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Introduction

Missiologists have had a profound influence on many theological categories throughout the twentieth century. Of the theological categories affected, perhaps none were more drastically impacted than the study of church, or ecclesiology, which, particularly during the latter half of the century, came to be seen as necessarily connected to missiology. The connection was soon labeled “missiological ecclesiology.”
 Craig Van Gelder is a leading voice in the call for missiological ecclesiology, claiming, “We need to integrate our understanding of church and mission. We need to develop a missiological ecclesiology.”
 
The call to unite church and mission that has come from missiologists such as Van Gelder is clear enough; the idea that the two go together is relatively easy to grasp. What results from the connection of the two concepts, however, is much less clear. One is left to wonder how exactly the two concepts are connected. Do the two notions collapse into one or do they remain two distinct notions? If they remain distinct, how is it that they are integrated? More importantly, it is not—at least at first glance—very clear how a missiological ecclesiology is to be developed in or deployed through a local congregation. What implications does a missiological ecclesiology hold for a local faith community? What, if anything, must change for missiological ecclesiology to be implemented? How can these theories actually be manifested in concrete expressions of faith found in particular congregations?

The goal of this essay it to begin to bring greater clarity to the diverse ideas and ever-increasing body of literature surrounding missiological ecclesiology so that it may ultimately be deployed through the local church. An attempt to clarify missiological ecclesiology is made in three parts. First, part one of the essay provides a simple definition of the term by defining ecclesiology and missiology separately before considering how to define their connection. Second, part two of the essay briefly traces the development of missiological ecclesiology in the twentieth century in order to provide a background or context for the conversation, suggesting that a theology of mission gradually gave way to a mission theology, which in turn developed into missional theology (or missiological ecclesiology).
 Significant events and conversations (labeled in this essay as “Mile Markers on the Journey”) and key theological turns are also considered in part two to help elucidate the historical context.

The development of missiological ecclesiology provides a unique way of viewing or thinking about the local church. Part three of this essay attempts to detail the main ways missiological ecclesiology has been used to describe the local church as missional, particularly in its identity, character, motivation, and vocation.
 First, The identity of missional churches—who they are—is described through the image of the church as God’s Elect, those who are called in order to be sent for mission. Second, the character of missional churches—how they are—is defined in the image of the church as God’s pilgrim people, those who are always on the move toward the coming reign of God. God’s reign not only defines the character of missional churches, but also serves as their motivation (why they are). The motivation of the missional church as stemming from the reign of God is captured in the image of the church as the fellowship of eschatological aspirants.
 Finally, the vocation of missional churches—what they do—is illustrated through the image of the church as participant in God’s mission.

The first three parts of the essay focus on understanding the basic concept of missiological ecclesiology by offering a simple definition of the term, tracing its development in the theological context of the twentieth century, and highlighting the ways it is used to describe the church. The ultimate goal of the essay, however, is not simply to give a clearer definition of missiological ecclesiology than has previously been offered. No, the ultimate goal is for missiological ecclesiology to be deployed in the local church. Understanding the basic concepts remains impotent if the understanding is not reflected in the life of a concrete faith community.

 Part four of the essay explores issues related to the deployment of missiological ecclesiology in the local church by suggesting that the primary task facing the local church is an issue of identity. The performative nature of identity and the particularity of the local context highlight the need for the church to seek to steward its missionary identity in its particular context. These somewhat obscure suggestions are made concrete considering how they might influence the deployment of missiological ecclesiology in a new congregation being planted in Chicago, IL by a prominent, multi-site church from one of Chicago’s outlying suburbs.  

Missiological ecclesiology is a complex matter that offers no easy definitions. Its history and development are varied, broad, and difficult to succinctly summarize. The manner in which it has been used to describe the local church is seemingly unlimited, making generalizations and categorizations problematic. Nonetheless, the need for missiological ecclesiology to be deployed in the local church, to influence the way the church lives, speaks, and acts calls for an attempt to make missiological ecclesiology more user-friendly. This essay, in the end, is an attempt to make a complex missiological/theological conversation concrete enough to be influential to the life of a local congregation. While it is likely that important details may be lost, complex minutiae glossed over, and significant theological works may be excluded, it is hoped that this essay will further the theological conversation by bringing to it the clarity that usefulness for the local church demands. 
Part One: A Definition of Missiological Ecclesiology

What is the definition of missiological ecclesiology? To what does the term refer? What meanings does the term convey?
A first step toward bringing greater clarity to the concept of missiological ecclesiology is to define the term by its component parts: missiology and ecclesiology. This first step is simple in nature but holds huge implications for understanding for what missiologists are asking when they suggest that theologians need to adopt a missiological ecclesiology. How one defines the separate terms determines how one will define the combined concept.

Missiology

Missiology is—in the simplest definition—the study of mission.
 Many paths of understanding can be taken from this very basic starting point. Some focus on the human aspect of mission, equating missiology with the practice or “scholarly study of religion.”
 Those who view missiology from the human or religious dimension often tend to define mission in terms of the task or assignment of a religious group to go to a particular place with the expressed intent to spread their faith. Others focus upon the divine aspect of mission, equating missiology with “the critical, historical and theological study of the purpose of God in history as understood by Christian faith.” ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Hull</Author><Year>2006</Year><RecNum>348</RecNum><record><rec-number>348</rec-number><foreign-keys><key app="EN" db-id="wefv2500besetpezts459952vex0rafpr5xe">348</key></foreign-keys><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Hull, John M.</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Mission-Shaped Church: A Theological Response</title><short-title>Mission-Shaped</short-title></titles><dates><year>2006</year></dates><pub-location>London</pub-location><publisher>SCM Press</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>
 Missiology in the divine sense becomes a study of the actions of God and the self-revelation of God in order to understand his will, purpose, and desire for the world.

Missiology—as a discipline in the academy—tended to focus on the human dimension of mission early in its history, particularly on the history of the spread of the Christian faith and the methods by which its spread.
 As the discipline matured into a more theological discipline, it sought “to understand and define both the creating and redeeming works of God in the world.”
 It is this second understanding of missiology as a theological discipline that will guide the definition of missiology being employed in this essay. The definition cited above from John Hull will be the working definition: Missiology is the critical, historical and theological study of the purpose of God in history as understood by the Christian faith.
 

Ecclesiology

Ecclesiology is “a theological discipline that seeks to understand the Church’s image.”
 The Church’s image is derived from Scripture but must change as its context changes, for “ecclesiology is a response and call to constantly changing historical situations.”
 Any image of the church comes in two distinct parts. The first part, “ecclesiology proper,” focuses on “what makes the church church,” while the second part concerns “the ministry, the structure and the sacraments of the church.”
 As Paul Hooker has succinctly stated, ecclesiology is “the discussion of what the church is called to be and to do.”
 

The working definition of ecclesiology being used for this essay includes all the above aspects of ecclesiology and adds to them the categories of identity, character, motivation, and vocation of the church. Ecclesiology—in line with Hull’s definition of missiology—may thus be defined as the critical, historical and theological study of the identity, character, motivation, and vocation of the church in a particular context as understood by the Christian faith.

Missiological Ecclesiology

Missiology has been defined as the critical, historical and theological study of the purpose of God in history as understood by the Christian faith. Ecclesiology has been defined in a similar fashion as the critical, historical and theological study of the identity, character, motivation, and vocation of the church in a particular context as understood by the Christian faith. The definitions are similarly structured but maintain a hard and fast distinction between the two disciplines. Missiology studies mission; ecclesiology studies the church. Missiology and ecclesiology, however, can no longer be seen as separate disciplines, but are believed to be “inseparably interrelated and intertwined . . . one cannot be constructively developed apart from the other.”

 Missiology and ecclesiology must be combined into a missiological ecclesiology.

Missiological Ecclesiology is an ecclesiology (noun) that has a missiological (adjective) attribute or quality. The adjective (missiological), in this case, completely overpowers and reorients the noun (ecclesiology). Missiology drives the understanding of ecclesiology.
 Ecclesiology starts with and “comes to expression and identity”
 only by reflection on the triune God and his mission in the world.
 Hooker is again most succinct, writing “A missional view of the Church would remind us that whatever is true of the Church is true because it is first and foremost true of God in Christ.”

A working definition of missiological ecclesiology for this essay can be written as follows: the critical, historical and theological study of the identity, character, motivation and vocation of the church in a particular context by means of the critical, historical and theological study of the purpose of God in history as understood by the Christian faith. This definition helps to clarify how missiological ecclesiology is being used in current literature on the nature of God’s mission and church. The definition does not, though, explain why missiological ecclesiology has come to be in vogue, why so many scholars now feel missiology and ecclesiology must be joined, or why the church must be defined in missional terms. Explanation of such matters can be found when one considers the development of missiological ecclesiology during the twentieth century.  ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Hooker</Author><Year>2009</Year><RecNum>365</RecNum><record><rec-number>365</rec-number><foreign-keys><key app="EN" db-id="wefv2500besetpezts459952vex0rafpr5xe">365</key></foreign-keys><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Hooker, Paul</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>What is Missional Ecclesiology?</title><secondary-title>Perspectives: An online publication of the Offices of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church USA</secondary-title><short-title>Missional Ecclesiology</short-title></titles><periodical><full-title>Perspectives: An online publication of the Offices of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church USA</full-title></periodical><volume>August 2009</volume><dates><year>2009</year></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>
Part Two: The Development of Missiological Ecclesiology

Why is missiological ecclesiology significant? How is it different from that which preceded it? What does it change? 
A second step in clarifying missiological ecclesiology in order that it might be deployed through the local church involves detailing the short history of the term. The history will show whence missiological ecclesiology developed, the changes the concept has brought, and whither the usage of the term is leading.
An Overview of the Journey to Missiological Ecclesiology

The journey to missiological ecclesiology began with the formation of missiology as an academic discipline in the nineteenth century.
 Early missiologists (from the late 1700s through the 1940s) developed what can be called a theology of mission(s). This theology of mission(s) was primarily concerned with the science of the practice of missions by the church. Thus mission was but one subset or activity of the church, referring to the practice of evangelization in a cross-cultural or foreign context. The protestant reformation had within it very little missionary intent or purposes—at least in the sense of foreign evangelization—so missiologists turned to the Bible to build a foundation for missionary work. Support for the missionary endeavor was derived from a few particular biblical texts, with the primary text being the Great Commission given by Jesus in Matthew 28. Theology of mission(s) essentially attempted to use the Bible to prove that mission work should be added to ecclesiology.

A renewed focus on the sending or missionary nature of God—the missio Dei—was the primary force that helped to transform theology of mission(s) into a more fully developed mission theology. Mission theology—developed primarily between 1952-1980s—credited God as the primary agent in mission and therefore made his mission or purpose primary to that of the church. The mission of God was primarily expressed in his actions of sending: the Father sent the Son, Father and Son sent the Spirit,
 and the Son and Spirit send the church into the world to bring the loving mission of God into every context. A missional hermeneutic of Scripture began to develop—incompletely—during this time that moved away from using particular texts and passages to support the missionary endeavor to instead reading all of the Bible as a narrative account of the actions and words of a missionary God. This hermeneutical shift began to bring eschatology back into consideration as the telos, or goal, of God in the world.

Western theologians were often the driving force of the focus upon the sending action of the Trinity. Eastern theologians, however, often focused much more on the social, perichoretic nature of God’s triune existence. Missional theology—what this essay has called missiological ecclesiology—began to develop as the Eastern social trinity was paired with the Western sending Trinity, bringing a more robust pneumatology into conversation with the classic Western emphasis upon Christology. The church was not only described as sent by God, it also was believed to share or participate in the very nature of God’s life. Since God is a missionary God, the church is a missionary church. Since God’s presence is at work in the world through the Spirit to bring about God’s purposes, so to should the church in the power of the Spirit be present in every context to participate in what God is already doing.

Robust Trinitarian theology was accompanied by two other developments that helped to shift mission theology to missional theology (or missiological ecclesiology): a more fully-developed missional hermeneutic of the whole of Scripture and a greater awareness of the contextual and perspectival nature of the theology and life of the local church. The fully-developed missional hermeneutic of Scripture solidified the belief that God cannot be known apart from his mission, that God’s very nature and existence is missional. The church finds her life and identity in God and in much the same way cannot be known apart from God’s mission; that nature and the existence of the church is also missional. Mission was no longer a subset or action of the church; the dichotomy between church and mission was collapsed into an intimate connection between the two concepts. The missional church in the local context in the world became the focal point of the conversation surrounding the missio Dei.
Mile Markers on the Journey to Missiological Ecclesiology

The journey toward missiological ecclesiology consists primarily through the theological work of the major Protestant, Roman Catholic, and Ecumenical councils and/or conferences held in the twentieth century.
 Each conference is a mile marker on the journey, showing the significant places that were visited along the way. The conferences certainly did not proceed along one, straight missiological path from a theology of mission(s) to missiological ecclesiology. The journey was, rather, filled with turns, excursions, and reversals that did not follow a prescribed route but followed instead the guidance of the Spirit toward missiological ecclesiology. Not all who undertook the journey ended up in the same final destination, but it can honestly be said that most are proceeding in very similar directions.

The world missionary conference held in Edinburgh in 1910 both culminated the missionary journey of the nineteenth century and launched the Protestant and Ecumenical missiological journeys of the twentieth century. Three movements formed out of Edinburgh: the International Missionary Council (IMC), Faith & Order, and Life & Work. A joint effort by the Faith & Order and Life & Work movements led to the formation of the World Council of Churches (WCC), which first met at Amsterdam in 1948. The IMC merged with the WCC at New Delhi in 1961, forming the Commission of World Mission and Evangelism (CWME). CWME first sponsored a major conference in Mexico in 1963. Evangelicals were concerned with the partnership between the IMC and WCC and withdrew from the WCC in large numbers, choosing instead to launch the Lausanne Committee for World Evangelization (LWCE) following a major evangelical missionary conference held at Lausanne in 1974. Meetings continue to be held by the CWME, the WCC, and LWCE at regular intervals (normally every five to ten years) to this day.

Roman Catholics were also undertaking a missiological journey in the twentieth century. The Second Vatican Council (Vatican II) played a major role in developing the missionary nature of the church. The publications of Lumen Gentium (LG; 1964) and Ad Gentes (AG; 1965) were particularly influential in this regard. The CELAM (Consejo Episcopal Latinamericano) conferences (Rio de Janeiro, 1955; Medellin, 1968; Puebla, 1979, Santo Domingo, 1992) also furthered the discussion of the missionary nature of the church by introducing liberation theology into the missiological conversation by promoting “base ecclesiastic communities and a ‘preferential option for the poor.’”
 Pope Paul VI’s Envangelii Nuntiandi (1975) also significantly added to the conversation, bringing classical themes of evangelism into dialogue with the larger notion of the missio Dei.
The Gospel and Our Culture Network (GOCN) did not have the international scope of the major Protestant, Catholic, and Ecumenical conferences but has been at least as catalytic of theological movement along the missiological journey. The GOCN is the expression of the British Gospel and Our Culture (GOC) conversation initiated by missiologist Lesslie Newbigin in the 1980s.
 Newbigin was influenced by the Trinitarian theology of the Willingen Conference of the IMC in 1952 and the full expression given to a theology of missio Dei by Johannes Blauw in his work, The Missionary Nature of the Church.
 Newbigin soon published his own works of mission theology.
 It was out of these works that the GOC emerged and found its direction in Britain in the 1980s. 

The American GOCN was formed under the leadership of George Hunsberger in the mid-1980s.
 The GOCN quickly gained momentum and began publishing significant theological works, the most significant being Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America
 edited by Darrell L. Guder. Missional Church sold incredibly well for a book of its kind, launching the word “missional” into the vernacular of many church leaders and theologians in the United States and, increasingly, across the world.
 The formation of the GOCN in the United States and the major conferences and councils held throughout the world in the twentieth century are the significant events on the missiological journey toward missiological ecclesiology; they are the mile markers that indicate the path that was taken to missional church. Those who participated in these events in meetings sought to understand how to be missionaries in the world in which they lived. Their theology (read missiology) undertook some surprising turns as they sought to faithfully serve the God whom they loved.
A Closer Look at the Key Theological Turns

The mile markers cited in the previous section also indicate the major turns missiology took in the transition from a theology of mission(s) to mission theology and then to missiological ecclesiology. These turns were alluded to in the overview of the development of missiology, but are worth considering in more detail. The turns include the rise of missiology, a turn to missio Dei, a turn to the Trinity, a turn to the missional church, a turn to contextual mission, and a turn to ecumenical partnership.
The Rise of Missiology: From Theology and Mission to Mission as the “Mother of Theology”

David Kelsey has claimed that theology is the search to know and understand God truly.
 The idea that God is a missionary God requires that the theologian consider God’s mission as a primary field of theological study. This primacy of studying God’s mission has led to the rise of missiology as an academic discipline. John Corrie documents the rise well:

It is [now] acknowledged that missiology should not be seen merely as an outpost of theological investigation, compartmentalized in the curriculum and tacked on alongside biblical theology, hermeneutics, ecclesiology and so on. It is rather that all theology is intrinsically missiological since it concerns the God of mission and the mission of God. This means that all theological categories are profoundly missiological and all missionary categories are profoundly theological.

Whereas missiology used to be a subset of theology, missiology is now seen to be a larger framework for theology. Mission, as Martin Kähler claimed, is the mother of theology.

A Turn to Missio Dei: From an Ecclesio-centric to a Theo-centric View of Mission

The Willingen Conference of the IMC in 1952 marks a second turn in missiology, a turn to the missio Dei.
 Mission, prior to Willingen, has previously tended to be defined in terms of the practices or actions of the church. Willingen, however, placed mission firmly as an action of God. The work of Newbigin reflects this shift. He writes, “Mission is not essentially an action by which the church puts forth its own power and wisdom to conquer the world around it; it is, rather, the action of God, putting forth the power of his Spirit to bring the universal work of Christ for the salvation of the world nearer to its completion.”
 The point of this shift is not to criticize the church as inept or lazy. It is simply to recognize that throughout history mission has been strongest when the church is weak because it is in times of weakness that the church looks to God to lead his mission, to accomplish his purposes by his power.

The fact that mission is an action of God does not bring the church shame or guilt, but hope and joy. God is the agent of mission and it is he who will guarantee its success and completion. “Therefore all the mission work of the Church lives in a certainty which can be shaken neither by human omission nor guilt, neither by any earthly failure: He will gloriously carry out his work.”
 It is with joy that the church celebrates God’s successes and with hope that it looks forward to the completion of God’s mission as it participates with God in his work in the world.
A turn to the Trinity: From Christology to a Robust Trinitarian Theology

The turn to the missio Dei, or a theo-centric view of mission, was both accompanied and followed by a turn to a robust Trinitarian theology as missiology developed during the twentieth century. Theologians of mission had often focused their call to missionary activity primarily upon the person and teachings of Jesus Christ, developing a missiology based upon a strong Christology. Christ is certainly at the center of the Christian faith; no missiologist would say otherwise. God, however, exists in tri-unity: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Missiologists began to be more careful to affirm the triune nature of God in their study of his mission. The meeting of CWME in San Francisco in 1982, for example, affirmed that, “The Triune God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, is a God in mission, the source and sustainer of the church’s mission.”
 The writers of the Lausanne Covenant were careful to begin their agreement with an affirmation of the missionary nature of the triune God. The first section of the document, titled “The Purpose of God,” begins:

We affirm belief in the one eternal God, Creator (Isa 40:28) and Lord of the world, Father, Son and Holy Spirit (Mt. 28:19), who governs all things according to the purpose of his will (Eph 1:11). He has been calling out from the world a people for himself (Ac. 15:14), and sending his people back into the world (Jn. 17:18) to be his servants and his witnesses, for the extension of his kingdom, the building up of Christ’s body, and the glory of his name (Eph. 4:12).

The turn to the Trinity influenced the missiological conversation of the twentieth century in at least three ways. One of the ways establishes that “Genuine, final reality for humans is to participate in the reciprocal interiority of the Trinity in Christ through the Spirit.”
 Therefore, the “reality of the church is related to the very being-ness of God.”
 The church is missionary by nature just as God is missionary by nature because the church is intimately related to and reflective of the nature of God. A second influence comes through the notion of the social trinity, suggesting that, “the Trinity’s unity in diversity has immediate implications for the understanding of mission.”
 The unity of God serves as a basis for the ecumenical movement; “the indispensable condition for uniting separated churches.”

The third influence of Trinitarian theology upon missiology comes by way of the economic trinity, or the sending actions of God, focusing on “the specific roles of the three persons of the Godhead in relation to their activity in creation and recreation.”
 Newbigin ties the churches participation in mission directly to the roles of the three persons, saying the church is to proclaim the presence of the Kingdom of God the Father already established but not yet fully realized, to share or imitate the life of the Son, and to bear the witness of the Spirit.
 The renewed focus upon the trinity brought with it an eschatological focus on the Kingdom of God and a strong pneumatology to join forces with the already established Christological focus in missiological circles.
A Turn to Missional Church: From Mission as a Function of the Church to the Church as a Function of Mission

Ad Gentes stated, “The Church on earth is by its very nature missionary since, according to the plan of the Father, it has its origin in the mission of the Son and the Holy Spirit.”
 This belief that the church is essentially missionary (a missional church) has been called “the new conciliar understanding of mission”
 and is perhaps the most basic and most repeated idea in the conversation surrounding missiological ecclesiology.
 Mission is no longer seen as a function of the church, something the church does or performs. The church is instead seen as a function of mission, serving the purpose of God in the world. To place the church under mission as a subset or function is to say that mission is the framework that provides the church with its identity, character, motivation, and vocation.

Missiologists make it clear that they are not suggesting mission is one option for understanding the church. Newbigin believes “the very general belief of Christians in most Churches . . . that the Church can exist without being a mission involves a radical contradiction of the truth of the Church’s being.”
 Bosch makes a similar claim: “It is impossible to talk about the church without at the same time talking about mission. One can no longer talk about church and mission, only about the mission of the church.”
 Van Gelder too notes the impossibility of having church without mission: “The Spirit led church’s very existence in the world has to be understood in missionary terms. The church cannot help but participate in God’s mission in the world. This is part of what it means to be the church. To do less would be contrary to its nature.”
 The point is clear: the church is either missionary in its very being or it is not the church.
The Turn to Contextual Mission: From Institutional Commitment to Communal Inculturation

The turn to contextual mission moves away from the commitment to the institutional church found so prevalently in colonizing Christendom. In other words, the turn to contextual mission is a missiological move away from seeking to propagate a particular form or institution of the church. Missiology has instead turned toward a focus upon the local congregation as sent into every context to translate and incarnate the gospel for the local culture. Alan Hirsch and Mike Frost have perhaps said it best, defining the mission of the church as “living out the gospel within its cultural context rather than perpetuating an institutional commitment apart from its cultural context.”

Concern for the universal institution is giving way to a focus upon the particular faith community in a local context. The local congregation is “the basic unit of Christian witness,”
 the “primary mission agent,”
 “God’s missionary people in a local context.”
 God sends the faith community into the local context. It is therefore never enough to establish a local church; the church “lives only in movement. She stops being what she through the will of God is and should be if she no longer lives in sending forth and no longer carries out mission.”
 The church is always moving into every context, every nook, every cranny, and every margin where the Gospel of God has yet to penetrate fully. Her movement into every context is one of humility and confidence. She humbly seeks inculturation of the Word by entering into the struggle of the suffering, fighting in solidarity with them for their liberation from sin, pain, guilt, and oppression.
 She also gives witness to the reign of God in history and the hope in God’s coming future. All of this must be done intentionally in a manner indicative of contextual awareness, for “Only a Church fully aware of how people in the world live and feel and think can adequately fulfill either aspect of this mediatory mission.”

The Turn to Ecumenical Partnership: From Competition to Cooperation

The final turn taken by theology on the journey toward missiological ecclesiology is a turn from competition to cooperation, a turn to ecumenical partnership. Ecumenical partnership recognizes that “unity and mission are closely related in God’s plan for the church.”
 Many conferences shared this recognition in the twentieth century. Whitby (1947) declared, “All churches alike are committed to the total evangelistic task.”
 Manila (1989) boldy challenged the church to unity: “Our Manifesto at Manila is that the whole church is called to take the whole gospel to the whole world, proclaiming Christ until he comes, with all necessary urgency, unity and sacrifice.”
 Ad Gentes also affirmed the unifying nature of mission, saying, “Missionary activity extends the saving faith of the Church, it expands and perfects its catholic unity.”

The development of missiological ecclesiology made it clear that mission is a unifying force in the worldwide church. God is a missionary God and all churches share in his missionary identity. God exists as diversity in perfect unity and the church is called to share in this same existence, realizing intimate unity amidst her many distinctions. God has one missionary purpose for the world and all churches are both formed by and sent to serve that one purpose. Missiological ecclesiology—a missional understanding of the church—forces the church to “become actually in the sight of all peoples what she is by her very nature,” to become the “sign of unity . . . the signal of hope . . . the sacrament of salvation.”
  Indeed, she is the sign of unity 
Summary of the Development of Missiological Ecclesiology

Part two began by asking, Why is missiological ecclesiology significant? How is it different from that which preceded it? What does it change?  An answer has been provided by tracing the development of missiology through the major Protestant, Catholic, and Ecumenical conferences of the twentieth century. Missiological ecclesiology is significant because it is the result of major missiological shifts (theology of mission(s) to mission theology to missiological ecclesiology). These shifts included turns to the missio Dei, robust Trinitarian theology, a missional view of the church’s nature, local congregations in context, and ecumenical partnership among the many churches of the world. The result of these shifts is a radically new understanding of the nature of God and an entirely different expression of life and faith in the local church. What does missiological ecclesiology change? It ultimately changes, in ways both big and small, just about everything involved in the Christian life.
Part Three: Describing the Local 
Church Through a Missiological Ecclesiology

Missiological ecclesiology—as this essay has suggested—claims that the way to understand the identity of the local church—including its character, motivation, and vocation—is by studying the missionary nature of God, the creator and sustainer of the church. This essay has also shown how missiological ecclesiology developed during the latter half of the twentieth century in reaction to a missiological setting that had been dominated by a theology of mission focused upon the science and practice of mission as an activity of the church. The many theological changes the development of missiological ecclesiology brought about were also identified. These changes can be summarized as follows: the Trinitarian God was recognized as the agent of mission and the church claimed its origin and its nature from God’s missionary existence—through his very nature and through his actions in history. 

What, though, does it mean to say the church is missionary by nature? How does missiological ecclesiology define the identity of the local church? 

It is to these questions that this essay now turns. It will be suggested that missiological ecclesiology offers a new way of thinking about the identity, character, motivation, and vocation of the local church. The mission of God shapes who the church is (identity), how they are to live (character), on what its hopes and desires are set (motivation), and what it is to do (vocation).
 This essay will now attach a major theological image to each category in order to illustrate how the missiological ecclesiology understands the nature of the church and how the missio Dei shapes the local church.
A Missiological Identity:
 The Church as God’s Elect People

The fundamental claim of missiological ecclesiology is that the missio Dei shapes the essence or nature of the church. It can therefore be said that the identity of the church is derived from the missio Dei. The image that best defines the missional identity of the church is that of the church as God’s elect people. David Lowes Watson makes this argument clearly:

. . . when the scriptural foundations for Christian self-understanding are properly investigated, it becomes clear that the distinctiveness of the people of God has never been at the expense of the rest of the world. Their proper identity has always been that of being called into a particular relationship with God for the purposes of proclaiming a universal message. . . . Christian identity is grounded in the spiritual history of Israel and rooted in the concept of election.
 
The spiritual history of Israel’s identified by Watson begins with Abraham in Genesis 12. God responds to the sinfulness of humanity illustrated in Genesis 3-11 by choosing to bless the nations through Abraham and his descendents. Abraham’s election is a means by which God can restore his creation; it is an act of redemption. Abraham and his offspring are neither the “agent by whom nor the source from which the blessing will come, but . . . the means through which God (the true agent and source) will extend his blessing to the universal scope of his promise.”
 God does promise to bless Abraham, but the primary element of election is not salvation, but mission. Election is “unto salvation,” but it is first “election into mission.”
 

Abraham is expected to be obedient in response to God’s election of him and his people. His election was not “primarily a privilege, but a responsibility.”
 Abraham did nothing to earn his election and therefore received it as a gift. Had he earned it by his own actions, he could have chosen later to discard or reject his election. Abraham accepted his election as a gift from God and was therefore bound to honor the giver of the gift. His very existence as God’s elect was by God’s mercy for God’s purposes. His people’s very existence was therefore to be both a centripetal and a centrifugal force for God’s mission and glory.
 Israel’s worship of God, their experience of God’s peace (or shalom) and their life of morality were meant to be a centripetal force that would draw the nations into God’s presence, prompting them to give glory to God. Israel was also meant to be a centrifugal force of missionary evangelization, proclaiming the universality of God’s salvation among the nations.

The church, through Jesus Christ, has been given the same election into God’s mission and unto his salvation. Those in the church are saved from their sin, death, and destruction so that they might be saved for participation in God’s mission. Newbigin writes eloquently on this matter:

To be elect in Christ Jesus, and there is no other election, means to be incorporated into his mission to the world, to be the bearer of God’s saving purpose for his whole world, to be the sign and the agent and the firstfruit of his blessed kingdom which is for all. It means . . . to take our share in his suffering to bear the scars of the passion. It means . . . to bear in the body the dying of Jesus so that the life of the risen Jesus may be manifest and made available for others. It means that this particular body of people who bear the name of Jesus through history . . . is the body which has the responsibility of bearing the secret of God’s reign through world history.

The church is nothing other than a people elected by God’s mercy for God’s missionary purposes. The church lives, moves, and has its being in the missio Dei. God’s elect people, the followers of Jesus Christ gathered into local faith communities, have a missiological identity.
A Missiological Character: The Church as the Pilgrim People of God

God’s people, as have been seen, are elected into God’s mercy and mission. They are always to remember from what God has saved them and to what he is leading them or for what reason he has given them their salvation. The journey of the church in this world is thus patterned after the wandering of the Hebrew people in the desert after the exodus from Egypt and prior to their arrival in the Promised Land.
 The church has been rescued from slavery but has not yet arrived at the final destination, the promise of God’s complete, universal reign. “It has no fixed abode here; it is a paroikia, a temporary residence. It is permanently underway, toward the ends of the world and the end of time. . . . Proclaiming its own transience the church pilgrimages toward God’s future.”

The character of the church is thus that of a “pilgrim community of believers,”
 a people on a journey who have left a place of darkness but not yet arrived at the place of light. Such a people will be characterized by joy because of their liberation from sin, and humility because of their realization that they have not yet arrived at full righteousness. Such a people will at once be thankful for what God has done in bringing about their redemption and yet somewhat discontent as they eagerly await the coming future that has been promised. A pilgrim people boasts in nothing, knowing that their journey is completely dependent—in its beginning, its continuation, and in its culmination—on the grace and mercy of God. The church does not make its own path or pick its final destination, but relies—as the Hebrew people did—upon the light of the Lord for guidance. “Its style and its language cannot be that of the world’s rich and powerful but only of those who have received everything.”
 
Forty years of wandering in the desert taught the Hebrew people many lessons about what God was asking of them as his chosen people. The many failures brought not only rebuke, but learning. Forty years of following God’s guidance and relying upon his provision bred into the people a willingness to obey, as is evidenced by the extraordinary measures they take in the capture of Jericho without pause or question. The church, in much the same way, seeks to follow God in obedience while also expecting God to continually teach them how to more faithfully follow him. Continual conversion of the church takes place as God’s people follow him into mission wherever he might lead.

 God is in mission to bring complete restoration and redemption to his creation, to bring everything under his eternal reign. It pleased God to choose for himself a people to be those elected unto salvation for his mission. God’s mission thus is determinative of the very identity of his people and characterizes their mode of being in the world. The life of the church has the characteristics of a pilgrim people who have tasted the missio Dei and await its fullness. The character of the local church, how it is in the world, is therefore a sign that points to the presence and rule of God that have been realized or established in the earth. 

The church is a sign, a demonstration that “heaven has already begun in terms of the presence and power of the Spirit” in the midst of humanity.
 The church exists to point to the work of God throughout history: to creation, to God’s interventions, to acts of redemption, and ultimately to the cross, to that which was done so dramatically through Jesus Christ. God’s works and God’s presence in history are made tangible and present through the life, vocation, and message of the church as the church gives witness to what it has seen, heard, and experienced.
 As sweat is the evidence that an athlete has been straining his or her body to the limits, so is the church evidence to the great lengths at which God had gone to restore all of creation. The pilgrim character of the church calls people to praise God for what he has done, for the mission that has been realized on the earth, while also pointing to the fact that God’s mission is not yet complete.  

A Missiological Motivation: The Church as a Fellowship of Eschatological Aspirants

The mission of God shapes the identity of the church by calling it into existence through election into mission and unto salvation. The life of the church is not that of a people who have already arrived at their final destination, who have attained fullness of righteousness, or who have achieved perfection in their salvation. Life in the church is lived instead as a people in the midst of a journey who know from where they have come and to where they are going but do not know the path they will take to get there. The character of the local church may thus be said to be that of a pilgrim people journeying toward the completion of God’s mission, the fullness of the kingdom or reign of God. It is this future fulfillment of God’s mission that also serves as the motivation of the church. 

Jürgen Moltmann has written extensively on the eschatological motivation of God’s people. He believes that Christianity “is to be understood as the community of those who on the ground of the resurrection of Christ wait for the kingdom of God and whose life is determined by this expectation.”
 Memory of Christ’s resurrection propels the church’s hope forward to his return, when the fullness of the kingdom of God will be ushered in from the future. The church does not live, however, from the past or from the future, but rather in the present. Moltmann says the church lives “as a factor of present liberation, between remembrance of history and hope of [God’s] kingdom,” calling this in-between state “remembrance in the mode of hope.”

Remembrance in the mode of hope is a powerful, motivating force that drives the church to action. Hope frees the church to “expend [itself] unrestrainedly and unreservedly in love and in the work of the reconciliation of the world with God and his future.”
 Hope transforms the church into an “agent of eschatological unrest,”
 leading Christians to “reshape their lives and the world around them in light of their expectation of the coming kingdom.”
 The fellowship of eschatological aspirants hopes for the kingdom of God and is driven into action to serve the purposes of the kingdom and to eliminate that which might stand opposed to those purposes.

The motivation of the church—why it exists and why it continues its pilgrim journey—is the coming reign of God that God in his mission is bringing to his creation. God provides a foretaste of this coming kingdom through the fellowship of eschatological aspirants. The church is the people in whom “hope takes on its historical form in . . . flesh-and-blood reality.”
 This concrete experience of hope is the “anticipatory first-fruits of the kingdom in the world.”
 In a very real sense the church is a foretaste, a first nibble at what it is to experience the grace and presence of God, what it is like to live by in the peace, joy, certainty, and freedom that comes with hope for God’s coming reign. Hans Kung has written beautifully of the freedom the church experiences in hope: 

But the church which, despite all failures, is continually concerned for the coming of God’s reign, which knows whose it is, for whom it has made its decision, and for whom it must constantly renew its uncompromising and vital decision, such a Church becomes truly free: to imitate Chris’s service to the world, free for the service of God by which it can truly serve men, free for the service of men by which it serves God, free to overcome suffering, sin and death through the cross of the risen Christ, free for an all-embracing creative love which changes and renews the world, free for an unshakable and resolute hope for the coming kingdom of God, the kingdom of complete justice, of eternal life, of true freedom and cosmic peace, free to hope for the final reconciliation of men with God and the end of all godlessness.
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A Missiological Vocation: The Church as Participant in God’s Mission

The identity of the church is found in God’s mission. God’s mission also determines the character of the church’s life and is the object of the church’s hope and desire. God’s mission also shapes the vocation of the church. The most common image used to describe the relationship between God’s mission and the vocation of the church is the image of the church as participant in God’s mission. Many different descriptions are given to what is actually meant by the idea of participating with God in his mission. Alan Falconer, for example, describes participation in terms of “healing,” “reconciliation,” and “anticipat[ing] the new humanity which is God’s intention for creation,”
 while Bassham defines participation as witness to the love of God.
 Some scholars, such as Emilio Castro, suggest the vocation of the church is “participation in the inner life of the Trinity.”
 Many others describe participation in God’s mission as discerning where God is already at work in the world and joining him in whatever he is doing to bring about the transformation and restoration of his creation.
 Behind all of these definitions is the understanding that mission is inherently God’s, not the church’s. The church, therefore, does not serve its own mission or purposes, but seeks to lives for the mission of God.

George Hunsberger defines the vocation of the church through the roles of the community, servant, and messenger of the reign of God.
 Darrell Guder follows a similar pattern, but imposes the idea of the church as witness over the triad, suggesting that the church must understand witness as “person (the being of witness),” as “action (the doing of witness),” and as “communication (the saying of witness).”
 Combining the thoughts of both men leads to the idea that the church—through its life together, through its service to the “least of these brethren,” and its proclamation of God’s good news—constantly testifies to the presence of the reign of God and its future fulfillment. God remains the agent of mission upon whom responsibility for the mission’s success rests. The church simply makes itself available to participate in the accomplishment of the mission by living as God calls it to live through Scripture, by serving those to whom God sends them, and by speaking the words God asks them to say.

The missional vocation of the church is to participate with God in what he is doing. God has chosen to use the church as an instrument and agent for his purposes in the world. The church—as an instrument—is like a violin in the hands of God. God is able to play a beautiful song through the life of the church, a song that stirs up powerful memories of God’s action and incredible desires for God’s future to reshape the way people live in the present. God is at all times a capable musician; the challenge is for the church to be willing to be shaped into an instrument of his hands, an instrument that lives out its hope in God’s future through faithful obedience in the present. The church is also an agent of God’s mission, sent into the world to represent the reign of God in a more active sense. The church—as agent—serves as a co-worker with God (I Cor. 3:9), an ambassador for God through whom an appeal to the world is being made on God’s behalf (2 Cor. 5:20) as the Spirit leads the church into ministry in the world.

Part Four: Deploying a Missiological Ecclesiology in the Local Church

This essay has so far provided a definition of missiological ecclesiology, traced its development through missiological conversations in the twentieth century, and detailed its descriptions of the local church. All that remains is to ask, What does a local church do if it decides to buy into this idea of missiological ecclesiology? Is missiological ecclesiology something that can be practiced or just a nice way of thinking about the church? How can a missiological ecclesiology be deployed in the local church? 
Deployment as Stewarding a Missionary Identity in Context

A missiological ecclesiology can indeed be deployed in and practiced by the local church. There are certain things a local church can and should do if it chooses to buy into the concept of the missional church. The first step of deployment it simply to realize that the entire conversation surrounding missiological ecclesiology is fundamentally a conversation regarding the church’s identity, or mode of being in the world. The goal of the local church is to seek to take on this identity by performing it to the watching world. Those who attempt to perform this identity of the church must take into account the contextual nature of all performances and all modes of being; they must perform their identity in ways uniquely shaped by their context. Deployment of missiological ecclesiology thus can be said to happen as the local church stewards its missionary identity in its particular context.

Identity as Mode of Being

John Zizioulas has said, “The church is not simply an institution. She is a ‘mode of existence,’ a way of being.”
 The conversation regarding missiological ecclesiology is not so much about the local church in its institutional form, but its way of being, “the way its life and activities are built together to make a whole.”
 Part three of this essay attempted to detail the way the mission of God shapes the local church’s way of being through four interrelated categories: identity, character, motivation, and vocation. The goal was to show that the missio Dei pervades the entirety of the church’s being and calls her to define every part of her self in relation to it. To be given the name “church” is to be given a missionary identity. The question is, “How far does [the Church] correspond to its name?”

Identity is a “perennial problem” for the Christian community.
 The church throughout history has frequently failed to properly understand her identity or to properly live out this identity in the world. This failure should not be surprising, for—as has been suggested—the church is naught but a pilgrim people being led by God toward fulfillment of his purposes and the fullness of his righteousness. The church does not, however, simply use their pilgrim nature as an excuse, but rather takes up her identity as God’s elect and constantly strives to “become in fact what they already are by faith: God’s missionary people.”
 The challenge for the church seeking to deploy a missiological ecclesiology is to constantly study and re-study the Biblical images of the church in order to “learn what the church truly is, so that it [can] become it is not.”
 The challenge for the church is to align her way of being, her mode of existence, with God’s missionary way of being.
The Performance of Identity

There are brilliant conversations taking place regarding the performative nature of identity.
 Identity is not simply a self-understanding that remains in the mind of the individual, or in the collective mind of the community. Identity is, instead, performed, lived-out and embodied through practices. The local church seeking to find its identity in the missio Dei then must, as a second step, seek to perform its understanding of its missionary identity in its every day life. Scot McKnight illustrates this concept in his study of atonement. He writes, “To be forgiven, to be atoned for, to be reconciled—synonymous expressions—is to be granted a mission to become a reciprocal performer of the same: to forgive, to work atonement, and to be an agent of reconciliation. Thus, atonement is not just something done to us and for us, it is something we participate in—in this world, in the here and now.”
 God imparts upon the church his missionary nature so that she might be a “reciprocal performer” of that nature in the world.

Deployment of a missiological ecclesiology through the local church happens as the church strives to perform the missionary story in which it finds itself. Human beings cannot help but to perform their worldview. They will always “live out the stories [they] believe to be true, the story of stories that ‘tell it like it is.’”
 The first step toward deploying missiological ecclesiology is to tell the story of God over and over again until God’s story becomes the story of the church and until God’s nature becomes the nature of the church. The second step of deployment is to continually practice and perform this identity in every way, at all places, and at all times. The missional church is caught up into a story of a missional God who has drastically intervened in history to bring redemption and restoration to his creation by the sending of the Son and the Spirit and the elect people empowered by the Spirit to receive a new, missionary identity, character, motivation, and vocation. The challenge for the local church will always be to communicate this story through her way of life in the world.
Stewarding a Missionary Identity in Context

Deploying a missiological ecclesiology is not a one-time event but an ongoing journey of learning. The church is on a journey, or pilgrimage, toward God’s coming future and as she journeys she finds that she changes as she enters into new times and new places. Her identity, or mode of being, shifts in relation to her context even as it remains fundamentally the same in relation to God. The church is dynamic and fluid in response to her context, yet also grounded in her identity in God. She is a grounded dynamism. The church—in the words of Van Engen, “is never the same during any two days, because it is constantly becoming, developing and ‘emerging.’ Yet in another sense the Church is already by nature what it is becoming and simply must continually change, improve, reform, and emerge.”
 

The church is never settled and never established. It continues to grow, to become, to adapt, to change, to emerge as it enters into every context. Van Gelder writes, “As the church lives in the midst of becoming embodied within a particular context, it always faces the challenge of stewarding its identity so that it can maintain the genius of the tradition, while also trying to respond to new realities that are emerging.”
 Deploying a missiological ecclesiology in the local church is ultimately a stewarding of the missionary identity of the church that is built upon the mission of God as revealed in history and an identity that is emerging into the mission of God to be revealed in the future. God gives his people a missionary mode of being in the world, reshaping their identity, character, motivation, and vocation. The church is called to steward this identity in every local context in such a way that all people who see and hear will give glory to God and seek to share in his nature as well.
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New Church is currently being planted in the Edgewater neighborhood of Chicago, IL as another campus of a multi-site church—here to be called Old Church—that has at least ten other campuses based in Chicago’s suburbs. What might it look like for New Church to deploy a missiological ecclesiology? Providing a detailed, truthful, and complete answer for this question requires actually living in the New Church community and actively discerning how God might be leading the church as a community to answer the above question. The author of this essay has not yet had the opportunity to do so, though it is hoped that collaboration and conversation regarding the ideas presented in this paper with the leaders of the church will soon happen. Specific and complete suggestions simply are not possible at this point, so the essay will instead conclude with general implications of a missiological ecclesiology upon the life of New Church. The implications are given in the form of five instructions on how to deploy a missiological ecclesiology in New Church.

Instruction #1: Celebrate God and His Mission

Old Church believes that celebration is a primary purpose of the church. Regular celebration services are held so that the church might “gather together and celebrate what God is doing in our lives and in the church.” New Church will need to have a bigger idea of what celebration is supposed to be if they are to be a missional church. God is to be celebrated not only for what he is doing in the life of the church and the individuals within the church, but for what he has done, is doing, and will do to bring total restoration to all of his creation. New Church can deploy a missiological ecclesiology by telling the story of God’s mighty deeds over and over again, celebrating the awesome power of God while expecting that power to continue to be at work in this world through the power of the Holy Spirit. The stories New Church tells can certainly include the story of how God brought New Church and the multi-site church of which it is part into existence. The stories can also include the changed lives of individuals within the community. These stories can be told, but they cannot take priority over the larger story of God, for when a church tells its own story more than God’s story it is likely living for its own purposes rather than God’s.

Instruction #2: Embody the Identity of the Elect 

Old Church is very likely one of the best churches in the country at multiplying mission through developing new leaders, new groups, new campuses, new churches, and new movements. The leadership team is unashamed about their desire to see God exponentially grow their endeavors. God has indeed blessed their efforts as many people have come to recognize Christ as Lord, many small groups have formed, campuses have been launched, churches have been planted, and movements initiated through Old Church’s life and work. New Church ought to be proud to be a part of what God is up to through Old Church. However, being a part of Old Church cannot define the identity of New Church if New Church wishes to deploy a missiological ecclesiology. The identity of New Church should instead be found in God’s mission. God, from his mission, has called New Church into being so that they might serve his purposes as they experience his grace, presence, and salvation.

New Church needs to embody the identity of the elect in order to be a missional church. This means that New Church serves God’s purposes first and foremost and does not exist primarily to multiply the efforts of Old Church. It may be that God wishes to use New Church to continue the multiplication that was begun in Old Church, but it may also be that God wants to do something entirely new. New Church needs to stay open to what God wants to do in their local context. They should constantly be discerning what God is doing, what God wants to do, and where they might be able to join him in his work. Members of New Church should be challenged to have a missionary imagination for their everyday lives, dreaming about how God might use them to make a difference in their homes, neighborhoods, schools, offices, and so on. New church can deploy a missiological ecclesiology by constantly embodying its identity as a people God has chosen for mission and salvation.
Instruction #3: Journey as a pilgrim

Old Church, as noted above, has been very successful. The leaders of Old Church speak at many conferences, have published books that have sold well, and are very respected as wise leaders among their peers. Most of what has been attempted through New Church has worked out quite well, though there have been a few setbacks—many of them minor—along the way. It must certainly be tempting for those within Old Church to think they have established themselves in a right way of doing and being the church. There is at least a degree of truth to this feeling since God has seen fit to honor their efforts and desires with success and accomplishment, but God’s people never fully arrive and never fully figure out how to be who they are or who God wants them to be.

New Church must not journey as a people who have arrived at their perfection if she wishes to base her life on a missiological understanding of ecclesiology. Missiological ecclesiology requires New Church to journey instead as a pilgrim, as one who is on the way and looking forward to the future with humility and hopeful expectation. Journeying in such a manner means that the people of New Church will remain open to new modes of being the church in new contexts as they willingly allow God to teach them, shape their practices, and direct their paths. This openness invites others along for the journey and is willing to listen to, learn from, and follow others who join in on the journey. New Church should enter the Edgewater neighborhood as a pilgrim ready to see where God is willing to lead and hoping that others will join in on the journey.

Instruction #4: Serve the Kingdom

There are so many things that can consume a new church plant’s time. There is always money to be raised, worship services to be planned, leaders to be recruited, trained, and multiplied, and marketing to be done so that people actually show up to the planned worship services. The results of much of these efforts are often well-designed and well-attended worship services, but poorly crafted communities of faith. The church exists for so much more than to hold regular worship gatherings that appeal to the local community. Missiological ecclesiology teaches that the church is the community, servant, and messenger of the reign of God, functioning as the sign, foretaste, and instrument of God’s rule as it gives witness to God’s kingdom. New Church needs to avoid the trap of simply trying to start a new worship gathering. The focus of the community should be serving the kingdom of God in the power of the Spirit in any way the Spirit might lead.

It can seem that church plants have to focus almost solely on themselves if they wish to survive. By contrast, missiological ecclesiology teaches New Church to be more concerned about God’s kingdom and rule than its own institutional survival. The ethos of New Church should be that of service for God and his purposes at all costs, even at the cost of gathering together regularly as a local church. It is God’s kingdom that matters most, not New Church’s local expression of that kingdom. This stance is a radical position, to be sure, but it is also a position that will free New Church to serve God however he might ask.

Instruction #5: Steward a Missionary Identity

The Edgewater neighborhood of Chicago is drastically different than the suburbs in which Old Church resides. Edgewater is densely populated, having over sixty thousand residents in its total area of less than two square miles. Roughly half of the population is white/Caucasian, while the other half is fairly equally divided between Black, Asian, Hispanic, and “other” populations. These two statistics alone—population density and race—are an indication that life in Edgewater is going to be more diverse and more crowded than life in the suburbs. If life is different in Edgewater, then it stands to reason that being the church will be different in Edgewater. The primary means by which New Church can deploy a missiological ecclesiology in Edgewater is to steward a contextual, missionary identity. New church can steward their identity by constantly reminding themselves of who God has asked them to be as they are living among the people in the Edgewater community. The people of new church must constantly guard their identity—ensuring they are being faithful to who God is asking them to be—while also seeking to give expression to this identity in ways that will communicate the Gospel to those with whom they live.

There is no one right way to steward missionary identity in a local context. It is a messy process of continually remembering the missionary nature of the church and embodying it in the local context through prayer, discernment, trial, error, and repetition. New Church should expect to fail boldly as they try to steward their missionary nature among the community. The church should also expect that God will succeed mightily as he gives the Spirit to his people so they might discern where he is working and join him in the adventure of bringing his reign and presence to bear on all creation.
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