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Verbum SVD 45 (2004): 173-186. This is a revised version of a lecture given at the Mission Day
sponsored by the Yarra Theological Union and Dorish Maru Col-
lege (Divine Word Missionaries, Melbourne, Australia) in Septem-
ber 2003. Taking an autobiographical approach, the author ex-
plores the meaning of incarnational mission, using q three-
dimensional framework: following Jesus as example, allowing the
risen Christ to take shape in us, and co-operating with God’s self-
incarnating dynamic in creation, cultures and the church. He ar-
gues that the three dimensions are mutually interpretive and are all
needed for an adequate incarnational missiology.

There is a deep connection between the topic of incarnational mis-
sion and the mission of the Society of the Divine Word. The order was
founded with an integral connection to the first chapter of John's
Gospel, in which we read that the Divine Word became flesh. That
has been the passion of the Divine Word Missionaries ever since. As
the Constitution of the society reminds us: “The Divine Word became
incarnate in a particular historical situation. ... {The] example of Je-
sus determines the way in which we participate in his mission,™

This encapsulates the relationship between the incarnation and
Christian mission, which I would like to explore here.

Taiwanese theologian C. S. Song has the same fascination with
the implications of the incarnation as I do. Commenting on John 1:14,
which says “And the Word became flesh and lived among us,” Song
says, “What a mystery is packed into this brief statement! ... To learn
to say the Word-become-flesh in one breath with crescendo reaching

the climax at the ‘flesh’ is a theological adventure we wish to embark
On.»z

Like all attempts to understand God, talk of “God becoming flesh”
is, of course, metaphorical language. That is, there is more to it than
the phrase can capture. But what it strains to express is at the heart
of Christian faith.

* Born in 1949 in Albury, Australia. 1975 Master of Education in philosophy
of religion (Melbourne University). 1977 Master of Arts in religious studies
(University of Lancaster, UK). 1979 Bachelor of Divinity (Hons) and 1997
Doctor of Theology (Melbourne College of Divinity)} in missiology. Professor of
Missiology at Whitley College, the Baptist Theological College of Victoria, in
Melbourne, Australia.
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Christians would want to affirm that in several senses God takes
shape among us. For example, God the Creator is intimately present
in ¢reation, taking shape in extravagant beauty and even terror. Also,
in a deep and real sense, God is embodied in the incarnation, by
which T mean the whole event — the birth, life, teaching, death and
resurrection of Jesus Christ. And God takes shape in the history of
love in the story of humanity. We see it particularly through the
presence of the risen Christ in the church, pictured by St Paul as the
body of Christ, admittedly very imperfect, but still called to take the
shape of Christ in the world.

It is interesting, however, that when it comes to the question of
how the incarnation affects mission, there are many different inter-
pretations. In fact, if you go looking in missiological writing today,
you will find that various Christian traditions pick up one part of the
meaning,

Sometimes you will find the term “incarnational mission” cc;r some-
times only a related idea, such as “mission in Christ’s way.™ I have
discovered that for the most part, missiologists don’t define incarna-
tional mission or analyze the term in much depth. In this reflection I
hope to shed a bit of light on what incarnational mission might mean
by drawing on several traditions and suggesting a framework for
understanding it.*

There are three dimensions to incarnational mission and they are
all important. Without any one of these facets the idea hecomes dl'S-
torted. I will discuss them in the order in which I discovered them in
my journey into incarnational mission.

The first, which is strong in the Anabaptist, liberationist and radi-
cal evangelical traditions, emphasizes that to engage in incarn_ational
mission is to follow Jesus in daily life, endeavoring as disciples to
take the shape of Jesus, who 1s our example.

The second dimension, strong in the theology of theologians speh
as Jurgen Moltmann, emphasizes that incarnational mission cons1s_ts
of participating in the risen Christ, allowing Christ to take shape in
us.

The third dimension, strong in Roman Catholicism, Eastern Oy-
thodoxy and the ecumenical movement, for example, emphagfmes that
incarnational mission consists of joining God's self-embodiment, or
incarnating dynamic — in creation, in taking shape in different cul-
tures and in the church as the continuing incarnation.
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Incarnational Mission as Following Jesus

Some personal background will explain my interest in this issue. I
am the son of Salvation Army officers and missionaries, and grew up
with a strong sense of practical discipleship. We were evangelical and
practical; we approached Christian faith with our sleeves rolled up.
We were also pietistic — our faith was warm and devotional — and we
followed the Wesleyan holiness tradition; we thought we could actu-
ally become Christlike. We didn’t expect perfection, but we longed for
our lives to be like the life of Jesus, helping the poor, loving our ene-
mies, and embodying as well as announcing the Geod News.

Later T was deeply influenced by the discipleship movement of
radical evangelicalism. Australians such as Athol Gill and Latin
Americans such as Orlando Costas and Samuel Escobar argued for a
holistic approach to mission which was costly and included the socio-
political dimensions of the gospel, particularly a commitment to the
poor.® The discipleship movement can be said to run parallel to lib-
eration theology, being mainly Protestant rather than Catholic and
flourishing mainly in the West rather than in the Two-Thirds World,

Later again I discovered to my surprise that in the sixteenth cen-
tury the Anabaptists had anticipated many of the emphases I consid-
ered important. The Anabaptists, a motley assortment of radicals
who were the forerunners of the Mennonites, Amish, Hutterites and
other groups, went further than Luther in the Reformation and tried
to return to what they saw as a New Testament Christianity. While
being martyred by bath Catholics and Protestants for their beliefs,
they met in small house churches, practiced equality, withdrew from
the world and (apart from one or two famous exceptions) practiced
non-violence. For the Anabaptists, mission was discipleship, seen as
trying to live as Jesus did. Hans Denck wrote, in about 1540, that you
could not know Christ unless you followed Christ with your life.®

Incarnational mission in these traditions means a robust form of
discipleship: following Jesus as our example, with real social and
political consequences. (It has little to do with the imitation of Christ,
at least as outlined by Thomas a Kempis, who focused on interior
feelings and denying the bodily self.”) It means the integration of
word and deed. Just as Jesus embodied his teaching in his life, his
disciples are to try to make the (Good News visible in our lives. Incar-
national mission involves Christopraxis, the “practice of Christ” in
discipleship.® That is, to be a disciple is to walk the Christ-walk and
not just talk the Christ-talk. In this approach to incarnational mis-
sion there is a special concern for the poor and the outcast, following
the example of Jesus. The approach is one of vulnerable love, again
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following the pattern of Jesus. And it expects discipleship to be costly
and difficult, as we follow the way of the cross, possibly engendering
opposition and even persecution.

I embraced this approach as a young man. Twenty-five years ago I
committed myself to mission in Melbourne’s Western Suburbs and
became involved in an idealistic Christian community. I have tried to
be a justice-seeker and peace-activist. With the help of others I have
tried to live simply and on less income. As a community we have
started employment projects, a medical clinic, a housing program, an
activities program for isolated people, a frozen cassercle bank for
families under pressure, a refrigerator purchase scheme that allows
poor families to use and pay off a frig with a small payment each
week and no interest, and so on. We have marched for peace and
tried to advocate for the unemployed and the homeless. We are still
at it, in our weak and faltering way. We see discipleship, mission and
community as intimately interrelated.

But — and this is a big “but” — there are real difficulties with this
understanding of incarnational mission if we take it alone. They are
summed up in the wonderful title of an article: “What does it mean to
be incarnational when we are not the Messiah?™

There are practical difficulties. Christians are in great danger
when we say, in effect, “Look at us and you will see Jesus.” The gap
between the people we would like to be and the people we are is huge.
Every time an archbishop is disgraced in the public eye, every time a
minister or priest abuses a church member, every time you or I cheat
a bit or show our prejudices, Christ is dishonored. We seem to point
away from Jesus in our behavior as much as we point to Jesus. This
is very damaging, especially in a place like Australia, where people
are great detectors of cant or hypocrisy.

There are psychological difficulties. If we strive with great effort to
follow Jesus we set ourselves a noble task but a burdensome one.

We can end up as perfectionists, where we never feel good enough.
And isn't this the opposite of the grace that is meant to seep down
into our soul, releasing us from judging ourselves?

There is the danger of “works-righteousness,” where we pride our-
selves on being more Christlike than our fellow Christians, or even
hope that if we try hard enough to be like Jesus we will deserve to get
to heaven.

There is the danger of legalism, where we argue about the ways in
which we ought to follow Jesus. For example, we might agree that we
should travel light, as Jesus did, but, what does this “evangelical
poverty” mean? Does it rule out life insurance, or having a mortgage,
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or taking a holiday? Does it rule out owning a car — or only an expen-
sive car? Is it even possible outside a religious community with a

common purse? Or perhaps we miss the whole point in trying to draw
the line.

Not only are there practical and psychological difficulties but
there are theological difficulties. The gospel is not primarily about
Jesus coming to be our example. Our understanding of human sin
tells us that we are simply not able to follow a perfect example.
Christ became human to be our example, ves, but also to die for us, to
be raised by God in power and mystery and to live in us as the risen
Christ. The Good News is not that we have been shown how we ought
to live, though that helps; it iz about being transformed so that we
have the desire and power to live this new way.

So incarnational mission as trying to follow Jesus is impossible
and therefore too heavy a burden. By itself it is too much about trying
and not enough about grace, and that’s not the gospel. On the journey
I have fallen into all the traps I have mentioned.

It is at this point that some of my friends, who have traveled some
costly roads with me, have given up, discouraged. In bushwalking
terms, they have hit the wall on the third big hill of the day. ‘I can’t
keep this up,” they say. “There’s got to be something wrong with a
bushwalk this hard. Hardly anyone’s joining us anyway. It’s hot. It's

hard, And we're getting nowhere.” And there have been times when I
have almost joined them,

Incarnational Mission as Participation in Christ

This leads directly into the second way in which Christian mission
can be understood as incarnational: Mission as enabled and guided
by the continuing presence of Christ through the Holy Spirit. In other

wqrds, Christ is present and “becomes flesh” wherever his mission is
being continued.

Paul's image of the church as the body of Christ suggests not only
a strongly corporate approach to mission but also that the church is
part of Christ taking shape in a continuing way in the world. This is
a corrective to the idea that incarnational mission is merely about
following the pattern of Jesus, because it reminds us that the Chris-
tian life is not so much a life like that of Jesus as a life in Christ.

‘ This theme of the risen Christ empowering the church for mission
1s central in Moltmann’s approach to mission. For Moltmann the
church is actually constituted by continuing Christ’s mission in the
presence and under the lordship of Christ.’® We are only the church
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178 Ross Langmead

when we engage in mission in the power of Christ and in his way.
While discipleship for Moltmann ig still full-blooded, costly and politi-
cally engaged, he is careful to see incarnational mission as co-
operating with Christ. Christ takes shape in us as we conform to
Christ, or, to use another metaphor, as we move into his sphere of
influence.” Mission is animated by resurrection presence.

A similar understanding of incarnational mission can be found in
the Eastern Orthodox notion of theosis, or divinisation, which affirms
that God became human so that humans may become divine.'2 In this
double movement it is God taking shape as a human that empowers
us to “recover cur divinity,” that is, respoend on a journey to redis-
covering in ourselves the image of God.™?

The emphasis in this approach is on grace enabling our human re-
sponse. It identifies the role of the Holy Spirit as guide, inspiration
and awakener of our response to faith and mission.

It uses phrases such as “conforming to Christ,” “solidarity in

Christ” and “participation in Christ” to interpret the “following of
Chrigt.,”

It is strongly corporate, insisting that it is the church as a whole
that engages in incarnational mission, not individual Christians,

It introduces a dialectic between grace and works. We simultane-
ously have faith and are grasped by faith. We strive and vet we let go.
We follow Jesus, which is at the same time a participation in Christ.

For me and those around me, to discover this second dimension in
our understanding of mission has been a breath of fresh air. Over the
years our activism has gradually been balanced by an appreciation of
spirituality. Yes, even Baptists are capable of stopping their frenetic
activity and being silent for a while! We are learning from traditions
such as Catholicism all about prayer, meditation, spiritual direction
and retreats.

Scott Peck has written of the various stages of spiritual growth. In
his framework the third stage is activist, principled, individualistic
and skeptical. For a while that was the ethos of my Christian com-
munity, The fourth and highest stage, Peck says, i8 more mystical
and communal. Mission contains mystery. We are more tentative
about what we believe but we stake our lives on its basic truth, and
we know we need each other.'® I sense that many of my friends and
colleagues are discovering this approach to mission.,

There are dangers in concentrating on this second dimension of
incarnational mission alone, just as there are in staying with the first
dimension. One way of seeing the church as the body of Christ is to
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see it as the continuing incarnation, a doctrine common in Roman
Catholicism, Anglo-Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy.'® If this is
taken as metaphorical and is pursued self-critically, it is a valid re-
minder of the high calling of the church and of the mystery of Christ’s
presence in the Eucharist.

If, however, talk of the church as the extension of the incarnation
lacks these safeguards there is a danger that the church will become
unchallengeable, as the mystique of divine authority grows. There
needs to be a dialectical awareness of the divine and human basis of
the church, an institution which both reveals and vet obscures Christ
in 1ts daily life. Talk of the church as the perpetuation of the incarna-
tion also tends to limit the presence of Christ in the world to the
church alone.

Incarnational Mission as Joining with God’s Embodiment

The third way of seeing incarnational mission was prompted in me
not so much by existential crisis but by my developing theology and
my Christian environmentalism. I have come to see God in ecological
terms, helped greatly by the theologian Sallie McFague.”” God, it
seems to me, is in and through all at the same time as being beyond
all. In other words God is both transcendent and immanent. And it
seems that at the heart of God is a desire to be self-embodied, an in-
carnating dynamic.

This means, for example, that creation is the self-expression of
God. It is part of God's mission of “enfleshment.”

Embodiment seems to be the goal of God's outgoing creative and
redemptive love.'*

In this view incarnational mission means joining God in the en-
fleshing of the divine, a taking shape of love, creativity and beauty in
the universe. It means the transformation of all relationships, not
just between humans but also between humans and their environ-
ment. We could say that if creation is essentially about relationships,
then God's redemptive mission is all about the transformation of
those relationships. As 2 Corinthians 5:19 says, “In Christ God was
reconciling the world to [Godself].” '

This reconciliation, this “taking shape” at all levels, includes our
relationship with the environment. So this expanded view of incarna-
tional mission includes an ecological mission.'®

We see this incarnating dynamic in creation but also in history
and pre-eminently in the incarnation.



We see 1t as the gospel takes shape differently in each culture. For
many Catholic missiclogists, this incarnating process, which we call
inculturation or contextualization, is the central meaning of incarna-
tional mission.” One of the least controversial meanings of “incarna-
tional mission” is that the Good News will “flesh itself out” differently
in different cultures. (I realize that it is one thing for it to be missi-
ologically uncontroversial, but it is another thing for the church to
actually experiment and be adventurous in the shapes the gospel
takes.)

Joining God's incarnating dynamic means that incarnational mis-
sion will have a role in affirming the material world, human culture
and the value of humanity. It will take an interest in politics, eco-
nomies, the arts and education, To see God immanent in the world
around us is not to deny that the gospel must transform the world,
but it is to deny that all is depraved. A more positive view of human
endeavor is part of this approach.

This view of incarnation is consistent with a strong and broad sac-
ramental approach to life in general. In both the incarnational and
sacramental approaches we discern the divine in the material or the
human. In both cases we experience God entering reality by means of
embodiment in something material, a symbol pointing beyond itself
and participating in the power of the transcendent. As Leonardo Boff
argues, the sacramental or incarnational perspective has strong im-
plications for mission because it sees the divine suffusing the human
in many ways, seeking embodiment or “concretization.”®

We could say that this third approach to incarnational mission
provides the overall framework for the other two, for it is in the over-
all context of God’s outgoing and incarnating nature that the incarna-
tion of Jesus Christ occurs.

As with the other two dimensions, taken by itself this approach to
incarnational mission can distort mission. It is in danger of becoming
a serene sacramentalism, in which we see God in good things and see
Christ as merely completing culture. Tt can emphasize Christmas —
God with us, and goodwill to all — without paying attention to the
crogs. By itself it can’t cope with Auschwitz, Hiroshima and Rwanda,
because it is too rosy.

But it opens a door for dialogue with other religions in its univer-
sality and in its acknowledgement of God's presence beyond the in-
carnation. And it widens our concern beyond humanity to include all
of creation in the scope of mission.

" Verbum SVD 45:2 (2004)

o . e b Lol

All Three Dimensions Needed

' These three dimensions of Incarnational mission are interrelated
in many ways.

. The s_1m.plesif way to express their relationship is to see incarna-
tional mission, in the first case, as the model for mission, in the sec-

ond, as 1_'.he power for mission, and in the third, as the ultimate basis
for migsion,

We can see them as loosely trinitarian in structure, linked respec-

tively to the activity of God the Son, God the Spirit and God the Fa-
ther or Creator.

1:‘1]50 the three dimensions focus on different aspects of the incar-
nation. The discipleship tradition concentrates on dJesus' life and
death. The “presence of Christ” approach focuses on the resurrection
and the presence of the risen Christ. The third approach, in which we

join God’s incarnating dynamic, focuses on the birth of Jesus as the
centre of the incarnation.

The precise way 1‘:0 express the way they are related is to say that
they are mutually interpretive and mutually correcting. When all

three ('hmensmns are kept in mind, we are well on our way to an ade-
quate incarnational missiology.

Non-incarnational Mission

. It should be clear that I regard an incarnational approach to mis-
sion to be central. It draws from the incarnation, in which God’s mes-
sage of world-transforming love comes to us in a life of world-

transforrping love. This congruence of message and method is at the
heart of incarnational mission.

Usmg th1§ as the criterion, we can see all around 18 examples of
non-incarnational approaches to mission:

1 Mission as proclamation alone. This form of mission is a particular
temptation for Protestant evangelical groups, who focus on words.
They t_end to elevate verbal evangelism above the witness of the
Christian community which lives differently in the world.

2 Mission as merely “presence.” These first two sever the connection
between word and deed, selecting one or the other,

3 Uncontextualized mission, which sees the Christian message as
above culture” or entirely transcultural.
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182 Ross Langmead

4 Triumphalistic mission, emphasizing only God's conquering
power. This form of mission in effect bypasses the birth, life and
death of Jesus and focuses only on his resurrection power, unin-
terpreted by the cross. In many Protestant evangelical churches
influenced by the charismatic movement this form of mission is a
temptation. I was recently invited to such a church to sing my
songs and talk about them, in place of a normal sermon. The diffi-
culty was that for fifty minutes or so we stood and sang songs
which talked about God coming down in power and defeating Sa-
tan. I was about to sing a song called “Living for Shalom,” in
which I had written about my experience in urban mission. It
talks of seeing God in the green shoots in the concrete, amongst
the migrants and the unemployed. It talks of “living the hope of
the city” and of the struggle of the journey. Just before I got up we
sang a song that asked God to come in mighty power and claim
the city, Despite my sense that cur theologies diverged sharply, 1
could only offer what I had to offer. I wondered if anyone noticed.

b Mission from a position of power and wealth rather than self-
emptying, vulnerability and even poverty. This form of mission,
similar to the last, fails to take into account the specific social lo-
cation and teaching of Jegus.

6 Mission as “gathering-in” rather than “going-out.” This form of
mission invites others to join the church on Christian terms in a
church-centered existence.

7 Mass-media-centered mission at the expense of personal engage-
ment.

8 Merely professional and program-oriented mission at the expense
of relationship and whole-of-life involvement.

Examples of the Imporiance of Incarnational Mission

I would like to ground my discussion of incarnational mission by
mentioning three examples of contexts (well known to me) where it is
vitally important to take an incarnational approach to mission.

Among the Poor

The incarnational approach to working alongside the poor starts
with living with them. I realize that poverty in Melbourne is only
relative and that absolute poverty in other parts of the world is far
more severe, But when we settled in the Western Suburbs churches
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were still sending teams from other parts of Melbourne to lead ser-
vices on Sundays as a form of mission. Qur friends were worried for
our children, growing up and being educated in the Western Suburbs.

I know this is a complicated issue. How many of us can live as
Mother Teresa did, or Bede Griffiths, or other incarnational mission-
aries of rare commitment?

But the great challenge of the incarnation is that in Jesus God not
only took human form but spoke from the position of a carpenter who
then became n homeless preacher. He emptied himself, taking the
form of a servant (Phil 2:7),

Mission from alongside, mission from wvulnerability and mission
from shared suffering - these are powerful ways in which to share
God’s costly love,

Crossing Cultures

Inculturation is one of the liveliest topics in missiology and it
takes its inspiration from the way all of God that can be found in
human form took shape within the specific culture of first century
Palestine. God always comes to us clothed in culture and no culture
can contain the whole gospel.

So it 15 vital for us to explore what shape the gospel takes in each
culture, living in the tension between what we discern as universal
and what we discern as cultural. This process has been going on since
the church began, but we are now realizing how important it is for
Christians to speak the language of their heart, to see what the Good
News means for their culture, and to learn from other cultural ex-
pressions of the gospel.

In Australia

The history of Christian witness in Australia is rather dismal, it
seems to me. Getting off to a bad start in 1788, Christianity has been
on the bhack foot ever since, identified with the authorities, seen as
irrelevant to this wide land of promise, and at odds with the egalitar-
ian impulse and olir inarticulate and often repressed sense of spiritu-
ality 2 _

These tendencies have sharpened as we have moved into what are
either called the post-'Christian era or postmodernity in Western so-
cieties. Young people are more likely to cobble together their own set
of beliefs than identify with orthodox Christian belief.



I believe that the only approach to mission that will cut ice with
Australians, particularly young Australians, is a vigorous embodi-
ment of our core beliefs, that is, an incarnational approach to mis-
sion. Australians respect faith with its sleeves rolled up. I believe, for
example, that the clear message church leaders have given on wel-
coming refugees is respected widely. As people come across Chris-
tians who live out what they believe and embody the vulnerable love
of God, I am confident that the message will be heard that God takes
shape amongst us still.

Taking Shape

I have endeavored to express the three dimensions of incarna-
tional mission in a song, and the words follow below. The song begins
with mission as joining God’s incarnating dynamic. Then follows mis-
sion as following Jesus, and the third verse refers to mission as em-
powered by the Spirit of the risen Christ.

Taking shape in your creation

Loving God, your beauty shines,

In the waves that sweep the shore, the mountains
soaring high,

The creatures of the earth, the colors of the sky,
So fragile in their power, exploited.

And yet you live.

Help us take the shape of holy beauty:

Our future’s in your love.

Taking shape as human person,

Saving God, you show the way.

In his body grace and truth, compassion setting free,
Incarnate Word of God, he opens eyes to see,
Though evil, so it seems, destroys him.

And yet you live.

Help us follow Jesus into freedom:

Our future’s in your love.

Taking shape through gentle Spirit,

Risen God, we need your power.

Make our worship come alive, give strength when
we are tired,

In every part of life, our word and deed inspired,
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In unity — Oh God, we fail you,

And yet you live.

Help us be transformed into your likeness:
Our future’s in your love.?
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