CONFERENCE STATEMENT: EDINBURGH 2010 EAST AFRICA

Mission for the 21st Century: An East African Perspective
Sub-Theme: Christian Communities in Contemporary Contexts

We, an ecumenical team of fourty six (46) people comprising Church leaders, theologians, scholars, clergy  and lay people from East Africa  met at the Carmelite Community Centre, Nairobi, Kenya between 26 and 28th May 2009 to reflect on Christian mission in the region since 1910. The conference was the culmination of a year long study process on one of the Edinburgh Commission themes, “Christian Communities in Contemporary Contexts”. The process entailed a critically honest evaluation of   the what, how and why Christian mission in Eastern Africa has been carried out in order to understand what lessons may be learnt for enhanced missiological enterprise in the 21st century.  After deliberations on the gains made, opportunities lost, challenges faced, and mistakes made we observed that Christianity in East Africa is characterized by diversity in terms of culture, religions, social contexts and class (urban vs. rural), generational differences, gender etc. that has led to various ways of being Church and living out the Gospel. We came up with the following as critical missiological concerns in the region:  
Edinburgh 2010: Centenary Celebration of Christian Mission in Humility and Hope
After a hundred years of Christian mission in Eastern Africa, 2010 is a moment of great celebration for the Church. We appreciate, applaud, and commend the selfless and diligent work of 19th century European Christian missionaries to Eastern Africa amidst major challenges like harsh weather, diseases and unfamiliar environment. The seeds of Christianity planted by these missionaries and watered by many African evangelists have sprouted and have brought forth hundredfold fruit to the glory of God.  The immense success of Christian mission is not only evident in the huge number of Christians in Eastern Africa but also in the strong convictions and faith among many Christians manifested in religious practice.    
However, celebration of success necessarily requires honest appraisal of any mistakes made and opportunities lost. We cannot afford to lose the opportunity presented to us by 2010 to repent of those moments when we made mistakes remembering that genuine repentance calls for reparation and reconciliation. We take this moment to look back at our understanding of mission why, and how we have carried out this mission in order to discern in humility what we need to buttress, correct and improve in future mission. Critical evaluation will indicate that there is change in context and therefore the need to change in the content and text of mission. 
Understanding mission: What is, why and how to do Christian Mission 

Christian mission is purpose driven and God centered. Its success is not based on material success but on whether God is glorified. As an agent of mission, the Church in any place or time is manifested in: 

1. Proactive engagement in empowering not disempowering; peace building, healing and reconciling not causing conflict, injuring and segregating; loving and all inclusive not marginalizing.  

2. Proclamation of the good news of our Lord Jesus Christ

3. Presence – in situations of persecution,- the ‘ministry of presence’  is part of mission
However, specific situations define the specifics of mission. For Eastern Africa, a region characterized by poverty, disease, and ignorance in spite of enormous resources, the mission of the Church has no alternative but to direct its engagement and proclamation towards redressing this anomaly.  
Beyond mission at home, the Church in Eastern Africa has to go out to all corners of the earth to make disciples as per the great commission. In this the Church has to identify the various mission fields in order to discern the engagement, proclamation and presence required of it. Five mission fields may be identified in the 21st Century: 

1. Pre Christian field (mainly found in Africa?), 

2. Nominally Christian field (mainly found in North America), 

3. Post Christian field (mainly found in Europe), 

4. Non Christian field (mainly found in Asia), and 

5. Anti Christian field (mainly found in Materialistic societies). 

Suffice it to note that with globalization, mission fields are complex and so deep analysis of each situation is required. 

Mission Concerns for East Africa: Lessons from History of Mission
Reading through history, various lessons may be learnt:

1. Importance of Memory: An analysis of contemporary problems in Eastern Africa indicates that these are related to the19th century Christian missions. Chief among the challenges of African peoples are associated with alienation – from their land, their cultures, their world views – from themselves. Christian missions played a role in this alienation. For example, part of the cause of the 2007-2008 post election violence in Kenya is the quest for land; much of which was illegally appropriated by the Church in the name of mission. Another example may be given of how Christian missions stigmatized and marginalized African cultural, religious, educational, social and political systems.
 This has consequently resulted in hypocrisy and confusion as Africans seek to be ‘Christian’. Christian mission in the 21st century must contribute in redressing some of these historical injustices committed in the process of evangelization.  

2. While the Church in Eastern Africa since 1910 has actively engaged in acts of love and concern for people, at another level, the Church has been a source of marginalization of its own body thereby creating centers and margins.  At the global level, the North and South differences continue to hamper Christian mission while at the local level the mainline churches marginalize Pentecostal and indigenous churches. Within churches, stratification along class, race, ethnicity, gender, age, abilities, etc continue unabated. Specific to Edinburgh 2010 are questions of justice, equity and representation. While we appreciate the limitations of Edinburgh with regard to the number of people who can be present, there is need to ensure equitable representation of people from the global south (Africans included), women, children, youth, disabled,  African independent Pentecostal and indigenous churches, People Living With HIV and AIDS (PLWHA), indigenous peoples,  etc.  Issues of exclusion and inclusion raise serious concerns in this Information Age. 

3. On many occasions, the Church has been instrumental in the proclamation and implementation of the good news of our Lord Jesus Christ. Over the period between 1990 and 2002 in Kenya for example, the Church united with other religions and together pushed for democratic changes thereby bringing an end to an era of serious human rights abuses. This clearly demonstrated the power of religious unity.  However, on many occasions the Church has been guilty of conformity where it has allowed itself to be led rather than to lead. Often the Church has been reactionary rather than proactive. In Uganda, ecumenical cooperation has been threatened by sectarianism. 

4. We appreciate the major role played by the Church in Eastern Africa in the context of conflict management and peace building. However, we acknowledge that the Church has often been a source of or party to conflict. Conflict and violence among and even within churches has marred the image and integrity of the Church thereby eroding its authority.    Without being democratic in its structures, the Church cannot hope to address lack of democracy and conflict in the secular sphere. 
5. European/American missionaries to Africa adopted a model of Church management that is centralized and imperialistic. Unfortunately, this model continues to hamper inclusive participation in mission. There is need to shift to a cyclical communitarian model where God is at the center and every one is seen as part of mission work to the glory of God. 

Approach to Effective Mission 

1. Given the complexity of mission fields, there is need for multifaceted and multidisciplinary approaches to mission.  This is necessary for effective identification of the needs of specific field areas and the resources required for each. For example, post Christian fields in Europe and America require African missionaries and therefore there is need to open spaces for African missionaries to Europe, America, and all corners of the world. 

2. History attests to the need to acknowledge and appreciate people’s cultures and lay foundation for mission to be effective. Within the East African context it is necessary to consider communal values and therefore do mission from the grassroots experiences. Further it is essential to understand cultural dynamics in evangelizing a community. Africa is not culturally static. 

3. The history of mission in the New Testament as well as in Africa indicates that for mission to be empowering, missionaries should move on after establishing church communities in order to allow these communities to grow independent of the missionaries. Permanent missionary activity stifles growth.

4. For mission to be sustainable, mission has to be outbound. This is best illustrated by the words and works of Christ and by Paul in his missionary activity. 

5. While we appreciate the need for radical interpretation of the Word of God in certain situations, in other situations, literal interpretation of the Bible remains relevant. Therefore there is need to understand what is negotiable and what is not negotiable in the word of God. 

Values in mission
The basic Christian values of Justice and Love remain the guiding values of mission in whatever time or place. Interpreted in the context of mission in contemporary Eastern Africa these values translate into: 
1. Sharing

2. Compassion

3. Integrity (no compromise of God’s mission)

4. Equity as opposed to charity

5. Humility

6. Respect for the  human person

7. Building community beginning with family values.
Training for Mission

For mission to be effective, quality education and training for mission in Eastern Africa should lay emphasis on the following:  

1. Intercultural studies – Understanding cultural dynamics especially in a globalizing context is essential in evangelizing a community
2. Inter-religious studies – There is need to identify the points of convergence among religions and make them points of discourse for religious unity towards a common purpose

3.  Multidisciplinary training – lessons on language use in mission for example reveal that the language of engagement in mission has been problematic and marginalizing while historical perspectives are necessary  to addressing contemporary challenges 

4. Ecumenical training/orientation (not inhibiting)

5. Internationalism and globalism 

6. Contemporary  and emerging issues  
7. To make people receptive to the Gospel it is necessary to relate mission to real life situations. This requires training priests and evangelists in specific professions so that they provide holistic service to community. For example, one could be a professional doctor and priest so that he or she can meet the practical needs of the people as he/she meets their spiritual needs.  This is not impossible. For instance, the Nairobi Pentecostal Church and the Nairobi Chapel have been engaging their members in mission in this way.  

Conclusion

The Church from the Eastern African region joins the World Church in celebrating a hundred years of successful Christian mission but in humility acknowledges the mistakes done throughout the years and the opportunities missed. As we thank God for bringing us this far, we repent of the times we have disempowered, violated, and marginalized the body of Christ and genuinely seek healing and reconciliation of this body in pursuit of justice and love to the glory of God. We yearn for new and empowering ways of being Church that may facilitate building up the Body of Christ.         
� Some forms of Christianity in Africa continue to denigrate African culture even as other try to inculturate the Gospel in the African context. 
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