Missional DNA 
Our diocesan vision of Pray, Grow Serve 2035 involves five priorities (Missional Leadership, Missional DNA, Vocations, Children & Young People; Mixed Ecology) and each year we are focusing on one of these. From Advent 2026 it will be Missional DNA – so here’s an explanation of what that is about.
Who are we? 
Are we just billion-year-old carbon luckily put together?  Are we just stardust improbably organised by incredibly flukey conditions? Are we merely the cleverest beast of the field, acquiring and consuming as much as we can, while we can, in our short span of life? 
These are rather bleak understandings of who we are, and fail to make sense of our eternal longings, our moral sensibilities or our awareness of an intelligible ordering of the Universe which, curiously, we are equipped to understand, if only partially. The Christian faith gives us a vision of who we are that makes sense of this and can be described in various ways. You are a child of God called to house the fullness of God; one in whom Christ dwells invited to live strong and secure in the Kingdom of God; an unceasing spiritual being with an eternal destiny in God’s great universe; a follower of Jesus in training for reigning in the new heavens and new earth: a new creation, a new being who has died and been raised with Jesus.
Often we are described following the book of Genesis as those made “in the image of God” – a description underlining the dependence on God for who we are, our relatedness to the divine to be who we are and a calling to reflect the God we see in Jesus in our own being and life by following Him. This involves a way of life closely connected to Jesus, being with Jesus, learning to be like Jesus and doing the things Jesus would do were Jesus us (as one author puts it). Prayer is vital here, that ongoing conversation with Jesus as well as formal prayer that nurtures that relationship and invites Jesus to shape us more and more in His way.
Missional DNA
All of which brings me to the phrase missional DNA because this phrase is meant to capture who we are in and with Jesus and what in consequence we are called to do and be, both collectively and individually.  
We are called to be actively, consciously and self-reflectively followers of Jesus across the whole of our lives, because that is our DNA, who we are. This is not easy. Despite our well-meaning and sincere intentions, we are easily coopted by a secular culture (see below for more on this) and so we need to be intentional about who we are and living out of that identity. For example, our culture can tempt us to privatise our following of Jesus – restricting it to Sunday worship (and maybe a mid-week group) rather than thinking, relating and acting as though our work in families, farms, factories or elsewhere from Monday to Saturday is not ‘the Lord’s work’. This is not to devalue Sunday worship – indeed I pray that congregations might better register that as the Word is truly preached and the sacraments duly administered Christ is present in His saving power as they engage in corporate worship. However, the challenge of the phrase Missional DNA is to live out our calling to follow Jesus both when scattered and when gathered together, because that is our DNA, who we are, our identity. 
When together and scattered
Jesus is clear that we are about being sent, making disciples, baptising and teaching (ourselves first and then!) others Jesus way, fully conscious of His abiding presence and guidance in our lives (Mt 28.16-20). And also we find in Acts an organic as well as a sending mode – where the organic mode is about community life together (eg Acts 2.42)  The Church is not only an instrument of the coming Kingdom of God, enabling that Kingdom to be actualised in the world, (whether in evangelism, justice, mercy, care for creation and so on)  but also a foretaste of the Kingdom, called to be (and sometimes being!) a redeemed community distinct and different from the world. Another way of saying this is that the Holy Spirit works first in the Church and then through the Church.
To do this means at least three things for the local congregation; 
· being rooted in Christ but related to local context – connecting, understanding and loving the locality, AND being distinctive within that locality. 
· fostering the inner life of the congregation rooted in ever fuller appropriation of the new life in Christ which is our DNA (through worship together, prayerful study of the Biblical story, nurturing children in faith, equipping the laity for witness in daily public life etc). 
· leadership trained to ensure the above bullet points happen. 
The times we are in
It’s quite a challenge – living out of a new humanity in this world in and with Jesus, whether gathered or scattered, and making known the Good News that Jesus is restoring humanity to the ends of the earth. It means understanding church called to be a gathering of people whose (entire) lives are to be a picture of the new humanity in Christ that is to inhabit the new creation, the new heavens and earth that will be the Kingdom come. And all this implicitly suggests our time, the time between resurrection and the second coming is precisely a time given over to following Jesus more and more fully, a time of mission, to ourselves, our fellowship, our neighbours and our world. Thankfully this is not all down to us; this is primarily the Holy Spirit’s action, (with our willing engagement) because the church is first the place of the Spirit’s mission to bring salvation to God’s people and then an instrument of the Spirit’s mission to actualise the kingdom in the world. All of which makes for the church as a distinctive community, with a distinctive DNA, in a world living by stories quite other than the story of Scripture.
What then does this look like? 
Well as a church community I can’t put it better than Lesslie Newbigin. It looks like a community of praise in a culture of suspicion; a community of truth in a culture of relativism; a community of selfless involvement in the concerns of the neighbourhood in a culture of selfishness; a community who lives out their vocational callings for the sake of the world in a culture that privatises the gospel; a community of mutual responsibility in a culture of individualistic and autonomous freedom; a community of hope in a culture of despair. 
And then in terms of witness, gathered and scattered, it looks like;
Church communal life that embodies God’s intentions for us
Being salt and light in our public lives and vocations.
Struggling for justice and for the compassion and mercy of the Kingdom to alleviate misery and suffering in our world
Evangelism – giving intentional verbal witness to what God has done and is doing in Jesus Christ, summoning people to repent, believe and follow him.
Being engaged in extending the gospel to places and people who have not yet heard the Good News. 
Now none of us, collectively as a local church or individually as Christians, can realise all of the foregoing overnight. It’s about living more and more out of this DNA, out of who we are, in Christ, about what the Church is called to inhabit as its true identity and why it is an ongoing priority for us.
Of course there is much of the above that is going on outside of the Church and in all humility we need to learn from models of good practice and also look to see how it is that God is at work beyond the limits of the Christian community. There is much to admire in all sorts of work undertaken for justice, peace and the integrity of creation, as well as in social cohesion, community building and human flourishing across society. Nevertheless as Christians we need to focus on living out who we are as followers of Jesus by how we are in putting Jesus’ way into practice.   
However to intend to live out of our identity in Christ, with a missional DNA, means we need to be wary of some of the trends in our culture that can push against living out of such an identity.  
Challenges in the wider culture
Part of the difficulty we face as Christians in Western Europe today is a culture or set of cultures that carries within itself assumptions undermining the Gospel. These include the following elements. 
First we live in a world where there is no transcendent actor(s) – a ‘closed system’. This trains us not to look for the activity of the divine in our lives – disastrous.
Second, human beings and our concerns and needs are placed in the centre – again inimical to the Scriptural story where God is central – the key question is not “how can I be happy, saved or fulfilled?” but “How can our gracious and wonderful God be glorified?” . Which of course enables our true joy and fulfilment as we realise our deepest identity and calling.
Third, human reason is the ultimate authority. This begs the question of which reason? Often it’s the reason of science which requires objective truth to be verifiable by empirical methods and otherwise belongs to the realm of opinion, desire and subjectivity. Needless to say such a definition of reason (and knowledge) stacks the deck against (any) faith, fails to justify its own assumptions (eg about empirical proof) and dismisses out-of-hand knowledge concerning love, beauty, goodness, purpose, meaning, never mind God. In addition history has taught us that human beings themselves hardly follow ‘reason’ as an ultimate authority in ways which lead to flourishing – indeed if history has taught us nothing else it is that humanity is sinful, self-deceiving and often cruel. 
Fourth, progress is the hope of humanity – an axiom wearing rather thin in the light of the 20th and 21st century where advances in technology, medicine and science have not seen similar developments in morality, international relations or humanitarian values. The 15th century replacement of God’s providence with the idea of human progress looks ever less convincing. 
Fifth, and related to fourth, religion should be a private matter given it is entirely subjective opinion. Wrong, because if, contrary to the above assumptions, we take knowledge to be the capacity to represent things as they are on the basis of appropriate experience and thought, and if that thought and experience includes a relationship to God in Jesus through the Holy Spirit, then we have not ‘blind faith’ but knowledge of God and the biblical story requires us to live and proclaim this knowledge as public truth. 
Who we are
SO just to reiterate, the phrase missional DNA is one shorthand for who we are as Christians and who we are called to be, collectively and individually. One of my favourite summations of this is 1 John 3.1-3 – here it is;
31See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called children of God; and that is what we are. The reason the world does not know us is that it did not know him. 2Beloved, we are God’s children now; what we will be has not yet been revealed. What we do know is this: when he is revealed, we will be like him, for we will see him as he is. 3And all who have this hope in him purify themselves, just as he is pure.
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