
The Downside of the Overseas Missions Movement

Some History1

One of the first  large-scale missionary endeavours of the UK was the 
Baptist  Missionary Society,  founded in 1792 as  the Particular  Baptist 
Society for the Propagation of the Gospel Amongst the Heathen.2

After  that  came  the  London  Missionary  Society,  an  evangelical 
organisation  bringing  together  both  Anglicans  and  Nonconformists, 
which it did from its inception. It was founded in England in 1795 with 
missions in Africa and the islands of the South Pacific. 

The  Colonial  Missionary  Society  (CMS)  was  formed  in  1836,  and 
directed  its  efforts  towards  promoting  Congregationalist  forms  of 
Christianity  among  "British  or  other  European  settlers"  rather  than 
indigenous peoples. This society merged with  CMS in 1966, with the 
resultant organisation being known as the Council for World Mission.

The Church Mission Society, first known as the Society for Missions to Africa and the East, was founded 
in 1799 by evangelical Anglicans centred around the anti-slavery activist William Wilberforce. It worked 
with  the  Coptic  Church,  the  Ethiopian  Church,  and  in  India.  Many  of  the  church  networks  they 
established became part of the Anglican Communion.

The Downside

All that sounds great news for evangelists, but there is a downside to all the evangelisation of people in 
other cultures.

One of the issues that has concerned me for many years regarding Christian missionaries from Europe 
and the UK has been their impact on native culture that has been outside of the message of the Gospel.  
It’s true that they brought the advancement of European culture and technology to remote areas which 
improved their lives, but there was definitely no need to change native cultures in non-spiritual ways. 
Exposing witchcraft and shamanism as not belonging to the life of a believer was fine, but missionaries 
‘overstepped the mark’ with clothing and cultural norms.

Whether explicitly or not, missionaries caused native converts to dress as Europeans because the natives 
equated European garb with being a committed Christian. As my parents were missionaries for a short 
time, I’m quite aware that this clothing pressure definitely went on.

Missionaries did not understand the Gospel of the Kingdom, and so brought new believers in Jesus into 
the church system of Western society.

Mike Parsons explained this problem from his perspective:

“The difficulty with what the Western world exported to Africa and beyond is that it was a mixture. We  
brought an evangelical gospel that wasn’t truly biblical, along with legalism, Victorian morality, and  
cultural  traditions—things  like  formal  Sunday  attire  and  denominational  structures.  This  mixture  
meant that alongside introducing people to Jesus, we also imposed religious systems and doctrines that  
were never part of the gospel.

Having spoken in Africa, I’ve personally apologised for this, recognising how British culture became  
entangled with the message of Christ, creating a rigid, legalistic system of religion. So I understand  
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why  people  are  challenging  it—because  I  am  too.  I’ve  been  deconstructing  my  own  beliefs,  
reassessing what I was taught, and recognising how much of it was shaped by religious programming  
rather than the truth.

But I’m not afraid of people questioning, because Jesus is the truth. He is the light, and he reveals  
himself. He has made himself known to people in places untouched by Western Christianity, even  
where his name was never spoken. Many missionary stories recount tribes saying, “We know him. He  
has visited us.” This proves that encountering Jesus is not confined to any one culture’s presentation of  
the gospel.” 3

(Permission to quote Mike Parsons received on 20-7-2020)

If missionaries had preached the Gospel of the Kingdom4 – the one they were meant to present – rather 
than the Gospel of Salvation, there would not have been this downside of their activity, as well as all the  
other  problems  they  created.  If  they  presented  the  ‘Royal  Law’  of  love,  rather  than  the  10 
Commandments,  that  would  also  have  had  a  better  and  more  positive  impact  on  the  societies  they 
evangelised.

Mike’s discussion on the downside of evangelical missions can be found in the following two sources:

Mike Parsons “Beyond the Gospel: Understanding the Mixture of Culture and Faith”   LINK

Mike Parsons “Beyond the Gospel: Understanding the Mixture of Culture and Faith”  LINK
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