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Preliminary Remarks:


The relation between Gospel and culture is not a modern one. The very beginning of Christianity can be described as a "multicultural experiment" (John Baptist Metz). The ongoing expansion of Christianity into the Greco-Roman world with a spirit of cultural assimilation, led to the very first controversy in the nascent church: should all neophytes be subjected to the Jewish practices? The first Ecumenical Council decided otherwise: "It has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us that no unnecessary burden is to be imposed on you" (Act 15:28). In fact this decision could be one of the major reasons for the split between the nascent church and the parental body, Judaism.


During the first three centuries of their existence the Christians did not identify themselves with any culture, rather lived, as the "Letter to Diognetus", bears witness to: "not in cities of their own; they do not use a peculiar form of speech; they do not follow an eccentric manner of life. ... they live in Greek and barbarian cities alike, as each one's lot has been cast, and follow the customs of the country in clothing and food and other matters of daily living, at the same time they give proof of the remarkable and admittedly extraordinary constitution of their own commonwealth" (in N.E.Thomas 1995:5).


The scene changes with the conversion of Constantine who made Christianity the state religion. The community that was on the cultural periphery now gradually becomes the author of a culture by assimilating elements of the Mediterranean region cultures: Greek, Roman, Semitic and others. This culture increasingly becomes identified as the Christian culture, specially in the Latin church. It was this "Christian culture" that the colonial missionaries of the West carried along with their mission to the respective colonies.

Colonial Mission & Culture:


When we speak of the colonial mission, particularly with  regard to India, it has to be remembered that for the first two centuries it was exclusively that of the Catholics. The first Protestant missionaries were of the Danish-Halle Mission, the pioneer being Bartholomew Ziegenbalg who landed at Tranquebar on the south-east coast of India in 1706.


In general, the enlightenment missionaries, as C.R. Boxer has underlined, considered the heathens (non Christians) as precursors, or unregenerate enemies, or miserable souls in need of light (1978:39). This conviction had a strong impact on everything of the indigenous people, especially their culture. "European missionaries were, by and large, predisposed to consider themselves the bearers not merely of a superior religion but of a superior culture, the two being so inseparably intertwined", comments Boxer (ibid). Though some like Robert De Nobili or John de Britto took the trouble to learn Indian culture and adapt themselves to the culture, for most others their host culture was either basically inferior or oddly exotic. As Antonio da Silva Rego, a Portuguese historian, has pointed out, the Portuguese were not consciously prepared to receive anything or to adapt themselves to local conditions and environment; on the contrary they were consciously convinced of the superiority of their culture and their way of life (in Boxer:40). The Portuguese missionaries were much slower in taking seriously the culture and beliefs of the people with whom they worked than their Spanish counter parts elsewhere. They were too prompt in dismissing the Indian culture and beliefs as the works of the devil.


Missionaries rarely sought conversion in terms of a change in religious beliefs alone, but also demanded from the converts changes in cultural practices as these were viewed as symbols of idolatry or paganism. However, as Rowena Robinson has shown, despite the efforts of the missionaries to wipe out every trace of existing "pagan" customs, the communities rarely got rid of their cultural moorings totally (1998:17).


The Inquisition played an important role in eradicating traditional cultural customs of the people. Many of these were viewed with suspicion. An edict of the Inquisition published in 1736 forbade among other things ceremonies in honour of ancestral shades; the maintenance of Hindu rites, festivals, fasts and holidays, and the use of Tulshi plant or rice-flour, oil, flowers, or leaves for ceremonial or ornamental purposes. The use of betal leaves and areeca nuts in ritual exchange, such as on the occasion of marriages, or as marks of social precedence, was prohibited. The singing of celebratory verses at marriages and at other festive occasions and the employment of traditional musical instruments were forbidden. The use of garments such as the dhoti and choli was frowned upon (Robinson:58-59). The Portuguese tried even to get rid of the local language and impose Portuguese on the people, though eventually they saw reason and realized that the local language was better to propagate the faith.


Local cultural symbols were replaced by "Catholic" rites and symbols and celebrations of the feast of Christian saints. Local life-cycle rites were substituted by Church-centred rites and prayers, though in some cases for long time people continued both! The practice of replacing cultural customs or forbidding them was more or less universal and not only of Goa. Speaking of Protestant missionaries effecting conversions in South India V. Susan writes: "They were earnest that there must be outward symbols of this change of beliefs. The missionaries wanted their Tamil converts to shave the Kudumbi, that tuft of hair which signified high status, and separated them from Muslims, Christians and low castes. The missionaries believed that this was a symbol of idolatry. ... There were other customs which the missionaries abhorred: some examples being, the celebration of puberty among Tamil Christian girls, the use of cow-dung and rice flour for decorative  purposes, oil baths on Saturdays and Wednesdays, chewing betel, and expressing relationships of honour through the use of sandalwood, flowers and betel" (1993:12-13).


An aspect of the prejudice against Indian culture and people is that it effectively prevented the formation of indigenous clergy. Even when this was done, the indigenous clergy was apt to be kept in a strictly subordinate role to the European clergy (Boxer 1978:2). Though the Seminary of Santa Fe in Goa was opened in 1541 for the training of indigenous clergy until the second half of the eighteenth century they were used only as catechists and auxiliaries to the European priests. At the same time it has to be acknowledged how the Propaganda was open to the indigenous clergy. In fact already in 1637 it consecrated a Brahmin convert from Goa, Matheo de Casto, as Bishop of Bijapur though the Portuguese did not allow him to enter the territory.


The Portuguese attitude to the local cultures of India can be gauged also from their treatment of the St. Thomas Christians who had integrated Indian cultural elements to the Chaldean rite. Through a conforming synod that the Goan Archbishop Dom Menezes imposed on them they were asked to discontinue most of the local customs from their liturgy and daily life. They were "Hindus or Indian in culture, and Christian in religion and Syro-Oriental in worship" (Podipara 1972:26). These Christians were accused of being tainted with paganism and superstition. An indigenous and quasi-autonomous church was transformed into a mere administrative unit of the Western ecclesiastical system.


There were a few exceptions to the general Portuguese aversion to the culture and customs of India. The English Jesuit Thomas Stevens (1579-1619) was the first one to learn Marathi and to compose a Christian book modelling the Hindu Puranas which was published in 1616 at Rachol.


Another Jesuit Sebastiae Goncalves wrote a handbook for the Jesuit missionaries, describing clearly and succinctly the religion, manners, customs and traditions of the Malabar coast in 1615, though it was published only 340 years later with the title A HISTORY OF MALABAR. Similarly a certain Goncalo Fernandes Traecaso compiled a treatise on Hinduism in 1611 and Bishop Francisco Gracia translated certain Malayalam and Tamil folklore and fables into Portuguese. But Boxer characterises all these studies as done with the basic Euro-centric viewpoint, and considered themselves as the standard-bearers of the true Faith (1978:52). Some authors like Fernao de Queiroz described Indian languages as "barbarous" and said the oriental prose and verse could not measure up to European standards. "Incredible is the energy which Asians display in their poetry, in which they declare their Vedas, and their Puranas, which means their scriptures, and the doctrines of their sciences, such as these are. But as with the exception of China, they have achieved perfections in no faculty, neither their prose nor their poetry can be compared with Greek and Latin works, or with modern European ones" (in Boxer:53).


The first missionary to take Indian culture and religions seriously and to make himself well-versed in them was Roberto de Nobili (1577-1656). He came to Madurai, the centre of Tamil culture, in 1606 and soon was convinced that the only way to influence and evangelize high caste Hindus was by adapting Christianity to the culture (A Neely 1995:42-50). He realized how no Indian who valued his/her rank in society or who esteemed  his/her religious faith would ever consider adopting the ways of the Portuguese whom these people qualified with the pejorative adjective, "Parangis", i.e., the polluted, uncultured, contemptuous foreigners and their proselytes. De Nobili learnt also that the Parangis were despised because they ate meat, drank wine, bathed irregularly, wore leather shoes, and ignored the rules of social intercourse. Besides, he came to understand the significance of the caste system for the Hindus as the corner stone of their culture and society. He was convinced that the caste was a social convenience parallel to the distinctions of class and rank in the West. He saw that unless the caste-Hindus who dominated the social, political and economic life of India, were not won over to Christianity, Christian faith could not take deep root in India. What repelled them, de Nobili realized, was mainly the Parangi aspect of Christianity that was presented to them. 


De Nobili declared himself to be a Brahmin as he was not a Portuguese but an Italian with an aristocratic origin. He adopted the life style of a brahmin and dissociated himself from the Portuguese missionaries and the Christians of parava origin. He referred to himself not as a priest but as a "sannyasi". He wore the Brahman thread of three stands of cotton cord draped from the shoulder to the waist. He studied the Vedas and the Upanishads, the first European to do so. De Nobili had a separate church for his new converts and allowed them to wear their triple thread and to have the kudumbi.


However, opposition to De Nobili's experiment mounted both from within the Jesuit Order and from outside. In 1619 Pope Paul V ordered a Conference to be held on De Nobili's methods, to explore ways and means of making things easy for the Indians to accept the Gospel of Christ. Due to De Nobili's well-argued case, (Rajamanickam 1971) with Gregory XV's letter, Romanae Sedis Antistes, in 1623 Rome approved his methods. This shows Rome's open attitude to adaptation in the early part of the colonial mission. But, under the increasing pressure from inter-Congregational rivalry, in 1754 with the bull Omnium Solicitudinem, Pope Benedict XIV put an end to any experiment with local cultures. The missionaries leaving Europe, in fact, had to take an oath that they would not continue the experiments. These censors were called off only by Pope Pius the XII in 1939. As far as the Catholic mission to India is concerned what we have from the time of "Omnium Solicitudinem", is a strict adherence to the Eurocentric and centralised Tridentine pattern. 


Even though de Nobili is described as one of the best examples of cultural adaptation in the early colonial mission, his work was mainly a matter of appearances, "the presentation of the clear and unchanging truth enunciated in the counter-Reformation Church in "garb" - words and images acceptable to Hindus" (F Clooney 1978:25). Though we cannot forget the times of de Nobili, judging from today's understanding what we have in de Nobili is an extrinsic adaptation regarding food and dress as a pragmatic measure in the face of hostility to the Parangis rather than any conviction of the Gospel's intrinsic relation to culture. How far he "owned" the religion and religious truths of India even after forty years of cultural adaptation is debatable. Yet with A Sauliere we must appreciate his concern: "whether the Indians as a nation should be given all legitimate facilities to accept the Christian faith" (1995:266).

The 18th & 19th Centuries:


The Halle missionary Ziegenbalg stressed vernacular literature as well as the study of Hindu Philosophy and religion. The latter project was discouraged by the authorities in Germany (P Beaver1981:197). The most famous of the Halle missionaries was Christian Frederick Schwartz. He exercised tremendous influence with Indians of all religions due to his adaptation and accommodation to the culture (ibid).  The great century of the Protestant mission started with the founding of the Baptist missionary Society by William Carey in 1792. However, as Pierce Beaver takes pain to show, the missionaries stressed the "civilizing" objective even in countries with a high culture such as India and China because they regarded the local culture as degenerate and superstitious- a barrier to christianization (:199). The general trend of missionary thinking of the times is espoused by William Carey when he wrote:

  Can we hear that they (non-Christians) are without the          gospel, without government, without laws, and without arts      and sciences; and not exert ourselves to introduce amongst      them the sentiments of men, and of Christians? Would not the    spread of the gospel be the most effectual means of their       civilization? Would not that make them useful members of        society? (1934:70).


The Serampore Trio - Carey, Marshman and Ward - fostered the growth of an independent church. They encouraged also the study of Hinduism. Alexander Duff, a missionary to India and the first one formally commissioned by the Church of Scotland to the Chair of Evangelistic Theology, advocated already in 1866, a Missionary Institute that would study, the questions arising from the encounter of the Gospel with other cultures. It would develop, in his words, "a study of the geography, history, ethnology, mythology, habits, manners and practices of unevangelized peoples of nations" (in Andrew Walls 1996:13). Though Duff's personal judgement of traditional India and its culture was uncompromising, he nevertheless saw the need to take them seriously in the evangelistic process. 


It was Duff who was instrumental in initiating English education in India, along with Lord Mcauly. While the later wanted to prepare English educated secretaries for the colonial Administration, Duff the missionary was convinced, almost like de Nobili, that the Indian Population could be won over to Christ only if the brahmin castes were to be converted. This, he thought, could be attained by imbibing them with Western education that would show them the folly of their faith and would make them to accept Christian faith. Though the Brahmins were quick to take advantage of the English education their ensuing conversion to Christianity did not materialize!


Though there was the talk of the three-self theory of church planting, the different churches worked for the reproduction/extension of the various sending churches. Even when they spoke of the avowed aim of giving rise to a "national" church, it had nothing to do with the process of giving a national expression to the new community (Otto Waack 1997:297). 


On the other hand it has to be emphasized, all the missionaries, irrespective of denominational differences, had utmost interest to learn the Indian languages. In fact many Indian languages were blessed with the literary tools such as grammar, dictionary, etc., by the efforts of missionaries. They have helped to inspire vernacular cultural revivals, in many parts of India. Thus among the eight statues honouring the makers of Tamil culture on the Chennai Marina beach, we have no less than three missionaries: Joseph Beschi, a Jesuit, and Anglicans Robert Caldwell and George Pope. There are many others known for their pioneering grammars and creative contributions to most Indian languages as well as literary advancements through their writings.

Resistance of the Converts:


It has also to be admitted that in most cases, Christian converts frequently resisted the indigenization attempts of the missionaries, and embraced Western patterns of behaviour, even if it could be due to the antecedents and earlier impressions conveyed by the missionaries. Many converts from the depressed classes perceived Western cultural patterns as offering them a superior identity compared to the cultural practices of their former days. So naturally they were not eager to continue such practices which signified caste oppression. Thus resistance to the higher caste demand that Nadar women go naked above the waste and many such ritual rules and regulations was a contributive reason for their joining the church in large numbers (R.Hardgrave 1969:43-70). 


In this connection it may be pointed out that the election of Western church leaders also was not imposed by the missionaries, but was often the result of indigenous pressure. There was strong resistance among Indian Christians to the first Indian Bishop of the Anglican Church in India, V.S. Azariah in 1912, motivated by race prejudice, caste feeling, party spirit and personal jealousy (cf Harper 1995:16). Thus the assessment of Susan B. Harper is justified when she says: "Far from being a weak concession to domineering missionaries, Westernisation represented a symbolic challenge by long-suppressed lower classes to an oppressive indigenous social order. In this context indigenization along the lines expected by Western orientizing indigenizers would have been viewed as just another form of indigenous oppression" (1995:16). 


Brhmapandhav Upadyay (1861-1907), perhaps, was the first Indian Christian to advocate a Hindu form of Christianity and an Indian hermeneutics of the Gospel. He rightly perceived how christian faith has to be culture-bound and how in India Christ has revealed himself through the Hindu religion and culture. "By birth we are Hindus and shall remain Hindu till death. But as dvija, by virtue of our sacramental, rebirth we are Catholic. We are members of the indefectible communion embracing all ages and climes. In customs and manners, in observing caste and social distinctions, in eating and drinking, in our life and living, we are genuine Hindus, but in our faith we are neither Hindu nor European, nor American, nor Chinese, but all inclusive. Our faith fills the whole world and is not confined to any country or race; our faith is universal and consequently includes all truths", he wrote (Cf. Lipner-Sauch 1995:24). Obviously in this he echoed the words of the author of "The Letter to Diognetus". However, Brhmapandav was too far ahead of his times and was disowned by the church then.


In general, the approach of missionaries and mission agencies to Indian culture and religions can be gauged from what A.H. Franck said: "The missionaries were sent out to exterminate heathenism in India, not to spread the heathen nonsense all over Europe" (in J.R.Chandran 1991:108). Even a person like J.S. Hayland, known for his sympathetic approach to India, assumed that India did not possess any heritage comparable to Plato, Socrates and others and that by accepting Christianity India would be accepting the Hebrew, Greek and Roman cultural values (Chandran:109).

The Change:


The development of social sciences like Ethnology, Sociology, etc., towards the end of the nineteenth century, together with the discovery and interpretation of the Hindu, Buddhist and other religious scriptures by Orientalists like Max Mueller, Paul Deussen and others had an impact on the missionary thinking. Thus from the first quarter of the twentieth century onwards we see an increasing openness to Indian culture and religions. People like A.J. Appasamy, V.S. Azariah, and others played an effective role in this change. Already in 1910 at Edinburgh Azariah declared:

  The bridging of the gulf between the East and West, and the     attainment of a greater unity and common ground in Christ as    the great Unifier of mankind, is one of the deepest needs of    our time (in Bassham 1979:18).

This spirit was followed up in the successive International Mission Congresses. IMC Jerusalem (1928) spoke of the "noble quality in non-Christian persons or systems as further proof that the Father, who sent His Son into the world, has nowhere left Himself without witness" (Bassham:22).


Similarly, the papal encyclicals of the present century beginning with Maximum Illud of Benedict XV (1919) manifest the Catholic church's growing cultural sensitivity. Vatican II brought about a radical change in the Catholic church's attitude to cultures. Gaudium et Spes unashamedly acknowledged the value of modern world and its cultures and affirmed that the church is at the service of the world with its different cultures. This made Karl Rahner to remark that with Vatican II the church began to be "catholic" (i.e., entering into the cultures of the world than uniformly expanding the church into these cultures) (1979:716-727).

Looking ahead:


We begin by an analysis of the very meaning of culture. In the past culture was understood in a reductionistic sense following the definition of it given by Edward Tylor in 1871. According to Tylor culture is "that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, customs and any other capabilities and habits acquired by humans as a member of society" (1903:1). In this sense culture is a meaning system that is handed on by the society. No doubt culture is a set of traditionally handed on meaning system. But today culture is much more complex than the world of symbols and meanings. It includes also the religion of a particular group. In fact it is religion that gives culture its determining core and structure of values and inner logic. If so the revival of religions is very much part of a culture. 


Similarly, culture of a people cannot be understood without reference to their history, not in the sense of the chronological past but the integral living reality, with its various pulls and pushes, its joys, hopes, agonies and aspirations. Culture embraces the material and the social world. Thus the socio, economic, political realities are very much part of the culture of a people. Hence Gaudium et Spes describes culture as "all those factors by which man refines and unfolds his manifold spiritual and bodily qualities" (n.53). Culture describes the way a people live and the way they die. Thus questions of justice, morality, living standard, political systems and social structures, environmental degradation, globalization, etc., are all equally important to culture even as meaning systems. Hence today culture should be understood in its integral sense  comprising meaning, religion and history.  


With regard to Christianity, again, in the past it was taken for granted that Christianity was an ensemble of religious truths and ritual practices that could  become incarnate in the given culture. To say that the gospel can be communicated to any culture, live in it, transform it, and achieve in it a rich new expression, is not exactly the same as speaking of Christianity in the same terms. What we are looking for and suggesting is the gospel's authentic expression in the world's diverse cultures.


Christianity, as we have it today, especially the Catholic version, is a particular expression of the gospel. Hence we are not speaking of the incarnation of that embodiment into other cultures. Though it is true, that Christianity with certain amount of flexibility has succeeded in existing in different countries, the self-organization of it, with its concepts, ideals, and practice of governance, as Gregory Baum rightly stresses, is in itself a particular cultural expression, constituting today as an ecclesial culture (1994: 101). Linking itself to certain nuances in the New Testament this institutional development  has been sanctified and made into a religious culture, a religion with a culture. Naturally it cannot be inculturated in the diverse cultural traditions. So rightly there was talk of external adaptations and accommodations or translations. 


When we look to the gospels what we have is the Jesus who stood in the tradition of the Jewish prophets. Culturally  he was a perfect Jew. His specific mission was to transform  the Jewish culture by transforming the dehumanising elements in it. The Jewish religion and culture of the times  absolutized certain ritual practices and religious laws like the sabbath observance and purity requirements. This in turn became dehumanising in so far as human beings were made subservient to the laws. Jewish culture marginalized people in terms of race, profession, bodily situation, sin, etc. 


Jesus in his ministry manifested how the God who sent him and whom he experienced as the intimate parent (abba) is to be reached through the neighbour. In fact he relativised God in terms of the neighbour. While he identified himself with the poor and the outcastes, he at the same time challenged whatever was dehumanising in the society of his times. This total transformation of the society through the acceptance of God as the intimate parent and all human beings as brothers and sisters, with all that it implies, he described as the anticipation of the Kingdom of God. This message of the Kingdom is accompanied by the formation of a community of the disciples whom he sent after his death and resurrection to continue his mission, in all cultures.


This community at the earliest stage of its mission, like its Lord, was Jewish in religion and culture (Act 3:1ff.). When the community spread to the non-Jewish cultures we see how the new disciples were not required to change their cultures, not withstanding the bitter controversy in the community (Act 15: 1-25). We may say it was this process of inculturation of the gospel in the context of the degenerating Greco-Roman religions that made it a religion. In the earliest Councils like Nicea, Calcedon, etc., we see again the process of  inculturation, when Hebrew thoughts and theology are made to cope with the Greek world. The post- Nicean council church does not have much in common with the first century Christians. Now the major concern is if Jesus Christ is "homo-ousios" with the Father or only "homoi-ousios" with him. The preoccupation is with metaphysics and theology. Intense intellectual scrutiny replaced what Jesus himself did and said. Unfortunately the process of the inculturation of the gospel got more or less fixated around that point in history. 

It is important to note that whereas the Greco-Roman model of inculturation should have served as an orientation for further inculturations in other cultures it began to be transplanted in other cultures. 


The foregoing reflections summon us to outgrow the colonial models of inculturation, limited to symbols and meanings. Today inculturation may be seen as a process whereby each community of the disciples of Jesus Christ, as the bearer of the gospel, forges its identity of faith, worship and mission in the given culture. It is a question of the gospel, embodied in the community of the disciples, becoming the salt, light and leaven of the culture and thereby transforming the culture. Hence inculturation is the process of the gospel becoming part and parcel of each culture, integrally understood, in a relevant and meaningful manner and transforming it from within and making it new. Therefore inculturation ultimately is the name for the gospel becoming present from within each culture as the Good News, even as the Word became flesh and dwelt among us and became God's good news to humanity. Just as through his incarnation and ministry Jesus became a Good News to the blind, to the captives, to the oppressed, and to the poor, so too today each culture must be made to experience the gospel as a good news. It is not only a question of the gospel becoming embodied in the culture, but also it becomes a prophetic voice within the culture, transforming it.


It is a process through which not only the gospel becomes at home, present within the culture, but also the people of that culture respond to the gospel in the cultural context. It is a process of evangelizing and being evangelized. In so far as the gospel becomes "at home", learning from the culture, it is being evangelized by the culture. At the same, time the culture itself becomes transformed by the gospel. Naturally human beings are the agents of culture and what we are saying takes place in the lives of the human beings at different levels, both in the church and outside the church. Thus inculturation affects the entire community. Ultimately the end of inculturation is not the Christian community itself but the impact it makes on the wider community. Inculturation is other centred even as the Incarnation was not Jesus-oriented but  world-oriented.


Ary Crollius summarizes the process of inculturation in terms of translation, assimilation and inculturation proper (1978:733). Though the gospel is not culture and cannot be identified with any culture, it can reach a people only through the medium of a culture. This could be described as the moment of contact. At this stage we have certain amount of accommodation and translation. In the past at this stage already, Christianity was imposed as a way of life, i.e., as a culture, on the people, with all the imported structures and creeds of the institutional church as it existed in the West. What should happen is that contact and translation leads to the assimilation of the local culture by those who respond to the gospel. They in turn will become agents of humanizing the given culture through denouncing whatever is dehumanizing in the culture and at the same time expressing their response to the gospel through their own cultural traits and structures.


I would suggest that the parable of the good Samaritan (Lk 10:25ff.) describes what should be inculturation today. The good Samaritan enters into the world of the man lying half dead on the road and through his service changes that world so that the Samaritan becomes a good news for the unfortunate man. This is also what happens in inculturation. The gospel enters the culture and transforms the death-incurring, dehumanising elements in it. The gospel becomes a good news in the specific culture by responding to its needs, aspirations and agonies as well as by eliminating whatever is dehumanising or sinful. In this way the culture becomes an anticipation of the Kingdom already now.


Though the gospel, the divine self offer, in itself is universal, meant for all "ethne" (human groups), it has to reach each group through its cultural expression and the response of that group to the divine self offer is its faith. Needless to say its faith will be enfleshed in its culture and as such unique and it cannot be reproduced any where else as we have hinted at earlier. This is obvious because in order to become "the fragrance of Jesus Christ" (2Cor 2:15), to be the salt, light and leaven, in each culture, this faith has to respond to the specific cultural context and this context is different in each case.



The past inculturation efforts in India, preoccupied as they were, with symbols and meanings, failed to take account of the rising tide of religious renewal in the country as well as the ever deteriorating condition of the poor. These did not find any appreciable place in inculturation. Therefore most of the inculturation was at the level of worship, music, art, architecture and, to some extent, also of the life-style of the religious and priests. Some achievements have been made also in theology. Most of these can be described as introverted in the sense they express the concern of the community with regard to its worship and appearance. Admirable though they are, true inculturation must be other oriented, to serve the culture. This demands that inculturation must take also the religions of India and the present history seriously and respond to them relevantly and meaningfuly.


Even with regard to symbols and meanings, it has to be emphasized that India is not one culture but an aggregate of cultures and subcultures. The Anthropological Survey of India has identified over 6748 people groups in India (K.S.Singh 1993:3). Hence there is no question of projecting one set of symbols as common to all of India. Further there are also what is described as the dominant cultures, the Sanskritic cultures and the oppressed cultures of the dalits, tribals and other marginalized groups. Initially at least, the tendency was to confine the inculturation attempts only to the symbols and meanings culled from the Sanskritic culture. This would be contrary to the very spirit of the gospel in so far as Jesus identified himself with the marginalized and those on the periphery. The church existing within these little traditions, must make their symbols and meanings its own. Thus it will become 'their' church and not only a church 'for them'.


As far as the religions are concerned it has to be born in mind that they are the very soul of the composite Indian culture. Hence, as Cardinal Ratziner has pointed out in another context, Indian culture, very much intervowen with Indian religions, and breathing their spirit, cannot be transplanted into Christianity, stock and barrel without doing violence to the culture and to the religions (1993:2). This  requires that we re-examine the traditional forms of mission against the background of the mission of Jesus as narrated in the gospels. As we have drawn attention earlier, Jesus' mission was not directed against the religions as such. It is of vital importance for the community of his disciples in India to do everything possible to convince the followers of different religions of India that its mission is not directed against them but "only to serve human beings by revealing to them the love of God made present in Jesus Christ" (John Paul 1990:no 2). The gospel becomes a relational agent leading to harmony and communion. Harmony (rta) is a supreme value for Asian religions.


Many Hindus find Jesus and his message naturally and spontaneously relevant to the Indian context. What prevents and proves to be an obstacle in this is the exclusive and dogmatic claims by the church. 


Not only is the mission of the church in India not against the religions of India, but the church has also to collaborate with them in its attempt to serve the Indian culture so that it may be conformed to the Kingdom. In this mission, dialogue, with its different forms, becomes imperative for the Indian church. Through dialogue the Indian church will witness to Jesus Christ and to the divine love manifested in him. It can also serve to transform at least some of the dehumanising elements of the Indian cultures.


We have seen how history is fundamental to culture.  

It is here that the message of Jesus can become a good news to the vast majority of Indians. As David Tracy correctly points out the Christian hope is not merely a life after death but a hope for history itself. For the God who raised Jesus from the dead is the God who acted in the history of ancient Israel and in the history of Jesus (1994:47). Elsewhere Tracy observes: "No Christian theology can claim adequacy to the Christian Tradition by, in effect, retrieving only God and the self (including the social and historical self) while quietly dropping "world" out of the picture" (:77).


Inculturation is solidarity with the unfortunate little ones of India, like the Dalits, the Tribals, Women, the child labourers, etc., in their struggle for human rights and in their sufferings. 


Only when the church is aware of the dehumanising and marginalizing aspects of the Indian culture and does all it can to change these elements, can the poor of India experience the gospel as a good news. This is constitutive to inculturation in India. Inculturation is identification with the poor and contestation of all what is dehumanising. In fact it was Jesus' identification with the poor and contesting the powers of his times that led him to the cross. Hence for the church in India the cross is the sublime paradigm of Inculturation. It is participating, reactualizing the prophetic work of Jesus.


If we want the poor of India to experience the gospel as the Good News we have to begin by asking what keeps them poor. Naturally this will lead to the social structures based on the caste system which reduce the poor powerless and  victims of injustice. The poor are poor precisely because they are denied the fruit of their labour and the product of their creativity due to the unjust structures. These will have to be changed if the poor are to experience the liberating aspect of the gospel.


Since these structures and value systems that support them are connected with the world views shared by people of different faiths in India, any change in them can be attained only in dialogue with the followers of these faiths, challenging prophetically the legitimizing and encouragement of these alienating values. Thus cultural transformation involves inter-religious dialogue. If not, inter-religious dialogue will remain an ivory tower. 


The gospel invitation to conversion is not only a call to personal transformation, but it is also a call to social change. It is a struggle against the mammons of structures of injustice, enslavement and maginalization. In this sense, action for justice and liberation is a primary focus of inculturation in India. Such an inculturation only can make the gospel relevant to the poor of India. It will enable the gospel to enter into their history, their lives, in the manner of their thinking, behaving and working. Christ-event will through light into their way of life today. Then the oppressed and marginalized ones of India will be able to read Jesus' story in the light of their experience. Then different Indian theologies will begin to emerge. In fact this is already happening.


Though, as we said earlier, Jesus Christ was more an initiator of a movement of cultural transformation than the founder of a religion, the movement has become a world religion. We cannot ignore the fact that Christianity in India today is one among other religions. Whether we can recapture the original state of affairs is a moot question. Indian Christians can at least assimilate the cultural symbols in their life and worship and develop a theology in consonance with the Indian context and translate it into action. Thus the community can become the fragrance of Christ from within the culture.


From what has been said it follows that inculturation is another name for the realization of the Kingdom in the Indian context. It is not a sheer translation of gospel values into Indian technical terms or incorporating them into theology. It is a challenge to transform the culture and revitalize the religions of India in the sense explained earlier. It is discovering the face of Jesus Christ not only in the scriptures but also in the midst of the sufferings and struggles of the poor. It is the continuation of the divine revelation in Jesus of Nazareth for India today through the community of his disciples. In the very same enterprise this community becomes verily the church in India, a local church.

Concluding remarks:


The fundamental given-ness in mission is culture understood in the integral sense. It is the language God has been speaking to every people and the human voice that shapes the response to the divine self-offer.  Culture is the externalization of the human nature created by God. It gives a people their identity and rootedness. Thus it enjoys an autonomy. 


Every culture has its humanizing and dehumanising elements. Contemporary Indian context amply substantiates this. Along with the more positive elements like the awakening of the little ones, the increasing sense of need for social justice, etc., we also experience alienation, polarisation, violence, repression, politicization of religion, lack of accountability in public life, etc. Competition and conflict for the same practical goals of life which are in short supply but in great demand exasperate the situation. All these cause social suffering. Ironically society itself has become indifferent to suffering and the government has become an after-event visitor.


Against this backdrop we have presented inculturation as the continuation of the work of Jesus Christ through the community of his disciples so that every culture can be transformed into the Kingdom reality. In contrast to the past fascination with accommodation and translation, today it summons the community of the disciples of Jesus for identification with the poor and contestation of the dehumanising aspects. It is equally a call for giving up any design of wholesale conversion of Indians belonging to metacosmic religions to Christianity as undesirable. Rather it should be an agent of the Indian value of 'rta', harmony among religions. Historically spontaneous large-scale conversions to Christianity has taken place only in the context of disintegrating or cosmic religions. In short, today in India proclamation has to be more through inculturation than through the verbal one. Inculturation is not a method but the alternate name for mission. 

                           -  0  -
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