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CONTEXT AND MISSION 

It is sometimes naively assumed that the gospel is a set of timeless propositions about God and his salvation in Christ which simply need to be explained and presented as a challenge to any person in any culture. The evangelist who does this may not stop to think whether his or her definition of sin corresponds with the understanding of 'sin' in the culture that receives it (the receptor culture) - assuming they have a concept of sin at all. That is only the beginning of our problems of communication! As a simple example of the problem, read the following account by a mission partner working amongst the Hausa people of Niger, West Africa:

The Hausa language has many loan words from Arabic. The fact that the Hausa people have been largely Muslim for quite a long time, means that nearly all the religious vocabulary is Islamic/Arabic. Translators had little choice but to use such words in the translation of the Bible. The Hausa word for God is Allah and with this word comes all the associated meanings. Missionaries for a long time have wondered why Allah for Hausa Christians was still so Islamic and continued to teach (western) theology, hoping that in time ideas of God would be transformed, but with little obvious results. The problem is however much deeper that simply the word Allah. Whole areas of Hausa theology are dominated by Arabic, and very few missionaries have realised the significance of such vocabulary. Our attention was drawn to three words in particular: 

· Zunubi (sin) 

· Gafara (forgiveness) 

· Tuba (repentance) 

These are corruptions of the Arabic words danb (religious/ritual sin), gafara and tawba. With their Islamic background, our students had a very Islamic understanding of such words. Also, because they had little or no government education, their powers of analysis were very limited. Of consequence, when we taught biblical doctrines, they all tended to think of the Islamic meaning of the words rather than the biblical one. It took us many years of poor communication to come to the realisation that we were talking about different things. Sin so often meant a lack of good works, and forgiveness meant doing enough to please God. When Hausa become Christians, their declaration before the Church is 'na ba da gaskiya' (I give to truth), I accept this as true, but there is almost never a statement of repentance, tuba. This had always troubled us, but we could never get to the bottom of the problem. Only when we passed through a very difficult situation where accusations were flying, did the penny drop. In order to save face, most of the teachers in the Bible school were forced to lie, even though we all knew that what they were saying was not true. When challenged about this, one  of these teachers said that lying was not a 'sin' (zunubi), but only a 'slip' (kuskure). So when challenged as to what was a sin, she said that she was not a sinner because she was a believer (Christian). What was the root of such thinking? As we reflected on our understanding of the Hausa language, we came to the conclusion that the Hausa divided 'sin' into three categories in their minds: Zunubi - really big sins Laifi (fault) - major sins Kuskure (slip) - minor sins Even though we had been teaching in our Bible schools the idea that lying was a sin, this was too powerful a word to use for lying in the Hausa conception of the word. Therefore, in the Bible schools we taught that lying was 'unubi', and in order to pass the exams, Hausa Christians agreed, but in their hearts they couldn't accept the idea that lying was that bad. The consequence of this was that one theology was accepted for Bible school and for missionaries, and another theology was developed in the Churches away from missionaries. It seems that the background to nearly all these meanings is Islamic. It is not usually 'pure' Islam, but a culturally adapted form that had become very closely associated with Hausa culture. When we taught the Christian meaning of such words, it was usually assumed that our Hausa was poor and that if we spoke the language better, we would understand the real meaning. Hausa language, Islamic meaning and Western culture had become confused. The result of this was a veneer theology which was acceptable to a foreigner, but a different theology developed in the Churches, away from the interference of non-Hausa speakers. Only when the situation got 'out of control' were we allowed to see what people really felt. Once the calm had been restored the 'old norms' returned. We praise the Lord that He allowed us to pass through that terrible time of testing (at one stage I didn't sleep for ten nights, I just tossed and turned in my bed), so that we could see through the facade and give us renewed hope. 

Notice that the key problem was one of meaning. Different meanings given to certain words will result in a different theology, depending upon the context in which the word is used. It is not difficult to see why different theologies come out of different contexts: people in another context may not only have different priorities (for example, poverty, injustice, the reality of death all around, the understanding of sin...), they may also have different ways of understanding how God works in the world, based on their experience of him. For example, many Third World contexts view spiritual warfare very differently from our more rational, western approach, simply because they see spiritual reality as so much more part of everyday life.  

Historically, mission theologians have used several different words to describe the process of relating the gospel meaningfully to another culture or context: accommodation, adaptation, indigenisation, inculturation, contextualisation. It is important to distinguish the subtle shades of meaning in these words, so that we are clear about exactly what is going on in the exercise of contextualisation.

READING  

Read the chapter by A Neely, 'What is a context and what is contextualization'.

 
TRUTH AND MISSION 

As we have seen already, the moment we try to communicate to another context we have a problem of interpretation. This problem becomes particularly acute in relation to the biblical text. If we rely on the Bible as the ground and authority for what we say about God, but find that Christians in different contexts read it from their own perspective, we have an immediate problem of meaning. How can a text mean one thing to one person and another thing to another person and still be regarded as possessing timeless objective truth? Or does the 'truth' of the text function in a different way from that? 

In the reading, Neely only gives cultural examples of how context affects our understanding of what God is doing, but if the Bible itself is read differently according to the context, does this not relativise the text? Can we continue to speak about 'objectivity' and 'truth'? This problem has come to the surface in the present climate in the West which is described as 'postmodern'. There are three main features of the postmodern situation which are relevant to our discussion and which we shall be exploring in more detail in this module. 

The first, which we have already identified, is its relativism. If there is no basis for the assertion of objective truth, then we can only be sure about what is true for us - and we cannot even be sure of that! We all have our perspectives on the truth, and the problem then becomes one of knowledge - in technical terms 'epistemology' - how we can know whether something is true or not. Related to this is the question of how we can be certain of what is true and whether we can have any true knowledge of God. 

• The second feature of postmodernism is its pluralism. There is a plurality of ways of understanding reality and truth, and all of them are equally valid. This gives rise to a diversity of religious expressions, all of which claim some access to the 'truth'. For Christians, it then becomes a question of the status of revelation and its authority. Perhaps after all the Christian revelation is only one amongst many ways in which God has chosen to make himself known, and we cannot be arrogant enough to assume that the revelation of God in Christ is unique, even if we regard it as in some sense ultimate.

• The third major area of difficulty is the subjectivism of postmodernism. Truth is filtered through our experience of it, but if the only reliable truth is experiential truth, then again what becomes of objectivity and meaning? Furthermore, we have seen how this gives rise to issues of interpretation, or 'hermeneutics'. If my interpretation from within my context is set alongside yours, who is to say which one is 'better', or closer to the original intention of the text? So the hermeneutics of the biblical text becomes a key issue.

These three major areas of concern - epistemology, revelation and hermeneutics – are of fundamental importance and we shall come across them again, as we have done before in other modules.

It is vital that we understand why we need to look at them: precisely because they are the problems which arise in our practice of cross-cultural mission. We shall not be looking at these areas in a purely theoretical way, saying everything that needs to be said about them. Rather, we shall discover their impact on the meaning of the gospel and how we can speak meaningfully about the gospel in different contexts. 


DOCTRINE AND MISSION 

Before the New Testament Canon was decided, or even before the texts themselves were completed, the Church was faced with what it saw as distortions of the truth concerning their faith in Jesus Christ. Fierce battles raged about gnosticism, christology and the role of the Holy Spirit. 

If the faith was to remain the possession of the Church it soon became necessary to clarify and state the orthodox understanding of it in credal statements and doctrinal formulations. 

This process of doctrinal clarification took place over many centuries, beginning with the person of Christ, moving on to the centrality of the Trinity, then on to doctrines of salvation and atonement. These statements laid foundations for the preaching of the gospel; the aim was to define the limits within which what was proclaimed could be regarded as faithful to the apostolic preaching. 


But, as we have seen, there are many problems even in interpreting the biblical text. What hope can we have, then, of establishing any firm basis for our mission? Are there certain 'given' truths about God which enable us to transcend our contexts and speak in the same terms to one another across cultural boundaries?   How can we defend ourselves against the charge of proselytism ( instead of evangelism) here?  Do we, indeed, have any concept of the difference between the two?


MISSION:


Context, truth and doctrine


based on notes from the OTC module Mission Theology in Context by John Corrie





ACTIVITY – to bring to the class


How might contextualization affect the way we read the bible?  Can you think of other examples of particular relevance to 21st century UK?


How do you handle the issue?








REFLECTION  


Consider how you view the importance of doctrine. When you read the works of long dead theologians do you see them as significant to their time – but largely irrelevant to ours? Or fundamental to mission and ministry today?


How might doctrine be connected to mission (either positively or negatively)








REFLECTION


Where do you see cross-cultural mission happening in your locality? 


It may help to start by thinking of where do you see any cross-cultural communication.








Question


Mission needs a sure doctrinal framework within which evangelism and service can be done in the confidence that they are true to the biblical witness and therefore faithful to God's will and purpose for the world.


John Corrie, OTC notes





Do you agree with Corrie in the quote above? 
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