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1 

Contextual Theology as a Theological 

Imperative 

Contextual theology can be defined as a way of doing theology in which 
one takes into account: the spirit and message of the gospel;1 the tradition 
of the Christian people; the culture in which one is theologizing; and social 
change in that culture, whether brought about by western technological 
process or the grass-roots struggle for equality, justice, and liberation.2 

Doing theology contextually is not an option, nor is it something that should 
only interest people from the Third World or missionaries who work there.3 

The contextualization of theology-the attempt to understand Christian 
faith in tenns of a particular context-is really a theological imperative. As 
we understand theology today, contextualization is part of the very nature 
of theology itself. 

In this first chapter I will explore this thesis by first pointing to the 
discontinuity and continuity of a contextual approach to theology in com
parison with traditional or classical theology. Then I will reflect on several 
factors, both external and internal, that make the contextualization of the
ology necessary in today's world and today's understanding of Christian 
faith. 

CONTEXTUALIZATION AS BOTH NEW AND TRADITIONAL 

A contextual approach to theology is a departure from the notion of 
traditional theology, but at the same time it is very much in continuity with 

• it. To understand theology as contextual is to assert something both new 
and traditional. 

First of all, contextual theology understands the nature of theology in a 
new way. Classical theology conceived theology as a kind of objective sci
ence of faith. It was understood as a reflection in faith on the two loci 
theologici' (theological sources) of scripture and tradition, the content of 
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which has not and never will be changed, and is above culture and histor
ically conditioned expression. But what makes contextual theology precisely 
contextual is the recognition of the validity of another locus theologicus: 
present human experience. Theology that is contextual realizes that culture, 
history, contemporary thought forms, and so forth are to be considered, 
along with scripture and tradition, as valid sources for theological expres
sion. 

While classical theology understood theology as objective, contextual 
theology understands theology as unabashedly subjective. By subjective, 
however, I do not mean relative or private or anything like that. When I 
say that contextual theology is subjective, I mean it is a result of the modem 
appropriation of the "tum to the subjective at the beginning of modem 
times"5 and points to the fact that the human person or human society, 
culturally and historically bound as it is, is the source of reality, not a 
supposed value- and culture-free objectivity "already out there now real."6 

As Charles Kraft puts it, 

there is always a difference between reality and human culturally 
conditioned understandings (models) of that reality. We assume that 
there is a reality "out there" but it is the mental constructs (models) 
of that reality inside our heads that are the most real to us. God, the 
author of reality, exists outside any culture. Human beings, on the 
other hand, are always bound by cultural, subcultural (including dis
ciplinary), and psychological conditioning to perceive and interpret 
what they see of reality in ways appropriate to these conditionings. 
Neither the absolute God nor the reality [God] created is perceived 
absolutely by culture-bound human beings.7 

Reality is not just "out there"; reality is mediated by meaning, a a mean
ing we give it in the context of our culture or our historical period, inter
preted from our own particular horizon and in our own particular thought 
forms. For example, whether it is just about to be harvested, drying in the 
sun, or cooked and on the table, United States Americans call rice rice; 
Filipinos and other Asians have distinct names for each of these forms of 
rice. Similarly, Eskimos have various names for what most North Americans 
or Europeans see as snow. Asian languages reflect a view of the world that 
is strongly hierarchical and reflective of the respect that Asians hold for 
people in authority. Our world is not just there; we .are involved in its 
construction. We do not simply see, as Ian Barbour points out; we only 
"see as."9 

As our cultural and historical context plays a part in the construction of 
the reality in which we live, so our context influences our understanding of 
God and the expression of our faith. The time is past when we can speak 
of one right, unchanging theology, a theologia perennis. We can only speak 
about a theology that makes sense at a certain place and in a certain time. 
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We can certainly learn from others (synchronically from other cultures and 
diachronically from history), but the theology of others can never be our 
own. Henri Bouillard said that a theology that is not up-to-date (actuelle) 
is a false theology. We can paraphrase Bouillard by saying that a theology 
that is not somehow reflective of our times, our culture, and our current 
concerns-and therefore contextual -is also a false theology. Charles Kraft 
says practically the same thing when he says that theology, when it is per
ceived as irrelevant, is in fact irrelevant.10 -So the enterprise of contextualization is a departure from the traditional 
way of doing theology; it is something new. But at the same time, contex
tualization is also very traditional. While we can say that the doing of 
theology by taking culture and social change in culture into account is a 
departure from the traditional or classical way of doing theology, a study 
of the history of theology will reveal that every authentic theology has been 
very much rooted in a particular context in some implicit or real way. 
"Contextualization ... is the sine qua non of all genuine theological 
thouiht, and always has been."11 

. 

Contemporary scripture studies, for example, have revealed that there 
is no one theology of the Hebrew or Christian scriptures, much less of the 
Bible as a whole. The Bible literally means "books" (biblia), and the Bible 
is a library, a collection of books and consequently of theologies. The 
Hebrew scriptures are made up of Yahwist theology, Elohist theology, 
Priestly theology, Deuteronomic theology, and Wisdom theologies-to 
name but a few. These theologies are all different, sometimes even contra
dictory of one another. They reflect different times, different concerns, and 
even different cultures as Israel moved from an agrarian society to a mon
archy, from an independent state to a vassal of Assyria, Greece, and Rome. 
In the Christian scriptures, we know that every ·gospel is different because 
of the different circumstances in which they were written, each reflecting 
the concerns of quite different communities. Paul is different from James, 
and the deutero-Pauline pastoral epistles reflect quite different concerns 
from the genuine Pauline letters. Indeed, British theologian (now bishop) 
Stephen Sykes has argued that the Christian message itself contains a basic 
ambiguity that makes pluralism and controversy part of the identity or 
essence of Christianity itself. 12 

If we turn to the church's early theologians after the New Testament 
era, we see them trying to make sense out of the faith in terms of the 
dominant and all-pervasive Hellenistic culture. Clement of Alexandria, for 
instance, made use of the insights of the Stoics; Origen made use of Plato; 
Augustine was strongly influenced both by Plato and the neo-Platonists of 
his time. 13 The whole structure of the post-Constantinian church reflected 
imperial structures. Bishops were treated like members of the imperial 
court, wore vestments that rivaled those of the emperor, and presided over 
imperial political divisions called dioceses. The early councils of the church 
made use of Greek words (albeit stretching their meanings sometimes) to 
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express points of Christian doctrine. One of the most significant moments 
in theology was when, at Nicea, a philosophical term (homoousios, or con
substantial) was used to express whl!t was meant by the scriptures regarding 
the identity of the Logos or incarnate Word.14 As Virginia Fabella points 
out, the true significance of Nicea, and later of Chalcedon, is "the under
lying challenge they pose to us to have our own contemporary culturally
based christological formulations."15 

It is also well known that Thomas Aquinas used the newly discovered 
works of Aristotle as a vehicle for a new synthesis of Christian doctrine. 
Aquinas now is regarded as the pa!agon~ of orthodoxy, but he was as con
troversial in his day as Hans Kung or Charles Curran is in ours-his books 
were even burned by the bishop of Paris soon after his death! 

In his important study Corpus Mysticum, Henri de Lubac presents addi
tional evidence of the contextuality of medieval theological thinking. Within 
the more symbolic mentality of the patristic era, de Lubac points out that 
the Eucharist was referred to clearly as the corpus mysticum, or mystical 
body of Christ; the church, on the other hand, was referred to as the corpus 
verum, or real body of Christ. However, as Christian thinking began to be 
dominated by a more Teutonic realistic mentality, the two terms began to 
be used in exactly the opposite way, to refer to exactly the opposite realities. 
By the time of Berengarius, who spoke of the symbolic presence of Christ 
in the Eucharist, the Eucharist was spoken of as the real body of Christ 
(Ave, Verum Corpus, natum ex Maria Vitgine!) and the church began to be 
spoken of as Christ's mystical body.16 

One of the aspects of Martin Luther's greatness as a theologian is that 
he articulated the whole new consciousness of the individual as it emerged 
in the West at the dawn of modernity. His struggle to find a personal 
relationship with God was very much in tune with the tenor of the times 
and was a major reason why his call for the reformation of the church was 
heard by so many people. The theology of the Catholic Counter-Refor
mation was forged in the context of opposition to the Protestant challenge. 
Theology of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, both Protestant and 
Catholic, was nothing if not contextual! 

Many more examples from the history of theology could be given - for 
instance, Schleiermacher's monumental attempt to root theology in expe
rience in response to the romanticism of his age, and the Catholic Tiibin
gen's school's efforts to align Catholic theology with post-Kantian phil
osophy (particularly that of Schelling).17 We could mention as well Paul 
Tillich's conviction that theology needs to be done as a correlation of human 
"existential questions and theological answers in mutual interdepend
ence,"18 and Karl Barth's highly contextual theology of the Word of God. 19 

What becomes clear, in any case, is that even a cursory glance at the history 
of theology reveals that there has never been a genuine theology that was 
articulated in an ivory tower with no reference to or dependence on the 
events, the thought fonns, or the culture of its particular place and time.20 
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WHY THEOWGY MUST BE CONTEXTUAL TODAY 

There seem to be two sets of factors that point to why theology today 
must take into more serious account the context in which it is articulated. 
The first set of factors might be called external: historical events, intellec
tual currents, cultural shifts, and political forces. These external factors 
bring to light certain internal factors within Christian faith itself that point 
not only to the possibility but also to the necessity of doing theology in 
context. These internal factors are ultimately much more important than 
the external ones, since they point to a contextual imperative within Chris
tianity itself. They are factors that have not always been recognized as 
important, but in our day, due in large part to the historical circumstances 
expressed in the external factors, they have emerged as essential to Chris
tian faith and Christian theologizing. 

EXTERNAL FACTORS 

The first of these external factors21 is a general dissatisfaction, in both 
the First and Third Worlds, with classical approaches to theology. In the 
First World, the various classical philosophies that have served as the bases 
of theology in the past do not seem to resonate with contemporary expe
rience. There is a move to base theology on so-called process thought, in 
an attempt to do theology more in tune with the insights of contemporary 
science. Other theologians use the insights and framework of existentialist, 
personalist, or linguistic philosophies.22 Still others, in a move that is even 
less traditional, have abandoned philosophy as a basis for their theologizing 
and tried to construct theologies based on narrative, autobiography or biog
raphy, or social sciences such as anthropology.23 The point is that any under
standing of theology as an unchanging, already finished theologia perennis 
is being challenged in the First World in the name of relevance. 

In Asia, Africa, and Latin America, Christians are becoming increasingly 
convinced that traditional approaches to theology do not really make sense 
within their own cultural patterns and thought forms. Indian philosopber
theologian Raimon Panikkar maintains that Indians cannot really accept 
the principle that might be called the backbone of western philosophical 
thinking: the principle of contradiction. For Indians, Panikkar insists, things 
can indeed "be" and "not be" at the same time.24 This seems to be close 
to the Taoist idea of yang and yin, where all things participate in the reality 
of their opposites: light and darkness, male and female, good and evil, flesh 
and spirit, and so forth.25 

On a more practical level, some traditional theological positions don't 
seem to jibe very well with aspects of nonwestern cultures. Carroll Stuhl
mueller speaks often about his dismay that wine has to be imported into 
the Philippines for the celebration of the Eucharist. What better symbol 
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can we have, he muses, that Christianity is something imported, basically 
western, basically non-Filipino? How can the important symbol of baptism 
express cleansing and inclusion when, in the Masai culture of Africa, pour
ing water over a woman's head is a ritual cursing her to barrenness?26 

Christianity's insistence on monogamy and condemnation of polygamy 
ignores an important structure for women's security in African sodeties 
where women outnumber men and kinship patterns and obligations differ 
significantly from those of Europe.27 These are just a few examples of how 
traditional theology has been a cause of unease and dissatisfaction. 

A second external reason why theology today is being understood as 
necessarily contextual is the oppressive nature of older approaches. Jam es 
Cone has pointed out repeatedly how traditional theology ignores the Black 
experience and makes Blacks invisible and inaudible.28 Similarly, Latin 
American theologians have discovered that traditional theology, rather than 
speaking a word of hope to the marginalized masses of Latin America's 
poor, has often been used ideologically to justify continued domination by 
the rich and po.werful. Classical western theology, with its emphasis on 
individual salvation and morality, was often disruptive of cultures that only 
recognize the individual within the context of the group. Older approaches 
to theology were filled with assumptions of male superiority and produced 
distortions regarding the notion of God, liturgical language, and the role 
of women in ministry. The neo-Thomist theology that dominated Roman 
Catholic theology in the last century insisted on loyalty to Rome, often to 
the detriment of pastoral relevance. For example, the continued insistence 
on celibacy for African clergy conflicts with the fact that in many African 
societies, one's place as a man is determined by his proven ability to have 
children. Such culturally insensitive and oppressive attitudes have been 
unmasked in the last several decades as having little to do with th~real 
meaning of Christianity, so there have been movements and pressures to 
make theology and church practice more consonant with what is positive 
and good in various cultures and more critical of what is really destructive 
in them. 

In the third place, the growing identity of local churches is contributing 
to the necessity of the development of truly contextual theologies. Filipino 
patriot and national hero Jose Rizal wrote, in his novel El Filibusterismo, 
that "there are no tyrants where there are no slaves."29 What Rizal meant 
was that when a person, nation, or culture comes to a clear realization of 
its identity, no other person, nation, or culture can use it, oppress it, or 
foist any unwanted or destructive thing upon it. Colonialism fostered a 
feeling among those who were colonized that anything really good and 
worthwhile originated in the colonizing country, and what was in the colony 
was sketchy, of poor quality, only an imitation of the real thing. With the 
end of colonialism, nations and cultures began to wake up to the fact that 
the colonial mentality did not necessarily convey the full truth. What Afri
can and Asian countries began to realize was that there are values in their 
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cultures that are just as good as, if not better than, those of their colonizers. 
Once this had been realized, former colonies and churches in these nations 
began to have confidence in their ability to work things out for themselves, 
on their own terms and in their own way. In the area of religious practice 
and theology, the need to express this new consciousness of independence 
and self-worth is particularly important, and, although they are often still 
tentative, efforts at contextual theologizing are being made and need to be 
made. 

Underlying all three of these external factors is a fourth: the understand
ing of culture that is provided by contemporary social sciences. Bernard 
Lonergan distinguishes between a classicist notion of culture and one that 
is empirical. For the classicist notion of culture, there really is only one 
culture, and it is both universal and permanent. Within this understanding 
of culture, one became "cultured," and so listened to Bach and Beethoven, 
read Homer and Dickens and Flaubert, and appreciated Van Dyck, Michel
angelo, and Rembrandt. The person of culture, in other words, nourished 
oneself on the great human achievements of the West. The empiricist 
notion of culture, however, defines culture as a set of meanings and values 
that informs a way of life-and there are obviously many such sets through
out the world. Within the parameters of this understanding of culture, one 
is "cultured" by being socialized within a particular society. Culture is not 
something "out there," but something that everyone participates in 
already.30 

If one works out of a classicist conception of culture, there can be only 
one theology-one that is valid for all times, all places, all cultures. How
ever, if one works out of an empirical notion of culture, not only can there 
be a theology for every culture and period of history, there must be. The
ology, according to Lonergan, is what mediates between a cultural matrix 
and the significance and role of religion in that matrix.31 Theology, in other 
words, is the way religion makes sense within a particular culture. 

INTERNAL FACTORS 

The various external factors that contribute to the possibility and neces
sity of the contextualization of theology bring out some internal factors that 
also point to contextualization as a theological imperative. These internal 
factors, brought to light by the forces of history and the movements of the 
times, are really dynamics within Christianity itself, and are particularly 
strong arguments for a theology that takes culture and cultural change 
seriously as it attempts to understand Christian faith. 

The first of these internal factors is the incarnational nature of Chris
tianity.32 God so loved the world (Jn. 3:16) that God wanted to share God's 
very self with men and women and invite them into a life-giving relationship 
with the Godhead. If God was going to do this, the means of communication 
would have to be such that human beings could fully grasp, a way expressing 
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the reality of what this invitation into friendship and relationship was all 
about. And so God became flesh (Jn. 1:14)-not generally, but particularly. 
God became a human being in the person of Jesus, a Jew, son of Mary, a 
male. God became flesh in a human person of such and such a height, with . 
particular color hair, with particular personality traits, and so forth. Incar
nation is a process of becoming particular, and in and through the partic
ular, the divinity could become visible and in some way (not fully, but in 
some way) become graspable and intelligible. 

It follows quite naturally that if that message is to continue to touch 
people through our agency, we have to continue the incarnation process. 
Through us, God must become Asian or African, black or brown, poor or 
sophisticated, a member of twentieth-century secular suburban Lima, Peru, 
or of the Tondo slum dweller in Manila, or able to speak to the ill-gotten 
affluence of a Brazilian rancher. Christianity, if it is to be faithful to its 
deepest roots and most basic insight, must continue God's incarnation in 
J~s_t!.s_by becoming contextual. As Rene Padilla says: 

The incarnation makes clear God's approach to the revelation of him
self and of his purposes: God does not shout his message from the 
heavens; God becomes present as a man among men. The climax of 
God's revelation is Emmanuel. And Emmanuel is Jesus, a first-cen
tury Jew! The incarnation unmistakably demonstrates God's intention 
to make himself known from within the human situation. Because of 
the very nature of the Gospel, we know this Gospel only as a message 
contextualized in culture.33 

A second internal factor is the sacramental nature. of reality. The doc
trine of the incarnation proclaims that God is revealed not primarily in 
ideas but in concrete reality. It is in the flesh of Jesus that we encounter 
God most fully. Jesus may not be the exclusive way by which men and 
women can encounter God in God's fullness, but Jesus is at least a way; 
he is, to use the famous phrase of Edward Schillebeeckx, "the sacrament 
of the encounter with God."34 Encounters with God in Jesus continue to 
take place in our world through concrete things. Thus God is encountered 
in the poured water of baptism, in the remembering of the Christian com
munity gathered around the table with bread and wine, in oil given for 
healing or as a sign of vocation, in gestures of forgiveness or commissioning. 
But these sacraments are only concentrated ritual moments that point 
beyond themselves to the whole of life. They are moments that proclaim a 
deep faith in the fact that the world and its inhabitants and their deeds 
and events are holy, and that, at any time and in any place and through 
any person, these persons and things can become transparent and reveal 
their creator as actively and lovingly present to creation.35 Luther speaks 
of the world as a mask of God and as God's word. British poet Gerard 
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Manley Hopkins speaks of the world as "charged with the grandeur of 
God." 

If the ordinary things of life are so transparent of God's presence, one 
can speak of culture and events in history-of contexts - as truly sacra
mental, and so revelatory. Culture and history, if we are true to a real 
dynamic in Christianity's self-understanding, must be "unpacked" of its 
sacredness. Carroll Stuhlmueller and Donald Senior show clearly that the 
sacramental nature of a particular context is not something radically new. 
The whole movement of the Bible is one of interpreting the ordinary, the 
secular, in terms of religious symbolism.36 This is the continuing task of 
theology: to reveal God's presence in a truly sacramental world. 

In the third place, we can speak of a shift in the understanding of the 
nature of divine revelation as being an internal factor determining the 
contextual nature of theology. In theology written before the Second Vat
ican Council, revelation was conceived largely in terms of propositional 
truth. As Jose de Mesa and Lode Wostyn describe it, revelation was pre
sented "in form of eternal truths banded down to us from Christ and the 
Apostles. Faith was understood to be the intellectual assent to those truths. 
All these were systematically arranged and presented as the Catholic 
Faith."37 God's revealing action, in this understanding, was viewed as letting 
people know certain pieces of arcane information about God, the world, 
and themselves that they could not get through the use of their own reason; 
acceptance of these "truths" was necessary for salvation. God's revelation 
of these truths had ceased with the death of the last apostle, so nothing 
was to be done but to communicate these truths from generation to gen
eration and constantly try to penetrate their meaning. 

Theological thought leading up to Vatican Ir, hqwever, began to shift its 
emphasis from such an understanding and spoke of revelation in more 
interpersonal terms. In this newer understanding-always present in the
ology implicitly but seldom explicitly and systematically appropriated- rev
elation was conceived as the offer of God's very self to men and women by 
means of concrete actions and symbols in history and individuals' daily lives. 
In interpersonal terms, revelation was understood as God's self-.commu
nication to men and women. The giver as such is the gift, and the person 
to whom the gift is given is thus called to his or her personal fulfillment.38 

Consequently, faith was understood as a personal response, as well -a self
gift of a person to God. In Vatican II's Decree on Divine Revelation, we 
read that in revelation, "the invisible God (cf. Col. 1:15; 1 Tim. 1:17), out 
of the abundance of love, speaks to men and women as friends (cf. Ex. 
33:11; Jn. 15:14-15) and dwells among them (cf. Bar. 3:38), so that God 
may invite and receive them into communion with Godself' (DV #2). 
Although revelation was still understood as being complete in an objective 
sense-as Karl Rahner said, in Christ, God has expressed Godself com
pletely-God's revealing action was also seen as something that was ongo-
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ing as God continues to offer Godself to men and women in their daily 
lives.39 

When revelation was understood in terms of eternal truths framed in 
unchanging and unchangeable divinely given language, theology could only 
be conceived of as unchanging and having little or nothing to do with the 
realities of culture and social change. But as revelation has come to be 
conceived in terms of a personal self-offer of God's very self to men and 
women, an offer of friendship and loving relationship, it must be asked 
whether such an offer could be made in any way except in terms that men 
and women could understand. Revelation to Israel, for example, had to be 
God's offer of relationship in terms that made sense to men and women 
who shared Israel's culture. Revelation to first-century Hellenists had to be 
expressed in quite different language and categories. In the same way, 
God's revelation to the men and women of Africa in the latter part of the 
twentieth century has to be in terms of categories, language, and forms that 
really speak to late-twentieth-century Africans. God's offer of Jove and 
friendship to contemporary Latin Americans has to be expressed in quite 
different ways. 

A gift that cannot be recognized as such can hardly be a thoughtful or 
valuable gift. God, in offering Godself, would certainly take the time and 
effort to make that offer relevant. We, as church, who represent and con
tinue God's work in the world, can do no less than God if we are to be 
faithful to our basic vocation. This new, interpersonal notion of revelation 
points to the necessity of a theology that takes seriously the actual contexts 
in which men and women experience God. 

CONCLUSION 

Theology today must be a contextual theology. Several important move
ments and currents of our times point out aspects in Christianity that make 
imperative a theology that takes seriously both particular Gultures and social 
change in those cultures. Pluralism in theology, as well as on every level of 
Christian life, must not only be tolerated; it must be positively encouraged 
and cultivated. In Evangelii Nuntiandi, Paul VI sums all of this up when he 
says that evangelization must speak to every aspect of human life. Evan
gelization must be aimed at illuminating and transforming men and women 
as they are: "what matters is to evangelize human culture and cultures ... , 
always taking the person as one's starting-point and always coming back to 
the relationships of people among themselves and with God."40 Contex
tualization, therefore, is not something on the fringes of the theological 
enterprise. It is at the very center of what it means to do theology in today's 
world. Contextualization, in other words, is a theological imperative. 




