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Preface

This is primarily a book for pastors and congregational leaders. It is 
offered with the hope that it might foster a deeper commitment to 
and understanding of what it means to become a missionary congre-

gation. Recovering our missionary identity is urgent because our missionary 
identity is central to our biblical identity.

Our primary concern in this book is to hear Lesslie Newbigin’s voice. He 
is considered by many to be the father of the now widespread concern for the 
church’s missionary nature. To hear his voice, we do two primary things in this 
book: First, we set his missionary understanding of the church in its historical 
context of the early twentieth century. Second, we set him in dialogue with 
three important church conversations or movements that have developed his 
missionary vision— the missional church, the emergent church, and center 
church. We do so not by way of a deep dive, either historically or analytically, 
into these conversations. Rather, we offer our overall sense of the main themes 
in each conversation and their helpful contributions to a missionary church. 
But we also reappropriate Newbigin’s voice of critique and enrichment and 
inject it into each conversation.

We had limited space. This often kept us from the kind of nuance and 
detail we would like to have given. Yet we have read widely in these areas— 
between us, all of Newbigin’s published (and many unpublished) writings; all 
of Tim Keller’s published (and some unpublished) writings, as well as video 
and audio materials; and the majority of missional and emergent literature. 
What is covered in this book is the subject of both of our PhD dissertations. 
We have attempted to distill the main themes of these conversations and 
interact with them in light of Newbigin’s thought. Some may feel that we 

_Goheen_BecomingAMissionary_JZ_sa.indd   7_Goheen_BecomingAMissionary_JZ_sa.indd   7 3/25/22   10:26 AM3/25/22   10:26 AM

Michael W. Goheen and Timothy M. Sheridan, Becoming a Missionary Church 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 

Used by permission.



viii

are unfair in our criticism or that we neglected certain books and authors or 
that we have not provided enough nuance. And it may be true. But we have 
not done so deliberately.

This book contains two primary sections: (1) the historical context of New-
bigin’s missionary ecclesiology from 1938 to 1998 and (2) the three contem-
porary church conversations— missional, emergent, and center. We bracket 
these with a personal appeal to become a missionary church and a closing 
summary of what that might look like in view of our journey through this 
book. Originally, we intended to include a section on Newbigin’s missionary 
ecclesiology presented as a whole in its systematic unity. But this became a 
book on its own1 and provides much of the background for our discussion.

At times it has been emotionally difficult for us to write this book. There is 
more criticism in this book than either of us is used to offering in our writing. 
And these critiques are not just of theological positions but of people who 
hold those positions, including people we respect and appreciate as brothers 
and sisters in Christ. But we pray this would be for the sake of the kingdom 
and faithfulness to Scripture.

Writing this book has also been a great learning experience for both of us. 
We understand Newbigin more deeply as we set him in dialogue with others 
who share similar concerns. We have deepened our insight by listening to 
the voices of so many from each of these conversations. Most important of 
all, we believe that we grasp Scripture’s teaching more fully because of the 
voices of brothers and sisters in Christ. Indeed, the love of God revealed in 
the gospel is so wide, so deep, so high, so broad that it is only together with 
all God’s people that we can understand it (Eph. 3:18).

1. Michael W. Goheen, The Church and Its Vocation: Lesslie Newbigin’s Missionary Ec-
clesiology (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2018).

Preface
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1

1

Becoming a Missionary Church
An Invitation

The Book’s Title and Our QuestThe Book’s Title and Our Quest

The title of our book describes accurately our primary concern: becoming a 
missionary church. This has been a life quest central to both of our lives in 
pastoral ministry, teaching, speaking, and writing. And we believe it is urgent, 
not as the next new path to success, but because it is only when the church is 
missionary in its very nature that we are faithful to what God has called us 
to be. Or, to put it another way, this quest is about fully recovering a central 
component of the Bible’s teaching about God’s people— something essential 
to the Christian faith.

If the title expresses what we want to see the church become, the subtitle 
indicates how we want to contribute: Lesslie Newbigin and contemporary 
church movements. This book is primarily an exercise in contemporary his-
torical theology. We discuss three significant church conversations that have 
emerged in the first decades of the twenty- first century— missional, emergent, 
and center. But we do so in dialogue with Lesslie Newbigin and his mission-
ary ecclesiology. It is especially this last sentence that is important: we want 
pastors to return to Newbigin, who is the source of much of the discussion. 
There remains a richness to his missionary ecclesiology that is desperately 
needed today.
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The popular language of “missional” in North America finds its origins 
in the book Missional Church.1 Its authors’ stated goal was to contextualize 
Newbigin’s vision of a missionary church into the North American setting. 
In many ways the book achieved its purpose, and this has borne much fruit. 
However, there were two things about that translation that have impacted 
subsequent development. On the one hand, there are significant aspects of 
Newbigin’s missionary ecclesiology that did not feature in the book. This set 
a certain trajectory during the past two decades in subsequent efforts to shape 
a missionary church. On the other hand, the book does not make it clear that 
the authors’ missional ecclesiology is part of a much larger story reaching back 
to the early twentieth century. Newbigin’s ecclesiology developed as part of a 
lengthy and rich theological discussion to which the Missional Church authors 
were returning. The cumulative effect of these two factors has been a loss of 
some of the robust theological work of Newbigin and of his contemporaries.

When traditions evolve and move into new settings, it is inevitable that 
some elements will feature more prominently while others recede. That is 
simply the creational and contextual nature of traditions. Missional Church 
captured much in Newbigin’s missionary ecclesiology that was relevant for 
the North American setting. We are grateful for the vision expressed in that 
book and for the biblical elements of missionary ecclesiology that have been 
recovered in the two subsequent decades because of its publication. Yet we 
also believe there is much that is valuable for our context, both in Newbigin 
and in the early twentieth- century development of a missionary ecclesiology, 
that has not received sufficient attention. We thus seek a missionary under-
standing of the church that both embraces the healthy developments of these 
ecclesial movements and attempts to recover insights that have been neglected.

A fair question would be, Why proceed in this way? Shouldn’t we simply 
assess all these church movements and Newbigin in the light of Scripture? Yes, 
indeed! But there is good historical reason for our approach. It is generally 
recognized that Newbigin is in some sense the father of a missionary under-
standing of the church as this understanding has been appropriated in North 
America. It was his books, primarily in the 1980s and 1990s, along with his 
tireless work in promoting a missionary encounter between the gospel and 
Western culture, that injected the notion of a missionary church into the 
bloodstream of the North American church. So a legitimate historical ques-
tion to ask is how his vision has been carried forward into our present context. 
Most authors believe they are doing so— but how?

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

Becoming a Missionary Church
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In tackling the subject in this way, we have found that, on the one hand, we 
are able to appreciate many insights within these conversations. Many have 
grasped, developed, and contextualized Newbigin in fresh ways that have 
contributed to a biblical missionary ecclesiology. We have also found, on the 
other hand, that there are biblical and central aspects of Newbigin’s mission-
ary ecclesiology that have been overlooked. We need to recover these insights.

The Urgency of This QuestThe Urgency of This Quest

This is not purely for academic interest. We are not primarily concerned to 
set the historical record straight or defend one man’s theology or correct oth-
ers’. Rather, both of us feel a certain urgency in this matter— an urgency, no 
doubt, that we share with others with whom we engage in the following pages. 
Recovering the missionary nature of the church is urgent because this is what 
the church is in its biblical identity. If the church is to faithfully be the church 
of the New Testament, it must be a missionary body. This is not an optional 
extra or something that might enrich the church. Mission is about the esse 
(essence or being) of the church, not its bene esse (well- being). Nor is this a 
formula for growth or success. It is not just for young, hip, entrepreneurial- 
style church planters. Rather, this is about being faithful. This is for all church 
planters and pastors who want to be faithful to Scripture. It is for all churches 
in all traditions and in all settings.

But when faithful is connected to missionary so strongly, it becomes im-
perative to come to terms with what the latter word means. It is possible 
for the words missionary and missional to be filled with a meaning that 
does not come from the biblical story. And so our concern in this matter 
is to struggle toward a vision of the church as missionary—a vision that is 
shaped by Scripture.

Perhaps this urgency can be illustrated by an anecdote from Newbigin’s 
life. When Newbigin “retired” from missionary service in India at the age of 
sixty- five, he and his wife, Helen, decided to travel from India to England over 
land using local transportation and hitchhiking. It took them two months to 
make the trek. During their journey, only one time were they were unable to 
find other Christians with whom to fellowship. That was in Turkey, one of 
the very earliest and greatest centers of the Christian faith, with a Christian 
tradition stretching back to biblical times. But when the Newbigins arrived in 
the late twentieth century, they found that the lampstand of the church in that 
region had been dismantled. This shook them, and they struggled to come 
to terms with the fact that a great living church can be completely destroyed.

An Invitation
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That story serves as a salutary warning. There is no reason to think that 
the same thing cannot happen here. From Newbigin’s standpoint, one of the 
things that will prevent such a catastrophic future is the recovery of a full- 
orbed missionary ecclesiology. A missionary ecclesiology is far more than 
simply being reminded that we must evangelize or be involved in issues of 
mercy and justice. It is much more than finding novel structures or church 
growth. It is certainly more than making the gospel relevant to our culture’s 
despisers or attractive to a youthful generation that is departing the church. 
These all have their place, but a missionary ecclesiology is much bigger than 
any of these. It is nothing less than a recovery of the public and creation- wide 
truth of the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ, a commitment to the Bible as 
the true story that narrates the meaning and purpose of the whole world, an 
embrace of the calling of the church to be the new humankind who tell and 
embody that story across the whole spectrum of their lives amid cultures that 
live by different stories, and a comprehensive missionary encounter with the 
religious core of culture. It is this kind of missionary ecclesiology and mis-
sionary encounter with culture— and these are of necessity two sides of the 
same coin— that we pursue in writing this book.

Our Shared StoriesOur Shared Stories

Something of our concern can be made clear in our shared stories and ex-
periences. Both of us are dual citizens of Canada and the United States. We 
have pastored and taught in both countries. In both countries the church is 
in deep trouble. Statistics show steep decline. But even more troubling is the 
fact that both the US and the Canadian churches fit well Newbigin’s severe 
indictment of the Western church for being “an advanced case of syncretism.”2 
The churches in these two countries have quite different histories and face 
considerably different challenges. Yet each is deeply compromised by the re-
ligious vision of its culture.

Canada is much further down the path of secularization or, better, neo-
paganism. The church is smaller and on the margins of public life. It is char-
acterized by a timid syncretism, is sometimes unsure of its identity, and often 
is quick to accommodate itself to the powerful winds blowing in Canadian 
culture. The challenges the Canadian church faces are more akin to those of 
the church in Europe, which is thin but alive. Both of us have church- planted 

2. Lesslie Newbigin, A Word in Season: Perspectives on Christian World Missions (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 67. See also Newbigin, The Other Side of  1984: Questions for the 
Churches (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1983), 23.

Becoming a Missionary Church
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and pastored in Canada. We have found that the approaches used in the United 
States simply do not work in the hard soil of Canada.

In the United States, on the surface the church seems to be much bigger, 
stronger, and more alive. However, appearances can be deceptive. The United 
States faces the seductive challenge of civil religion. The United States is the 
only nation founded amid the Enlightenment, and so the Christian faith 
has been woven into its national identity from the beginning as a privatized 
religion. Thus Christianity has played a role in the American story that is 
unthinkable in Canada. While this has had some positive effect, it also brings 
the deadly danger of wedding the gospel to and domesticating it by many 
of the religious spirits that shape American life. The pronounced privatized 
and individualized faith, commonly accepted in the American church as the 
normal expression of Christianity, is a truncated version of biblical faith. This 
cultural captivity makes the church vulnerable to the anti- Christian religious 
public doctrines shaping American culture. This is more than a potential 
threat: as has been made clear in recent political events, it is a tangible reality 
doing great harm to the church’s witness.3

In both countries, the recovery of a robust missionary church that takes 
the posture of a missionary encounter would go a long way toward restor-
ing the church to biblical wholeness. Both need a fresh grasp of the gospel 
and the biblical story as a comprehensive vision that casts a different vision 
of public life than the Right or Left options. Both need a renewed vision 
of the church, not as a voluntary society tucked away in a private religious 
realm, but as the new humanity restored to their Adamic vocation under the 
lordship of Christ. Both need a new set of eyes to see the religious faith that 
is shaping their culture so they can shake the false assumption that they are 
either a neutral or a semi- Christian culture.

Both of us completed PhD work in the subject area of this book. Mike did 
his PhD at Utrecht University on Newbigin’s missionary ecclesiology.4 Tim 
did his PhD at Stellenbosch University on the missional and emergent church 
movements in light of Newbigin’s thought. It is significant that both of us 
were motivated to pursue PhD studies because of our church- planting and 
pastoral ministries. Both of us began our PhD studies to reflect on the chal-
lenges we faced as we planted churches in the challenging context of Canada. 

3. For more on differences between the United States and Canada, see Michael W. Goheen, 
Introducing Christian Mission Today: Scripture, History and Issues (Downers Grove, IL: In-
terVarsity, 2014), 217–23.

4. Michael W. Goheen, “As the Father Has Sent Me, I Am Sending You”: J. E. Lesslie New-
bigin’s Missionary Ecclesiology (Zoetermeer, Netherlands: Boekencentrum, 2000), available at 
http://dspace .library .uu .nl /handle /1874 /597.

An Invitation
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Our research was driven by one question: What does it means to be a faithful 
church in North America today?

Both of us worked alongside another pastoral colleague, Andrew Zan-
tingh, in an older inner- city Canadian church, a church that had dramatically 
declined and was about to close its doors. Over the next decade we saw the 
Holy Spirit dramatically revive this church in remarkable ways that still fill 
us with wonder. One of our first steps toward renewal was to articulate what 
Newbigin’s missionary ecclesiology would look like in this inner- city setting.5 
So we can say that one of the tools the Spirit used was the insights of New-
bigin’s missionary ecclesiology to bring renewal to a dying church. We stress 
immediately that this was a work of the Spirit and not the fruit of theological 
insight or structural renovation. It was due, we are sure, much more to prayer 
and the power of the gospel than to retrieving our missionary identity. But this 
retrieval was an important part of the story. We struggled together to foster 
a missionary identity in that congregation, guided to some degree by the in-
sights gained from Mike’s doctoral work. And Tim had the joy of planting a 
daughter church out of that congregation years later. So we have experienced 
the difference these insights can make, even in an older, traditional church. 
And the life we saw the Spirit give contributes to the urgency of our quest.

Both of us have also worked within traditional churches in the following 
decades where we did not see the same kind of explosive growth or striking 
renewal. The work of the Spirit was much more organic and gradual. We know 
that the work to form missionary congregations is hard and slow; the kind of 
renewal of that first experience is unusual and certainly cannot be engineered 
or predicted. But slow and gradual growth is not a negative thing: we were 
both privileged to subsequently lead healthy congregations in which nurtur-
ing a missionary congregation is a long obedience in the same direction. This 
is just the reality of most ministry. It is likely the primary situation in which 
most reading this book will find themselves: neither in a dying church nor in 
a church with explosive growth. Rather, leadership is the daily ( joyful and 
often difficult) task of forming disciples to follow Jesus across the spectrum 
of their lives. In this experience, we have learned from our colleague Zack 
Eswine that even though the American church wants things fast, large, and 
famous, the kingdom of God comes slowly, in small and mostly unnoticed 
ways.6 This is the way that most churches will be renewed in their missionary 

5. For thirteen goals that guided our pastoral work, see “What Might This Look Like 
Today?,” chap. 9 in Michael W. Goheen, A Light to the Nations: The Missional Church and 
the Biblical Story (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 201–26.

6. Zack Eswine, The Imperfect Pastor: Discovering Joy in Our Limitations through a Daily 
Apprenticeship with Jesus (Wheaton: Crossway, 2015), 1, 21–22, 26.

Becoming a Missionary Church
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calling. We long for more of this. It may be a long obedience, but it must be 
in the right direction.

Both of us have been working in theological education to train missional 
leaders for the past decade. Dissatisfied with the kind of theological education 
available, a group of church leaders in Phoenix invited Mike to pioneer a crea-
tive experiment in theological education that aimed to implement the insights 
of missionary and non- Western church leaders of the 1960s–1980s. The result 
was Missional Training Center (MTC), where we offer a fully accredited MA 
in missional theology as an extension site of Covenant Theological Sem-
inary, St. Louis. Over the past decade, the central question we have asked is 
what it might look like to train leaders who can lead missionary churches 
in Phoenix. We have worked to fashion a missional curriculum— along with 
a pedagogy, structures, assignments, and evaluation— that breaks with the 
university model of theological education so that we can more effectively 
disciple missionary leaders.7 We have seen the results of our modest efforts 
in ways beyond our expectation. A robust and full- orbed missionary vision 
shared ecumenically by a group of church leaders who live for the good of the 
city can make and has made a difference in the life of Phoenix.8 And in the 
same process we have also seen that a missionary encounter with culture can 
bring suffering for faithful leaders in their battle with deep- rooted idolatry 
often embedded in local congregations. This too can bring a certain kind of 
blessing that other forms of “successful” pastoring cannot (Matt. 5:10–12).

Our work at MTC has expanded to formal partnerships with churches, 
church- planting centers, and theological seminaries in Brazil, Chile, and Hun-
gary. We have had the opportunity to return there often to train leaders and 
translate a missional curriculum into these three very different cultural settings 
over the past decade. This has included intensive discipleship as well as mas-
ter’s and doctoral programs for pastors. Our own North American prejudices 
and capitulation to unchristian spirits have been exposed to us in the process. 
Seeing and hearing how a hearty missionary ecclesiology can be translated 
into different cultural contexts and what it can do to renew the church fills us 
with hope and a desire to see this vision move beyond the borders of North 

7. See Michael W. Goheen, “A Missional Reading of Scripture for Theological Education 
and Curriculum,” in A Missional Reading of  Scripture, ed. Michael W. Goheen (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2016), 299–329.

8. See Michael W. Goheen and Jim Mullins, The Symphony of  Mission: Playing Your Part 
in God’s Work in the World (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2019). Mullins was one of the 
first participants in and graduates of MTC. He works as lead pastor of Redemption Church, 
Tempe, in Arizona. In this book we tell many stories of how a missionary understanding of the 
church has made a difference in Phoenix. Many of the people Mullins profiles are participants 
in or graduates of MTC.

An Invitation
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America. And as we have experienced already to a significant degree— and 
this cannot be stressed too strongly— we in North America have much more 
to learn in the process than to teach, if we are willing to take the posture of 
humble learners.

Both of us would describe ourselves confessionally as missional neo- 
Calvinists. We identify self- consciously with Dutch neo- Calvinism,9 a tradi-
tion probably best known by the names of those who have formed us most 
deeply— Herman Ridderbos, Herman Bavinck, J. H. Bavinck, and Abraham 
Kuyper. Neo- Calvinism is not simply the recovery of orthodox sixteenth- 
century Calvinist theology but emerged in the context of the growing he-
gemony of Enlightenment humanism in European life. The Enlightenment 
marked the conversion of a whole civilization to a new religious faith. This 
secular humanist faith reached its pinnacle during the late nineteenth century, 
subjugating the public life of Europe to its control. Christ and his church were 
relegated to the private realm and stripped of cultural power. Neo- Calvinism 
arose in direct response to this threat to the Christian faith.

Thus neo- Calvinism from its outset was molded by the conviction that 
the church must witness to the lordship of Jesus Christ in every part of cul-
tural life. The gospel, if it is to be biblical, cannot be reduced to a message 
of individual salvation but announces the restoration of God’s rule over the 
whole creation and entire spectrum of human life. The church is not a pri-
vate religious community but the new humanity that exercises cultural power 
through ordinary Christians in their vocations.

The only defense against the formidable Enlightenment tide was to recover 
a robust understanding of the Christian faith capable of matching human-
ism’s scope and power to equip Christians for faithful witness in the whole of 
life. Thus neo- Calvinism articulated the core of the Christian faith in terms 
of the comprehensive restoration of the good creation from the creation- 
wide effects of sin through Jesus Christ and by the Spirit. What is striking 
is the comprehensive scope of each key term: the whole of  reality is God’s 
creation, is distorted by sin, and is being restored to its original goodness. 
This all- encompassing vision of the Christian faith offered an alternative to 
the reigning humanism as a basis for a culture- wide mission.

What we have found most attractive in neo- Calvinism—a tradition that 
neither of us grew up in— is precisely that it is a historic and orthodox Chris-
tian tradition that was recontextualized after the Enlightenment to respond 
to the comprehensive religious power of humanism. Sometimes proposals for 
church renewal are not very deeply rooted in the past. North Americans love 

9. This is also known as the reformational tradition or the Kuyperian tradition.

Becoming a Missionary Church
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what is new and shiny. But neo- Calvinism is a recontextualized version of a 
historic tradition that takes place after the monumental conversion of the 
West to a secular humanist faith. It elaborates the historic Christian faith in 
a way that resists the power of confessional humanism to relegate the Chris-
tian faith to a private realm. Thus, it offers rich resources for the task of a 
creation- wide witness today.

Neo- Calvinism arose in a certain historical context in Europe at the 
end of the nineteenth century. It cannot be imported wholesale to North 
America but itself  needs recontextualization to find new forms of life on 
this continent at this time. And this is where we have found Newbigin’s 
work quite helpful.

Newbigin shares much in common with neo- Calvinism. In 1994 he af-
firmed the way that neo- Calvinism had “obviously been at work long ago 
spelling out concretely in the various spheres of society what it means to 
say ‘Jesus is Lord’” and expressed his fervent wish that it “would become a 
powerful voice in the life of British Christianity.”10 In our experience, we have 
found that a dialogue between Newbigin and our own neo- Calvinism has 
been an enriching and correcting exercise. Newbigin wrote a century after 
the emergence of Dutch neo- Calvinism, when the missionary situation of the 
West was becoming even more obvious. His own cross- cultural missionary 
experience privileged him with valuable insight for a new neopagan era. His 
missionary vision has enriched us. That is what leads us to add “missional” 
to “neo- Calvinism” in our own self- description.11 This is the theological 
and missiological tradition that shapes our vision in this book. And it is a 
tradition that propels our quest for a missionary church—a quest shared at 
different times and in different ways by Kuyper and Newbigin. What does 
a missionary church in twenty- first- century North America look like if  it 
takes seriously Jesus’s own gospel of the kingdom that includes the whole 
of public life?

We share our journeys and background not to offer qualifications for writ-
ing this book. Rather, we hope that opening a window on our varied ministries 
in a variety of settings will enable readers to see something of the urgency 
we feel about the topic— and will perhaps spark in others a similar concern. 
Further, it will help to explain the kind of ministry experience and theological 
formation that has led to the approach we have taken.

10. Quoted in Michael W. Goheen, “Mission and the Public Life of Western Culture: The Kuy-
perian Tradition,” The Gospel and Our Culture Network Newsletter 26 (Autumn 1999): 6, avail-
able at https://missionworldview .com /wp -  content /uploads /2020 /06 /ea8a85 _4800e24267914982 
ab4a1112d42802d6 .pdf.

11. See Goheen, “Mission and the Public Life.”
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Outline of This BookOutline of This Book

In this opening chapter we have described our goal of seeking a missionary 
church. We hope you share our conviction about the need to become a mis-
sionary church, and so now we invite you into our journey and conversation. 
It will be helpful, then, to make clear how this book is structured and how 
to read it.

In the next four chapters we offer a rather detailed historical narrative of 
the development of the missionary ecclesiology that developed from the 1930s 
until the end of the twentieth century. We set Newbigin in the context of that 
story. In so doing, we hope to achieve two things. First, we hope to provide 
a window into the robust theological thinking that produced the notion of 
both God’s mission and the missionary nature of the church. This history 
is not well known and will set many conversations today in historical con-
text. For the patient reader, there are profound insights into the missionary 
congregation that have accrued from the rich conversation among Western 
missionaries and non- Western leaders. Some may be surprised to find how 
much of a missionary ecclesiology was already in place before the middle of 
the century. Moreover, there are areas of missional ecclesiology within that 
historical conversation that have disappeared from our discussion but could 
be recovered today.

The second thing we hope to do in these chapters is to show how this his-
tory forged Newbigin’s missionary ecclesiology as he participated in, con-
tributed to, and was shaped by the discussion. Indeed, Newbigin’s vision can 
be understood only as part of this history. It may also be helpful to note that 
Newbigin (and others) engaged many issues similar to ones we face today. 
Some of the issues he encounters in his earlier debates reveal similar dangers 
that appear today in new garb. For example, the specter of Johannes Hoek-
endijk has returned repeatedly in both the missional and emergent church 
conversations. Attending to that conversation may head off the doom of re-
peating that history.

After the historical section, in the chapters that follow we set three con-
temporary church conversations in light of this historical trajectory. Each of 
these offers a theological vision for the missionary church in North America 
and, in one way or another, is connected to Newbigin. There are, of course, 
many more movements and traditions that have been influenced by this his-
tory that we could have engaged. But we have chosen the missional church, 
the emergent church, and center church.

Our reason for treating the missional church conversation is probably the 
most self- evident: many in this movement see themselves as the direct heirs 

Becoming a Missionary Church

_Goheen_BecomingAMissionary_JZ_sa.indd   20_Goheen_BecomingAMissionary_JZ_sa.indd   20 3/25/22   10:26 AM3/25/22   10:26 AM

Michael W. Goheen and Timothy M. Sheridan, Becoming a Missionary Church 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 

Used by permission.



11

of the Newbigin legacy. Treating the emergent church might appear initially 
to be outdated, since it seems that its day is past. But leading voices from the 
movement continue to raise questions and speak to issues that resonate with 
many in the younger generation. Their vision is diffused through podcasts, 
blogs, events, networks, and publications. And so they still have an important 
voice to engage if we seek a missionary ecclesiology.

We focus on center church for four reasons. The first is its widespread 
global influence. The second is the interesting and perplexing relationship of 
Tim Keller to Newbigin. By Keller’s own account, he was influenced early by 
Newbigin, and this is clear in his theological vision. Yet Keller later unfairly 
lumped Newbigin together with theological perspectives of liberal Protes-
tantism and distanced himself from Newbigin, all the while continuing to 
use Newbigin’s insights. Third, our interest in Keller is also motivated by the 
fact that his theological vision for a missionary church is broader and closer 
to ours than are many of the other visions we treat in this book. Keller was 
deeply influenced by Harvie Conn, who was the most consistent advocate of 
neo- Calvinism at Westminster Theological Seminary. Conn also influenced 
both of us as students at that institution. However, we are confounded by 
many aspects of Keller’s theological vision, not least his mischaracterization 
of neo- Calvinism. And we know we are not alone in our bewilderment: we 
have often been pressed by others with questions concerning various tensions 
in Keller’s thought. Finally, it seems to us surprising that a theological vision 
of such influence has not been the subject of much more literary and critical 
interest. We see little in the way of searching analyses that are both apprecia-
tive and critical of Keller’s vision of a missionary church.

Our treatment of each of these visions of a missionary church will involve 
description, appreciation, and critique. Our primary concern is to set the dif-
ferent movements in dialogue with Newbigin, observing with appreciation 
the helpful paths along which a missionary ecclesiology has traveled and 
providing a critique that draws out Newbigin’s voice in the way of enrich-
ment and correction.

We are not attempting a full- scale mapping and description of each move-
ment. That would be impossible in the short space we give to each. Rather, 
our goal is to offer a sketch and portrait of some of the main lines of these 
conversations as they participate in the historical trajectory of Newbigin’s 
vision of a missionary church. Thus we will not offer a nuanced or exhaustive 
analysis of various books and authors.

We hope to carry out this analysis in ways that are humble, generous, and 
fair. In this process, we sometimes find ourselves filled with thankfulness 
for what the Lord is doing and teaching us. At other times, we are in sharp 
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disagreement with what we have read and deeply concerned about some pro-
posals that appear to have accommodated themselves significantly to North 
American idolatry. At still other points, we are concerned about how much 
of Newbigin’s own missionary ecclesiology is absent from these conversa-
tions. But we attempt to avoid a contentious or dogmatic posture because 
we are aware that we too are subject to many of the same cultural winds as 
the movements we have studied. Yet it is important to engage these issues for 
the sake of a faithful church. In so doing, we are sure our own description, 
analysis, and proposals will be subjected to the same scrutiny.

We are also acutely aware that many have built their reputations, speak-
ing ministries, book publishing careers, and consulting businesses on specific 
theological stances taken on this topic. This is not, of course, all wrong. We 
ourselves are not totally exempt from such entanglements. Sometimes this 
is captive to economic motives, but certainly not always. But we do wonder 
whether this is the best matrix out of which to struggle toward a missionary 
church and whether it lends itself to a discussion that humbly pursues a mis-
sionary congregation. All of this makes us more aware of the difficulty and 
sensitivity of the task.

In the final chapter, we draw our analysis of these movements together 
and sketch Newbigin’s legacy for a missionary church. We believe it offers a 
rich theological vision for the missionary church that remains much needed 
today. Our prayer is that this book will stimulate the contemporary church 
to deeper faithfulness.

One more thing about the outline and structure of the book remains to 
be said. When the book was originally conceived almost ten years ago, we 
assumed there would be four sections. We anticipated a section of two or 
three chapters on Newbigin’s missionary ecclesiology, placed between the 
twentieth- century historical section and the contemporary church section. 
As the writing proceeded, those chapters on Newbigin turned into a book of 
their own, which was published by Baker Academic in 2018 as The Church 
and Its Vocation: Lesslie Newbigin’s Missionary Ecclesiology. A promise 
was made in the preface that this book would follow. It was well on its way 
to completion already at that point, and we anticipated that it would fol-
low within a year or two. Unfortunately, as a result of some very difficult 
circumstances, including Tim’s involvement in a rather serious car accident 
in which he sustained critical head injuries, this book has taken longer to 
come to press than we anticipated. The gap between the two books is now 
about four years.

For this reason, throughout this book there are numerous footnotes to The 
Church and Its Vocation to orient the reader to the more detailed elaboration 
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of Newbigin’s missionary ecclesiology that sets the stage for the ongoing 
dialogue. It certainly would be preferrable to read that book first— that is 
how we envisioned the process, for Newbigin’s vision needs to be understood 
in its unity. And if that summary drives readers back further, to Newbigin’s 
own books, even better!

What Word?What Word?

There is a tricky terminological issue we had to wrestle with as we wrote 
this book. Do we adopt missionary or missional as the word for our norma-
tive vision of the church? Newbigin consistently described his ecclesiology 
with the adjective missionary, and this was the standard practice through-
out the twentieth century. The problem with this word, of course, is that it 
designates the nineteenth- and twentieth- century cross- cultural missionary 
movement. Missions at that time was shaped by colonialism and reduced to 
cross- cultural expansion— activities that took place from the West to the non- 
Western world. The word missional was helpfully introduced by the writers 
of Missional Church for the sake of distinguishing the identity of the church 
as it participates in God’s mission rather than activities of outreach, includ-
ing crossing geographical boundaries. For a variety of reasons, this word has 
struck responsive chords and its use has proliferated. Today it means many 
things— from the profound to the trivial, from the deeply theological to the 
crassly pragmatic. And so it could be said, echoing a British newspaper’s 
editorial quip about the word postmodern, “The word ‘missional’ has no 
meaning; use as often as possible.”

And so, what to do in this book? We could adopt the word missionary. 
This would connect us to Newbigin and the riches of twentieth- century theo-
logical reflection as well as to other confessional traditions such as Roman 
Catholicism, which speaks of the church as “missionary by her very nature.”12 
But this would risk readers misunderstanding mission in connection with 
its traditional usage, as overseas missions or as certain outreach activities, 
such as evangelism. This is not an empty danger: we have found this to be a 
continuing problem in some wings of the evangelical church.

We could adopt the word missional. This would connect us to much of the 
ongoing conversation through commonly accepted terminology. But it would 
risk the suspicion of many we have met, who view this conversation as a novel 

12. “Decree on the Mission Activity of the Church” (Ad Gentes, 1:2), in The Documents of 
Vatican II: With Notes and Comments by Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox Authorities, ed. 
Walter M. Abbott (New York: Guild, 1966), 585.
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trend. It appears to them to be a new fad disconnected from the history of 
the church or another pragmatic attempt to prop up a declining church or 
a managerial ecclesiology that offers strategies to grow a successful church. 
For these onlookers, the word missional carries little biblical and theological 
weight. Whether or not this is fair is beside the point. The point is that the 
word missional could connect us to many things— things we are happy to be 
associated with and other things not so much.

We have both used the word missional often in our writings and in the 
work of theological education. (After all, we chose the designation Missional 
Training Center and the degree master’s is in missional theology!) But there 
comes a time to ask whether a word has outlived its usefulness and should 
be abandoned for another or whether it still captures something essential to 
Scripture and therefore needs to be kept— and, of course, continually refilled 
with scriptural content. We do not believe there is a clear answer to the ques-
tion of what word to use. But the question for us is, in this particular book 
and its argument, is missional the best word?

The only other option is to find another word altogether. Hendrik Kraemer, 
for example, along with others, speaks of apostolic.13 Or we could join some 
who want to speak of the church’s identity in terms of witness, or of the 
church as a “witness- bearing body”14 or “community of witness.”15 Darrell 
Guder suggests that witness may be seen as the “overarching description of 
the church’s missionary vocation.”16 There is a lot to like about both of these 
words. Or, finally, we could coin another new word alongside the many other 
adjectives offered up in today’s supermarket of proposals for church renewal.

We decided in the end to primarily employ the word missionary, following 
Newbigin, since a big part of this book is about the recovery of neglected 
aspects of his vision. Normally we will use the word missional to describe a 
particular conversation taking place today in North America.

An InvitationAn Invitation

We are aware that church leaders are busy people. A cacophony of voices 
compete for time in books, conferences, podcasts, and more. And so a fair 

13. Hendrik Kraemer, The Christian Message in a Non- Christian World (London: Edinburgh 
House, 1938), 2.

14. Kraemer, Christian Message, 2.
15. Darrell L. Guder, Be My Witnesses: The Church’s Mission, Message and Messengers 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985), 48.
16. Darrell L. Guder, The Incarnation and the Church’s Witness (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity 

Press International, 1999), 6.
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question is whether this book is worth the investment of time. We recognize 
we are asking you to take time to come with us through a historical journey 
that began almost a century ago. And we’re aware we are asking you to listen 
to our description and evaluation of influential conversations around the 
missionary or missional nature of the church. Is it worth it?

What is most important is not this book but that the church grows in 
faithfulness to its missionary vocation. To achieve this goal, we might en-
courage you to simply read Newbigin’s vision, summarized in The Church 
and Its Vocation, or to return to Newbigin’s work itself, which would de-
mand more time. The thing is that his vision has been diffused into the 
North American church by many voices, and the word missional is pervasive 
today. Many want to know what that means and whether it is important. 
Questions from pastors and even scholars in various parts of  the world 
ring in our ears. Moreover, the past twenty years have brought growing 
insight into what a missionary church might be in the North American  
setting.

This book can help clarify the historical origins of a missionary church 
and how it has developed. We are especially interested in Newbigin— the rich 
biblical and theological insights of the man whom many consider to be the 
father of the missionary church. We believe that understanding Newbigin, 
the historical context of his thought, and its contemporary development can 
help you be more faithful to the biblical call to be a missionary congregation. 
And so we invite you to invest the time to wrestle with where this all began, 
how its primary exponent articulated it, and how his vision has developed in 
the past twenty years in North America. This historical theology may help 
move us toward faithfulness to our vocation.

Yet we are quite aware that theology by itself simply cannot produce a 
missionary church, any more than new structures or better programs can; it 
must be the work of the Spirit. As Wilhelm Andersen puts it, the “missionary 
enterprise has not come into being through conscious theological reflection 
on the self- revelation of God in Jesus Christ, but through the descent upon 
certain men or groups of men . . . of a compulsion of the Holy Spirit to 
undertake the proclamation of the Gospel overseas.”17 The lack of a mission-
ary spirit in a congregation can be remedied only by the work of the Spirit 
in response to fervent prayer and through the power of the gospel breathing 
new life. Yet that does not exempt us from faithful theological work. Bad 
theology can quench the Spirit’s work. But a biblically faithful missionary 

17. Wilhelm Andersen, Towards a Theology of  Missions: A Study of  the Encounter between 
the Missionary Enterprise and the Church and Its Theology (London: SCM, 1955), 13.
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theology of the church can be one of the means the Spirit uses to guide us 
into growing faithfulness.

May the Lord grant that the lampstand of the church will not be removed 
in North America but that we recover the role and identity God has for us 
in his redemptive purpose unfolded in the biblical story and finally disclosed 
and accomplished in Jesus Christ.
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