
RECALIBRATING THE CHURCH’S MISSION

JASON S. SEX TON

You keep using that word. I do not think it means what you think 
it means.

Inigo Montoya, The Princess Bride

So it goes with the church and its mission. Evangelicals especially use 
the word “church” with great frequency, yet exhibit very little critical 

reflection on what this word means. For quite some time it has been said 
that evangelicalism has had no ecclesiology (doctrine of the church), 
with Stanley Grenz concluding over a decade ago that “evangelicals 
have never developed or worked from a thoroughgoing ecclesiology.”1 
This lack of developed ecclesiology largely springs from evangelicals’ 
participation in a wider movement— of the Holy Spirit, of people, of 
denominations, organizations, and churches, etc.— where in fact many 
ecclesiologies have been represented. None were industrial strength, 
developed as robustly as they might have been, and yet this may have 
been because any stronger representative ecclesiologies might have actu-
ally threatened the unity and momentum of the evangelical movement 
and its wider ministries.

1.  Stanley J. Grenz, “An Evangelical Response to Ferguson, Holloway and Lowery: 
Restoring a Trinitarian Understanding of the Church in Practice,” in Evangelicalism and the 
Stone-Campbell Movement, ed. William R. Baker (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 
2002), 228. 
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This leads to the second word, “mission.” Amid efforts to sustain 
the momentum of the evangelical movement, whether as a whole or 
in its various parts, somewhere along the way mission became fuzzy. 
Local organizations emerged together with national and global ones dis-
playing ecclesial hybridity whilst focusing on carrying out the mission 
of the church in its various forms and varieties. This included strong 
activities such as evangelism, preaching, pastoral care, justice ministry, 
and others. Somewhere amid this vibrant activity— funded in large 
part by the postwar moment of American aff luence and evangelical 
expansion— churches began to farm out their work to other groups and 
gurus, making way for all sorts of innovative churches and Christian 
activity.

Corporatized and Colonialized Missions
Evangelicalism’s expansion and the centralization of its activity often 
outside of local churches contributed to a corporatization of Christian 
activity within the evangelical movement. Despite a rich and lengthy 
Christian tradition of ref lection on the subjects of the church and mis-
sion, mission in many ways was often reduced to a trope of orientation. 
In practical use it became not much different than what corporations use 
to focus their organizational strategies. Mission displayed particular and 
catchy approaches to the church’s primary work, expressed in a mission 
statement that took primacy of place for articulating goals and a clear 
sense of purpose for Christian organizations or “ministries.” One young 
church planter within a mainstream evangelical organization spoke of 
his experience preparing materials to display readiness for the church 
planting task, which would in turn help secure denominational support 
for the effort. Within the process of preparation, the organization’s 
director of church planting emphasized that it was not the theology of 
the church (or a theology of mission for that matter) that needed to 
be emphasized; instead the entrepreneurial church planter’s mission 
(and corresponding vision) were to be the focus. This was partly about 
branding, but also about keeping the vibrant goal in view, although 
it’s not much different than business strategies from companies like 
Starbucks or Apple, often touted by church leaders as successful efforts 
to accomplish any organizational mission, including the church’s.

The term “mission,” then, is complicated. Yet the complexities 
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inherent to its appropriation by a church eager to get on with its primary 
task are not lost merely on ways that mission mimics corporate America. 
Growing concerns have emerged together with postcolonial sensibilities, 
leading many to reject and disaffiliate with older forms of hierarchical, 
hegemonic, and even violent notions of mission associated with colo-
nialism.2 While Lesslie Newbigin credits the ecumenical movement 
for the demise of the earlier colonial model of missions,3 it’s impossible 
to ignore today the growing history- consciousness that troubles evan-
gelicals with details of a difficult (at times horrible) past, which in 
the worst cases brought various forms of harm to indigenous people 
groups, at times even approaching cultural erasure.4 The colonialist 
missionary spirit is rightly blamed for things just now being discovered 
about the nineteenth- century Manifest Destiny consequences result-
ing in tragedies like the Trail of Tears, which devastated tribes during 
government- sanctioned Indian Removal, or the subsequent attempted 
genocide of Indians during the California Gold Rush.5

In America’s Far West, this built upon an earlier Franciscan era of 
exploitation, imprisonment, enslavement, and removal of Native Indians 
from the land, through whatever means necessary. This colonial period 
provides an example of a kind of mission that Christians today want to 
largely disaffiliate with, especially with the utilitarian nature those ear-
lier missions, which were needed only until the natives were secularized, 
at which point the mission system would phase out. None of this can be 
easily disconnected from how those in the Far West think of missions 
today, or should, especially with the number of successful missionary 

2.  One example of this, although predating the colonial period of western civilization 
with its name association, Campus Crusade for Christ in 2011 changed its name to Cru, 
worried about negative associations with the medieval military crusades against Muslims. 
See Sarah Pulliam Bailey, “Campus Crusade Changes Name to Cru,” Christianity Today, 19 
July 2011, http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2011/julyweb-only/campus-crusade-name-
change.html/. 

3.  See Lesslie Newbigin, “Mission to Six Continents,” in The Ecumenical Advance: A History 
of the Ecumenical Movement, Vol. 2, 1948–1968, 2nd ed., ed. Harold E. Fey (Philadelphia: 
Westminster, 1986), 173–97.

4.  In the case of erstwhile support of slavery, see the Southern Baptist repentance over 
slavery, Gustav Niebuhr, “Baptist Group Votes to Repent Stand on Slaves,” New York Times, 
21 June 1995, http://www.nytimes.com/1995/06/21/us/baptist-group-votes-to-repent-stand-
on-slaves.html. 

5.  Benjamin Madley, An American Genocide: The United States and the California Indian 
Catastrophe, 1846–1873 (Newhaven, CT: Yale University Press, 2016), which charts over 300 
massacres and mass killings. 
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organizations birthed in California during the latter half of the twenti-
eth century. With a widely popular ministry launched through his 1949 
Los Angeles crusade, much of postwar evangelicalism centered around 
Billy Graham. For much of his ministry, Graham was a member of First 
Baptist Church in Dallas, Texas, yet it was common knowledge that 
Graham was hardly ever there. What then did his membership in “the 
church” mean? And what did it mean in light of the challenge of local 
churches to display a kind of unity of mission amidst the juggernaut of 
evangelicalism that advanced in some ways on the backs of the churches, 
giving way to the emergence and strengthening of evangelicalism’s great 
twentieth- century institutions?

Not dissimilar to Graham, Calvary Chapel in some ways repre-
sented a new kind of colonialism, and was said to have embodied the 
reverse of Manifest Destiny, where the Holy Spirit proceeds from West 
to East, from Orange County to the ends of the earth.6 The situation 
has been exacerbated by evangelicalism’s pragmatism, which prioritizes 
mission above nearly everything else, including ecclesiology. Calvary 
Chapel famously has no process for church membership, similar to many 
megachurches, which often makes membership and belonging largely 
arbitrary. In some cases, leaders of megachurches have found themselves 
speculating about whether the megachurches they help lead are even 
churches at all.7 In recent history, approaches to mission have disclosed 
both various forms of racism and empire- building, manifest within 
groups ranging from the religious right8 to more subtle displays. The 
latter has been found arguably in large ministries like Prison Fellowship, 
the strong existence of which (however inadvertently) enabled racist pol-
icies that contributed to mass incarceration, which disproportionately 
impacts African Americans and Latinos in the United States.

6.  Philip Clayton, “Four Prophets: What the Free Speech Movement, Jesus Freaks, Esalen, 
and Goddess worship have in common,” Boom: A Journal of California 5 (2015): 74.

7.  See the AHRC-funded project led by Sarah Dunlop, “Megachurches and Social 
Engagement in London,” where leaders of megachurches, which do much social good in 
London, were asked if they believe the megachurches that they oversee are in fact actual 
churches (http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/schools/ptr/departments/theologyandreligion/
research/projects/megachurches/index.aspx). 

8.  Randall Balmer, “The Real Origins of the Religious Right,” Politico, 27 March 2014, 
http://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2014/05/religious-right-real-origins-107133.
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The Church’s Ongoing Mission
The suburban megachurch where my wife and I are currently members, 
which gives the largest individual portion (25 percent) of its budget to 
“missions,” was built on postwar white f light from Los Angeles. This 
particular church’s overall mission statement, designated as its “vision,” 
declares that it “exists to develop, empower and release kingdom people and 
kingdom communities into missional engagement in their spheres of influ-
ence.” While the church’s real communal life is largely about joining 
small fellowship groups to meet with one another and be part of what 
it really means to be part of the church, missions is something almost 
ancillary, often presented as being done elsewhere and away from our 
suburban setting: for those people over there. It’s done by donating 
money or volunteering time with the one- stop shop local nonprofit 
justice ministry that some leaders in our church founded with others 
to serve the homeless, the poor, and other people through various 
services in our city and region. This work displays something of our 
commitment to local missions, representing over close to 4 percent of 
the church’s overall budget. Yet “global” missions funding comes out 
to about 21 percent of the church’s overall budget. It’s still not entirely 
clear how the church’s stated mission (or “vision”) drives what they do 
with “missions.” According to the mission (vision) statement, church 
members (“kingdom people”) are to view themselves as missionaries in 
their spheres of inf luence. Finding out precisely how the church does 
this kingdom- people vision in detail is very difficult, though, especially 
with megachurches whose budgets aren’t always entirely transparent or 
visible to the public or members of the congregation. This provides room 
for f lexibility of ministry in some cases; in the very worst cases, it opens 
the door for corruption and abuse.

Here is where a gap becomes obvious. With decades living in often 
white homogeneous (and aff luent) suburban contexts, a disjunction sets 
in between church and mission, yielding forms of cognitive dissonance 
that are especially prevalent among younger evangelicals who struggle to 
remain in the church: the “nones.” In this situation the church is some-
thing basic, situated there and somehow alive in its concrete presence. 
Missions, on the other hand, whether local or foreign, is something the 
church does, largely outside of the church. The book you are reading 
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now, Four Views on the Church’s Mission, wants to challenge this given 
notion. It proposes that mission is tied to the church’s very being and 
constitution as the people who by the Spirit have dynamically become 
the body of Christ, the church. Unfortunately, evangelicals haven’t quite 
figured this out yet, nor have we grasped with agreement exactly how 
it works. This book accordingly attempts to sort some of this out with 
regard to how we understand the church’s mission.

This endeavor cannot be separated from doctrines of the church at 
play and what it means to be church. Yet rather than focusing on ecclesial 
features that may press into the conversation, which will display fur-
ther differences in the contributors’ views, yielding additional layers of 
complexity especially if other ecclesiologies (Catholic, Orthodox, etc.) 
were considered, the conversation in this book proceeds as an intramural 
Protestant evangelical one.9 As such, the views represented in this vol-
ume showcase an intra- evangelical conversation seeking to bring mission 
and church more closely together, as it belongs.

The conversation is somewhat occasioned, if incidentally, by a 
moment of the church’s attempt to recover a fresh vision of its mission 
amidst new and ongoing ecclesial alliances and coalitions. This has been 
developed in a number of movements: the so- called “missional conver-
sation” prompted by Darrell Guder’s 1998 book, Missional Church;10 a 
recovery of the theological notion of missio Dei and its indebtedness to 
Barth and the ecumenical conversation;11 ongoing reflections about the 
role of foreign and domestic missions amidst increased globalization and 
transnational forces of culture transfer and migration, along with new 
ways of bringing traditional theological categories together to reframe 
how mission is done today.12

Being part of an evangelical conversation, the wider interest in mis-
sion cannot be separated from the exceptional work done by the Old 

9.  For a wider approach adding additional ecclesial complexities to the conversation, see 
Craig Ott, ed., The Mission of the Church: Five Views in Conversation (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
2016). 

10.  Darrell L. Guder. Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North 
America (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998). 

11.  See John G. Flett, The Witness of God: The Trinity, Missio Dei, Karl Barth, and the 
Nature of Christian Community (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2010), which traces a taxonomy of missio 
Dei. 

12.  For one attempt at this see Jason S. Sexton and Paul Weston, eds., The End of Theology: 
Shaping Theology for the Sake of Mission (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2016).
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Testament scholar and director of Langham Partnership and a major 
figure with the Lausanne Movement, Christopher J. H. Wright, whose 
own view is represented in this volume. Wright has spent much of his 
career both mining the Scriptures and then in turn finding a rubric with 
which to freshly view the Scriptures and the entire missional basis of the 
Bible for these things.13 Chris’s work has inspired a generation of evan-
gelical engagement in thinking freshly about mission and has opened 
up a way— indeed, a biblical way— to do mission better today, which 
missiologists of all sorts began to pick up for their various expansive, 
creative, and even more rigorous missionary efforts in a fast- changing 
world.

The efforts, however, led recently to a trenchant reaction from a 
conservative wing of the evangelical movement, represented in the 
book by Kevin DeYoung and Greg Gilbert, What Is the Mission of the 
Church?14 When I first saw and read this book, serving as the “mission 
and culture” book reviews editor of Themelios, a long- standing British 
evangelical publication that had recently been obtained and is now 
published by The Gospel Coalition, I wanted to see the book receive a 
critical in- house evangelical response, and I asked the leading Southern 
Baptist missiologist/church planter Ed Stetzer to review it. He heartily 
agreed, and the review went viral, causing a bit of a dust- up within the 
evangelical world.15 At a basic level, the issue of disagreement was over 
whether mission is an expansive thing or a reduced thing. To put it 
crassly: expansionism versus reductionism; or, to reverse the connota-
tions: convolution versus clarity and purity. This signaled a discussion 
that had been bubbling below the surface and had finally become fully 
manifest within the evangelical world. Like many things, the con-
versation developed even further into what might be understood and 
expressed in the four views presented in this book.

13.  See Christopher J. H. Wright, The Mission of God: Unlocking the Bible’s Grand Narrative 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006), 22, where he details the shift in emphasis from 
considering the biblical basis of mission to the missional basis of the Bible. His argument is 
distilled somewhat in Christopher J. H. Wright, The Mission of God’s People: A Biblical Theology 
of the Church’s Mission (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010). 

14.  Kevin DeYoung and Greg Gilbert, What Is the Mission of the Church?: Making Sense of 
Social Justice, Shalom, and the Great Commission (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011). 

15.  See a recap with Ed Stetzer, “DeYoung and Gilbert’s What is the Mission of the Church?—
My Review from Themelios,” The Exchange, 14 November 2011, http://www.christianitytoday.
com/edstetzer/2011/november/deyoung-and-gilberts-iwhat-is-mission-of-churchi—my.html. 
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The Views on the Mission of the Church
Soteriological Mission. Represented by Jonathan Leeman from 9Marks, 
and closest to the view of DeYoung and Gilbert, Leeman brings lay-
ers of nuance to what he calls (although disputed) the fundamentalist 
perspective. Focusing largely on the mission of individual, personal 
conversion and redemption, he frames the discussion by highlighting 
what he deems a “broad mission” to be disciples or citizens of Christ’s 
inaugurated kingdom, which is then distinct from the “narrow mission” 
to make disciples or citizens of that same inaugurated kingdom. This 
all relates to church authority, including how and where the church’s 
mission of verbally proclaiming the gospel is carried out, and focuses its 
concerns on spiritual salvation and disciple- making as being of utmost 
importance and thus the church’s primary task in the world today.

Participatory Mission. This second view is presented by Christopher 
J. H. Wright, an Old Testament scholar and currently International 
Ministries Director of Langham Partnership International. This rather 
comprehensive view presents the church’s mission as rooted in God’s 
mission, unfolding in the pages of Scripture, in the history of Israel, and 
in the life of the church. The church’s missional activities today, then, 
are participatory acts within God’s great work for his own great purpose. 
This view renders specific acts of verbal gospel proclamation as ultimate 
insofar as they are participatory, but this also includes things like crea-
tion care and love for people and God’s world, all of which amounts to 
participating in God’s mission to heal and reconcile his whole creation.

Contextual Mission. The next view is represented by the lead coor-
dinator of the Gospel and Our Culture Network, John R. Franke, who 
places an enormous amount of focus upon the particular contextual char-
acter of Christian witness. Grounded also in the dynamic Trinitarian 
life, this ecumenical vision of interdependence and contextual awareness 
means that particular forms of faithful witness and mission will look 
different in different places. Diverse contexts require this contextual 
approach wherein God’s Spirit enables the church with power and dis-
cernment to adapt its mission to address local needs and concerns of the 
people where it ministers; the church in turn is shaped by these con-
cerns. Centered upon the person and work of Christ, culturally diverse 
witnessing communities serve as signs, firstfruits, and instruments of 
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God’s reign now breaking into the world and bringing healing in very 
specific ways.

Sacramental Mission. The last view is given by Peter Leithart of the 
Theopolis Institute. This view of an ecumenical- political mission is 
shaped by the Christian act of baptism and the Lord’s Supper, entailing 
a baptized believer’s sacramental life that f lows into world activities as 
an important feature of the church’s cultural mission. The world needed 
fixing from its problem with the fall, which brought a strong division 
between garden and world, occasioning the split between communion 
with God and dominion on this earth as the original human mission. 
This sacramental life experienced by the believer and the church— 
this sacramental missiology— denotes an ongoing, visible, public, and 
political presence of the church as part of Jesus’s social agenda of restor-
ing the broken harmony of both liturgy and life together.

The views under consideration in this book cannot be separated 
from the particular ecclesiologies held by each of the contributors. This 
should be apparent, but it is not the primary focus of the chapters or the 
book. The matter is complexified within the wider world of Protestant 
evangelical theological discourse by the confusing character of what it 
means to be evangelical, exacerbated further by the current political 
situation in the US. Additionally, as all theology is expressed to some 
degree through biography, it follows that each of these positions is also 
personality- based, ref lected by the people and institutions these think-
ers have been shaped by, as well as by their experiences of church, and 
thus again is in no wise detached from their ecclesiologies. If there is 
one thing that evangelicals know about mission it’s that it has everything 
to do with action and reality, despite how we might theorize about it.

We also acknowledge that all contributors in this volume are white 
males who have lived and worked primarily in the northern transatlantic 
setting, and therefore are ref lective of far less than half of the Protestant 
evangelical experience, and a shrinking one. Aside from the emerging 
role women are increasingly playing in the future of what the church’s 
mission is to look like, also missing are the significant roles that Black, 
Latino, and Asian evangelicals are making here, not to mention in 
other growing communities around the world where evangelicals of all 
kinds carry out vibrant apostolic ministries with a kind of power and 
outward expression of love that describes mission through and through, 
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no matter what ecclesial structures may be extant. We are only learning 
about these movements of the Spirit to create the church in ways similar 
to the first- century situation, which Lesslie Newbigin says “began as 
the radioactive fallout from an explosion of joy,” where mission’s deepest 
secret is that it is acted out in doxology for the purpose that God may 
be glorified.16

While more of these things will be revisited in this book’s conclusion, 
what might finally be reiterated here is that the following chapters and 
relevant responses provide a deeply meaningful conversation that goes a 
good distance in excavating some of the big ideas present within evan-
gelicalism that depict the range of views about not only what the church 
is, but also what it is to be and do in the world— its mission. We hope 
this book will be useful to the church, and especially to students and 
interested laypeople, as well as to mature pastors and scholars eager to 
get beyond the cognitive dissonance and back onto the task Jesus called 
his people to— to be his witnesses and to make disciples until he comes.

16.  Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (London: SPCK, 1989), 127.
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