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Introduction

Conversion deserves place of honour In the CONleEMPDOTATY miss1i0logical discuss1ıon.
Whether 1t 1s fashıonable OTr DaYy attention CONversion oday INaYy be
isputed. ertaınly should avo1d pıtfalls and be AWAaTeC of potentlally dangerous aSpecClISs
of thıs theme, but thıs 1S Irue of CVCIY theologiıcal topıc.

My OW interest ın LICW approac) the eme of CONvers1o0n W as inspiıred Dy
C  enge Irom outsıde missiology.' discovered that CONvers1on has increasıngly become
1e of esearch for soc1al and ultural anthropology and for general hıstory, whereas

m1ss1010g1sts gener.  V busy wıth other urgent matters tak.  'a') short 0o0k at both
s1ituat1ons

Where find CONVersioONn tudies

In the 1e of mM1SS10102y, the fırst prior1ty 1S gıven the discussıon of inculturation 0)8

contextualızation. One SE here real mobilizatiıon of m1sS1010g1sts of persuas1ons,
whether evangelıcals, maınlıne Protestants 0)8 Catholics The OTr Councıl of urches
has convened the recent OTr Mi1ss10nary Conference ın Salvador, Tazıl, 24 November

December 1996, the topıc ‚, Ihe Gospel in Diıiverse Cultures«. We SCC that
inculturation and contextualızation,C became miss1i0logıical topI1Cs In the eginnıng of
the S, S{1 the agenda, ext other vexed quest1ons 1ke partnersh1ıp between
unequal church bodies, 0)8 partıcıpation 1ın development and sOoC1al pro(test, OT agaın
salvatıon 1ın 0)8 hrough OT despite lıving WOT. rel1g10ns. The result W dsSs that CONversion
disappeared irom the miss10logıcal agenda, SAdVC LaAl! OCCas1ons. But CVECN 1n these L1aIc
0OCCAaS10Ns the atmosphere W ds>S nNnOoTt favorable faır and fruntful discuss1ion.

Can indeed SdYy that the challenge from outsıde roused in INYy mınd missiological ISSsue NCC ouched upDOoN DYy
Jacques Rossel 47) after the DU  lıcatıon of INYy book LSSLION, combat DOUT le salut du monde (Neuchätel-
Parıs: Delachaux Nıestle, In his rTevVIeEW he made the inclisiıve remark: »ES gelingt ihm [Spindler] nicht, das
ema der Bekehrung In sein Schema einzuglıedern.« Ctually the CONversion topıc Was NnOL explıicıt enough In INY
eology of 1SS10N: glad of the Oopportunıty clarıfy the matter
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SuSpecCt that another aSpEeCL of OUT g10 Conftext 15 playıng unavowed role. Globally,
the rel1g10us partition of the WOT. 1S stable and accordıing statistical project1ons ıll
remaın stable for the VCAaIs COTMINC Siınce aVl| Barrett has reintroduced statist1ics aASs

acceptable M1SS10Nary tool, and S1INCEe HIS projections of the future of Christianity have
NOTL s1gnificantly changed in the past 20 YCaIls, gel the impression that CONVvVers10n has

future at The proportion of Chrıstians 111 remaın stable al AVCIASC of 34 percent
of the WOT. populatıon, the SAaImnle percentlage d ın 1900 Barrett 99’/ 25) Of COUISC,
certaın have taken place and INaYy SEL s for instance the rather massıve
Christianızation of Afrıca and the equaliy massıve de-Christianızation of Europe (1 do NOL

SaYy of the es But asıcally, the of CONversi1on 15 historIic, OClally important
of rel1g10us eglance amounts nothing Why, then, bother about nothing?

SuSpeCI that thiıs 1s also the background of the discussıon unlıversalısm, 1.e unıversal
salvatıon wıth OI wıthout rel1g10nsS. If takı  CD for granted that the maJor1ty of humans,
oughly {[WO thırds, 111 remaın outsıde the Christian flock forever, and 11 also Consıder
that these non-Christians nearby, somet1mes flesh of OUT flesh, WOU. be VE SOITY
indeed 11 of them WOU be eternally lost

One 111 ofte the between the statıistical impression of rel1g10us stabılity 1n the
WOT. and the actual perception of rel1g10us volatılıty and change expressed DYy cholars
who less preoccuple wıth the long term than wıth the ally ıfe of people Anthro-
pologısts and hiıstorl1ans increasingly confronted 1n theır OW studies of cultures and
CONlEMPOTATY developments wıth s1gniıficant rel1g10us changes at the and aIlNON£
populatıons that WCIC usually cons1idered be preserved from external influences, 1.e€
adherents of so-cCalled tradıtional relıg10ns OT intangıble WOT rel1g10ns 1ke Hinduism,
1SmM, and slam, 0)8 EVCN Roman Catholicısm 10 take the last example, hıstorl1ans
and soclologists VC intrıgued by the 0-cCalled Protestant explosıon In Latın America
1C) Was cons1idered be intractable atholıc bastıon untıl recently. 1S VvVC.
sıgnıfıcant that famous soclologist, aVl: Martın, devoted book thıs ubject (1990)
Agaın, anthropologists worried that small tradıtional populatiıons OI ethnıc CSCIVCS

1C} WEeTIC theıir partiıcular fiıelds of study and actually theır INCcCAanls of lıving, INaYy lose
theıir originalıty and maybe theır ethnicıty. The competition between anthropologists 1S
fierce that NOL surprised about theır an reaction against Christian influence and
penetration 1nto theır terrıtorlies. In spıte of theıir consıderable SUCCESSECS and achievements,
anthropologısts apparently feel threatened and decıde study the threat, 1.e€ Conversion
and the agents of conversion.*

W as invited, INY OW SurprIise, attend and present at international
Sympos1um of anthropologists organızed 1n June 1994 by the Universıity of Amsterdam
together wıth the un!versities of 1ıjmegen and iden, the Internatıional Instıtute of Asıan
tudies 1ın 1den, and wıth the SUppOTT of the Royal Academy of Sciences in the

According SULVCY of Conversion studies prepare for specıal 1ISSue of Ihe Ecumenical Review In 967
soclologıcal and anthropological interest In the subject aAaDDCAaTS be Just emerging al that time (Douglas SCroggs

X11 ahrgang 1997 Heft



Conversion In fOCUS: Anthropological VLews and misstiological projections Z

Netherlands 10 INY SEL greater surprıse heard that OCCasıon not ONC, but 27
excellent, provocatıve DapCIS witnessing VC er10us 1e research and theoretical
speculatıon. So puzzled anthropologically 0)8 humanly peakıng, CONversion has
present, ıle 1t has future according SOMC miss1iologıcal VIEWS.

Anthropological hermeneutics

Evıdently, the anthropological firamework of interpretation dıffers irom miss1i0logical 0)8

theologıcal and motives. 15 NOL SUrprisıng that anthropologists nOoTt al ome
wıth theologıcal constructlons. They tend perce1ve OT rather facts from
functionalıst perspective. For them COoNnversion 1S wıithout strıngs attached, and
CVGTL 11ee., purely rel1g10us, and personal dec1s10n. ere MUuUST be SOMEC

somewhere, and Conversion must have soCclal, eCONOMIC and polıtic. nction.
In the last instance CONVersion 1S SCCI1 AS far less dramatıc than M1SS10Nary lıterature OT

GVEN the personal StOr1€es of the CONVeTrts WOU ave OMNC belıeve Anthropologıists and
hıstorl1ans INns1ıst uDON the continulty of PUIDOSC 1n the 1ıfe of indıviduals and SI0UDS They
AI BUuC that CONversi1on 1s INCAanNls end, and the end 15 self-determıination and seli-
ftulfiıllment overned by self-interest.

Addressing miss10log1sts wıth theological CONCCIN, CannotT help pomlnting the VC
deep theological s1gnıficance of thıs anthropologiıcal approach: brutally remıiınded
of or1ıgınal SIN and of ıts unıversalıty. Sacrıfice, self-denial, disınterested love eic do NOL
eX1Iist. All nat1ons SO theır OW WAaY, Dbserved Paul in Acts 416 until God decıdes
do somethıng aDout ıt tudyıngz CONVvers10n, anthropologists and hıstorl1ans COTMNIC the
conclusıon, OT rather, take theır pomint of departure ın the belief that Conversion In the
M1SS10Nary of the term 1S impossible.

Overwhelmed Dy anthropology

Missiologists Cannot help eing impressed Dy the ep and quality of modern anthro-
pologıic and hıstorıcal research. They also feel genulıne affınıty the implıicıt
theological Judgment passed humankınd SO socl1al SCIENCES have direct influence
the WdY in 4C INa miss10logists CNSALC 1n the study of Convers1on. tak'  C& aASs random
example the 1e study CcCarrıed Out 1ın WAanı SOTMIC VCaIs AgO under the superv1ısıon of
Jan Butselaar, M1SS10Nary from the eIorme: urches of the Netherlands who Was
then lecturer al the Theological College of Butare, Wan short of the study
Wäas publıshed under the tıtle »Christian Conversion In WAan!ı The Motivations« SOMEe

yYCars AgO (Van Butselaar All 1N! of motives for CONnversi1on Christianity WeIiIC
OUnN! Relıg10us motives, when noted, descr1ibed In VC fashıon, the
uldance of the Holy Spirıt, the love of God whereas socılal, mater1al and personal
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motives definıtely {u  a} the ance In opınıon thıs 1S typıcal example of the WdYy 1n
16 anthropology 15 allowed overwhelm m1SS10102y.

NOTL SUIC that the Samle exaggeratıon of anthropological factors 1S NOT influencing the
eOTY of CONvers10n Ifered Dy Charles Ta In hıs otherwıise extremely helpful book
entitled Christiani In Culture (1979) He makes use distinction between Chrıistian
CONVvers10n and ultural Convers1on, regretting that m1iss10NaArles somet1imes uIsc people
towards CONversion theır Amerıcan) culture and WaY of 1ıfe and do NOL realıze
that thıs 1s 19(0)1 Chrıistian CONVersion. But then he formulates 11C  < instruction
misslonarles 1C Say S » Ihe uman beings’ of the CONVversion PTOCCSS 1s be In
keeping wıth the culture In IC they immersed« Ta 979 My problem
wıth thıs rule 1S whether 1t 1S meant only for m1ss1onarles 0)8 also for prospective CONVerts

CannotTt endorse 1t d instruction CONVerTtSsS What about cultures breakıng down OT

changıng rapıdly? What about cultures where the dec1ısıon patterns make CONVversion
iımpossıble? What about indıvıduals and amılıes searching for lıberation from Oppressive
contexts? INaYy happen that ultural Conversi1on 1s the approprlate WdYy of realızıng
Christian CONVvers1ion. At this point afraıd that Kraft’s anthropological insıghts have
overwhelme: HIS miss10logical PUIDOSC

In tact; the d1scovery of the varlety of Conversion motives 15 NOTL 11le  S 1ın mM1ss1on
studles OI, rather, ın M1SS10Nary experlence. Just mention 1n passıng the reluctance of
Protestant mliss1iONarıles admıt L1ICW Christians the Sacraments Admıiıssıon baptısm
and the eucharıist W d delayed, requirıng long per10d of preparatıion. Miss1ionarıles WCIC

apDpY SCC inquirers and catechumens, but then often remaıned undec1ıded about the ex{i
for fear that CONversion W das NOL absolutely incere OT m1g be invalıdated Dy ee:

Ihıs led policy of admıss1iıon Dy degrees 1C 15 S{T1 wıdely implemented, the
dısappoıntment of many

From CdAdSe study general eory
110  < leave the 16 of Casec studies, where ultural and soc1al anthropologısts olng

excellent work, 1n order {u  3 attention another aspecCt of theır scholarshıp, 1C.
INaY be closer eology and m1ss10l10g2y. Every scholarly discıplıne 1S OUnN! make the
leap from observation speculatıon, irom indıvıdual &N> studies eneral theories .° In

KRAFT has slıghtly dıfferent formulatiıon 344 »Christian Conversion should be In aCCord wıth the decısiı0on-
makıng of the CoONnverts’ culture.« Thıs IS far [00 aDsolute Anthropologists (see INY exposition below) AIC

increasıngly of the inherent of cultural change. In other words, they establısh the fact of ‚cultural
CONVersiOn:« independently of M1SS10Nary interference, sometimes leadıng adherence worl| relıgion.

Ihe roblem of Ca y delayed ACCESS baptısm IS vexing question In church history and M1SS10Nary practice.
good SUTVCY 15 ffered DYy GEOFFREY WAINWRIGHT (1969), updated Irom the mlssıion 1e In O72 Church
cConstitutions and Dy-laws dICc VEIrIYy explicı the matter

Of COUTSC the other WaYy round 1S pOssI| also: certaıin eXtienL, AVID MARTIN Was challenged make the leap
ifrom his eneral theory of secularızatıon the Case of rel1g10us CONnversion In Latın America, 1C| seemed
contradıict his COTYy
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the followıng 3  A discuss SOIMNC anthropological theorlies of Conversion offered
recently

The first Was originally developed al conference Conversion held at Boston
Universıity, Boston, Massachusetts, A 18 prı 1988 The proceedings of the conference

edıted Dy Dr Hefner under the tıtle Conversion Christianity: Hıstorical
and Anthropologıca Perspectives Trea Transformation.®

In thıs collection of CSSaYS, the preoccupation of secular h1iıstori1ans and anthropologists
wıth rel1g10us CONversion 1S 1mpress1ve, and It 1S NOT intention takı  'a them task for
NOTL peakıng the anguage of mi1ss10l0g1sts.

However, take ote of the fact that they nNOoL impressed by missiologıcal studies of
conversion. ’ Miss1ologısts 1ıke a0u Allier,® aurıce enhardt,erFreytag, Johannes
Triebel, ıchel DujJarıer, Hans Kasdorf, Mary Motte eic NOTL quoted and NOTL discussed
1n the superb general introduction wriıtten Dy Hefner In the book under reVIEW. Miss1ıo0lo-
ISS apparently NOTL deemed capable of valıd interpretation of CONVvers10n
Chrıistianıity. Anthropologists discuss the theories of the members of theır OUD, from Max
er and 1n orton Marshall Sahlıns and aVIl! Martin.?

CannotTt Into the fine polnts of the anthropological discussıon here. fascınated
Dy the general aSsSesSssment of >CONversion Chrıistianity« (actually of the WOT
rel1g10ns, accordıng Hefner), IC 15 largely posıtıve. Conversion WOT. relıg10n
15 Step in posıtıve direction, namely, what Hefner, borrowing eXxpression from
eIier Berger calls »world-buillding« Hefner 1993 Z Conversion 111Calls ACCECSS

He  < 0)8 arger MAaCTOCOSN, LICW g10 transregional communıty
HC 1S above ocal Custom OT cCommunıty. World-buildıng amounts what has been
called »C1vil1zat1ion« In actıve namely etting actıvely involved ın network of
supraethnic, state-based socıletlies, somet1imes pur together In »eMPITES« (Hefner 993 28)
In other words, WOT. relıg10ns, includıng Chrıstianıty, reatly contrıbute the educatıon
of humankind, ® makıng humans members of sıngle moral ommonwealth instead of
members of ocal SIOUDS 1gnoring OIlCc another.

We recognIıze behind thıs eOTY the influence of 1n Horton’s interpretation of
COoNnversion 1n Afrıca, namely dASs cosmological from MICrOCOSM INaCITIOCOSM

(Horton The provocatıve element of Orton’s eOTY Was the elımınatıon of the

The tıtle of Professor efiner’s introduction the DOook IS revealıing: ‚ World ul  ıng and the Rationalıty of
Convers1i10n:« 3-44) Hıs bıbliıography 15 superbly compıle« 8-44
oug conversion IS NOL the focus of Currenti missiological research, already mentioned, it has modest place

In classıc German textbooks (GENSICHEN 971 112-129, URKLE 979 96-107). faır lIıterature SUTVCY Was recently
gıven by RITZ KOLLBRUNNER (1993)

In spite of ıts title Allıer’s study offers INOIC han psychology strictly speakıng; ıt has [NanYy soclologıcal and
ecclesiological aSspeclts. Ihe CONCEDL of NON-CLVILLSES IS ate| and has become offensive, but Allıer 1S NOTL OUN!| hat
CONCEPDL. He belıeves ın the EIMETBCENCC of unıversal human brotherhood, realızed hrough Christian CONVersion.

The VGL IS noOoTL iTue missi0logists generally profit fifrom anthropological research. point thıs aSYyMMELTY of
relatıonshıps between anthropology and m1ss1010gy and wonder whether ıf COoul: De corrected.
10 Educatıon f humankınd, OT ın German Erziehung der Menschheıit, Wa famous CONCepL of the Enlıghtenmen!
enhanced DYy Immanuel D  nt and Johann 1€e! Fıchte
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rel1g10us ingredients of CONVvers10on. In hıs VIeW, A{frıcan CONvers1on eıther Christianity
OT s1iam NnOot re: change ın rel1g10us eg1ance, but in effect of
cosmological perspective iIrom the village mMicrocosm d wiıder, rban and international
INacCcI0CcOosIMi He went far as SuppOort the V1ICEW that thıs cosmologıcal WOU have
appene and INaYy S{T1 happen independently of WOT relıg10ns. Chrıistianıty and slam In
Afirıca WeIiC chosen at random aASs INCcCans end, but COuU have been missed.
er rejects thıs entirely speculatıve hypothesis and aCCepIS the historical role of WOTr

rel1g10ns: these relig10ns Cannot be understood outsiıde theır g10 They tend
UOPDCH unıversal hHOr1zons Dy themselves aCCOUNT of theır rel1g10us INCSSaLC. Because of
their g10 and ecumenıicaly and nNOoTt least, agalnst the historical background of
theıir polıtic. allıances wıth mper1al DOWCTIS, they Dy NnNature »world-bullding«
relıg10ns.

NO  < {u  3 second anthropological eOTY of Convers1on. fter Hefner, eier
der Veer (1996) SOCS Step er in hıs T11L11aN! introduction the proceedings of the
international Sympos1um held In 994 In Amsterdam already mentioned above). He
aCCEDIS Hefner’s conclusıon, namely the CONCEDL of »The rationalıty of CONVers10N« Hefner
997 3-44) Conversiıon 1s towards the realızation of ODCI, human WOTr
However Van der Veer 15 CVCN INOTEC interested ıIn the breakthrough of the indıvıdual self
In the Conversion PTOCCSS. The WOT. d OMNEC place for humankind l1ve together and the
self ASs the place where CVETIY ubject faces thıs OMNC WOT. In self-chosen WdYyS [WO s1des
of the Sallle historical development, IC 1s modernization. gaın, Van der Veer
rıghtly draws OUT attention the diversity of the modernı1zation PTOCCSS, Just because thıs
PIOCCSS includes the awakening OT discovery OT construction of the self In hIis VIEW there
18 longer ONe WaY modernity; there Nan modernıities indeed ulldıng ONe WOT.
Cannot INe destroying personal, hıstorical, OT socC1al ildentities. The CONLrary 1S ITUu: » [he
globaliızation of modernıty 1S played Out in V dıfferent WAaYS In dıfferent locales, and280  Marc Spindler  religious ingredients of conversion. In his view, African conversion (either to Christianity  or to Islam) was not really a change in religious allegiance, but in effect a shift of  cosmological perspective from the village microcosm to a wider, urban and international  macrocosm. He went so far as to support the view that this cosmological shift would have  happened and may still happen independently of world religions. Christianity and Islam in  Africa were chosen at random as means to an end, but could have been missed.  Hefner rejects this entirely speculative hypothesis and accepts the historical role of world  religions: these religions cannot be understood outside their global scope. They tend to  open universal horizons by themselves on account of their religious message. Because of  their global and ecumenical structure, and not least, against the historical background of  their political alliances with imperial powers, they are by nature »world-building«  religions. !!  I now turn to a second anthropological theory of conversion. After Hefner, Peter van  der Veer (1996) goes a step further in his brilliant introduction to the proceedings of the  international symposium held in 1994 in Amsterdam (already mentioned above). He  accepts Hefner’s conclusion, namely the concept of »the rationality of conversion« (Hefner  1993: 3-44). Conversion is a progress towards the realization of an open, human world.  However Van der Veer is even more interested in the breakthrough of the individual self  in the conversion process. The world as one place for humankind to live together and the  self as the place where every subject faces this one world in self-chosen ways are two sides  of the same historical development, which is called modernization. Again, Van der Veer  rightly draws our attention to the diversity of the modernization process, just because this  process includes the awakening or discovery or construction of the self. In his view there  is no longer one way to modernity; there are many modernities indeed. Building one world  cannot mean destroying personal, historical, or social identities. The contrary is true. »The  globalization of modernity is played out in very different ways in different locales, and ...  the colonized attach their own meanings to this process« (Van der Veer 1993: 7).  Van der Veer comes to the conclusion that Christian conversion is a »technology of the  self; :  which, under modern conditions, produces a new subjecthood that is deeply  enmeshed in economic globalization and the emergence of a system of nations-states. Not  only does conversion to Modern Christianity (both Protestant and Catholic) seek to  transform the Self by changing its relations to Others, it enables a new organization of  society.« (1996: 19-20)  Missiological perspectives  Missiologists can be tempted to see here a wonderful meeting-point with cultural  anthropology. Will missiology seize the helping hand?  1  Horton’s views are exposed and discussed by HEFNER in Conversion to Christianity (1993: 20-25).  81. Jahrgang : 1997 + Heft 4the colonized attach theır OW' meanıngs thıs DTOCCSS« (Van der Veer 993 F

Van der Veer the conclusion that Chrıstian CONvers10n 1s »technology of the
SeIt; 16 under modern condiıtl1ons, produces 191  < subjecthood that 15 deeply
enmeshed In eCOoNOMIC globalızation and the CEIMNETSCNCE of SyStem of natıons-states. Not
only does Conversion ern Christianity Protestant and Catholic) seek
transform the Self Dy changıng 1ts relations Others, it nables 11ICc  < organızatiıon of
soclety.« 9-2|

Missiological perspectives

Missiologists be empted SCC here WwWwonder meeting-point wıth ultural
anthropology. Wıiıll mi1ss10l0gy Sse1I7e the helping hand?

orton’s VIEeEWS AT exposed and dıiscussed Dy HEFNER In Conversion Christiani 0-2.
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Let explaın the CONVEITSCNCE from miss1i0logical perspective. In the first place,
classıcal m1ss10l10gy (n the wake of bıblical scholarship) insisted the from
partiıcularısm unıversalism in the development of revelatıon, already prefigured
In the Old JTestament at certaın decisive points, and fully ealiızed In the New Testament,
and artıculated maınly Dy the apostle Paul Ihe CONCEDL of un1ıversalism ere INeCcans the
M1SS10Nary CONCETN for nat1ons, for humankind A whole, beyond COvenant wıth
Israel; It 1s NOTt the Sd1I1lec meanıng N mplied In the theological discussion about unıversal
salvatıon OT »apocatastasıs«.

In the second place, m1ss10l10gy affırms the unıversal of Christology and
eschatology. sıngle bıblical reference INaY suffice: In the OU Gospel read these
words of Jesus »And shall draw INCN myself, when from the earth«
(0) 12 32) Christ has been made the Lord of human beings and creat1on, the
Lord of nıstory, and at the end of tiıme, {„he shal]l COMe Judge both the quI1c. and the
dead« (The Nıcene Creed). galn, thıs 1S elaboration of the ery2ma proclaımed Dy the
apostle Paul the Athenıians Mars ıll accordıng Acts 1/ 3031 »NOW
cCommands IN IHNCMN everywhere, repent, Decause he has 1Xe.| the day 1C.
he 111 have the WOT. Judged, and Justly Judged, Dy of hIs choosing; of thıs he has
gıven by ralsıng hım from the dead.«

z  A emphasize the eschatological setting of this un1ıversal of the keryz2maiıblical uniıversalism 1s future orlented, Carrıed Dy the hope that God acted and s{t1 l
aCcT In hıstory. History has been gıven direction and n and thıs INCans
tremendous dynamıcs applıed the WOT. aWaTe of the vexed quest10ns whether the
dırection of history 1S lIınear OT Circular OT In spır. and how much time the
wıll take untıl 1t 1S completed. However, these quest1ons 19(0)1 INY topıc 1n the presentartıcle. The heart of the atter 1s the fact, OT rather the hope, that humankind has future
Humankind 1S NOT yel what it 111 be and should be, but PTOCCSS has egun 1C Dy the

of God and glor10us CHNECTZY 111 COMe ıts ımplementation.
If NOoTt mistaken, thıs historical perspective 1S ackıng in the anthropological eOTYyof Hefner nstead of h1story, he speaks of transcendence 34) 1C INAaY be

understood In metaphysıcal WdY dASs the WOT. of Platonic ideas and values. Thıs
metaphysıcal approac 15 ell known AaIMNOoNg secular humanists and CVvVen AaINONZ theolo-
g1ans throughout Church history, and 1t has ıts benefits and ıts partıal truth, but preferthe historical emphasıs, provıde, hıstory 15 NOT gıiven the STtatus of divine hypostasis OT
the character of »Juggernaut« that advances under 1ts OW: momentum. '“ God emaıns the
Lord of history

ANyway take note of certaın affınıty between Hefner’s anthropological eOTYy of
CONVversion and eschatological VIEW of CONversion the pomnt of unıversalization, 1.e€

_ borrow thıs eXpression from UMPHREY ISHER 153-173), quoted Dy HEFNER 23) Originally itIS pplıed {O WOT. relıgion, NOL history such. When relıgıon evelops Into historical »Juggernaut«, the
problem of CONVversion MUuUSL be appralsı In another perspective. er these CITrCumstances, those who resist
»CONVers10n« dIe mMore authentically human, it IM han those who conform ashıon
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the self-education g10 of and g10 ommıtment »world-buillding«
T1om secular perspect1ve) 0)8 Tom Christian perspect1ve) the Joyfu. aCcCeplance of and
admıssıon into (already!) world-wıde communıty of brothers and sisters In Christ
beyond CVCIY wall of separatıon. Christian Convers1on, then, 1S sharıng 1n dıvıne
DUIDOSC that must be implemented In hıstory take the word MUSLI In the of the
eschatological del of the New Testament), namely the makıng of 1CW humanıty under
ONC head, namely the N6  S Adam, the Jesus Chrıst

Personal CONVversion

We ddress the ance of OUT research at thıs Conversion Chrıistianıty 1s
interpreted d »world-bullding« PIOCCSS, d Step ıIn the formatıon PITOCCSS of g10
human C1vilızatiıon, OT 1ın theologica ms, AS eschatological disclosure of
redemptive act1ıon for humankınd aSs whole, OT rather, (re)makıng of the ole of
humankınd that W as broken Dy SIN ese perspectives, however, ead us VeC far aWaYy
irom indıvıdual CONvers10on and INaYy be sed bypass the vexed questi1on of personal
CONVvers1ion. As example of thıs trend, Just from written Dy the noted
Ooman atholıc theologıan el1X Wılfred, irom ndıa, where changıng rel1g10us alleg1ance
15 bıg problem »Conversion 15 nothing but turnıng the act1on of God In hıstory 10
works hrough human realıties and partiıcıpatıng 1n the revolution that God 15 effecting 1n
favour of the DOOI« 66) For obv1ous CasSONS, In the 1an CONTLeEXTL, ei1xX Wiılfred
15 evadıng the question of ersonal Convers1ion. We nOL, however, OUnN! follow thıs
example In OUT general reflection here.

Let us finally attend thıs aspect of CoONnvers1on. Is the CONCETIN for personal CONvers1o0n
modern, pletistic approac that 1s ultımately iırrelevant ın the face of g10 developments

and structural adjustments? SC 1n present maınlıne m1ss1010gy reluctance deal
wıth ersonal CONvers1on In real theological ep We persuaded of the of
indıvıdualısm and pletistic reduction, and ell instructed that non- Western cultures aIic
NOTt indıvıdualısticbut communıty-oriented, Dy nNature apt solıdarıty and mutual love, that

longer belıeve that uman beings indeed indıvıduals and should be
approached d indıvıduals As indıvı1duals-in-society, maybe, aASs individuals-in-context, of
COUISC, but at rate aAs indıviduals, shaped and created indıvidually, separated from theır
mother al bırth, and yıng alone, each for hım OT herself 1s called lıving lalogue wıth
God In Chrıst »Follow me! Here I!« We remember the refreshing d1scovery of
lalogue as form of existence Dy the Jewısh phılosopher Martın er (1923) In h1s
famous book and Thou ins1ıst uDOoN the distinction between indıvıdual and PCISON,
namely between the CONCEDL of human eing 4S isolated MONAa| and the CONCEDL of

human eing d OVEe: and lovıing PCISON., Here drawıng from the legacy of
continental personalısm; NOT makıng Casc for individualism In the old style

13 See the 4ASSeEesSsSMENTL of the sıtuation Dy JULIAN ALDANHA (1980)
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Classıical approac. the CONVversion the Gentiles

galn, MUuUStT concede that personal CONversion dS such 1S less classıcal than may
hınk 1S truly modern emphasıs, probably or1ginating In the Enlıghtenment. Thıs 1S
apU1y pinpointed by Peter der Veer (1996) and CVCIMN INOTE Dy Talal sad (1996) 1n the
proceedings of the Amsterdam Symposium. Ihıs 1s NOT re: discovery: the famous
mM1sSs1ON hıstori1an Latourette (1937) had already made 1t clear.

The first speclaliızed missi0ological eXposIitions ıIn the fifteenth and sixteenth centurlies do
noTt speak of indiıvidual CONversi10n but of CONVerSLO gentium ,'“ the CONVvers1on of the
Gentiles, of the natıons NOTL yel NCIude: In the Christian Commonwealth, Christen-
dom (cChristianitas). The Gentiles collective CONCEPL, and INn the Christian polıcy of
those days, nat1ons WeTeC approached dAS collective entities, mOVvıing aSs communiıtıies,
ecıdıng d cCommunities under the leadership of theır ings, (0) 8 ÖT magıstrates.
Individual devlation from the natıon OT the W as almost unthınkable and altogether
iımpossible. The Reformatıon of the s1ixteenth CENLUTY produce OT signaled the decisive

from collective indıvidual standıng.
In seventeenth CENLUTY Protestant eology, the Conversion of the Gentiles (as collective

entities, »Nat10NSs« In the pre-modern of the WOT| 1s placed In calendar of
eschatological events that 111 PITCDAaTCc and ANNOUNCE the DAarOousIla, Christ’s In glory
In thıs calendar, the Conversion of the Gentiles 11l precede and condiıtion the CONvers1on
of the Jews Besıdes, 1t 18 VC ımportant realiıze that thıs of events 18 eft
the discretion of God and does NOoTt 1MDILY voluntary inıtiative Irom the Church H:
other Christian ABCNCY

NOTL entering 1nto details:; INY contention 1S Sımply that the problem of indıvidual
CONversion 15 modern development. Thıs does NOoT INC however, that because ıt 18
modern, ıt 1S worthless and should be 1SCarde: On the contrary!

Iheologica meanın2 of personal CONVersion

Christian COonversion has do wıth the PCISON of Jesus Christ already pomlnted Out that
Jesus Christ 15 the 11CcC  - Adam, the prototype of the e  < humanity intended Dy (G0d and
already COUTSEe In hıstory.

emphasiızed the unıversal of the appomıntment of 11C  < Adam Humankind d
whole, In time and 9 pasl, present, and future, and from erusalem the end of the
Olkoumene, and maybe CVCN elsewhere, 11 another Oolkoumene 15 CVeET discovered, 1s the
Tange of redemption. We already Cons1ıdered the unıversalizing PTOCCSS mplied by
Christian Convers1on.

14 See for instance NICOLAS ERBORN’S Instructions Francıscan MI1ss10NarIiesS, entıitlie| Epitome cConvertend:ı Gentes
Indiarum ad em Chrıisti adeoque ad Ecclesiam Sacrosanctam catholiıcam el apostolicam, 1532 It eals wıth the
CONVversion of the Gentiles of the West Indıes the ‘al of Christ and the church
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Ihe 11C  S Adam, however, 15 NOTL only 0-called personalıty that COVEIS

cCommunıty d ONeC abstract body TIhe EIMNETSCHNCC of humanıty at large 1S reproduced 1in the
CIMECTSCICC of human PDCTISON}NS d indıvıdual beings evolving 1ın theır imıted portion
of time and The 111e  < Adam 15 personalıze: In eSsus and ffered AS paradıgm of
ersonal exıistence CVCIY human eing Personal Convers1o0n, 1n thıs lıne of theologıcal
understandıng, amounts the bırth of the 1IC  < Adam ın the uman indıvıdual Jesus W as

real PCISON. In the Samle WAaY, real PCISON}NS into COMMUNIl1ON wıth Jesus, become ONC

wıth Christ hrough the Holy Spirıt, DuL Christ dAS garment (  atlans

Ecclesial dimension of personal Conversion

ere dIC intermediate levels of existence under the aradıgm of the NCW

Adam Humanıty A the otalıty of uman NıStOry 1S probably unthıinkable In OUT 1mıted
mınd and alsSO far LOO abstract. Christians used Cons1ıder the Church Unıversal d

plausıble ProtoLype of the LICW humanıty, the ertium of the Church Fathers The
Church Unıiversal 1s ın ıts turn made and operational in 1sıble ocal churches.
Conversion has inescapable ecclesiological dimension 3C 15 sometimes neglected Dy
CONteEMPOTArY m1ss10l0g1sts, for fear of the ugly ecclesiocentrism condemned DYy
Hoekendijk, © Rütt1ı (1972) and INa others. The churchiıficatıon of CONVers10Nn INaYy be

but the affırmatıon of the eccles1al implicatıon of CONVversi10n 1S completely ng
In the Current diıscussıon about CONVversion thıs 18 point of divergence of OpIn10ns.

Understandıng personal CONversion 1n 1fs eccles1al connotat1ons, COIMNC AC10O5S55S5 [WO maın
positions that call the maxımalıst and the minımalıst position. The mMınımMUum of eccles1al
Content 15 the affırmation of the CalegOTY of the neighbor. Conversion the Lord 1s in
actual fact »CONversion the neighbor«. *’ Thiıs position 1s ailırme: Dy Gustavo Gutierrez
and other lıberation theologıans. The maxımum of eccles1al Content 1S probably arilırme.
Dy the mM1ss1o0n encyclıcal Redemptoris MISS1LO of Pope John Paul 11 1n para Conversion
CannoTt be disconnected Irom baptısm in OCcCal church fully ın COomMMuUuUnNn10N wıth the church
of OoOme and ıts bıshop, namely the Pope (1990) eediess SaYy, NOT Oman atholıc
mi1ss10logı1sts WOU be prepared adop thıs posıtion.

Ihe eccles1al dimens1ion of CONVversion be taken 1n S{T1 another WadY, 10 1S
derivatıve Of the central meanıng of the term Several recent publications putl the

15 Ihe theme of the NCW dam IS aptıy iıllumınate: DYy HEODOR  ENS in h1is fascınatıng book rel1g10us
CONversion In the Pacıfıc At the Sd1I11Cc time he cshows the ineSscapable ambıgulty of the theme far AS the 11CW

umanıty gıven and promised In Christ 15 closely intertwined wıth socıal and cultural Innovatlions.
16 See HOEKENDIUK (1952) ] discussed Hoekendijk’s eology of 1ssıon and the eneral roblem of ecclesio0cen-
trısm in IMY boek MILSSLON, combat DOUT le salut du monde 2-73 critical assessment of Hoekendijk’s
ecclesi10logy and of Its influence in the ecumenıical IS gıven by PIETER VAN GURP (1989)
i GUTIERREZ 194) Iheology O] Liberation Was fırst publıshed in 9723 See also 194-205
Gutierrez 1S drawıng the CONCEDL of the »Sacrament of the ne1ghbor« suggested DYy Yves Congar, RKRomano Guardını
and Hans Urs VON Balthasar See short discussıon of these theological developments In PINDLER 216)
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eXpression »CONVersi1o0n of the urches« in theır tıtle (Blancy The intention 15
enhance ecumen1sm, 1.e., Chrıistian unıty and divisiıon and rıvalry between
enomınations. Cannot We thıs fascınating topıc here.

Ethical dimension COoONVversion

In the Current lıterature CONvers1on, there 1S al least ONe pomnt Of general agreement,
namely the emphasıs obedience OT discıpleship. Convers1on, whether it includes peak
experiıence OT 15 experienced aASs long PIOCCSS, 1S educed thıs peak experlence
OT prıvate turnıng point. Conversion 1S (fırst) Step the WaY of sanctıfiıcatiıon 0)8
holiness. galn, fınd here [WO opposıite interpretations, maxı1imalıst OIlC and
mıinımalıst one. The maxı1malısts pDutL the emphasıs soc1al and polıtic sanctification,
and want realıze, aASs it WCIC, the Kıngdom of God uDON the eart! Ihe mıinımalısts insıst

indıvıdual sanctıfiıcation expressed In of private ethıcal decisions.

Conclusion

afraıd Op1nı10ns 11l remaın diıvıded In understandiıng CONVers10n and In assessing
the and diımension of CONVers1on. Here agaln, the divıde between concılıar and
evangelıcal theologies and mi1ss10log1ies be perce1ived. Officlially, Christians and
churches affırm, In lıne wıth bıblıcal tradıtion, the call Conversion IC 15 central
In the or1ıgınal MCSSALC of Jesus Christ gaın and agaln, the (0) 8 Councıl of urches
maıintained that the CONCEDL of CONvers1on should NOT be 1jacke by evangelıcals,
pentecostals, and charısmatics, and that it TODEeITY of Christians .'® But in
order make the CONCEPLI of CONversion palatable In SOINEC quarters of 1ts constituency, the
OT Councıl of urches 15 forced enlarge and extend Its meanıng. Fınally,
CONVersion CENCOMDPDASSECS INa meanıngs that everybody be onfused and deceived

Christians OT humanists OI non-Christlans. afraıd CannotTt PIODOSC WdY Ouft
of the Cadloc. at least 1n the publıc discussiıon 16 15 vVCIYy much influenced by polıtic
and dıplomatıc consıderations.

What hope ave achı1eved 15 at least clarıfiıcatıon of the theological and m1SsS1010g1-
Cal debate Conversion ıIn the inner Circle of m1ssıon cholars

WOUuU ıke conclude wıth quotation taken from the German missiologist Paul
Löffler, In HIS well-known study » Ihe Bıblıical Concept of Conversion« insisting the
centrality of CONversion In the MILSSLO Deli »»Fellowship« mI1nus the passıon for CONversıon

18 See the Impressive Keport of the General Secretary the Central Committee of the ar Councıl of urches,
Geneva, 992, entitled »A Call Conversion« Castro Thıs ole 1Ssue of Ecumenical Review 1S evoted the
CONversion theme Among other contriıbutions, Ofe the SUPVCY ffered Dy the former lıbrarıan of the Ecumenical
Center in Geneva, ANS VAN DER BENT, » I he Concept of Conversion In the Ecumenıical Movement« 380-390)
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eal ghetto1sm; >SETrVICE< MINUS the call CONvers1o0n 1S gesture wıthout hope;
Christian educatıon MINUS CONversion 1S rel1g10s1ty wıthout dec1s10n; and ‚dialogue« wıthout
C  enge CONVversi1o0n emaıns sterıle talk « 42)
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SITraAC

Conversion Chrıistianıty has become topıc for hıstorlans and ultural anthropologists,
who emphasize the SOC1al diımens1i0ns of CONVvers10n, asıcally interpreted d

towards modernıty. The present artıcle SOCS beyond thıs interpretation and makes Casc

for genulnely m1ss1010g1cal approac Chrıistian COoOnversion In ıts personal and eccles1al
realıty, akıng ser10usly the Chrıstian eschatological frame of reference.

Note Ihıs artıcle DOCS back delıvered at the fall meeting of the Mıdwest
Fellowshıp of Professors of Miss1ons, Wheaton, Ilınois, 5th November 994 Its maın
themes WeEIC also addressed In ufe| ecture 1ın 995 (publıshed for prıvate circulatıon
only The present text 15 slıghtly revised version of the published in Missiology
(1997)
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