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An Evangelical View of Proselytism

Elmer Thiessen and Thomas Schirrmacher

Evangelical Christians have begun to
pay attention, in the past decade, to an
issue that was sadly often neglected in
the past—the ethics of doing evange-
lism. For example, the World Evangeli-
cal Alliance joined the World Council
of Churches and the Pontifical Council
for Interreligious Dialogue to produce
a joint statement entitled ‘Christian
Witness in a Multi-Religious World:
Recommendations for Conduct’.! This

1 ‘Christian Witness’ is available at www.
worldevangelicals.org/pdf/1106Christian_
Witness_in_a_Multi-Religious_World.pdf.
See also the following articles by Thomas
Schirrmacher: ‘Christian Witness in a Multi-
Religious World—Three Years On,” Current
Dialogue 56 (Dec 2014): 67-79, www.oikou-
mene.org/en/what-we-do/current-dialogue-
magazine/current-dialogue-56; ‘Christian Wit-
ness in a Multi-Religious World’, in Richard
Howell, ed., Sharing of Faith Stories: A Meth-
odology for Promoting Unity (New Delhi: Caleb,
2018), 345-70; ‘The Code “Christian Witness
in a Multi-Religious World"—Its Significance
and Reception,” Evangelical Review of Theol-
ogy 40 (2016): 82-89; * “But with Gentleness
and Respect”: Why Missions Should Be Ruled
by Ethics—An Evangelical Perspective for a
Code of Ethics of Christian Witness,’ Current

document spells out the ethics of mis-
sion, stressing that Christians are not
only bound to the Great Commission
but also to any other ethical command
of Jesus, as is suggested in the Great
Commission itself. This document is
also our starting point for the follow-
ing discussion.

The World Evangelical Alliance has
also participated in discussions con-
cerning a related issue—proselytism,
understood as ‘sheep-stealing’. Most
recently, an international consultation
of some thirty theologians and church
leaders from a wide range of Christian
traditions gathered in Accra, Ghana, to
explore perceptions of proselytism in
the exercise of the universal mandate
to share the good news of Jesus Christ.?

Dialogue (World Council of Churches) 50 (Feb
2008): 55-66. See also Elmer John Thiessen,
The Ethics of Evangelism: A Philosophical De-
fense of Proselytizing and Persuasion (Crown-
hill, UK: Paternoster; Downers Grove, IL: IVP
Academic, 2011), as well as his more recent
book, The Scandal of Evangelism: A Biblical
Study of the Ethics of Evangelism (Eugene, OR:
Cascade Books, 2018).

2 This gathering, held on June 8-11, 2017,
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The issue of proselytism is best under-
stood as a subset of the wider issue of
evangelism. The following statement
seeks to clarify the evangelical posi-
tion on proselytism, as understood in
the special and narrow sense of sheep-
stealing.

I. Evangelicals, Evangelism
and Proselytism

Evangelism is part of the DNA of evan-
gelicals. Evangelism is typically under-
stood in terms of proclaiming the good
news of Jesus Christ and his kingdom.
Of course, there is more to the mandate
of the church than evangelism. We are
also called to demonstrate the good
news of the kingdom. But the focus
here is on evangelism as verbal procla-
mation of the gospel.

Concerns about proselytism often
arise in connection with efforts at
evangelism. Evangelical Christians
are the group most often accused of
proselytism, given their passion for
evangelism.® Evangelicals believe in

was convened by the Global Christian Forum,
whose purpose is to provide space for Chris-
tians from a wide variety of churches and
traditions to meet, foster mutual respect and
address common challenges. The planning
and implementation of this consultation were
undertaken by the Catholic Church’s Pon-
tifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity,
the Pentecostal World Fellowship, the World
Council of Churches and the World Evangeli-
cal Alliance.

3 We use the word ‘evangelical’ here to refer
to those who are committed to the following
theological tenets: a high view of the author-
ity of the Bible, a belief in the historicity of
the gospel accounts of Jesus, a belief in Je-
sus’ death on the cross as the only sacrifice
that could remove the penalty of sin, a com-
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proclaiming the gospel to all who are
lost. They believe in sowing the seed
of the gospel everywhere and to every-
one, even though they cannot know in
advance how receptive people will be
to the proclamation of the gospel.*

Evangelical efforts at evangelism
could therefore include reaching out
to people who were once Christians
but who have strayed from the faith
and who as a result are no longer at-
tending church, though they might still
be on a church membership list. Such
evangelistic efforts (described in Or-
thodox and Catholic terminology as ‘re-
evangelism’) can lead to proselytism,
because a recommitment to faith on
the part of those being re-evangelized
often results in a change in church af-
filiation.

Although most Christians agree
with the mandate to evangelize those
who have never heard of the gospel of
Jesus Christ, there is strong disagree-
ment about extending this mandate to
lapsed or nominal Christians. Evangeli-
cals are committed to both evangelism
and re-evangelism. The key question
here is whether re-evangelism that
leads to proselytism can be done in an
ethical manner.

mitment to Jesus as Savior and Lord, and a
commitment to evangelism. We use the term
in a broad sense, noting for example that most
Pentecostals are evangelicals and are there-
fore included here as such. We distance our-
selves from any political misuse of the term
‘evangelical’, as occurs all too often in the
USA today.

4 Such indiscrimination would seem to be
part of the thrust of the Parable of the Sower,
especially when Jesus explains this parable to
his own disciples (Mt 13:18-23).
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Il. Definitions

Much confusion surrounds the defini-
tion of the word proselytism. Histori-
cally, this word was understood in a
positive sense, equivalent to evan-
gelism—proclaiming the good news.
Today, and especially in ecumenical
circles, the term has acquired strongly
negative connotations. For example,
in a statement by the World Council of
Churches (WCC), ‘Towards Common
Witness’, proselytism is defined as
‘the encouragement of Christians who
belong to a church to change their de-
nominational allegiance, through ways
and means that contradict the spirit of
Christian love, violate the freedom of
the human person and diminish trust in
the Christian witness of the church’.’
The WCC continues to be in dialogue
with various Christian bodies regard-
ing the definition of proselytism, but
we use this text as a starting point as
it describes a very common usage of
the term. There are four problems with
this and similar definitions of proselyt-
ism.

First, such definitions are confusing
because they collapse into one concept
two quite different meanings of pros-
elytism: (a) unethical or unfaithful
practices in evangelism that violate
the freedom of the person, and (b) en-
couraging those who are already mem-
bers of other churches to change their
church affiliation. Clarity demands that

5 World Council of Churches, ‘Towards Com-
mon Witness: A Call to Adopt Responsible Re-
lationships in Mission and to Renounce Pros-
elytism’, International Review of Mission 86
(1997) 46373, also available at https://www.
oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/com-
missions/mission—and-evangelism/towards—
common-witness.
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we separate these two very different
meanings.

Second, such definitions are arbi-
trary. Clearly, if proselytism is loaded
with the negative implication of unethi-
cal practices, then all proselytism is
unethical. But this is to make proselyt-
ism unethical by arbitrary definition.
Again, we need to separate actions
that might cause people who already
belong to a church to change their de-
nominational allegiance from adopting
unethical means of doing so.

Third, such definitions are unfair
when applied to evangelicals. Evangel-
icals are in principle strongly opposed
to any forms of unethical evangelism,
re-evangelism, or proselytism. They
have joined other Christian denomina-
tions in condemning such activities, as
noted above. Evangelism and re-evan-
gelism must always be done in ways
that are faithful to Jesus Christ and the
norms of Scripture.

Fourth, such definitions can lead to
dishonesty. Sadly, some opposition to
proselytism as defined above is in fact
rooted in opposition to evangelism in
general.” It is a betrayal of forthright-
ness to hide one’s opposition to evan-
gelism behind objections to so-called
proselytism.

6 See especially Luke 9:51-55; 1 Cor 2:1-5; 2
Cor 4:1-2; 1 Thess 2:1-6; 1 Pet 3:13-17.

7 This point is made by Lawrence A. Uzzell,
‘Don’t Call It Proselytizing’, First Things 146
(Oct 2004): 14-16. For a forthright claim that
opposition to proselytism is really opposition
to evangelism, see Petros Vassiliadis, ‘Mis-
sion and Proselytism: An Orthodox Under-
standing’, International Review of Mission 85
(Apr 1996): 25775, esp. 260-61. Vassiliadis
suggests that this assessment is common both
in the Orthodox Church and in ecumenical cir-
cles.
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Evangelicals are committed to evan-
gelism, and therefore they reject any
attempts to stop their evangelistic ef-
forts under the guise of opposition to
‘proselytism’ understood as evangelis-
tic malpractice. At the same time, they
are very much committed to following
all biblical commands that concern pre-
senting the gospel in an ethical manner.

lll. Exaggerated Charges of
Proselytism

Charges of unethical proselytism are
often exaggerated in various ways,
partly due to the vagueness surround-
ing terms specifically associated with
proselytism. The WCC statement ‘To-
wards Common Witness’, for example,
associates proselytism with unfair
criticism or caricaturing of the beliefs
and practices of another church, offer-
ing humanitarian aid or educational
opportunities as an inducement to join
another church, using psychological
pressure to induce people to change
their church affiliation, or exploiting
people’s loneliness, illness, distress
or even disillusionment with their own
church in order to ‘convert’ them.®
The problem here is that many of
the terms used to identify unethical
means in proselytism are vague. When
is the criticism of another church un-
fair? At what point does psychological
pressure to change churches become
excessive and unethical? Is offering
humanitarian aid to someone in need
always an inducement to join another
church? What does exploitation of ill-
ness or loneliness mean? These ques-
tions are not easy to answer because

8 WCC, ‘Towards Common Witness’, 468.
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of the vagueness of the descriptions of
unethical methods. Critics of proselyt-
ism should spell out exactly what they
find objectionable and then be prepared
to defend their position that the prac-
tice is indeed unethical.

Many Christians today change their
church affiliation entirely on their own,
often after a long period of delibera-
tion.? Here it is completely inappropri-
ate to charge anyone with proselytism
in the pejorative sense. Many people
change their affiliation because they
were not happy with their previous
church. Surely it is unfair to charge a
church that welcomes such people into
its midst with unethical proselytism.
(One could say that the best way to
avoid losing members in this way is
to make your own church vibrant and
healthy.)

Other people leave a church because
they experience love and caring from
members of another church.!® Surely it
is not wrong to show love and caring
to members of other churches. In such
cases, the charge of unethical pros-
elytism is quite inappropriate. Those
making such allegations should show
greater charity.

Many people change their church
affiliation after moving to a new loca-
tion.!! The number of interconfessional

9 This point is acknowledged in ‘Towards
Common Witness’, 468.

10 Evangelicals themselves often change
churches because they find another church
to be more attractive or even faithful to Jesus
Christ.

11 In Germany alone, about 150,000 people a
year switch between the two major faith tradi-
tions, Catholic and Protestant, without either
side raising concerns or doing anything about
it.
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marriages is also growing steadily.
Theology students frequently spend a
semester or two at seminaries of other
confessions. In our globalized world,
more Christians than ever are in con-
tact with churches that have a different
history and confession and, as a result
of such contact, become interested in
them.

All these trends are part of a
broader international development:
lifelong loyalty to institutions, includ-
ing churches, is in decline worldwide.
Globally, young people are increasingly
leaving the religious affiliation of their
parents in the same way in which they
feel free to choose another profession,
political party, music style or fashion.

One other caution is in order. It is
incumbent on churches making the
charge of proselytism to investigate
carefully who is doing the proselyt-
izing. All too often, accusations are
made against evangelicals when the
actual groups involved are Mormons,
Jehovah’s Witnesses or others who are
not in fellowship with the global evan-
gelical community and would not listen
to us in any case.

We also urge all churches to make
a distinction between active church
members (who rarely change their af-
filiation anyway, even if approached
to do it) and those Christians who are
lapsed or who have never had any fur-
ther contact with their original church
beyond their infant baptism. We will
return to this issue below.

The problems of definition and ap-
plication discussed above suggest that
should be very cautious about how we
describe proselytism. Perhaps it would
even be better to call a moratorium on
the use of the word in Christian circles.

In the following discussion, we will
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continue using the word, since we are
trying to an address an issue that is
described in this way in ecumenical
circles and that is creating problems in
relationships between Christian com-
munities. But henceforth, we will char-
acterize proselytism, within a Christian
context, in a morally neutral sense, as
simply referring to activities that con-
tribute in any way to people’s decision to
change their church affiliation. We are
not arbitrarily loading the term with
the additional assumption of unethical
means. In other words, we are leaving
open the possibility of an ethical form
of proselytism.

IV. Who Is a Christian?

Abasic question underlies the concerns
about proselytism: who is a Christian?
The WCC statement ‘Towards Com-
mon Witness’ defines proselytism as
‘the encouragement of Christians who
belong to a church to change their de-
nominational allegiance’ (emphasis
added). For evangelicals, the reference
to Christians in this definition can beg
the question, leading once again to an
arbitrary definition of proselytism.

Evangelicals take seriously the fre-
quent biblical warnings about Chris-
tians losing the faith, forsaking their
first love, being led astray, falling away
or drifting from the faith (Amos 2:4-5;
Hosea; Gal 1:6-9; 1 Tim 6:3-10; 2 Tim
4:3-4; Heb 2:1; 3:7-11; 5:11-6:6). Je-
sus told parables in Luke 15 to illus-
trate the possibility of God’s people
getting lost: sheep that were once part
of the sheepfold wander away on their
own, and a son leaves a loving house-
hold only to squander his life in wild
living.
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Jesus is the Good Shepherd who
makes every effort to find lost sheep,
the loving father who runs out to meet
sons and daughters who have left the
family and squandered their inherit-
ance. Christians should follow the ex-
ample of Jesus, the Good Shepherd, in
caring about lost sheep and making
every effort to bring them back to the
sheepfold.

Accordingly, evangelicals are com-
mitted to proclaiming the gospel to all
who are lost, including those who were
once Christian but have strayed from
the faith, those who have been baptized
and might still be on church rosters but
who never attend church, and those
who are only nominal, lapsed or inac-
tive Christians.!? As such, evangelicals
are committed to both evangelism and
re-evangelism.

Evangelicals also interpret the re-
turn of the lost son or daughter as es-
sentially a return to God the Father and
to Jesus the Good Shepherd, not nec-
essarily to a church or denomination.
Our guiding motivation is to do what is
best for the sheep, not for us. The goal
of all churches should be to transform
lives and see people become like Jesus.
Indeed, this goal is expressed in differ-
ent ways in different confessions: the

12 Some of these church ‘members’ do not
even know that they were baptized as chil-
dren; they find out only after their conversion
to Christ and then have to wrestle with their
status as Christians. If we would abstain from
evangelizing these people, we would have to
put a stop to public evangelism in countries
like Germany or Russia altogether, because a
majority of people belong to this category. It
sometimes seems that these nominal church
members are of interest to their established
churches only after they have come to Christ
and show interest in attending another church.
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Orthodox call it theosis, Catholics and
Evangelicals call it holiness (with per-
haps slightly different meanings), and
Pentecostals call it a Spirit-filled life.

Beyond all theological differences,
however, the DNA of Christianity is
that the Father, Son and Holy Spirit
want to transform lives and bring them
into communion with other believers
in the church. All churches should
also agree that baptized ‘Christians’
who do not confess their sins and live
transformed Christian lives, and who
have no communion with other Chris-
tians, are an anomaly. No church or
confession should accept as normal a
situation in which millions of baptized
members have lost contact with their
Christian communion and show no
growth in faith and holiness. All should
be happy if God uses other Christians
to revive their nominal members.

Along with the issue of lapsed and
nominal Christians, this serious theo-
logical question that merits further
discussion. But regardless of how we
address these theological questions,
we need to treat each other in an ethi-
cal manner.

V. Ethical Proselytism
Evangelical Christians maintain that
ethical proselytism is possible, pro-
vided that it is consistent with bibli-
cal norms. Here it is helpful to focus
on what is surely the paradigm case of
proselytism: evangelism or re-evange-
lism of people who have drifted away
from the church or have even rejected
the faith they once espoused. What
does ethical behaviour look like in this
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paradigm case?®?

First, and of primary importance,
the dignity and freedom of the indi-
vidual must be respected (Gen 1:28;
2:15; Ps 8; Josh 24:15). Coercion must
be avoided.'* Any form of inducement
to convert or to change churches is
wrong. Exploitation of vulnerability
must be scrupulously avoided.

Of course, as noted earlier, these
general guidelines are somewhat
vague, but the general principles still
stand. God does not coerce, and we
should not engage in coercion when
interacting with someone considering
a change in church affiliation.

Ethical re-evangelism and prosely-
tism are always careful to speak the
truth with love. Truthfulness is repeat-
edly held up as an ideal in the Scrip-
tures.’> Making false claims about
other churches is unethical. It is wrong
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to misrepresent the doctrines of other
churches when engaging in re-evange-
lism or proselytism.

Ethical re-evangelism and prosely-
tism must also display tolerance. Al-
though tolerance is not an explicitly
biblical idea, the concept is certainly
mandated in Scripture.’® Tolerance,
when properly defined, means treating
persons who hold beliefs different from
those of the evangelist with love and
respect.l” Ethical proselytism, while
not precluding truthful and fair critical
comments about the beliefs of other
churches, makes such comments in a
way that shows love and respect for
people of other church traditions.

Attitudes and motivations are also
important. Those engaged in evange-
lism or re-evangelism must display
humility and a servant-like attitude.'®
Selfish motivation is ruled out for

13 Here we need to distinguish between
secular or legal rules and Christian ethics.
The laws of the state, international law, and
statements of human rights sometimes can al-
low or forbid certain actions that are contrary
to Christian ethics. For example, freedom of
speech might allow us to say things about
other Christians that we would not say if we
followed Christ’s commands. In this discus-
sion we are concerned with Christian ethics,
or those things that bind us because we are
followers of Jesus Christ, not because we are
citizens of the state.

14 See Lk 9:51-55 and Mt 10:12-15, where
Jesus gives his disciples a ‘theology of failure’;
also 1 Pet 3:13-17 where evangelism follows
an invitation to speak.

15 Jesus is the embodiment of truth (Jn 1:14;
14:6) and encourages truthfulness (Mt 5:37).
Repeatedly he introduces his teachings with
‘Truly, truly, I say to you’ (Mt 5:18, 26; Mk
3:28; Lk 9:27; Jn 3:3, 5, 11). Paul also encour-
ages us always to speak the truth in love (Eph
4:15).

16 The Old Testament contains calls to love
one’s neighbor, including the alien and the
stranger (Ex 22:21; Lev 19:18, 33, 34; Deut
10:19). Paul introduces the notion of forbear-
ance, which is closely related to tolerance (Col
3:12-14; Rom 2:2—4; 15:1-2).

17 Paul and his co-workers, facing the out-
break of a riot in Ephesus, were defended by
a city clerk who said that ‘they have neither
robbed temples nor blasphemed our goddess’
(Acts 19:37). Peter too exhorts us to ‘show
proper respect to everyone’. This exhortation
appears in an epistle that teaches Christians
to respond to hostility with love and gentle-
ness when defending their faith (1 Pet 2:17;
3:15-16).

18 The Bible frequently applies humility to
our interpersonal relationships (Mt 18:2—4; Jn
13:1-17; Phil 2:3-11; Col 3:12). Jesus objects
to ‘lording’ it over others and admonishes us
to be a servant as he was (Mt 20:24-28). Peter
specifically talks about meekness, gentleness,
and humility with regard to evangelism (1 Pet
3:15-16; cf. 5:5-6).
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Christians, and thus preoccupation
with growing one’s own church is also
inappropriate (Ps 119:36; Prov 18:1;
Phil 1:17; 2:3). The fundamental mo-
tivation for re-evangelism and prosely-
tizing is love for God and for neighbour
(Deut 6:5; 10:12, 19; Mt 22:34-38; 2
Cor 5:14).

As should be evident, the guidelines
for re-evangelism and proselytism are
really the same as those for evange-
lism. We can generally describe them
as specific applications of the Golden
Rule (Mt 7:12; Gal 5:14). Put your-
selves in the other person’s shoes and
try to imagine someone trying to per-
suade you to change churches. What
would you find acceptable? Do the
same when you engage in re-evange-
lism and proselytism.

So far, we have been looking at the
re-evangelism of lapsed or nominal
Christians. But another scenario de-
serves attention. Suppose that we are
dealing with a genuine Christian who
is deeply committed to and active in
his or her church. Is it wrong to try
to persuade such a person to change
churches? This clearly violates the
spirit of ecumenism, and such pros-
elytism should not be a priority for any
Christian.

However, one can easily imagine a
scenario where this form of engage-
ment might come about quite natu-
rally. For example, friendly exchanges
between two Christian friends might
include frank discussions about the
theological differences between their
churches. One friend might even sug-
gest to the other that his or her church
is more faithful to Jesus Christ. This
might result in the exploration of each
other’s churches, and in the end some-
one might change churches. Surely

315

nothing inherently unethical is occur-
ring in this scenario. However, once
again, the ethical guidelines discussed
earlier in this section would apply.

VI. Proselytism and Religious
Freedom

Evangelical Christians are committed
to respecting, affirming and promoting
the religious freedom of all people.’
This is not just a positive legal or po-
litical concept for evangelicals, but
part of their theological DNA.20 Men
and women were created in the image
of God, but with the freedom to obey or
disobey him. God does not force anyone
to accept his revelation or his offer of
salvation. Jesus and the apostles al-
ways allowed people to reject the good
news they were proclaiming.?!
Religious freedom is central to hu-
man dignity. Therefore evangelical
Christians support the definition of re-
ligious freedom as found in the Univer-

19 See the Resolution on Religious Freedom
developed at the 2008 General Assembly of
the World Evangelical Alliance in Pattaya,
Thailand: https://www.iirf.eu/site/assets/
files/112304/wea_res_eng-1.pdf. For transla-
tions of this statement in other languages, see
https://www.iirf.eu/about-us/wea-rlc/.

20 See Thomas Schirrmacher and Richard
Howell, ‘Freedom of Religion or Belief from a
Biblical Perspective’, in Freedom of Belief and
Christian Mission (Oxford: Regnum, 2015),
18-29.

21 See for example Jesus’ response to his
disciples when they wanted to call down fire
from heaven on those who rejected his mes-
sage (Lk 9:51-55). Often we read of two quite
different responses to the proclamation of the
gospel in Acts: some believed and some did
not (Acts 2:13, 41; 14:1-7; 17:32-34; 18:8,
12; 19:9, 19).
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sal Declaration of Human Rights:

Everyone has the right to freedom
of thought, conscience and religion.
This right includes the freedom to
change his/her religion or belief,
and freedom, either alone or in com-
munity with others, in public or in
private, to manifest his/her religion
or belief, in teaching, practice, wor-
ship and observance.?

Religious freedom also entails that
Christians should be free to change
church affiliation. We thus need to be
careful about language suggesting that
church members are somehow owned
by their churches. From this viewpoint,
there is something odd about under-
standing proselytism in terms of steal-
ing sheep from another church. Jesus
bought every believer with his blood,
and ultimately we belong to the church
through the blood of Jesus, not by any-
thing a church or other Christians have
done.

22 WCC, ‘Towards Common Witness’, 467.
For a review of international covenants regard-
ing liberty of conscience, religious pluralism
and equality, free exercise of religion, nondis-
crimination on religious grounds, and auton-
omy for religious groups, see Nathan Lerner,
‘Proselytism, Change of Religion, and Inter-
national Human Rights’, Emory International
Law Review 12 (1998): 477-563. See also
Thomas Schirrmacher and Jonathan Chaplin,
‘European Religious Freedom and the EU’, in
Jonathan Chaplin and Gary Wilton, eds., God
and the EU: Faith in the European Project, 2nd
ed. (London and New York: Routledge, 2017),
151-74; Thomas Schirrmacher, ‘Mission und
Religionsfreiheit—eine  evangelikale Per-
spektive’, in Marianne Heimbach-Steins and
Heiner Bielefeldt, eds., Religionen und Reli-
gionsfreiheit: Menschenrechtliche Perspektiven
im Spannungsfeld von Mission und Konversion
(Wiirzburg: Ergon Verlag, 2010), 113-33.
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VII. Some Practical
Suggestions

1. Evangelism or re-evangelism cannot
avoid the issue of church membership
for the newly converted or re-commit-
ted, because being a committed Chris-
tian entails belonging to a church. If,
upon conversion or re-commitment,
persons indicate that they were once
baptized or previously members of an-
other church, ethical proselytism will
first encourage these persons to re-
connect with their original church. If
there are major theological differences
between the churches, these should
be explained in a fair and open man-
ner that helps persons to make their
own decision on church affiliation. If
such persons indicate that they do not
want to return to their original church,
great care must be taken to proceed
in an ethical manner in advising these
persons with regard to church mem-
bership. Everything possible should be
done to ensure a peaceful relation with
the original church (see the prior sec-
tion, ‘Ethical Proselytism’, especially
the guidelines on truth and tolerance).

2. When someone changes church af-
filiation as a result of evangelism or
re-evangelism, every effort should be
made to notify the pastor or the priest
at the person’s original church of the
person’s desire to change church affili-
ation, thereby also giving the pastor or
priest a chance to contact this person
if he or she wishes. We should not be
afraid that such contacts might lead
people to change their minds. The aim
is to help people to make a considered
and mature decision that they will not
regret in the future. We should also
help people to maintain peace with
relatives and friends from the original
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church, rather than creating unneces-
sary tensions in existing social rela-
tionships.

3. It is of utmost importance that the
conscience and decision of the per-
son changing church affiliation be re-
spected. All too often, discussions of
proselytism focus on the two churches
involved, and the person involved be-
comes merely a pawn in the conflict.
In reality, it should be the other way
around: the person‘s wish or decision
should be respected, and if we want
to respect the dignity of this person,
then we need to keep uppermost in our
minds what is best for this individual
person.

4. Evangelical Christians at local, na-
tional and international levels should
develop a code of conduct regarding
how pastors, priests and leaders of
various church communities will han-
dle individuals who want to change
their church affiliation.

5. Evangelical Christians will be sensi-
tive to the problem of encroaching on
someone else’s territory in the task
of evangelism, especially if an estab-
lished church is actively engaged in
programs of evangelism or re-evange-
lism. Here we follow the example of
the apostle Paul, who in his letter to
the saints in Rome wrote that his ambi-
tion was always ‘to preach the gospel
where Christ was not known, so that
I would not be building on someone
else’s foundation’ (Rom 15:20; see also
2 Cor 10:12-18).

We must be careful, however, not to
overextend this principle of sensitivity
to the problem of encroaching on some-
one else’s territory. For example, the
notion of canomical territory to which
the Orthodox Church appeals is not
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only difficult to define but flies in the
face of Orthodox principles of catholic-
ity and unity, as well as the globaliza-
tion of the modern human community.
Where there is great need, and where
the Orthodox Church is not evangeliz-
ing in its own country (which might be
largely secularized), evangelical Chris-
tians will not be bound by the notion
of canonical territory, which effectively
exists only within the canon law of the
Orthodox Church.?

6. Wherever possible, evangelicals will
seek to cooperate with other churches
in the task of evangelism or re-evange-
lism.

7. We must be very cautious about
charging proselytism when clergy or
other leaders or theologians change
from one church or confession to an-
other. With rare exceptions, such
changes are not the result of any im-
moral offers or even activities by the
receiving church, but of a long proc-
ess of deliberation by the clergy them-
selves. Where the people involved have
studied the matter thoroughly, we need
to respect the theological reasoning be-
hind their decision.

23 We humbly request that churches with a
concept of canonical territory apply it only to
their own church; i.e. a Catholic bishop may
not act in the diocese of another Catholic bish-
op without his consent, and an autocephalous
Orthodox Church may not become active in
the territory of another autocephalous church
without permission. But why should this bind
other confessions? If it did, then it would also
apply to the Orthodox Church’s evangelistic
activities in countries that are not Orthodox,
such as Italy. This inconsistency suggests
again that in a globalized world, the very no-
tion of canonical territory should be re-eval-
uated.
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VIII. Common Witness

Many of the concerns surrounding
proselytism centre on the need for
the church to bear common witness to
the world. Though sympathetic to this
need, evangelicals also caution against
an over-emphasis on common witness.
In a post-Babel world, complete unity
is impossible and perhaps even unde-
sirable. There is something healthy
about diverse theological emphases
among differing Christian commun-

Elmer John Thiessen and Thomas Schirrmacher

ions. We can learn from each other as
we seek to serve and to proclaim the
good news of our common Lord and
Saviour. Re-evangelism and proselyt-
ism can be conducted in ‘the spirit of
Christian love’ and in such a way as to
enhance ‘trust in the Christian witness
of the church’.?

24 These phrases come from WCC, ‘Towards
Common Witness’, 467.
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