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Summary 

The theology of the missio Dei has gained common currency across church confessions 

since the latter half of the twentieth century. If the identity of the Trinitarian God is 

founded in mission, then the theological nature of mission, what we understand as 

missiology, is at the root of all systematic theology. This would also suggest that 

ecclesiology is derived from missiology. However, this is contested territory. At best, 

ecclesiology and missiology are expressed as being in a symbiotic relationship, of mutual 

interdependence, two sides of the same coin. Whilst the church is a sign, instrument, first 

fruit, foretaste and for many a sacrament of God’s kingdom, God’s mission often very 

quickly becomes expressed as the church’s mission, and the coin becomes weighted with 

a lopsided ecclesiocentricity. 

Furthermore, ecclesial polity, expressed as it is in the Church of England through the 

dominance of ancient parochial structures, can limit the perspective of the church’s 

mission to church growth. Sociological descriptions of the church exacerbate the anxiety 

of decline and the search for solutions, often in sociological terms. The operational 

practice of churches suggests that ecclesial polity influences our understanding of the 

nature of the church, and that our ecclesiology ultimately influences our perspectives of 

God’s mission. It could, ultimately, affect our comprehension of the nature of God. 

Christians could be worshipping a God defined by the polity of their church institutions, 

which is in turn influencing their perspective of the nature of the church. 

If that is true, this study seeks to make a contribution to reverse that trend, so that 

missiology, derived as it is from the nature of the missio Dei, influences the nature of the 

church, and that our ecclesial polity reflects more intentionally what is needed to join in 

with the mission of God. The research question this study uses to expose this tension 

examines how the discourse initiated by the publication of the Mission-shaped Church 

(MSC) report in 2004 could be incorporated into a contemporary missional ecclesiology 

of the Church of England. 

Part A of this study sets the context by demonstrating that, despite the inherently close 

relationship between missiology and ecclesiology, that ecclesiology is being increasingly 

expressed in missiological terms. This study shows that the ecclesiologies of the Roman 

Catholic Church, the ecumenical movement and the Gospel and Our Culture network are 

each being influenced increasingly by missiology in recent decades. This research seeks 
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to develop this trend within the ecclesiology of the Church of England. The 

methodological approach uses qualitative analysis of normative features of ecclesiology 

and missiology by theologians who influence the Church of England, as ultimately a 

single confessional historic narrative. It is possible that other historic Christian churches 

may recognise similarities that resonate. This study seeks to express a more missional 

ecclesiology as part of trajectory that has been developing at least for the last century, 

since the Edinburgh Conference of 1910. 

Part B introduces the MSC discourse. The MSC report defines a ‘mission-shaped’ church 

by referring to the four credal marks of the church. It seeks to define the nature of the 

church through the mission of God. However, the theological foundation of the report is 

weak. It was met with methodological questions because it based its argument on 

sociological and cultural analysis. Some critics claim that the missiology of the report 

was deficient because it resulted in proposals for church-shaped mission rather than 

mission-shaped church: it was too ecclesiocentric. Furthermore, the MSC report 

recommended that the church would be more mission-shaped if a new ecclesial polity 

were introduced; a recommendation that was subsequently implemented by the 

introduction of the Bishop’s Mission Order, which is a means of starting new ecclesial 

communities outside of existing parishes. In other words, the report used missiological 

arguments to change ecclesial polity. Still other critics questioned the ecclesiology of the 

report because it failed to maintain the critical components of unity and catholicity. Still 

others claimed the report denied the inherited ecclesial polity of the Church of England, 

namely the priority of the parish, thereby endorsing the view that ecclesial polity 

influences ecclesiology. The discourse generated by the publication of the MSC report 

illustrates disputed perspectives on the causality between missiology, ecclesiology and 

ecclesial polity. 

Part C establishes the second discourse partner of this study by describing contemporary 

influences on the ecclesiology of the Church of England. Paul Avis, as an ecclesiologist 

closely involved in the ecumenical movement, recognises that the mission of the church 

is compromised by the lack of the visible unity of the church. Rowan Williams, at the 

start of his arch-episcopacy of the Church of England was a strong proponent of new 

forms of church. His theology takes a reimagined church into public space, where he acts 

as an apologist, not just for the church to change in the light of the Kingdom of God but 

for society to do the same. He roots the mission of the church in apostolicity, which is 
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often expressed through a prophetic voice in society that speaks up for the lost, the lame, 

the powerless and oppressed. He expresses a powerfully engaged catholicity in his 

ecclesiology. Sam Wells develops a hermeneutical process that relates liturgy to ethics, 

and contributes towards a missional understanding of holiness, such that the church bears 

witness to Christ in the world as a sign of God’s kingdom. World Christianity also 

contributes towards a missional ecclesiology of the Church of England, not least through 

the gift that the Anglican Communion is to the Church of England. The Communion 

offers the Church of England a worldwide breadth of diversity as a confessional church, 

of which the Church of England is no longer dominant, but a part. The Communion has 

given the Five Marks of Mission to the Church of England, as one example of mission 

shaping the nature of the church. Dialogue with other churches, namely the Old Catholic 

Churches, the Roman Catholic Church and the churches of the Porvoo Agreement, 

together demonstrate in different ways how ecclesiology is increasingly expressed 

alongside missiology. John Flett endorses the hypothesis that churches instrumentalised 

mission as a function of the church for the purposes of church growth. He argues that 

apostolicity is the primary mark of a missional church, through which other marks of the 

church can be interpreted. The dynamic of the gospel crossing cultural frontiers, whether 

they be geographical, linguistic, cultural or generational boundaries, epitomises the 

apostolic period of the church in the first century, and provides the foundation for a 

contemporary missional ecclesiology. 

Part D provides a synthesis of Parts B and C. It attempts to resolve the critical questions 

raised in the MSC discourse by using the contemporary influences in ecclesiology in Part 

C, thereby providing a nuanced development of our understanding of the four marks of 

the church in a post-Christendom missional ecclesiology. Following Guder, the four 

marks are treated in reverse of the traditional order, because apostolicity defines the 

missional foundations of catholicity, holiness and unity. 

An Apostolic Church 

Apostolicity is the mark of the church that provides the foundation for ministry and the 

core of what it means to be sent into God’s mission. An apostolic church with a missional 

ecclesiology bears witness to Christ. A contemporary missional ecclesiology of the 

Church of England has a global perspective by being influenced by the Anglican 

Communion. The Church of England must learn from the Communion by incorporating 

the missional focus of the Five Marks of Mission, and by continually crossing the cultural 
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boundaries that partnership affords to learn about mission in different contexts. The 

Anglican Communion helps the Church of England to encompass a global perspective on 

mission, not least, with Williams’ encouragement, to seek the transformation of the whole 

of creation, and of unjust structures in society throughout the world. An apostolic church 

will always have sight of the ‘ends of the earth’ and be willing to engage in global public 

discourse with confidence.		

This study strengthens the case for mission to define the nature of the church rather than 

the church defining God’s mission. The church assumes too much when it becomes the 

focus of God’s mission. Instead of imposing culturally inherited forms of ecclesial polity, 

fresh expressions of church need to be open to reinterpreting appropriate forms of 

oversight and governance in the light of their own redeemed culture and history. Ecclesial 

structures are therefore derived both in the light of continuity with apostolic tradition but 

also in relation to the cultures in which they emerge. Ecclesial polity may therefore be 

defined in ways other than primarily in territorial terms thereby questioning the 

dominance of the parish system. Non-territorial ecclesial polity enables a more mixed 

economy (or ecology) of church. It calls for a renewal of sodal structures that overlap 

parochial boundaries. Analysis of the world missionary movement reveals that ecclesial 

structures have influenced ecclesiology, which in the past has controlled the mission of 

the church. If mission is the mother of theology, this order needs to be reversed. 

Missiology should determine ecclesiology from which ecclesial polity should be derived. 

The significance of this reversal should not be underestimated, because it challenges our 

perceptions of what we understand the church to be. All too often our perception of 

church is dominated by church buildings. Such buildings are expressions of an ecclesial 

polity that shapes our understanding of mission. Allowing mission to determine the nature 

of the church will change our understanding of the ecclesial polities required to fulfil 

God’s mission. 

A Catholic Church 

In world Christianity, the cultural institutional forms of missions have exercised cultural 

dominance and have thereby suppressed diversity, and inhibited the catholicity of the 

church being reflected in practice. This highlights again the insidious nature of 

ecclesiocentricity that drives ecclesial practice to work against the missional nature of the 

church. This study develops the concept of agency to recast the relationship between 

church and the kingdom of God. Two components of agency, the representative and the 
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transformative, throw light on different perspectives within the MSC discourse. The 

representative nature of the church is emphasised by Hull because the church is 

responding to God’s initiative. The transformative nature of the church is emphasised by 

some other critics of the MSC report. The church operates as co-agent with God. A post-

Christendom era of extending the body of Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit will 

demonstrate both the significance of a contemporary incarnational ecclesiology and 

restore the reality of diversity within the church’s catholicity. This can be demonstrated in 

practice by re-envisioning the diaconal order as the representative and transformative 

agency engaging across cultural boundaries in conversations of prophetic dialogue. 

Education is one of the remaining areas of church influence that offers a truly catholic 

vision for society. 

A Holy Church 

This study commends and develops liturgical ethics as a means of enhancing a 

contemporary ecclesiology. Liturgical ethics enhances sacramental ecclesiology because 

it makes the occurrences of everyday life relevant to the liturgy. Not only do the 

worshipping members of the church community develop virtue, but the church gathering 

also becomes a community of character. A holy church embodies the virtues in its very 

nature.  

One Church 

The MSC discourse reveals diverse opinions on where the unity of the church is located. 

The unity of the church is found in the unity of the Trinity and the church’s participation 

in the mission of God. The sacraments bring unity to the church, expressing koinōnia. 

Third, unity is expressed in confession of the Christian faith, as defined in the historic 

creeds. Fourth, unity is found in the office of the bishop, whose diocese is the local 

church, rather than the parish. Parishes are essential ecclesial realities, but not the centre 

of unity.  

The Witness of the Apostolic Catholic Holy and One Church 

One of the enduring tensions within this study has been the ecclesiocentricity of the 

church. This study suggests that by prioritising apostolicity in the four credal marks, the 

church is released to be a witness of God’s mission in the world. 


