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It has become mandatory for BTESSC to have an annual theme and reflect on the whole 
year through all its programmes and expect its members also to reflect on it in their local 
contexts. So the Executive Committee of BTESSC decided to have the theme, “Re-location 
of Mission and Ecumenism in the context of the Margins,” for the year 2014-2015.  Both 
are heavily loaded terms. As a theme is not merely a slogan or motto, it provides a focus 
for theological reflection, worship and meditation as well as for programmatic activities 
in the year. 

To facilitate our refection process we used to organize a seminar before the business 
sessions and invite suitable persons to present papers and initiate discussion.  This year 
we are fortunate to have the General Secretary of Council for World Mission, Rev. Dr. Collin 
Cowan and Rev. Dr. K.C. Abraham, the former Director of SATHRI/Research department 
to present their views from two different perspectives.  I thank them for accepting our 
invitation. Both the papers will definitely lead us to think and act.  

As you all know the NCCI is celebrating its centenary this year and it has as its theme, 
“Towards Integral Mission and grass root Ecumenism.” They requested us to have the same 
theme for our seminar.  Since they are the parent body of BTESSC, the Executive Committee 
has conceded to have a theme closer to their theme to avoid and overlapping of the 
programmes in the year.  It is time to discuss about the relocation in the emerging global 
context where the market has taken a prominent position. Most of our understanding of 
mission is very limited and evangelical-oriented but the two papers in this seminar direct 
us to a different meaning of Mission.

Some time back there was a consultation in Bangalore on the theme ‘Ecumenism 
has failed.’  Long back I read a small book published from Russia to criticise  ecumenism 
by saying this will create a base for global market.  How much of it is true needs to be 
reviewed. But there is a need to rethink afresh the meaning of Ecumenism in the present 
context.  Some of the ecumenical initiatives have become regionally biased, parochial and 
sectarian.  One of the first initiatives in the world to bring together different denominations 
to form a church has now become another denomination.  This is mainly because we have 
lost our mission commitment and moved away from the original focus.
In this context, Dr .K.C. Abraham opines that, 

INTRODUCTION
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‘Mission and ministry as life-affirming , mission as ministry as Solidarity and 
mission and ministry as community building these provide new horizon of our 
ministry as community building these provide new horizon of our ministry. They 
should be expressed in our commitment to certain values, and structure, and to 
concrete actions. To quote report of the Melbourne Conference again,

In the fulfilment of its vocation, the church is called to announce Good news 
in Jesus Christ forgiveness, hope, a new heaven and new earth; to denounce 
powers and principalities, sin and injustices; to console the windows and 
orphans, healing, restoring the broken-hearted; and to celebrate life in the midst 
of death.’

Earlier it used to be ‘Mission to the Margins’ but now it has changed to ‘Mission from 
the Margins.’  There are a number of questions about the word Margins.  Dr. Collin Cowan 
says that, 

“I come to this conversation, identifying myself as someone from the margins; 
but I do not allow myself to be defined my margins’ ideology. In my presentation, 
I will argue that the language of margins, like centre, is a social construct with 
particular objectives in mind. I am not afraid nor ashamed to speak about 
the context from which I have come and the circumstances that bespeak my 
experiences in growing up in rural Jamaica, where the living conditions were 
minimalistic and where only sheer ambition, determination and the fervent 
prayers and encouragement of a praying mother and an ever present father 
allowed me to be where I am today.” 

“In the words of Kurt Carr “God kept me so I wouldn’t let go.” Notwithstanding, 
I have learnt, from I was very young, not to allow my circumstances to define 
my destiny. So I grew up knowing that it was right to be proud of who I am; to 
value family, the nurture bed of my existence; to give generously towards the 
development of other people’s wellbeing; and to respect other people for who 
they are and not for what they have. I reject being categorised to advance the 
prejudice of those who assume that I am minority because of the colour of my 
skin or the country from which I come. I do not regard myself as either less than 
or more than. I am one of God’s beautiful people and I have a right of place like 
anyone else. “He speaks from his own background and experience.”

Mission in the context of Margins means countering and struggling against the empire. 
“Our strategy should be not only to confront empire, but to lay siege to it. To deprive it of 
oxygen. To shame it. To mock it. With our art, our music, our literature, our stubbornness, 
our joy, our brilliance, our sheer relentlessness – and our ability to tell our own stories. 
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Stories that are different from the ones we’re being brainwashed to believe. The corporate 
revolution will collapse if we refuse to buy what they are selling – their ideas, their version 
of history, their wars, their weapons, their notion of inevitability. Remember this: We be 
many and they be few. They need us more than we need them.” This is the challenge we 
get from Arundhati Roy.  So they need the margins than the margins need them. So let us 
take this as a challenge and relocate our mission and ecumenism.

I use this opportunity to thank Dr. Collin Cowan for his excellent paper and also thank 
our own family member Dr. K.C. Abraham for his thought provoking-paper. We hope that 
these papers will help us to reflect seriously to educate ourselves, our fraternity and the 
church at large.

P. Mohan Larbeer
Secretary, BTESSC 05.02.2014
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Rev. Dr. Collin Cowan, a Jamaican citizen, by birth, is the General Secretary of the 
Council for World Mission, a partnership of 31 churches across the world, of which the 
CNI is a member. He has held this post since January 2011. Prior to coming to this post 
he served as General Secretary of the United Church in Jamaica and the Cayman Islands, 
a union of three denominations with over two hundred congregations. He is an ordained 
minister of the said United Church in Jamaica and the Cayman Islands. 

Rev. Collin Cowan continues to cherish the pastoral ministry as his primary calling. His 
focus of study for the ministry is pastoral theology, with a strong emphasis on unity and 
inclusiveness. He believes, with passion, that God’s intention is for all creation to live in 
harmony, the basis of which is justice and peace. To that extent he is committed to follow 
Jesus in living out the principles of ‘community’ where no one is excluded and everyone is 
given space to participate and contribute. 

Collin Cowan’s social location is rural Jamaica, where he struggled in the midst of 
material poverty in search for a life that should not be defined by those circumstances; 
and a future that is grounded in God’s unchanging commitment to accompany those who 
are willing to claim the possibilities of God’s grace. He is married to Michele; and together 
they have two children, Christopher and Mona-Christabel. He is great believer in family life 
and the values that make for the affirmation of the intrinsic worth of every member. He 
feels blessed and privileged to have a family that loves, understands and supports him in 
his rather complex and demanding ministry.
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RELOCATING MISSION AND
ECUMENISM IN THE CONTEXT OF MARGINS

Rev. Dr. Collin I Cowan 

I do not consider myself to be an expert on the subject you have assigned me for this 
presentation today; but I truly value the opportunity to share my thoughts on the subject 
with you. I appreciate the fact that you have built and sustained a tradition of opening 
your Senate and Board meetings with a seminar to reflect on the issues that could give 
further expression to your focus for the year; and I sincerely hope that our reflections 
today would serve that cause. The Council for World Mission from which I come has much 
interest in your subject for this seminar because it resonates with some of the things we 
are contemplating in our work with member churches. Maybe this time together is as 
much for you the Senate of Serampore as it is for us as CWM. I therefore thank you most 
sincerely for offering me this opportunity to share my reflections on this subject with you 
and to learn from you in the course of the conversation which will follow my presentation. 

I will begin with some thoughts on social location as the embodiment of identity, 
to show that our context of birth and nurture has much to say about personality, our 
theological perspectives and our social consciousness. And I close with some thoughts on 
contextual integrity and cultural convergence to show that in as much as we must affirm 
our identity and independence, we cannot function as isolated, exclusive beings; that, 
indeed, there is much to learn from each other in the living out of our calling as followers 
of Christ, doing God’s mission. Between these two points I raise several issues to do with 
margins, community and solidarity, hoping that we will be able to discern what mission 
within the context of margins may look like if we took the approach of both celebrating 
accomplishments and contemplating possibilities. 

I come to this conversation, identifying myself as someone from the margins; but I 
do not allow myself to be defined my margins’ ideology. In my presentation, I will argue 
that the language of margins, like centre, is a social construct with particular objectives 
in mind. I am not afraid nor ashamed to speak about the context from which I have come 
and the circumstances that bespeak my experiences in growing up in rural Jamaica, where 
the living conditions were minimalistic and where only sheer ambition, determination 
and the fervent prayers and encouragement of a praying mother and an ever present 
father allowed me to be where I am today. In the words of Kurt Carr “God kept me so I 
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wouldn’t let go.” Notwithstanding, I have learnt, from I was very young, not to allow my 
circumstances to define my destiny. So I grew up knowing that it was right to be proud of 
who I am; to value family, the nurture bed of my existence; to give generously towards the 
development of other people’s wellbeing; and to respect other people for who they are 
and not for what they have. I reject being categorised to advance the prejudice of those 
who assume that I am minority because of the colour of my skin or the country from which 
I come. I do not regard myself as either less than or more than. I am one of God’s beautiful 
people and I have a right of place like anyone else. It is against this background that I invite 
you to receive and engage my presentation. 

Social location as embodiment of identity 

We are Christians; therefore the figure of Jesus shapes our thinking and the 
way we respond to and live in the world. Christ-centred language is simply 
acknowledgement of that fact. We are also Asian, and the cultures from which 
we come shape who we understand ourselves to be, not only as people but also 
as Christian people (Damayanthi M Niles).1

In quoting Niles so early in my presentation I am keen to establish my understanding 
and commitment to the view that our social location contributes to the definition of 
our identity; significantly informs our engagement with God’s mission; and strategically 
positions us to work ecumenically in the pursuit of God’s mission. In so doing I am also 
acknowledging the import of your theme for this seminar, the burden, as I understand it, 
being on the context, the context of margins, by which we are defined, as the context for 
mission and ecumenism. Such a preoccupation is important because it helps to locate us 
and to enable us to take seriously the question of cultural identity, which unfortunately, 
gets fused with Christian identity, as defined by the crusaders, to the death of culture with 
its particularities, nuances and experiences. 

Melba P Maggay, in responding to a series of lecture by Vinoth Ramachandra at the 
Trinity Theological College, Singapore, in 2007, makes a most useful point that our cultures 
are essential to our understanding of God as it is through the “mediation of our own 
cultures” that we come to “know… about God.” 

I do not know if it is possible, nor even that it is desirable, to no longer think of 
ourselves as Chinese, Japanese, Filipino or Thai, but only as Christians. Whatever 
we know authentically about the one God, we know through the mediation of 
our own cultures. God has been revealed to us through a Jew. This is part of the 
mystery of the incarnation .2

Maggay’s struggle is equally our struggle. However hard we try, we will remain who 
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we are essentially. The black skin into which I have been born, and the social label/s it 
represents, significantly locates, if not defines me, by the social system. Long before anyone 
takes the time to understand my personality or to learn about my attributes and the things 
that motivate and inspire me, they make assumptions about me by virtue of the colour of 
my skin. Your “indianness” is far more pronounced than your integrity. Assumptions are 
made about you and your values long before you are seen or encountered. So then, where 
we come from matters; the colour of our skin or the texture of our hair matters; and the 
culture that informs our perspectives certainly matters. These therefore cannot be ignored 
in any conversation about mission and ecumenism. We bring to the table who we are; and 
who we are differs from context to context. The Imago Dei is an important language to 
speak about us, as humanity, and even as individuals; but Imago Dei is neither generic nor 
should it be commercialised to support the academic interest of those unwilling to confront 
the problems of globalisation, which ignores the particularities of contexts and cultures. I 
assert therefore, that to be Christian cannot deny me of being Caribbean or you of being 
Asian; and our Christian identity, theological perspectives and social consciousness are all 
inextricably intertwined with our cultural contexts. 

Given this conversation, I have to acknowledge that I have a problem with the word 
‘relocate’ in your theme, which seems to be suggesting that the margins are not already 
fully involved in discerning, defining and discharging the mission agenda, on the one 
hand; and that, in relocating mission and ecumenism to the margins, we are claiming 
them as exclusively belonging to the margins, on the other. If my interpretation were 
correct, on both or either points, then it seems to me that we have become too hard on 
ourselves, failing to affirm the measure of our involvement with God’s mission to date; 
and it would not be long before the margins, deemed to be inferior, become centres of 
dominance and other margins are created, which really allows for little advance in either 
mission or ecumenism. I suggest that it is necessary for us to claim our social location 
and the contributions we make towards mission and ecumenism without discounting the 
contribution of others.

Margins as a social construct 

The language of margin, with its opposite being centre, are mere social constructs, 
designed to categorise and locate us in social camps in order to nurse and support our 
assumptions and attitudes. The apartheid system of South Africa, the class system of 
Europe, which has also found significant expression in my country, Jamaica, a former colony 
of Great Britain, and the Caste system here in India are all reflections of our prejudices at 
work. And they serve only to divide and to destroy us as a people. One can hardly escape 
the rather sad commentary of Elizabeth Joy and Hrangthan Chhungi, that still defines the 
conditions and circumstances of life for significant numbers of people here in India, but 
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certainly true of everywhere, as stated below: 

India celebrated six decades of independence from the colonial Union Jack, but 
unfortunately, even till today the Dalits and Tribals, the natives of this land, are 
still in the cruel clutches and bOndages of caste system looking for a hope of 
freedom and liberation.3

I am not simply trying to make a case about how hopelessly possessed with prejudice 
we have become; but rather to highlight the thought that our self-centredness has often 
blinded our eyes, deafened our ears and dulled our consciences to the pain of segregation  
and stigmatisation. More importantly, I want to point to the possibilities of the moment in 
which we stand by calling attention to the fact that you and I occupy podiums of influence, 
beyond our wildest imagination, from which we can resist becoming pawns in the clutches 
of a hostile history. It is this hostile history that has located us in camps; but you and I 
stand in a moment, as no moment before, where we have power to reverse this negative 
trend. We often try to pass the blame on to the colonisers, seeking always to conceal our 
own complicity while contributing to the scandal of a divided, even fragmented world. Joy 
and Chhungi suggest that the solution to the problem is equally ours and that blaming the 
past or claiming innocence will not resolve the plight in which we find ourselves. 

I commend the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of India (CBCI), the National Council of 
Dalit Christians (NCDC), the National Council of Churches in India (NCCI) and the Church 
of North India (CNI) for the bold step taken, to rally the cause of the Dalit people, by 
organising a dharna and public rally, at Jantar Mantar, New Delhi, on 11 December 2013. 
The purpose of that public stance was to demand equal treatment and Justice, by the 
Indian Government, for Dalit Christians, by way of according scheduled Caste status to 
them.4 The scandal of that exercise, however, was reflected in the attitude and action 
of the law enforcers, who “brutally cane-charged” the protestors, leaving many of them 
physically injured. There is no other reason for this kind of treatment of one set of human 
being by another, in the same country, than the assumption that one set is better than the 
other, thereby justifying our prejudices and even crimes of hate. 

I am a Jamaican; and Jamaica is regarded as a country on the margins, called third 
world or underdeveloped. That too is a social construct; because even within that context 
there are significant demonstrations of centres and margins at play. A small nucleus of 
the Jamaican population (just about five or so families) controls and manipulates the 
country’s wealth. They control the hotels and therefore the tourism industry; they control 
the media houses and therefore the nature of public discourse; they control the finances 
and, therefore, the decision-making processes, including the politicians. In the use of the 
language, centre and margin, those families are at the centre of Jamaica’s economy and 
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social positioning. And yet, it is well known in my country that those who keep the wheels 
of the economy moving are ordinary subsistent farmers, like my parents who worked too 
hard, died too young and saw very little, in economic terms, for their labour. Those who 
contribute to the building of social trust and those who make the sacrifice to ensure some 
form of stability for the country are not that small group of overly wealthy people, whose 
interest is significantly about protecting their wealth and their personal security; rather 
those who make the difference is the 99% of the population, the working class people 
and ordinary peasants, concerned about building the waste places of Jamaica, physically, 
socially and spiritually; and demonstrating a will to build community of cooperation and 
solidarity. Against that background I am strongly of the view that the margins are already 
well located in the mission of God and those people, more than any other, know the 
significance of community in solidarity. Even without knowing or understanding the 
word ecumenism, they have been working ecumenically for a long, long time.

Understanding Margins through the lens of minority discourse 

In this august gathering it is hardly worth stating a definition for margins. It is important 
to restate, however, that margins should not be confused with marginalization, especially 
that, as stated before, people are being marginalized even in contexts so defined as 
margins; and people are equally marginalized in contexts so defined as centre. Minority 
– or what Bell Hooks calls “marginality” – is a site that “offers the possibility of radical 
perspectives from which to see and create, to imagine alternative, new worlds.”5 In other 
words, instead of understanding “minority” as “immaturity,” or inferiority, Hooks suggests 
that peoples or systems at the margins could use their power differential, that suppress 
them, as launching pads for critical interventions and potential transformation. It is “double 
consciousness.” I would like to pursue this thought a little further by suggesting that we 
are way ahead of simply exploring how this “power differential” could be used to imagine 
possibilities; mobilize interest; and inspire action for transformation. My view is that 
peoples at the margins are already using their power differential for critical interventions 
and transformative work. 

The story of the two Hebrew Midwives, Shiphrah and Puah, is a powerful story of how 
those on the margins imagined alternatives, intervened in situations where the centre of 
power held inordinate control over the minds and hearts of the people; and changed 
the power dynamics, thereby allowing the “powerful” to listen to the perspectives of 
the “powerless” and the oppressed.6 Here we see a convergence of centre and margins 
that is most transformative and liberating. The Pharaoh, although he had the authority, 
vested in him by the people of Egypt, to instruct and orchestrate evil; he knew not the 
power of ordinary people, who occupied space in the margins, to imagine and organize 
for their liberation. So the Pharaoh instructed the midwives to carry out his evil scheme 
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by destroying the future of the Israelites, the male infants. 7 But the midwives refused the 
king’s order; caused the baby boys to live; and imagined a story that would be satisfactory 
to the king.8 The audacity of Shiphrah and Puah was to imagine that their resistance to 
hostility could reverse the course of history; and that the ‘powerful’ Pharaoh could be 
reduced (or enabled?) to believing their story as authentic and adequate: “The Hebrew 
women are not like the Egyptian women; for they are vigorous and give birth before the 
midwife comes to them.”9

This story is an amazing display of poetic justice, long before we heard the term or 
saw the movie; it really borders on the ridiculous because however strong the Hebrew 
women may have been, they could hardly claim uniqueness in this matter; and yet the 
Pharaoh believed it and accepted it. I like the language used by the NRSV – “The Hebrew 
women are… vigorous.” People from the margins must believe that they are endowed 
with a power that is not defined in monetary or military terms; rather it is a power rooted 
in the spirituality of creative imagination, uncompromising resistance, audacious courage 
and critical solidarity.

Minority discourse is an affirmation of social locations; an acknowledgement of social 
structures designed to discriminate, categorise and marginalise; and, more importantly, 
an attempt at building critical solidarity among those socially relegated to margins with 
a view to debunk the assumption that some of us, by virtue of our social locations, are 
inferior and/or inadequate; and therefore incapable of contributing to reading the signs 
of the time and engaging with God’s mission. It is from this assumption that attitudes 
of disrespect and prejudices towards the so-called ‘other’ are born; and it is a very 
destructive weapon in the fight against a community in diversity. But this story of the 
audacious courage of these two Hebrew midwives is a statement of creative imagination, 
reversal of the power dynamics and of alternatives at work. 

These two midwives present a clear picture of margins at work, significantly aware 
of the power dynamics between the powerful Pharaoh and the powerless women of 
Israel, living in the centre but treated as people of the margins. We may learn from their 
united and subversive activity that margins need to function in ways that strengthen one 
another in the struggle and search for meaning, without underestimating the negative 
consequences should we lose sight of plot and fail in our strategy. Shiphrah and Puah 
approached the king with respect and in an attitude of submission; they offered all due 
courtesies to His Majesty; but at no point did they lose sight of their goal to save the 
baby boys born to Hebrew women and to secure the future of Israel. I call this critical 
solidarity, a solidarity that is urgently required, without which, we continue to play into 
the hands of the so-called centre and allow the game of ‘divide and conquer’ to continue 
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its manipulative collusion to desired effect.

Community as inclusive and interdependent 

That which history has taught us, that the world’s centre has been and is the so-called 
developed world of Europe and later, North America, has been challenged by Vinoth 
Ramachandra 10, who argues that “modernity and globalisation are not Western creations 
but multi-centred enterprises involving the active participation of many societies around 
the globe;” and, accordingly, that “If India today cannot be understood apart from British 
history, no less can Britain be understood apart from Indian history”11 Ramachandra is 
right; far too often we underestimate or undervalue the contribution of the marginalized 
and suffering people to the development that some of us have claimed exclusively. It is 
the bauxite from Jamaica, the gold from Guyana, and the oil from Iraq that has placed the 
so-called First World at an economic advantage. Indeed, it is the black people from Africa, 
sold into slavery, and the lower caste Indians from this country, tricked into believing that 
they could find gold growing on trees in places like Jamaica that has fuelled the economy 
of the greedy and, now described as, the powerful and centre. Ramachandra argues that 
the players are many and that we must acknowledge the contribution of all from “around 
the  globe.” I suggest that your theme is an invitation to take Ramachandra seriously and 
to continue the process whereby the ignorant, the innocent and the indifferent will come 
to appreciate and to embrace the role of margins in mission and ecumenism. 

R. S. Sugirtharajah asserts that minorities (or systems) dialogue among each other for 
not only mutual challenge and correction but also as “partners in a common cause.”12 
On the one hand, it is pertinent for a minority (or system) to see the situation from a 
certain site or location but in order to avoid duplicating domination over another minority 
culture (or system), minorities must push and cross the boundaries and get in touch with 
other minorities (and systems), again the need for critical solidarity. In the act of disrupting 
boundary and inhabiting a “third space,” a minority group (or system) safeguards itself 
from being in a “beehive” situation where the group is confined to its own group and 
devoid of communication and interaction with other groups (or systems). In so doing, 
the minorities build coalition and collaboration. “Differences do not exist independently 
of each other. Rather, they converge and conflict and thus participate in each other.”13 
Minority discourse (alliance) must be a conversation without necessarily the aim of reaching 
consensus or overcoming difference. Conversation is about space-giving opportunities for 
views and voices to contend and for outcomes to benefit from the credibility of each one’s 
contribution. I like the slogan posted all over the Heathrow airport: “I am proudly African 
and truly international.” 
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Ramachandra quotes Henry Martyn as saying: “What surprises me is the change of 
views I have here from what I had in England…. There my heart expanded with hope and 
joy at the prospect of the speedy conversion of the heathen. But here the sight of the 
apparent impossibility requires a strong faith to support the spirits.”14 Rightfully so, Martyn, 
upon setting foot on the foreign soil, where “Heathens” lived, immediately recognised his 
faulty assumptions and the ugly attitudes they bred. The people of the so-called margins 
ought to be regarded as equal players, with alert minds, altruistic hearts and ambitious 
dispositions, ready to give of our best to the creation of a new world order, where life in 
all its fullness is the experience of all God’s creation.

The following quotation from Audre Lorde insists that the nature of coalition across 
difference needs to be dynamic and strategic and yet to acknowledge, honor and engage 
difference. 

Advocating the mere tolerance of difference between women is the grossest 
reformism. It is a total denial of the creative function of difference in our lives. 
Difference must be not merely tolerated, but seen as a fund of necessary 
polarities between which our creativity can spark like a dialectic. Only then 
does the necessity for interdependency become unthreatening. Only within 
that interdependency of different strengths, acknowledged and equal, can the 
power to seek new ways of being in the world generate, as well as the courage 
and sustenance to act where there are no charters … It is not our differences 
which separate women, but our reluctance to recognize those differences and to 
deal effectively with the distortions which have resulted from the ignoring and 
misnaming of those differences.15

The language of “Other” requires some analysis and critique; because everything and 
everyone is “other,” viewed from each other’s perspective. This suggests that there may 
be need to deconstruct the notion of “other” or “otherness” in favour of a new paradigm 
of inclusiveness and interdependence in which each is viewed as partner and friend 
and where differences and diversity are regarded as opportunities for encounter and 
engagement.

Building critical solidarity 

I agree with Ramachandra that enough “cultural critique” is not taking place by those 
of us from the global South who seem too caught up in the seduction of the so-called 
“American Dream”, or American-styled church preaching and evangelisation, to appreciate 
the value and significance of the contribution that people of the South can make and, are 
in fact, making to the development and civilisation of the world16. I do take issue with him 
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on the products of the South because I believe that the South has produced some of the 
most outstanding minds and hearts to contribute to mission and ecumenism at any level 
on the global stage. This context, for example, has in recent times produced two general 
secretaries for the CWM – Christopher Duraisingh and Preman Niles. We could name other 
persons like, Ashley Smith and Althea Spencer Miller from Jamaica, Dale Bisnauth from 
Guyana, William Watty from Grenada; Zephania Kameeta from Namibia; Puleng Lenka 
Bula, Desmond Tutu and Alan Boesak from South Africa, Merci Odaye from Ghana, Orfelia 
Orteaga and Aldulfo Hamm from Cuba. My point is that outstanding leaders are being 
produced from the South and they are contributing significantly to the discourse and the 
delivery of mission, seen and respected as credible ecumenical partners. 

Bill Clinton has described Nelson Mandela as a man with a “brilliant mind” and a “great 
heart”; and proposed that “Mandela’s story is really about those two things he never gave 
away: his brilliant mind and his great heart.”17 Clinton suggested that “he (Mandela) would 
need both to lead his country.”18 It is to be celebrated that Mandela is also from the global 
South, the margins. Once regarded as terrorist by the United States Government, Mandela 
became one placed at the very centre of the stage of world leaders, with an unparalleled 
record of dedication to the cause of forgiveness and reconciliation. 

I hope you can see then my discomfort with the word “relocating” because I am not 
willing to entertain the slightest thought that those from the margins are not already fully 
involved in the mission. In fact it is really from the margins that mission is taking place, 
to a great extent. I prefer therefore to talk about the recognising mission and ecumenism 
within the context of margin, which is something to both celebrate and contemplate. We 
are called to celebrate accomplishments, which are many; and to contemplate where God 
might lead us into the future as we read the signs of the time and consider the missional 
imperatives and the implications for ecumenical engagement. 

I also support the position of Maggay who challenges Ramachandra’s attempt at 
globalising the problems that confront “God’s creatures, human and non-human,”19 
rightly observing that “issues of power and the particularity of our experiences as peoples 
and cultures” cannot be treated lightly, “even as we all try to connect with the global 
concerns.”20 Ramachandra claims that “It is impossible to separate Asian issues from 
American or  European issues,” calling for a “rigorous missionary engagement”.21 I do 
believe that the uniqueness of the issues that confront peoples in their contexts requires 
that space be given for the articulation of such struggles and it is only fair that there should 
be reasonable expectation that the response would be particular and not generalised.

Hope for the World is the outcome of eight weeks of space-sharing, permission-giving, 
thorough-going cross-cultural encounters and interfacing by a group of theologians and 
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church leaders, called to this excruciating but seemingly enlightening experience by 
the Colombia Theological College, Atlanta, Georgia; and the production addresses the 
question of ‘mission in a global context..’ That global context, however, is defined by 
individuals representing and reflecting on a variety of contexts and social locations. Each 
participant takes the time to tell her/his story/narrative through the lenses of the cultural 
circumstances that primarily shaped her/his personality and perspective.

So then, it is not so much relocating mission as it is recognising where mission is already 
located; acknowledging those from the margins who are some of the critical players on 
the mission field; and affirming the credibility of those places, categorised as margins, 
without discounting or demonising other contexts, as the more appropriate and authentic 
methodologies to embrace. In reading the volume you will appreciate that the critical 
engagement and honest accompaniment, that the group offered each other, liberated each 
of them from cultural domestication and located them in a community of trust, respect 
and interdependence. This is an example of convergence between the so-called centre 
and margins, pointing to a better way of being God’s people and doing God’s mission. In 
CWM we call this the roundtable approach, not a new concept and certainly not unique to 
us; but potent enough to give meaning, focus and direction to our way of working.

Siu Valifale, Lecturer at Malua Theological College, Samoa, defines roundtable theology 
as “experiencing God in a dialectical manner as in the image of a round dinner table where 
family conversation takes place without restraints.”22 It is the notion of the dialectic that 
speaks to me because I am mindful that there are times when family members experience 
restraints, when conversation is controlled and when dialogue is threatened, even though 
everyone is sitting at the dinner table. For example, although the Pacific boasts a very 
robust roundtable theology in practice, there remain concerns as to whether the place 
of women is of equal standing in conversation. In most of the churches, the ordination 
of women is not accepted, a matter highlighted by FeiloaigaTaule’ale’ausumai Davis, in 
her contribution to A Pacific Roundtable Theology;23 and at the Ava Ceremony, a rather 
extravagant and generous way of welcoming honoured guests to the community, women 
are not normally included, except for the one who serves.

Notwithstanding, however, we remain intrinsically family and each member still feels 
that she/he has right of place at the table and in the conversation. Talking about Samoan 
conversation, Tupua Tamasese observes that there are three different perspectives in 
Samoan culture – “The perspective of the person at the top of the mountain, the perspective 
of the person at the top of the tree, and the perspective of the person in the canoe who is 
close to the school of fish.” The significance of embracing all three perspectives is that “In 
any big problem the three perspectives are equally necessary,”24 each perspective taking 
the particular vantage point of the viewer into consideration. It is the feeling that the 
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individual holds dear, that she/he has right of place at the table, despite the challenges 
and even blockages, that gives expression to hope, that unrestrained determination to 
keep on struggling until the true meaning of community is realised. The people of the 
Pacific, and especially a daring group of women, remain resilient that they are credible 
partners and participants in the exercise of ministry in God’s mission design.

Reframing the theme: from Relocating to Recognising

So I humbly request that you permit me to reframe your theme; and propose to you 
that it is less about relocating mission and ecumenism in the context of margins and 
more about recognising that margins are already fully engaged in mission; and affirming/
celebrating that as authentic, is our way of entering the conversation on the global 
platform, claiming our place and stating our claim on that bigger stage. Here I return you 
to Niles’ contribution to context reading: “We are Christians; therefore, the figure of Jesus 
Christ shapes our thinking… We are Asians, and the cultures from which we come also 
shape who we understand ourselves to be.” I suggest that it is this duality of identity that 
Paul speaks to when he said to the Church in Philippi: “We are citizens of heaven.” We are 
in this world, in this space and social location and, as such, we are formed and informed by 
it. On the other hand, we are part of a community of believers who have decided to follow 
Jesus in “radical obedience,” imitating the values that inform his mission; practising the 
principles by which he lived and for which he died; and being an example of the alternative 
that Jesus embodied. In this sense Niles is right; we are both Christians and Asians or 
Jamaicans or British, or Dutch or South Africans; and there is really no need to sacrifice 
one for the other so long as each is understood as complimentary to the other and not 
conflicting. 

By reframing the theme, we, as people within the context of margins, first and foremost, 
affirm our worth and our contribution to the mission field. We then acknowledge the 
contribution of others and our need to work collaboratively to build life-affirming 
communities. Finally, we articulate a vision of a new community, where margins and 
centres disappear and the words of Fred Kaan’s Roundtable Church become our guiding 
principle. “The church is like a table, a table that is round; It has no sides or corners, no first 
or last, no honours; where people are in oneness and love together bound”.25 

In Luke’s discourse, on the Annunciation,26 the angels appeared to a motley group of 
shepherds, there on the hillside attending to sheep. That which makes the discourse sacred 
for me is that the good news was first heard by those on the margins, struggling to make 
sense of life and searching for meaning beyond the circumstances of their experience. And 
as the story develops we see the shepherds, not only celebrating the honour conferred on 
them, but sharing the good news with those throughout the community. They understood 
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the news they heard and the experience they had, of seeing the baby Jesus, as being gifts, 
not just for them but for the entire community. “No one is an island, and no one stands 
alone” in the same way that no context is an end in itself. We exist for each other and we 
become through encounter and engagement with others. 

Contextual integrity and cultural convergence 

The question of contextual integrity and cultural convergence are really opposite sides 
of the same coin. To be truly whole, we must take the Ubuntu principle seriously – “I am 
because we are.” Ecumenical engagement requires us to know ourselves fully; to affirm 
the context into which we have been born and nurtured; and to celebrate the uniqueness 
of such a context. Equally, ecumenism is about being able to look beyond ourselves; to 
learn from the richness of diverse cultures and settings; and to acknowledge and celebrate 
the uniqueness of those who have been shaped by other experiences and circumstances. 
Christopher Duraigsingh once told a gathering of CWM members of an experience he had 
visiting an African country and member church shortly after assuming office as General 
Secretary of CWM. The people gathered around him to offer their warm African welcome 
and greetings; and as the conversation developed, the people expressed their delight to 
be part of the CWM family; and indicated that the gift most appropriate for them to offer 
the Council at that time was the gift of their tears. Tears is a language by itself but so is 
laughter, so is money, so is intellect; these are gifts we bring to the table to strengthen and 
enrich each other for the cause of effectively doing God’s mission. 

Against the background of the aforesaid, I would like to offer some ideas for your 
consideration as you seek to explore further this subject. You will immediately observe 
that these are not new ideas; and some of you are already well advanced in pursuing some 
or all of these. I raise them, however, as a way of calling us to consider these as intentional 
to the quest for a more collaborative approach. Intentionality at collaboration serves to 
ensure that we do not deny each other of the richness and the uniqueness of each context 
in the equation; nor do we short-change those from the so-called margins, who are, in fact 
equal players at the table. 

1. Design and implement a theological education curriculum that is grounded in cultural 
realities, informed and inspired by the issues and experiences that define our people 
and with a strong bias towards leadership formation for credible contextual missional 
engagement. CWM is presently working with our members in developing missional 
congregations, being and becoming a voice of hope and re-presentation of Jesus 
in community, working with others to build life-affirming communities. Our limited 
experience tells us, however, that a number of our pastors are not prepared for this 
kind of leadership.
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2. Encourage students of the Bible, theology and church history to consider doing 
graduate and post graduate work locally and regionally. There we are better able to 
engage cultural hermeneutics in reading the bible, engaging theological discourse and 
building critical solidarity. Here again, CWM has vested interest. As you know we do 
offer scholarships through our member churches for a number of persons each year; 
and we are encouraging more of our scholarship holders to consider studying locally 
or regionally. From a financial point of view we are able to do much more with the 
dollar if we spend it locally because theological education is far more affordable locally 
and regionally. The greater benefit, however, is the enrichment to be gained from our 
wrestling with the issues that define our context in a rigorous academic manner. 

3. Develop attractive international/cross-cultural programmes to attract people from the 
global North to study in the context of the margins for mutual exposure, enlightenment 
and enrichment. It is about time that we offer space and opportunity for the ‘centre’ 
to come to the margins rather than the margins always having to go to the centre to 
shape theological outlook. Like in the case of Martyn, quoted earlier, there are more 
surprises to be had, more views to be changed, more lessons to be learned and more 
faith to be enriched from encounter with the “heathens” in their context. 

4. Draw on sabbatical opportunities to enrich your faculty, by bringing scholars in 
residence at intervals, without encouraging a dependency syndrome or compromising 
the theological perspectives that define context; or by yielding too readily to be 
converted to centre ideology. This point is perhaps not worth emphasising in this 
context. Suffice it to say, however, that too often sabbatical opportunities are not 
adequately utilised either because too much emphasis is placed on the need to fill 
gaps created by vacancies; too little time spent imagining the most creative use of the 
individual’s expertise; and not enough space provided for the visiting scholar to learn 
from students and faculty of the context. 

I call for intentionality in the use of these potentially life-transforming opportunities. 
They are meant to affirm you as “proudly Asian and totally international;” but they are 
also  windows into a deliberate way of closing the gap between the so-called centre and 
the so-called margins. 

Recognising mission and ecumenism within the context of margins is a subject come 
of age. In it there is much to celebrate and there is much to contemplate. I invite us to 
celebrate the variety of ways in which people of the ‘margins’ have contributed to the 
sharing of the gospel, to prophetic witness, social justice, economic advancement and the 
spirituality of hope. I call us to take note of the fact that our contribution to the ecumenical 
landscape of the global Christian community, to interfaith dialogue and engagement and 
to partnerships with social activists, civil society and corporate leaders is beyond dispute. 
We have come to these relationships and to this level of missional engagement from the 
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social location that shapes our personalities and informs our perspectives. 

There is much to celebrate. But I also invite us to contemplate the meaning and the 
message of mission and ecumenism from the margins as a work yet incomplete. Neither 
self-centred preoccupation nor self-doubt will advance the missional agenda for such a 
time as this. Knowing who we are and who are our partners on the journey, will help to 
name the issues and engage the agenda for God’s mission in a fragmented world. There is 
no need to hang our heads in shame because we have been on the cutting edge of mission 
and ecumenism; but neither is there any need to be consumed with pride because all 
things are given freely by God, whose mission we serve and for whose glory we exist. 
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This article is an attempt to reflect on some of the new challenges we face to the 
Christian ministry in the modern world. Of course our contexts vary. We all live in a global 
village and every local situation is open to the global realities. Traditionally, Christian 
ministry is oriented to ritual performance and preaching .in fact, reformation tradition 
highlighted proclamation of Gospel and administration of the sacrament as the twin basis 
of pastoral ministry .but in today’s context the focus of the Christian  ministry should be 
building relationship. We will first look at focus that disrupt our relationship and then 
suggest some direction towards a ministry for building relationships.

1. The Process of Globalizations

What is the nature of the globalized world? The stating point to reflect on the question 
is the process of globalization. Many analyses on it have already been made, both negative 
and positive. It is observed that globalization is a project as well as a process affecting 
all aspects of life –our relationship, life style and value system. As a project of global 
capitalism, it endeavors to integrate all markets in the world market. Global capitalism 
and global market have built up a formidable system of economy.

Globalization is also a cultural process. A culture of globalization has two aspects: profit 
maximization and consumerism. You produce goods for profit and therefore monopoly 
in production is a strategy of the producers. We are all reduced to be consumers. A 
commodity mentality shapes our attitudes and relationship. Everything has a price and 
whatever is saleable is valuable.

A mono-culture that destroys the indigenous culture and wisdom and that promotes 
the goods and lifestyle of western/American society is in vogue today. Media projects this 
with false claims and repetitive slogans.

A pattern of development which is capital intensive, exploiting natural resources to 
the maximum is accepted as the path to progress. This has brought pressures on earth. 
Ecological crisis is deepened. Nature is used as a commodity and there is no mystery to 
it. Pollution and global warming have become life threatening forces. Basic elements for 
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sustaining life water, air and fuel have now become dwindling resources.

We are now challenged to think about an alternative to the present carbon path of 
development. Progress is defined as economic growth without any consideration for social 
justice and ecological sustainability. How can we evolve a pattern of development that 
is sustainable? Sustainable communities that celebrate our togetherness with all God’s 
creation and open to values of the kingdom should be the agenda of theology and the 
church.

2. Globalization and Religion

It is important for us to reflect on the impact of globalization on religion. Broadly 
speaking religion is a conservative force, viewing with suspicion all changes. It will resist 
the forces that bring change. A withdrawal to the inward recess of emotion and the other 
worldly reality is characteristic reaction of religions when it faces modernism. The rise of 
fundamentalism has its roots in this process of withdrawal. Religion is set to maintain the 
pristine purity of the tradition. Back to Vedas; back to the Bible these are all slogans that 
are familiar to us. But curiously religion adopts many changes of modern capitalism to 
spread its ‘pure’ message. Religious message is organized as a commodity to be sold. Seal 
the gospel adopting the new techniques of the media. T.V. evangelists and the charismatic 
groups, hi-tech music all are purveyors of this ‘gospel for sale’ ideology.

Characteristically they abdicate their social responsibility. A new kind of spirituality that 
is self centered and other worldly is practiced. Of course they love the world and money. 
Many IT employed youth are flocking to this new spirituality groups. They attribute their 
new-found affluence to the blessing of God.

The other is not important. A narrow exclusivism and religious truth is turned into a 
weapon to maintain the dominance of a particular religion. A crusading mind is nurtured.

Today there is a great of awareness about the crisis regarding our relationship with 
nature: ecological crisis. It is human made and solution has to be found by humans. 
Factors that contribute to ecological crisis are well-known. Over exploitation of earth’s 
resources, wanton destruction of forests and vegetation, pollution of air, water and land 
by the emission of carbon dioxide, overdependence on earth’s non-renewable resources 
for our development- these are some of them. Atmosphere is polluted, causing health 
hazards to all living creatures; habitat for living creatures other than humans is dwindling. 
Earth is in great peril and life is endangered. This alarming situation is a matter of grave 
concern for all who profess the faith that life is created by God and it is given as a gift or a 
trust to be preserved. Our life is alienated from nature; we are strangers in the house of 
God and are uprooted from our source.



25

The ecological crisis is a spiritual problem. God created humans to be in partnership 
with nature. Humans are given special responsibility to take care of the creation. The role 
assigned to them is that of stewards and gardeners. Tenderness and care are the spiritual 
mode of this relationship. But humans became conquers and exploiters of God’s creation. 
This distorted relationship is the root of ecological crisis.

The first step in recovering the original intension of partnership model of relation is 
repentance. We need to accept the responsibility for the ‘mess’ we created and amend 
our ways. We have to reconcile with nature and see nature as our partner, often silent 
and weak. Two areas that need special attention in the renewal of earth are life-style 
and value system that are in vogue. They should be critically looked at. As someone has 
said the ‘carbon path of development’ which we have adopted i.e, development based 
on burning earth’s non-renewable resources like petroleum, coal and other minerals has 
become suicidal. We should encourage the use of alterative sources of energy like solar, 
wind and others. Technology for producing non-conventional energy is already developed, 
but there is no”political will” to make them available to the use of the public. How to bring 
pressures on policy makers to take this up as a priority? Even in our homes and other 
spheres of influences can we use these forms of energy?

Hegemony of Charismatic Spirituality

A phenomenon that is spreading fast in our urban areas is known as Charismatic 
spirituality. It poses a challenge to Christian Ministry. There are several dimensions to this. 
People look for emotional and spiritual comfort and security. In an evaluation of C.S.I. 
conducted a few years ago at the time of its Jubilee, a question was asked, ‘What should 
be the main role of the Presbyter?’ Invariably the respondents accorded highest priority 
to ‘pastoral visits’ and ‘preaching.’ These perceptions reveal peoples’ expectations. They 
seem to say that the Church must respond to their needs and questions when they are sick, 
when they are exposed to death and other calamities. But to a question, whether these 
needs are being met in the present ministry? The majority answered ‘no.’  Obviously, there 
is a gap between the expectation of people about ministry and the ministry itself. It is this 
vacuum that is filled by charismatic groups and other revival groups. The strength of these 
movements is many. They provide people an opportunity to have intimate fellowship with 
prayer. Lay participation and leadership are emphasized in them. They raise money for 
evangelistic work and send missionaries to North India and Nepal. Faith healing and the 
publicity surrounding it have attracted many people to these movements. Preachers in 
this group are effective communicators. Many people derive spiritual strength from such 
movements. In many of our urban congregations young people flock together to these 
meetings. Attractive singing augmented by electronic gadgets and pop tunes are special 
features. It is easy to dismiss them as emotional and sensational, but we need to understand 
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this phenomenon, especially since this form of spirituality is widely practiced. One may 
raise several questions to this approach. Its ahistorical and apolitical stance is clear and 
for this reason it fails to equip people to face the challenges of present day context. The 
emphasis is on individual salvation and assurance of eternal life a self-centered piety which 
is nurtured by a success oriented gospel. Berdyaev, the Russian Orthodox theologian calls 
this ‘heavenly utilitarianism.’ He writes, “We must not think of our own salvation. This is 
a wrong state of mind, and is heavenly utilitarianism. We must think of the highest values 
and of the Kingdom of God for all creatures not for me only, but for the whole world.” We 
need a spirituality that reflects God’s concern for the whole world and the entire creation. 
There is a lot of emphasis on fellowship in this approach, but the community is exclusive 
and the tendency is to create a spiritual world that is isolated form the daily struggles 
of life and becomes the breeding ground for fundamentalism. The use of the Bible in 
this group follows fundamentalist line. A literal application of the Bible, isolating some 
verses sometimes out of their context, has distorted the vibrant character of the world. No 
effort is made to relate it with the challenges and concerns of the context. People tend to 
borrow uncritically interpretations developed elsewhere. Socio-political context and the 
questions emerging from it is seldom looked at from a Biblical perspective.

It is in dealing with the questions of suffering and healing that we see the inadequacy 
of this position. It is assured that suffering and sickness are the result of sin and when 
you have faith, healing miracle will happen. The redemptive role of suffering is seldom 
considered and thus the prayer is not empowering but becomes a way of asking favors 
from God. Prayer should be a recalling to ourselves God’s concern for love and justice. Is 
this not the meaning of the model prayer which our Lord taught us? Can it be a way of 
entering into the liberative act of God?

One may look at many more areas of concern. The changes affect life and its 
relationships. How do we perceive ministry in the face of these changes? Can our ministry 
be empowering and life affirming? Unfortunately a successful minister is a power-broker. 
He or she is good at manipulating religious sentiments to gain popularity and money for 
self-advancement. In this situation how can we conceive an alternate form of ministry? 
Some broad strokes about an alternative form of ministry may be attempted in the next 
section.

Life-giving ministry

Ministry is the Endeavour of Christian community to celebrate and to enhance God’s 
gift of life. The essential character of this life, which the community shares with other 
human beings and nature, is inter-relatedness. In responsibility to one another and to 
nature life is preserved and God’s purpose for it is fulfilled. Faith in the God of the Bible is 
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faith in a living, life-giving God. The phrase ‘living God’ is an expression commonly found 
in the Old Testament (I Sam. 17:26, 36; Judges 8:19; I Kings 17:1). The realization of life, in 
all its fullness, including the material basis of life, is the primary mediation of the approach 
to God” (Sobrino, Epiphany, p. 70).

For Jesus, God is a God of life. St. John testifies that the word of life is manifested in 
Christ. God’s own mission is one of giving life (John 10:10, 14:6). Sobrino observes that 
God as a God of life is “a primary and generic horizon.” This is a helpful concept. The 
“generic horizon” is common to all humanity and not an exclusive domain of the people 
of a particular faith. It takes us to the very roots. This has to “become historicized and 
concrete in the life of Jesus himself” (Sobrino, Epiphany, 73-74). When Jesus speaks of 
“bread,” he is using it as a symbol of all life: the generic horizon and concrete horizon 
coming together.

Bread and food are… primary mediations of the reality of God. This is why Jesus favors 
and defends them. This is why he eats with the publicans. (Mark 2:15-17 and parallels)… 
This is why the miracle of the multiplication of the loaves (apart from the Christological 
and liturgical intention of the evangelists) emphasis that those who are hungry must be 
fed, and stresses that they are and had their fill (Mark 6:30-44 and parallels, 8:1-10; Matt. 
15:32-39). This is why the one who feeds the hungry has encountered both man the Son 
of Man (Epiphany, p. 73).

Messianic signs are signs of life in its fullness (Matt. 11:2-6). The Kingdom which Jesus 
preaches is the Kingdom of those who are deprived of life. Jesus’ uncompromising defense 
of life has led him to a life of conflict with the powerful, the ruling class, of his time. This 
conflict resulted in Jesus’ death. “His passion for life led him to the suffering on the cross” 
(Moltmann, Passion, p. 22). The one who defended and proclaimed life was put to death. 
Resurrection is the affirmation that God’s “last word” is not death but life.

To believe in the God of life is to affirm the supremacy of life over death. This also means 
“any assault on life hunger destitution, squalor, oppression, and injustice is an attack on 
God, on God’s will for the life of humankind. A denial of life, therefore, is a rejection of the 
God of life” (Gutierrez quoted in Araya, God of the Poor, p. 73). The demand of God of life 
in Christ, the rationale for mission is a demand for life abundant. “Where Jesus is, there is 
life” (Moltmann, Passion, p.19). To follow Jesus is to witness to the abundant life in words 
and deeds.

We live in a situation where this sacred gift of life is threatened, vitiated and destroyed. 
Our willful resistance to God’s demand to choose life and our refusal to participate in 
God’s Life-giving activity are expressed in many ways. From dowry-deaths to ecological-
nuclear disasters, one could draw up a long list of violence we commit on one another 
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and on nature. Our tendency to reduce all these to sin and selfishness assume corporate 
and structural character; greed is a personal sin but is operative in organized form in our 
economic system. Caste oppression cannot be simply reduced to “personal factors.” Caste 
structure, like other evil structures, has logic of its own. That is why our faith in God of 
life has to be expressed as affirming values, practices and institutions that affirm and 
enhance life and as denouncing the systems and structures that “diminish and extinguish 
the lives of so may (“Voices,” p. 91). Ministry is a response to the demand of god that life 
be abundant, demand for humanization.

There is something striking about Jesus’ ministry. He was constantly with the people; 
the poor masses of the first century Palestine. Minjung theologians from South Korea, in 
their studies of the Gospel bring this point to our special attention. The word for people 
used in Mark’s gospel in Ocholoi. This is a word for ordinary masses the manipulated and 
exploited. He is with them teaching them, healing them and giving new life to them.

In fact, the whole biblical tradition affirms God’s preference for and God’s Solidarity with 
marginal. Walter Brueggeman, an Old Testament scholar, point out the word. “Hebrew” is 
an alternative rending of Habirus which can be translated as the “large mass or of people 
who can find no right ‘place’ in the system.” “They are morally inferior, socially dangerous 
and ritually impure”(Interpretation and obedience, p. 218). Do we see in this description 
the picture of dalits?

Taking these biblical insights and the pattern of Jesus ministry, we affirm solidarity with 
the suffering as a new paradigm for ministry and mission. The world Mission Conference 
held in Melbourne (1980) made this statement:

There is no evangelism without solidarity; there is no Christian solidarity that does not 
involve sharing the knowledge of the Kingdom which is God’s promise to the poor of the 
earth. There is here a double credibility test: proclamation that does not hold forth the 
promise to the justice of the Kingdom to the poor of the earth is a caricature of the Gospel; 
but Christian participation in the struggles for justice which does not point toward the 
provision of the Kingdom also makes a caricature of a Christian understanding of Justice” 
(Mission and Evangelism: An Ecumenical Affirmation, WCC, 1985, p.58).

At a get – together of YMCA Secretaries and Member of the Board, we tired to reflect 
on many involvements of YMCA in the life of marginalized children in crisis in the streets, 
battered women, deprived communities and even exploited nature. In our search for 
articulating the rationale for our work we come to the awareness that we see the face 
of Jesus in those whom we serve. To see the face of Jesus in those who suffer that is the 
sustaining power of our mission.
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A life of Solidarity is not a life of passive indifference, but of active and critical 
engagement. Our refusal to accept the logic of power and injustice, of course, will take us 
to conflict dimension of Jesus’ ministry. His own denunciation and controversies (Mark 7: 
1-23, Matt. 15:1-20) and the way he reproaches the wealthy, the Pharisees, and scribes 
and priests (Luke 6:2-24, Matt. 23, Luke 11, Mark 12: 38-40) are well known. He exposes 
the false use that is being made the of legislation: traditions and laws have become a way 
of circumventing the true will of God and thus allowing oppression of one’s neighbor. He 
is harsh about the hypocrisy of the Pharisees and its objective consequences of inflicting 
oppression on others (Mark 12: 38b-40, Matt. 12:2-4, Luke 11:46). Jesus’ struggle is against 
false gods, the god of death. God is God of life; but the gods of law, God of religion and 
political gods are engaged in destroying life .The struggle for justice should constantly be 
open to the proclamation of the Kingdom. It provides the vision and power for an ever- 
widening horizon of mission. We participate in God’s mission in our ministry.

Ministry is community building:

The search for meaningful community has become an issue of crucial importance 
in today’s world. It is widely recognized that the individualism of the modern industrial 
society cannot provide meaningful communities for sustaining life. But in our country the 
traditional collective caste, ethnic groups and religion have undergone change. Communal 
grouping for narrow selfish gains have emerged generating tension and violence. Neither 
individualism nor communalism can be the basis of a human community. We live in a 
pluralistic society in which different religions and ethnic groups, while maintaining their 
separate identities, strive to participate in a common civic society. The difference can be 
a source of interminable conflict and tension; but it can be an opportunity for mutual 
enrichment and creativity, provided each group realizes how much their lives are bound 
up with members of the other groups. The mutual church lives therefore with this mission 
of building communities of forgiveness the communities that enriched and widen their 
horizon by mutual acceptance and solidarity. Once there arose a violent clash between 
Hindus and Muslim in Kerala. Mahatma Gandhi sent a cable to the mediators “Pray Muslim 
show a Christian attitude towards Hindus.” What a mix up of terms! But Gandhi understood 
the essence of the Christian Gospel. In Christ we can no longer define ourselves in terms 
of our opposing interests, our communities that excluded each other, our caste securities, 
but only in relation to one another and as member of the Household. “Now in Christ Jesus 
you who were far off have been brought near in the blood of Christ.  For he is our peace, 
who has made us both one, and broken down the dividing wall of hostility by abolishing in 
his flesh the law of commandments and ordinances, that he might create in himself a new 

man in place of two, so making peace” (Eph. 2:13-15).
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This text has reference to the conflict between the Jews and the nations, but it could 
apply to all groups in society Mission is to confront each group with this message of other-
directed love that builds just and open communities.

Mission and ministry as life-affirming , mission as ministry as Solidarity and mission and 
ministry as community building these provide new horizon of our ministry as community 
building these provide new horizon of our ministry. They should be expressed in our 
commitment to certain values, and structure, and to concrete actions. To quote report of 
the Melbourne Conference again,

In the fulfillment of its vocation, the church is called to announce Good news in 
Jesus Christ forgiveness, hope, a new heaven and new earth; to denounce powers and 
principalities, sin and injustices; to console the windows and orphans, healing, restoring 
the broken–hearted; and to celebrate life in the midst of death.


