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Catechesis Fall 2025 
Oxford Movement and Missions 
 
Introduction 
I want to start by giving you the central missions mandate of the Oxford Movement, so that if this is 
all you take away, you will have gotten something.  The Church and its principles are central to the 
task of genuine Christian missionary activity. 
  
These principles included the use of only ordained Anglican clergy, the establishment of bishoprics, 
and appreciation for the ancient doctrines, discipline and devotional practices of the church. The 
Tractarians stressed that as Anglicanism goes global it must retain its apostolicity (a belief in 
apostolic succession through bishops). Missions is the direct responsibility of the universal and 
apostolic Church, and not simply “jobbed out” to societies or parachurch organizations who were 
not answerable to a higher pastoral authority…a robust doctrine of the church and high 
churchmanship was important for effective missionary work. 
 
The Evangelical Revival and its Missions Mindset 
The Evangelical Revival in England began as a protest in the latter part of the 17th Century to the 
frank worldliness and the meager theology of the Anglican Church (this was known as the 
Hanoverian Era). JRH Moorman describes the Evangelicals: 
 

They were puritanical in their dislikes of things like card, theatres, dancing…not 
particularly interested in scholarship…fundamentalists in their attitude towards the 
Bible…earnest and single-minded…at first the Evangelicals worked through the Church, but 
they found many of the clergy preaching very poor stuff – the unheroic morality of the Age of 
Enlightenment – and decided this was not the Gospel. So they began a new type of preaching 
[with an emphasis on] man’s fallenness and total depravity, and salvation through Christ 
alone and dependent on faith…the Evangelicals had little sense of the Church and its 
authority. To them it was the individual soul which counted above all else.  

 
Evangelicalism (for all its “depredations”!) was properly missional. Because the Gospel itself is 
missional in nature. 
 
The Missional Impetus 
Christianity is a missionary faith because God is a missionary God. The theological reality at the 
heart of the Gospel is the sending of God’s son.  Jesus sent his disciples on mission before they had 
a proper understanding of him; one might argue that mission was essential to their gaining a proper 
understanding of him. Throughout the NT,  mission is not something the church does, but 
something it is, its very nature. 
 
The Primacy of the Church 
For missions, the Oxford movement reasserted the primacy of the Church to Christianity’s proper 
expansion. This was in keeping also with the Oxford Movement’s challenge to Erastianism, the 
belief that the state had ultimate authority over the church, and the abandonment of the theory of 
Richard Hooker and the Elizabethan settlement that the Church and the State were one. The 
Church was a divine institution coming down from Christ himself, it’s authority not given to it by 
the State, but handed down from generation to generation through the Apostolic Succession. 
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Missions does not fragment the church, but serves to unite the church. In the fifth century, Vincent 
of Lerins, a 5th century French monk, would summarize the universality, antiquity and unity of the 
church in brilliant simplicity, as that which has been believed, “Ubique, semper, ab omnibus,” 
(everywhere, always and by all). 
 
Imperfect Church; Imperfect Missions 
“If the church is the bearer of the presence of the Kingdom through history, it is surely not as the 
community of the righteous in a sinful world…It is a sinful community. But because it is the 
community that lives by and bears witness to the risen life of the crucified Lord, it is the place where 
the reign of God is actually present and at work in the midst of history, and where the mission of 
Jesus is being accomplished…I believe in one holy, Catholic and apostolic church. And I believe the 
reign of God is present in the midst of this sinful, weak, and divided community, not through any 
power or goodness of its own, but because God has called and chosen the company of people to be 
the bearers of his gift on behalf of all people.” (Newbigin, Leslie. The Open Secret, pp. 53-54) 
 
Bishops Lead the Way 
And of course the Oxford Movement believed this was to be accomplished not through missionary 
societies that employed a board of directors to oversee operations, but through the consecration of a 
bishop to establish mission stations and lead the way. Keep in mind that in the early churches, in the 
second and third centuries, it was the bishops who presided over collections for the poor and sick, 
not just their own, but those of the surrounding culture. They established “welfare distribution 
centers,” with hospitals and orphanages rising up to meet the need. 
 
The Colenso Controversy 
The Colenso case would test the missional integrity of the Gospel as it related to the role of the 
Church, episcopacy and orthodoxy, which were so foundational to the Oxford Movement. 
 
“Developments thus took place, but they were all tested. The tests of a true development are 
whether it bears witness to the Gospel, whether it expresses the general consciousness of the 
Christians, and whether it serves the organic unity of the Body in all its parts. (Ramsey, Michael. The 
Gospel and the Catholic Church.) 
 
For the Whole World 
The church is Christ’s church which does not align with a culture, a country, but with the Gospel 
which is for entire world. The comfortable words include: “not for our sins only but also for the sins 
of the world.” The world, our common humanity, also embodies the specificity of culture while 
transcending it. 
 
Our first allegiance is not to a party, a platform, or a nation, but to Jesus. Are we being formed more 
by the gospel or by the ideologies that dominate our public life. That kind of clarity requires 
intentional reflection—especially in moments of cultural change… the church does not exist to 
baptize the culture or to win the culture war. It exists to be a living witness to the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus. 
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