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Introduction
I would like to reflect with you on some points the Women Mission Secretaries of various religious
congregations in Rome discussed at one of their gatherings in the SEDOS Precincts. Whereas the
ideas and insights which appear in this paper are not new or unique to mission or relationship, taken
together or separately, the attempt to make a presentation on Mission as Relationship is rather new.
Not only did the theme: ‘Mission as Relationship’ not meet with objection in our circle, but it even
appealed to our tastes right from the beginning it was proposed. It would take a great deal of
presumption and ignorance to pretend to know what mission is woven of because of our acquaintance
with its concepts before and after Vatican II, with the Bishops’ Synods, the Mission Encyclicals, or with
human promotion, dialogue and development. Today the word ‘Mission’ is used for almost anything,
from a faint little voice of conscience to military action.
If we believe that everything that can be said of mission has not already been said and that further
insight is always possible, then the reflections in this paper might prove helpful.
1. The God Who Relates
Mission as relationship has its basis in God who is constantly communicating with human beings
and with all creation. The Second Vatican Council’s Decree on the Missionary Activity of the Church
(Ad Gentes, nn. 1-7) lays down the theological foundation for missionary activity by tracing the origin
of mission back to the Trinity in which the Father is the ‘Fountainhead of Sending Love’ . According
to it, the source, essence and prototype of mission is to be found in the life of the Trinity.

1.1 A Few Biblical Types
· If mission means going to the pagans to bring them the light of truth, then we have just one book
— the Book of Jonah.
· If by mission is meant universalism — gathering of the people in Jerusalem, then we have it in
several prophets particularly in Deutero Isaiah.
· If by mission is meant the pilgrimage of a liberated people, the foundational account is found in
Exodus (13:3,14)
· If it is a divine call and a response of total surrender, then Abraham is the prototype of mission.
· If mission is participation in God’s Creation and stewardship over the created world then we trace
its origin back to Genesis for world and human history.
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In other words, the Old Testament does not have one understanding of mission. A number of
middle themes emerge. But one recurring and powerful theme is that of a God who relates. The Old
Testament is the story of wars and exiles, migrations and occupations, divisions of land and laws
governing property, social relations and conflicts, kings and judges, the agony of drought and famine,
the ecstasy of rain and harvest. It is the story of extortions and appeals for justice, it is about asses,
camels, oxen, goats, sheep, bushels and bins full or empty. It portrays an engaging God, a God who
says, I have seen … I have heard … I have felt deeply … (Ex 3:7,9) .
Its stories are replete with divine interventions in Israel’s history in the Exodus, the Covenant, the
Prophets and the Law.
Mission as the conversion of nations is hardly found in the Old Testament. In fact it is not the idea
at all. God’s call culminates in the formation of a people. It is the mission of the Patriarchs — those
immigrant ancestors, as it is of Moses the law-giver, Joshua the warrior, the Judges who liberated, the
Kings who organized, the Prophets and the Priests.1

1.2 Israel’s Relationship With Its Neighbours
“The Lord Yahweh says this, By origin and birth you belong to the land of Canaan. Your father was an Amorite
and your mother a Hittite” (Ez 16:3).
“But as regards the towns of those peoples whom Yahweh your God is giving you as your heritage … you would sin
against Yahweh your God” (Deut 20:16-18).
These two antithetic texts expose the ambivalent attitude of the Israelites toward the land in which
they lived. The second text describes an attitude of radical confrontation. On the other hand, the
Israelites are reminded of their deep roots in the land, even if those roots may not have always been
glorious. It is not easy to account historically for the complex relationship that linked Israel with the
native population globally designated as “Canaanites”.2
Mission in the Old Testament is not a purely vertical, spiritual affair between God and the human
person; it is lineation and a sharing of human aspirations and struggles. This has important bearings
when we talk of relationship. Election as a nation or race does not render the Chosen People blessed
introverts. Openness to others remains the hallmark of the people of the utterly other God. It is
fundamentally God who is the real agent of the mission of Israel. It is He who makes his glory to shine
among the nations. Mission in the Old Testament is the entire history of the People of God.3 It is not
the Christian missionary type in general or the modern missiological model. Therefore it is incorrect to
search in the Old Testament for missionary figures and types like Sts Francis Xavier or Theresa of the
Child Jesus.
The mission of Israel according to the Old Testament is a response to the double summons ‘Come’
and ‘Go’. “Come, join the assemblage of the peoples”. “Go, resume your journey again and again since
what defines you as a people is that you seek a God who will always escape your images, your
structures, your views and your grasp, a God who will always be beyond you”.
The quality of Israel’s relationship with Yahweh is measured against the quality of its relationship
with its neighbours. It’s as if to say: “If you are the People of God, live and behave like the People of
God and thus prove yourself to be the chosen People of God” . The most celebrated text here is Is
60:2-3,6. The whole injunction to Israel about relationship with the strangers and foreigners, and
therefore with their God, is to be seen in, ‘Be kind to the foreigner, God loves the foreigner, love the foreigner for
you were foreigners in the land of Egypt” (Deut 10:18-19).
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2. Jesus Who Relates
Mission has its origin in God, a God who sends his Son and the Spirit in an act of kenosis in
establishing relationship with his people in which Incarnation is the reference point (Jn 1:14; Phil 2:611). Some of the salient features of Jesus’ mission will explicate how relationship played an
indispensable part in his mission.
· Jesus’ free and open attitude to the frontier and ‘strange’ people is eloquently captured in the
episode of his encounter with the Samaritan Woman (Jn 4:7-38) providing us with several aspects of
mission as relationship. Mission is basically about who you are with and who you are working for. In
this sense every situation is a mission situation. Jesus relates to the Samaritan Woman in a way that
breaks all our pre-conceived notions of mission as conversion and incorporation into the Church and
takes us to a realm where the situation dictates the nature and type that mission must assume, which in
the given case, is one of dialogue and reaching out to the marginalized and those pushed to the
periphery of society and religion. We do not go to mission with a set agenda, rather we allow the
context to set the agenda and evoke the response and wait for surprises to emerge. Jesus’ intimate relationship
with God calling him ‘Abba, Father’ (Mt 26:39; Mk 14:36) and his compassion to the peripheral people
are self explanatory in this regard. He is constantly associating himself with sinners and tax collectors.
His table fellowships, ‘And as He sat at table…’ (Mt 9:10; 11:19, Mk 2:15-17; Lk 7:31-35), his unbiased
approach to women including them in his community, his acceptance of their gestures of love and
affection were actions taboo for a religious leader. A large portion of Jesus’ teaching puncture
unauthentic piety ‘for people to see’ (Mt 6:5). He considered hypocrisy the worst sin and a greater evil.
Integrity and genuineness are the touchstones of religion for him. In Jesus the merciful nature of God
pushes the boundaries of the Kingdom by freely inviting people of all walks and creeds to establish
relationship with their God. This is effected not so much through a mission discourse as through the
metaphor of the Kingdom which is the heart of Jesus’ entire ministry.4
Jesus did not make extensive mission journeys, yet he turned nobody away, no illness he closed his
eyes to, no suffering went unnoticed, no gender felt neglected, no race felt discriminated, no class felt
excluded, no human being walked away without feeling the tremendous impact of Jesus’ short but
intense life. Mission as relationship, therefore, tells us that it is not the length of life or the frequency of
travels that matter but the capacity to touch lives beginning with the immediate vicinity. When we talk
about the countries we have covered, the communities we have founded, the institutions we are
running, actually we are talking about how we have grown and expanded and not really about mission.
On the contrary when we talk about the lives we have touched, the needs we have responded to, the growth we have
promoted and in the process how we have grown as persons then we are talking of mission. This is, however, far from
undermining the importance or necessity of the most outstanding work that missionaries do out there in the remote and
difficult corners of our world.

2.1 How Did Jesus Understand Relationship?
Jesus went beyond the natural, biological way of understanding and defining family or relationship
as is evident in his rather upsetting statement, “Who is my mother, who are my brothers?... Anyone who does the
will of my Father is my mother, my sister, my brother” (Mk 3:33,35). It echoes again in his promise to his
followers “ Anyone who has left father or mother, brother, or sister or children or land … will receive a hundredfold,
father and mother … in this world and eternal life in the world to come” (Mk 10:29-30).
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Jesus’ kingdom ministry dissolves alienation and breaks down walls of hostility and exclusion, laying
the foundation for a universal mission. He tends to rupture the wall between the sacred and the
secular, the chosen and the common as he forces his followers to see God’s presence in a Roman
Centurion, a Samaritan Woman, a Syro-Phoenecian Mother, an Ethiopian Eunuch, etc.1 That the
human person is created in God’s image is the most validating factor about him/her with the
inevitable consequence that our relating capacity becomes the measure and testing ground of our Godexperience.
3. Mission as Relationship in the SSpS Spirituality and Charism

3.1 The Mission Spirituality of St Arnold Janssen
St Arnold Janssen — the Founder of the Congregation of the Missionary Sisters Servants of the
Holy Spirit, the Society of the Divine Word and the Holy Spirit Sisters of Perpetual Adoration,
nurtured a Trinitarian Mission Spirituality — Trinity as a communion of persons, present in human
history and as the driving force of mission. In this he chose the Prologue of St John as the
foundational text that explains the inner dynamism of the Trinity which couples the theme of the
Trinity and mission. Rooted in the Trinitarian eternity of God, mission occupies a profound theological
dominion, prolonging the mission of the Son in the bosom of the Father. At the heart of this
broadened perspective we come to God — God perceived as pre-existent transcendence and emerging
in an essential kenosis to leap into the hazards of a world entrusted to human liberty.
Everything in the Founder’s life was viewed in relation to this central frame of reference. Jesus the
Divine Word in his sacred humanity, expressed superbly the image of the Father.
Another characteristic note of his spirituality was the relationship between the Incarnate Word
and the Holy Spirit. Glorification of the Blessed Trinity and the participation of all peoples in this
mystery is at the root of the Founder’s missionary ideal and is expressed in many of his prayers. For the
Founder, mission became the one single driving force of his life which made him capable of continually
transcending himself and placing all his talents and resources at the service of the Reign of God.2 He
was fascinated by the dynamic of the Trinitarian reality. Right from the beginning, the Founder insisted
on making our communities international in character and missionary in thrust thereby making present
in some feeble, human form the life of the Trinity.

3.2 Blessed Maria Helena Stollenwerk and Mother Josepha Stenmanns: Our First Mothers
These two holy women joined the Mission House in Steyl solely to ‘go’ to the mission, but they
became the pioneering models of an International Missionary Congregation just by building a
community of love through the quality of their interior lives manifested in kindly acts. It is through
their relationships with fellow sisters that they expressed their eloquently feminine qualities of
generosity, compassion and gentleness3 without taking a single step in the direction of ‘foreign mission’.
Although their very entry, initial waiting and preparations were all geared towards going to the
missions, they had to content themselves with finding that vocation realized entirely in the context of
relating and interacting within the walls of the Founding Mother House. In a deeper sense it meant
that the grace of the Spirit which is the innermost principle of all mission, the dynamic force working
from within, acted through them as women, revealing in a special way the ‘feminine face of God’.

3.3 Growth and Development Through the General Chapters
Through the General Chapters we grew as a Congregation in the understanding and appropriation
of mission from self sanctification attained through faithful religious observance to assisting in the
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propagation of the faith. We did not stop at that. Subsequent Chapters especially the one of 1960,
influenced by the pre-conciliar climate, required us to adapt to the times. While they shook the
foundations of traditional piety and observances, they however, opened a door to missionary activity
to be explored further in the aftermath of Vatican II. The General Chapter of 1978 for the first time
paved the way for a feeble and reluctant appearance of the word Justice and Peace only to find a prime
place in the subsequent ones. Already by then with the decreasing number of membership and
increasing number of communities, the question of relationship began to surface.
The 1990 Chapter was a Kairos moment in the sense that for the first time the capitulars began to
reflect on the outside political, cultural and economic reality of inequality and oppression. But more
than that, the capitulars began to reflect on personal vocation which is rooted in our personal and
unique God-experience which was to form the nucleus of our missionary spirituality in the years to
come. Simultaneously, during these years we grew in the awareness that ‘frontier mission was not only
to be seen in terms of geographical territory but also as situations of need’. The aspect that emerged
clearly was the importance of relationships in community.
The Chapter of 1996 spoke of mission as relationship. It involves a calling and a sending. Words
that played on our minds were: calling, sending, sharing, dialogue, contemplation, discernment and authentic witness.
We coined the word, life-giving relationship to express what we meant.
‘Our affective maturity and best feminine qualities find expression in genuine nurturing relationships. Interacting with
a smaller number of persons more intensively, frequently demands patience, understanding and cultural adaptation. Our
understanding of mission as relationship with witness of life having primary place, leads us to search for new and more
meaningful ways of being in mission — ways that respond to concrete situations and at the same time treat not only the
symptoms of poverty and injustice but address the causes as well’.
We do not merely understand mission today as an activity, as what we do, but as our actual being, it is what we are.
We are prophetic women, not just privately, but publicly and in recognizable form. Daily community life is where we prove
that we are prophetic. An international community of women whose backgrounds, cultures and education differ widely, is
a prophetic sign of the unity and diversity of the Kingdom of God.4
The General Chapter of 2002 had for its theme: “Rekindling the Fire in SSpS Communities for Mission
Today” and aptly captured what we were groping to put our fingers on. It spoke of a vibrant, supportive
community, one that promotes life-giving relationship with the inevitable consequence of fruitfulness
in mission work.
4. The Place of Dialogue in Mission as Relationship
If we can read today the plan of God in the religiously and communally turbulent face of the earth,
indeed it is an indication that dialogue is the most suitable answer for today’s reality.
Dialogue is so central to mission as relationship that the two could be used as synonyms. Dialogue
is more than holding a prayer service together in which scriptures of different faiths are read or hymns
sung. It is taking pains to study and understand the other, it is putting oneself in another’s shoes, it’s
feeling within oneself what it means to be poor, a Muslim, a woman, a Jew or a Black. The 15th SVD
General Chapter (2000) adopted the term “Prophetic Dialogue” to express their primary missionary
commitments as it states: “Dialogue describes our proper attitude toward and relationship with all
people”.
“Limited as we are by our personal and cultural viewpoints, none of us has attained the whole truth
contained in God and revealed fully in Christ. In dialogue we search together for this truth” (SVD 15th
General Chapter Document, 2000, Statement 53).
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Today’s forces are not to be overcome with arms and power — military or economic — a fact that
we sadly forget; instead with a capacity to be able to sit together giving all parties concerned, a chance
to talk and a chance to listen. In the deeply divided world of Christians and Muslims, now made worse
by segregation, discrimination and outright war, our mission must increasingly assume a relating,
dialoguing role. In the Second Vatican Council, when dialogue as a path to mission was discussed, it
was not because we needed to find an alternative to direct proclamation. It was seen rather as an honest
and soulful communication with the religious ‘other’ which could lead to a deepening of commitment
on both sides by strengthening relationships.
5. So What Is meant by Mission as Relationship ?
There is ample evidence from the discussion above that mission as relationship is neither about forming exclusive,
cosy groups of friends with whom I get along well, nor about connections which boost my ego as is often mistakenly
taken by the word Relationship. It’s not about friendship or relationship in the sense of who I like or relate with and who
likes me. It’s not to be reduced to sentimentalism nor is it an easy way out from the highly engaging mission work of
proclamation and human promotion.
Mission as relationship invites us to see our interconnectedness, to feel ourselves as part of the whole, as threads in a
weaving pattern, as atoms that hold together, as energy that goes around and comes back. It’s the sum total of my
responses to persons and situations of need. It’s the extension of my person, transition of my energy, interconnectedness of
my being with the rest of humanity and the world through kindness, compassion and sensitivity.
Mission as relationship does not replace missionary activity out there with an inward
looking, self promoting ideology; instead, it provides the missionary with a perspective
and a spirit which will enhance missionary effectiveness and foster positive action.

5.1 Relationship: Positive and Person-Oriented
We cannot touch the human race in general, we cannot save or damage humanity as
such. There are only individual human beings. I am more than ever convinced that in
the final analysis, our journeys are more individual than communitarian even when we
live within a structure, observe and follow a time-table, say prayers together, eat and
work together. And as individual pilgrims bound by a common destination, our mission
is to attend to fellow travellers even as we journey towards that goal. In other words the
journey itself is the locus of missionary action.
Mission as relationship is closely linked to, dare I say, synonymous with, ‘Making Disciples’ (Mt 28:19), but this
‘making’ is effected first and foremost by being One in the first place. It is the most
adequate response to the exhortation: “You will be MY Witnesses” (Acts 1:8b) with emphasis on ‘MY’.5
It does not exclude anybody, much less excuse the reasons we so readily give for not being able to be ‘missionary’. We are
only too familiar with the traditional lament: ‘Oh! he/she is in the finance office or is tied to administrative service and therefore, is not in
mission’. Wherever we are, there are needy people around (Jn 12:8). We can make known the love of God only through our
work — work taken in the sense of actions, behaviour, words used or refrained from using and the atmosphere created.
Despite the much acclaimed jargon we hear these days; it’s my being that’s important, not my doing or
having’, I like to think that one’s doing is just as significant as one’s person. In fact the distinction itself
does not sit comfortably with me. How are we to understand Jesus’ statement: ‘You shall know them by
their fruit’ (Mt 7:20), if work is not the definite fruit of one’s being? Can we really celebrate our being, if
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we have no actions or work to sustain and manifest that claim? God makes it very clear that the only
way to get close to Him is through fellow human beings, the only way to experience God is through
others (Mt 25:31-46). In other words, to think that I can have a pure and direct contact with God
without human or created medium is for me, simply an illusion. It is to undermine the great mystery of
the Incarnation which is the celebration of the human form. It boils down to the fact then that mission as
relationship does not in any way mean a passive recoiling into oneself, instead it is action oriented and is practicable in every
situation one finds oneself in.
What will your answers be to the following Questions?
· Do my actions generate and uphold life in the ‘other’ or are they life-negating? Am I a lifegiving person?
· Do people’s contacts with me leave them vibrant and happy or do they feel drained of
energy and happiness because of having met me?
· Do people generally and easily approach me or do they rather avoid me? Does my presence
in a group brighten the spirit or does it weigh heavy on the members?
Conclusion
Today mission animation does not consist so much in strategies by which we encourage members
to go to mission as it consists in supporting and accompanying them in their life and work with genuine
concern and listening. The future community of human beings will be open to people of all creeds and
states of life not so much to talk or worry about God as to engage in common human concerns which
a God with a name and face transcends . It will be to relate as human beings by the very fact that we
are human beings standing one in relation to the other. Mission as relationship is therefore not in any
way an encouragement to withdraw from active mission work out there, but is an invitation to look at
every situation as a mission situation and every person as a missionary. It’s a caution not to
institutionalize mission in animators and coordinators but to explore the ever present mission realities of
everyday lives. Going by the signs, it appears to me that the relating, dialoguing role that Missionaries are called to play
today will stay with us well into the foreseeable future.
________________
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