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PREFACE: PERSONAL THOUGHTS ON THE MISSIONARY TASK

This work is the testament of two people who, in a sense, have been failures. As young

people, both my wife, Carol, and I were inspired by the Christian ideal of the Missionary.

Both of us tried to make a career of it and both of us landed back in the workaday world

with everybody else.

Carol was especially “bitten” with the “Missionary bug.” She was raised in a

fundamentalist Baptist church in New Jersey and was the second daughter of a couple

with deep Southern Baptist roots. Her father sat on various church and missions boards

and they frequently met an assortment of “missionary statesmen.” Early on in life, she

was fingered as “our little missionary” and it was a role that she eagerly assumed. She

went to a Bible College in Texas and even did a summer missionary internship in Central

America only to be informed that, because of certain health and personal problems, she

was not considered ready for “the field” on a career basis.

This was an enormous letdown for her, of course, but it never dampened her interest in

the Missionary task. She has always been one to encourage and support any who are

willing and able to go to distant fields to witness of Jesus and His love.

For myself, the story is not quite so spectacular. My early background was Roman

Catholic and, as a young man, I had a certain interest in the priesthood. In my last year of

College, I attended a presentation given by a representative of a group doing home

missions in Northern British Columbia. They had mission schools in that area and

required teachers who would be willing, as the saying goes, to teach “for the love of it.”

(We were offered room and board and a small monthly stipend.) The University

Missionary Society (it was a Catholic school) helped me pay my way there and gave me a

little extra. I spent a year teaching High School in the cold snowy interior of British

Columbia and, at the end of the year, craved the “leeks and the onions and the garlic” of

Montreal, my home town. That was the end of my missionary career.

Years later, when Carol and I met in Dallas, where she had remained after College and to

where I went to study for a Master’s degree, we had, as a common interest, Church

matters. I was contemplating several Church-related careers after Seminary and some had

a missionary slant to them. In fact, after graduation, I found very little church work to do
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and was soon back in the world of High-School teaching. However, as a couple, Carol

and I continued to encourage and support missionary efforts.

So, as you can tell, Carol and I are both, in a way, “failed” missionaries. We never made

a career of preaching or teaching either in jungles or the great North Woods. We never

made a lifetime of Pastoring Mission Churches or teaching in Mission Schools in Latin

America or Northern Canada or Alaska or Africa or Europe or anywhere else for that

matter. We have not even done ministry “full time” in North America. Nonetheless, the

interest has always been there and, though we are now retired and into our sixties, the

interest continues.

When I retired and we moved to Cornwall, Ontario, we met a man named John, who was

starting up a Web Site www.TheEdenFactor.com Publishing with the intent of supplying

Christian material that could be downloaded free of charge. I wrote out a series of

booklets on Bible Introduction and a another series on Church History. I also Web-

published a popular version of my thesis on Teilhard deChardin. After all this, and while

I was working on a theological dissertation, Carol suggested that I also write something

about missions. Being a good and obedient husband, I have done so and this is the result.

Few efforts in human history have been as long-standing, resource-consuming, time-

consuming, positive and negative as the Christian Missionary task. As I write, thousands

are being commissioned everywhere from Chicago to Lagos to Seoul to “go forth and

make disciples” in the name of Jesus. It has been estimated that over 100,000 a day are

presently entering the Christian fold. How can even secular historians bypass this

enormous human effort? Missionaries brought Europe out of barbarism, gave the Slavic

people their alphabet, consolidated the power of the Spanish on what is now Latin

America, and educated and influenced continents of people; many are presently spending

countless hours rescuing marginalized people from social abuse, drug abuse, and

alcoholism. Sometimes, unfortunately, they were the pawns of a worldly Church and

imperialistic princes. More often, however, the missionaries were and are a wondrously

selfless breed. They give all that others might have more, that places without schools

would have schools, that places without hospitals would have basic medical care, and that

people living lives of despair and fear would have joy and hope.

Do not disdain the missionary. The ones we have known have been amongst the best
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human beings we have ever encountered. We count it an honor to have even been

considered to join their ranks and, of we did not make it, it simply is because we did not

exhibit the strength, the courage, and the dedication required. And how may of you know

someone who does?

However, before detailing this marvelous effort, I thought it was necessary to put

Missions in context, that context being, of course, Biblical. We must first consider the

very nature of the Great Commission, especially as contained in Matthew and Acts. Then,

we must relate missions to the Christian Life as a whole. Then I want to cover the pre-

Reformational period in a short series of essays since most of that material is already

detailed in any Church History book (including the booklets I have written). Only when

considering activity in the post-Reformational period, especially in the period of 1700 to

the present can we detail the history of missions separately from the History of the

Church. It is not that Missions then becomes something other than the Church. It, in fact,

becomes so complex at that point that, as with most things in the modern world, it

develops into a specialty that must be dealt with in its own context.

Lawrence and Carol Don-Elysyn

Cornwall, ON

March, 2007
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Chapter 1:
THE GREAT COMMISSION

The entire vast Christian Missionary effort is a response to a Command. However, as we

shall see, this is no ordinary response to just any command. This is a Command that

carries within it its own response.

As Jesus was departing from this earth to enter fully into the Father’s presence, He gave

his disciples a command. Scripture contains several versions of this command, which is

known as the Great Commission. The best known and most explicit are found in Acts 1:8

and Matthew 28:19-20. Another, more controversial version is found in the long ending

of Mark, chapter 16 verses 15-18. Luke 24:47-49 contains a statement that Luke more

clearly expresses in Acts and Jesus’ post-resurrection discourse with the Apostles as

recorded in John 20 contains a statement that also clearly indicates the missionary task

(John 20:21).

Personally speaking, what I found interesting about these statements is that, in no case,

do they imply any “salesmanship.” We are never told to go out and “sell” the gospel to

anyone. It is never stated that we better go and there and reach “them” before “they” go

to Hell. Nonetheless, there is an urgency about them. But the urgency comes from the

enormous confidence with which the Great Commission is uttered. It is not the urgency

of a man caught in a conundrum. It is the urgency of a warrior that is going out to battle,

a battle that he knows he has already strategically won.

Let us now consider each one of these passages.

Acts

In Acts 1:8 Jesus is saying many things. The first thing He states is that His disciples will

receive power. This power is clearly from God. Therefore, what they are going to do, in

fact, is to participate in a God-initiated act. The act is going forth from God. They are to

be merely conduits of His power. His is the muscle in the arm and the hand. They are but

the glove. Jesus clearly that God’s own Spirit will come upon them. Jesus also states that

this act will manifest itself as a “witnessing.” Now, someone cannot “witness” about

something they have not seen or experienced. The Apostles were to tell of what they had
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seen and experienced. They were to relate what Jesus had told them. They were to relate

to others what Jesus had done. This verse clearly implies that those who go forth to

witness must go forth filled with God’s Holy Spirit to tell of a reality that they personally

have experienced and are, in fact, continually experiencing.

This contrasts with what has often gone on through the ages where everything from

salesmanship to torture was used to “convince” people of the truths of the faith. Such

tactics were often employed by people who were either self-righteous or politically

motivated. Using the McLuhan Principle (“The medium is the message”), I frankly doubt

that the Gospel message was ever conveyed by such means. The medium was wrong and

so, I gather, was the message. The more the messenger relies on the Holy Spirit, the truer

the message will be. The more the messenger relies on salesmanship or political bullying,

the more false the message will be.

Consequently, the rest of the Book of Acts gives us brilliant example of how this

commission should be effected. Peter speaks with courage of the resurrection. Stephen

explains to the Sanhedrin how Jesus fulfills all the Old Testament Scriptures. Philip

explains to the Ethiopian eunuch who the suffering servant of Isaiah is. Paul and Silas

and Barnabas go out to proclaim the Messiahship of Jesus to the Jews and faith in one

true God to the Gentiles of the Roman Empire. They simply tell and preach and those

who will do come, those whom God “did not appoint…to suffer wrath but to receive

salvation through Our Lord Jesus Christ.” (I Thess. 5:9)

Matthew

Having said this, let us turn to Matthew 28: 19-20. The Holy Ghost is also mentioned

here but not as exclusively as in Acts. Nonetheless, the entire phrase “in the name of the

Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost,” (v. 19) though now much obscured by

overuse, clearly states that the action required is to be done with God’s authority and in

His power. This interpretation is reinforced by v. 20 in which Jesus pledges to be always

with those who do go forth. The act of witnessing here is referred to as teaching and

baptizing. It is an act of reaching out and including in fellowship all those who will be

taught. Baptism is designated as the act that designates inclusion.

Note also that baptism and teaching go together here. Those who receive the teaching are


