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The media is often in a mission perspective treated as merely a tool question. Media enthusiasts tend to see the different media as nothing more than neutral communication channels, which can be controlled by the church and used to serve its purposes. Media skeptics, on the other hand, see primarily the media as channels of sin and immorality or as a threat to the genuine community of the church. Both groups seem, however, to have a too narrow understanding of the media and to be underestimating their power. This article argues that the media must be given more thorough attention in the mission thinking today and proposes an agenda for a church in the 21st century faced with the challenge of the media.

The first task on this agenda is to realize the power of the media today. In the West secularization has led to a significant drop in church affiliation and attendance, particularly in Europe. At the same time people spend still more hours in front of televisions or computer screens, and their understanding of religion is therefore increasingly being shaped by the media rather than by the church (Hjarvard 2008:11). In the non-Western world media products such as satellite television and the Internet become still more available, though the access is much more limited than in the West. It has been argued that the entry of modern media these places has led to a kind of cultural imperialism, where Western values are being forced on the local populations. This has been modified by recent studies, showing that the mediated foreign cultures do not replace the local culture but are critically received and evaluated within the framework of a dynamic local context (Clark and Hoover 1997:20, Gorman and McLean 2003:221). For the church this means that it is not possible – even if some would like it so – to inject the Christianity of the West into non-Western populations through the media. The context of the local people is important to bear in mind and the best result is therefore reached, when the local church is included in the process of media production (Jørgensen 1987:50). This is for instance reflected in “the ethos” of the television company Sat-7, where the value of local culture and language among many other elements are mentioned as important when producing Christian programs to the Arab world.

The second task is to acknowledge the blessings of the media. From the very beginning the church has used various media such as letters, liturgy and art to spread its message. The advantage of the new media is that they enable the church to do the same faster, across larger distances, and to a potentially much bigger audience. Throughout the 20th century the use of television, radio, video, audio cassettes, film and websites have gained an important role in modern mission, and large media mission societies have emerged. Especially in places where the church is small and the entry of foreign missionaries is difficult the media have offered a new way to reach non-believers and given local Christians a chance to grow in their understanding of the Christian faith. Also in a Western secularized context, where people can be hard to reach with traditional mission initiatives, the anonymous and home based reception of media products offers the church new entries to people it has lost. With the appearance of the Internet this contact is increasingly interactive, and more dialogical ways of media mission are now possible. One such example is the Danish website www.religion.dk, which attracts more than 50,000 thousand unique visitors each month for dialogue on religion.

The third task is to face the fact that despite the many advantages of the media it also has consequences for the church to use them. When the printing press was introduced by Gutenberg in the 15th century the church first encouraged its use but later changed its position, as it became clear that the printing industry could not be controlled (Thompson 1995:56). Today, the church must live with the fact that no media can be controlled. When the church enters into the media world it is just one participant among many others, and in order to be heard or seen it must adapt to the rules of the media (Søgaard 1993:118-119). Different studies have shown that at least in the Western world mission initiatives by means of the media have had limited effect. Few people watch the Christian TV channels and those who do are often already churchgoers (Schultze 1996:64). The poor results can partly be explained with reference to the overall secularization of society, but a lack of competitive resources and willingness to let go and adapt to the media logic are other possible explanatory factors. In the non-Western world there seems to be more stories of success with media mission. For instance Knud Jørgensen reports from West Africa how the use of radio, audio cassettes and literature have resulted in an openness towards the Gospel among the Muslim Fulani people (Jørgensen 1987:43). On the Internet, which must be characterized as the most global mission field, there also seems to be stories of effective mission. On the website www.godrev.com/joy-in-heaven a map shows where people just have “made a decision for Christ” and counts a total number of 1,3 million decisions. Although this from a missional perspective is positive, critical questions must also be raised: What does it mean to accept Jesus in cyberspace? Is it a long term commitment or just a momentary impulse soon to be forgotten? And are there local congregations for these new Christians to join?
This leads to the fourth task, which is a conscious theological media reflection. If it is true that the media play a central role in modern society and therefore are unavoidable for a church in mission, and if it is impossible to use the media without to some degree subordinating to their logic, then what should the church do? The media seem to go against firm dogma as well as institutional authority and celebrate the individual choice, the experience and the mix of traditions. How can mission with integrity be carried out under those circumstances in a way so the church does not loose itself, yet still can appeal to the modern world? This includes a discussion of institution, dogma and authority versus individual freedom, experience and personal responsibility, as well as the physical aspects of congregation and mission versus the virtual character of the media world. Working with these and other questions will pave the way for a more pro-active media approach where the church neither excludes the use of media in mission on the basis of traditionalism or fear, nor just follows the media unconsciously and letting them set the agenda for the mission of the church. 

The final task is to act. Depending on the result of the theological reflections the strategically best way ahead must be sought. Some have the technical and financial resources to create and distribute professional and appealing media products to audiences in traditional mission fields or in the Western world. Others will prefer seeking influence on the secular media, trying to introduce the voice of the church as one among many other voices presented there. There are different paths for the church to follow, and since the media world is constantly changing the church must also once in a while consider its steps. A continually reflection, experimentation and evaluation of the specific actions is therefore needed. 

This article has proposed a media agenda for the church at the beginning of the 21st century. It involves realizing the power of the media, celebrating their blessings, facing the challenges they pose, reflecting theologically and acting strategically. Much of this relates to more general missiological challenges facing the church today. Finally, it would therefore be appropriate to suggest that the question of the media, rather than being treated as a specialist or a tool question fruitfully could be integrated into the overall missiological thinking. Not least because the media are responsible for many of those trends and tendencies which occupy the work of the modern missionary.
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