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The overarching conicern to the commuhication of the Gospel to
évery person in our generahon must serlously take into accournt the
clothing of the Gospel in meaningful terms for the hearer and the
adequate Tesponse of the hearer, under the guidasice of the Holy
Spirit, that will take into account both his ‘day-to-day ministry' and
his life-style. In this attempt to communicate medmngfully, there is
an inherent danger of syncretism ‘that ‘must be faced; but fear of it
should not distract the evangelist and theclogian from rooting their
message.

In mary minds’ there “exists an ;deal model of communication,
illustrated in diagram i, where the once and for alt message, clothed
in ithe culture of the Hebrews and Jews, is. communicated unchanged
into a new culture, faking on the forms of such a culture, but the
dssential core remaining unchanged.

Diagram 1

In the real world, however, the ideal model breaks down and
diagram 2 better illustrates the communication process. God com-
municates both by act and word his message — the revealed Word —
through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit within the language and
culture of the Hebrew and Jew. Jesus Christ, the central focus of the
revelation, took on flesh as a human being - a Jew. This message
was communicated through the Greek and Roman world to the West;
but in the process, the essential core takes an additional substance,
which make the lines around the central core fuzzy. This message
two, is then clothed in the culture of the West. HExamples of this can
be best illustrated from the hellenization process, whereby ideas such
as substance were incorporated into the trinitarian definitions, or
where the concepts of soul and body almost became the basic presenta-
tion in evangelism. These concepts were hellenistic and not biblical,
The West becomes the carrier, which in turn clothes the message
with its own culture and communicates the message to the “receiving
people.” The essential core, however, is somewhat changed by the
presentation of the carrier, and so we may speak of message three.
in the core there are elements of the original Hebrew, Greek and
Western cultures. While this process occurs, there are basic elements
of the Goapel — eclements that may well have been retained throughout.
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Having stated all this, it should be emphasized that what ensures the
final communication of the Gospel from the early Church to the entire
world is the constant illumination by the Holy Spirit, -so that. blind
eyes can seo, stony hearts are turned to flesh and can respond.: This
process, ‘however, is not linear, but as illustrated in the model, is
triangular, allowing the receiving people to turn directly to the Scrip-
ture under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, to search. the original
message for themselves and in turn rediscover elements of the ‘Gospel
lost in the transmission by the carrfer. If a irtly submissive attitude
exists in the carrier, he is willing to drop out of the process and allow
the Lord to be soverelgn in that misswlogmal context.

HOLY SPIRIT

Carrier

'E)iagram 2

" Thereafter, several crucial questions surfaced:

1. The Gospel

a. What are the key blbhcal principles of hcrmeneuttcs that w1ll
help us identify clearly and objectively the Gospel core?

b.. What criteria can [ usé to isolate these elements whzch 1 cali
the Gospel core from other biblical elements? :

e, What 1s the Gospel" Is there an unchangeabie core

2. Confextua[zzatmn ‘ b
" a How do we dsfine contextuallzatlon‘? How do we 1solate 1t
from indigenization?

b. Does contextualization take in more than the physlcal €xpressions-of
the culture, e.g., musical instruments, hmrglcal clothmgs, ‘or- does "it
include -thought forms as. well? ;

¢. What are the criteria or biblical guldhnes we should observe
to contextualize the Gospel message in a healthy way to produce a
growing church loyal to God and the ‘evangelization’ of the’ world?

d. -Are contextualization and syncretism the sime: "thmg on a con-
tinuum, or are they two different things? :

e.-Should each cultural zone have its own theﬂlogy’

. "Who should undertake the task of contextualization?
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3. .Synereiism

.a. How do we defme syncretlsm? In what Ways can we d1fferent1ate
it- from a'contextyralized  message? - .

o b How does syperetism agise? - :

c.. What guidelines. can we lay down to avmd %yncret:sm, €. g, in
translation?.

“d. ‘Are there cﬁfferent types of. byncretlsm‘? What are they‘-’

e. Is there a similarity between the syncretism found in the. USA
and- that in the Third World? : -

f. Is there a time when syncrensm can be good {e g Christmas
in the West)? What is wrong with synergtism?,

g. What should be our attitude to those who miennonally ‘zyrr
cretize, or to those who are mvolved i a syncretistic process un-
conscious to themselves?

It was recognmed from the start thdt all the dlscusswn should
be framed, in the ‘missiological context of the evangelization” of the
world. Further, it-was repognized ‘that due 1o the severe limitation of
time many of the questions listed above would bave te remain un-
answered. And, that while the discussion would be itiated in the
area of contextualization, all three areas were basically interlocking.

Contextualization — 'In attempting to define, the following four
definitions surfaced: the identification of the Gospel from its cultural
clothing; the communication of the same ‘in pertinent, meaningful
cuftural forms, both external (e.g., liturgical garments) but also thought
forms (e.g., time-space dimensions, etc.); the communication that
spoke to the “real issues and needs of the person and his society; the
response made by that person in cultural and societal context under
the guidance of the Holy Spitit shouid be done with meaning and
integrity. In no way should. demands be placed on the person that
would dehumanize him or destroy his identify as a person in his
culture; as a consequence of his responseé, he should live an integrai
Christian life in obedience to the.Lord, expressed in cultural forms
that are meaningfui to him and his community; this life .should be
e’{pressed in the local community of saints as they together face theu'
call to missions.

We may summarize thls statement by identlfymg the two sides
of the coin in this definition: meaningful communication in forms
that are real to the person, and his full response to the Lord. in re-

pentance and obedierice- of faith that affects- his whole hfe-style, his
'1tt1tudes, and his values, etc.

in the discussion to: bring out guidelines. or oriteria in the con-
textualizing process, two models were studied: one from Bali presented
by Dr. Munstra, and a linguistic model by Dr. Loewen. As a resuli,
the following tentative. suggestions were made:

1. In the biblical message there is both form and m_eaning; as we
see in 1 Peter 1:13. In attempting to give a new form, the communi-
cator must ensure thai. the true meanmg is being conveyed. It may
coniradict the essence of the. meanmg and so confuse the hearer
and destroy the commuaication. .In. giving a new form to “Gird up
the loins,” the meaning found must be fully understood and .effectively
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communicated in a form meaningful to the receiver.

2.'In some cases the form may not have a deep value and can be
wasily exchanged without the loss of the orlgrmai meamng, but. in some
other cases, the form may have a historical value, {e.g.. the lamb).
The message is essentially tied up with the form and so the form will
have to be cartied over to the receiver cubture. An example of this
is the Cross. Here a cr ass transfation has to be undertaken.

3. In a particular message, the types of words must be identified,
e.8.. “the dead bury the dead.” The Hrst dead is not the same. 83 the
second. The former has a “teaching” value which containg within it
Ed theol@gic&l idea, while the latter speaks of the “happening” dead.
It is not always easy to separate those words, symbols, anafogies,
that contain within them ihe theological idea from a mere ﬁmgummn
of visible reality.

4. The form that is adopted in the new r‘ommt must in’ no WAy
confradict the biblical message.

5. In attempting to contextualize, the focus must not only be on

the words, but also in the total message. An attempt o identify the
pieces of meamng in"thg message and théir retationship must be made
before contextuahzmg a particular section. The overdmhmg MESsAgE
of pieces of meaning will and_ Must hold in place a ‘particular part
of that message.
" We may summarize these brief guidelines by underscormg the
necessity of knowing the receptor’s world view and thought forms.
What are they? What are his’ space-time d1mens:0ns‘7 His éocial strue-
tures? His authority patterns? His socio-economic dimensions of class
and economy? What are his dimensions of relationships? in this
dimension of contextualization theré must be a constant concersi to
bring our “communication theologizing” under the judgment of the
Seripiures, so.that an effective proclamation of the Gospai under the
Hlumination of the Holy Spirit may ensue. There must be a zeal and
a zest in the procidm’mon, which is accompanied by a fzar and ircmh~
ling in the Holy Spirit.

Syncretism
' While there was no final agrcemem on a definition of syneretisim,
various elements were bmught to light. Syncretism might be said to
ceur when critical and basic elements of the Gospel are lost in the

‘Drocess of contextualization and are replaced by religious elements

from the receiving culture; there is a synthesis with this partial Gospel.
I some cases syncretism reaches such proportions that 2 totglly new
“gospel” appears.

it was noted that thers were several stages and factors that couls!
cause syncretismg mcw are:

EX s& conscious and deliberate mixing of the message, in a desire
{0 identify with the pecmle

b. There is o semiconscious atternpt when the message is partiai.
The speaker has uot fully grasped the Gospel message,

c. irem,muy the syneretist processes round the world tend to be
ungonscious to the communicator 23 in ths following coses:
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(i) When the speaker gives an unanchored message — a topical

message without anchoring it in the Scriptures. o

(i) When the receptor hears the message on the basis of his own

presuppositions. o _

(iii) When the receptor must fall back on an indigenous model

for expressing his new life in Christ Jesus.

(iv) When 2 gradual cultural chanpe leads to a major change of

values which is subtle and unconscious to the person living in that

culture, as has occurred with much of Western Christianity facing
secularism. ’

It was natural in the discussion to constanily resurface the basic
question, “What s the Gospel and how can we find #?” While no
final conclusion was reached, Dr. John H. Yoder helpfully presemied
the following seven hermeneutical guidelines which take the student
of the Scriptures down the layers to find the Gospel core. These are
as follows:

a. The linguistic layer. A study of words in Scriptures when the
two languages are in the same world, A transliteration of the Word
can occur through the use of simple lexicographic aids.

b. The quasi-linguistic layer, where a transliteration canmot occur.
An interpretation of an idea in a particular historical point of time must
be made. An understanding of the particular historical background
is eritical. . ' '

c. Linguistic level, when the two languages are in different worlds,
so that all referrents differ.

d. Linguistic level, when the two languages have different basic
logics, such as in the cases of the Hebrew and the English. Some of
the basic ingredients of the Hebrew thought patterns are not found
in the English. ' _

e. Cultural level (e.g., what doeés the head covering of 1 Cor,
2 mean?). '

f. Ideological. This is the filter that each student of the Scriptures
has into his self-consciousness — his world view that imposes itself
on his grasp of the biblical message. This is best exemplified by show-
ing how Bultmann has intentionally placed his world view as 4 filter
for the understanding of the biblical message,

g. Existential level — what is the meaningfulness of the Word
for a specific subject? _

In conclusion, the methodology that must guide both the com-
munication of the Gospel and the theologizing is the missiological
concern that the “whole world hear his voice.”
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“To you who were spiritually dead ali the time vou drifted along on
the stream of this world’s ideas of living, and obeyed - its unseen ruler
(who is still operating in those who do not respond to the truth of God)
to you Christ has given life! We all lived like that in.the past, and fol-
lowed the impulses of our evil nature being in fact under the wrath of
God by nature, like everyone else” (Eph, 2:1-3, 1.B. Phillips).

These words of Paul to the Ephesiang should ‘help us in thinking
about cultural practices, past or present, Paul, a Jew, liberated by the
Lord Jesus Christ, is unafraid id applying the grace of God and his
salvation to himself as well as the Ephesians, both- Jews and Gentiles.
For him the criterion of judging any idea of living is: whether it is from
God’s grace, from God’s love in Chirist or from the ruler of this world
and those still under his control, In union with Christ, Paul is freed
from applying the criterion of Judaism to applying only that one, valid
for-all time, the grace of God in Jesus Christ, We can do no better than
follow his éxample, since we too now belong to the same Lord Jesus
Christ as he did and we live in_union with him.

During the petiod of colonialism; much of African culture in all
its forms was subjected to extreme pressures of subjéction and despised
because of the more vigorous and technjcally advanced forms of the
colonizing Western' cuiture, backed by the political power dominant
at that-time in"any particular area. Even in-the church there was gen-
erally an attitude of looking down on African culture.

‘With the coming of independence, there has been a strong reaction
to all this, and the political libération forces have played a great part
in reasserting African culture.in its various forms. For example; African
traditional dances and other forms of artistic expression have now been
given their rightful place in public entertainment. African handicrafts
are now displayed all over the world. - '

-~ But in church life several generations have grown up largely cut
off ‘from traditional forms of worship and the only ways they know
are adopted Western models, Educated young people, for example,
who are gifted in music will compose tunes for the guitar rather than
for drums and flutes or-other traditional instruments with which they
have lost touch. And yet; what they produce is origival and peculiarly
their own. Must they go back to drums and other rattles to be African?’

- Their non-Christian contemporaries produce jazz and other musical
forms for secular entettainment and no one grumbles that such music




