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D. The Mission of the Church in
Multi-Faith Contexts

Mission and God’s reign

The 1988 LWF document, Together in God’s Mission, defined mission as:

• The ongoing saving work of God, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, and

• God’s mandate to God’s people to participate in this continuing saving work.1

The mission of the Church points to and participates in the coming of
God’s reign. How can every Christian and congregation be empow-
ered to participate in this mission? Reconciliation among people is a
key aspect of this mission, especially in multi-faith contexts. How can
this kind of healing occur through such means as dialogue and living
and working together? How does this challenge and transform some
past mission assumptions and practices? How should this be reflected
in the revised mission document and in other LWF work?
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God is a God in mission: the “sending of

the Son and the Holy Spirit to the world
was the supreme manifestation of divine

missionary activity.”2 God is love, tran-

scending all kinds of fences and barriers
built by human beings. The church con-

tinues God’s holistic mission by partici-

pating in the coming of God’s reign and
witnessing to it in multi-faith and other

diverse contexts.

The last two Assemblies continued
to develop the theological understand-

ing of this holistic understanding of

mission. The 1998 LWF Consultation on
Churches in Mission underlined and

called for the LWF to revise the mis-

sion document, Together in God’s Mis-
sion. Here “transformation” was identi-

fied as an important mission impera-

tive “as the church, in every context,
is called to be a transforming commu-

nity of God’s people.”4 Mission as

transformation challenges local
churches to be themselves trans-

formed in order to become instru-

ments of transformation in the world.

Every Christian is called to mission as

proclamation, to share the gospel story in

his/her context in ways that communicate

God’s saving action and meaningful pres-

ence in the world.

Mission as service  highlights the

diaconal dimension of a faith active in

love, working for the empowerment and

liberation of those in need.

Mission as advocacy for justice de-

notes the church’s praxis in the public

arena as affirming the dignity of human

life and working for justice in political,

economic,  social  and ecological

spheres.5

God empowers mission

The question of “power” is crucial. Since the

Constantinian era, Christian mission has of-

ten been linked to the oppressors rather
than the liberators, especially under slavery,

colonization and patriarchy. In many places,

this is the predominant form of mission that
has been experienced. For example,

the spirit of the Crusades dominated the

Portuguese colonization. This ideology of

holy war resulted in there never having

been any missions in the proper sense in

Latin America. There was conquest, implan-

tation of the dominant religious structure.

Mission and conquest are irreconcilable.6

The church is called to name how blatant

and less obviously dominating powers con-
tinue to prevail in some contexts today.

Church leadership at all levels, as well
as individual Christians, are often tempted

to use the pursuit of God’s mission to gain

power over others, or to “make others like
us.” If the church embarks on mission for

the purpose of gaining control or power

over others, or for imposing the church’s
cultural, political, socio-economic or other

agendas on communities, this becomes a

distortion of mission. Mission ought not to
isolate people from their communities, or

Proclamation of the gospel, calling people to believe in Jesus Christ and to become mem-

bers of the new community in Christ, participation in the work for peace and justice and

in the struggle against all enslaving and dehumanizing powers are therefore an integral

part of mission of the church. All such activities point to the reality of the Reign of God

and to its final realization at the fulfillment of history.3

On what powers or authorities does

the church rely today in order to carry

out its mission? What relationships of

inequality and dependency are per-

petuated by those who provide money

and other resources for mission? How

should this be addressed?
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to destroy the culture of others. When the

church attempts to take away what is life-

giving to communities, this is not God’s
mission. When the church understands

its call to participate in the missio Dei and

God’s in-breaking reign in the world, then
the church will be involved in giving life to

the community.

The LWF, member churches and con-
gregations are called to examine their rea-

sons for being involved in God’s mission,

and to name those powers which attempt
to usurp God’s power and turn the gospel

into a commodity under human control. As

a reflection of the missio Dei, the church’s
mission for the sake of the gospel is to give

life freely to others. Jesus’ life and death re-

veal that the nature of the church’s mission
is one of servanthood. Similarly, the church

in mission is to rely on the power of God’s

Spirit working through self-denial, suffering
and the cross, rather than on the wealth

and power of the world. The fruits of mis-

sion are gifts of God, granted not through
human power and wisdom, but by pro-

claiming and sharing the life of the crucified

Lord (1 Cor 1:18, 27).7

God empowers all the
baptized to share in
mission

“But you will receive power when the
Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you

will be my witnesses…” (Acts 1:8). The

power comes from the Holy Spirit work-
ing within a community and within cre-

ation. If the power and authority of mis-

sion are always God’s and not the

church’s, then God’s mission cannot be

controlled by clergy and other leaders in

congregations, churches, seminaries,
mission societies, the LWF, or elsewhere.

The gospel, its interpretation and God’s

mission belong to the whole community,
and not a ruling or learned class. The

Spirit is in all, for the benefit of all.

The disciples were sent out by Jesus
Christ (Lk 10:1ff.) as an extension of his

own mission (Jn 20:21). They received

“power from on high” (Lk 24:49). The fo-
cus is on God’s rather than human ac-

tions. In this way, we can understand

how the doctrine of justification is cen-
tral to a Lutheran understanding of

God’s mission and the mission of every

congregation. In contexts where people
try to justify their own words and

deeds, mission proclaims the message

that there is no need for self-justifica-
tion, for it is God alone who justifies.

Every Christian is called and empow-

ered by God to the priesthood of all be-
lievers. As Lutherans today are redis-

covering this, a paradigm shift has been

occurring in the church’s understanding
of mission, from the use of “power over”

to one of “power with.” In this power-

sharing approach to mission, the power
of the gospel becomes relational and mu-

tual. Through baptism, God empowers

us to be participants in God’s mission.
All the baptized belong to a

chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy

nation, God’s own people, in order that

you may proclaim the mighty acts of God

who called you out of darkness into God’s

marvelous light (1 Peter 2:9).

How can the LWF support member churches toward more power-sharing

approaches to mission? What does a mutual, power-sharing approach to mission

mean in the communio relationships of the LWF, especially in situations of need?

What does it mean to live out mission in solidarity in the different regions of the

LWF and between the LWF member churches? Share some experiences of how

this has been or is occurring.
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Despite a strong understanding of the

priesthood of all believers, many

Lutheran congregations are still pastor-
centered congregations. How can this

change? In multi-faith contexts this

challenge is raised, for example, by
many non-Christian spiritualistic move-

ments, which are spreading very

quickly worldwide. Many of them do
not have professional leaders or mis-

sionaries, but all the members see

themselves as missionaries in their
daily lives. This also is the case in some

Lutheran congregations.

As the baptized live out God’s mis-
sion in their daily lives, they share

their experiences in the congregation,

grow through their mutual sharing,
and are nurtured through God’s Word,

the sacraments and the communio. In

the congregation, the baptized dis-
cover their particular gifts of the Holy

Spirit, which are always to be used in

the context of serving the community,
rather than to gain power for oneself.

Pastors and other specially trained

people help equip others to carry out
God’s mission.

The congregation participating in

God’s mission is rooted in the procla-

mation of the gospel and the adminis-
tration of the sacraments. In this mis-

sion, God’s self is given to the congre-

gation, which in turn is called to par-
ticipate in God’s mission of salvation

and of reconciling and healing relation-

ships between humans and the rest of
creation.

Inculturating the gospel
in word and deed

In a power-sharing approach, mission

does not happen through monologue, but
through dialogue. The gospel of Jesus

Christ is manifest in diverse ways among

different peoples and cultures. We must
have the courage to move away from old,

obsolete models toward new approaches

in which the culture and values of people
are appropriately respected. The com-

mandment to love our neighbor involves

more than trying to “bring him or her to
Jesus.” Inculturation of the gospel will

happen when we become aware that

there is more than one way to live out the
gospel and ourselves are open to the

risks involved in authentic dialogue.

We proclaim the gospel in word and
deed. The way in which Christians and

congregations live is in itself a witness.

Word without deed can be abstract and
powerless; deed without word can be

misunderstood. Our witness in multi-

faith contexts will be faithfully and effec-
tively realized when words and deeds

become two sides of the same coin.

Working for peace, justice and the integ-
rity of creation—which is part of mis-

sion—has to be carefully prepared and

rooted in who God is and how God acts.
Thus, we participate in God’s mission

through

• Words: preaching, praying, sing-

ing, dialoguing, educating, writing.

• Deeds: helping the neighbor,

working for peace, justice and in-

tegrity of the creation, acting in
society and through politics.

• Community life: being present in
the world, respect and openness

toward others, sharing with them,

meeting their needs and those of
creation.

Share your experiences of mission in daily life. What does it

mean for a congregation to be in mission?

How does this challenge us as Lutheran churches? How

could we become less pastor-centered, but without losing

the central importance of Word and sacraments?
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There may be times and places, where

proclaiming the gospel is not possible,

and the only way of witnessing is
through wordless service rooted in

prayer. This silent service can have

many faces, such as meeting human
needs or working for social and political

transformation. Living out this witness

can also involve suffering and in some
circumstances lead to martyrdom.

If the gospel is for the entire commu-
nity, then a congregation that takes mis-

sion seriously must be inclusive in its

language and practices. Referring to all
people as “men” excludes women, imag-

ing God only in male terms suggests that

only males are created in God’s image,
using “us” versus “them” language sug-

gests that some are not fully part of the

community. Such language and practices
exclude or alienate some from the com-

munity. A recurring theme in the gospels

is the way in which Jesus always in-
cluded people in the community. An in-

clusive congregation is an open commu-

nity nurtured and challenged by God’s
mission. Members try to live God’s mis-

sion of reconciliation in love and solidar-

ity as a healing community, continually
crossing religious, social, economic and

other boundaries.

The mission of
reconciliation in
multi-faith contexts

Many Christians have directly experi-

enced reconciliation as a healing process
with other Christian churches (See the

chapter on “Healing Divisions in the One

Church”). What about reconciliation
with people of other faiths? If reconcilia-

tion is the keyword of the gospel and the

starting-point of mission, this should be
a starting point for relating to them.

From the perspective of Christian

faith, reconciliation is a costly means of
grace. It often comes at a high price, and

should not be taken too lightly nor spo-

ken of loosely. Reconciliation is much
more than a pat on the shoulder, or a

feeling of goodwill that seeks to over-

come divisions for the sake of peace and
harmony. When people are anxious

about losing their power or pride, they

are probably not ready for peace or rec-
onciliation. Likewise, reconciliation

within or between nations is not pos-

sible if the governing authority will not
humble itself and recognize its sins or

shortcomings against the people.8

Christians sometimes understand
“reconciliation” as implying that past

wounds should not be talked about, or to

try to forgive and, if possible, even for-
get. This painful culture of silence can

render dialogue as a way of reconciliation

impossible. Disclosure of what has hap-
pened is a necessary first stepping stone

towards the healing of the wounds.9

An effective method is needed in or-
der to see the wounds and errors and

How can all people feel and know that they are welcome into an inclusive

community? Discuss examples of how congregations, member churches and

the LWF have transcended cultural, religious, socio-economic and gender

boundaries, and through this have had new experiences of being mutually

empowered.

It is the common responsibility of the

whole church at all levels to nurture

and equip Christians for proclama-

tion, witness and service in multi-faith

contexts. What more should the LWF

be doing to support member

churches in meeting this challenge?
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come to terms with the past. Current

rifts need to be mended, whenever and

wherever possible, as a sign of goodwill
and a new beginning. For reconciliation to

occur, a long democratic process is nec-

essary. This requires facing facts, admit-
ting sins, mourning, crying out in anger

and hurt, and telling one’s story in pri-

vate and in public. Past and present con-
flicts must be faced openly in order to de-

velop understanding and empathy, to

overcome prejudice and exploitation, and
to redress unjust structures of violence

at all levels. Forgiveness may be the step

toward reconciliation, and the real hope
for a meaningful dialogue which attempts

to strengthen the nonviolent possibilities

for resolving conflict.

Mission rooted in the love of God

opens a new way of understanding
through justice and reconciliation. Exclu-

sion jeopardizes reconciliation, which is

why justice and reconciliation cannot be
separated. If there is to be reconciliation,

relationships must be set right. This un-

derstanding of the mission of reconcilia-
tion is especially needed in contexts of in-

justice and violence. To seek justice and

reconciliation is part of the mission of
God, “who reconciled us to himself

through Christ, and has given us the min-

istry of reconciliation” (2 Cor 5:18).
To foster reconciliation is a matter of

survival. We cannot live together in this

increasingly connected world without
seeking to respect, understand and build

bridges between one another. We must

learn to think and act in multi-ethnic,
multicultural, multi-national and multi-re-

ligious ways, even when we feel the ten-

sion and insecurity that are part of this
process.

An important way this reconciliation

is lived out is through humanitarian as-

sistance and development with people
of different faiths, as regularly occurs

through the LWF work of World Service.

Religious and cultural practices can both
inhibit and enhance this work; they can

subjugate as well as liberate. Most reli-

gious faiths and traditions favor humani-
tarian assistance and development. An

inter-faith response to human need is of-

ten the most appropriate response, and
can be more easily accomplished than

cooperation in theology or institutional

arrangements. Fundamentalism leading
to fanaticism exists in all religious tradi-

tions, and often obstructs inter-faith co-

operation. Through working together to
meet human need, different faith tradi-

tions can learn from and about each

other, as they live out their own commit-
ment to peace and justice.

Interfaith dialogue

Emphasizing dialogue and reconciliation

in mission is in direct contradiction to
“crusading styles” of mission that seek

to “win souls for Christ.” Reconciliation

as a healing process is a key emphasis
when relating to people of other faiths.

Many Lutherans have experienced that

reconciliation can occur through inter-
faith dialogue as a healing process. Many

others remain hesitant or are even op-

posed, regarding those of other faiths as
the enemy, or at least as those whom

Christians need to convert. The 1990

LWF Assembly clearly stressed the im-
portance of interfaith dialogue:

Since the gospel of Jesus Christ is a joyful

message of reconciliation, it is deeply dia-

logical in character and encourages us to

enter into conversation with and witness

to people of other faiths or no faith,

boldly and confidently.10

Where is reconciliation urgently needed in your society?

Between churches? With people of other faiths? How

might processes of reconciliation begin or be furthered in

these situations?
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Interfaith dialogue is grounded in the

dialogical nature of the Christian faith.

God speaks to us through the Holy Spirit
and our faith expresses itself in dialogue

with God through prayer and dialogue

with our neighbor. Our faith is based on
God having taken the initiative of enter-

ing into dialogue with humanity. God did

this in an unparalleled, concrete manner
in Jesus Christ, the incarnation of God in

our world. In order to enter into dialogue

with us, Jesus Christ became a person
like us, offering us salvation through his

life, death and resurrection. This univer-

sal saving event in Jesus Christ is central
for Christians and the basis for inter-

faith encounter in dialogue, prayer and

living together. Dialogue is not simply an
interaction of words, but living daily un-

der the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Ev-

ery Christian, therefore, should be chal-
lenged to engage in dialogue with those

of different faith convictions.

A Muslim theologian tells of a dia-
logue among three Jews:

When does the night end and the morning

begin? This question was once discussed

among three Jewish rabbis. The first sug-

gested that the night ends in the moment

when one can distinguish the mountains

from the night sky. The other responded

that, no, the new day was there when one

could tell the difference between branches

and leaves of a tree. The third rabbi lis-

tened to them and thought for a long time.

Then he said: “The night ends and the

morning begins when it is bright enough

to recognize your fellow human being as

your brother or sister.”11

Did the rabbi go too far by suggesting
that we are able to look at each other as

brothers or sisters? Are brothers and

sisters only those who are of the same
faith? As children of God, we are encour-

aged by God to discern the human face,

the uniqueness of each creature, for
then we will refrain from harming each

other and begin to seek and live recon-

ciliation concretely in a dialogue of life.

Consider the following principles for in-
terfaith dialogue, and add your own:

• Interfaith dialogue begins when we
realize and accept that multi-reli-

gious societies are a worldwide re-

ality today. Increasingly, people of
different faiths are living and

working together. In a growing

number of families, members be-
long to different faiths. We live to-

gether as couples, as families, as

colleagues, and care for the same
neighborhood, the same world.

Dialogue focuses on the life and

space we share in common.

• Since God’s reconciliation in

Christ involves making right rela-
tionships with the whole of hu-
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mankind and creation, Christians

are obliged to promote reconcilia-

tion and justice with people of dif-
ferent faiths or of no religious af-

filiation in their specific contexts.

• Another religion can seem strange

and evoke generalized mistrust,

prejudice and discrimination. God
is at work through Christ and the

Spirit, even among those who do

not confess Christ as Savior. Per-
haps the mistake many Christians

made was to tell so much about

Christ instead of partaking of him,
committing our lives to him, and

building bridges from both sides.

• We must counter the generalized

mistrust that disturbs peace and

poisons our relationships with
those of different faiths. In a rela-

tional approach, all dialogue part-

ners have something to offer.
They seek to learn from each

other and treat one another with

respect and integrity. There must
be a learning process to build up

relationships of genuine friend-

ship. Friends of different faiths
will be creative in finding prac-

tices of love and mutual accep-

tance. Genuine dialogue moves be-
yond tolerance to appreciation.

• Rather than beginning with state-
ments and arguments over differ-

ences, dialogue should begin with

listening to the partner with em-
pathy and mutual appreciation.

Try to understand the other’s

spirituality, religious experiences

and practices, learn from them
and share your own faith and un-

derstandings. In this way, we can

grow together toward a reconciled
diversity without feeling threat-

ened.

• Together with people of different

religious convictions, we can de-

velop a common vision of solidar-
ity, respect, justice and compas-

sion. This becomes especially im-

portant for our common work on
human rights, as well as for ad-

dressing critical ethical, social,

economic and political issues.
This should be done with sensitiv-

ity toward the different social, po-

litical, cultural and religious expe-
riences and beliefs.

• We must challenge the ways in
which groups often exploit reli-

gious differences for ideological

purposes, including through vio-
lence and terror. Careful distinc-

tions must be made between reli-

gion as a credible way of faith, and
religion used as a tool for political

purposes.

• In some multi-faith situations, mul-

tilateral dialogue may be possible

and necessary if genuine peace-
making is to occur. In the Middle

East, for example, Lutherans have

taken the lead in an ongoing dia-
logue among Christians, Jews and

In February of 2002 an inter-religious peace rally�was held in Kandi (Sri Lanka) just days

before the ceasefire was declared. Over 10,000 people came from many districts—Sinha-

lese, Muslims, Tamils with a large number of Buddhist monks, Catholic clergy, Hindu and

Muslim dignitaries. Thousands of people walked the roads of Kandi in silent protest

against the war and pleaded for peace. A Catholic priest read a statement of the religious

peace committee. Buddhist priests recalled the teachings of Buddha, and a Hindu priest

addressed the gathering in Tamil, pledging his support for peace.12
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Muslims. This can include media-

tion, conflict resolution, transfor-

mation, counseling, comforting,
confession, forgiving and being

forgiven, and working for condi-

tions that will lead to just and last-
ing peace.

• Develop further Lutheran theo-
logical perspectives for dialogue

through the LWF and other ecu-

menical bodies. How can people of
different religions get along ac-

cording to agreed upon principles

of pluralism, and undergirded by
a theology of inter-religious friend-

ship and reconciliation?

Transformation through
dialogue

In interfaith dialogue we need to be open

to new personal, cultural and social ex-
periences. As we engage in sincere and

honest dialogue, we ourselves are trans-

formed. This is consistent with a trans-
formational understanding of mission. In

interfaith dialogue our eyes may be

opened, we ourselves may be “con-
verted,” as was Peter in relation to

Cornelius, a captain in the Roman army

(Acts 10:1–33). Cornelius held another
faith and his historical, ethnic, cultural

and social background was quite at odds

with Peter’s.

The story is traditionally interpreted as a

story about the “conversion” of

Cornelius. Yet…it is clear that it is a con-

version of both, Peter and Cornelius.

While the conversion of Cornelius has to

do with accepting Jesus Christ as the

Lord, Peter’s has to do primarily with a

radical change of attitudes that resulted in

accepting that all human beings are equal

in the sight of God. Peter’s horizon was

enlarged by the encounter. It gave him a

new perspective of reality; it transformed

his understanding and appreciation of

God’s grace and presence in human soci-

ety. His eyes were opened to the fact that

God’s grace and love are gift for all, with-

out discrimination. Equality among all hu-

man beings is the gracious gift of God.

Therefore, no one can be denied it with-

out violating God’s intention.13

From dialoguing to
praying together?

Increasingly, Lutherans are being chal-
lenged to reflect together on what it means

to act and pray together with people of

other faiths, especially for the reconcilia-
tion and healing of the world. Some have

found this more compelling than rational

discussion of different beliefs.

Prayer is a spiritual bridge which relates

us to others no matter how far apart they

may be…prayer is God’s activity in us

rather than our activity in relation to God.

…Muslims’ prayer is the core of their reli-

gious life and is one of the five pillars of

Islam. In Judaism, prayer is one of the

most dominant elements… Prayer creates

among believers a bond of love and mu-

tual understanding which in turn creates a

sense of unity. Prayer is also a symbol of

equality for all people who, without any

racial, social and cultural discrimination

stand before their Lord.14

If all human beings are equal before God,

if God’s love and grace is for all, if the
Holy Spirit acts beyond the Christian

church, if the healing of the world is a

concern we share with people of many
faiths, should we not be open to the pos-

sibility of praying together with those

who do not share our Christian faith?

What does the encounter/dialogue between Peter and

Cornelius mean for us today?
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What kind of witness would this make to
the world? Admittedly, many Christians

who accept interfaith dialogue would

disagree with the notion of interfaith
prayer. Yet, in times of deep crisis, such

as after September 11, 2001, Christians,

Jews, Muslims, Hindus and others came
together to pray.

Mission and interfaith
dialogue

In interfaith dialogue, we can discover

that God’s mission is greater than the

mission of the church.15 Mission that
seeks to share power and open eyes will

recognize that God is already present

and at work in a given context. Through
the guidance of the Holy Spirit, we may

be surprised to discover a fuller and

more comprehensive understanding of
reconciliation as a healing and saving

process.

Some assume that interfaith dialogue
and mission are mutually exclusive.

Sometimes Christian churches are afraid

of losing their Christian identity or

doubting their own faith if they dialogue

with people of other faiths. Such dia-
logue can be risky; we risk losing our

safe haven, “the pulpit” of our mono-

logue in order to enter into dialogue. We
do not know in advance what direction it

will take nor what the results may be.

Perhaps even some “heresies” will arise.
But, it is the Holy Spirit who moves us to

take the risk, to move from monologue

to enriching and potentially transform-
ing dialogue.

Dialogue includes my witness and

that of my dialogue partner. It is only
possible if my dialogue partner and I

have a clear position (witness) and are

open to self-criticism. Our faith identity
and convictions are not an obstacle, but

rather a condition for a committed dia-

logue. There is likely to be an ongoing
tension between being genuinely open to

the other and commitment to one’s own

beliefs. This is especially the case inso-
far as religious beliefs are absolute

claims. Christian mission is not incom-

patible with dialogue, especially when
we understand mission in terms of rec-

onciliation:

We know only in part, but we do know.

And we believe that the faith we profess is

both true and just, and should be pro-

claimed. We do this, however, not as

judges or lawyers, but as witnesses; not

as soldiers, but as envoys of peace; not as

high-pressure sales-persons, but as am-

bassadors of the Servant Lord.16

What additional tensions and questions concerning the

relationship between dialogue and mission should the LWF

further explore and clarify?

What kinds of theological bases or guidelines are needed

for the possibility of interfaith prayer?
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