
On the Term “Missional” 
Much of what I have stand for or defend eg in my book ‘Missio Dei’ has increasingly 

been labeled “missional” over the past ten years or so in place of the older term “missiona-
ry.” That is not completely coincidental, since in the case of almost all advocates of the ex-
pression “missional church” the names Lesslie Newbigin and David Bosch are mentioned 
as the sources of inspiration and the representatives of the term’s use. Both individuals 
were closely allied with the term missio Dei. Stefan Schweyer traces the concept of missional 
back to the missio Dei concept.  1

The oldest documented evidence of the term’s use has been dated to 1883 or perhaps 
1814.  However, the term has been used by an enormous spectrum of proponents. Addi2 -
tionally, there have been many in the past who did not conceive of the term missionary as 
referring to the organized activities of missionary societies and churches. Rather, they con-
ceived of it in a more comprehensive manner, as the missionary nature of the church per 
se. This is the idea that the church completely engages with the society and transforms it, 
thus precisely reflecting that which the term missional is supposed to underscore. 

It is naturally poor form to transport a differentiation between missionary and missional 
back a number of centuries to a time when the laSer term was not even available, or to dis-
credit every individual who still utilizes the former term. And in practice it was even often 
worse: As a rule, whoever spoke about a missionary church meant the nature of the 
church and not canvassing for a large organization. 

Reggie McNeal, for instance, announced in his book Missional Renaissance that a new 
golden age has dawned with the emergence of the missional church, the largest seSing out 
since the Reformation. He wrote, “The rise of the missional church is the single biggest 
step development in Christianity since the Reformation.”  In typically American fashion, 3

this is expressed in superlatives (“The shifts are tectonic.” ). I would, however, recom4 -
mend awaiting the judgment of the next generation, when it can be seen whether some-
thing foundational has changed or if it is just a maSer of a name change. One might enter 
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this book into the records as typical American puffery: That which is decisive has now 
been discovered; everything up to now was only preliminary. That, however, changes 
nothing about the pretension it discloses. 

But the check is still uncashed, so to speak. Typical evidence comes from McNeal’s con-
clusion,  in which a group is mentioned as a prominent example of missional activity. It 5

collected $10 million for the hungry and motivated 250,000 young people to enter into 
voluntary involvement. There is not a word about the hungry, not a word about which 
sustainable changes were brought about, and not a word about sinful structures that affect 
hunger. It was simply a program that boasts about money and numbers and conveys the 
sense that up to now, no one has been as good as we are. And that is supposed to be some-
thing unprecedented? 

The central task, in the end, is described as asking who is the church instead of what is 
the church,  a typical Western, indeed English word play that cannot be biblically justified 6

and does not correspond to the reality of how churches are growing in the global South, 
often in the face of biSer persecution. At this point, mission truly becomes identical with 
life. The statement is likewise nonsense historically, considering that, for instance, Calvin 
defined the church as the community of believers, thus describing it as not a what in terms 
of structures but a who in terms of people. In addition, the statement that “the missional 
understanding of Christianity is undoing Christianity as religion”  naturally sounds mas7 -
sive and perhaps could have its virtues if McNeal were to explain what he means by reli-
gion (e.g., spiritless Christianity, nominal Christianity, Karl Barth’s Christianity brought 
about by people). However, as it stands, the missional life benefit remains equal to not-
hing. 

Although his book is lacking as far as exegetical and theological foundations are con-
cerned, McNeal does not want to see the dissolution of classical Christian theology: “The 
church has the apostolic function of exercising doctrinal oversight.“  However, churches 8

and their workers are no longer perceived as the community of Christ in their essence but, 
rather, are sought only for their utility in a new program.  In any case, McNeal incorrectly 9

invokes David Bosch, Lesslie Newbigin, and the concept of missio Dei.  10

Even if nowadays the “emerging church” movement uses the term ‘missional’ as a 
trademark and emphasizes the incarnational character of all mission and community, it 
should be noted that perhaps the earliest exponent of the term was Tim Keller,  a Refor11 -
med pastor of an innovative church in New York, Redeemer Presbyterian Church. The 
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church is theologically very close to the approach recommended in this book.  The Lu12 -
theran World Federation likewise used the term “missional” in its 2004 declaration on 
mission  and declared: “Mission is the essence of the church, not only an activity of the 13

church in addition to others. That is the basic message of the Lutheran World Federation’s 
declaration entitled Mission in Context.”  14

Meanwhile, missional continues to mean a lot of things and even to have contrasting 
meanings. Some understand the word to denote a church that completely adapts incarna-
tionally to its environment, whereas others understand just the opposite, a church offering 
an alternative community as an alternative draft of what society can be. Some understand 
missional to express a postmodern flexibility in questions of doctrine for the benefit of real 
relationships between people. Others presuppose an orthodox understanding of the mis-
sion of God in Christ leading to everything being placed in the light of this mission and to 
everything being subordinated to it. 

I would like to state it in the following way: I am very reluctant to think that a new term 
alone can do something new, and I seldom find anything in the literature advocating mis-
sional churches that has not already been said correctly and well for centuries. However, I 
am sympathetic to the content of what has been understood by the term, and the content is 
completely consonant with the reflections expressed in this book: mission is not an activity 
among others but constitutes the very essence of God and the church. It is what characte-
rizes us individually and in community, and it extends from the incarnation of the Son of 
God through inner transformation of the individual to increasingly greater and more visi-
ble circles up to the transformation of the entire creation. I have documented this point ex-
tensively in a recent article.  For instance, when David Putman describes at length how 15

one becomes a “missional follower of Jesus,”  I cannot relate to the undercurrent demons16 -
trating a distinction between this and earlier notions. However, I can agree with what ap-
pears to be a somewhat reformulated version of what pietists wrote on the topic of “true 
sanctification” or what was understood in the 1960s by the term “true discipleship.” 

Francis M. DuBose wrote as early as 1993 in his book about the sending God, “Mission 
as sending has taught us that mission is not a type of Christian work. It is instead the work 
of God. For that reason, it is our work, the call upon our life.”  Or, conversely: “There is 17

no call to a Christian life separated from a call to mission.”  18
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For instance, “12 Thesen zur missionalen Theologie”  (12 Theses on Missional Theolo19 -
gy), published by IGW in Zürich, forgoes any polemics against others and simply descri-
bes how theology can only be understood as a seSing out in a missionary sense. I can hear-
tily agree with this. These authors argue almost exactly what I argued in my 30 theses ent-
itled Biblical Reasons for Evangelical Missions, originally published in 1994.  That work was 20

wriSen at a time when the term missional was not yet in vogue.  

Long before the term ‘missional’ became known and famous and missional principles 
were formulated, Emil Brunner in 1931 described the missional life of the church well in 
his The Word and the World. 

“The Word of God which was given in Jesus Christ is a unique historical fact, and ever-
ything Christian is dependent on it; hence every one who receives this Word, and by it 
salvation, receives along with it the duty of passing this Word on; just as a man who might 
have discovered a remedy for cancer which saved himself, would be in duty bound to 
make this remedy accessible to all. Mission work does not arise from any arrogance in the 
Christian Church; mission is its cause and its life. The Church exists by mission, just as a fire exists 
by burning. Where there is no mission, there is no Church; and where there is neither Church nor 
mission, there is no faith. It is a secondary question whether by that we mean Foreign Missions, or 
simply the preaching of the Gospel in the home Church. Mission, Gospel preaching, is the spreading 
out of the fire which Christ has thrown upon the earth. He who does not propagate this fire shows 
that he is not burning. He who burns propagates the fire. This ‘must’ is both things - an urge and a 
command. An urge, because living faith feels God's purpose as its own. ‘Woe is unto me, if I preach 
not the gospel,’ says Paul. Necessity is laid upon him. But also he ought to preach; with the 
gift he receives the obligation. ‘Go ye into all the world and preach the gospel’. Whether 
Christ's command was uSered just in these words, we do not know exactly. But there can 
be no doubt that He had sent out His disciples with the strict order to preach the gospel of 
the Kingdom to all the world. Even if Jesus had not done that, it would still be a divine 
command for every one who receives the message; for he knows that the divine remedy 
must be made accessible to all. The classical expression for this propagating activity is not 
doctrine but kerygma, i.e., the herald's call. The herald, the keryx, is a man who in the 
market-place of a city promulgates the latest decree of the king. He is the living publicity 
organ of the sovereign's will. The herald makes known what no one could know before: 
what the king has decreed. It is just this that the Apostles meant by kerygma. They 
brought not only good tidings, but new tidings as well.”  21
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