, increasingly places us once again in the position of a despised and marginalized community who insist on retaining the narrow, bigoted and oppressive concept that our truth is the only truth and everyone must turn to our Saviour for salvation or be lost eternally. This was the position of the early church as it faced the hostility first of fellow Jews and then the Roman state. Ironically, however, we as Pentecostals may be among the best placed of the North American religious families to face the postmodern challenge. Our emphasis upon immediate experience rather than rationalistic apologetics to validate truth places us squarely in the postmodern corner. The emphasis on a variety of popular musical styles and the potential flexibility of the oral Pentecostal liturgy also provide us with opportunities to connect with postmodern people. Our tradition of telling stories to elucidate and motivate is also perfectly in line with the postmodern ethos (and the ministry style of Jesus). In the light of the new “location” in which we find ourselves, how does the postmodern condition affect the way we understand and approach missions?

Implications of Postmodernism for Pentecostal Missions


Perhaps the first and most significant implication of postmodernism for Pentecostal missions is the fact that postmodern people now sit in our pews. Certainly the Gen-Xers for the most part seem to have embraced this new way of understanding the world. How could it be otherwise? They have grown up with postmodern messages and models on their television and movie screens for all or most of their lives. The phenomenal popularity of the film, The Matrix and it sequel, The Matrix: Reloaded with this group, Christians and non-Christians alike, is a sure sign of their worldview orientation. The Matrix is a film about the fact that what seems to be real may in fact be a huge illusion. Various aspects of postmodernism have affected those of other generations as well.

How do we respond to this situation? First we must endeavour to understand postmodern believers. We have to make the effort to learn why they see the world the way they do, even if we do not embrace the same vision. Second, we need to connect with them. This is not difficult. Remember, relationships are at the top of the priority list for postmodern people. Finally we must find ways to engage them in the global adventure of missions.
 As we shall see, in many ways, postmodern believers are in an ideal place to minister in cross-cultural situations.

The second implication of postmodernism for Pentecostal missions relates to the potential of postmodern believers for involvement in missions. As we look at the characteristics of the emerging generation, we notice several aspects of their postmodern orientation towards life that actually predispose them to becoming effective cross-cultural workers. Here are some examples:

1. They are very team oriented and are comfortable not making all the decisions. The call for humility and a partnership approach in working with national leaders and churches fits well with their way of thinking and working with others.

2. They tend to be less paternalistic than previous generations having a genuine appreciation for the skills and abilities of others.

3. They believe in skill transfer and value the opportunity to share what they know with others. They expect and fully embrace the idea of working themselves out of a job and moving on to a new challenge.

4. They do not feel indispensable and thus will probably never overstay their welcome or their usefulness in a particular situation.

5. They have a more holistic approach to life and faith. This meshes well with the need to integrate the fulfillment of the Great Commandment with the Great Commission.

6. They value relationships very highly. This trait will enable them to relate well in non-Western cultures where persons always come before tasks.

7. They are usually urbanized individuals comfortable with the environment of the large city. Given global demographic trends, their urban survival skills will stand them in good stead in the non-Western world.

8. They are attracted by alternative ways of funding missions. The decline in traditional sources of missions support will not deter these potential missionaries from finding a way to get to the field.

9. Their postmodern exposure gives them an intuitive understanding of non-Western cultures. This coupled with the fact that many Canadian youth have grown up in a pluralistic, multicultural environment gives them a significant advantage in cross-cultural settings.

10. Postmodern people are fresh. They will not carry a lot of our modern baggage to the field along with their faith. 

Postmodern believers have a great deal to offer missions agencies if we can adjust our thinking and recognize the strengths they bring to the harvest force.

There are also, however, a number of challenges which postmodernism presents to the missions enterprise. Some of them will emerge in the following sections of this philosophy paper. Two will be considered here.

The first is the issue of unity in the church and by extension, the missions endeavor of the church. Given the fact that many congregations are now composed of people from three very different generational groups holding various combinations of the modern and postmodern worldviews, how can the church build and sustain Christian unity, particularly with regard to the immense and challenging task of missions? What is it that holds the church together in the face of such divergent views of reality as the modern and the postmodern? In the past things like doctrinal uniformity and common commitment to Christ were considered adequate. It may well be, however, that our unity had as much or more to do with cultural and economic homogeneity that any religious factors. Now this homogeneity is under severe stress. Perhaps we need to arrive at a new understanding of unity that goes beyond the modern concept of unity as uniformity.
The issue of our identity as Pentecostals mentioned above also comes into this discussion. It is our conviction that if we can legitimately locate the essence of the Pentecostal ethos in the fundamental commitment of the Spirit-filled believer to utter dependence on the Holy Sprit, we can transcend the potentially divisive modern/postmodern differences of “philosophical” commitments, functional approaches and communicational styles.
 However we choose to picture the church, we must find new ways to understand, utilize and celebrate the growing diversity of the body of Christ even within our own Fellowship.

The second challenge is one that requires self-examination. Some authours have noted that one of the problems the church is having in communicating with postmodern people is not the Gospel itself, but the baggage of modernity we have attached to it. Brian McLaren uses the analogy of the computer virus suggesting that we need to “debug” evangelicalism of the modern viruses it has picked up. In this context he writes,

What if this transition [from the modern to the postmodern world], far from being a problem, is actually a once-in-a-millennium opportunity to do some very creative and exciting historic work? What if, just as the great Protestant reformers had to scan out the medieval viruses, we have the opportunity to scan out the modern ones?

In a similar vein with regard to evangelical missions agencies, John Seel has written,

The American evangelical movement is deeply infiltrated by the spirit and tools [read viruses] of modernity. Oblivious to its dangers, American evangelicalism continues as one of the leading global apologists for modernity through its publications and missions agencies.

Seel points to the urgent need for this issue to be addressed because around the world the national churches founded by modernized evangelicalism (and Pentecostalism) will soon face the same issues.

James Engel and William Dyrness have made a similar though more detailed criticism of North American missions agencies along the same lines labeling the problem, “managerial missiology.”
 Despite the fact that Engel and Dyrness seem to have considerably overstated their case and contradicted themselves in their prescriptions, there is an issue here to confront.
 Perhaps work on a Pentecostal theology that included not only the material covered by the traditional divisions of systematic theology such as Christology and the Doctrine of God, but also non-traditional themes such as a doctrine of ecclesiastical structures or a theology of technology and its use could help us in “debugging” our faith of modernity’s distortions and deceptions.

The day will soon come when all or most evangelical Christians will be postmodern in their thinking. The rising generations can do nothing other than embrace the worldview of their culture. There are no other alternatives. Our hope for the future lies in discerning God’s purpose in the emergence of postmodernism and adjusting our thinking and our churches in the direction of greater faithfulness to God and His Word as we embrace the tumultuous context and the transitional times in which He has placed us. In typical postmodern fashion, allow us to close this section with a quote from The Fellowship of the Ring, the first film in The Lord of the Rings trilogy:

Frodo:  

I wish the Ring had never come to me.

I wish none of this had happened!
 Gandalf:

So do all who live to see such times, but that is not for them to decide.  All we have to decide is what to do with the time that is given to us.  There are other forces at work in this world, Frodo, besides the will of evil.  Bilbo was meant to find the Ring, in which case you were also meant to have it.  And that is an encouraging thought!.

Indeed, there is another force at work in this re-make-able/remarkable postmodern world of ours and “all we have to decide is what to do with the time that is given to us.”
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