let it shine
The Path to Global

Mission and Ecumenism

Fifty years ago, ecumenism, the movement that
inspired the creation of the United Church of Christ,
was considered to be the wave of the future. Along with
the established Protestant churches of the time, the UCC
was to be a partner with business and government in the shaping of the era of
American leadership in the post-World War Il world.

Global mission, the expression of the church’s care for the world beyond

the borders of the United States, was to emanate from that center of “the
establishment,” bringing material assistance and spiritual benefit to those in
need of both.

Fifty years later, the UCC often finds itself at odds with the U.S. government and
has been a critic of business practices that disadvantage the poor. Our church,
along with others, has become “dis-established.”

Our understanding of global ministries has also changed, reflecting new, more
modest circumstances, as well as a changing view of the church itself. The
church is no longer seen as the goal of God’s mission; it is to be an instrument
of God’s mission. Churches are not settled institutions; they are outposts of
mission in an environment that often seems hostile to faithfulness. Politically
marginalized at home, we seek companionship with those around the world who
are marginalized in even more profound and existential ways.

Mission no longer “emanates” from a powerful center; it is a shared venture in
which we witness mutually with and to partners around the world. Mission is no
longer the special province of mission agencies: it is the central responsibility of
the church-indeed, it defines the church--and hence is to be undertaken by the
whole church in all its manifestations: individuals, local churches, conferences
and the national setting, in the dialogue of life.

Now we see ecumenism, that impulse that stems from Jesus’ prayer that we
may all be one, in a common commitment to discerning and participating in
God’s mission. The UCC continues to be a proud supporter of the World Council
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of Churches, the National Council of Churches and Church World Service. The
Common Global Ministries Board of the UCC and Disciples remains a brave
experiment in denominational partnership, one that respects separate histories
and identities, but at the same time seeks to live out in common witness our
more profound identity in Jesus Christ and in the mission to which he calls us.

During the past 50 years, changes in our circumstances and in our theology
have led to changes in our understanding of, and our participation in, global
ministry. But there is also a profound continuity. Like our forebears, we place
the incarnation at the center of our faith. We believe that the Word Incarnate is
the most eloquent word, that mission is not, finally, a matter of institutions and
structures. God’s mission has to do with human encounter, with the discovery
of Christ in others and, and through the alchemy of love, in ourselves. It is
ultimately a grand adventure, without which the church would cease to
be the church.

Reflections:

* Reflect on the relationship of mission and power. On which side of the
equation of mission and power do you think Jesus is located?

e If you were to write a “Great Commission” (“Go into all the world and
proclaim the good news to the whole creation.”) for our times, what would it
be?

* As you hear the word “mission,” what comes to your mind? Does this article
challenge some of those assumptions?

Resources:
* Introduction to the Living Theological Heritage, Vol. 5: Mission and Outreach

e Mission Moments, from Wider Church Ministries (available at www.ucc.org/
steward/mm.htm)
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