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NB I will not argue about (or for) other religions in this paper - I will leave that to

them and respond as a Christian minister

The Oslo Coalition on Freedom of Religion or Belief defines itself as "an
international network of representatives from religious and other life-stance
communities, NGOs, international organisations and research institutes."1 Its
self-understanding is that it "works to advance freedom of religion or belief (FORB)
as a common benefit that is accepted and embraced by all religions and
persuasions."2 It is part of The Norwegian Centre for Human Rights at the Faculty of
Law at Oslo University.   It has previously published "The Oslo Declaration on
Freedom of Religion or Belief" 3, which was signed by Norwegian Religious Leaders
(2001).

This new draft document concerns the subject of missionary activity by faith groups
(and others) as it relates to the human rights agenda and proposes a code of
conduct to be signed up to by missionary organisations.  For definition purposes, it
defines missionary activity as 

“Communicating a religion or worldview through verbal communication
or through various related activities as an invitation to others to accept
it,” 4 

preferring that definition to 'proselytism' which is seen as having negative
connotations.   Relating this definition to the Anglican Communion's 5 marks of
mission shows that a narrow definition, more equivalent to 'evangelism', is in view
than the more expansive field of mission described by the 5 marks5.  The 'various
related activities' are seen as precursors to the 'real' aim of mission: recruitment to
one's religious group.  This again is at odds with the 5 marks, which view the 'related
activities' as bona fide mission in their own right alongside evangelism and not
merely as an excuse for evangelism (though the church has been guilty of this in the
past).   

The document proposes working on two fronts: firstly to enable countries to provide
legal freedom to express one's religion freely; and secondly to establish a code of
conduct for those who engage in missionary (evangelistic) activity. It quotes as "the
most fundamental of all human rights ... the right to have or to adopt a religion or
belief of his (sic) choice." (CCPR, art 18).  It seeks to balance this right with the
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rights of others to engage in attempts to change the belief or the worldview of the
individual and to address the 'conflicts' that arise in this balance. (see below on
conflicts). 

In the document, missionary activity is viewed primarily as recruitment to a religious
club for the benefit of the club.  This is especially true when talking about sections of
society that might be seen as 'soft targets' for missionary activities. Questioning
whether such an approach is 'ethical', it is averred that, for some, targetting the more
vulnerable and needy is 'morally untenable'6   It would, of course, be morally
untenable if the activity concerned was for the benefit or self-aggrandizement of the
missionaries or their organisation.  Indeed it would be predatory.  But, if the
motivation is to bring the blessings of knowing Christ to those who know most that
they need him, how is that morally untenable?  The very question itself is predicated
on the assumption of the lack of truth of the religious claims being advanced and on
an assumption of ulterior motives on behalf of the missionaries.   (see below p 4)

The Code of Conduct: a summary

The Code of Conduct is addressed to three groups of people: a) those who engage
in missionary activities; b) those to whom such activities are directed and c)
governments providing the legal framework within which such activities take place.

Governments are enjoined to allow missionary organisations to 'propagate their
belief subject to the human rights conventions ...', to ensure that individuals are not
coerced or manipulated and to monitor 'compliance to national legislation and ethical
standards'7.  Governments may fund missionary activities so long as they are not
discriminatory and that such funding does not allow religions to establish 'a presence
among populations where they have no previous following.'8   Such government
funding  should include 'control of their ethical standards'.  Governments should also
'ensure that legal and other measures for peaceful solving of conflicts connected to
missionary activities are available.'9

Those to whom mission is directed are enjoined to recognise 'the most fundamental
of all human rights' in believing what you choose to believe and that this applies to
the missionary as well as to the recipient of missionary activity.

Most of the Code is addressed to those who engage in missionary activity.   Three
major sections are proffered: Educational services as a means of mission, Mission
and Charity and Mission and Minors.

In the first section, missionaries are called to be transparent about the aims of their
educational work, to respect other religious affiliations of pupils and parents and to
gain parental consent for religious instruction.  The second section indicates that
charity should not be used to coerce people to adopt a religious faith. Recipients of
charity should feel free to reject the message of the missionaries without thereby
losing future entitlement to charity and disadvantaged people should be 'helped to
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improve their situation before being exposed to attempt to convert them'10  Again
transparency is promoted.

The third section reminds missionaries that the age of majority varies from place to
place and enjoins respect for parental rights over children's beliefs.  The document
bans missionary activity to minors and restricts Sunday School activities to 'children
with similar religious background'11 only, unless genuine consent from parents is
received.  If a minor wishes to convert (presumably with no missionary activity to
engender that desire) then the importance of dialogue with the parents is stressed.

The Code of Conduct: comments and critique

The majority of the text of the actual Code might be reasonably accepted without
demur.  In terms of transparency and the lack of coercion or underhanded means of
propagating the gospel there is, surely, no disagreement to be had.  Coercive
evangelism is an oxymoron - a  belief has to be sincerely adopted to have efficacy
as a belief.  Anything else might be a pretended belief or a result of brainwashing
but not true belief.  Engagement in coercive or manipulative evangelism would only
make sense if the aim of mission was recruitment-to-the-club and/or the
aggrandizement of the individual/organisation concerned.  Real evangelism stems
from a different place: obedience to the Lord's command for the eternal benefit of
the evangelised!  This can never be coercive or manipulative.

Again we find the idea that the only people who should be the target of mission are
those who have everything sorted out - note the insistence that people's physical
situation should be 'improved' before attempting to convert them.  Maybe this comes
from a sort of Maslowian hierarchy, where the only people who have the mental
space to think eternal thoughts are well-off, unthreatened, middle-class people.  This
is a long way from the New Testament! The 5 marks of mission also have a different
order to them and allows for mission to the poor and needy to include evangelism
from the start.   There is also a barely-hidden tension between the need for
transparency and the injunction not to convert people until they have their physical
needs met: yes we are Christians, but we can't tell you anything about it until we've
improved your physical well-being!

The straightforward statement that "Missionary activities should not be directed at
minors"12 is more worrying.  Evidence shows that the most normal period for
religious conversion to Christian faith is the mid-to-late teens.  This is hardly
surprising since teenagers are constantly reevaluating their worldviews during this
period. Are they to be denied the consideration of the truth of Jesus because they
are legally minors?  Much evangelistic and mission work among young people would
have to stop and the church would have to restrict itself to the nurture of the teenage
children of believers who wish to continue their Christian faith and to the
re-evangelisation of teenage children of believers who have rejected the faith of their
parents (presumably with parental consent).
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While there may be a case for being cautious about conversion experiences in the
very young (although we should not rule out the very real life-changing experiences
of many young children), we should still be working with pre-teens and teenagers
and explaining Christian faith to them - without coercion or manipulation, but with
honesty and the expectation that some will adopt Christian faith.  The Oslo Coalition
document would have us withdraw from this area.

A word about conflict and evangelism:

Much of the impetus for drawing up this statement comes from the perceived conflict
that missionary activity causes between people of one faith and people of other
faiths or none.  While upholding the right for missionary faiths (such as Isalm,
Krishna-consciousness and Christianity) to promote their beliefs, the code seeks to

minimise the conflict casued by such activity,  It does this primarily by circumscribing
the limits of missionary activity, appealing to 'ethical standards' as it does so.

While it can be conceded that causing unecessary conflict might best be avoided, it
is not at all clear that minimising conflict is always good.  A situation where there is
real danger (a building on fire, for instance) may cause a good citizen, with excellent
motives to cause temporary conflict to ensure that people escape safely (particularly
if they need convincing that the danger is real).

Similarly, the preaching of the gospel frequently produces conflict. Jesus said he
would turn families against themselves13 and that his followers would be hated,
persecuted and even killed.   Conflict is built in to the process of 'taking up one's
cross and following Jesus' 14.  

Indeed many people who have had conversion experiences experience them as the
resolution of a period of internal turmoil, as they re-evaluate their own worldviews
and perform the paradigm shift from one mindset to another. The action of the Holy
Spirit in evangelism produces this cognitive dissonance, this inner turmoil, out of
which people turn to Christ as a solution.  

Again we see that conflict is frequently part and parcel of the package of entering
Christian faith.  It involves a change of allegiance and that brings both internal and
external conflict as the new disciple begins a new life.

Such conflict is, I believe, necessary for the reorientation that becoming a Christian
entails.   In this, it is similar to the fire example adduced above with people needing
to be convinced of a real danger before responding and allowing themselves to be
rescued.

Human Rights and Christian Truth - a word about contexts:

Throughout the document there is an assumption that missionary activity is there to
recruit new members for the faith concerned (though it is largely Christianity and
Christian missionary methods that are in view).  There is no discussion whatsoever
of the truth or falsehood of religious claims.  The right for each individual to freely
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choose is simply upheld.  This is not surprising given that the context of human
rights legislation has been a largely Western consumerist orientation.  In this picture
of reality religions and churches are purveyors of religious goods (ideas,
experiences, moral codes etc) and evangelism and mission are ways of increasing
market share among the consumers who have a right to choose their religion in the
way they choose their coffee brand - by simple preference.

Human Rights legislation is simply the wrong place to start when it comes to
Christian faith.  Human Rights as a concept reifies the individual human and makes
the individual the ultimate concern of morality.   This is a good thing in that it reminds
us that the balance between the one and the many, the individual and the state, is
sometimes unfairly balanced towards the state: one has only to look at the current
erosion of civil liberties in the UK for evidence of this.  However, the reification of the
individual is essentially sinful in the Christian perspective.  It is God who deserves
central concern, not the individual human.  To dethrone God in favour of the
individual is the height of idolatry and the root of all sin - indeed almost the definition
of sin.

Human Rights, as a context can never understand Christian faith, because it will
always describe it in language that does injustice to it.   For a code of conduct about
missionary activity to be drawn up within a human rights context makes as much
sense as asking the international ice dancing authorities to adapt their rules so as to
adjudicate for the sport of football.

The Human Rights context is dependent on Western Secularism as a mindset.  This
worldview regards all religions as equally valid (and therefore equally wrong) and
assumes that, with their removal, secularism is what is left.  Thus the belief in
secularism is another faith that is intolerant of the claims of others.  It reserves the
right to legislate on what other faiths can and cannot do and the right to determine
what 'ethical behaviour' is, as this Oslo Coalition document makes clear.   If it were
true that 'there is no God but Allah and Mohammed is his prophet', then it might be
ethically arguable that those who blaspheme the name of the prophet should be
killed.  I do not believe that to be the case and I therefore reject the ethical outcome.
Similarly, if it were true that 'all religious choices are equally valid', then it would
ethically follow that a code of conduct should be drawn up to regulate missionary
activity according to secularist assumptions.   I do not believe that to be the case
either and I therefore reject that ethical outcome also.

In the end evangelism is not about a mere recruitment drive looking for market-share
in the supermarket of religious ideas.  It is a command from Jesus to his Church to
'go and make disciple of all nations ...' (Matthew 28).  We are to obey God rather
than humans (Acts 4)
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