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“Missional”? 

 

The position to which I am called as deployed staff of the ELCA churchwide organization is 

“Coordinator for Missional Leadership, Region 3.”  Each of the nine regions of the ELCA is 

served by a regional coordinator, all of whom share the word “missional” in their position 

titles.  (Region 3 includes the nine ELCA synods in the three states of North Dakota, South 

Dakota and Minnesota.) 

 

The word “missional” raises hackles on some who hear it, because it sounds to them like a 

made-up word, a buzz-word currently in vogue among some in the ELCA and resisted by 

others who suspect that it imports an alien agenda.  Despite any dis-reputation of the word, 

however, its current use in the ELCA aims toward a faithful response to God. 

 

“Missional,” of course, is a tweak on the word “mission,” surely not alien to the church’s 

vocabulary.  “Mission” shares the same linguistic lineage, and the same complex of 

meaning, as the English words “send,”, “sending,” “sent,” and so forth, which occur many 

thousands of times in English translations of the Bible.  In one key example, the risen Lord 

Jesus tells his disciples, “As the Father has sent me, so I send you” (John 20:21, NRSV).  

The recurrent biblical theme of sending is recalled and represented whenever the church 

speaks about “mission,” and the current use of the tweaked variant “missional” is intended 

to focus attention specifically on that biblical theme. 

 

The mission about which the church speaks whenever it uses that word is primarily God’s 

mission in and to the world, carried out by the sending of Jesus and by the sending of the 

Holy Spirit upon Jesus for his ministry as God’s Beloved.  The Spirit, through the ministry 

of Jesus, gathers the church, God’s beloved community.  God creates the church to be the 

body of Jesus in the world, which means that the church shares the ministry of Jesus as 

being sent into the world that God so loves. 

 

Being both gathered and sent is the respirational dynamic by which the church lives.  

English language shares with Hebrew a close correlation between the words “spirit” and 

“breath”; the Bible testifies that God’s Spirit, God’s breath, is the life of all that lives.  The 

church lives as the respiration – the re-spir(it)-ation – of God, who gathers and sends it. 

 

The current emphasis upon the missional vocation of the church and the need for missional 

leaders is intended to help the church attend equally to God’s work of sending as to God’s 

work of gathering.  The liturgy enacts God’s work in both respects, gathering the 

community amidst the world in order to send it once again into the world.  Whether or not 

the word “missional” remains in vogue in the ELCA, the intention behind it pertains to 

God’s Spirit, God’s breath, as the very essence of the church’s life. 

 

 


