A Spirituality of Mission
Introduction
I was impressed by the article of Gotthard Rosner about ‘the mission of Jesus in Zambia’  (Petit Echo, issue 2008/8). He states at the beginning that “like all disciples of Jesus Christ, we are sent to continue his mission.” He then quotes two texts from the Gospel of John to describe the mission of Jesus and our mission: “I have come so that they may have life and have it to the full” (Jn.10, 10) and “As the Father sent me, so am I sending you” (Jn. 20, 21-22).

Gotthard develops very well the mission of Christ and our mission today in the context of Zambia. I would like to complement some of his reflections by pointing out some basic or fundamental attitudes of the disciples of Christ who are sent on mission. Starting from the two quotations in the Gospel of John I will limit myself to try and answer two questions: first, what is the mission of Jesus all about? And second, what is our mission today all about?

I. The mission of Jesus
In order to try to understand Jesus’ mission better let us have a closer look at the text of Jn. 10, 10: “I have come that they may have life and have it to the full”. I will comment on this text in 3 parts.
(a) “I have come”…

Jesus came down from heaven to become one of us. Like any immigrant he brought with him the culture, language and lifestyle of his home in heaven. Knowing the Father and knowing our human condition put him in a perfect position to be the bridge or the link between heaven and earth. He is therefore the bond of unity between God and humankind. He came to share with us the life from heaven and therefore ‘pitched his tent among us’. The ‘I have come’ also shows us the immense Love of God offering each one of us ‘the Word made flesh’ in order to welcome it.
(b) …”that they may have life”…

The kind of life Jesus wants to share with his disciples is wonderfully well portrayed in the seven ‘signs’ or miracles and in the various encounters in John’s Gospel. It is a clear reflection of the new life he wants to offer. The people he encounters see and hear Jesus act and speak in terms they think they understand, yet Jesus refers at the same time to a different reality altogether. Just let us take the example of ‘the man born blind’ which combines a ‘sign’ or miracle with some encounters. The main point of the story is to show us how to become a true disciple. The man born blind represents each one of us struggling to come to terms with our faith in the Lord. Jesus’ words ‘I am the light of the world’ is a reminder that there is more than physical blindness at stake here. The basic story is quite straightforward. Jesus approaches the blind man, ‘anoints’ his eyes with clay, tells him to go and wash in the pool of Siloam and there and then he regains his sight. The only problem is that all this takes place on the Sabbath and some of the Pharisees are not impressed. The man is being interrogated, even his parents are called upon to give witness and in the end the man is thrown out of the temple but he ends up professing his faith in Jesus. Now this man is quite a character, only gradually and not without a struggle does he come to the Light! In the story this man, who step by step regained his sight both physically and spiritually, is portrayed in sharp contrast with the religious leaders who could see physically but gradually become blind spiritually. The new life refers to both physical and spiritual healing and to a personal intimacy with the Lord.
(c)…”and have it to the full”
A key text in the Gospel of John is the washing by Jesus of his disciples’ feet (Jn.13, 1-15). This scene refers to Jesus’ glorification, meaning his suffering, death and resurrection. It is meant as an example of humility and service and points to his self-giving on the cross. The motivation is pure love and reminds us of Jesus’ commandment: “I give you a new commandment: love one another. As I have loved you, so you should also love one another” (Jn.13, 34). Just before his suffering and death Jesus shares with his disciples his dearest wish, his testament: “May they all be one, as you Father are in me and I in you, that they may also be in us, that the world may believe that you sent me” (Jn.17, 21). In this way we see how on the one hand the readiness to serve and suffer as portrayed by the washing of the feet and on the other the new commandment and the prayer of Jesus for unity constitute two important elements or basic attitudes in the life of the disciple. The final sign that will give the disciple the fullness of life is the gift of the Holy Spirit who will empower the disciple to be sent on mission. In John’s Gospel Jesus hands over his Spirit on the cross to the community of disciples represented by his mother Mary and the beloved disciple. Dying Jesus communicates his life giving Spirit to his disciples in order to allow them to share in his own Life, life in abundance! 

By way of concluding the first part of this reflection I would like to deduct from the text of Jn.10,10  five basic qualities or characteristics of the disciple that seem to me essential in view of being sent on mission. Before being sent on mission we are invited to become first of all disciples. These five attitudes of discipleship are not exclusive of course and run as follows:
(1) Inhabited by the Word: the disciple is invited to welcome, listen to, meditate upon and be transformed by the Word who is Life. In this way the disciple experiences God’s loving presence and becomes a witness of the Good News.
(2) Marked by faith: the disciple is invited to keep his faith in Jesus alive. Faith in Jesus will grow stronger by passing through various struggles and trials and the Lord Himself will become the centre of the life of the disciple.

(3) Challenged by mutual love: the disciple is invited to show fraternal love and concern to his fellow disciples first and also to the people around. In this way the community will contribute actively to the realisation of the testament of Jesus.

(4) Ready to face the cross: the disciple is invited to render service and freely take up the cross. In this way the disciple shares in the mystery of Jesus’ death and resurrection so as to bear fruit in plenty.
(5) Filled with the Spirit: the disciple is invited to be open to and be filled with the Spirit. In this way the disciple will be strengthened and inspired in proclaiming the Good News of the Kingdom.

After having reflected on the mission of Jesus and having singled out five basic attitudes of discipleship, let us now concentrate on our mission today.
II. Our mission today
As missionaries or apostles we are sent by Christ to continue his mission. In Jn.20, 21 we read: “…as the Father has sent me, so I send you.”
The Father sent his son to inaugurate the Kingdom of God and Jesus brings his Father’s plan to fulfilment, as stated in Lk.4, 18-19:”The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring glad tidings to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim liberty to captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, and to proclaim a year acceptable to the Lord.”
Jesus entrusted the continuation of his mission to the Church, as John-Paul II writes in his encyclical ‘Redemptoris Missio’ nr.20: “the Church is effectively and concretely at the service of the Kingdom.” And under nr.15 we read: “…Building the Kingdom means working for liberation from evil in all its forms. In a word, the Kingdom of God is the manifestation and the realization of God’s plan of salvation in all its fullness.”
We must recognize that since Vatican II a careful reading of the signs of the times has brought about a great variety or diversity in missionary activities. Mission became a very dynamic concept which caught the imagination of missionaries all over the world and has led to a shift in focus or attention nearly every 10 years. This illustrates the great dynamism of mission and the vitality of the missionaries themselves.
(1) In the sixties the focus was on development. Mission meant getting involved in all kinds of projects, from digging water wells to training oxen for ploughing or from running credit unions to installing solar energy, etc…
(2) In the seventies the stress was on liberation. Mission meant getting involved in Justice and Peace issues, from taking part in anti-nuclear protest marches to organizing peaceful sit-in demonstrations in churches or from boycotting certain products from South Africa to writing letters for Amnesty International, etc…
(3) In the eighties there was a shift to inculturation. Mission meant doing something with the local culture and the Gospel, from introducing liturgical dances to displaying local artistic religious paintings or from mixing some traditional cultural elements in the sacraments to some serious research in African theology, etc…
(4) In the nineties the accent was put on the media. Mission meant making proper use of the mass media, from producing Radio and TV programmes to publishing all kinds of magazines or from making video productions to setting up web-sites, etc…
(5) Since the beginning of the new millennium the latest expression of mission is definitely dialogue or encounter. Mission today means getting involved in a variety of encounters, from ecumenical initiatives to prayer meetings with other religions or from meetings with representatives of African Traditional Religions to taking part in Catholic-Islamic encounters, etc…
I suppose only God knows what the next decennia will bring as far as the dynamics of mission are concerned. Are we going to move from ‘cyber’ mission to ‘virtual’ mission or to mission in outer space?

Whatever the case, all these expressions of mission were and are really a sign of the dynamism of mission and all this was and is being done in view of making disciples of all nations and spreading the Kingdom. All these expressions of mission are still valid today and have surely brought an enormous amount of blessings to the people concerned and have contributed a lot to ushering in the Kingdom of God due to the tremendous efforts made by missionaries all over the world. 
However, in the final analysis I believe that for a fruitful and effective apostolate it doesn’t matter so much what we are doing, be it parish work, youth apostolate, preaching retreats, formation, working for Justice and Peace, administration, dialogue, etc…or even where we are working or living, be it in Europe, Africa, the Americas, the Middle East or Asia.

What really matters is how we carry out our mission and that brings us back to the basic attitudes of the disciple sent on mission and the need to deepen these attitudes and not to take them for granted.
Having said that, I am also convinced that there is an urgent need to do a careful reading of the ‘signs of the times’. For us missionaries of Africa this needs to be done in the light of rapid changes both in the Church and society in Africa and in our own Society as well.

Maybe the next General Chapter could be the occasion to revisit some of the basic attitudes of the disciple sent on mission and make a careful reading of the ‘signs of the times’ and come up with some clear and sound priorities for the next decade or so.
 In conclusion I would say that what really unites us is a common spirituality of mission  which is lived out and finds its expression in a great variety or diversity of ministries and apostolic activities according to each one’s talents and capabilities.










Jos Van Boxel

P.S. This article is a summary of a conference on the theme ‘I have come that they may have life and have it to the full’, presented to the Provincial Assembly of the Mill Hill Missionaries at Kakamega, Kenya on the 7th of January 2009.
