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'I1HE ENGOUNTER OF THE GOSPEL WITH CULTUR
Reflections the Problem OT Inculturation

Dy Parmananda Divarkar

The encounter of the Grospel ıth culture has always been problem
for the Church. She realizes, the 0)8{ hand, that such encounter 15
NECCESSALY 1f the Christian taıth 15 to be meanıngful and effective in the
lives of INCN, and the other, that ıt 15 all but iımpossıble tO achieve
fully satısiactory INCAaSU: he splıt between the Gospel and culture”,
at other times  27  - 20)
SayS Pope Paul, “  1S wıthout ou the drama of OUr tıme, just ıt Was

W hat 25 the LTaZıC ımpediment that ın the O Y of fruztful
encounNter and that has been problem at all tımes? We ave Iue to
the 15wer in the realızatiıon that 1ın fact ıt 15 not the Gospel such that
meets culture such. 'The meeting 15 between people, human beings, INCN
an OIMMEeCN;: people who ave ftound faıth 1ın Christ and want to chare
that faıth wiıth others by proclaımıng the Gospel, and people who ave
volved WaYy of ıfe that g1VeES them the A of self-expression and
development, and 1C condıiıtions theır to anı y experlience.
Moreover, the people who ave found taıth in Christ also ave WaY of
ıfe of theır OW: which provıdes them with the Al for developing
and eXpressing their faıth, an which conditions their actıvıty for the
spread of the Gospel, and the people who ave volved WaAYy of lıfe,
IC call culture, also ave faıth of theıir OW: which 15 deeply
embedded iın their culture and 15 not altogether unrelated to faıth ın
Christ.

Gonsequently, the dialogzue 15 between people who have, all of them,
both faıth and culture, ıntımately umnmted. If the dialogue WEeEeTC to take
place just at the deepest eve of faıth, there miıght perhaps be instant
mutual recognıtıon and mutual acceptance, wıth of being meant
tor each other, fOo use the popular phrase. But almost inevıtably, at least
in the inıtıal stages, thıs deepest eve 15 accessible only LO the extent
that it finds eXpress1i0N, and thıs expression 15 determined Dy culture and
much affected by cultura ditferences, with resultıng dıfficulty iın

tion.
mutua|l communıiıcatıon and comprehension, an possible mutual rejeC-

It 15 iıke people who ave COILLINON language: they May in tact be
sayıng the SAa1illec thıng, but they do not understand each other and Cannot
reach agreement. What 15 true of Janguage iın the strıct Ns 15 true
of the ole complex System of WaYyS of thınkıng, actıng NS
INCH hiıch 15 ncluded 1n culture: “Ihe word Janguage’,” Pope Paul
reminds uS, “should be understood ere less ın the semantic lıterary

than ın the which OT  (D MaYy call anthropological an cultural.”
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(EN 63) (ultural differences AI o5N$S the greates obstacles to satis-
Tactory communicatıon INCH, and the communıcatıon of the ood
News of salvatıon 1in Jesus Christ, : f e 15 the Gospel, does not ESCAPDC
the ditficulties Even if the MCSSCHSCI of the Gospel Ca  > SUurmount
psychological obstacles Aan! prejudices, there ATiIC SEL Man y
objective practical problems, the greates eing that of disengagıng the
ontent 07 the MESSAZE from ıts Concreie expressıion.

Pope Paul that “the Gospel, and therefore evangelızatıon, ATC

certaınly not identical wıth culture, an they AT independent in regard
to all cultures’””. 63) But the evangelızer, the IMNESSCHSCI ot the Gospel
and indeed the Church whole, 15 not independent of culture, for
the Pope himself has explaıned, “+hıs unıversal Church 1S’' ın practice
incarnate in the individuel Churches made of such such actual
part of mankınd, speakıng such and such Janguage, heirs of cultural
patrımony, of Vv1isıon of the world, historical past, of particular
human substratum. ” (EN 62)

Obviously the Christian faıth MUST be vıtal an actıve realıty ın the
hearts an lıves of people; ıt cCannot remaın lofty abstraction enshri-
ned 1n eat set of docitrinal formulae. Hence concrete expression ın
human culture that 15, in the WaYy that INCN acutally conduct theır
lıves 15 essential to the falıth; yeL partıcular concrete eXpressi0n 15
essential; rather it 15 essential that the expression change accordıng to
cırcumstances, that it 15 always adequate and effective. SO0, the ONE

hand, faıth must be separated from ats 0in manıfestatıion, and
the other, 2t mMmuSst always he dıistinguished Irom ast.

15 fairly CasSy to SCC thıs in theory but almost impossible to realiıze
it satısfactorily in practice; and the problem becomes all the greater when
ıt 15 question of evangelızatıon, of communıcatıng the o0od News.
For OUT desire and capacıty to communicate PTECSUDDOSC faıth that 15
lıvely an deep 1ın uS, faıth that 15 VerIYy much OUI O W: VCLY much at
the heart of what ATC, wıth all OUTrT background and experı1ence; yet
1n sharıng ıt, cannot Lranspose to others hat 15 peculiarly OUTI OWNNS
they must receive the faıth and in their turn CXPDPTCSS ıt ın the context of
their OW: background and experience.

T’hıs 15 the problem of anculturatıon. It f$fects not only evangelizatıon,
that 15, the conveyıng of the Gospel to others, but the 0ONg0o1INg fıdelity
of those who have already accepted the Gospel and must lıve ıt in the
miıdst of constantly changıng cırcumstances. Today particularly, culture
changes VeEry fast, and the faithful Christian must keep Pacc wiıth changes
precisely in order to remaın steadily and totally faıthful an to g1VE
wıtness that 15 relevant an meanıngful ın the sıtuatıon in which he
lives.

“Ihe question 15 undoubtedly delicate 227  one‘”, 5SayS Pope Paul “Evan-
gelızatıon loses much of ıts force an effectiveness if it does not take
into consideration the actual people to whom it ıs addressed, ıf it does
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not uUuse theır Janguage, their Si8NS an ymbols, ıf it does not 1i55WeTr
the questi10ns they ask, and if it oes not have impact theır Concrefe
ıte But the other hand, evangelızatıon risks losıng its o and
disappearıng altogether 1f ONC empties adulterates ıts content under
the preiext of translating 't.„ 63)

Elsewhere 1n the SAad1ilıc confifext the Pope speaks of „the ask of assımıla-
ting the ESSCNCE of the Gospel IMNECSSASC anı of transposing 1st, wıithout the
slıghtest betrayal of ıts essential truth” 63) Ihe ıdea 15 sımple
enough, but iıt raıses yeL OMN!  (D INOTC and vVery fundamental dıfficulty, which
15 thıs the essentı1al truth of the Gospel MESSALC 15 not abstraction
but cConcrete realıty: ıt 15 Christ himself, who 15 the Iruth, and who 15

partıcular INall, Jew of hıs day, who though and acted Jew,
who spoke and made dicıples oONs the Jews. Do abstract from the
Jewiıshness, of Christ and of his ole WaAaYy of being when Lranspose
the ESSCIICC of the Gospel? Many of his discıples did ın tact think that ın
order to be Christian OIl  (D must tirst of all ave the mınd an INAaNNCT
of Jew. The postles rejected thıs VIEW at the Councıl of Jerusalem,
but the underlyıng problem has remaıned wıth the Chruch:; an the
difficulties ıt ralses ave increased the pPaSsasc of tiıme has Man y
partıcular features LO the understandıng and practiıce of the SavVıng
INCSSaSC of (Christ. 15 enough to recall, VCn briefly and inadequately,
SOIMNC mMoments in the ecclesji1astical hıstory of the modern aAPC, LO get
idea of the present SLatfe of the question.

the Council of TIrent the Roman Catholic Church opte for
hıghly specified WaYy of eing Christian, which became the officıally
approved WaY, practically the only WAaY., Sınce the sixteenth century also
inaugurated ASC of grea M1SS1ONATY eXpansıo0n, tor the estern
Church, following uUupOoN the d1iSsCovery of NC lands 11c WaYyS to old
an  s, thıs ONM  (D WAaV of being (hristian spreadand Was cultivated all
VECTLI the world In the seventeenth century, ın 659 _O be EXaCtT, the
recently established Sacred Gongregation tor the Propagatıon of the
Faıth, adressing the Vicars Apostolic of China DaVC Strong and clear
directive to missiıonaries with regard to the people they WETC CVANSC-
lızıng: “ Do not waste yOUr zeal yOUTr OWCIS of persuasıon 1ın getting
these people to change theır rıtes, CUStOMS, OTr WaVYS of lıfe, unless these
be VCIY obvıously opposed LO taıth and morals. For what COUuU be INOTC
rıdiculous than to import France, Spain, aly anı y other part of Europe
into China? What you d wıth yOoUu 15 nOot natıonal culture., but
Message which does not reject offend the ‘ sound tradıitions of an Yy
COUNITY, but rather wants _O safeguard and foster them.“

Realiızıng that dıfticulties arıse not much from princıple at from
almost ineviıtable prejudice, the Sacred Gongregation also warned of the
psychological problems involved. But the tragıc StOrYy of the Chinese
rıtes at the dawn of the eighteenth CeENLUrYy cshows how lıttle the Church
Was able LO practice what che preached. 'The nıneteenth century wıtnessed
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NCW upsurge of M1SS10NAry zeal, wıth the toundatıon of AhnYy
M1ISS1ONATY congregations of Inen and More movement an
better communıcatıon, the of sc1ence 1n general, and of the
human scC1enNCES in partıcular, HC of natıonal ıdentity iın INa y
parts of the world, and Man y other tactors, LO0O0 to be ment10-
ned, contributed LO deeper understandıng of cultural differences and
theır ımportance. erTre Was IMNOTEC and better organızed effort to learn
about peoples and theıir WaYyS of lıfe, Aan! SOILLC account Was taken of the
knowlegde thus acquıred when the Gospel Was presented LO them. But 1n
the Catholıc Church : least, maxımum of unıformıiıty Was regarded
the ideal, an there Was tendancy to identify the estern Church
with the Universal Church

In the early part of the twentieth century the ıdea gaıned ground
that the MLSSLONAT Y task d LO an the OCa Ghurch that 15, the
effort should not be conceived that of Savıng indiıvidual souls by
bringing them VCI to Church that Was and remaıined {oreıgn, but
rather of establishıng natıve urch, wıth ıts hierarchy An structures
suited to the eed of the people, whereın they might recognıze Aan! find
salvatıon. hıs marked theological and practical advance:;: adaptatıon
Was the ftavorıte word ıIn the mM1SS10Nary vocabulary of the day, An the
policy that it implied gaıned ımpetus wiıth the 1se of INa y 11Cc

natıons ın Asıa, an Afriıca after the last World War
thıs tıme, the encounter of the Gospel with culture did make SOINC

in the so-called m1issıon terrıtorı1es, but ıt Was vVeCLIYy imiıted
9 the most fundamental deficıency eing that the pomt of
reference for introducıng alıy 11C eature Was not the Christian MECSSASC

such but the Western Church, wiıth its scholastıc eology, ıts triden-
tiıne lıturgy an ıts TNOTEC recent Clode of Canon Law and ıts multitudinous
devotional practices: implicıtly explicıtly these WEeIC regarded the

the normal and PrODCI WaYy of being Christıan, from which
OIl  (D departed only by WaYy of exception granted A4S indult grudging
Concessıi0n. Moreoever, effort in thıs direction Was contined almost
exclusıvely LO what Was regarded the specıfically relıg10uUs sphere
and indeed tO rather superficial aspects and did not extend to the
secular of Christians who often ftound themselves involved iın
the natıon-building actıvıtıes of theır tellow cıtızens.

JToday, decade after the Second Vatıcan Councıl, would rather
SC6 the encounter of the Gospel wiıth culture 1n the following WAYyY the
Church 15 ındeed 1ıRe LTEE, the Gospel ıtself tells arge tree
that harbours Man y an varıed birds but ıt 15 not transplanted from
ON  (D so11 to another wiıth Just the NECESSATY adjustments to enable ıt to
SUrVIıve and thrıve 1n its 11CW surroundıngs; rather af NECW ın each
so1l, jrom seed that 15 SOWTL The seed that evangelizatıon SOWS 15 the
word of God; tallıng the ground, ECVECN x0o0d ground and precisely
because the ground 15 g0o0d ground the seed must die if it 15 to bear fruit.
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Thıs, LOO, know Iirom the Gospel; and WE have the seed A in
yıng does not lose ıts ıfe and ıdentity; rather it manıftests 1IC
o  9 ıt draws elements irom the natıve so1l, and into  S iree that
has ADPCATANCE all ıts OW: but 15 ın periect continulty wıth the seed
from which it prings It INAaYy not ook exactly 1ke other Lrees that ave
n eisewhere from the S5S4aine seed, but it has the 541llec ıfe an bears
the SaIine fruit they do

It 15 Ehıs NEW understandıng of VETY old hroblem that zustifies the
USC of NeE' WOTrd, “inculturation. 15 NO found in standard dictiona-
ries and it 15 gradually gaınıng acceptance. Obviously ıt 15 nNnOot magıc
word that automatıcally solves the problem of the encounter of the Gospel
wıth culture; but the L1CW understanding that it ıimplies does throw
light SOINC practical aspects of evangelızation, anı the most important
nsıght that it provıdes 15 that the INESSCHSCT of the Gospel 15 faced wıth
the mystery of death an NCW ıfe The older idea of planting the
Church drew inspıratıon Iirom the mystery of the Incarnation, the Word
made es the Church, ıt sa1ıd, 15 prolongation of the Incarnation,
and the Word mMust take {lesh in culture. hıs 15 true, but In this
PTOCC5SS also, 1OW realıze, the Incarnation finds tultilment ın the
Paschal Mystery.

There 15 already self-annihilation in the Incarnation, the kenosıis ın
which the Son of God empties himself, takıng the form of servant;
but havıng become 1ıke in all things he humbled himself yeL INOTC

submitting to ea the CI OSS; an ıt 15 iın being raısed by the
Father’'s 111 and that Jesus 15 constıtuted Lord of the Universe
an of human destiny. In the Paschal Mystery the partıcularity of the
Incarnation 15 transcended an Christ fills al creatiıon wiıth his ıte-
g1ViNng CC. 15 thıs mYystery that 15 at the heart of the o0d
News that the Gospel proclaıms and that the Messenger of the Gospel
must LO the ends of the earth But ın this PTOCCSS both the INECSSCHSCI
an the INCSSaSC itself must not only become incarnate 1n the lives of the
people LO whom Christ brings NC lıfe; they must also die and 1Se agaın
1n these people.

hat both the evangelızer and the evangelızed must make sacrıfices
tor the Gospel it not N dea; that they Ca  - be called upon LO dıe for
the faıth 15 neıther NCW NOr Just idea; it has been hero1c realıty in
the history of the Church throughout the ADCS. What to oday

fresh realization 15 the startlıng truth that in SOINEC myster10us WaVY
the Grospel atself MuSE dıe Ghrist died the WOord OT (G(0d, 1ReE go0od
seed fallıng g00d 2r0UuNd, muSst dıe that 14 MÜ bear g0o0d frunt. No
formulation in human terms of MCSSASEC 15 exhaustive VeCen

adequate; hence this MCSSAYC, which ultımately 15 Christ hımself, must
constantly find NCW expression 1n the language an ıfe of INan: thıs 15
the mystery of the Church, 1C 15 “the fullness of hım who tills the
ole creation ” (Eph 1.23)
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Pope Paul reminds us that the Church does not become the fullness of
Chrıst merely by numerical increase: “for the Church ıt 15 question not

only of preachıing the Gospel in VeI wiıder geographical CVG:

greater numbers of people, but also of affecting an aSs it WeI«cC upsetting
through the Ö of the Gospel, mankiıind’s crıiter1i1a of judgement, deter-
mınıng values, poıints of interest, lınes of thought, SOUT CCS of inspıratıon
and models of lıfe, whiıich ATIC in contiras wıth the Word of (+0d an the
plan of salvatıon (<1 19) Ihe human values that ATC upset by the

of the Gospel are nNnOL only }+hose 07 the heople who are CUUANDE-
lızed and of theır culture; they CC  S also he those 0} the evangelızer
ımself and of the C: hurch that he represents: these, LOO, Ca  - sometimes
be iın contrast wıth the Word of God an the plan of salvatıon; tor
instance, to absolutize what 15 but OLLC particular eXpression of the faıth,
LO fence around what should be OPCI and free, Ca  j also be etraya
of the Gospel. It 15 not the enemı1es of the Gospel only but also ıts
defenders and propagators that must realıze that “the word of God 15
not shackled” (Tim 2:9)

Church that o0€S not set bounds LO God’s MECSSASC of merciftul love
tor INa  en but rather lıves Dy the reedom and magnanımıty of that MCSSASC

such 15 the entrancıng V1isıon that Pope Paul puts before UuS, whıiılst at
the SaImnc tıme recogn1zıng that thıs V1S10N 111 always be somewhat
Jurred by OUT OW. human lımıtatıions. I hıs 15 how the Lord wanted
hıs Church LO be unıversal, grea iree whose branches helter the
birds of the alr, net which catches fish otf V'  D kind, which Peter
drew 1in filled wıth OIl  (D hundred and fifty-three bıg fısh, tlock which

single shepherd pastures. Universal Church without boundarıes
trontiers eXcept, alas, those of the heart an mınd of sintul man 61)

'The realızatıon of thıs ideal 111 undoubtedly ead to VCI wiıder
pluralısm which, 1n ıts PTOPCI dimens10ns, ı11 ın WaY endanger the
unıty of faıth but rather enrich and emphasıze ıt. An analogy mMay help
to elucidate thıs poıint. Just Aa find not only Anı y languages iın the
world, but also constant evolution wiıthın the Same language, INnenNn

strıve to g1ve adequate expression to theır experiıence experıence
which 15 basıcally human, and hence COMIMNINOIN to all INCH, yet varıcd
accordıng to ndless varıety of sıtuatıons, 5 LOO, OUT to the
word God 111 be varıed, though fundamentally chare the SaMmM c
faıth Moreover, SCC that despıte the multiplıcıty of languages, CO111-

munıcatıon 15 possible ven the internatıional SV though ultimately
each ON ot has his OW: peculiıar WaYy of expressing himselft. 5o, LOO,
wıth OUT taıth there 111 be basıc oNneNECSS ın its eXxpress1on; there 111
be broad lınes of CONVETSCNCEC within culture; and finally there 11 be
something that 15 unıque LO each believer ıf hıs taıth 15 really persona|l
exper1ence. AU these differences MusStE he respected and cultivated
1} the faıth 25 LO hbe realıt'y that 25 alıve, meaningful, effectıuve.

it 15 Pope Paul, NCC agaın, who “Leg1itimate attention to
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indıvyıdual Churches cannot faıl to enrich the Church. Such attention is
indıspensable and urgent. responds to the vVeCry deep aspırations of
people an human communıitıes {o find their OW ıdentity Ver InOre
clearly” 63) As agaınst this, there AT those who lament that
groWINg pluralısm 15 responsıble for the CTI1SIS of faıth that alarmınglymanıtests ıtself iın V quarter. But HC COu Ssu credibly that the
CT1SIS 15 due precıisely to insufficient pluralısm: that 15, there 15 1CAason LO
belive that 1t 25 nl the faith that has lost aES meanıng for MLAN Y people,but rather the QÜ'Y ın zwhıch Lhey UTE expected LO Iive ıl, which does not
correspond tOo their experıence of ıte and ıts problems.

hıs 15 the challenge of inculturation that taces the Church CVECIY-where, whether 1in and communıiıties that ave Just been evangelızed
In the tradıtionally Christian 1NCcs 11C WadYyS of lıving the faiıth mMust

be tound LO satısI y NECW an varıed needs, arısıng Irom NC un:
perhaps strange sıtuations WadYyS that AT rooted in the past but
creatıvely alıve to present that 15 quickly overtaken Dy the future:;
hence also, 1991  e an must be found who Ca  ®} trace these WdYyS for
others, people who AdTIC solıdly established in tradıtion but alıve an
vibrant to the Spirıit he acts in all the ambıguities of the present hour,
openıng Out into the uncertaıntıes of the future.
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