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Contextualization—Everybody’s Doing It
DUANE A. OLSON
Luther Northwestern Theological Seminary, St. Paul, Minnesota

When some thirty years ago on study leave I began research on what is now generally
referred to as the “contextualization” of theology in order to assess what was happening in
Sub-Saharan Africa, I discovered very little available either in English or French.1 Six years in
Madagascar had taught me, however, that, whether consciously or not, communities of faith all
over Africa were “thinking the faith” each in their own language and from within their own
particular context. I heard it repeatedly in local music, sermons, prayers, Bible studies, and
pastoral counseling; in public and private conversations; as well as in discussions of local church
leaders struggling with issues of faith at congregational, parish, district or synod assemblies. It
was evident in their letters, reports, and writings; in the ethics, piety and world view expressed by
their lives.

Upon my return to Madagascar from graduate study these earlier impressions were
confirmed. It was there. I heard it and saw it and tried to do it myself. Still, although everybody
was doing it in one way or another, not many were writing about it with any clear understanding
or intentionality. Since then there has been a growing flood of material on “contextualization.”
Today it seems like almost everybody is talking or writing about it.2

1Among those few pioneering works were: Des Prêtres Noirs s’interrogent (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1956);
G. C. Oosthuizen, Theological Discussions and Confessional Developments in the Churches of Asia and Africa
(Franeker: T. Wever, 1958); Bengt G. M. Sundkler, Bantu Prophets in South Africa (London: Lutterworth, 1948);
Fr. Placide Temple, La Philosphie Bantoue (Elizabethville: Editions Lovania, 1945); several books and papers by
Edwin W. Smith touching on the issue; and occasional articles appearing over the years in The International Review
of Missions.

2The intention here is to underscore as strongly as possible the large number of African theologians or
theologians in Africa who have published work on contextual theology in the past thirty years. Any listing is
selective, and an exhaustive one would be beyond the scope of this essay. However, please see the “For Further
Reading” section at the end of the essay for representative examples of African and Western literature in this area.
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I. CONTEXTUALIZATION: WHAT IS IT?
There are two things about contextualization of which one can be sure: (1) that every

Christian community in the world is doing it, and, (2) that Christian communities have always
been doing it. They may not always do it consciously and they may not always be doing it well,
but they are most certainly doing it!

For Douglas John Hall contextuality is a given for the Christian.

To claim that Christian theology is by definition contextual is to insist that the



engagement of the milieu in which theology is done is as such a dimension of the
doing of theology.3

He argues further,

Theology lives between the stories—God’s story of the world, and humanity’s
ever-changing account of itself and all things. Theology is what happens when the
two stories meet.4

The classic definition of theology is that of “faith seeking understanding.”5 Such seeking
does not happen in a vacuum, but happens where faith and life cross. It is a very concrete matter,
a matter of urgency and passion. It involves a struggle of ultimate concern with flesh and blood
realities and with what lies beyond them. Such concern, as Martin Kähler correctly put it, is
integrally connected to the church’s mission: “Mission is the mother of theology.”6 The
contextuality of theology is a product of the church engaged in mission. Orlando Costas has said
it well:

Theology is not an intellectual exercise for leisure time; rather it is committed
reflection. It is not something one repeats or memorizes, but something one does.
It is tying up the loose ends of...[one’s life]...from the perspective of one’s faith.7

The question, then, is not whether or not to contextualize theology. Rather, it is a matter of
seeing to it that it is done intentionally, responsibly, and well.

Contextualization, however, has to do with more than just theology; it has to do with the
shaping of the whole life of every Christian community—including its theology—and needs to be
spoken of in those broader terms. For the sake of this present discussion, I take the
contextualization of the faith of the church universal to be the shaping of faith that takes place in
the life and witness of any particular Christian community as it both thinks through and gives
public expression to its faith, while living out its life and apostolate through full participation in
the public life and language, that is to say, the culture, of the wider community of which it is a
continuing and responsible part.

II. CONTEXTUALIZATION AND APOSTOLICITY
The central theological issue in the contextualization of the faith is that of the

3Douglas John Hall, Thinking the Faith: Christian Theology in a North American Context (Minneapolis:
Augsburg Fortress) 75.

4Ibid., 91. The emphases are in the original.
5Anselm: “Fides quaerens intellectum.”
6Martin Kähler, “Die Mission—ist sie ein unentbehrlicher Zug am Christentum?” in Schriften zu

Christologie und Mission (Munich: Chr. Kaiser, 1971) 190, as quoted in Carl Braaten, The Flaming Center: A
Theology of the Christian Mission (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977) 13. See also David J. Bosch, Witness to the World:
The Christian Mission in Theological Perspective (Atlanta: John Knox, 1980) especially pp. 137-139.

7Orlando Costas, The Integrity of Mission: The Inner Life and Outreach of the Church (New York: Harper
& Row, 1979) 50.
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apostolicity of the church. Apostolicity and contextuality are two sides of the same coin. Each
bears the marks of the other and particularity, of which we will say more below, is the key to
both. Furthermore, a theology of contextualization makes clear that it is always with people, not
ideas, that we are ultimately concerned. Such people are never just isolated individuals or
isolated aspects of the human experience, such as “rationality.” They are whole persons in their
social context—including its historical, social, religious, political, economic, physical,
psychological, and philosophical dimensions. Contextualization has to do with people in
community. It has to do with particular Christian communities and with these communities
within the wider communities of which they are a part.

Finally, and most importantly, in contextualization we are concerned for the implications
of the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ as “the power of God for the salvation of everyone who
believes” (Rom 1:16). That gospel has to do with the saving, liberating, eye-opening,
life-transforming entry of the living God into our lives. Contextualization deals with the Gospel
in all of its particularity and universality.

1. An Apostolate from Creation
Even though in an ultimate sense God’s continuously creative and redemptive

engagement in human history always remains from beginning to end <MI>God’s activity, the
role to which God has called humankind is an awesome one. The writer of Genesis 2:19-20
speaks of the mystery and wonder as well as the particularity of that task:

So out of the ground the LORD God formed every animal of the field and every
bird of the air, and brought them to the man to see what he would call them; and
whatever the man called every living creature, that was its name. The man gave
names to all cattle and to the birds of the air, and to every animal of the field.
(NRSV)

In this remarkable passage, the Yahwist deals among other things with the origins of human
language. Here is a picture of humankind reflecting on the external created world, objectifying it,
appropriating it and developing a system of symbols by which to order it.8 This account
underscores, on the one hand, the rational nature of God’s creative activity evidenced in the
structures of reality and, on the other hand, the God-given human capacity creatively to grasp and
shape that reality, identifying and ordering it symbolically.9

God’s invitation to humankind to “name” all things and to “rule over” them was not
simply an invitation to apply their rationality to and impose their will and purposes upon the
external world, but to “love” it with something of the love with which God loves it. It is clear
when both the Priestly and the Yahwistic versions of the creation story are considered within the
context of the whole of Genesis, that

8Gerhard von Rad, Genesis: A Commentary (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1961) 80-81. Fuller discussion of
the symbolic nature of human language and culture, open to a so-called “thick description,” and certainly
appropriate to the issue of contextualization, is beyond the scope of this essay. Reference should be made to Paul
Tillich’s reflections on “symbol” and his religious analysis of culture in his Theology of Culture (London: Oxford,
1959) and his Systematic Theology, vols. 1, 2, and 3 (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1951, 1957, and 1963). For a



discussion of the semiotic concept of culture, see the writings of Clifford Geertz, particularly his The Interpretation
of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973); and for the application of his insights and methods to
contextualization, see Robert Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1985) and Thomas
G. Christensen, An African Tree of Life (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1990).

9See further Paul Tillich’s discussion of this in terms of “reason and revelation” in his Systematic
Theology, vol. 1:71-105.
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God’s invitation to name and rule was an invitation to love and care creatively for ourselves, all
others, and the world around us as God-appointed stewards. That is to say that it was an
expression of a creation-grounded apostolate. Such an apostolate is one to which every human
community is called and in which it is grounded by the gift implied in the “image” of God and in
God’s continuously creative activity.

2. An Apostolate from the Gospel
It is painfully obvious that under the conditions of the fall human stewardship of creation

has become in large measure greed-driven, abusive, and destructive rather than responsibly
caring, creative, and constructive. That does not negate the original mandate. What it does is to
leave the whole of creation “groaning in travail” and “waiting” together with us for redemption
(Rom 8:18-25). Accordingly, our hope as well as that of the whole creation now rests in God’s
redemptive activity in Christ Jesus.10

While our God-given stewardship grounded in the creative activity of God is marked by
the holism of human participation in the created world, our apostolic calling as an elect people of
God, as a “royal priesthood,” is grounded in God’s self-giving redemptive activity in Christ Jesus
and is characterized by that redemptive mission (John 20:19-23). So it is the case that just as our
calling and capacity to “name” the world around us in not simply a matter of rationality but
includes participation, a recognized responsible interdependent relationship of love, concern, and
appropriate action; so our apostolate in Christ Jesus is indelibly marked in its mission with the
sign of the cross of Christ—the ultimate expression of self-giving participation.

It is precisely in this two-fold dynamic—the Christian community’s engagement in
mission as Christ’s ambassadors and its participation in the common life which it shares with the
wider community of creation of which it is always a part—that genuine contextualization finds
expression.

III. CONTEXTUALIZATION AND THE PARTICULARITY OF THE GOSPEL
The gospel is profoundly particular and it is precisely in its particularity that its

universality finds expression. The gospel promise is centered in the story of a first-century male,
a Palestinian Jew, Jesus of Nazareth; it announces that he is the Messiah, that in him God has
come to be with us as Savior and Lord in an ultimately decisive and final way, that in him a new
age is ushered in, and that through faith in him any and all who believe are set free from the
kingdom of darkness and are brought into the kingdom of God. That gospel is further of cosmic
import, affecting the whole of creation and the entire human race with specific promise for every
human community and every human being in particular.

Although the gospel’s universality is grounded in that cosmic impact of God’s self-giving
redemptive act of love in the Christ event, it is actually realized only in its capacity for



expressing that universality with particular eye-opening, faith-eliciting, life-transforming
power—when it actually delivers what it promises in specific situations. The Spirit of God, who
gives the realization, always does so in particular human communities and in particular human
languages and cultures.

10For an extended discussion of the image of God as it relates to human stewardship, see Douglas John
Hall, Imaging God: Dominion as Stewardship (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1986).
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The gospel itself is thus an enculturated word. It is both a divine and human word. It is a
divine word and so a power-filled eschatological word that always comes to us from the outside,
from beyond all human culture as a creative word of judgment and grace. At the same time, it is a
human word, as human as all other human words—frighteningly frail yet profoundly rich and
deep and nuanced—that can and needs to be spoken and heard and understood in every human
language.11

The witness of the Christian community is a witness to the gospel as a word that comes to
it from the outside, but in seeking to understand that word for itself and to share it intelligibly
with those around it that witness demands contextualization. It is an enculturated witness to the
gospel even as it is an enculturated understanding of it. Such contextualization includes not only
an understanding of the gospel but a realization of its power and imperatives in a fully engaged
participation of the Christian community in the life of the wider community of which it is
invariably a part.

IV. CONTEXTUALITY AND APOSTOLICITY: THE PRIMARY ISSUE
The apostolicity of the church can be described in terms of its participation in both the

faith and the sending of the apostles.12 Any particular Christian community is “apostolic” insofar
as it belongs to Jesus Christ, its life and mission are grounded in him, and he continues in their
midst as Savior and Lord. Or, to put it yet another way, a particular Christian community is
apostolic when it is living its life under his Lordship and is intentionally bearing witness to him
in the wider community of which it is a part.

The two decisive reference points for any Christian community’s contextual apostolate,
therefore, are: (1) its apostolic witness to the Christ event and the catholic understanding of it,
and (2) the particularities of the total context of its life and witness. Both aspects are profoundly
important in a mutual shaping of that community’s worldview, priorities, faith, life, piety,
worship, ministry, and witness. Though the roles of both are substantive and substantial, that of
the apostolic witness is finally normative, while that of the context is basically formative, the
roles of each deriving significance from its own particularities.

The health and vitality of the life and witness of any particular Christian community can
be seen in the manner in which, under the decisive power and guidance of the Holy Spirit, it is
shaped by and gives expression to the creative tension of the dynamic relationship between these
two poles of apostolicity. Accordingly, the apostolicity of any particular Christian community is
to be seen in the witness it bears locally to the work and promise of God in Jesus Christ. Both in
its message and in its life and ministry such a worshiping community of ordinary people will:

(1) while consciously living under the direct Lordship of Jesus Christ, continue to give
critical attention and central place to the norming, original apostolic witness to the Christ event in



all of its particularity; and,
(2) while being fully and responsibly engaged in the life, language, and culture

11Lamin Sanneh presents an insightful application of these issues in his important book, Translating the
Message (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1989).

12For a helpful discussion of the apostolic nature of the church, see Carl E. Braaten, The Apostolic
Imperative (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1985).
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of the wider community in all of its particularity, prayerfully seek to understand its faith and live
out its life of witness with clarity and integrity in the public sector.

There remains no question then not whether or not to contextualize the Christian faith.
Rather it is our responsibility to attend to that contextualization intentionally, responsibly, and
well. It is a matter of immense concern to all of us that every Christian community’s
understanding and expression of that faith and apostolate which we hold in common
interdependence (or, perhaps better, in which we are held by God), be vitally, authentically and
identifiably both Christian and contextual. All of us have a profound stake in this task and need
each other’s understanding, concern, and critical—as well as prayerful—support.
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