
Mission as Conversion of Connections (Brian E. Konkol)1 

During my first year of ordained ministry I accepted an assigmnent to serve as 
Director of the Lutheran Camp and Retreat Centre (LCRC) in Skeldon, Guyana, through 
the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America's Division for Global Mission? In addition 
to my responsibilities as pastor alongside four congregations of the Emmanuel Parish 
(Evangelical Lutheran Church in Guyana), my role with the LCRC provided a 
worthwhile opportunity to host "mission-trip" groups from various Christian 
denominations throughout North America. Among other things, this role provided a 
massive level of exposure to missionary theologies and methodologies, and thus offered a 
valuable resource to examine themes surrounding mission, conversion, and connections. 

One of the initial tasks during my time with the LCRC was to establish a system 
of financial health and sustainability. As a result, while we encouraged various 
organizations from within Guyana to utilize the LCRC facilities and programs, we 
quickly recognized that foreign groups were able to contribute far more financial 
resources toward facility maintenance and local staff salaries, thus North American 
mission organizations were targeted as a top priority in our fundraising plans. With these 
objectives in mind, we communicated with various Christian denominations and mission 
organizations throughout North America, and after sharing information of what we had to 
offer at the LCRC in Skeldon, within months we started to receive a wide collection of 
international visitors hoping to conduct mission-trips in Guyana. 

As my first year in Skeldon drew to a close, the LCRC was on the brink of a 
major financial breakthrough. In specifics, we received a mission-trip request from an 
esteemed North American organization that promised to consider a long-term financial 
partnership. As a result, we wanted to ensure that our visitors had a pleasant and 
meaningful mission-trip experience, thus we prepared to the best of our collective 
abilities. The primary objective of the North American group was to build a house for a 
family in need, but they also hoped to lead some Bible Studies and worship services. 
While I had initial worries about the proposed plans and was apprehensive about the one
sided mission plans of the incoming visitors, I kept my views mostly private, and the 
LCRC agreed to accommodate the group with meals, housing, worship space, public 
relations, etc. When the North American group finally arrived in Skeldon, a site for 
construction was immediately chosen by their group leaders, they designated a family to 
receive the house, the Bible studies and worship services were planned and publicized, 
and those involved with the LCRC seemed to be extremely confident. 

1 Brian E. Konkol is an ordained minister of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA), and 
Country Coordinator for its South Africa-based Young Adults in Global Mission program, which serves in 
companionship with the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Southern Africa (ELCSA). This paper is an 
expansion upon research started with Steve de Gruchy in 2009 and completed alongside Gerald West in 
2011 at the University ofKwaZulu-Natal's School of Religion and Theology, within its Theology and 
Development program, under the direction of Beverly Haddad. 
2 The Evangelical Lutheran Church in America's Division for Global Mission (DGM) would later change 
its name to Global Mission (GM). This occurred on February 1, 2006 when the ELCA reorganized and all 
"divisions" became "units", and "boards" became "program committees". 
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When the North American mission-trip members arrived in Skeldon, it was clear 
from the onset that they were highly motivated and fully committed to finishing the house 
within their one-week time period. While the temperatures were far higher than what 
they were accustomed to in North America, they worked tirelessly, waking early in the 
morning and persisting until the late evening, while only taking short breaks for water 
and food. Though there were a few minor setbacks within the project, the quick progress 
was remarkable, the house was finished on schedule, and the mission-trip group appeared 
to leave Guyana with a massive sense of accomplishment due to their "completed" and 
"successful" endeavor. In addition, it appeared that everyone at the LCRC and 
surrounding community felt extremely satisfied about hosting an excellent mission-trip 
experience, we were convinced that an outstanding reputation would spread throughout 
North America, we expected to receive more mission-trip groups into the future, and thus 
we believed the financial sustainably of the LCRC would no longer be a concern. 

In the weeks following the North American house-building mission-trip, I began 
to hear rumors of grumbling and complaints within the Skeldon community, and I sought 
to discover more details through some trusted companions within the Emmanuel Parish. 
After a great deal of visits and listening alongside parish members, I learned that a 
significant number of people were disappointed with the recent house-building mission
trip venture, and there was a rising level of tension within our community as a result. For 
example, I learned that some did not feel that the "most deserving" family had been 
selected to receive the house. In addition, I discovered that members of the North 
American group gave away some of their tools and "extra" funds during their final day in 
Skeldon, which created a great deal of frustration and tension amongst those who did not 
receive such gifts.3 Also, there was a great deal of anger about the North American 
group not utilizing local workers and construction specialists to assist with the planning 
and implementation. And finally, because the visitors were so intent on finishing the 
house within the allotted time period, the community felt that their visitors had little 
concern to build relationships or exchange in fellowship, for the Bible studies and 
worship experiences never took place. All in all, the construction project was perceived 
as more important than the people within the community, for there was a trivial amount 
of interaction between the North Americans guests and Skeldon hosts. 

As the weeks passed by, I also learned that my decisions within the LCRC were 
not as unanimously supported as I had initially believed. While the local community 
seemed to appreciate the willingness of foreigners to visit Guyana, and my international 
networking appeared to be viewed as valuable, I was told that it was wrong to bring 
North Americans to Guyana so they could "do mission to the Guyanese". In other words, 
while I felt like I was inclusive in decision-making, I realized that I was not, for the 
Skeldon residents who I served alongside also wanted to "do mission", yet I was fixated 

3 While USA dollars can be exchanged into Guyanese dollars at an exchange of approximately US$I
GUY200, it was extremely difficult to exchange Guyanese dollars back into USA dollars upon departure 
from Guyana. As a result, it was common for USA groups to give-away their "left-over" cash to various 
Guyanese on the final day of their trip, for the Guyana currency would be "worthless" while back in the 
USA. Quite naturally, various local citizens of Skeldon (and I assume other places as well) realized this 
reality quite well, and thus would ensure to be around the LCRC to send the visiting groups off, not only to 
be hospitable, but also to receive any leftover funds that might be available. · 
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on providing mission-trip experiences "for hire" for the foreign guests. My persistence to 
raise funds for the community had a consequence: The process lacked mutuality, and 
because I wanted to "do mission for" rather than "participate in mission with", the 
Guyanese Lutherans were seen merely as deprived and dependent recipients of mission, 
rather than Children of God who are both willing and capable participants. The ordeal 
was both informative and convicting. I recognized the need to reflect more clearly and 
openly alongside the local community about how to be more faithful as mutual 
participants in God's mission, and as a result, in the weeks that followed we experienced 
a fruitful dialogue about global mission companionship, and we considered plans for a 
more faithful and inclusive vision for mission at the LCRC. 

A few months after the house-building mission-trip, I was invited to visit the 
North American headquarters of their sending organization in order to participate in a 
debriefing session and consider plans for the future. I was extremely nervous and 
uncomfortable. While I wanted to share the various complaints that had arisen due to the 
house building mission-trip, and I felt empowered to share the lessons I had learned about 
mutuality and accompaniment in mission, I continued to feel uneasy about the possible 
consequences, and I felt it would be far more appropriate to have a local resident of 
Guyana represent the LCRC at the debriefing.4 However, I eventually agreed to attend 
the gathering, and rather than share my concerns about their theology and missionary 
methods, and instead of disclosing the complaints that the Skeldon Lutherans had lodged 
toward their pastor as a result of the project, I proceeded to do nearly the opposite. I 
caved. Among other things, I affirmed their organizational leadership, and I explained 
how the house they built was wonderful, the community was thankful, and that we at the 
LCRC would love to receive their mission-trip groups into the future and continue our 
partnership. All in all, instead of speaking truth to power, I compromised severely under 
the perceived level of pressure. All in all, not only was it inappropriate to try and speak 
for the Skeldon residents, I portrayed an inaccurate view of reality, and I believed the 
"ends would justify the means". I continue to regret my actions that day. 

Why the hidden? 

One could provide many reasons and excuses for my behavior during those first 
months of ministry in Guyana. Perhaps my mistakes were due to personal insecurities, a 
paternal view of mission partnership, weak faith, or merely a lack of pastoral integrity 
and/or experience. It is possible that I was not as culturally sensitive as I should have 
been, I spoke more than listened, or I figured situational ethics were needed in order to 
secure funding and help provide employment. However, as a result of my interactions 
with Steve de Gruchy at the University ofKwaZulu-Natal's Theology and Development 
program, I have reflected with greater clarity in regards to the actual communication and 
connections during my first year alongside the Skeldon community. In specifics, I have 
since recognized how the "public transcript" surrounding the North American house-

4 I recall asking the North American organization if we could send a Guyanese LCRC representative rather 
than having a North American speak with other North Americans about mission in Guyana. While I would 
like to credit such feelings toward a mission methodology of accompaniment, in all honesty it probably had 
more to do with my own apprehensions about the meeting, and thus my desire to find a way to not attend! 
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building mission~trip group experience was extremely different from the "hidden 
transcript". For example, while the "public transcript" included affirmation of a 
successful mission partnership, the "hidden transcript" contained a local community that 
was not pleased with its North American guests( ... or their North American pastor!), I 
was frustrated with the local community and irritated with the mission~trip group, and of 
course, I was totally disappointed in myself for not being more principled with the North 
American mission organization and more affirming of the Emmanuel Parish. In addition, 
it must be noted that during my four years in Guyana the North American house-building 
mission-trip group never returned to the LCRC, thus they also must not have been as 
pleased as they led on to believe! 

With the introductory narrative and subsequent questions in mind, one recognizes 
that such events surrounding attempts at global mission companionship are not entirely 
unique, for those who engage in foreign mission endeavors are often involved in similar 
experiences. On countless occasions, the "official report" of what took place is quite 
different from what actually occurred. The stories shared by those who return to North 
America and Europe from South America and Africa can oftentimes be remarkably 
different from those communicated amongst local host communities. For example, 
evangelists left to believe they converted thousands to the Christian faith have actually 
"preached to the choir", homes constructed by short~term mission groups are sometimes 
de-constructed afterwards in order to sell materials and provide for families. In addition, 
it is common practice for books, pens, and pencils offered to schoolchildren to be 
confiscated by family members and occasionally sold for food and other basic 
necessities. While the rate in which such events take place can be disputed, what is 
certain is that these occasions do take place. The "public" account - that which is 
reported "onstage" - is quite different from what is shared among local people "offstage". 

With the above thoughts in mind, one is compelled to wonder: Why the 
significant distinction between "public" and "hidden"?5 In reference to the introductory 
narrative, why did the Lutherans in Skeldon not tell me how they truly felt about their 
North American guests? Why did they not speak more openly about their disagreements 
with me? Why did I not share more openly with the North American sending 
organization? Why did I not express my honest thoughts with the local Skeldon 
community? Why did the sending organization not share their displeasure with me and 
the LCRC? Are these "hidden transcripts" a simple matter of miscommunication as a 
result of cultural difference? Are these mere instances of hospitality and kindness? Are 
these all examples of passive aggressiveness and fear of direct confrontation? All in all, 
while many theories exist about how to answer these various questions, the following 
sections will argue that such hidden transcripts exist as a form of subtle resistance to 
power disparity in mission companionship. 

5 This question is, in many ways, what initially brought Steve de Gruchy and I together at the University of 
Kwa-Zulu Natal in January of 2008. After serving with the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Guyana over 
the course of four years, my wife and I relocated to South Africa in order to serve in our current roles with 
the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Southern Africa, and shortly after I was introduced to the Theology and 
Development program. Within days after meeting Steve de Gruchy, I was invited to attend his Masters
level module on "People, Power, and Faith", and the result was an awesome experience that would lead me 
to consider global mission in an entirely different manner. 



What are hidden transcripts? 

The insightful work of James C. Scott provides important insights to such 
questions surrounding power and communication in global mission.6 Specifically, in 
Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts (1990), Scott makes use of 
the terms public transcript and hidden transcript to consider how one might more 
accurately "read, interpret, and understand" the often underground conduct of those on 
the receiving end of domination. 7 While public transcripts are "the open interactions" 
between dominated populations and those who demonstrate control (public makes 
reference to actions that are observable to the other party in the power relationship, and 
transcript is used in the sense of a complete record of what was actually spoken and/or 
expressed non-verbally);8 hidden transcripts are the "discourse that takes place 
'offstage', beyond direct observation by power holders".9 Characteristics of hidden 
transcriEts include: they are specific to a given social site and to a particular set of 
actors; 1 they do not only contain speech, but a whole range of practices; 11 and the 
boundary between public and hidden transcripts is a space of ongoing struggle between 
the dominant and those dominated. 12 Scott argues that both oppressors and oppressed 
possess hidden transcripts, this "hidden'' discourse is rarely in contact; 13 and the more 
severe the oppression of the dominant, the more abundant the hidden transcripts. 14 

Scott maintains that "surface level" observations of interactions between groups 
on "different levels on the scale of power" may lead to numerous false assumptions, for 
one may conclude that dominated groups "endorse the terms of their subordination and 
are willing, even enthusiastic, partners in that subordination". 15 Scott concludes that, in 
order to better "read, interpret, and understand" dominated groups, a greater awareness 
and appreciation of the hidden transcript must be obtained, for he proposes that all 
dominated groups, in response to their situation, create a hidden transcript that 

5 

6 I first read the work of James C. Scott during Steve de Gruchy's course on "People, Power, and Faith" in 
2008. Scott's notions became a foundation for my Master thesis, "Mission Possible? Power, Truth-Telling, 
and the Pursuit of Mission as Accompaniment". 
7 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1990), 17. 
8 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1990), 2. 
9 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1990), 4. 
10 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1990), 14. 
11 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1990), 14. 
12 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1990), 14. 
13 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1990), 15. 
14 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1990), 17. 
15 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1990), 4. 



"represents a critique of power spoken behind the back of the dominant. The powerful, 
for their part, also develop a hidden transcript representing the practices and claims of 
their rule that cannot be openly declared. A comparison ofthe hidden transcript of the 
weak with that of the powerful, and of both hidden transcripts to the public transcript of 
power relations, offers a substantially new way of understanding resistance to 
domination".16 With these thoughts in mind, it can be argued that Scott's notions could 
be highly useful when in consideration of global mission companionship. 
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Within the introductory narrative, the public transcript included a success story of 
a mission-trip house-building project in Guyana and a North American pastor who had 
the unanimous support of the local parish. However, the "hidden transcript" revealed a 
more accurate portrayal of reality. While a house was indeed constructed, there were few 
people involved who were actually satisfied with the overall outcome. As the well
funded North American mission organization possessed a great deal of power, and 
because funding within the LCRC seemed to hinge upon the "success" of such mission
trips, I felt that I could not risk the possibility ofthe North American organization being 
unsatisfied. In addition, due to my own power as a white, North American, male, 
missionary clergy person with international networking and fundraising connections, it 
was widely agreed within the local community that I also needed to feel satisfied! And 
so, the overall communication between the local community, myself, and the North 
American mission organization possessed a significant difference between "public" and 
"hidden" due to, among other things, a significant level of power disparity within our 
global mission companionship. 

Hidden Transcripts in Mission 

In response to accounts similar to that of my experience in Guyana, numerous 
denominations of the northern hemisphere have made positive steps to promote mutuality 
and respect. 17 However, as shown in my own momentous mistakes, a number of foreign 
mission personnel continue to display resistance and have yet to fully trust and honor 
local priorities. It can be strongly argued that certain missionaries from the north posses 
their own "hidden transcripts", for while a message of"trust" and "empowerment" is 
increasingly spoken in public circles, attitudes of paternalism and racism may dwell 
underneath the surface (either consciously or subconsciously). An inappropriate use of 
power is the result. While those in the north would hesitate to describe themselves as 
"dominant" and/or "oppressors" Gust as church leaders and others in the southern 
hemisphere would cringe at the thought of being labeled as dominated and/or oppressed), 
stories of foreign control and overassertive missionaries from the north continue to 
exist.18 As a result, it is important to consider mission in light of James C. Scott's notion 
of "hidden transcripts". 

16 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1990), xxi. 
17 Specifically, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America's Global Mission produced "Global Mission in 
the 21st Century: A Vision of Evangelical Faithfulness in God's Mission" (1999). 
18 At various point in this paper I will use the terms "dominated" and "oppressed", and in no way should 
this usage be perceived as a judgment of human dignity for those in the southern hemisphere, but rather, a 
description of an ongoing and unjust relationship between those in the north and south. 
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Scott insists upon differences in the way people behave "onstage" and "offstage" 
in the midst of power disparity, similar to my above-mentioned experience in Guyana. In 
addition, Scott concludes the nature of hidden transcripts are determined by the degree in 
which power disparity exists, or as Scott noted," .. . the more menacing the power, the 
thicker the mask." 19 What is important to remember is that the presence of hidden 
transcripts among those on the receiving end of domination in no way indicates a level of 
immorality among them. But rather, people who are subject to unjust control are engaged 
in tactics that allow for maximized return with least amount of risk. Scott titles this the 
"safety-first principle".20 While much is made of"speaking truth to power" and 
prophetic action, the reality of global power struggle is that such "open" acts are rare 
because of the huge amount of risk involved. As R.H. Tawney wrote, for those on the 
lesser end of power disparity, it is like "that of a man standing permanently up to the neck 
in water, so that even a ripple is sufficient to drown him."21 And so, as I was not willing 
to upset the powerful North American mission-trip leadership, and because the Skeldon 
community did not want to upset their powerful North American pastor, we all felt "safe" 
to participate in "the performance." 

While safety may be a primary reason for engaging in hidden transcripts, 
"efficiency" is also a factor, for dominated populations have learned through experience 
how to be most effective in surviving- and possibly transforming - situations of 
oppression. While one would like to believe open dialogue and/or action would be 
constructive to promote change, dominated populations have long realized that those in 
power often have little concern for the needs and priorities of those who are dominated. 
As Scott wrote: "It is my guess . .. that just such kinds of resistance are often the most 
significant and the most effective over the long run ... Everyday forms of resistance make 
no headlines. But just as millions of anthozoan polyps create, willy-nilly, a coral reef, so 
do the multiple acts of peasant insubordination and evasion create political and economic 
barrier reefs of their own."22 With these thoughts in mind, the wisdom of the dominated 
is that, due to the reality that those in positions of power often care little about the 
opinions of those who they dominate, subtle tactics and hidden transcripts have a larger 
impact in the long term, especially when the goal is to carve out space for a new way of 
relating to others within the shell of the old. 

Hidden Transcripts and Being Connected 

In response to the ideas brought forward in Scott's notion of hidden transcripts, 
and in light of ongoing power disparity in global mission partnerships, one may highlight 
the work of Steve de Gruchy in "Being Connected: Engaging in Effective World 
Mission", and merge Scott and de Gruchy into a dynamic cross-disciplinary dialogue that 

19 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1990), 3. 
20 James C. Scott, The Moral Economy of the Peasant: Rebellion and Subsistence in Southeast Asia, (New 
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1976), 24. 
21 R.H. Tawney, Land and Labor in China. (Boston: Beacon Press, 1966), 77. 
22 James C. Scott, The Moral Economy of the Peasant: Rebellion and Subsistence in Southeast Asia, (New 
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1976), 24. 
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considers the possibilities of global mission in the 21st century. Among other things, one 
can demonstrate how de Gruchy and Scott emphasize the nature of power imbalance and 
its impact, but they do so in diverse and complimentary ways. In other words, 
"conversations" (what Scott would define as hidden and public transcripts) are shaped by 
"connections" (as de Gruchy shows in "Being Connected"), and the reverse is equally 
accurate, to the point that both conversations and connections have a mutually dependent 
relationship that is capable of spiraling into numerous and influential directions. 

Connected as a Matter of Fact 

As de Gruchy highlights in "Being Connected", people around the world are 
connected as a matter of fact. Whereas past generations did not possess the availability 
of global television networks, international travel, or the Internet, the current era is 
connected as a matter of fact in ways unlike any other before it. However, as de Gruchy 
states, these connections run deeper, for people are also connected as a matter of fact 
through global events and global happenings?3 Whether it is worldwide sporting events 
like the Olympics or FIF A World Cup, a royal wedding in England or Monaco, or 
various struggles which seem to capture international attention and concern such as those 
in Haiti and Japan, there is a deep sense of global connectedness that seems to cross 
national boundaries. 

While numerous global connections involve positive feelings and good intentions, 
the reality of a globalized world in the 21st century is that connections run deeper as a 
result of the "global economy, global market, and global way of production, distribution, 
consumption, and waste".24 As de Gruchy and many others state, local communities are 
intricately intertwined with others that are thousands of miles away in manners like never 
before. 25 Through such realizations, it becomes clear that the worldwide connectedness 
of the 21st century is not "benign" or neutral, and the "global village" is not in a 
"romantic valley on a green hillside."26 To the contrary: 

This is a [global] village that has a chief, a headmen, and favored families, and 
poor families, and women who collect the water and the firewood, and beggars 
living on the scraps on the edge of the town; and lepers who aren't allowed in 

23 Steve De Gruchy, "Being Connected: Engaging in Effective World Mission", unpublished. (Episcopal 
Conference: Everyone, Eve1ywhere. Baltimore, Maryland: June 2008), 1. 
24 Steve De Gruchy, "Being Connected: Engaging in Effective World Mission", unpublished. (Episcopal 
Conference: Everyone, Everywhere. Baltimore, Maryland: June 2008), 1. 
25 Steve de Gruchy, "Dealing with our own sewage: Spirituality and Ethics in the Sustainability Agenda", 
unpublished, (Address to the World Conference on Theologies of Liberation. Belem, Brazil: January 
2009); Thomas Friedman, Hot, Flat and Crowded 2.0: Why We Need a Green Revolution - and How It can 
Renew America, (New York: Picador, 2009); Bill McKibben, Deep Economy: The Wealth of Communities 
and the Durable Future, (New York: St. Martin's Griffin, 2008); John B. Cobb, Sustainability: Economics, 
Ecology, and Justice, (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2007); Celia Deane-Drummond, Eco
Theology, (Winona, Minnesota: Anselm Academic, 2008). 
26 De Gruchy, 2. Daniel G. Groody, Globalization, Spirituality, and Justice: Navigating the Path to Peace, 
(Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Book, 2007); Richard Gibb, Grace and Global Justice: The Socio-Political 
Mission of the Church in an Age of Globalization (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2006). 



town. And the price ofhaving a stall in the market is too high for some families 
to trade their goods. 27 
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In the current global context, people throughout the world are elaborately and intricately 
connected as a matter of fact, yet these connections are not impartial. Whereas some 
have access to the above mentioned television networks and Internet, others are 
outwardly severed from the rest of the world as a result of geographical location and lack 
ofresources.28 As a quick examination of global economic data confirms, the gap 
between rich and poor is increasing, and some would argue that it is because of such 
multi-national connections that the financially wealthy are able to exploit the poor and 
obtain massive and disproportionate amounts ofprosperity.Z9 And so, while people are 
connected, they are also in some ways disconnected as a result of such connections. 

Due to consequences of historical circumstance and ongoing abuses of imperial 
power, the connections which shape the current global village are too often biased and 
prejudiced, for they are "shot with power and privilege", and allow for the most powerful 
to succeed at the expense ofthe poor and marginalized.30 Without question, while all 
people are connected, there are winners and losers as a result of such connections. As a 
result, while it may be impossible to slow-down or reverse the process of global 
connections, the task of global mission, according to de Gruchy and in light of Scott, is to 
seek transformation of global connections so that all of God's creation is valued and 
given life in its fullness. In other words, connections as a matter of fact should be 
recognized, identified, and countered through our connections as a matter of faith. 

Connected as a Matter of Faith 

According to de Gruchy, those who participate in mission should, as a matter of 
faith, be concerned with the numerous injustices that shape the 21st century global 
village. Those who affirm Christian faith cannot ignore the realities of power abuse, for 
the biblical witness illustrates how Jesus himself was deeply concerned with power and 
its manipulation. 31 As a part of the core nature of God's mission, followers of Jesus are 
called into righteous relationships with others through their intimate connectedness.32 As 
a result, the missionary activity of the church is that which accompanies those on the 
receiving end of domination, for as God chose to be intimately connected to the world 
through the incarnation of Jesus, and because it is in God's Trinitarian nature to be 

27 Steve De Gruchy, "Being Connected: Engaging in Effective World Mission", unpublished. (Episcopal 
Conference: Eve1yone, Everywhere. Baltimore, Maryland, June 2008), 2. 
28 Jeffrey Sachs, The End of Poverty: Economic Possibilities for Our Time (New York: Penguin Press, 
2005), 27. 
29 Jeffrey Sachs, The End of Poverty: Economic Possibilities for Our Time (New York: Penguin Press, 
2005), 27. 
30 Steve De Gruchy, "Being Cormected: Engaging in Effective World Mission", unpublished. (Episcopal 
Conference: Everyone, Eve1ywhere. Baltimore, Maryland: June 2008), 5. 
31 Obery M. Hendricks, Jr., The Politics of Jesus: Rediscovering the True Revolutionary Nature of Jesus' 
Teachings and How They Have Been Corrupted (New York: Doubleday, 2006). 
32 Romans 12:5; I Corinthians 12:12 



connected as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, those engaged in global mission are called to 
accompany others throughout the interconnected struggles and hopes of daily life. 

As de Gruchy notes, the Latin root for religion, "re-ligare", means to " re
connect".33 In such terms, and in light of the above mentioned thoughts on 
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connectedness as a matter of fact and faith, it can be argued that the mission of Christian 
religion should be perceived and applied in a way that faithfully and fruitfully connects 
people around the world to God, one another, and all of creation. As a result, instead of 
allowing global connections to divide people on the basis of race, gender, socio-economic 
status, citizenship, sexual orientation, or even system of religious belief, God's mission is 
meant to hold connectedness as a matter of fact and faith together, and respond by 
converting connections from those of exploitation into those which reflect mutual dignity 
and promote fullness of life . 

. . . we are connected both as a statement of fact, and a statement of faith. We have 
to hold these two things together. If we drop the first one, we will drift off into 
some make-believe land in which we fail to recognize the reality of this world, 
and it pyramids of power. Too many Christians dwell in such a land, and as a 
result missionary work simply contributes to that abuse of power. If we drop the 
second one, we will slide into pits of despair and cynicism, fully aware of the 
reality of the world, but having no vision of an alternative. Too many activists 
and development workers inhabit that space. We have to hold together these two 

1. . 34 rea 1t1es. 

With de Gruchy's thoughts in mind, and in light of Scott's notion of hidden transcripts, 
one notices a massive shift in the overall process and goals of global mission activity. 
Whereas missionaries of past generations sought the conversion of an individual through 
alteration of a specific system of belief, mission in the 21st century seeks conversion in a 
far different manner. In specifics, with the connections of fact and faith in mind, the task 
of Christian missionary activity is not necessarily the conversion of particular people, but 
rather, a conversion of the connection that binds people together. In other words, the 
GoodNews shared through Christian mission is the promotion and support of restored 
forms of connections that expresses the love of God through Jesus Christ and values the 
contextual particularities of each culture. As a result, the focus of conversion within 
mission is not the individuals who accompany one another, but rather, it is the connection 
shared between those engaged in relationships and their common connection with God. 
With this being said, it can be argued that, according to Steve de Gruchy, the purpose of 
mission in the 21st century is a conversion of connections. 

Mission, Conversion, Connections and Conversation 

33 Steve De Gruchy, "Being Connected: Engaging in Effective World Mission", unpublished. (Episcopal 
Conference: Everyone, Everywhere. Baltimore, Maryland, June 2008), 6. 
34 Steve De Gruchy, "Being Connected: Engaging in Effective World Mission", unpublished. (Episcopal 
Conference: Everyone, Everywhere. Baltimore, Maryland, June 2008), 10. 
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With the theological vision of the interconnected Trinity in mind, and in light of 
thoughts brought forward by Steve de Gruchy and James C. Scott, mission as conversion 
of connections seeks resistance, reform, and revolution in regards to long-standing global 
injustice and power disparity. While one could go into far greater detail about how such 
activity could and/or should take place, and there is much more to be articulated about 
how connections are evident through both fact and faith, for the purpose of this paper it 
can be argued that a primary method of converting connections through global mission is 
to convert conversation. When global companions bring their hidden transcripts to the 
surface and speak truth to one another without fear of punishment or penalty, the long
silenced voices are heard and valued, and the results have massive and enduring 
implications.35 As John de Gruchy states: 

[people] have much to say, many stories to tell, much pain to reveal. Our 
relationships will not mature into mutuality until we walk through this needed 
process oftruth-telling and reconciliation.36 

As shown within the introductory narrative, when the powerful learn to listen and those 
on the receiving end of unjust control claim their right to be heard, a more faithful and 
fruitful dialogue is a result, and an exchange of fellowship and ideas like never before is 
an ensuing outcome. As a result, the process of converted conversation leads to fresh and 
prophetic proposals about how to more faithfully participate within God's mission of 
reconciliation, transformation, and empowerment.37 In reference to my own experiences 
in Guyana, it was only after the Skeldon Lutherans and I learned to speak more openly to 
one another that we more fully walked together in solidarity and mutuality. 

As people speak truth to one another (and leam to listen for truth from one 
another) through converted conversations, the following step is restoration of 
relationships through radical hospitality. When those on the receiving end of domination 
are empowered to voice their pain and sorrow, those responsible for such oppression and 
inequality can more fully come to grips with their actions and humbly seek forgiveness. 
As John de Gruchy writes: 

[conversation] makes it possible for us to both see ourselves and to see the other, 
to recall and remember that which brought about destruction, alienation and 
dehumanization, and to explore the possibilities of overcoming and transforming 
the past.38 

While the process of confession and forgiveness is by no means quick and easy, and in 
certain cases may take generations, it is a critical step forward as relationships seek 

35 John de Gruchy, Reconciliation: Restoring Justice, (Mirmeapolis: Fortress Press, 2002). 
36 Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA), Global Mission in the 2r'1 Centwy: A Vision of 
Evangelical Faithfulness in God's Mission, (Chicago, Illinois: ELCA, 1999), 18. 
37 Lutheran World Federation, Mission in Context: Transformation, Reconciliation, and Empowerment 
(Department for Mission and Development, 2004). 
38 John de Gruchy, Reconciliation: Restoring Justice, (Mirmeapolis: Fortress Press, 2002). 149. 
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restoration. When conversations are converted from those of hidden transcripts to truth
telling and dialogue, a restoration of relationships is made possible. 

As relationships are restored, oppressive systems are transformed. At the risk of 
gross oversimplification, it can be argued that one of the reasons that structures of 
domination exist throughout the world is due to a disconnection in relationships.39 When 
people are categorized and generalized into basic groups, it becomes easier for certain 
individuals and factions to oppress "those people" in "the other" groups. However, when 
personal relationships are built and developed, no longer are people merely labeled as 
black, women, Muslim, poor, homosexual, "the poor", etc., but Children of God with 
names and faces who are worthy of divine value as sharers of a common creator. When 
relationships are restored, common humanity is acknowledged, and systems which 
oppress move toward transformation into connections of justice and mutuality: 

The truth liberates and sets free, the truth heals and restores, but only when the 
truth is lived and done. Truth serves the cause of reconciliation and justice only 
when it leads to a genuine metanoia, that is, a turning around, a breaking with an 
unjust past, and a moving toward a new future.40 

When conversations are converted, relationships are restored, and oppressive systems are 
transformed into those which bring life in its fullness, the result is converted connections. 

The Connection/Conversation Model 

Naturally, the process of mission as conversion of connections is much easier in 
theory than practice.41 Among other things, whenever human beings are involved in a 
process, there are mishaps and numerous forms of miscommunication, especially when 
cross-cultural realities are involved (in addition to the introductory narrative, I have made 
countless other mistakes over the years, and I am confident that others have blundered in 
a similar fashion!). In addition, the Connection/Conversation relationship reveals that not 
only does the conversion of connections require a conversion of conversation, but the 
reverse is equally valid, for the conversion of conversation requires a conversion of 
connections. As stated by James C. Scott, and in light of the opening narrative featuring 
my experiences in Guyana, people are limited in their ability to converse openly with one 
another until the nature of their imbalanced connections transform. As a result, when 
disparity decreases, the result is an increase of dialogue and genuine conversation. And 

39 Richard A. Horsely, Jesus and Empire: The Kingdom of God and the New World Disorder, 
(Minneapolis, Minnesota: Fortress Press, 2002); John Dominic Crossan, Jesus Against Rome, Then and 
Now, (New York: Harper One, 2007); Jim Wallis, Rediscovering Values: A Guide for Moral and Economic 
Recovery, (Brentwood, Tennessee: Howard Books, 2011). 
40 John de Gruchy, Reconciliation: Restoring Justice, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2002). 149. 
41 I recognize the massive complexity ofunjust global systems, such as neo-liberal capitalism and large 
scale ecological destruction. It is not my intention to side-step these important issues, but merely to 
provide an initial step to encounter such structures. For those who wish for a more in-depth examination of 
the concepts surrounding mission as conversation of connections, see: Brian Konkol, "Mission Possible? 
Power, Truth-Telling, and the Pursuit of Mission as Accompaniment", (Master's Thesis, University of 
KwaZulu-Nata, 2011). 
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to the contrary, when disparity increases, truth-telling inevitably decreases as well. With 
such thoughts in mind, the dual understandings of conversation and connections are held 
in a "chicken and the egg" tension and serve as a linked cycle that is sparked, sanctified, 
and sustained by the Triune God for missionary activity. When the connections of the 
global context are re-shaped, then truth-telling and dialogue can more fully take place, 
which in turn continues to shape global colU1ections. This cyclical process is highlighted 
in the diagram below. 

Conversion of Convers ion of 
Conversation Connections 

~ 
The two concepts of conversation and colU1ection are strongly linked, and in many ways 
model an "action/reflection" mission methodology which incorporates God's nature of 
both "being" and "doing". When those engaged in global mission consider the nature of 
global colU1ections (reflection/being), the reality of unjust global power imbalance shapes 
the ways that conversation takes place (action/doing). As conversations proceed, 
continual reflection upon the changing nature of global connections takes place, which 
continue to impact the nature of interpersonal conversation. 

The Conversation/Connection model, while in many ways simple, is by no means 
simplistic. While the characteristics of "connections" were highlighted earlier, the term 
"conversation" requires further explanation. For the purpose of the 
Conversation/Connection Model, a "conversation" may include verbal discourse, but also 
deeds and other forms of action, such as: mutual service, advocacy, and fellowship. This 
"conversation" terminology is similar to what Scott titled "transcripts", known as a 
complete record of both verbal and non-verbal acts.42 In many ways, the term 
"conversation" in this Conversation/ColU1ection model represents the entirety ofhow 
people relate to one another on an interpersonal level. As Steve de Gruchy illustrates, 
there will always be some sort of"connection" between global companions, but as John 
de Gruchy states, there is not always "conversation". As a result, much of mission 
activity includes conversation in a way that transforms the nature of connections. 

In addition to the nature of"conversation" in missionary activity, an additional 
factor worthy of explanation is the previously mentioned impact of restoring relationships 

42 James. C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1990), 2. 
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and transforming oppressive systems. When conversations are converted, it then leads to 
a restoration of relationships, which in tum contributes to a transformation of oppressive 
social systems. In a similar manner (and an additional paradox), when connections are 
converted, it also leads to the same positive impact upon relationships and systems. As a 
result, in many ways, the Conversation/Connection model symbolizes the Holy Spirit-led 
momentum which is generated when conversation and connections are transformed to 
more fully reflect Jesus' commitment to mutual dignity and respect. As stated previous, 
it is fully acknowledged that this process of restoration and transformation is not simple 
or straightforward, yet one can also affirm the powerful nature of relationships formed on 
the grass-roots and their impact upon larger and complex systems. The diagram below 
provides additional clarity to this dynamic process . 

Conversion of 
Conversation 

fr u 
Relationship 

Restored 

.....----\ Relationships 
1---y' Restored 

Systems 
Transformed 

Conversion of 
Systems /---} Connections 

Transformed \-

In striking contrast to the process of faithful life-giving missionary activity 
highlighted in the diagram above, the Conversation/Connection model also reveals a 
sinfulness-led negative momentum that takes place when conversation and connections 
are not converted and the result is a world dominated by individualism, greed and 
materialism. When conversations remain oppressive in nature, the situation leads to 
broken relationships where "the other" is perceived as disconnected from God and 
creation, which in tum contributes to the support and maintenance of deeply-impeded and 
oppressive social systems. In a similar manner (and once again, an additional paradox), 
when connections remain oppressive, the result is a similar and destructive influence 
upon relationships and systems, such as 21st century plagues surrounding economic and 
ecological exploitation, religious extremism, homophobia, xenophobia, HIV/AIDS 
discrimination, and gender inequality. With these thoughts in mind, not only does the 
Conversation/Connection model symbolize the potential positive momentum of God's 
mission, it also displays the potential for sustained evil that is generated when 
conversation and connections are not transformed in ways that more fully reflect the 
Triune God's life-giving nature of connectedness. 



Oppressive 
Conver,.tlon 

Rci~Jlion~hip 

Broken 

Rcl•tionlllips 
Btokcn 

Systcnuof 
Opprcs~o• 

Supporlrd 

n 
Svstcmsol Oppressive 
Oppression /-.-\ Connec.tlons 
Supported \-----" 

15 

With all the above thoughts in mind, one recognizes that people throughout the 
world are deeply and tightly connected through an assortment of interwoven systems and 
cycles. While some may dispute the exact nature of the various connections, what cannot 
be argued is that such connections do indeed exist. We are connected. As a result, the 
important questions for people of Christian faith are: How are we connected in the 2F1 

century? What defines and shapes our connections? Who benefits as a result of these 
various connections? Where can the God known to us in Jesus Christ be more fully 
present within the assortment of connections? Why is it important that these diverse and 
complicated connections be converted? In regards to the introductory narrative, I was 
closely connected to the Skeldon Lutherans long before I was assigned to serve as their 
pastor, so my presence in Guyana was not meant to build connections, but to engage in 
accompaniment - through conversation- in order to convert our pre-existing connections 
into a reality that more faithfully reflected God's mission of reconciliation, 
transformation, and empowerment. In other words, as a result of our connectedness as 
people of faith created in the image and likeness of God, we learned to function in a more 
Christ-like manner with the hope of creating new facts about our global connections. 

All together, in light of the Conversation/Connection Model, and in honor of the 
profound activist/intellectual/pastoral legacy of Steve de Gruchy, this paper argues for the 
necessity of global activity and companionship within God's mission, for faithful 
conversation leads to more faithful connections, and vice versa, for the sake of the world. 
The negative momentum of oppression that too often leads to injustice and inequality in 
the global village needs to be slowed-down, stopped, and reversed, for God offers peace 
and wholeness to all of creation. In response to the all-encompassing grace given 
through Jesus' death and resurrection, the Holy Spirit calls humankind to conversation in 
an assortment of sociological, economical, environmental, sexual, cultural, and 
theological spaces around the world. As a result, those from different global hemispheres 
must continue to interact, yet such conversations must no longer embody the domineering 
connections of past and current generations, but instead personify the three 
interconnected persons of the Triune God, and strive for reconciliation, transformation, 
and empowerment. While the task at hand may appear insurmountable (because our 
mistakes and missed opportunities are inevitable), and to some conversion of connections 
might seem improbable, it is clear that Steve de Gruchy believed this mission of God is 
indeed possible, and our participation within it is both valuable and viable. 


