The Gospel as Prisoner
and Liberator of Cy]tyye!

Is There a “Historic Christian Faith”?

Let us imagine a long-living, scholarly space visitor—a Professor of
Comparative Inter-Planetary Religions perhaps—who is able to get peri-
odic space-grants which enable him to visit Earth for field study every few
centuries. Let us further assume that he wishes to pursue the study of the
earth-religion Christianity on principles of Baconian induction, observing
the practices, habits, and concerns of a representative sample of Christians,
and that he exploits the advantage he has over any earthbound scholar by
taking his sample across the centuries.

Let us assume his first visit to be to a group of the original Jerusalem
Christians, about 37 CE. He notes that they are all Jews; indeed, they are
meeting in the Temple, where only Jews can enter. They offer animal
sacrifices. They keep the seventh day punctiliously free from work. They
circumcise their male children. They carefully follow a succession of rituals,
and delight in the reading of old law books. They appear, in fact, to be one
of several “denominations” of Judaism. What distinguishes them from the
others is simply that they identify the figures of Messiah, Son of Man, and
Suffering Servant (figures all described in those law books) with the recer
prophet-teacher Jesus of Nazareth, whom they believe to have inaugur c&;ose
the last days. They live normal family lives, with a'Penf:hant for large, com-
families; and they have a tightly knit social organization, with ma?zstrike
mon meals taken in each other’s houses. Lavl\ll and joyful observance >
our spaceman observer as key notes of the religion © .

His next visit to Earth is n)llade about 325 CE. He attends a great meeting

: come
of Church leaders—perhaps even the Council of Nicea. The company
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i iterranean world and beyond it, byt

from all ov (:;?Tm?zdd'm the whole they are rather hostile 1 k‘h}r's% of
e ot the thought of animal sactifices; when they (- Y
e heotw fices they mean bread and wine used rather as j; .
offering, sacrifices thel o lern. Thev d Was in gh,
e ercals our cbserver noticed in Jerusalem. They do not have Childre
themselves, since Church ‘leaders are not expected to marry, anqg indeey
most of them regard marriage as an inferior, morally compromiseg state.
but they would regard a parent who circumcised his children a5 havin.
hetraved his faith. They treat the seventh day asan ordinary worki g day:
they have special religious observances on the first day, but do not

«anly abstain from work or other achymes. They use the law books that the
jerusalem Christians used, in translation, and thus know the titles Messiah,
Gon of Man, and Suffering Servant; but “Messiah” has now become almost
the surmame of Jesus, and the other titles are hardly used at all, They give
equal value to another set of writings, not gven composed when the
Jerusalem Christians met, and tend to use other titles, “Son of God, ” “Lord,”
to designate Jesus,

Their present preoccupation, however, is with the application of another
set of words to Jesus—words not to be found in either set of writings. The
debate (and they believe it of absolutely fundamental importance) is over
whether the Son is homo-ousios with the Father, or only homoi-ousios with
Him.

The dominant factors which the outsider notices as characteristic of
these Christians are the concern with metaphysics and theology, an intense
ntellectual scrutiny, an attempt to find precise significance for precise
terms. He thinks of the Jewish Christians in the Temple nearly three
centuries back, and wonders.

The best cure for his wonderment is the still greater wonder of a journey
to Ireland some three centuries later still.

A number of monks are gathered on a rocky coastline, Several are
standing in ice-cold water up to their necks, reciting the psalms. Some are
standing immobile, praying—with their arms outstretched in the form of a
cross. One is receiving six strokes of the lash because he did not answer
‘Amen” when the grace was said at the last meal of brown bread and dulse.
Others are going off in a small boat in doubtful weather with a box of
beaunful manuscripts and not much else to distribute themselves on is-
tg::j:::) rt:hex F '; ;hn(;ft Clygg, calling the astonished inhabitants to give ulP
kingdom. ()tPl)\ers ure divinities and se:ek for joy in a future heavenly
secking no inte&ozize svl:itmg quite alone in dark caves by the seashore,

men.
. He ascertains from these curious beings that their beautiful manuscripts
nclude versions of the same holy writi s sed. He
notices that the [righ 5 e oly writings that the Greek fa.thers u e~
out in Nicea in 395 0, N same fonnpla that.he heard being hamm i
Beneral seem very intere mewhat to his surprise, because they do no
TV interested in theology or very good at metaphysics. They
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t importance to the date on which o
attach ﬂr;:sm‘. an outsider is most likely to wu‘::m‘:w Taan
festih "r heroic austerity in quest of it. sire for holiness
ceman dEhYS his next visit until the 1840%,
ot ssnad finds in Exeter Hall a large and ‘m‘""?hmh
lon‘.ion speeches about the desirability of pmtmmg Christi ‘.,wm
ks annsand civilization in Africa. They are proposing that missionans
merce, ith Bibles and cotton seeds be sent a distance of m":"“""

iles to effECtthepl'O(’eSS They amalsopmm‘d!p tat o the
mi tish Govermnment about the necessity of putting down the slave e
Br_‘ ;ng a subscription to promote the education of Black mechanics,
fals letters be written, pamphlets and articles published. The Bree
begun with a reading from the same book (in English transiation) that
hasother Christians used, and there have been many other quotations from
the book; indeed, a large number of people in the meeting seem to be
t};e g ;t. On enquiry, the observer &nds that most also accept without
‘ rersyﬁon the creed of Nicea. Likethe[nsh,they.alsomeuu'm-w
qu_te a lot; but they are aghast at the suggestion that holiness could be
sxinected with standing in cold water, and utterly opposed to the idea of
zpending life praying in an isolated cave. Whems the lnk;'.‘l:k monks were
seeking to live on as little as possible,_most‘ of d'us group ook remarkably
well fed. What impresses the outsidgr is their actmsm and the involvement
ir religion in all processes of.hfe andsocnety ’ ‘
of t[}:IfQBO l?e comes to Earth again, this time to Lagos, Nm ::;m;
. group 1 dancinlifand Chand?: ?vorld af}l‘arng: that they are Cherubim
their church. They are informing :
anii Seraphim; they are inviting pgople to com;aasnd expeﬂﬂr; the power
of God in their services. They claim ﬂ:iat God mm E MP"“‘:"‘”
individuals and that his power can be mmﬁaﬂ ey 1y (on
and quote from the same book as the Exete; matsﬂwym of
being shown the document in a prayer book) p
Nicea, but they display little mterest in it éh;y‘e % . They are not
about the relationship of the levllifn:gon an men
politically active and the way of lit : oo :
is quite foreign to them; they fast like tl; :vnhsf‘c'h bs‘;ﬁnsz st readily to the
and for fixed purposes. The chau'acteﬂ.sth o ~aled in preaching.
spaceman’s mind is their concern with pow&t

healing, and onal vision. correl
Backin hispgsanefary home, how dﬁml:: BIOUPS ot things:
ena he has observed? It is not SlmPtloy b about different

claiming to be Christians, appear
the concerns of one p appear suspect Jes of Christians. =
grou p b pem“”'bkd

Nowinnocasehashedmma:;hs:am G 7" of those tnes
gone to groups which may, as tf:t: :::m of Christians

all, be said to reflect represer
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_ in each case the place is in the Christian
““‘!:Ja‘lﬁs:a;ngﬁ most Christians were Jews. Not only e
Ch?isti'an center; ]erusalen.\ Christians laid down the norms ang o ta
for other people. By 325 CE few Christians were Jews, he Main h"d*fda
centers lay in the Fastern Mediterranean and the key language. for sty
tians was Greek. By 600 CE, the balance had shifted westwarg a(;h
growing edge of Christianity was among the northern ang W“f;mnt the
and semi-tribal peoples—and Ireland was a power center, 1 the lﬂbal

Great Britain would certainly be among the outstanding Chrigtigy o 840,
and certainly the one most notably associated with the expansion, ot;""‘f
Christian faith. By 1980, the balance had shifted again, southwardy, 5,
is now the continent most notable for those that profess and cajj the,;,”,::

istians.?
Chr; will our visitor conclude that there is no coherence? That ¢, use of
the name Christian by such diverse groups is fortuitous, or a¢ least migleaq.
ing? Or does he catch among the spheres some trace of Gj Murray',
remark that representative Christians of the third, thirteenth, and twentieth
centuries would have less in common than would a Catholic, Methodis,
and Free-thinker, or even (glancing round ﬁwCoﬂegeMRMmm
noting the presence of Sir Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan) “a well-educated
Btddhktm&ahmhatﬂlepresentday?”ﬂssharedreligionhﬂwm
simply a function of shared culture?
Our spaceman may, however, note that between the five groups he has
visited there is a historical connection. It was Christians scattered from
Jerusalem who first preached to Greeks and founded that vast Greek edifice
he observed in 325; it is in Eastern Christianity that we must seek some of
theinlpmtzufeahmmdsomeofﬂnepowerofwﬁcanisﬁmmﬁgin
T!mCelﬁcrd'gimplayedavitalpartinﬂxegmduajmdﬂr
mﬁp’molExeterHaﬂ.Andﬂ\eGmbhnandSaaphimmillagmﬂ
ultimately 2 result of the very sort of operations which were under discus-
sion at the Exeter Hall meeting.

thene are other definite signs of contim sity. There is, in all the wild profusion

dﬁ!‘wﬁgmu‘ﬂmedifﬁﬁgm one theme which is
varymg 3 the language which expresses it is various; that the person of

Jescxs called the Christ has ultimate significance. In the institufional sphere

ﬁ‘@mm-&gmmmm-ﬂm#m
“Pecal way. Still more remarkabie is the continuity of consciousnes
Mm&hduxaﬁm— mmmmuzmm

artlag,
Was Jorygy ! tha
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time and place, and despite being so obviously oyt of
diffcrt'f:':; of their principal concerns. Still more nmulyubk, J:’h'" gt'm?u
with rlnf as in some respect continuous with ancient Istael, sver though only
of itse | have any conceivable ethnic reason to do s0, and though seme of
the firs s must have found it extremely hard 1o form

"ihe Srﬁﬁaﬂ' or any clear idea of what a Jew might be or look ike,

ancien efore led to r ize an tial ity |
server Is therefore eCogn essentlal continuity in
(')‘:ira:z}" continuity of thought about the final significance of Jems,
Chris ity of a certain consciousness about history, continuity in the use of
continy tures, of bread and wine, of water. But he recognizes that these
the smfm are cloaked with such heavy veils belonging to their environ
Cmmuat istians of different times and places must often be unrecog-
Cherl” s, or indeed even to themselves, as manifestations of a single

The “Indigenizing” Principle

. has always been a battleground for two opposing ten-

Mcpufwﬂzrymb;waMﬂnWMnmn&f

e tsels, On the one hand it is of the ssence of the Gospel that God
h::aswem,mﬂlegrmmdofﬂuﬂ’smm,:um

ground of what wenave ;
m_ﬂasweare’ t‘:‘x":Weme"mm#
Ml family and group -
place,b)"’“' wﬂhwmm’ .
Wﬁm‘ﬁ%dmhmwdhﬂ. wpler
tioning if He takes us with our grovp :
home in another. But if He dis-relations” also; those peedispos- hich

-‘[]:‘i l-_ss‘ whmmd‘ membey
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Church was in a position to set the standards ap, dia
the decisions, because gl fis digect ronnection with the Savior, anrg
incomparably greater knov»{ledge of tht? Scrlptures. And when jts b;
decision opened the door wide for Gentile believers in the Jewish Me::f)
i

must have been many who assumed that neverthelesg Genti =Y
there would come to look as much like Jerusar;:rt C}u?s_

tians, as they matured, :
tians as was possible for such benighted heathen. At least Acts 2 5-
suggests that, while being decently glad of the “mission field” cOtive 1:20
recounted by Paul, they continued to think of Jerusalem as the e Esu.)ns
center of God’s saving word. What were the thoughts of those nglll ative
from Jerusalem as the Roman armies moved in to cast down the T 0 fleq
Did they realize that the future of Messiah’s proclamation now laemp!e?
people who were uncircumcised, defective in their knowled Y With
Prophets, still confused by hangovers from paganism, and ge of Law ang
without turning a hair? Yet this—and , Anc able to eat por
g a hair? Yet this—and the fact that there were sti]] m
to speak of Jesus as Messiah—was the direct result of the decisionm¥ iflft
lem C il to all “ Of the
itl?srs S;aesn:he :g:::;tazcz (;V;’)ai?f;fi;m;lavg rtts Cahp lace feel at home,” g
the heath - 2 phatic ea‘ ing that since God accept:
eheathen as they are, circumcision, food avoidances, and ritual €pts
are not for them. Christ has so made Himself at home in Corinthi Wwashings
that a pagan is consecrated through his or her Christi OnnF}uaH Society
1Cor. 7: e ristian marriage partn
(1 Cor. 7:14). No group of Christians has theref . 5€ partner
the na i fore any right to impose
me of Christ upon another group of Christians a set pose in
about life determined by another time and place set of assumptions
The fact, then, that “if an ot .
not mean that he starts or cor):ﬁr::ir;sl iu%nlicfhr.m he is a new creation” does
isablank table. It has been formed b h.s € In a vacuum, or that his mind
God ha ; 'ed by his own culture and history, and si
s accepted him as he is, his Christi : i Ty, since
influenced b L istian mind will continue to b
Bessone 4] th what was in it before. And this is as true for f :
ns. b A groups as for
urches are culture churches—mcluding Py p

the Jerusalem
its

I'ic

The “Pilgrim” Principle

But througho :
with thig indigemuztig huth hlstory there has been another force in tension
only does God in Chgs}:?}flple' and this also is equally of the Gospel. Not
transform them ino w, aXe people as they are: He takes them in order to
INg principle which ma]f : He- wants them to be. Along with the indigeniz-

Pherits the pilgrinn o (21th @ place to feel at home, the Christian
city and warns him ﬁm f;p;e' f“{hlch whispers to him that he has no abiding

Society; for that socj ¢ faithful to Christ will put him out of step with

i ety nil‘;:r existed, in East or West, ancient time or
granted , Jewish cultyre Pau‘?lor(-j o.f Christ painlessly into its system-
newon) at there wjj] be b within Hellenistic culture, take it for

fure, but from g, "9 and frictions—not fr joption of a
etransformat; ot from the adoption ©.
onofthe mind towards that of Christ:

k

e e
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The Gospel as Pr;
P Prisoner gng Liberato, of Cultury
Just as the'mdlgenizjng principle, j . 9
Christians with !‘.he particulars 0‘; thsrelx?t?uted n the Gospel, —_
rinciple, in tension with the indigenizin e and group, the il tes
T g i g s 8l o e 40
in some respects a universalizing factor, The Ch:isthe culture ang grouyla g
ships in which he was brought up, and has them tian has all the relatio.
is living in them. But he has also an en frely new sanctified by Christ who
other members of the family of faith into which hesﬁt of relationships, with
must accept, with all their group relations (and “gs r:ls come, and whom he
as God has accepted him with his. Every Christian o thns )9n them, just
has a loyalty to the faith family which links him to ﬂ: ual nationality, and
opposed to that to which he belongs by nature, 0se in interest groups
In addition—as we observed to be the i ,
groups of representative Chrisﬁans—thecés:rlisnhialilﬂ;: ;P:::“;nan ii van:ed
past. Heis linked to the people of God in all generations (like him ; (r)rrx)k:leve
of the faith family), and most strangely of all, to the whole historly o? Isra r]s
the curious continuity of the race of the faithful from Abraham. B mels
means, the history of Israel is part of Church history, and all Chri-stizlns of
whatever nationality, are landed by adoption with several millennia of
someone else’s history, with a whole set of ideas, concepts, and assump-
tions which do not necessarily square with the rest of their cultural inheri-
tance; and the Church in every land, of whatever race and type of society,
has this same adoptive past by which it needs to interpret the fundamentals
of the faith. The adoption into Israel becomes a “universalizing” factor,
bringing Christians of all cultures and ages together through a common
inheritance, lest any of us make the Christian faith such a place to feel at
home that no one else can live there; and bringing into everyone’s society

some sort of outside reference.

The Future of Christian Theology
and Its Cultural Conditioning

In the remainder of this paper I would like to suggest sorr}et}}iﬂg "f the
and the pilgrim princr-

relevance of the tension between the indigenizing
ples for the future of Christian theology- :
First, let us recall that within the last century there has t:ff‘; ol
southward shift of the center of gravity of th;e = []_agra;n A‘:;ric; Sub-Saha- *
b 5 s tobe n r i
representative Christian lands now app earcontinents. This means that Third

ran Africa, and other parts of the southern

re Gentiles who worship the Gﬁ
ages but their concepts (Paul v
Ecumenical Institute for A
37-52)-

4 the first fact of the Church [is] that we 2
entile langu

of the Jews” — with their psalms, in G »
Buren, “The Mystery and Galvation and Pra;;}’,
Theological Studies Yearbook [Jerusalem, 1977-78], PP-
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w likely tobe ie represmtfs‘,e Christian theol,
opnize that these may notbe perman .

resent trends (a’,‘c:iinsmcl v%;g: important for them aII:d theirinoggnithmlogyn
pecome a matter of specialist. mtem§t to historians (rath ee;l exist.
the Syriac Edessene Church is ?peleist matter for ear] Cﬁs the
a topic for the ordinary student and generzl U

whoseeyesare turned tothe Greco-Roman world when he studies o 1‘::%,
of doctrine). The future general reader of Church history is more T tory
concerned with Latin American and African, and perhaps some YA::-) ba

thaps significant that in the last few years we have ian

theology. It is pe .
the first time works of theology composed in the Third World (the works of
)

Latin American theologians of liberatign, §uch as Gutiérrez, Segundo
Miguez Bonino) becoming regular reading in the West—not just for lmss: and
gists, but for the general theological reader. The fact that particular l°,l°'
World works of theology appear on the Western market is not, how, i
necessary measure of their intrinsic importance. It Simply means that s
lishers think them sufficiently relevant to the West to sell there. Th, lt Put.;-
addressed to the setting in which it is produced. - eology is
This is perhaps the first important point to rememb
that since it springs out of practical situations, it is ﬂ\ere‘;;;bo(’;;stbeology;
local in character. Since we have mentioned Gutiérrez, some w tonal an.d
may be quoted here. Theology, he says, arises spontane(’)usl dqrds y i
in the believer, in all who have accepted the gift of the worﬁil; Gl:swm
is therefore in every believer, and . . :
rough outline of ::tymlogy' nz: C:‘::;Yﬁ;il;m:smfy of believers, at least a
theology i, it is what Guliderez calls ”criﬁca]ea - to.another: w.hatevere]se
in the light of the word.”s That is, theol al re echononChnstnanprans
Sevipluse:  theology is about testing your actions by
ln ﬂ\.‘s, Of W . .
theologian, who is stu:ge ;;'Eﬂmh:?:clt‘%mthe. typical modern Latin American
things that Amos and Isaiah said tit has taken Marxists to point out
good theological reasons to ; said long ago, while Christians have found
Dives, and is na Justify the position of Jeroboam, Manasseh, and
8ged by the remark of Be ’
theSf!lmementol“"ePhisWordast manos that “God does not choose
of things also in Afiga. The oo o Uil it.” But itis likely to be the way
80mg to be so basic, so yita) omestic tasks of Third World theology are
Sterile, time-wasting po.e s, 2t Here will be little time for the b
‘ g by-paths into which e for arren,
wille asﬂ;e;eard) gone in recent so much Western theology and
.25 heclogyatall reativetmes ) e Third World
that deeply affect the i always been, about doing things,
ahmdymSOuﬂxAﬁ-j ves of numbers of people. We see
can Black Theology, which s literally

\

S,
Gustavo Gutj

London, SOM Errez, A
M, 1973, Theology of | fpergy;
3 tev. ed,, i nez ;,,m","’l"". (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books;
ction, 1988), pp. 6-15.
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-t and death matters (as one South Afric
an Black theolqg:
g1an put it

abouet lllé Jack Theology is about how to stay Christian
When you're 5 Black

to me€, s ’ :
in South Africa, and you're hanging on by the skin of your teeth”). The

d to go back to wars of religion re

o jes: bgut at least there is SOme%hin When men shed blood for th;
theolog? ; g to be said for hayin,

pout things which are worth shedding blood for. And 8 a theol
a 6" that, Third W,
Theology 18 likely to be. orld

ause of this relation of theology to action, theology ari

ituations that actually happen, not from broad general pmgfg T:&E out of
Greek Church, with centuries of intellectual and rhetorical tfa dm ven the
almost 200 years to produce a book of theology written for its o s 100K
Origen’s De Principiis. In those two centuries innumerable the}, c‘Zlana:e
were written, but not for the sake of producing theologies. The ﬂglogy ks
for a purpose: to explain the faith to outsiders, or to point out where the w::;
thought someone else had misrepresented what Christians meant.

It is therefore important, when thinking of African theology, to remem-
per that it will act on an African agenda. It is useless for us to determine
what we think an African theology ought to be doing;: it will concen itself
with questions that worry Africans, and will leave blandly alone all sorts
of questions which we think absolutely vital. We all do the same. How
many Christians belonging to churches which accept the Chaloedonian
Definition of the Faith could explain with any conviction to an intelligent
non-Christian why it is important not to be a Nestorian or a Monophysite?
Yet once men not only excommunicated each other, they shed their own
and others’ blood to get the right answer on that question. The things which
we think are vital points of principle will seem as far away and negligible
to African theologians as &\oseﬂwologicalpﬁzzﬁ@tsamm\gﬁ\eﬁgypﬁm

monks now seem to us. Conversely the things that concern African theoio-
gians may seem to us at best peripheral Remembering the emergence of
theology at a popular level, it is noteworthy how African Independent
churches sometimes seem to pickonapointwhi:hsmks' usbyiir_-oddﬂy
or irrelevance, like rules about worship during the menstrual period. B“t
this is usually because ﬂletsopic,orﬂ'lesortoﬂopic,isamaior
African Christians, just as it apparently was for the old Hebrews, and
needs an answer, and an answer related to Christ
bfeasortofcohermceinﬁ\ewayin
linking Scripture, old traditions, and the ving
community—and giving an answer to something that had bert 0 out
I""’Ple.Inshsort,itissafeforaEuropea!ltomaktoﬂl)f“"e ot that it 5
mlv alid, authentic African Biblical theology we all alk
y either to puzzle us or to disturb us- cal

BUtisnotﬁtgsoumebookofauvaﬁdmﬂE. v of the Christian
Yes, and in that, as the spaceman hﬁ“‘e“’m:_\x;ﬂagﬁ
faith. But, as he also found, the Scriptures are md adugeﬂ"i‘”mm“'
People in different times and places;and I
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its own selection of the Scriptures, giving Promin,

nity makes a2k most clearly to the community’s time

which seem to ;f’e

ing aside others :
;:Z:v mrﬁ:j;, of us, while firm as a rock7a; to its canonicity, ser; ously | adjly,
the book of Leviticus for sustenance? Yet many an African : 0o
church has found it abundantly relevant. (I“t?resﬁngly, Samuzend_e“t
Crowther, the great nineteenth-century Yor:uba missionary biShop t Jayi
it should be among the first books of the Bible to be trans]a ted), Oughy

The indigenizing princigle ensures that.each community recognige .
Scripture that God is speaking tq its own situation. But it a]sq meanlzes in
we all approach Scripture wearing cultural blinkers, with el s .that
determined by our time and place. It astonishes us when we vzl Ptiong
century Christian writers who all venerated Paul, and to whom we Oe“fond_
preservation of his writings, that they never seem to understand Wha: the
are sure he means by justification by faith. It is perhaps only in oy we
day, when we do not read Plato so much, that Western Christians }?Wn
begun to believe that the resurrection of the body is not the immortalj av;a
the soul, or to recognize the solidly material content of biblica] salvatioo
Africans will have their cultural blinkers, too, which will prevent, or at lear;t'
render it difficult for them to see some things. But they will doubtless b
different things from those hidden in our own blind spots, so they Shoul:i!
be able to see some things much better than we do.

That wise old owl, Henry Venn of the Church Missionary Society
reflecting on the Great Commission in 1868, argued that the fullness of the

Church would only come with the fullness of the national i -
of different national churches: SREmenifestationy

€nce to

0,
which do not appear to yield up thejr g::ilidsglace ansg

Inasmuch as all native churches grow up into the fullness of the
stature of Christ, distinctions and defects will vanish. . . . But it may
be doubted Yvhether, to the last, the Church of Christ will not exhibit
markeq national characteristics which, in the overruling grace of
God, will tend to its perfection and glory.6

Perhaps it is not on] i . . )
in Scripture—it is thart] y that different ages and nations see different things

they need to see differ i
The ma ) . ent things.
on ﬂleexfrai]:;nﬂ\ﬂe]ol?glc_al debate in independent Africa? just now—Item 1
African past Almeo ogical agenda—would appear to be the nature of the
~Amost every major work by an African scholar in the field of
\
6
_Instructions of )
18Sionaries, Junz 3(};’ e Committee of the Church Missionary Society to Depar ting

1868,

ety Venn (1840, POgH) reproduced in W, Knight, The Missionary Secretariat of

“[ndePendent ooy

. N I .

conditipng have Prodflr;ccad 1s.here dxstinguished from South Africa, where different
ed different Priorities and a different debate.

h

SENEEm——

B

B

The Gospel as Prisoner ang L jpeygso of Culture
13
religions—Harry Sawyers Bolaji ldoww, . 5 it
(s in some Way dealing with it. Now each of the auth;rs
in theology ona Western model; but each has moved mtr;amed mifed
no Western S).'llabus prepared him, for each has been foril.:(;l rea for which
lecture on African traditional religion—and each has foung s . 2™

dhi ks
on it. It seems to me, however, that they al] approac‘}““&usl.‘“:‘ose}f writing
historians of religions do, nor as anthmpologists do. Th PIC, not ag
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prime one on the Alfrican Christian's intellectual agenda: who am I? What
is my relation as an African Christian to Africa’s past? at
Thus, when Idowu concludes with such passion that the oriéas are onl
manifestations of Olédumare, and that it is a Western misrepresentation tz
call Yoruba religion polytheistic, the urgency in his voice arises from the
fact that he is not making a clinical observation of the sort one might make
about Babylonian religion: he is handling dynamite, his own past, his
people’s present. One can see Why anon-Christian African writer like Okot
p’Bitek, who glories in pre-Christian Africa, accuses John Mbiti and others
so bitterly of continuing the Western missionary misrepresentation of the
past.12 It is as though he were saying “They are taking from us our own
decent paganism, and plastering it over with interpretations from alien
sources.” Here speaks the authentic voice of Celsus.

The mention of Celsus reminds us perhaps that African Christians are
not the first people to have a religious identity crisis. Gentile Christians had
precisely the same issue to face—an issue that never faced thE Jewish
missionaries, Paul, Peter, Barnabas. They knew who tl,\ey' were (“circum-
cised the eighth day, of the tribe of Benjamin . . . “), just as Western
missionaries for more than 150 confident years knew who they were. It is
our past which tells us who we are; without pur past we are lc?:;t.d Thg man
with amnesia is lost, unsure of relationships,. mcagablg of cruqal ectxsg:ls,
precisely because all the time he has amnesia hg is wﬂh_oul: hl;{:atso. relat)t;
when his memory returns, when he is sure of.hxs past', is he able
confidently to his wife, his parents, or know his Place ina soc§et)I!; as ot

Early Gentile Christianity went through a period of amnesia. % ¥

ey 0 : onded to a clear choice,
so critical for first-generation converts: they resp T e essurance that they
turned from idols to serve the living God, accepted the
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e Transmission of Christian Faith

+ nto Jsrael 1t was the second and third .
who k"l'nw strain more. What was their mlatioset:ea;h% of
| them (some indeed in the first generation, aq i C"e&
( jved the problem by pretending thejr € Ney,
hey were Jews, adopting Jewish msmmek Pag
w this coming and roundly condemned itn;s' evey

i n. Paul sa
n,;’;::l:“;r::ﬁ“"‘ in Romans ?—1 1; you are Israel, but grafted into it are
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_ ultivated one. But one thing he is saying is 8
‘;"':::,,‘:::‘:;a f of the wild olive. Itis different in charactgr fmﬂ::h Gen
ChrisnantY P20 4 Such is the necessity of the indigeniz '€ plany
into which it is 8 . BENIZINg pring;
P atle Chrstans, by then the majority in the Church, ang iy o
danger of confusing themselves with Jews, had a major problem. Yeq in ng
were grafted into Israel Thesacred history of Israel was part of thei hjg
Yo, the idolatry and immorality of their own society, past and py OFy,
must have nothing to do with them. But what was God doing in thz (e;sem’
world all those centuries while he was revealing himself in judmmm“
mency to Israel? Not all the Greek past was graven images and t and
prostitution. What of those who testified for righteousness—and evﬂ:’:iple
for t? Had God nothing to do with their righteousness? What of those ;d
taught things that are true—that are according to reason, logos, o .
the Great Lies taught and practiced by others? Had their logo’s rﬁ)jilt‘)m.sed .
do with The Logos, the light that lighteth every man coming into the worglsg
Is there any trt;th which is not God's truth? Was God not active in the Greel;
ast, not just the Jewish? i ;
4p with thei ents ek, henewove Caiins Bl
philosophy was—and is——t}':e schoolmaster to bri tans before Chist, tha
just as was the Law for Jews.  Bring fiie GEeeks 10/Choi
Thisi
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Justin and Clement, nor to consider th Aol <L
point s simply that the two Latte, a e correctness f’f Idowu fmd Mbiti. My
problem as the two former, and th tfe wrest ing with essentlally the sane
facing African Christians today, o : ﬂ:t seems to be the most urgent problem
amnesia could make African é,h:s leiragenda. Untilitis thought through,
tionshups, and unable to recopr tianity tentative and unsure of its rela-
may emerge; the early mmﬂm important tasks. More than one answer
well as of Clement. And th, es, after éur saw the answer of Tertullian as
Once again Paul saw whate re may be little that outsiders can do to assist
interlocutor, and o the . was coming. “Is He not,” he asks his Jewish
Ge“#:sddso?" (Rom. 3.29? )St thoroughly Jewish grounds, “the God of the
L ebate will e
ndigenizing ang ﬁ\ecem mﬂed the continuing tension between the
Gf"‘B'Wm 0t all knew people who fl:’lf;"ﬂples of the Gospel. Paul, Justin,
Pilgrims~ who sought to ?0 owed one without the other. Just as ther¢
llow, or to impose upon others the m
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hought and life, concerns and p

t reconceptions wh;
of Jse, so there were Greek-educated “indioen:
18eNizers” whe

- framework which ultimately derived e pa
:’hcy played dow.m, or ignored, or expﬁdﬁmm faith, and thus
Christian adoptive past. Perhaps the most impon;nc id Testament, the
about the opponents of these Gnostics is that they WMM to remember
Gnostics thems'elves, with many of the same instincts J::: ;ﬂ (.m* as the
they knew instinctively that they must hold to their .dopﬁv!fﬁmlha; but
doing s0 saved the_ _Scriptum for the Church. P“h‘ps d:w; and in
theological authenticity is the capacity to incorporate the hi real test of
and God’s people and to treat it as one’s own. history of Lsrel

When the Scriptures are read in some enclosed ;

may catch the voice of God speaking out of a ddkmzx'\:l;AOZt‘\o:ndu‘: h?kr:\n
to the whole world. When a comfortable bourgeois Congmg'afwn Km u§
some Western suburbia, they, almost alone of all the comfortable bourgeois
of the suburbs, are regularly exposed to the reading of a non-bour;m:b
book questioning fundamental assumptions of their society. But since none
of us can read the Scriptures without cultural blinkers of some sort, the great
advantage, the crowning excitement which our own era of Church history
has over all others, is the possibility that we may be able to read them’
together. Never before has the Church looked so much like the great
multitude whom no man can number out of every nation and tribe and
people and tongue. Never before, therefore, has there been so much poten-
tiality for mutual enrichment and self-criticism, as God causes yet more

light and truth to break forth from his word.1?
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