Contextualization definitions


Here is a chronologically ordered list of definitions of contextualization from throughout the globe. Note the wide range of emphases, ranging from aligning the Gospel to the culture, or aligning the culture to the Gospel. Note the presence or absence of the Church, receptor focus, and the effects of pragmatism and the social sciences.

-(Shoki Coe, 1972) —“Contextualization implies all that is involved in the familiar term of indigenization, but seeks to press beyond it to take into account the process of secularity, technology and the struggle for human justice which characterized the historical moment of nations in the Third World.”


-(Kosuke Koyama, 1974)  “Contextualization implies accommodation. But this accommodation must not be an easy accommodation . . . Contextualized theology must be a theology that challenges the very context by the power of the Gospel.... The historical context is ruled by God. To it the Son came ... to challenge it profoundly. Contextualization is, then, an outcome of reflection on the career of Jesus Christ”


-(Byang Kato, 1975)—"We understand the term to mean making concepts or ideals relevant in a given situation. In reference to Christian practices, it is an effort to express the never changing Word of God in ever changing modes for relevance. Since the gospel message is inspired but the mode of its expression is not, contextualization of the modes of expression is not only right but necessary.


-(Stephen Knapp, 1975)—Contextualization in the dynamic process through which the church continually challenges and/or incorporates—transforms elements of the cultural and social milieu of which it is an integral part in its daily struggle to be obedient to the Lord Jesus Christ in its life and mission in the world.”


-(Bruce Nicholls, 1975)—The translation of the unchanging content of the Gospel of the Kingdom into verbal form meaningful to the peoples in their separate cultures and within their particular existential situation.
 Also, “a dynamic process of the Church’s reflection on the interaction of the text as Word of God and the context as a specific human situation in obedience to Christ and His mission in the world.”

         “Communication includes research into the problem of language and translation, analyzing the changing patterns of culture and religion, and entering into the pain of human suffering caused by political, social, and economic oppression. Communication means personal involvement, discerning areas of spiritual need as points of contact, areas of agreement as bridges of communication and clarifying biblical thought forms to insure transference of meaning. It recognizes that the Holy Spirit is the real agent of communication.” 
 

-(Gadiel Isidro of Manila, c. 1975)—“the attempt ... to analyse the situation and then from an absolute perspective of the Gospel make this absolute unchanging Gospel speak with relevance.”


-(Charles Taber, 1976)—the effort to take seriously the specific context of each human group and person on its own terms and in all its dimensions — cultural, religious, social, political, as well as economic and to discern what the gospel says to people in that context.  ….Contextualization takes very seriously the example of Jesus in the sensitive and careful way he offered each person a Gospel tailored to his or her own context.” 


-(J.O. Buswell III, 1976) —theology done from inside a system, rendering the supra-cultural Christian absolutes not only in the linguistic idiom but also within the particular forms that "system" takes within the system: concepts of priority, sequence, time, space, elements of order, customs of validation and assertion, styles of emphasis and expression 
   Buswell also looks at  contextualization of the witness, contextualization of the church and its leadership, and contextualization of the Word.

-(Harvie Conn, 1977) —“Contextualization ... in its biblical dimensions calls on us to be continually transformed into fuller obedience to Christ in our culture. ... In the end, contextualization is the cultural and sociological perspective of discipleship.”


-(Peters, 1977) — Contextualization properly applied means to discover the legiti-

mate implications of the gospel in a given situation. It goes deeper than application. Application I can make or need not make without doing injustice to the text. Implication is demanded by a proper exegesis of the text.
 



-(Conn, 1978) — [Contextualization]  is the process of conscientization of the whole people of God to the hermeneutical claims of the gospel.


-(Alan Tippett, 1978)—“the process of making evangelism and the new lifestyle relevant in the specifics of time and space.”
 Also, “the culturalisation of the Gospel.”
 

-(Conn, 1982)— ...“the art of planting the gospel seed in culture's diverse soils without also planting the flowerpot.”
 


-(Krikor Haleblian, 1983)—“that discipline which deals with the essential nature of the gospel, its cross-cultural communication, and the development and fostering of local theologies and indigenous church forms.”


(David Wells, 1984)--- [not] merely a practical application of biblical doctrine but a translation of that doctrine into a conceptuality that meshes with the reality of the social structures and patterns of life dominant in our contemporary life.” 


-(D.A. Carson, 1987)—Broadly speaking there are two brands of contextualization. The first assigns control to the context; the operative term is praxis, which serves as a controlling grid to determine the meaning of Scripture. The second assigns the control to Scripture, but cherishes the ‘contextualization’ rubric because it reminds us the Bible must be thought about, translated into, and preached in categories relevant to the particular cultural context.


-(Bruce Nicholls, 1988) —Contextualisation is a dynamic process of the church’s reflection, in obedience to Christ and his mission in the world, on the interaction of the text as the word of God and context as a specific human situation.
 


-(Peter Schineller, 1990)—the word means a ‘weaving together,’ thus an interweaving of the gospel with every particular situation.


-(David Hesselgrave,1991)—Contextualization can be thought of as the attempt to communicate the message of the person, works, word, and will of God in a way that is faithful to God's revelation, especially as it is put forth in the teachings of Holy Scripture, and that is meaningful to respondents in their respective cultural and existential contexts. Contextualization is both verbal and nonverbal and has to do with theologizing, Bible translation, interpretation and application, incarnational lifestyle evangelism, Christian instruction, church planting and growth, church organization, worship style, indeed with all of those activities involved in carrying out of the Great Commission.


-(Stanley Grenz, 1993)—Contextualization demands that the theologian take seriously the thought-forms and mindset of the culture in which theologizing transpires, in order to explicate the eternal truths of the Scriptures in language that is understandable to contemporary people.


-(Grant Osborne, 1991/2006)—“the crosscultural communication of a text's significance for today.”
  Also, “that dynamic process which interprets the significance of a religion or cultural norm for a group with a different (or developed) cultural heritage.”


-(Lausanne, 1995)—There are two aspects to contextualization. The first relates to the process of bringing the gospel to a people who have not heard. How does one “contextualize” the gospel so the message can be heard, received and then to find its expression within that culture? The second aspect of contextualization is the expression of faith that the new believers and community develop for their particular culture and history. To some extent, there is a continuum where interaction between these two aspects continues even after the church is formed.



-(Racy, 1996) —“…any action that puts the Gospel into a more understandable, culturally relevant form by including elements from a culture’s customs, language and traditions.”


-(Steve Scott, 1997)—“the practice of declaring or depicting and living out the gospel message in cultural forms and terms drawn predominantly from the frame of reference of those you are communicating with.”
 


-(Darrell L. Whiteman, 1997) —“[A]ttempts to communicate the Gospel in word and deed and to establish the church in ways that make sense to people within their local cultural context, presenting Christianity in such a way that it meets people's deepest needs and penetrates their worldview, thus allowing them to follow Christ and remain within their own culture.”


-(Bevans, 1998) — Contextual theology can be defined as a way of doing theology in which one takes into account: the spirit and message of the Gospel; the tradition of the Christian people; the culture, whether brought about by Western technological process or the grass-roots struggle for equality, justice, and liberation. 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. The contextualization of theology—the attempt to understand Christian faith in terms of a particular context—is really a theological imperative. As we understand theology today, contextualization is part of the very nature of theology itself.


-(van Spanje, 1998) — the process of communication by which the unchanging kerygma (‘text’) is made relevant to a specific historical situation within a local culture (‘context’) in forms with which the recipients are familiar.
 


-(Reeves, 1998)— the “dynamic interaction between the context and the text (scripture): dialogue between the ever-changing context and the changeless text... It is not the text that is transformed but the context which is transformed through dialogue with the text.” 


 -(Shenk, 1999)—Contextualization is a process whereby the gospel message encounters a particular culture, calling forth faith and leading to the formation of a faith community, which is culturally authentic and authentically Christian. Control of the process resides within the context rather than with an external agent or agency.


-(Plastow, 1999) — Contextualization comes from the word “contexture” meaning to weave or join together. In other words, a weaving together of the warp and woof the attempt to implant the gospel in native cultural forms.


-(Dean Gilliland, 2000)— “That goal is to enable, as far as is humanly possible, an understanding of what it means that Jesus Christ, the Word, is authentically experienced in each and every human situation.”
 Also [contextualization is] “...concerned with communicating by appropriate and understandable means that salvation is in Jesus alone.”
 

             -(Frost and Hirsch, 2001)—“the dynamic process whereby the constant message of the gospel interacts with specific, human situations. It involves an examination of the gospel in the light of the respondent's world view and then adapting the message, encoding it in such a way that it can become meaningful to the respondent.”


-(Gerald Arbuckle, 2001)—Contextualization is a communication tactic. It is an effort to understand, through high-quality cultural anthropological research, just how cultures function; with this knowledge, evangelizers will know how best to communicate the Gospel message within the Third World. 
  

-(Steven Bevans, 2002) —“Contextualization, then, |is] the preferred term to describe the theology that takes human experience, social location, culture, and cultural change seriously. . . . ”


-(Rolv Olsen, 2002) — “A way of Christian theological thinking and practice, where the gospel, its message and spirit, the church, its tradition and life, and the people, its culture and living conditions, arc examined and reinterpreted.”


-(Moreau, Corwin and McGee, 2003)—“taking the gospel to a new context and finding appropriate ways to communicate it so that it is understandable to the people in that context.”


-(Enoch Wan, 2003)—“the efforts of formulating, presenting and practicing the Christian faith in such a way that is relevant to the cultural context of the target group in terms of conceptualization, expression and application; yet maintaining theological coherence, biblical integrity and theoretical consistency.”


-(Alvin Padilla, 2005)—The theological definition of contextualization refers to taking the unchanging message of the gospel and translating or relating it into a particular human situation or context. 


-(Charles Kraft, 2005)—“doing whatever is necessary to make sure Christianity is expressed in ways that are appropriate to the context of the receiving group.”


-(Moreau, 2005)—Christian contextualization is the process whereby Christians adapt the forms, content, and praxis of the Christian faith so as to communicate it to the minds and hearts of people with other cultural backgrounds. The goal is to make the Christian faith as a whole—not only the message but also the means of living the faith out in the local setting—understandable.


-(Kevin Greeson, 2008) —“Fishing with food that the fish like. . . .”


-(Scott Hildreth, 2010)—Reaffirmation of the faith once for all delivered to the saints; 
Rearticulation of this faith with forms, symbols, and language that communicate the message as it was intended to be understood; Reapplication of Christian living in a way that is culturally appropriate.


-(Tim Keller, 2012) —Sound contextualisation means translating and adapting the communication and ministry of the gospel to a particular culture without compromising the essence and particulars of the gospel itself. The great missionary task is to express the gospel message to a new culture that avoids making the message unnecessarily alien to that culture, yet without removing or obscuring the scandal and offense of biblical truth.

… is giving people the Bible’s answers, which they may not at all want to hear, to questions about life that people in their particular time and place are asking, in language and forms they can comprehend, and through appeals and arguments with force they can feel, even if they reject them.

…


-(Jackson Wu, 2013)—Fundamentally, contextualization begins by interpreting the Bible from the perspective of others who live in a particular cultural context.




-(Span, 2016) —The Triune God who communicates continually to all human beings created in His image and before whose face they live (Coram Deo) (the macro-contest) sends his Church to authoritatively communicate in the power of the Holy Spirit His timeless Word of truth (the text) in a winsome manner into all situations (contexts). Having set Christ as Lord (I Peter 3:15), the Church historical and global sets out to accurately see with eyes informed by the mind of Christ the spiritual state of human beings as individuals and as groups and to challenge their assumptions, goals and objects of worship in the time and place in which they live (micro-context).  
The process whereby the global and historical Church under the cross of Christ, empowered by the Holy Spirit speaking through the text (kerygma) brings slaves to the Adamic nature across the gulf of separation to the glorious liberty of the children of God. This cross crucifies all human self-effort and it places individuals and communities before a cross-road: Which (God)-man and which book will they follow? 

For further resources:


-Center for Intercultural Training for a bibliography on contextualization. 
http://cit-online.org/r4m/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=122&Itemid=171 


-Paul G. Hiebert, “Critical Contextualization,” International Bulletin for Missionary Research 11, no. 3 (1987):104-112.


- Marc Cortez, “Creation and Context: A Theological Framework for Contextual Theology,” Westminster Theological Journal 67 (2005): 347-62.  Challenges the common mantra that theologizing is “inextricably bound to a particular historical, socio-cultural, political, and psychological life-situation.” 
Online: http://marccortez.com/wp-content/uploads/2008/09/Creation-and-Context-Westminster.pdf

-M. Coleman and P. Verster, “Contextualisation of the Gospel Among Muslims,” Acta Theologica (2006): 94-115

Online: http://www.ajol.info/index.php/actat/article/viewFile/49037/35385

-A. Scott Moreau, Contextualization in World Missions: Mapping and Assessing Evangelical Models (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 2012)—extensive bibliography


-Ed Stetzer, “What is Contextualization? Presenting the Gospel in Culturally Relevant Ways,” Christianity Today (June 2014)

http://www.christianitytoday.com/edstetzer/2014/october/what-is-contextualization.html


-J. Koning, and P.J. Buys, “South African Reformed Baptists and contextualisation: Contemporary understanding, attitudes and praxis,“ de Skriflig  50, no. 4 (2016)  Online: http://dx.doi.org/10.4102/ids.v50i4.2018

-(Kraft, 2016) —Issues in Contextualization

-(Dyrness, 2016)- Insider Jesus
Compiled by John Span:
Pope John Paul II on Matteo Ricci, 

From his first contacts with the Chinese, Father Ricci based his entire scientific and apostolic methodology upon two pillars […], first, Chinese neophytes, in embracing Christianity, did not in any way have to renounce loyalty to their country; second, the Christian revelation of the mystery of God in no way destroyed but in fact enriched and complemented everything beautiful and good, just and holy, in what had been produced and handed down by the ancient Chinese tradition. And just as the Fathers of the Church had done centuries before in the encounter between the Gospel of Jesus Christ and Greco-Roman culture, Father Ricci made this insight the basis of his patient and far-sighted work of inculturation of the faith in China, in the constant search for a common ground of understanding with the intellectuals of that great country.

Nevertheless, contextualization has inherent dangers not only in its operational

dimension but also in its application. Its over-emphasis on context and present

situation jeopardizes the link of continuity between the past and present. To

reduce theology to situationism and “the ever-changing particular context”,

contextualization will “result in a chameleon-like theology that lacks constancy

and solidity.”(quoting Schineller). To wallow in such inconsistency, theology will become jack of all trade, a prisoner to phenomenology and cultural sentiments. As some cultural situations depict “culture of deaths”, dysfunctional socio-cultural patterns and

legalized oppression, in the bid of contextualizing therefore, theology may turn

against itself and the gospel, when every aspect of culture and situation are

contextualized in order to appeal and address every sentimental situations and

inescapable changeability of human cultures and sociological patterns without

proper theological discernment.

p. 272-- Udoye, Edwin Anaegboka. Resolving the Prevailing Conflicts between Christianity and African (Igbo) Traditional Religion Through Inculturation. Wien: Lit, 2011. quoting Peter SCHINELLER, Hand Book on Inculturation, New York, Paulist Press,1990, p.19-20.
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