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Introduction 

It would not be inappropriate to start with an obvious negation! Neither in Matt. 28:16-20 nor in 

its parallel texts (Mark 16:15-18; Luke 24:44-49) did Jesus say that he was giving his followers a 

Great commission as it has turned out to be in the Christian history of missions. Rather, we are 

certainly aware of passages where Jesus has given a great commandment or the greatest 

commandment (Matt. 22:35-40; Mark 12:28-34) through which he summarily captures Mosaic 

commandments. An uncritical reader of the Bible might take the editorial title to Matt. 28:16-20 

and its parallel texts too seriously to realize the editors’ own missional biases about the passage. 

A significant pitfall of an uncritical and overwhelming acceptance of the phrase the Great 

Commission in contrast to lesser acceptance of what was emphatically uttered as thegreat 

commandment or the greatest commandment is the creation of unsolicited binaries. Historically, 

prioritizing the great commissionhas substantially prioritized a form of mission to preach and to 

make disciples over against a mission to love God and neighbors. Prefixing great to the 

commission generates an agency – both in the sense of an organization and as a capacity to act 

and establish a discourse – that has deeply established in history the binary of patron-recipient. 

The implications of such prioritization are deeper than just finding answers to in rectifying the 
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binary. In short, there has been a history of irreversible colonial missions based on the great 

commission where Christianity raided both militarily and culturally to make disciples of those 

nations understood to be non-Christian and non-Western heathens. India, my home country, has 

been deeply impacted by Christian missions, where Christian missionaries from Denmark, 

Portugal, Britain, and other European countries came to establish themselves as legacies of their 

empires. They intended to preach, in the words of William Carey, to Mahometans and 

pagans.
1
Responsively, Indian theology exhibits both acceptance of and resistance to Christian 

missions. Dana Robert reviews various responses to the great commissionby different 

confessional organizations. She mentions that the Lausanne Movement2 and the A.D. 2000 and 

Beyond Movement3 were optimistic of having reached out with a Christian gospel to ninety-five 

percent of the world’s population. Robert notices that the Twentieth century has witnessed “the 

great geographic expansion of Christianity since the conversion of Europe.” Therefore, those 

who are critical of the expansionist motifs of missions believe that the “Great Commission 

should no longer be emphasized as the centre of Christian mission because the age of expansion 

is over.”
4
 Those who abide by the Matthean great commission missional strategy give 

themselves a clear mandate to preach (and invariably to convert). And thus considering everyone 

else, they encounter uncritical hearers of the gospel. The agency rested with the expansionists. 

The present mission context clearly senses a necessity for an alteration from customary grand 

suppositions about mission-dynamics (preacher-hearer binary) and to recreate approaches for a 

“non- imperial” relational basis. The alternative is not about one replacing the other. With an 

increasing trend to move beyond the conventional notion of the great commission,missions today 

are called to envision healthier relationships that convert into mission-practices. 
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In recent decades, there has been a clear shift to evaluate the understanding of agency and 

the role of the colonizer and the colonized in Christian missions. A recent large-scale review was 

taken up at the Edinburgh-2010 conference that marked one hundred years of modern missionary 

movement. Edinburgh-2010 was a conference to celebrate the Centenary of the World 

Missionary Conference held in Edinburgh in 1910. The core idea of the Edinburgh-2010 was to 

review and revise mission strategies in light of rapid socio-cultural, geopolitical, and poly-

dimensional global change. While the 1910 conference was limited to mainline Protestantism, 

the 2010 conference claimed participants from a variety of “Christian traditions and confessions 

including Roman Catholic, Orthodox, Pentecostal, and Independent churches, and show a better 

gender and age balance.”5 

 

My paper bases its evaluation on two important documents that are products of the 

Edinburgh-2010 conference: Edinburgh-2010, Volume II, Witnessing to Christ Today edited by 

Daryl Balia and Kirsteen Kim,6 and Edinburgh-2010: Mission Today and Tomorrow edited by 

Kirsteen Kim and Andrew Anderson.7 The documents are anthologies of group reflections based 

on various themes and of individual presentations and responses. So, I analyzethe documents’ 

views and comments with reference to theGreat Commission. From this, I first determine what 

sense of agency is generally perceived. And second, I explore how this sense of agency 

influences the understanding of the role and participation of children in mission. Edinburgh-2010 

highlights and discusses preaching motif as an outcome of the Great Commission, albeit as a 

critical discussion on the place and role of children in Christian mission. Also added to this 

dynamic is the notion of the “advantage of the adult over children.” I want to say how the whole 

Christian mission motif to preach also translates in adult-children relationships as adults’ 
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prerogative to prescribe and control, especially in understanding the place and role of children in 

mission. This dynamic in adult-children relationships, which is adult-dominant, is not new or just 

a fall-out of the kerygmatic mission. Rather, this age old dynamic is time and again reiterated 

with various motifs. In the case of Edinburgh-2010, it is echoed with the preaching motif. 

Finally, I propose theological directions for children’s agency. I draw my idea of agency from a 

combined reading of Simone Bignall’s Postcolonial Agency and Rowan Williams’ exposition of 

agential significance of Holy Spirit in Trinity from his “Word and Spirit,”  in On Christian 

Theology. 

 

Part 1 

A Theoretical Framework for Agency 

For this paper, I draw my framework of agency from Simone Bignall’s explanation for a 

postcolonial agency. Bignall proposes a qualitative postcolonial perspective, expanding upon 

various forms of “political resistance to Empire.” While there is a tendency in postcolonial 

arguments to create binaries, Bignall’s work seeks to balance the binary tendency by retrieving 

the agency of the colonized as well as recognizing the “responsibility and transforming capacity 

of formerly colonizing subjects.”
8
 In Bignall’s words: 

 the process of postcolonialization therefore requires not only an appropriate philosophy 

 of transformation encompassing a general theory of historical discontinuity […] but also 

 a particular concept of transformative agency that enables one consciously to enact a 

 postcolonial ethic of relation to others, and to engage a collaborative politics of material 

 transformation in order to construct postcolonial institutions and communities of practice 

 with others.9 

 

A starting point for my working definition of agency is to explain agency as the “human 

capacity to act”10 or for people to react in their contexts.11 In a context where violence is 
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embedded in social structures, human agency is due to two factors: (1) to a social structure where 

human agency is a consequence of structural constraints or cultural stresses, and (2) to human 

agency or action as a product of self-will. The self-willed agency could challenge a structure 

inadvertently. The explanation of agency is classically connected to social structures, and how 

agency and social structure reciprocate in constituting or reconstituting each other. Discussions 

on agency gained prominence with a critical assessment of structuralism that either negated or 

diminished the role and actions of individuals as significant in shaping a discourse. To explain it 

further: Foucault, for instance, does not completely rule out the connection of the agency of 

subalterns to their subjectivity, albeit agency appears and disappears in subjectivity without 

clarity to the notion of agency. Subjectivity and agency exhibit a state of flux. Foucault questions 

agency as a unitary rational entity of Enlightenment.Yet it allows for space to discuss 

differences, and therefore, allows a notion of agency that is not necessarily a rational, 

autonomous agency, but an agency that projects itself as an effect of subjectivity.
12

 Therefore, 

subjectivity becomes a key formative factor of agency, an agency not as a completely separate 

entity, but as a response that emerges out of such questioning of autonomy or privileging of one 

form of agency over the other. 

The ambiguous relationship between subjectivity and agency has been revisited among 

postcolonial thinkers. Edward Said sees in Foucault a disapproval of structures, which is not 

enough to separate self-willed agency from subjectivity for a considerable moment.
13

 In Said’s 

thoughts, critics of structures, such as Foucault, hesitate to allow the significant success of 

counter discursive attempts: they could first be the way counter powers have been 

misrepresented, especially concerning the way physical and political repression takes place to 

safe guard a dominant culture; and second, they do not emphasize the ensuing discourse of 
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liberation.
14

 Said’s thoughts open up to what Bignall calls “causal and purposeful” agency. For 

Bignall, “‘agency’ primarily refers to action that is both causal and purposefully directed, 

although never free from constraints.”15 She attempts to separate “agency” from “action.”16 For 

this paper, my explanation for the agency-action binary relation that Bignall creates is that 

agency is a cumulative notion of perceptions, actions, voices, and aspirations that interrogate a 

structure at various levels. It envisions a new display of relationships that identify, esteem, and 

assert the agency of the least.  

The above discussions have set a few parameters for further discussions about agency 

and children in Edinburgh-2010 discussions. New subjectivities such as the missionally 

colonized peoples, including children, have the ability to provide agential significance. The 

abilities of missionally colonized adults and children to provide agency exists alongside the 

capacity of dominant mission agents to adapt to the growing needs of the contexts. One of the 

dominant mission agents in the context of this discussion is adults. Specifically, the agencies of 

the new subjectivities have inherent powers that could be further explored to constantly enhance 

the possibility of newer or unrecognized trajectories of agency. In the case of emphasizing 

children’s agency, some questions would be: How long should children strive to establish 

themselves as equally significant without being completely submissive to adults? What is the 

level of openness adults should exhibit for children given the historical danger that they subsume 

and overpower children? These questions to some extent could ward off the danger of the new 

agency creating a new hierarchy and new power equations. They also create spaces for various 

“assemblages of ‘the multitude’.”17 

The conference has raised a crucial question keeping in mind new forms that power takes 

contextually and draws us to act in the face of the power: “The question of agency is pertinent. 
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Christians may find themselves in positions of power or being given powerful positions, but how 

are they utilizing that power and to whose advantage?”
18

 That question offers a sense of desire 

among mission-organizations for an alternative where changes in organizations would effect 

transformation. For Bignall, given various kinds of responses to power, a “postcolonial” 

condition describes a holistic change that has happened “in practices defining social 

construction, self-concept and attitudes of being, relating and belonging.”
19

 

 

Part 2 

The Great Commission and Agency in Edinburgh-2010 

 [I]t is frequently acknowledged that the interconnections between the modern missionary 

movement and colonialism damaged the Christian endeavor by presenting a powerful 

Christendom model of the religion from a Western world view. 
20

 In this section I discuss how 

proclamation (kerygma) of the Christian gospel by preaching and making disciples in the name 

of the Triune God continues to be a critical point of reference in Edinburgh-2010. With this, it 

becomes clear that the mission motif to preach lingers on as a predominant strategy while themes 

such as reconciliation, love, dialogue, and inclusive community work around the main theme. 

This is not to negate equally significant attempts to radically reverse the colonial method of 

preaching by exhibiting “attentiveness to the experiences of those affected by this agenda of 

colonial expansionism.” It rather challenges power dynamics within mission history by now 

promoting the “agency of indigenous people in contextualizing Christianity from their earliest 

engagement with it.”
21

 It can, however, be noticed that expansionist motif in mission continues 

to be a pressure-exerting strategy by many missional agencies, but by wisely accommodating and 

negotiating with the agency of the colonized. This strategy retains the powerful notion of the 

dominant that one’s knowledge is better than the other’s as a missional tool, especially in its 
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interaction in multi-faith and multicultural contexts. It creates constructs like preacher-recipient. 

Exposition of such binaries will help to further explain that preaching does not remain only as a 

geo-political expansionist activity, but also as a dynamic of knowledge-transfer 

intergenerationally (between adults and children).  

The conference sets the tone for future missions in Theme One on the biblical bases for 

mission. One of the biblical bases of mission is being “sent forth” based on a Trinitarian formula 

where God sends his Son, and the Son in turn sends the Spirit. The conviction of being “sent” 

demands of Christian mission a rigorous conviction to continue a Trinitarian affair. However, 

with the recent contextual challenges, the “procession” model assumes a dialogical tone towards 

“being with others in loving communion.” “Mission among other faiths,” which is the emphasis 

of Theme Two, traces continuity and discontinuity in theological themes such a dialogue, 

conversion, and pluralistic theology. Theme One of parallel sessions highlights a survey 

conducted among churches and mission agencies on their theological understanding of missional 

practices. An important element pertinent to our discussion is a discussion on missio Dei that 

seems to vie for attention alongside the overarching theme of the great commission:  

 From the three models of mission adopted on the survey—proclamation, liberation and 

 justice and missio Dei, it was found that proclamation was the most commonly described 

 as the driver for mission in the local survey. The national survey was more concerned 

 with integrating all three models. Missio Dei was found to be a weak driver for mission. 

 Despite the prevalence of the language of missio Dei it was not found to be a prominent 

 driver of mission in the interview stage. Matthew 28:18-20, the “Great Commission”, 

 appeared to be the primary biblical driver for the local survey and interviews and this 

 verse was also used in website texts.22 

 

Edinburgh-2010 shows a great awareness of “oppressive misinterpretations” of the conventional 

idea of the great commission, and yet it sustains the post-resurrection instruction of Jesus by re-

reading the “mandates given by the resurrected to his disciples.” Dialogue is envisioned in multi-
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faith setups, however, not without an apprehension about compromising one’s own convictions 

in dialogue.
23

 The conventional commission has nonetheless been “proved” a stimulus for 

missions. Edinburgh-2010 has tried to see new challenges for mission in light of the 

conventional commission framework. It sees that Matthean priorities for mission are concerned 

with forgiveness, love, and the “formation of communities across ethnic boundaries.” 

Furthermore, reading the Markan indicator for the commission, the conference explains how the 

disciples of Jesus are lead to “a specific commission” (16:15-20). It is the only version of the 

great commission passage indicating the act of “preaching the gospel” beyond geographic and 

cosmic boundaries: to “all creation.” Preaching leads to spiritual healing ministry and miracles 

(“signs”).24
 

There is strong reason to see further why the conventional idea of the great commission 

still holds sway amidst growing awareness of the need to move away from it. For example, in 

Theme Seven, under the sub-section Mission, Migration, Diaspora and Ethnicity, the East 

African presentation described Christian mission as purpose-driven and God-centered in order to 

address some of the immediate issues that bother the region socio- politically. In Eastern Africa, 

which faces uninterrupted encounters with poverty, disease, and ignorance amidst enormous 

resources, the mission of the church is trying to confront these anomalies as its priority. For this 

focus, the church is invested with the agency to empower and not disempower, bring peace, 

healing, and reconciliation, and not to cause conflict, injury and segregation.
25

 

It is also interesting to note that the East African perspective of mission is strongly driven 

by the conventional imperative of mission beyond home geography. The region’s internal 

challenges significantly contest the conventional notion of mission as beyond one’s own 

geographic boundaries. Even as the church’s empowering agency is called to focus on internal 
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troubles, it is strongly believed that “beyond mission at home, the church in Eastern Africa has to 

go out to all corners of the earth to make disciples as per the great commission. In this the church 

has to identify the various mission fields in order to discern the engagement, proclamation and 

presence required of it.”
26

 

The conventional great commissionnow sees the swapping of actors, but the message and 

the method remain largely intact. It would not be appropriate at the moment to assert that the 

world outside Eastern Africa, be it other parts of Africa or outside the African continent, which 

could be the former colonizers like Europe or Asian countries, should receive the gospel. The 

focus of concern is that the mode—preaching and teaching —seems to be mission-essential.  

In Theme Eight under Biblical and Theological Foundations of Mission in Unity, mission 

is constructed on unity manifested in the Triune God. Just as the Father in the Trinity sent his 

Son to be fully human, the Word becomes incarnate. The intention of the Son’s sending “starts 

with the kerygma of metanoia [repentance].” Here the theological foundation of mission begins 

with kerygma [proclamation] and ends by “calling” the nations to be baptized in the name of the 

Triune God. It is to “spread” and “bring” the “good news to the ends of the earth.” What has to 

be noticed here is that a reference to Triune God is a readily implied connection to kerygma. 

While there have been hints on how the Triune God’s model is a sign of unity and reconciliation, 

the emphasis is laid only on Jesus’ salvific work in the world rather than as a wider intention of 

the Trinity to strive dialogically for a harmony. In its explanation of the mission of the Triune 

God, the mission of Jesus to proclaim, to call all nations to baptism, and to preach, takes priority, 

but with a twist. The language of “solidarity with the suffering people” finds its place alongside 

preaching and baptizing the nations.
27

 It becomes noticeably evident that the liberationist 

language of “solidarity” is employed to ease the gravity of the conventional commission and 
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accommodate a solidarity-stance as a new trajectory for the great commission. Even as the theme 

continues to dwell on mission in kenotic love, it is presented that sharing, as in Christ’s self-

emptying and sharing, is to share the gift of love that Christ freely gave. Therefore “opening up 

of the church” is a “fundamental condition” of the church.
28

As Cathy Ross concludes in her 

essay on great commission Christians, “Christianity is now a faith of many centres, and mission 

is multi-directional—from anywhere to anywhere. Christians in various parts of the world 

engage in mission differently and in new ways. We are experiencing Christianity as a kind of 

multi-coloured and multi-layered quilt with many shapes, sizes, fabrics and textures.”29 

A few observations can be made here on the method and content of preaching motif. 

Preaching as a method in the conventional understanding of the great commission in Edinburgh-

2010 still insists on moving beyond one’s own geographic boundary. In the baggage of such a 

notion are dialogue, reconciliation, and solidarity. One can also notice a sense of self-evaluation 

by home mission agencies. This back and forth movement of contents within an old method of 

preaching tends to retain and establish strongly some older contents as baptizing the non-

Christian communities and rigorously spreading the gospel of Jesus as relevant methods. What 

too often goes unnoticed is negotiation of power equations: With whom should power lie more? 

With the preacher or the hearer? Or, in the context of conflict and the need for reconciliation, the 

question about power is: With whom does power lie more? With the perpetrator or the victim? 

On whose terms should reconciliation occur? How much power could be shared in working out a 

reconciliatory position? What I try to argue and present here ahead of understanding children’s 

agency in an adult-dominant theological landscape is that the overarching emphasis of the great 

commissionsituates its power equation still in a dominant mode. There have been committed 

efforts, however, to pan the power across among the different participating groups in missions. 
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This seems to be the case in understanding the agency of children in missions in Edinburgh-

2010. 

Part 3 

Children and Children’s Agency in Edinburgh-2010 

After having established that the preaching-motif of the great commissioncontinues to be a 

dominant thought in a largely changing world-response to it, I will critically present how 

children and children’s agency have been presented in the Edinburgh-2010 conference. In the run 

up to the conference, the significance of children and their agential significance in missions are 

some of the crucial issues that preparatory study groups of the Edinburgh-2010 bothered to 

invest more time on than previously. A quick critical gist of how children’s issues are dealt with 

in some of the preparatory groups at the conference is appropriate. 

Wendy Strachan explained a significant vision for children’s active presence in her 

presentation Welcoming Children: Reinstating Children in our Theological Reflections on 

Mission. Strachancalls the insignificant attention to children in Christian mission “a scandal.” 

She refers to “a few fleeting references to children” and calls the conference to “inspire the 

church beyond its existing paradigms so that children become an integral part of the life and 

mission of the church.”30 The paradigm shift would happen through theological reflections and 

research. Strachan also refers to the centrality of children proposed through the Child Theology 

movement31 and other theological movements as suggestions to take this issue further. The 

persuasive argument of Strachan is to know from the conference whether children’s issues would 

feature prominently on the agenda of subsequent mission conferences and whether children 

would be active and equal participants at the conference.
32
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Mission and Power, which was the focus of Theme Four, has picked up on a noteworthy 

gap in missions by dealing with educational motives of dominant models among younger 

generations of many indigenous communities. The group report mentions that missions has 

always been associated with power much against Pentecost’s objective that the power of the 

Spirit would empower the powerless (Acts 2:17-18). A case study of Canadian Residential 

School style education during the colonial period captures the typical perpetuation of a grand 

scheme of imperialism. Education as a colonial tool is a point of discussion. “From the earliest 

days, Christians were interested in providing a European-style education to indigenous 

children.”33 While generally it is presumed that the colonialists were completely successful in 

imparting their cultural legacy through educating the younger generation, in reality this may not 

be the case. In the discussion, there is a clear rejection of the suggestion that “indigenous peoples 

were without agency, ignorant and devoid of the capacity to engage and decide for 

themselves.”34 They weighed new teachings in the light of their own experiences and made 

“crucial decisions whether to accept the new faith.” However, the missionary impact was 

deemed maximum by implementing colonial ideas in residential schools. The “aboriginal 

children were to be ‘caught’ young to be saved from what is on the whole the degenerating 

influence of the home environment.”35 It is here highlighted that children’s vulnerability and 

their unquestioned innocence to accept a thought uncritically is taken advantage of. In a survey 

conducted later on toanalyze the impact of the colonialists’ objective, it was found that the 

children taken into residential schools “were ashamed of their ancestry” and aboriginal culture, 

and wanted to disconnect themselves from their original cultural teachings. Those who tried to 

run away from the system were punished. Punishments were also sexual in nature.36
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Vulnerable groups, like aboriginal children, participating in mission have their positive 

dynamics, according to Theme Four group. They mention that those who are vulnerable have 

little to lose and are therefore prone to take more risks and be more open to others and other 

conditions. By keeping windows of vulnerability open, we might experience new things, and 

gain new insights for our lives and our understanding of God, the world, and humanity. Then, 

“there is an element of mystery when the dynamism of mission does not come from the people in 

positions of power or privilege… but from below, from the little ones, those who have few 

material financial or technical resources.”37 Otherwise, children are bundled up in a conventional 

“women, children and the marginalized” way! Or, wherever scarcely children are mentioned, 

children are the most vulnerable and need empowerment. And the question was how Christian 

education could empower them for missions. The agency of each marginalized group in this 

bundle is ignored or not fully considered as a relevant theological category. 

Theme Seven deals with the topicChristian Communities in Contemporary Context. 

Taking the African context seriously, the group highlights the limitations of Edinburgh-2010 

with regard to the number of people who can be physically present in the conference. What is 

emphatic is the group’s call for an “equitable representation of people from the global South 

(Africans included), women, children, youth, disabled, African independent Pentecostal and 

indigenous churches, people living with HIV/AIDS (PLWHA), indigenous peoples, and so on.”38 

This emphasizes the missional need to listen to the voices of the above-mentioned groups 

directly and not through their representatives external to themselves. The representation could 

diminish the agency of the marginalized groups. 

Mission and Unity, Ecclesiology and Mission, the focus of Theme Eight, deals with the 

signpost of ecumenicity in and around Edinburgh-1910 and broader conceptual issues, as this 
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group finds “unity” to be the pressing need of the time. The first-century Pentecostal unity was 

engendered by the Holy Spirit that was sent by Jesus. This unity should not be overwhelmed by 

the traditional missionary zeal of expanding and dominating. Theme Nine with its focus on 

Missions Spirituality and Authentic Discipleshippowerfully suggests the importance of 

depending on the work of the Holy Spirit and the reading of the scripture, which would enlighten 

us to engage ourselves directly towards “caring for the orphans and children.” It calls us to 

cultivate discipleship in youth and children.39
 

However, of utmost interest for our discussion, I feel, is the document of Theme Five 

group that discussed Forms of Missionary Engagement. That theme states that “these forms of 

missionary engagement include mission with the vulnerable, partnership, mission with children, 

‘receiving’ mission, and the mission of the media. These specific themes are emphasized since 

they bear significant consequences for missionary engagement in our time.”40The context for this 

discussion is clearly set. It happens in varying and overlapping contexts as globalization, neo-

liberalism, multiculturalism, unprecedented urbanization, religious fundamentalism, situations of 

growing economic injustice, multifaith and beyond faiths situations, and the “‘shift of the centre 

of gravity’ of Christianity from global North to global South.”41
 

The “Listening Group” of the Conference in its report raises optimistic thoughts aboutthe 

role of children as “a new energy for twenty-first century mission.”It notes with concern from the 

past many instancesof misuse of power in the treatment of children. The group deems it 

important to adapt an accommodative language devoid of power notions, which respects children 

with dignity. It also highlights how in many Christian communities children are perceived as 

passive recipients of adult-centric thoughts and inactive participants in fellowships for adults.
42

 

A critical revision of such theological positions ensures children’s “full participation as members 
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of the Body of Christ makes us realize anew that God has used children as his willing 

instruments throughout Christian history.”
43

 In Strachan’s thoughts, children’s agency could be 

recovered by introducing child-centered theological thinking that cuts across disciplines, thus 

creating a “synergy between theory and practice” that responds to children’s aggrieved 

situations.44
 

It is heartening to see how Theme Five attributes to the Holy Spirit the power to 

transform the structured and institutionalized churches that through their power structures are 

shown to co-opt or pass over some members of the community. These power structures are 

highly influenced by market forces that have not spared children in their contexts. In fact, neo-

liberalization has put children at greater risk than ever. In this context the group has this to say 

about the working of the Spirit: “Renewal of the local church begins when the Holy Spirit calls a 

congregation or group back to their true identity and source (Luke 15:17). This identity is found 

in God, God’s coming kingdom, in the Word made flesh, the Bible and the Tradition of the 

Church universal. Local church renewal occurs when the Holy Spirit transforms the people and 

the community into the likeness of Christ through repentance (metanoia) and openness of hearts 

to God.”45
 

The conference publication has also dedicated a considerable section to the ability of 

children that could open up to new avenues within missions. They considered how biblically 

children are “welcomed and deployed for service,” how children could be “agents of 

transformation,” and how children could be “the untapped force for mission.” It is, therefore, 

inspiring to know that much later than never, the issues of children and their agential significance 

has made way into the thought process of missional projects. 
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Part 4 

A Need for Children’s Agency in Mission: Edinburgh-2010 and Beyond 

How can children be active participants in missions where their views and perceptions are 

considered as significant? What are some theological directives for children’s active agency in 

missions? As a starting point, Strachan’s analysis highlights, as a starting point, some liberating 

alternatives for children’s agency in mission. It is now clear from the earlier sections that 

children’s agency has to be projected in a context where preaching as the dominant motif of the 

great commissionweighs heavily as a priority in many mission organizations and institutions. 

However, many organizations wisely accommodate and negotiate with voices that vary from the 

conventional great commission. Despite this, the accommodative strategy tends to retain the 

powerful notion of the dominant. In situations as this, we see that new subjectivities such as 

children have always the potential to provide transforming views and perceptions alongside the 

agential capacity of adults as the dominant mission agents. Children’s agencies open up 

innovative or unrecognized courses of action for their agency. In Cathy Ross’ thoughts 

Christianity has been adapting itself to the many-centeredness and multi-directionality of faith 

and mission activities. This adaptation has the potential to challenge any one continent or 

empire-centric agency and, therefore, to invest agency in every community and beyond. Such 

exposures build into mission the ability to identify and project the agency of the side-lined. Even 

a significant mission paradigm as missio Dei (as discussed in part 2) that could engage the Great 

Commission has been, as Jayakiran Sebastian suggests, a dominant paradigm. Sebastian 

proposes what could make missio Dei an engaging paradigm. He argues for “Mission to God” as 

a novel and critical missiological position. A bold mission to God fearlessly perceivesmeans 
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tointerrogatenormative ideas of missionand“yet create a notion of mission that is simply not built 

on any form of nativism.”46
 

A theological paradigm that begins to challenge the great commission’sconventional 

notion of being “sent” and therefore licensed to “preach” is Rowan Williams’s theological 

provocative on the Trinity. The conventional Trinitarian “procession” formula continues to be a 

theological challenge too in perpetuating the expansionist mode of the great commission. 

However, the Trinity also encompasses in it a potential to create an agency for the Holy Spirit, 

which in Williams’ thought is not just “a supplement” to the Father and the Son. Williams 

provides insights on the Spirit’s agential distinction in the body of Trinity, where the assemblage 

of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit is understandably dominated by the Father. The 

commission of the Son is significantly considered too. But what about the transforming power of 

the Holy Spirit? How significant is it in relation to the Father and the Son? For Williams  

 The Spirit’s ‘completion’ of Christ’s work is no longer to be seen epistemologically, as a 

 supplement or extension to the teaching of Christ, or even as that whichmakes it possible 

 to hear and receive the Word. It is rather a completion in terms of liberation and 

 transformation: it is gift, renewal and life. It is not possible to speak of Spirit in 

 abstraction from the Christian form of life as a whole: Spirit is “specified” not with 

 reference to any kind of episodic experience but in relation to the human identity of the 

 Christian.
47

 

Williams redefines the concept of transformative agency of the Spirit not as an add-on of 

the Father and the Christ of the Trinity, but as the one who consciously enacts an ethic of relation 

with and to the Father and the Son. This is breaking grounds in Trinitarian discourse that 

conventionally treats the latter as a procession from the former: the Son proceeds from the 

Father, and the Spirit from the Son. Moreover, the Spirit is not just via-media for the Word to 

take roots in its hearers and practitioners. It also has a precise role to play. This makes the agency 

of the Spirit stand out at various moments in the working of the Trinity. The Spirit complements 



 

 

19 

 

and enhances the scope of the Trinity in its liberative pursuit. Therefore, the working of the Spirit 

is concrete just as is its presence. So also is its agency. It continues to interact with the Father 

and the Son; it shapes their vision and work, and is shaped in the process. The work of the Spirit, 

if you like, is not of a flash–in–the–pan  mode. Williams then goes on to emphatically present the 

agential significance of the Spirit: 

 If what we are speaking of [i.e, Holy Spirit] is the agency which draws us closer to the 

 Father by constituting us children, we are evidently speaking of any agency not simply 

 identical with “Father” or “Son”, or with the sum or amalgam of the two. That perhaps is 

 obvious, or even trivial, but it may be that no more can be said of the Spirit’s 

 distinctiveness.48 

 The unique voice of the Spirit is given the privileged notion of the agency that is traditionally 

attributed to the Son, the Word. What more? The Spirit is not just “bridge” builder, but one who 

“spans” the divine and the human. In that sense, the Spirit as an agency, in Williams’s 

understanding, is an agency that brings a sense of hope. In Williams’s words, 

 If there can be any sense in which “Spirit” is a bridge-concept, its work is not to bridge 

 the gap between God and the world or even between the Word and the human soul, but to 

 spanthe unimaginably greater gulf between suffering and hope, and to do so by creating 

 that form without illusion but also without despair.
49

 

The Spirit as spanning the work and presence of the Triune God could be brought in here as an 

analogy for children to help understand children’s presence and their agency significantly. While 

children physically proceed from adults, understanding childhood as a stage in itself recognizes 

children’s unique place and contribution. Children nevertheless are present in adults through 

adults’ own childhood and through their own selves, therefore in a sense carrying with them. 

This bridges the gap that the adult-child binary creates. Such a presence creates for mission a 

strategic participation of children and childhood memories. This participation is of hermeneutical 

significance. Children’s experiences, memories, and creativity provide agential space that 
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interacts with other mission dynamics to enrich the idea of mission. As Bignall explained, a body 

(human as well as institutional) is at one and the same time individual and multiple. However, 

for Bignall not all bodies are agents. Her sense of agency emerges from a view that a body 

exhibits constant need for relationships and uses various conditions to create agency.50 

By deconstructing a processional understanding of the Trinity as Williams did, we see 

that the theological agency of the neglected is very much at its core. The deconstructive activity 

is not just to flag up the marginalization process. It is also about committedly claiming to be 

enriched by the agency of the marginalized.  

A renewed understanding of the Trinity also opens up more towards children’s issues 

than just about the generic disclosure of agency. A theological insight and hope is that Christ of 

the Trinity – Jesus, the Word – was a child himself who exhibited prodigious agency amidst his 

vulnerable context. This brings our understanding of the Trinity closer to children’s reality than 

just a propositional discourse.
51

 

To re-view children as active agents in mission, we need to reconsider the roles of 

“children in our midst.” As a theme and a theological method, “Child in the Midst” is suggested 

by the Child Theology movement (referred to by Wendy Strachan), which tries to bring 

children’s agency to the center of theological discussions and missions practices. The method 

challenges a power-centered model for mission that derives its theological language from 

military campaigns.52 Christian mission should move from being an aggressive colonizer to a 

humble interactor. Humility in mission translates into a god-like approach of accepting everyone, 

including children. Abstract notion of childhood or children would deter salvation. A contextual 

exposition of children’s stories and their tapestries help develop a relevant mission.
53

 Therefore, 
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violation of their dignity and rights is a clear stumbling block for children to develop their own 

agency.
54

 

Missions are discursive spaces, spaces that open up for an active and critical participation 

and interactions. Such interactions are in the best interest of the fullness of life for all participants 

and as such welcomes the hitherto unheard voices. The fullness of life could be termed either 

liberation or shalom(wholeness). Moreover, these discursive spaces are not necessarily 

geographical spaces, and they detest the traditional understanding of missions as conquest-

oriented and expansionist.It is the missions that recognizes the agential significance of the 

marginalized and listens to their critical views of the traditional notions of mission. Their views 

are not necessarily a method of critique of the structured missions based on a driving force such 

as the great commissionor any one normative propeller. The agency, here of children, could be 

novel, and therefore, both a radical moving away from the normative as well as a critique of the 

structure.The span-ability of the agency of the so-understood insignificant children can be well- 

placed alongside the analysis of their vulnerability. It provides us with two vantage points for 

missions with and for children: (a) it opens up to a world of mysterious interpretations on the 

significance and role of children in redefining missions as they seamlessly span the activities of 

the adult world in their own wisdom; and (b) it invigorates children’s unsung abilities amidst 

their vulnerabilities.As Bignall alerts, it is not an easy task. The difficult task is to practically 

address the adult–child dichotomy and the sharing of power. 

The missions that listen and theologies that are open-ended to receive new agencies are 

inherently-interdisciplinary. These listening and open-ended postures emerge at the intersection 

of generations. Missions in the recent past are highly verbiage and unilateral in their approach 

based on the Great Commission’sextreme emphasis on authoritative preaching/telling. A 
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listening mission that recognizes the presence of the so-(mis)understood insignificant has been of 

secondary interest. In the case of children, a positivistic and essentialist worldview makes 

children objects, appropriate only for controlled analysis and social operation, perhaps, but 

removed from the indispensable correlation with the wider adult community. The idea of 

“participation” as a model for missions means taking seriously children’s own insights, coming 

from a stage in itself, and at the same time that spans generations. 
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