Christian Unity and Pentecostal Mission: A Contradiction?
Cecil M. Robeck, Jr.
In his provocative book, The Clash of Civilizations, Samuel P. Huntington observed
the apparent competition that best describes the relationship between Christianity and
Islam over the past century. He pointed to the fact that Christianity and Islam are both
“proselytizing religions”.1 These faith traditions are the two largest global religions, and
drawing upon the 1982 work of David Barrett, he predicted that Islam would take
precedence and become the dominant world religion as early as 2010.
Whether or not one accepts Huntington’s theory of the inevitability of clashing
cultures, in this case religious cultures, it is difficult to imagine a future in which large
numbers of Muslims and Pentecostals will ever be close friends, that is, it is difficult to
imagine a time when they would be either willing or able to set their theological
differences aside in such a way as to allow the other to exist without interference. Their
ideologies and their missionary agendas appear to be diametrically opposed to one
another because both of them deal in what they believe to be ultimate claims of truth.2
One might wonder, too, whether something similar might not be said when comparing
Pentecostal mission programs with the programs of those that advocate the cause of
Christian unity. I mean by this that the ideological and pragmatic issues over which
Pentecostal Christians and Ecumenical Christians think they disagree, issues that lead to
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unhealthy competition for domination within the Christian community or more broadly
within the world, seem to be equally intransigent. While it is widely stated that the
modern Ecumenical Movement as embodied in the World Council of Churches came into
being at least partially as a result of the 1910 World Missionary Conference in
Edinburgh,3 thereby linking the concepts of mission and unity in a tangible initiative, the
move toward Christian unity has also held some important implications for the subject of
World Mission that have not always been viewed positively either by Evangelicals or by
Pentecostals.
Three decades ago, the veteran evangelical missionary, Harvey Hoekstra, lamented
what he called the demise of evangelism. It began, he argued, when the International
Missionary Conference was swallowed up by the World Council of Churches in 1961. In
his study, Hoekstra examined a range of independent and semi-independent mission
agencies that had flourished within denominations that belonged to the World Council of
Churches prior to the incorporation of the International Missionary Council into the
World Council of Churches.

Once this merger had been accomplished, Hoekstra

asserted, these independent and semi-independent mission agencies were subjected to a
steady domestication and regularization by the various “denominational boards of foreign
and world missions” of the churches that held membership in the World Council of
Churches. From Hoekstra’s perspective, the influence of the World Council of Churches
on its member churches tamed the missionary enterprise in two ways. First, it substituted

3

See, for instance, Lesslie Newbigin, Is Christ Divided? A Plea for Christian Unity in a Revolutionary Age
(Grand Rapids, MI: Wm B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1961), 22. For an important discussion on the matter
that acknowledges that this position is a common one for good reason, but which points to many
ecumenical initiatives that had taken place as early as the 18th Century, see Brian Stanley, The World
Missionary Conference, Edinburgh, 1910 (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company,
2009), 7-12.

3
the concern for social justice in place of evangelization.4 Second, it tended to reduce
funding for evangelistic work on the mission field, in favor of padding budgets for the
personal ambitions of denominational mission bureaucrats interested in their own upward
mobility.5
While the work of Huntington has come under fire in some quarters as being far too
pessimistic, the charges he has raised regarding Christian-Muslim relationships would
seem to hold grave implications for the entrepreneurial nature of Pentecostal missions
throughout the Middle East and other regions of the world where Islam is the majority
religion.6 Similarly, if the broader Pentecostal programs of mission and evangelization
are placed alongside the much more tidy discussions related to mission and the unity of
the Church conducted by the World Council of Churches, Hoekstra’s concerns might also
call for a level of scrutiny.7 Even so, their concerns should be examined by Pentecostals
to see whether, or in what ways, they might be considered valid
I do not see the need to break social concerns apart from verbal forms of proclamation
when it comes to evangelization and mission.
4
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understood itself as a missionary and evangelistic movement standing within the
revivalist tradition.8 While the movement has always been strongly committed to the
proclamation of the Gospel in a verbal form, its role in social concern has not yet been
adequately studied or recognized.9
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Churches has often been depicted by people such as Harvey Hoekstra as replacing
personal evangelism with social justice programs,10 many of the denominations related to
the World Council of Churches continue to send missionaries with much more than a
mere social message.11 We may differ on the priorities that we give to various aspects of
ministry, but I think that our caricatures of one another need to change. More important
still, I think, is whether we are only to do evangelization by these means or whether there
is a role for simply being something that we have so far refused to be, or at least refused
to be well. And that is being one. With that, I want to focus for a short time on the
prayer of Jesus in John 17.
The Prayer of Jesus
20 I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe
in me through their word, 21 that (hina) they may all be one (pántes hèn ’ōsin).
As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, (hina) may they also be in us, so that
(hina) the world may believe (ho kósmos pisteúē) that you have sent me (hóti su
me ’apésteilas). 22 The glory that you have given me I have given them, so that
(hina) they may be one as we are one, 23 I in them and you in me, and they may
become completely one, so that (hina) the world may know (ho kósmos ginōskē)
that you have sent me (hóti su me ’apésteilas) and have loved them even as you
have loved me (égápēsas autòus kathōs ‘emè ’egápēsas).
John 17:20-23 NRSV
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prayer of Jesus as pointing to a spiritual form of unity. When the Holy Spirit came to
indwell His followers, Jesus’ prayer was answered through the indwelling of the Holy
Spirit in every genuine believer.12 A spiritual unity or koinonia was the result of this
common indwelling of the Holy Spirit. It is not our job to decide who is “within” and
who is “outside” of this spiritual fellowship. Any call to work for some form of visible
unity is then portrayed as the misguided effort of human beings to accomplish what God
has already given. As a result, Pentecostals have generally given little credence to the
modern Ecumenical Movement.

But the question remains. Does this spiritual reading

of Jesus’ prayer do justice to His line of thought? Given the purpose of the unity for
which Jesus prayed, so that the world would believe, wouldn’t a literal reading of John
17:21 be more appropriate?
This second, more literal reading stands as the backdrop against which the modern
Ecumenical Movement has found the source for many of its actions. While it may be
true to say that we already experience a spiritual unity through the common indwelling of
the Holy Spirit, that spiritual unity is not in itself sufficient to convince the world that
God loves them. It is not visible or tangible. Something more is needed to convince a
world that is so disposed.
The argument then is that Jesus has prayed for the unity of the Church as part of God’s
plan, and we have been invited to participate actively in this work of God as we search
for the right solution to demonstrate that unity in a visible or tangible form. Most
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contemporary ecumenical conversations conclude that in light of this passage, the quest
for unity must be viewed not as an independent human quest, but as being in the will of
Christ for the whole Church. Ecumenism must be understood as God’s gift to the Church
in direct response to Jesus’ prayer for unity among His disciples. It is, therefore, the case
that our calling as members of that Church is to pursue together or enter together into the
fulfillment of that will or to participate together in that gift. This understanding suggests
that primary responsibility for our unity rests with God, but that all Christians are called
to participate together in that call in an active way. 13
In John 17:21-23 we may also find a governing paradigm regarding the relationship
between unity and mission. A literal reading of the text seems to suggest that unity
between the followers of Jesus is essential to the overall effectiveness of their witness.
The connective hína in verse 21 is typically translated “so that” or “in order that” when
followed by the subjunctive as it is in this passage. Since the subjunctive mode conveys
a tentative or contingent nature of the act, it is here the case that the world’s belief that
the Father has sent the Son (ho kósmos pisteúē) is in some way dependent upon the action
in the previous clause. The action in the previous clause is simply that of being one
(pántes hèn ’ōsin). Nothing is said in verse 21 regarding either the witness of word or the
witness of deed. The compelling nature of the testimony to which John bears witness is
that followers of Jesus are one. It is a witness of being rather than a witness of doing.
This does not mean that engaging in acts of verbal evangelization or doing acts of social
justice in the name of mission is either ineffective or wrong-headed, but the fact of our
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being one, just as the Father and the Son are one, may be in some way a more compelling
witness of God’s love for the world and demonstrated in Jesus Christ, in its own right,
than anything we could say or do.
The message conveyed through this act of being is twofold. First, according to verse
21, it is the message that the Father has sent the Son, literally “that you have sent me” (sú
me apésteilos). In verse 23, this same phrase is repeated. Jesus prays that the disciples
will be completely one so that (hína) the world will know (ho kósmos ginōskē) that you have
sent me (sú me apésteilos). This initial request, however, is joined by a second one in

verse 23, namely that as a result of the complete oneness of His followers, the world will
come to know that the Father has loved the world.

Literally, Jesus prays that the

consequence of the oneness of His followers will convey the message that “you have
loved them just as you have loved me” (hoti ’ēgápēsas autous kathos hemè ’ēgápēsas).
If it can be said that the prayer of Jesus links the effectiveness of mission to the unity of
His followers, that is, the effectiveness of the message intended for the world, then it
should be possible to assess the effectiveness of this mission in light of the unity or
division that is currently present among the followers of Jesus.
Currently many Christians, among them most Pentecostals, remain focused upon what
they describe as the spiritual or invisible character of the Church while excluding more
visible forms of ecumenism as in some ways compromising. At the same time, many
others, notably many of the more ecumenical Christians have focused upon the visible
nature of the Church, but often at the expense of any emphasis upon the need for a
personal conversion or life transformation that can be viewed in a spiritual sense. As a
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result, it is currently impossible to answer the question of effectiveness in any compelling
way.
If it is spiritual or invisible unity for which Jesus prayed, how is the world able to
discern it in such a way as to see the love of the Father demonstrated through His sending
of Jesus, His Son?14 In what way is it a complete witness to the truth that Jesus wants the
world to see? If, on the other hand it is intended to be visible, what is the form that this
visible unity to take? Is it a visibility rooted in a single institution? Is it intended to
manifest itself in some type of conciliar fellowship? Is it a unity that is based upon
theological uniformity? And what expectations regarding personal conversion should
churches place on individuals as a requirement for becoming a Christian and joining the
Church. Among Christians, the questions of “being,” that is, of how visible unity should
best be conceived and manifested also remains unanswered. As a result, regardless of the
position adopted in the current state of relations between Christian churches, the question
of the effectiveness of the Church’s mission continues to remain unanswered.
The Unanswered Challenges of Lesslie Newbigin
The question of the effectiveness of the Church’s mission in light of the current state
of disunity was something that troubled Bishop Lesslie Newbigen over half a century
ago. As early as 1953, he took the position that
The disunity of the Church is a denial of the promise and a contradiction
of the purpose for which the Church is sent into the world. How can the
church give to the world the message that Jesus is able to draw all men to
Himself, while it continues to say, “Nevertheless, Jesus is not able to draw
us who bear His name together”? How will the world believe a message
which we do not appear to believe ourselves? The divisions of the Church
are a public denial of the sufficiency of the atonement.15
14
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For much of his life, Lesslie Newbigin served as an English, missionary-bishop in the
Church of South India. He did not enter India as a bishop, but was elected to that post in
the Church of South India by the Indian people of that church. For over half a century,
his was a strong Evangelical voice in that region of the world. He was both a leading
churchman and a formidable ecumenical statesman. From beginning to end, Bishop
Newbigin was an advocate of proclaiming the message of salvation through Jesus Christ,
and from beginning to end he saw the success of that task being linked to the unity of the
followers of Jesus Christ. His commitment to the Church of South India, one of the
earliest “united” churches in the world, is a testimony to his commitment to this idea. In
truth, he saw unity as a basic fact of life whose foundation lay in the very atonement that
Christ had made possible through His death and resurrection. The unity of the Church is
as much a soteriological issue as it is an ecclesiological issue. His experience on the
mission field of India led him to that conclusion.
Bishop Newbigin often spoke of the challenge that many non-Christians posed to him
when he presented the Gospel to them. They stumbled over the deep divisions that
separated Christians from Christians as the Catholic Portuguese were replaced by the
Reformed Dutch and the Reformed Dutch were displaced by the Anglican English and
then the Baptists and the Methodists, divisions that seemed to deny the efficacy of the
reconciling work of Jesus Christ. When Bishop Newbigin told the Indian populace of
Christ’s power to reconcile humanity to God, and His ability to reconcile people one with
another, their response was often tainted by skepticism.
Yes, that is what you say, but it is not what you believe. For if you
believed it, you would yourselves have found it true. You would have
found in Jesus a center of unity deep enough and strong enough to
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overcome your natural divisions and to bring you together as one family.
If you really believed that the Name of Jesus is the one name under which
all [hu]mankind is to be enrolled, you would yourselves have found that
Name sufficient. But in fact you add all sorts of other names. Evidently
you yourselves do not find in Him the secret that you are offering to us.16
While this short response is most likely a composite one, made up of arguments that
young Hindus with whom Bishop Newbigin came into contact may have brought, it is
nonetheless effective in communicating the discrepancy between what we say and who
we are. In short, the current state of division between Christians is sufficient to raise
doubts among those for whom the message of reconciliation is intended to be Good
News. From the perspective of missions, our divided state is a scandal of the highest
magnitude that needs to be overcome.
The Qu’ran has put the indictment another way,
With those who said they were Christians, We [Allah] made a covenant
also, but they too have forgotten much of what they were enjoined.
Therefore, We stirred among them enmity and hatred, which shall endure
till the Day of Resurrection when Allah will declare to them all that they
have done.17
The Qu’ran forms and guides the worldview of countless millions of people around the
world. Some interpretations of this passage suggest that the divisions between Christians
have come as a result of Allah’s judgment upon a backslidden Church.

Divided

Christians are portrayed as being divided because they have been unfaithful to God. Still,
we claim to carry the message of reconciliation. In light of our divisions, the appropriate
Muslim response, like that of the Hindu, is, “If your God is so good at providing
reconciliation through Jesus Christ, why are you who carry His Name unable to be
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reconciled to one another? Don’t talk to us about God’s reconciling power until you can
bear tangible evidence that your message is true.”
The World Missionary Conference that was held in Edinburgh in 1910 can be
described as a watershed both for mission and for unity or ecumenism. The purpose of
the Conference was not first and foremost about Christian unity, it was about Christian
mission. The conference came at a time when the situation around the world was
changing. The institution known as Christendom that seemed to have served the Church
in previous centuries was beginning to crumble. The handwriting was on the wall as the
Colonial powers began to be eclipsed and indigenous people and their newly created
nations began to rise up. Many nations began to find their own voices, emerging to take
their place on the world stage. This process would continue for the better part of the next
century. The missionaries and mission executives that gathered in Edinburgh in 1910
were concerned with the need to evaluate the effectiveness of their current work, and if
possible, to strategize together regarding the future in which a post-colonial, postChristendom global form of Christianity might take the place of the status quo.
One of the things that quickly became apparent as they met with one another was the
need for greater unity between the churches engaged in missionary work. The call for the
churches to work toward greater visible unity that was issued by the World Missionary
Conference of 1910 is difficult to ignore. It was the entire theme of the study issued by
Commission VIII,18 and clearly it had a significant impact on the ultimate formation of
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the World Council of Churches.19 The Commission had gathered information from a
range of denominations, missionary sending agencies, regional missionary conferences
and associations, missionary founded churches, and missionaries on the status of
conversations and projects that fostered visible unity. It included an assessment of the
contributions being made through comity agreements, the role and promise of
conferences and associations developing in various regions of the world, the necessity to
foster and the potential fruit to be gained by engaging in joint actions whenever possible,
and the obligation of missionaries and their respective sending bodies to cooperate more
fully with one another on issues related to visible unity.
The Commission also included a discussion on the strengths and weaknesses of two
fundamental approaches to visible unity, (1) the role of federations of churches that might
allow for maximum diversity between ecclesial partners, and (2) the possibility of moves
toward greater organic unity that might contribute maximum depth to the resulting
relationships.
What resulted from the 1910 Conference included the formation of the International
Missionary Conference.20 It should not be surprising, then, to learn that the Assemblies
of God in the USA, which had formed explicitly in 1914 for purposes of greater visible
unity and of greater missionary cooperation, should become part of such an
organization.21 The Assemblies of God joined the Foreign Missionary Conference of
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North America in 1920. When the Foreign Missionary Conference of North America
joined the International Missionary Conference the following year, the Assemblies of
God became a member of the International Missionary Conference.22
When in 1949 the Foreign Missionary Conference of North America became the
missionary arm of the National Council of Churches in the USA, the Assemblies of God
dropped its membership in that missionary organization, but it continued to maintain a
cordial relationship as a “Consultant Agency” to both the National Council of Churches
in the USA and the newly formed World Council of Churches, ultimately taking up
residence in the same building at 475 Riverside Drive, in New York City.
In 1961, the International Missionary Conference became the Commission on World
Mission and Evangelism of the World Council of Churches. It was only in August 1961,
after four decades of membership and cooperation with these national and international
ecumenical agencies that the Assemblies of God broke off its relationship with them, a
decision made under duress from the repeated attacks by the American Fundamentalist,
Carl F. McIntyre, questions raised by the National Association of Evangelicals, and the

baptism (whether it was to be done in the name of Jesus Christ as it was in Acts 2:38, or using classical
Trinitarian language of Matthew 28:19). While these differences were not mentioned by name, the concern
for doctrinal unity within the youthful Pentecostal Movement was genuine, and many thought that if they
could work with a common name (Assemblies of God) with shared educational expectations and a shared
standard for clergy, the issue of unity could be addressed visibly. At the same time, missionary activity
was a second major concern. The movement wanted to conserve resources, to assess needs, and engage in
practical stewardship, just as the 1910 Edinburgh Missionary Conference had done. This may be seen in
the following statements in the call to the first General Council of the Assemblies of God. “We come
together that we know how to conserve the work; that we may all build up and not tear down both in home
and foreign lands.” “We come together…that we may get a better understanding of the needs of each
foreign field, and may know how to place our money in such a way that one mission or missionary shall not
suffer, while another not any more worthy, lives in luxuries. Also that we may discourage wasting money
on those who are running here and there accomplishing nothing, and may concentrate our support on those
who mean business for our King.” “General Convention of Pentecostal Saints and Churches of God in
Christ,” Word and Witness 9:12 (December 20, 1913), 1.5-6.
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personal convictions of the newly elected General Superintendent of the Assemblies of
God, Thomas F. Zimmerman.23
It is easy to see why Lesslie Newbigin would argue that
It was among missionaries that the denominational barriers were first
overleaped, and it was the great world missionary conference of 1910 that
created the modern movement for Christian unity. The unity of Christ’s
people, for which He prays, is a unity “that the world may know that thou
hast sent me and hast loved them even as thou lovest me.” It is a unity for
the sake of the world, the world which God made and loves and for which
He sent His Son.24
Newbigen went beyond this initial summary, however, when he envisioned the
participation of Pentecostals in the field of mission as well as in the field of unity as one
of critical importance to the whole Church.
In 1953, Newbigin wrote his important book, The Household of God, in which he
outlined what he called the three streams of Christianity. The first stream he called the
Catholic stream. The second stream was the Protestant stream. And the third stream was
the Pentecostal stream.25 He declared that all three streams were essential to a full
understanding of the Church. Each had a contribution to make, but apart from the
contributions of the other two streams, each was incomplete. According to Newbigen’s
argument, Catholics offered structure to the Church through their emphasis upon
apostolic succession. Protestants offered the reformed “message” of the Church, that is,
what he viewed as its doctrinal orthodoxy.

Together, Catholics and Protestants had

historically sought to “honour and safeguard the uniqueness, sufficiency and finality of
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God’s saving acts in Christ.” Yet without the third stream, he contended, they reflected a
“Church which is a mere shell, having the form of a Church but not the life.”26
What Pentecostalism brought to the Church, he offered, was “the conviction that the
Christian life is a matter of the experienced power and presence of the Holy Spirit
today.”27 Unfortunately, he pointed out, for a variety of reasons, Pentecostals were
largely outside the ecumenical arena. As a result, Pentecostalism had not yet risen to the
critically necessary challenge of the theological encounter that the Ecumenical Movement
made possible, and as a result, the other two streams were bereft of vitality and power.
Newbigin maintained that the Church needs all three streams, cooperating in such a
way as to be one, for in the end, “the Church is, in the most exact sense, a koinonia, a
sharing in the Holy Spirit.”28 The presence of Pentecostalism as an equal partner in the
Church removes all three aspects of the Church – Catholic, Protestant, and Pentecostal –
from the clutches of their individual sin, whereby each claims to be the whole Church,
without giving due consideration to the other parts. Furthermore, he pointed out, “When
the risen Lord bestowed the apostolic commission upon the Church and empowered it to
continue His mission, the very heart of His act lay in the bestowal of the Holy Spirit….It
is as anointed with His Holy Spirit that they are bearers of His commission, and in no
other way.”29
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Repeatedly throughout his ministry, Newbigin came back to this same theme. Five
years later, in 1958 for instance, he wrote a small pamphlet, in which he called for
something more than mere cooperation between the various strands of Christianity,
Our divisions are a public contradiction of that atonement. Co-operation in
common programmes of study and action is not a substitute for this unity.
Co-operation in mission must eventually face the question “Mission for
what?” Into what are we inviting the men of all nations – into a new
complex of divisions in place of their own, or into the one family where at
last they may know themselves one in the Father’s house?30
Following the lead of Lesslie Newbigin, the Disciples of Christ ecumenical theologian
and now General Secretary of the National Council of Churches in the USA, Michael
Kinnamon, who has written much in the field of ecumenism, has also made this point,
one on which I believe Pentecostals need to reflect further.31 It is one thing to join a
local, national, or international Evangelical or Full Gospel alliance in order to cooperate
on shared concerns; it is quite another thing to join in a quest for full visible unity.
If Newbigin was strongly committed to the idea that full and genuine Christian unity
was critical to the success of Christian mission, he was just as strongly convinced that
Christian unity was not to be viewed as an end in itself. It was unity for the sake of
mission that was at stake. In one of his last addresses, Bishop Newbigin, now retired,
was invited to speak to the Conference on World Mission and Evangelism of the World
Council of Churches that was held in Salvador, Bahia, Brazil in 1997. While he was
relatively weak, his words were powerful, and they led to major acclaim. He was pleased
that various speakers had talked about building relationships with groups like the World
Evangelical Fellowship but he also had some critical remarks for the World Council of
30
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Churches. “I do not think that the desire here expressed will be fulfilled unless the WCC
gives much more evidence of being filled with a longing to bring the Gospel to all
peoples,” he began. He went on to note that
The WCC has given courageous leadership in the struggle for peace and
justice in the fight against racism and in concern for the integrity of
creation. It has been the prime mover in the search for closer Christian
unity. But in so powerfully challenging the churches on these issues it
does seem to have lost the missionary passion that was the vital force that
created the ecumenical movement in the closing years of the nineteenth
and the opening years of the twentieth centuries. The demand for unity
among the churches and the demand for justice and peace among the
nations, if they are not rooted in what God has done for all the world in
Jesus Christ, can themselves become new forms of domination. There
cannot be any greater task, or any deeper joy than to tell the world what
God has done for us in Jesus Christ and to enable others to know, love,
and serve him as Lord and Savior.32
Unity and Mission: The Message of Edinburgh 1910
The 1910 Edinburgh Missionary Conference was largely and intentionally a Protestant
and Anglican event, though there were a couple of Catholic observers. When delegates
representing the many historic Protestant and Anglican churches of the day met in
Edinburgh in 1910, they concentrated almost entirely upon the challenges faced by their
own missionaries in Africa, the Middle East, and especially in the giants of Asia – India
and China. A significant portion of the Commission’s agenda revolved not only around
the interface between Christianity and other religions that were already present in those
regions of the world, but also around the notion of unity among the Christians who were
working in those areas.
Those who led Commission VIII were very much aware that tensions existed between
some churches. Some of these tensions were obviously theological, but others were more
32
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practical. In any case, the Commission sought to avoid any possible conflicts between
delegates. At the same time, it was very clear that no one should have to sacrifice his or
her personal convictions. As a result, Commission VIII looked specifically at the more
pressing and pragmatic, Church-dividing issues that were present in these regions rather
than the longer term and underlying issues. Given that neither the Orthodox, nor the
Catholic, nor the newly emerging Pentecostal churches were present, it is easy to
understand why the work of Commission VIII had in one sense only a limited value.
Among the pragmatic issues undertaken by Commission VIII were the use and misuse
of comity agreements by which countries were divided up in such a way that entire
regions, were given over to one specific denomination or another, but rarely to more than
one. The limitations of such agreements became readily recognizable as soon as one or
another group refused to recognize the validity of such an agreement, especially when it
had not been a party to the establishment of the agreement in the first place. It also
evaluated the role and promise of various conferences and associations then in the
process of developing in various parts of the world. The Commission called attention to
the need to foster these relatively recent developments and it pointed to the potential fruit
that might be gained by engaging in joint actions whenever that was possible. Several of
them held real promise for the future. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, it noted the
obligation that the missionaries and their respective sending agencies had, to cooperate
more fully with one another on issues related to visible unity. In keeping with this point,
the Commission ultimately passed a single resolution that put into place a Continuation
Committee of the World Missionary Conference that would be multi-national and multi-
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denominational empowered to follow up on unresolved issues.33

This Continuation

Committee would become extremely important in the development of various networks
that ultimately evolved into different streams within the World Council of Churches.
Christian Unity and Pentecostal Mission: A Contradiction?
The title of my paper includes a question.

It asks whether Christian unity and

Pentecostal mission stand in contradiction to one another. I believe that Pentecostals
might respond rightly by saying “No’ to this question if it were asked in a neutral or
abstract setting. Christian unity and Pentecostal mission need not run competition with
one another. They are not mutually exclusive. They belong together. Pentecostals
would point to John 17 and say that it is obvious that Jesus saw it this way. They might
read the writings of Lesslie Newbigin and recognize the validity of his appeal for unity
for the sake of mission. They might even point to the 1910 Missionary Conference (if
they knew about it) and note that the delegates were convinced that these two things were
related as well.
But in the real world, one where differences seem clear and sides are taken,
Pentecostals have long said, “Yes.” Efforts toward visible Christian unity and mission
are a contradiction in terms. They have not typically said this in so many words, but their
response is shouted through their actions. Their actions clearly indicate that this is their
response. For far too long, they have chosen to build walls between them and those with
whom they have disagreed, rather than to engage in conversation or to seek
understanding.

One might even speak of a 70 year Babylonian captivity of

Pentecostalism. They have allowed themselves to become captive to an Evangelical
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agenda that has not really been their own.

And while some of the blame for this

captivity lies squarely at the feet of the Evangelical community, some of it rightly
belongs at the feet of those Pentecostal leaders who, for the sake of acceptance within the
Evangelical community, have chosen to move against the historic visions of Christian
unity that Pentecostals had long held.34
Name and Glory / Ephraim and Judah
Those of you who know me know also that I began my ecumenical journey officially
in 1983 when the Lord awakened me in the middle of the night and instructed me to write
a specific paper on the topic of Ecumenism. It was a radical request, one that I did not
feel I was at all prepared to heed. I wrote it, and today I look back on that divine
visitation as the night when I was called to work for greater unity in the global Church.
Shortly before I wrote that first paper on “The Ecumenical Challenge,” my
Presidential Address to the Society for Pentecostal Studies, I had read Professor Samuel
Terrien’s book, The Elusive Presence. He intended it to be a contribution toward “an
ecumenical theology of the Bible.”35 What intrigued me about Professor Terrien’s work
on the Divine Presence, were his conclusions about the People of God in ancient Israel.
He saw, as many of us might, two sets of people. There were those who identified with
Israel or Ephraim.

And there were those who identified with Judah. What was most

interesting to me was what he took great pain to explain.

Both Israel and Judah

experienced the Divine Presence at times quite visible through His work among them,
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and on other occasions as Deus absconditus – apparently absent, and yet in the
experience of Israel, at the same time very much present.
What Terrien argued, was that these two groups, Israel and Judah, seemed to
experience God in very different ways. Those who identified with Israel experienced
God through their spiritual ear. These were the people to whom God revealed His Name
(Deuteronomy 5:6), a revelation that prefaced the Decalogue, the commandments that
spoke of how they were to live their lives. They were the people who heard the call of
the Shema – “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One” and the command to
love the Lord their God with all their heart, soul, and strength (Deuteronomy 6:4-5).
Hearing God as they did, they also went to their sacred places and listened as God spoke
through the prophets, “Thus, says the Lord.” They heard themselves called to live their
lives within the ethical boundaries of their relationship with God. God would be as much
in their actions, in the ways they would relate one to another, as God would be in the
words that they heard, calling them to follow Him. These people, argued Terrien were
best viewed as people of the Name. Their knowledge of God came through the auditory
canal, the ear. They valued sacred time and they lived according to an ethical revelation.
On the other hand, there were the people of Judah. Their advantage was that they
lived close to Jerusalem, the city of God. There on the hill sat the temple of God. The
people who identified with Judah, Terrien contended, saw the Glory of the Lord. As they
gathered at the temple, they experienced God through their spiritual eye. As David
brought the Ark back to Jerusalem, he danced before the Lord with all his might. Isaiah
saw the Lord, sitting on a throne, high and lifted up, filling the temple with His glory,
while seraphim fluttered about proclaiming “Holy, Holy, Holy” (Isaiah 6:1-13) and he
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was overcome with awe. And when the worship of Judah was conducted in the majestic
sacred space called the temple, it included a celebrative atmosphere full of burning
incense, chanting priests, and antiphonal choirs.

It included orchestras, trumpets,

tambourines, and cymbals. They sang and clapped and shouted and danced! It is in the
exuberant praise of the Psalms where we catch a vision of the Lord, a vision of His Glory
that filled their minds and hearts. As a result, they had a message to proclaim!
What I want to point out is this. In spite of the differences in the ways each group
came before God, there is no question that they both encountered or experienced God,
one group hearing God, the other group seeing God. One group may have stood silently
as God spoke, while the other burst into what some might describe as ecstatic worship in
response to God’s presence among them. But these two groups of related people, these
two groups who appeared to have quite different identities and histories and even
traditions, these two groups both genuinely encountered God. And each responded to
God’s presence in very different ways.

In fact, their ways may have seemed

irreconcilable, even mutually exclusive of one another. But in the Lord’s hand, they are
becoming one.
Those who find an identity in Ephraim or Israel know that they have been in God’s
presence and they know that God has been working with them about this thing called
unity. Their obedience in forming the World Council of Churches, in forming various
regional, national, and local ecumenical bodies, in participating in a vast array of
ecumenical opportunities in Faith, Order, Work, and Life, know that God has been in all
of it. But I want to state categorically that God has also been working with those who
identify with “Judah”, the ones I would describe as Pentecostals.
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In a sense, there is nothing new in this paper. And yet, the factors that have for so
long led to a standoff between Pentecostals and many churches in the Ecumenical
Movement may finally be relinquishing their grip.

Some of you may know that

Pentecostals have been participating in the work of Faith and Order with the National
Council of Churches in the USA since the early 1980s. They continue to do so.
Several Pentecostal groups have also recently become part of a creative, ecumenical
initiative called Christian Churches Together in the USA.36

Bishop James Leggett,

General Superintendent of the International Pentecostal Holiness Church is playing a
significant role, encouraging other Pentecostal leaders to open up to the ecumenical
process through this initiative. His denomination has been joined by other Pentecostal
groups including the Church of God of Prophecy, the Elim Fellowship (Lima, NY), and
the Open Bible Churches. Sadly, the two largest Pentecostal denominations in the US,
the Churches of God in Christ and the Assemblies of God have held the CCT at arms
length.37 But nearly a decade ago, the Church of God in Christ established an Office of
Ecumenical and Urban Affairs.

In 2005, the Assemblies of God transformed its

statement disapproving of participation in ecumenical organizations from an exclusive
statement to a much more inclusive one.38
If we turn our eyes outside the United States, however, we find a very different and
much more rapidly changing story. Since 1961, there have been several Pentecostal
denominations which have come to hold membership in the World Council of Churches.
36
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Most of them are small Pentecostal denominations numbering at most a few hundred
thousand members. All of them come from the Global South - Chile, Argentina, Brazil,
and Angola. Before they joined the WCC, many of them were considered to be the
poster children of the Pentecostal Movement – early, indigenous, independent, and
thriving. Since they joined the WCC, the Pentecostal denominations affiliated with the
Pentecostal World Fellowship have marginalized and ignored them. Yet they are fully
Pentecostal and today they have nearly a half century of experience, living as ecumenical
Christians. They may not reflect the same political, social, or economic agenda of North
America and Europe, but they are fully Pentecostal. The time has come for the rest of
Pentecostalism to hear their testimony and to re-evaluate their witness.
Still, the story gets better. Within the past two decades, Pentecostal denominations
have become full members of the National Councils of Churches in at least 37 countries
and they have taken either associate or observer status in 6 more. That means that there
are at least 43 countries in which Pentecostals are now part of the National Council of
Churches.39

What may be even more profound is the fact that roughly 70% of them

come from the Global South, among the so-called “Developing Countries” of the “twothirds world” where the growth of Pentecostalism is most significant.40
And then, there are the international dialogues. The International Catholic-Pentecostal
Dialogue came into existence, in part, because of the lack of unity between Pentecostals
and Catholics in Latin America. The question of mission has been addressed several
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times in this dialogue between Pentecostals and the Catholic Church, as well as with the
World Alliance of Reformed Churches, with the Lutheran World Federation, and through
the Joint Consultative Group, with the World Council of Churches. Many Pentecostal
leaders from around the world have participated in the Global Christian Forum, a
relatively new and promising initiative on the ecumenical horizon.41
Unity is critical to the work of mission. The Catholic-Pentecostal Dialogue came
about because of disunity between these two enormous traditions.
mission, they worked on the subject of proselytism.

For the sake of

The Lutheran – Pentecostal

Dialogue came into existence because of the desire of the Lutheran World Federation to
understand better the dynamics of a missionary church in Ethiopia that holds membership
in the Federation, the lively and charismatic Ethiopian Evangelical Church Mekane Yesus.
The Dialogue between the World Alliance of Reformed Churches and Pentecostals
resulted from conversations broached by the late Milan Opocensky, who wanted to
change the dynamics between Pentecostals and Presbyterians in Korea. The result has
been that the Assemblies of God in Korea has now joined the Korean National Council of
Churches.
Huibert van Beek, who for years led the Office of Church and Ecumenical Relations
in the World Council of Churches worked tirelessly to gain approval for the formation of
the Joint Consultative Group, an ongoing dialogue between WCC member churches and
Pentecostals that is now in its second round of discussions. Thus far, both teams are still
learning about the other, but high on their agenda are issues that have emerged on various
mission fields, including the problem of proselytism. And then there are the Orthodox.
41
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Just weeks ago, Dr. Harold Hunter visited the Ecumenical Patriarch in Istanbul, where he
suggested the possibility of an Orthodox – Pentecostal Dialogue. Such a Dialogue will
necessarily become deeply involved in missionary questions right from the start.
What seems clearly evident from this brief survey is the fact that unity and mission
somehow go together. The Ecumenical Movement prides itself on the fact that it has
been hard at work on the Unity question. Pentecostals pride themselves on the fact that
they have been hard at work on the Mission question. It is time to bring the two together
into some form of dialogue in which unity and mission can bring the life of the Spirit to
one another.

Appendix
Regional and National Councils of Churches with Pentecostal Memberships

Africa
All Africa Council of Churches
Pentecostal Assemblies of the World (Liberia)
Council of Churches in Angola
Apostolic Faith Church in Angola
Christian Apostolic Mission in Angola
Evangelical Pentecostal Mission in Angola
Full Gospel Church in Angola
Church of God in Angola*
Botswana Council of Churches
Church of God in Christ
Council of Protestant Churches of Cameroon
Full Gospel Mission in Cameroon*
National Council of Churches of Kenya
Kenya Assemblies of God
Maranatha Faith Assemblies
Overcoming Faith Centre Church of Kenya
Pentecostal Evangelistic Fellowship of Africa
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Liberian Council of Churches
Don Stewart Christ Pentecostal Church
Pentecostal Assemblies of the World
New Apostolic Church*
United Church of God in Christ*
United Pentecostal Churches of Christ*
Christian Council of Mozambique
Full Gospel Evangelical Church
Council of Churches in Namibia
Apostolic Faith Mission**
Pentecostal Protestant Church**
Council of Churches in Sierra Leone
Christ Apostolic Church
Church of God of Prophecy
National Pentecostal Church
Calvary Pentecostal Church*
South African Council of Churches
Apostolic Faith Mission of South Africa
Sudan Council of Churches
Sudan Pentecostal Church
New Sudan Council of Churches
Sudan Pentecostal Church
Council of Swaziland Churches
African Apostolic Faith Mission
Apostolic Faith Mission
Council of Churches in Zambia
Apostolic Faith Mission
Zimbabwe Council of Churches
Zimbabwe Assemblies of God in Africa

Asia
Communion of Churches in Indonesia
Church of God of Prophecy in Indonesia
Full Gospel Bethel Church
Pentecostal Movement Church
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Surabaya Centre Pentecostal Church
Utusan Pentecostal Church in Indonesia
National Council of Churches in Korea
Korean Assemblies of God

Caribbean
Caribbean Conference of Churches
Christian Pentecostal Church – Cuba
Church of God (Ebenezer) – Haiti
Bahamas Christian Council
Pentecostal Church
Cuban Council of Churches
Apostolic Church of Jesus Christ
Christian Pentecostal Church
Congregational Pentecostal Church
Light of God Pentecostal Church
Pentecostal Holiness Church
Open Bible Church**
Pentecostal Church of Sovereign Grace in Cuba***
Protestant Federation of Haiti
Apostolic Faith Mission
Assemblies of God
Church of God in Christ
Church of God Mission
Jamaica Council of Churches
Jamaica Association of Full Gospel Churches**
Jamaica Pentecostal Union**

Europe
Conference of European Churches
Pentecostal Assemblies of Bulgaria
Church of God in Croatia
Evangelical (Pentecostal) Church in Croatia
Shiloh United Church of Christ Apostolic Worldwide (UK)

Council of Christian Churches of an African Approach in Europe
Assembly of God, Berlin – Germany
Christian Pentecostal Church – Germany
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Church of Pentecost – Germany
Pentecostal Church International, “Shalom Chapel” – Germany
Pentecostal Revival Ministry – Germany
Full Gospel Christian Community – Switzerland
Full Gospel International Church – Switzerland
Calvary Church of God in Christ – UK
Full Gospel Revival Church Centre – UK
Full Gospel Revival Church of God – UK
Ecumenical Coordinating Committee of Churches in Croatia
Evangelical Pentecostal Church
Ecumenical Council of Churches in the Czech Republic
Apostolic Church
National Council of Churches in Denmark
Apostolic Church
Estonian Council of Churches
Estonian Christian Pentecostal Church
Finnish Ecumenical Council
Swedish Pentecostal Mission in Finland**
French Protestant Federation
Apostolic Church
Church of God in France
SKIN – Together Church in the Netherlands [Immigrant]
ACTS Revival Church – The Hague
Assembly of God, Utrecht and Rotterdam
Pentecost Revival Church – Amsterdam
Christian Council of Norway
Pentecostal Churches of Norway
Ecumenical Council of Churches in the Slovak Republic
Apostolic Church in Slovakia**
Council of Christian Churches in Slovenia
Pentecostal Church in Slovenia
Christian Council of Sweden
Pentecostal Churches in Sweden
Churches Together in Britain and Ireland
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Church of God of Prophecy
Free Churches Group [See Below]
Churches Together in England
Church of God of Prophecy
Free Churches Group
Assemblies of God
New Testament Church of God

Latin America
Latin American Council of Churches (CLAI)
Association “The Church of God” – Argentina
Christian Biblical Church of Argentina
Evangelical Pentecostal Church – Argentina
Pentecostal Methodist Church of Bolivia
Free Pentecostal Missions Church – Chile
Missionary Pentecostal Church – Chile
Pentecost Church Eben-Ezer – Chile
Pentecostal Church of Chile
Pentecostal Mission Church – Chile
Pentecostal Church Faith and Holiness – Costa Rica
Christian Pentecostal Church – Cuba
Evangelical Pentecostal Union of Venezuela
Evangelical Pentecostal Church of Naciente – Uruguay
Universal Apostolic Mission Church*** - Chile
Christian Fellowship of Churches in Chile (CCI)
Free Pentecostal Missions Church
Pentecostal Church Eben Ezer
Pentecostal Mission Church
Universal Apostolic Mission Church
Ecumenical Fellowship of Chile
Pentecostal Mission Church
Universal Apostolic Mission Church
National Evangelical Council of Peru
Assemblies of God of Peru
Church of God in Peru
Church of God of Peru
Evangelical Pentecostal Church of Peru
International Movement Pentecostal Church of Peru
Missionary Evangelical Pentecostal Church
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Missionary Fellowship of the Assemblies of God

Federation of Evangelical Churches of Uraguay (FIEU)
Pentecostal Church Naciente
Council of Christian Churches of Uruguay (CICU)
Pentecostal Church Naciente

North America
Christian Churches Together in the USA
Church of God of Prophecy
Elim Pentecostal Church
International Pentecostal Holiness Church
Open Bible Churches
Church of God (Cleveland, TN)**
Church of God in Christ, Inc.**
Pentecostal Free Will Baptist Church**

Middle East
There is no formal cooperation between the Middle East Council of
Churches and any Pentecostal body in this region of the world.

Pacific
Cook Islands Religious Advisory Council
Apostolic Church
Assemblies of God
Kiribati National Council of Churches
Assemblies of God**
Niue National Council of Churches
Apostolic Church
Samoa Council of Churches
Pentecostal Church
Vanuatu Christian Council
Apostolic Church
Assemblies of God**
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Associate Members *
Observers**
Fraternal Affiliates***

