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Abstract

The Christian missions have been instrumental in formation of social welfare systems in various
societies, particularly in the marginalized or vulnerable communities. Based on the theological
concept of compassion, service and justice, these institutions historically had their mandate to go
beyond evangelisation to education, health care, alleviation of poverty and community
development. This paper is a critical examination of the institutional intervention of Christian
missions in the area of social welfare and its overall influence on the society. Using qualitative and
analytical approach, the paper follows the historical development of Christian social-service
programs, the theological basis of these programs and splits the organisational structures of how
these missions are run. Specific attention is paid to education, healthcare, social justice, and
calamity relief as the key areas of intervention that help achieve human development and social
inclusion. Other significant challenges and criticisms that the Christian mission organisations
have faced are discussed in the paper, such as cultural sensitivity, practices of proselytization, and
the challenge of sustainability. The study highlights the relevance of the Christian social welfare
initiatives in the present-day development discourse by placing them in their context. The results
show that Christian missions with ethical integrity and cooperation strategies are still important
drivers of social change and community welfare.
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Introduction

The philosophy of social welfare has always been a fundamental principle of
human society as a result of moral, cultural and religious convictions of taking
care of the poor, ill and the marginalised. Christian missions take the unique and
powerful place among the organizations that work in the field of welfare all over
the world. Since the establishment of the Christian missions, a combination of
spiritual goals with practical service has been experienced and this has
influenced social structure and community life in a long-lasting manner. Faith
and service integration has also helped the Christian mission organisations to act
not only as religious institutions but also as institutional agents of human
development. Throughout history, the Christian missions have been operating in
areas that are typified by poverty, social marginalisation and access to some
fundamental services. Missionary work was often used in such settings to fill
institutional voids by creating schools, hospitals, orphanages, and community
centres. Eventually, these attempts developed into structured programmes of the
social welfare leading to the rise of literacy, access to healthcare, and social
mobility. Although evangelisation was a driving force, the focus was slowly
transitioned on holistic development that appealed to the spiritual, social,
economic, and physical needs.

In modern society, Christian missions have acquired a new social welfare
dimension because it is always faced with such challenges like inequality,
displacement, health epidemics, and environmental catastrophes. Faith based
organisations such as Christian missions are now being increasingly seen as major
stakeholders in the development business and they work in collaboration with
government, international agencies and secular non-governmental organisations.
They have a strong presence through their grassroots, their moral legitimacy and
the trust of the community and thus can reach many of the populations that most
state mechanisms tend to lock out. Regardless of their efforts, the issue of
Christian mission institutions remains a controversial one in terms of culture
impact and relevance, ethical threshold of proselytization, and responsibility.
The intricacies of this mandate a critical and analytical look into their
institutional interventions and influence on the society. This paper seeks to
examine Christian missions as social welfare institutional actors by exploring
how they evolved over history, their theological premises, organisational patterns
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and their major intervention point, and to judge critically their contributions as
well as their problems.

1.1 Evolutionary History of Christian Missions and Social Welfare

The connection between social welfare and Christian missions’ dates back to the
initial stages of Christianity development, when the act of charity was considered
one of the main elements of faith. The early Christian societies viewed tending
to the poor, widows, orphans, and the sick as an obligation and not charity. These
practices provided traditions of organised charity which later on became
institutional forms of social welfare. With the spread of Christianity throughout
geographical regions, such service ethos accompanied the missions movement
and influenced the social activity of the Church in different cultures.

In the medieval era, the social welfare was institutionalised through the
participation of the Christian monastic orders. In Europe, monasteries were used
as educational, health and charity institutions. The hospitals of churches and
monasteries took care of patients regardless of their social status, and almsgiving
became a part of the Christian social life. These institutions were the foundation
of subsequent missionary-based welfare programs by incorporating spiritual
authority with a systematic provision of services.

The contemporary stage of the Christian missions developed during the
European expansion of colonialism since the sixteenth century. Colonial rulers
often brought missionaries into the Asian continent, Africa and Latin America,
where formal education and medical services were introduced. Mission schools
propagated literacy and modern education and mission hospitals dealt with
rampant health problems in the underserved areas. These efforts were
sometimes, albeit loosely, mixed up with colonial interests but resulted in a
lasting social infrastructure that was still used by the local people even after the
colonial rule.

During the post-colonial period, there was a revolution in the Christian missions.
The growing sensitivity to cultural sensitivity and human rights as well as
development ethics led to the abandonment of models of paternalism and the
adoption of approaches based on participation and community-oriented
development. The mission institutions were focusing more on empowerment,
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capacity building and social justice as opposed to charity. It was also during this
time that the professionalisation of Christian mission organisations took place
whereby non-governmental organisations involved in development activities
began to emerge.

Christian missions are today conducted in a global context, which puts emphasis
on sustainable development, social inclusion and inter-faith harmony. A
historical developmental trend in their development has seen them move
smoothly through an informal charity organization to a formal institution
intervention to ensure that they continue to be a permanent factor in social
welfare provision in the world.

1.2 The Christian Social Welfare Implications of Theology

The theological foundations of the Christian social welfare greatly rest on the
love, compassion, justice, and service as principles. Social welfare in Christianity
goes beyond a practical reaction to social demands; it forms a theological
imperative that is based on the teachings of the Bible and the life of Jesus Christ.
These foundations have historically influenced both worldview and practices of
the institutions of Christian mission.

The principle of self-less and unconditional love is central to the Christian
theology as it calls upon the believers to become servants of other people
without seeking any returns. Christian social responsibility is based on this
principle and especially towards the poor, sick and the marginalized. The biblical
accounts have always focused on the need to take care of the vulnerable groups
of people and such acts can be described as an expression of the faithfulness to
God.

Diakonia is another major theological term, which means service through
humility and obedience. In Christian tradition, service has been viewed as a
mode of worship and discipleship and this supports the view that faith should be
put into practice. Christian missions view diakonia as a vocation, which is to
respond to individual suffering and structural injustice. Welfare programs are
therefore usually created to offer short term relief but also to be able to respond
to the social aspects that have led to inequality.
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The Christian theology also highlights on the innate dignity and value of all
human beings, on the premise that all people were made in the likeness of God.
This ideology encourages the spirit of inclusivity, egalitarianism, and respecting
the social, economic, and cultural boundaries. This theological view is often used
by mission institutions who support their practice of working with marginalized
groups, irrespective of caste, gender, ethnicity, or religion.

Social welfare in the modern day is being associated more with social justice,
human rights, peace and environmental stewardship in theology. This changed
theological structure has enabled Christian missions to address the
contemporary social issues with high levels of effectiveness, yet it has not lost
touch with spiritual virtues.

1.3 Christian Mission Organizational Structures

Christian mission bodies are well institutionalized and therefore they provide
systematic and sustainable social welfare. These missions have over the years
developed into formal institutions that have administrative, financial and
professional mechanisms in place, instead of informal associations of charities.
This institutionalization has extended their scope, accountability, and scope of
dealing with the complex social problems.

On the grassroots, churches, denominations, or faith-based networks often
identify with Christian mission institutions that offer spiritual direction and
authority. Local churches determine the needs of the community and enable
welfare programmes including education, medical services and disaster relief. In
regional, national and international levels, mission organisations are operated in
the form of trusts, societies or non-governmental organisations within legal
frameworks.

Institutional effectiveness depends on governance. The majority of mission
organisations implement a hierarchical or semi-decentralised of governance
models that achieve a balance between central vision and local autonomy. Policy,
finance and strategic planning are governed by boards with programme
implementation being done by operational teams on the ground. It is a structure
that enhances transparency and reduces mismanagement.
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The other crucial element is the funding mechanisms. The mission institutions
of Christianity have various sources to rely on: personal donation, church
donations, international grants, philanthropic partnerships and in some
situations, governmental assistance. Although diversified funding improves
sustainability there must be high financial accountability and compliance of the
regulations.

Mission effectiveness is based on human resources. Christian missions involve
clergy, professionals and volunteers and community workers. They are focusing
more on professional competency and spiritual commitment through the use of
trained teachers, doctors, social workers and development specialists. Capacity-
building and training more reinforces the quality of service and flexibility.

Critical Institutional Intervention Areas

Christian mission agencies target the social welfare interventions in domains that
are not sufficient by the state structures and the market forces. These
interventions are based on the principle of wholesome development and take in
consideration the physical, intellectual, social and moral aspects of human life.
The most important areas of intervention are education, healthcare and
community development.

2.1 Education

Among the most long-lasting and effective spheres of the Christian missionary
work, education has been identified. Mission schools and colleges have
increased the access of education to areas that have poverty; social exclusion and
poor state infrastructures. The institutions have played a major role in literacy,
intellectual empowerment, social mobility, especially in marginalised
communities.

The educational institutions of Christian mission focus on inclusivity and they
admit students irrespective of their caste, gender and socio-economic status.
They have been one of the first advocates of women and disadvantaged group
education in most societies. In addition to schooling, missions have been using
adult literacy, vocational education and skill-development programmes to make
people self-reliant economically. Their learning philosophy is not confined to
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academics but character building which promotes discipline, social
responsibility and civic participation.

2.2 Healthcare

Another key area of intervention in Christian mission that is important is
healthcare, especially in the rural and remote areas. Mission hospitals, clinics and
dispensaries have occupied the gaps within the systems of public healthcare
through offering affordable and easily accessible medical care. These
organisations are care based rather than profit based and mostly cater to
populations with low income levels.

Mission healthcare campaigns involve preventive, curative and rehabilitative
healthcare services which include medical camps, maternal and child health
programmes, immunisation campaigns and health-awareness campaigns. In
times of epidemics and health crises, mission institutions regularly take the
forefronts. They have placed a strong focus on holistic care and compassion
which has enhanced trust between missions and local communities.

2.3 Community Development and Social Justice.

Social-justice-oriented community development institutions also involve the
work of Christian mission institutions to deal with structural inequalities. The
most important part of this approach is the programmes which are aimed at
reducing poverty, empowering women and children, generating livelihoods and
disaster relief. Missions have also promoted the rights of the marginalised groups
by using self help groups, micro finance programs, leadership training and legal-
awareness programmes. Participatory development models are being embraced
more and more in which the communities get the opportunity to define their
own needs and priorities. Such strategies result in Christian missions that not
only lead to short-term welfare gain, but also social change in the long term.

2.4 Christian Social Welfare Organization Social Impact.

The influence of Christian social welfare institutions on society does not only
stop at direct delivery of the services but also covers the wider processes of
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societal change and human growth. Their prolonged interventions have
impacted on the levels of educational achievement, state health, social
integration and community resilience, especially in areas where the state welfare
systems are constrained.

Social inclusion is one of the most important contributions that can be made by
Christian missions. Mission institutions have helped to minimize social
differences and empower people to break the structure through giving priority
to marginalized groups. The quality of life has been increased; there is an
improvement in social mobility and also stability within communities is
enhanced due to access to education and health care.

Another contribution of Christian missions towards human development
indicators is that it has led to an increase in human development in terms of
literacy, maternal and child health, and life expectancy. The institutions that are
operated by the missions in rural and remote regions make sure that they have
access to basic services. In addition to material consequences, missions have also
impacted on the social values by enhancing dignity, compassion and civic
responsibility. Missions establish educational institutions, which usually develop
leadership and social consciousness.

Christian missions in the pluralistic societies have fostered dialogue, cooperation
and peaceful coexistence. Their inclusion strategies have seen them act as a
mediator between communities whereby they bring about trust and social
cohesion.

Challenges and Criticisms

Christian mission institutions have gone through a lot of challenges and criticisms
despite the contribution made. The allegations of proselytization are a key issue
especially in cases where welfare services are being extended to the vulnerable
population. The issues highlighted in these concerns reveal the necessity of
transparency, ethics, and individual freedom.

Another challenge is cultural sensitivity because lack of proper knowledge of
local situations can cause resistance or conflict. In the modern mission
organisations are focusing on contextual theology and participatory
development in order to provide culturally relevant interventions.
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The issue of sustainability also concerns as many organisations rely on the
outside financing. Operation is also complicated by regulatory requirements and
donor expectations. Moreover, the presence of extra scrutiny in terms of
governance and measurement of impact requires the incorporation of a
monitoring and evaluation system to ensure the preservation of credibility and
confidence in the population.

Conclusion

The Christian missions have been a cornerstone and a permanent feature in the
growth of social welfare institutions. Basing itself on the theological foundations
of compassion, service and justice, mission organisations have been transformed
into organised institutions that can provide education, healthcare and
community development services to masses of people. Their flexibility of history
and grassroots have allowed them to supplement the state and secular welfare
systems.

The paper has discussed the historical, theological, and organisational
perspectives of the institutional intervention and societal influence of Christian
missions. Although the issues of ethics, cultural sensitivity, accountability, and
sustainability are still present, their efficacy may be improved through further
reflections, reform, and cooperation. Christian social welfare institutions will
continue to play an important role in creating more equal, caring and resilient
societies in the world of inequality and humanitarian crisis.

References

1. Clarke, G., Jennings, M., & Shaw, T. Development, civil society and faith-based
organisations: Finding a way between the sacred and the secular. Palgrave
Macmillan, 2008.

2. De Gruchy, J. W. Christianity: A just world order theology. Cambridge University Press,
2004.
3. Gifford, P. Kenyon Christianity, politics and public life. Hurst & Company.

4. Hefferan, T., Adkins, J. and Occhipinti, L. Sealing the gaps: Faith based organisations,
neoliberalism and development in Latin America and the Caribbean. Lexington
Books, 2010.



SAKHA: Multidisciplinary Journal of Science, Arts & Technology 60

5. James, R. What is unique about FBOs? Defining and operationalising European FBOs
Jaith. Praxis Paper No. 22, INTRAC, 2009.
6. Lunn, J. Religion, spirituality and faith and their role in development: A critical theory
approach. Third world quarterly, 2009.
7. Marshall, K., & Van Saanen, M. Development and faith: Where mind, heart and soul co-
operate. World Bank Publications, 2007.
8. Offutt, S., Probasco, L., and Vaidyanathan, B. 7%e policy of religion and social welfare.
Sociology Compass, 2016.
9. Petersen, M. J. 7he international religious NGOs in the United Nations: A case study of
group of religious organisations. Journal of Church and State, 2010.
10. Smith, B. H., & Sosin, M. R. 7%e types of faith-related agencies. Public Administration
Review, 2001.



