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GUEST EDITOR’S NOTE

The papers included in this special double issue of Methodist History 
were all presented at “Answering the Call: Hearing God’s Voice in Methodist 
Mission Past, Present and Future,” the Methodist Mission Bicentennial 
Conference, co-sponsored by Global Ministries of The United Methodist 
Church and Candler School of Theology, Emory University, and held April 
8–10, 2019. These papers are just some of the rich material presented at that 
conference.  I wish I could have included more papers, and I thank all who 
presented there.

That conference celebrated the 200th anniversary of the founding, in 
1819, of the Missionary Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church, the first 
denomination-wide mission society in American Methodism and the earli-
est forerunner of today’s Global Ministries.  Yet while this event marked a 
significant milestone in the life of Global Ministries, the conference orga-
nizers wanted to ensure that the conference did not just focus narrowly on 
the history of mission as undertaken by one particular institution (or set of 
institutions, as several societies merged together to form what is now Global 
Ministries).

Instead, we sought to reflect on the “past, present, and future” of 
Methodist mission broadly.  Mission does not belong to any church institu-
tion.  It is first and foremost the mission of God (missio Dei).  Moreover, as 
the church joins in the mission of God, it always does so in partnership; thus, 
readers will notice that several of the papers (Jones, Robert, and Lang’at) are 
about people or networks who were not primarily affiliated with or oriented 
toward the Missionary Society and its peers and successors.  This is not an 
attempt to claim this history for Global Ministries; it is rather an attempt to 
recognize that the Missionary Society, Global Ministries, and other related 
institutions are but one thread in Methodist mission history, even if they are 
an important thread.

Looking through these papers, and others presented at the conference but 
not included here, what themes emerge in surveying the last two centuries of 
Methodist mission?  While no eight papers could hope to cover the entirety 
of two centuries of Methodist mission, these papers do suggest some im-
portant and recurring themes that run throughout the entirety of that history.

First, one sees the importance of theology, either implicitly or explicitly 
held, in shaping mission.  The virtues Jones discusses in his reflection on 
John Stewart may also be thought of as theological convictions that have 
motivated Methodist missionaries over the years.  The pieces by Robert, 
Tzan, and Lang’at also show the central importance of theological convic-
tions in shaping the mission work Methodists have undertaken.

Some of the pieces focus primarily on individuals, especially those by 
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Jones, Tzan, Wingeier-Rayo, Hunt, and Shim.  Others focus primarily on 
networks of people, especially those by Robert, Lang’at, and Feely.  In this 
combination, we see another important truth about Methodist mission: in-
dividual actors are important, but we cannot separate individuals from the 
larger networks that have supported mission work.  In this regard, Methodist 
mission reflects a very Methodist combination of individual agency and con-
nectional relationships.

Another pair of impulses in Methodist mission history visible in these 
papers is the combination between innovation and structure.  The pieces by 
Robert, Tzan, Wingeier-Rayo, and Lang’at all describe mission innovators, 
people who went beyond the system current in their time.  The result of these 
innovations was not anarchy, but rather new structures for supporting and 
shaping mission.  Both innovation and structure are recurring impulses.

While this collection of papers highlights the importance of structure, 
there is certainly more to say about how these structures have been shaped 
by economic constraints and considerations and more to say about how these 
structures have embedded particular power relationships within the church, 
power relationships that often reflect inequalities within secular society—
gender, race, ethnicity, class, nationality, etc.  Hunt’s paper shows how the 
combination of ethnic assumptions and economic necessities marginalized 
the Malay within the Malaysia Mission, and Feely’s paper shows how class 
prejudices shaped how Americans thought about mission in Appalachia.  
Moreover, several of the papers—those by Wingeier-Rayo, Robert, and 
Shim centrally, but also those by Hunt and Lang’at—show the central role 
that women have played in Methodist mission, despite the limitations put on 
them in both secular society and the church.

Many of the papers included herein demonstrate the importance of ed-
ucation in Methodist mission history, including those by Tzan, Wingeier-
Rayo, Robert, Shim, Hunt, and Feely.  This is appropriate, as education has 
been a central focus for Methodist mission.  But at the same time, the papers 
also demonstrate the breadth of Methodist mission, which has included not 
only education, but also evangelism, health and healing, charitable work, 
social reform, printing, and translation, as shown in these papers.  Other 
papers from the conference that did not make it into this volume described 
agriculture, peace-making, migration work, ecumenism, and other forms of 
Methodist mission.

Finally, this collection of papers shows that there are multiple ways of 
assessing the significance and impact of Methodist mission as we look back 
over the past two hundred years.  While none of the papers deals directly 
with numerical growth of the church, many people, both historically and in 
contemporary times, have judged mission by the extent to which it has pro-
duced new Christians in new lands.  Wingeier-Rayo’s piece, dealing in part 
with India, and Shim’s piece, dealing with Korea, both give examples of ar-
eas in which mission did indeed have such an impact.  Yet numerical means 
of assessing the significance of mission are far from the only ones possible.

Another set of means of assessing the impact of mission is to look at its 
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impact on the church.  One such way of determining that significance is the 
ability of mission to produce individuals who stand as spiritual exemplars 
for all Christians, not just those involved in mission.  Jones’ profile of John 
Stewart shows the power of mission work to produce just such individuals.  
Alternatively, one might look at how mission has influenced the develop-
ment of the church as an institution, as the pieces by Tzan, Wingeier-Rayo, 
Robert, and Lang’at do.

Or, taking another tack, one could look at the impact of mission on the 
broader society beyond the church.  The medical services described by Shim 
and the social services described by Feely were in both cases offered to all in 
their societies, not just Christians.  In the case of women’s medical work in 
Korea, the impact of these services on the lives of all Korean women, not just 
Christians, was revolutionary.  Hunt’s piece nicely shows how the impacts of 
mission language work were primarily beyond the church.

There are certainly other themes that are important in Methodist mission 
history and could have received more treatment in this journal issue.  The 
complex relationships between mission, nationalism, and globalization stand 
out as one such theme.  Yet no collection of eight papers can cover every-
thing.  As it is, I think you will find these particular eight papers to be rich in 
themselves and richly suggestive of how we should think about the history 
of Methodist mission broadly.

Dr. David W. Scott
Director, Mission Theology

General Board of Global Ministries of The United Methodist Church 
Atlanta, Georgia


