Practices Relationships of Mutual Love
When the church follows Christ in mission and embodies the same incarnational love of God, the church is a sign and sacrament of God’s mission and reign.  The central theme of this book is our commitment to participate in God’s mission through partnerships and to the practice of partnership in mission.  The ground and foundation of mission Dei is the triune God of love.  God’s mission, which emanates from love and flows into the world in love, consistently is accomplished in partnerships.  Therefore, mission partnerships within the denomination and with other churches.  Christian communities, institutions, and organizations inside and outside the United States must be born, continually refined and ruled by love.

What does practicing relationships of mutual love entail?  Our ideal and goal must be partnerships of equality, mutuality, reciprocity, and solidarity.  However, the realities in today’s world cause doubts and cynicism in relation to our ideals.  Is it possible for poor and rich churches or for small and large denominations to be equal partners with equal status?  Do asymmetrical relationships of power annihilate authentic partnership?  It is easy for the poor to be in solidarity with the poor and to give sacrificially.  Is it possible for the rich and powerful to be in solidarity with the poor and powerless?  Maybe, but it is very difficult and perhaps constitutes the greatest challenge before us in mission today.  Attitudes of cultural, national, or religious superiority and isolationism make mutuality and solidarity impossible.

Do we know how to love and be loved by partner churches?  Love begins with the recognition and acceptance of others as human beings with dignity, as subjects of God’s love.  Those who do not love and respect others do not love themselves or God.  Love cultivates mutual sharing, mutual serving, and mutual forgiveness, and extends to mutual suffering.  Love is not feeling sorry for, offering charity to, or taking advantage of the vulnerability or generosity of others.  It means weeping with those who weep, feeling the humiliation of the humiliated, and coming alongside those who with dignity struggle for basic needs and rights.  Somehow we must try to feel what others feel and to experience what others experience, and these are arduous tasks in our selfish, individualistic culture.  Too often we perform mission tasks only with our hands and not our hearts.  We don’t take the time to “walk in the others’ shoes”, to listen respectfully to and understand the others’ perspective.  Our tendency is to “fix” problems rather than to experience their impact and seek their root causes, of which we might be a part.
Mission in Christ’s way is discovering the mystery of the incarnation “the Word became flesh and lived among us” (1:14).  In chapter 1 we contemplated Jesus’ embodiment of mutual love as recorded in the incidents in John 11-13.  He wept with his grieving friends.  At the table in their home in Bethany and with his disciples in Jerusalem, Jesus received and gave symbols of loving service.  The culminating missional instructions that Jesus gave to the disciples on the night that he was betrayed serve as a directive for all partnerships: “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another.  Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.  By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:34, 35).

If people can let down their defenses and relax informally around a common table with a common vision and goals, they have the opportunity to transcend past mistakes in mission and practice partnerships of love.  Members of particular congregations who gather around tables of fellowship with partners who are very different from them can experience the miracle of being equals in giving and receiving gifts of love, peace, forgiveness, and joy.

Called as Partners in Christ’s Service:  The Practice of God’s Mission, by Sherron Kay George.

