“Mission – backwards looking or on the rise? 
99 years after the World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh”
“A stimulating conference” – that was the comment of many who had attended the meeting at Loccum from September 14-16, 2009. More than ninety participants and contributors attended the conference jointly held by the German Association of Mission Studies and the Protestant Academy at Loccum (Lower Saxony, Germany).

After the greetings of Dr. Goldenstein for the Academy and Prof. Becker, German Association of Mission Studies, Prof. Robert Schreiter, Chicago, delivered a key note lecture on “Spreading the truth or intercultural theology. What do we mean when we speak today of Mission?”. He analysed some of the movements behind the shift from mission theology to intercultural theology and recognised a deep-rooted conflict between thinking of the whole or of the differences. The latter attempts to evade the hegemonic discourses which are associated with mission as an imperial endeavour or with theology and church power in the global North. He linked this analysis to the question of how far truth can be re-claimed within a paradigm of cultural diversity, which for many seems to equal relativism. His conclusion: we need intercultural sensitivity and competence to understand and study processes of communicating the Gospel. This, however, does not mean that truth is unattainable. He outlined the meaning of ‘truth’ according to the Hebrew term emet: reliability, truthfulness in relation. Schreiter expounded it further thus, that a given group will have to accept that truth is more than that what its members may believe about themselves – and therefore is not final but a matter for debate. 
In a second step, Dr. Wolfgang Günther highlighted that the conference of 1910 was unique in many respects. Therefore one can look to the effects the meeting had caused but for the same reasons none could claim to be the rightful heir of the conference. It was in its effects that it has become important to various strands in the last century. Dr. Christine Keim then read a paper on the contribution by women to Edinburgh 1910, and traced the continuation this conference found among women in mission in Germany in the following years. 

On Tuesday morning Dr. Fidon Mwombeki, general secretary of the UEM, Wuppertal, reminded the audience that to connect mission to colonialism (as is often done in looking back to Edinburgh 1910) in the first place will not represent the whole picture of the mission work which had been performed in earlier times, for instance in Tanzania, his own country. Mission is a dimension of church and from here he went on in challenging the churches and mission boards of today in how far missions boards or societies are still effective instruments of cooperation or partnership in obedience in mission. One effect these intermediate agencies may have is that they distance churches in Germany from the churches in Tanzania. 

After this input from the Global South, mission for today was spelt out under five aspects discussed in groups: “Mission and dialogue”, “Mission, development and diaconia”, “Mission and ecumenical networks”, “Gender, justice and gospel”, “Mission as intercultural theology”. The results presented afterwards underlined that in each area of interest mission is spelt out differently. In the various fields discussed specific criteria, standards (for instance for diaconia, for development, on gender issues, on the relation of academic reflection and church activities) and agencies have evolved in Germany so that it sometimes becomes difficult to tell what mission as a fundamental dimension of Church is, if the Church itself is so differentiated. 

A panel discussion followed on “Mission on the rise: Perspectives from church, theology, and ecumenical networks”. Dr. Mwombeki, Chr. Schneider-Yattara (Evangelical Lutheran Mission, Hermansburg), P. U. Storck, Protestant Church of Mitteldeutschland and Dr. Kirsteen Kim, Research Coordinator of the Edinburgh 2010 study process, presented in how far mission is rising in the areas of their work. They also highlighted moments where the global dimension and the local dimension interact and they problematized how far one can really learn from each other. They named challenges to the churches like the agnosticism in East Germany (where only 10% of the population adhere to a religious community) or relationships with Muslims in Germany.
Dr. Kim then informed the meeting about the international study process Edinburgh 2010. Questions were raised like how to adequately commemorate the centenary of the conference in Edinburgh 1910. Several asked how far the study process, which is of a more academic nature can be related to churches, mission agencies and their activities in mission.
In the evening the conference participants were invited to visit the nearby monastery which had been founded in 1163 by Cistercians as a place of mission to the population in the area. They closed their day’s work with an evening prayer in the church. 

The next morning Prof. Becker interviewed P. Christoph Anders, Director of EMW, Pn. Ulrike Schmidt-Hesse, vice general secretary of the EMS; Stuttgart, and P. Rainer Kiefer, Secretary of Ecumenics, Mission and Diaconia of the regional Lutheran Church of Lower Saxony. They “earthed” some of the questions raised by relating them to their work in ecumenical networks and in the contexts of local churches and mission bodies. One crucial question identified was how far churches are able to live in the consciousness of being part of a global community and understand mission in this line and to act accordingly.
The participants closed the conference with a general discussion. The lectures and the working groups demonstrated impressively how diverse the insights and approaches in mission in Germany are, even more if those of partners in other continents are considered. They also underlined that mission is not a major theme for the regional mainline churches, even faced with many problems. They discussed various possibilities for strengthening the consciousness of mission but also cautioned themselves to not overlook those facts which make clear that mission is in the rise in small areas but not with a general conviction about what is important in mission.
Two major challenges for the future of mission were identified: to discuss the various, sometimes contradicting understandings of mission which co-exist next to each other. And second, to what extent churches will be able to offer differing scenarios of a future than the one of a global war over limited resources (climate, water, oil …) and among religions. Will Christians and their churches be able to differ from the mainline trend to firstly look to one’s own good and witness thus to Christ worldwide?
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