
The Gospel of John begins with a forthright declaration that 'the Word' of God- enfleshed in Jesus of Nazareth - was perceived as God's spokesperson and believed by some, but neither recognized nor accepted by others of the people to whom the Word was spoken in Jesus Christ (1:10-11). Despite the fact that 'the Word became a human being,' a person, a Jewish person, born to Jewish parents in a first-century Jewish setting, who spoke their language and followed the Jewish customs, the contrast and dissonance between who Jesus was and what he said and did was so marked that he was not acceptable to many. Though the gospel was contextualized in Jesus, initially few who followed him were able to transcend their individual contexts and see the universal dimensions of Jesus' life and mission. 

From the first attempt to translate the gospel from a Jewish to a non-Jewish setting, a philosophical, theological, and cultural dissonance ensued. The struggle to make the faith that is so closely tied to a Jewish context intelligible to non-Jews represents the core of the New Testament. It is also the essence of mission history. 

Though in one sense the Christian faith transcends culture, it can never be communicated nor understood a-culturally. In order to be grasped and passed on, it must be transposed from one context to another whether the transposition is the incarnation into first-century Palestine (John 1:1,10-14),from a Jewish man to a Samaritan woman (John 4:5-42), from a Jewish fisherman to a Roman military officer (Acts 10), or from a Hellenized Jew to Greek philosophers (Acts 17:16-34). Transposed or not, the gospel will not be understood or accepted by everyone. But unless there is a transposition, it will not be understood or accepted by anyone. 

Two conditions appear undeniable and inescapable. First, the gospel is not nor can it be a-historical. If it is to be understood and appropriated, it will have to be rooted in a particular historical context. But as the gospel is never a-historical, neither can it be a-cultural. Christians assert that Jesus was a historical person, and being historical, Jesus was chronologically, geographically, religiously, and culturally a first-century Jew. He neither repudiated his humanity nor his Jewishness. 

One can despise one's humanity, but one does not cease being human. One can reject one's culture and discard much of it, but in doing so one never becomes non-cultural. One simply sheds aspects of his or her culture and takes up the apparel of another. For every human being or group of human beings is a part of a culture, that is, everyone lives in a setting that includes a system of assumptions or 'beliefs and practices that are built upon the implicit assumptions that people make about themselves, about the world around them, and about ultimate realities.'1 The 'setting' is then the culture which Louis Luzbetak defines as 'a design for living, a plan by which society adapts to its physical, social and ideational environment.' 

Culture is not just an open-ended way of life. Rather, it is a plan, map, or blueprint for living that is always in the process of formation and adjustment. It is a code for action, for survival, and for success in life.2 
Thus culture is a 'set of norms, standards, notions, and beliefs'; it is 'the ideational code underlying behavior'; it is a comprehensive plan for living a 'purposeful, harmonious, and successful life'; and in many respects, it is 'a unique plan' for living.3 
Physical culture includes food, shelter, clothing, and technological skills. Social culture includes family and community organization, political systems, and laws. Ideational culture refers to knowledge, art, science, philosophy, and religion. A particular culture includes all of these. 

As already indicated, whenever and wherever Christianity (or any other faith) is carried from one culture to another, intentionally or not, consciously or not, it is either adapted to that culture or it becomes irrelevant. A contemporary Buddhist scholar, Masao Abe, observes that the religions of the world fall into one of two categories: 'missionary religions and non-missionary religions.'4 Only Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam are indisputably missionary religions. As they spread geographically, they encountered 'many different local and national cultures.' An interaction followed. At times the result was various levels of cultural conflict, while at other times and places the result was various degrees of cultural mingling. All three religions, however, were successfully missionary because, as Abe notes, they 'accommodated themselves to the national cultures in which they found themselves.'5
 Ideally, the accommodation or adaptation was made consciously. This appears to be the case both in early Buddhism and in Christianity as the words of the founders were intentionally translated into more than one language. A number of terms have been employed to identify and describe this adaptation, and though the terms are similar, they are not synonymous. The list includes the following 'accommodation,' 'adaptation,' 'indigenization,' 'inculturation,' 'autochthonization,' and 'contextualization.' Though sometimes these words are used as if they were interchangeable or synonyms, when used correctly, each has its own shade of meaning and correct usage. 

Accommodation. 

Missionary accommodation may be defined as adapting or adjusting one's thinking, vocabulary, and approach to the life of a people in order to narrow the gap between the missionary and that people. It requires distinguishing between what is essential and what is expendable. The latter then is deemphasized, ignored, or jettisoned. What is essential and non- essential is not, however, always a simple matter. Is the use of bread instead of rice cakes, for example, essential to the celebration of the eucharist? Is one or another ritual imperative for anyone professing to be a follower of Christ? Are certain prescribed foods or dress required of all Christians? Discussions of these matters have been going on for centuries and apparently figured prominently in debates in the early church (I Corinthians 8:1-13; Acts 15:1-29; Mark 1:23-28). How far can one go in adapting Christianity before it ceases to be Christian? This is the issue.

Apparently the earliest recorded statement on the subject of 'accommodation' was issued by the Jerusalem Council as described in Acts 15:1-29. A more debatable assertion on the subject, however, was that of Pope Gregory in 601 C.E. and is found in a letter sent to the abbot Mellitus. Evidently the Pope's comments were provoked by a series of questions raised by the missionary Augustine of Canterbury who with his colleagues had arrived in the south of England in 590. Augustine's inquiry revolved around a common question: How should he and his companions regard many of the Saxon customs, their holidays, and their places of worship - all of which appeared to the missionaries to be indisputably pagan. Gregory's response represents a significant bench mark in missionary strategy. He counseled: 

The heathen temples of these people need not be destroyed, only the idols which are to be found in them... If the temples are well built, it is a good idea to detach them from the service of the devil, and to adapt them for the worship of the true God... And since the people are accustomed, when they assemble for sacrifice, to kill many oxen in sacrifice to the devils, it seems reasonable to appoint a festival for the people by way of exchange. The people must learn to slay their cattle not in honour of the devil, but in honour of God and for their own food; when they have eaten and are full, then they must render thanks to the giver of all good things. If we allow them these outward joys, they are more likely to find their way to the true inner joy... It is doubtless impossible to cut off all abuses at once from rough hearts, just as the man who sets out to climb a high mountain does not advance by leaps and bounds, but goes upward step by step and pace by pace.6 
One of the most dramatic instances of accommodation in Christian history can be found in the approach of the young Jesuit missionary to China, Mateo Ricci (1552-1610), who became convinced that if Christianity was ever to be accepted by the Chinese, it would have to become, as nearly as possible, Chinese. Ricci, therefore, discarded his European dress in favor of a Chinese robe, utilized a common Chinese name for God, Tien Chu, Lord of Heaven, and insisted that the Chinese reverence for ancestors and the ceremonies practiced in their honor were cultural and civic, not religious acts. Roberto de Nobili's more sweeping accommodation in India shortly thereafter incited even more controversy (see case study, pp. 32-50). 

As already implied, all Christian missionaries have not followed Pope Gregory's counsel nor Ricci's example, not even all Roman Catholic missionaries. In fact, if one regards either Ricci's or de Nobili's accommodations as representing one extreme, the antithesis may be found in innumerable examples among Roman Catholic and Protestant missioners who have followed what may be called the eradication approach, that is, attempting to rid a people of every vestige of what the missionaries regarded  as manifestations of paganism. Eradication, many missionaries have insisted, is sanctioned in the Bible. They cite, for example, Elijah's destruction of the altar and priests of Baal (I Kings 18:20-40) and the burning of their books by the new Christian believers in Ephesus (Acts 19:19-20). 

Are there also examples in the Bible of accommodation? I believe there are many, such as Jesus' acceptance of the ontological reality of evil spirits (e.g., Mark 9:14-29); his approval of paying taxes to the Roman emperor (Mark 12:13-17); Paul's circumcision of Timothy (Acts 16:1-3; cf. Galatians 5:1-6) and the Apostle's conciliatory words spoken in Athens (Acts 17:22-31). 

Any or all of these can be considered when studying the case of Roberto de Nobili. To what degree can the gospel be adapted to another culture, especially to a culture which is philosophically, theologically, and ethically clearly non-Christian?                                                               

Indigenization

From the word 'indigenous' (within + L gignere to beget, i.e., being born into or a part of a particular place or environment), refers to making something (a thing, action, idea, or value) from one culture native to another culture. 'Mexican' food, though once found only in certain areas of the United States, can now be found in New Jersey, North Carolina, and Boston. It has been indigenized.

Autochthonization 

Is synonymous with the English 'indigenization,' but in Spanish and Portuguese the word 'indigenous' connotes that which is Native American. Thus, the American Indian population is commonly referred to as la gente indigina, that is, the indigenous people. Though rare in English, 'autochthonous' has a distinct meaning in Spanish and Portuguese.

Acculturation or Inculturation 

Is sometimes regarded as synonymous with 'socialization,' i.e., the process by which one adapts in an active sense, or is forced to adapt in a passive sense, to another culture. An example is motivating or requiring people with certain values, beliefs, names, dress, and     ^ customs to adopt different values, beliefs, names, dress, and customs. Recently an article appeared in the New York Times Magazine regarding the less than forty people who today live on the tiny island of Pitcairn, a South Pacific atoll made famous by Fletcher Christian and the mutinous crew of the British ship Bounty. Pitcaim is located 3,400 miles west of Chile and 1,300 miles SE of Tahiti. In 1887 an itinerant American Seventh Day Adventist missionary came to the island and is reported to have converted all the islanders to Adventism. As a condition of their conversion, the missionary convinced the islanders that their pigs were spiritually unclean, and natives responded by driving the swine over the edge of the cliffs into the ocean. The giant crawfish was also declared to be unclean so that today they are no longer eaten but cut up and used as bait. Likewise, dancing was prohibited as was the importation of any alcoholic beverages or tobacco. The traditional Polynesian feast in which dancing was central and the suckling pig the favorite dish was abolished. 'On the Sabbath - celebrated on Saturday - fishing, swimming, cooking and watching videotaped movies are not countenanced.' Sabbath reading is limited to the Bible or Reader's Digest - 'which the Pitcairners regard as a religious publication.'7 
Is this an example of Christianizing the culture of the Pitcairners? Hardly, but in the history of mission these kinds of changes have often been confused with Christianization. Is it then a kind of 'socialization,' that is, the process by which one learns to live with others and is accepted as a member of that social group? One of course may argue that even though the Pitcairners felt compelled to conform to the missionary's culture rather than his conforming to theirs, this had to happen if they were to become Christians. To be regarded as genuine believers, they had to be 'socialized' to Christianity. The fact is, however, the islanders were socialized, that is, forced to conform to the missionary's version of Christianity.8 Now, after more than a century, it is clear that rather than Christianity's being indigenized into the culture of the Pitcairns, the Pitcairn culture was adapted to a form of American Adventism.9 What people eat, how they dress, and what they do for recreation are, of course, aspects of a culture most easily identified and subject to change.
Gustavo Gutierrez makes the point forcefully in his conclusions regarding Bartolomé de Las Casas. Unless the missionary recognizes the intrinsic worth of the people to whom the missionary has gone, 'evangelization,' Gutierrez insists, can be a guise to subjugate them. This is precisely what happens,' Gutierrez continues, 'whenever the gospel is unduly linked to a particular culture,' that is, when the missionary eschews what nowadays is called 'the inculturation' of Christianity. 'The word is new, but the reality is old. For believers it rings of incarnation and of a presence of God that is respectful of the human condition.'10 
Contextualization

A term first introduced by Shoki Coe of the Theological Education Fund of the World Council of Churches11 differentiated between indigenization and contextualization as follows: 
Indigenization tends to be used in the sense of responding to the Gospel in terms of a traditional culture. Contextualization, while not ignoring this, takes into account the process of secularism, technology and the struggle for human justice which characterizes the historical moment of nations in the Third World.12 
Thus contextualization attempts to see a culture not as a static system, but rather a system that is always in the process of change because of stimuli from within and from without. Moreover, it insists that the gospel should never be presented as otherworldly while ignoring the suffering, pain, and injustice within a culture. 
What then is a context? Max Stackhouse in an essay written for the Boston Theological Institute asks the question, 'How do we know a context when we see one?' He answers by asking other questions, e.g., How big is a context? How long does it last? Who is in it and who is out of it, and how do we know?13  
Without repeating the intricacies of what Stackhouse says, the following are surely included in those things that determine a context:
· geography
· language
· ethnicity
· political, economic, and social systems 
· class, gender, age
· time frame 
· sense of identity
· religion 
· values 
· history. 
Whereas for us in the West, especially historians and philosophers, the time periods designated as the 'Middle Ages,' 'Renaissance,' 'Reformation,' and 'Enlightenment' are specific and very significant, these periodizations have no meaning whatsoever for indigenous tribal peoples in the Amazon Valley or for the Maasai in Kenya. Their contexts must be determined by events in their history. What a context is, therefore, depends on the people being considered. 
Sometimes we assume that our understanding and application of the Christian message is not only an adequate and correct understanding and application, but the only understanding and application. Contextualization is an attempt to communicate the gospel in a way that is faithful to its essence, understandable by those to whom it is presented, and relevant to their lives.
 When did the adaptation, indigenization, or contextualization of the gospel begin and how can we describe that context? It surely began well before the end of the first century, and it spread to areas far beyond Palestine. The context into which Jesus was born was primarily Jewish, but not hermetically so. The Romans were there, for example, as well as peoples of other cultures. Judaism, however, was the predominant faith and culture. In fact, Jewish religion and Jewish culture were two sides of the same coin. Judaism was a fiercely monotheistic culture-religion with its own developed traditions, rituals, holy places, and sacred literature. It was patriarchal. It had been impacted by foreigners and foreign cultures, of course, particularly by the Canaanites and the Persians. 
Christianity, born in a first-century Jewish context, was inherently Jewish. Social structure, worship practices, values, and theological perspectives were distinctly Jewish. The Apostle Peter's experience in Joppa (Acts 10:9-14) surely reflects the contemporary Jewish attitude toward diet. But what about I Corinthians 11:1-10, where the Apostle Paul says that when women 'prophesy' or pray in church, they must have their heads covered? Is this a universal value or an example of a particular context? Can the same question be raised about other things Paul is reported to have mandated?
 One will look in vain, for example, for a specific biblical basis for opposing slavery. In fact, scriptural endorsement of slavery is easily found (Ephesians 6:5-8; I Timothy 5:23, 6:1-2). Yet, does anyone today defend slavery on the authority of the Bible? Why? Reluctance to use the Bible to defend slavery is in part at least the result of cultural influence on our hermeneutics. Several years ago I noted and put in my card file the comments of a European who adjusted his theology to that of an African.
As to the adjustment of' 'our' theology to include an understanding of the cultural input of others, I offer this experience. While living in Nigeria I attended a service with a local pastor who always took copious notes on the sermon. One day, noticing that his pen had run dry, I gave him one of mine. He was overwhelmed at the 'miracle' of God filling his need at the proper time. He had known his pen was about to give out and had prayed for another. Pens were not easy to come by in his area, and he was certain that God was in this act, as indeed God was. This seemingly common occurrence was a 'miracle' for him and needs to be understood in light of his have-not world, and his perception of God providing 'all his needs.'14
To the African pastor, being supplied at the precise moment of his need was a miracle. To deny that it was is to impose one context upon another. Yet, the reverse is also true. 
In the last analysis, the gospel needs to be accommodated, acculturated, indigenized, and contextualized to a culture if it is to make more than minimal impact. Any of these efforts can be excessive and compromise the gospel to the point that it is no longer 'good news.' When this occurs, however, it is often the result of thoughtlessness or naiveté. Bernard Joinet tells of a well-meaning missionary priest who, in his attempt to identify with the people to whom he had been sent, called all the people of the village together. He professed his love for them and his determination to be one of them. To dramatize his words and decision to break with his own people, the missionary took out his passport and burned it in front of the shocked onlookers. What was meant as an act of solidarity, however, was not seen that way at all by the villagers. For them he had repudiated his own family and people. He did not, in their minds, know the meaning of love. 'He rejects and despises those who gave him life,' they said, 'who fed and reared him. We can't trust him. He has rejected his father and mother. Perhaps one day he will also reject us whom he calls his brothers!'15 
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