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Contextual theological 
methodologies
Agbonkhianmeghe E. Orobator, SJ

   Abstract

This chapter prioritizes context as the primary factor of theological reflec
tion in African Christianity and presents theology as a discipline grounded 
in the ordinary experience of Christians and their faith communities. It ar
gues that contextual theological methodologies draw on the incarnation 
as the key biblical foundation. Just as God enters completely into human 
reality, theology touches the depth of human experience in order to make 
sense of it. An example of this approach is inculturation, understood as a 
dynamic meeting of faith and culture that generates fresh and transform
ing syntheses of faith and its implication for everyday life. In light of this, 
theology becomes an ongoing effort to discover the faith dimension of the 
totality of human experience. This task involves specific methodological 
steps: personal immersion, openness to various fields of study, awareness 
of the historical development of faith and dialogue with the deeply rooted 
religious sensibilities of African Christians.

   Introduction

St Anselm of Canterbury (1033–1109) once defined theology in very simple 
terms as ‘faith seeking understanding’. This definition, though simple, raises 
the further question of identifying how in fact this quest of faith functions 
in everyday life. The position that will be set forth in this chapter holds that 
‘context’ is the key word that answers this question. As a discipline that strives 
to articulate in an explicit manner the various dimensions of an individu
al’s or a community’s faith in God, theology does not operate outside the 
boundaries of our ordinary human experience. The ‘raw material’ for theo
logical reflection is our faith, that is, how God reveals God’s self to us, how 
we respond to this revelation, and what implications it has for daily living. In 
other words, our faith is grounded on the reality of our human experience.

Yet the understanding of our experience (of God, self and the world) 
varies from one particular situation to another. This awareness allows us to 
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affirm that we cannot neglect the role of human experience in the theologi
cal enterprise. In the sixteenth century, the leader of the Protestant Reforma
tion, Martin Luther (1483–1546), stated among other things that experientia  
sola facit theologum (‘experience alone makes a theologian’). Taking experi
ence into account in our theological reflection places us squarely in the  
domain of context.

The overall intention of this chapter is to demonstrate that paying atten
tion to human experience and situation constitutes the foundation of con
textual theological methodologies. The experience or situation may vary, but 
a contextual theological methodology neither circumvents nor ignores its 
importance in elaborating an appropriate theology – one that makes sense 
not only to the theologian, but also especially to his or her community.

The basic premise of this chapter can be formulated in the following 
terms: as faith seeking understanding, theology does not operate in a vac
uum; every attempt to understand faith is grounded on our experience. 
The questions we raise about our relationship with God, others and the 
universe come from our everyday experience in life. You can hardly place a 
limit on the variety and extent of this experience: joy and sorrow, life and 
death, freedom and bondage, success and failure, comfort and deprivation, 
etc. Making sense of this experience in the light of faith is what makes 
theology contextual. Understood this way, what we call theology differs 
considerably from the exact sciences. Researchers engaged in the latter al
ways strive to isolate their experience so that they can examine the data 
objectively, that is, without allowing their emotions, feelings and personal 
experience to influence the result of the experimentation. Theologians do 
not enjoy this luxury of bracketing or isolating their experience. Human 
experience appears as the primary data for the quest to understand, live 
and articulate faith.

Another way of putting this is to say that theology is about life. In more 
recent decades many theologians have creatively examined the reality called 
faith based on their experience of gender (feminist theology), racial discrim
ination (Black theology), or oppression and marginalization (liberation 
theology). This short list is only an example of the dynamic development of 
contextual theological methodologies in recent times. The important point 
to bear in mind is that the days are over when theology was simply exported  
wholesale from one context to another, without paying attention to the 
specificity of the host culture. Divorced from the local context in which we 
are situated, theology makes little or no sense at all. It is not an exaggeration 
to say that contemporary theological methodologies are all contextual. We 
can trace this imperative of contextual theological methodologies through 
the history of Christianity, especially in the Scriptures.

Many aspects of Christianity retain significant imprints of particular cul
tures where the religion grew. If we take the Scriptures, for example, we see 
how context affects the development of faith and belief. Elements like the 
treatment of women in Jewish cultures, the laws of inheritance, the institu
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tion of slavery, the experience of captivity, occupation and exile all feature 
as basic elements for developing the people’s understanding of God. How 
the people conceived the nature of God drew more on their experience than 
on their capacity for abstract thinking.

In light of the above considerations, we can identify some of the key ele
ments of contextual theological methodologies.

    Contextual theological methodology  
is incarnational

In the New Testament nothing describes the necessity of contextual theologi
cal methodology better than the notion of incarnation: ‘the Word became 
flesh and lived among us’ (John 1.14). Several attempts have been made to 
explain the meaning of this expression. However we understand it, we cannot 
avoid the basic fact that it presents to us a clear recognition of the importance 
of context in understanding the Christian faith. We can compare this faith 
to a seed: just as a seed cannot take root and grow without falling on a soil, 
faith cannot develop, let alone be understood, without situating it in context. 
Context is to faith what soil is to a seed. This analogy is mirrored in the no
tion of the incarnation: the word became flesh and pitched tent in our midst. 
Christian faith is based on the ‘stubborn’ fact that God fully became human 
without ceasing to be God. This process is so radical it defies belief.

To say that the incarnation is a radical fact of Christian faith forms part of 
the broader claim that it leaves no aspect of human experience untouched. 
It is neither superficial nor partial. In other words, because of the incarna
tion, no aspect of humanity is alien to God. The consequences for theologi
cal methodology are twofold. It means that for theology to be authentic, 
no aspect of our humanity may be excluded from the focus of its reflection. 
Methodologically speaking, it also implies that reality as we encounter it is 
already imbued with meaning; in fact, reality serves as a means for a privi
leged encounter with God. The Scriptures show a variety of ways by which 
people encounter God: natural phenomena, victory and defeat, sickness, 
dying and death, etc. Today human experience remains a valid space for 
ongoing divine selfrevelation. Disclosing and understanding this meaning 
as it unfolds represents one of the principal tasks of theological reflection 
that prioritizes a contextual methodology.

Another implication of the incarnational dimension of contextual theo
logical methodology concerns the nature of faith as an encounter: Word 
becomes flesh. What Christians embrace is not first and foremost a set of 
ideas. Faith is a personal encounter: a response by a human person to a 
loving invitation from a loving God. To say that faith is an encounter is to 
insist that any attempt to understand it must take seriously those elements 
that determine, condition, or influence this encounter. Here again we are in 
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the realm of context. Whether an African Christian encounters God as the 
God who frees the people from the bondage of oppression and marginal
ization will be influenced by his or her actual experience of bondage and 
lack of freedom. Theology cannot simply affirm liberation as integral to 
God’s nature without at the same time seeking to understand and explore 
the mechanisms of oppression in human societies.

    Contextual theological methodology  
in African theology

When we talk about African theology, we understand this to mean the on
going attempt to make sense of the African reality in the light of Christian 
faith and revelation. As thousands of Africans daily embrace the Christian 
faith, they come with their joys and sorrow, their hopes and despair, seek
ing to make sense of them in the light of faith. Theology neither ignores nor 
undermines this ‘faith expectation’. It addresses it, aiming to point out the 
relevance of the Christian message to the experience of African Christians. 
Such a theology will necessarily be contextual. It does not float above hu
man reality; rather, it is rooted firmly in it. This is the only way that theology 
can make sense as faith seeking understanding.

In African theology the bestknown model of contextual theological me
thodology remains inculturation. Many definitions have been proposed for 
this model of contextual methodology and much has been written about it. 
It can be defined in simple terms as a way of doing theology that takes into 
account the religious sensibility and disposition of the people. Inculturation 
does not presuppose a kind of tabula rasa, a blank slate merely waiting to be 
filled by a foreign religious element. When Christianity meets a new culture, 
several elements come into play. This meeting is dynamic rather than static 
or passive. The first task of contextual theology is to recognize the validity 
of the host culture’s way of understanding God, its religious world view and 
its moral codes and principles, all of which have a long history. Rather than 
sweeping these aside, the methodology of inculturation enters into dialogue 
with them. This kind of dialogue is based on a set of clear presuppositions.

In the first place, the host culture already has a valid experience of revela
tion. It knows who God is, what faith in God means and what it demands. 
According to one African proverb, ‘No one teaches a child who God is.’ Some 
agents of missionary Christianity assumed that Africa was a dark, savage and 
soulless continent. As a result of this view, they inflicted considerable vio
lence on Africans. Their approach forms the direct antithesis, or opposite, 
of the approach of inculturation, or dialogue between Christianity and the 
religious traditions of the host culture. Another presupposition concerns the 
values inherent in the host culture’s religious traditions. If revelation has 
already taken place in the host culture, it means not only that it has values 
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that demand respect, but also that these values can become valid sources of 
an appropriate understanding of the Christian message.

The final presupposition appears more radical. As in any meeting of cul
tures, the possibility exists for change and transformation. The understand
ing of Christianity and the host culture do not emerge unchanged from the 
dialogue. This final presupposition points to a significant advantage of this 
methodology of theological reflection. It sets up the very real possibility of 
creating something new in terms of how Christian faith is understood and 
lived. This outcome is not a hybrid religion; what is of value in both is retained 
and transformed into an understanding of faith and culture that is uniquely 
Christian and African. This Christianity will have the flavour and the charac
teristics of the local context, without necessarily appearing alien or strange in 
comparison to other expressions of Christian faith that have emerged from 
other contexts. It will be recognizable both as local and universal.

The methodology of inculturation has been criticized for remaining too 
much at the superficial level of folkloric expressions. There is some validity 
to this criticism, although it represents an earlier phase in the development 
of the methodology of inculturation. The focus was to use songs, colours 
and liturgical gestures drawn from the host cultures. However, the awareness 
that the Christian message permeates all of culture has opened up the pos
sibility of a deeper understanding and practice of the methodology of incul
turation. What this methodology needed to take into account was the many 
different facets of life in the host culture – not just culture conceived of in  
narrow terms, but as the totality of the ways people experience life in society. 
In this sense, to quote a very famous text from Vatican II (1962–5),

The joys and hopes, the grief and anguish of the people of our time, especially 
of those who are poor or afflicted, are the joys and hopes, the grief and anguish 
of the followers of Christ as well. Nothing that is genuinely human fails to find 
an echo in their hearts. 
(‘The Church in the modern world’, Gaudium et spes, 7 December 2007, no. 1)

A method of theological methodology that proceeds according to this 
affirmation goes beyond merely translating the Christian message into local 
idioms. It also goes beyond a selective application of this message using an 
equally selective list of items from the local culture.

In light of the foregoing, a very important dimension of inculturation 
methodology concerns its comprehensiveness. Taking a cue from Latin 
American liberation theology, theologians in Africa are taking issues of  
politics and economics as valid loci, or situations, of theological activity. If 
theology is to become relevant to the African context, the issues that ‘dis
turb’ human life in Africa also need to be integrated into the scope of this 
theological reflection. The range of issues is as wide as they are pertinent: 
war, violence, peace, forced migration, ecology, gender, development, pov
erty, disease, social instability, etc. Recent theological scholarship in Africa 
bears ample witness to this shift, both in the focus and the methodology 
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of African theologians. The underlying concern relates to the fact that these 
issues raise substantial matters for theological examination and analysis.  
Viewed from the perspective of contextual theological methodology, the
ology or an understanding of faith has a word on these issues, just as these 
issues in turn shape the understanding of faith and revelation.

    Contextual theological methodology  
is correlative

The concluding statement of the preceding paragraph indicates yet another 
dimension of this contextual methodology of theological activity. It is of 
nature correlative, in the sense that it seeks to reveal more explicitly the faith 
dimension of socioeconomic and political issues. This recalls the earlier 
assertion that human reality is of its nature revelatory. It bears the imprint 
of God not only in the original activity of creation, but also in the ongoing 
process of grace and redemption. God does not leave the world to its fate; 
the world continues to be a ground of discovering what God is doing in our 
time and age. Therefore, enquiring into the meaning of human experience 
in the world creates the possibility of discovering not only God’s activity in 
this reality, but also the message of that activity for our time. This idea of 
discovery has at least two implications for how we understand theology as a 
discipline and the theologian who engages in this discipline.

First, theological reflection constitutes an ongoing creative activity. The 
idea that there is a universal theology valid for all times and all places finds 
very little support within this methodological approach. Reality evolves, 
and so does the attempt to correlate it with the message of Christianity. 
Christian revelation may be closed, in the sense that Christ’s revelation is 
valid for all times. Yet the way it is understood and appropriated reflects the 
evolving patterns of human life within a clearly defined context.

Second, a theologian is a person who engages actively in the quest for the 
understanding of faith in everyday life. The situations that theology deals 
with are neither imaginary nor merely speculative, just as the incarnation 
was neither imaginary nor speculative. The theologian is a member of a 
faith community, who strives to understand its ‘joys and hopes, grief and 
anguish’ in the light of God’s selfrevelation. As a general principle we may 
assert that a theologian is necessarily a contextual theologian.

    Some practical elements of contextual 
theological methodology

In the light of the foregoing reflection, it may be useful at this point to briefly 
identify some particular features of contextual theological methodologies.
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Insertion

I have made the point above that a contextual theological methodology 
requires an active engagement in reallife situations, that is, situations that 
challenge and shape our understanding and practice of faith. For this to 
happen, it is important that in the process of theological reflection the theo
logian be able to experience for himself or herself the realities of life.

We can take the example of the challenge of HIV & AIDS for the Christian 
community. A theological reflection that seeks to address this issue stands 
to gain much by actual engagement with the lives and situations of people 
infected and affected by AIDS. Only by doing this will the outcome of such 
theological reflection be relevant to their conditions. Insertion comes in 
various forms. One form could be dialogue with people directly affected 
by HIV & AIDS. Essentially this will prioritize listening to their stories as 
essential data for theological reflection. In this context, the outcome of such 
an exercise will rarely be merely speculative or disincarnate.

Inter-disciplinarity

One notable characteristic of contemporary theological issues is their com
plexity. These issues are multifaceted; they occur at so many different levels 
of human existence. To remain with the same example of HIV & AIDS, our 
current knowledge clearly shows that to treat it simply as a matter of medi
cal care is an oversimplification. The last 25 years of the growth of the pan
demic have revealed the intertwining of many dimensions, which include 
social, economic, political, religious and cultural aspects. From the point of 
view of methodology, this implies that dealing with its challenges involves 
dialoguing with different disciplines at the same time. The disease has reli
gious implications in terms of the ethical responsibilities of compassionate 
care for people living with HIV & AIDS. But these cannot be dealt with in 
isolation. It becomes imperative for the theologian to engage other disci
plines in view of proposing and articulating a sound theological reflection 
and position on the issue of HIV & AIDS.

The nature of this interdisciplinary engagement varies. In one instance, 
this may involve adopting and adapting methodologies of other disciplines. 
This would be the case, for example, when a theologian integrates social 
analysis into his or her research or carries out an ethnographic survey in or
der to gain a better understanding of a particular situation. Such a theologian  
might use survey questionnaires and interviews. In another instance, the 
findings of other disciplines (data and statistical analysis) can become the 
basis for a theological reflection on a particular issue. It is important to 
bear in mind that this approach of interdisciplinarity does not diminish the 
theological value of the outcome of this methodology. Even here, theology 
retains its proper identity as faith seeking understanding, or a reflection on 
human condition in the light of Christian faith.
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Historical development

For many reasons the place of history in contextual theological methodolo
gies appears to be crucial. First, theological issues or questions develop over 
time. A contextualized approach requires a very keen sense of the histori
cal development of the issues under consideration. This need for historical 
awareness also affects the nature of faith itself. The way Christians over the 
centuries have understood or responded to particular issues in the light of 
their faith develops over time. The ability to situate theological questions 
within their respective historical contexts is an important dimension of con
textual theological methodologies.

To take one example that would be familiar to Catholic Christians, Vati
can II defines a significant moment in the history of the Roman Catholic 
Church. With this council many elements of Christian faith and belief were 
reconsidered and redefined. Contextual theological methodologies need to 
be able to account for these changes in order to understand in what par
ticular ways our understanding and practice of faith have been shaped by 
history.

Another interesting aspect of the need for historical awareness derives 
from the fact that not all the issues have been covered in the Scriptures and 
Christian traditions. There are contemporary issues that pose new questions 
and new challenges to our understanding of the Christian faith. Rather than 
ignoring them, the method of contextual theology addresses them to the 
extent that they affect or shape the life of a believing Christian community. 
For example, how to conceive Christian sexual ethics in the time of HIV & 
AIDS represents one of the historically developing issues of faith. We could 
also point out the issue of economic, social and cultural globalization, the 
increasing demand for gay rights in church and society, and the challenges 
these issues pose to the Christian faith. A contextualized theological meth
odology takes these issues seriously to the extent that they affect the life of 
the believing community. Avoiding these challenging and often difficult is
sues represents a convenient option only for a theological reflection that re
mains at the level of brilliant intellectual speculation, but one which misses 
the real context where faith is lived, tested, understood and celebrated by 
the Christian community. To pay genuine attention to new and emerging 
theological questions is to open up the real and exciting possibility for dis
covery, transformation and newness.

Indigenous religion

In the context of Africa, one very important element of a contextualized the
ology concerns the relationship between Christian faith and African religion. 
This relationship has been dealt with in many different ways. One of the ap
proaches presents them in mutually exclusive and antagonistic terms. This is 
characteristic of many forms of missionary Christianity, whose objective was to 
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discredit and eliminate African religion in order to impose Christianity, however 
kindly. The effect of this model of evangelization has been well documented.

The preferred approach in contextual theology follows the path of dialogue, 
as indicated above. The recognition of the role of African religion in shaping the 
religious consciousness, beliefs and practices of African Christians constitutes 
an important requirement for genuine theological activity. African Christians 
are a product of two traditions. Maintaining a proper balance and determining 
the specific nature of these respective traditions arguably represents the most 
important source of contextualized theology in Africa. The corresponding theo
logical methodology recognizes that in Africa, Christian beliefs and practices 
thrive both on the enduring foundations of indigenous African religious tradi
tions and the foundations of Christian faith and revelation. The combination 
of both defines the dynamism and uniqueness of African Christianity and con
temporary African contextual theological methodologies.

This brief reflection on contextual theological methodologies addresses the 
subject in general terms. Our immediate purpose, however, also allows us 
to relate it to the particular question of method in African theology. In the 
view advanced here, the necessity of a contextual theological methodology 
emerges as a function of the nature of Christian faith and belief, neither of 
which appears alien to human situations nor ignores the social concerns of 
the believing community. The quest for a critical understanding of Christian 
faith in such concrete contexts represents the primary goal of contextual 
theological methodologies.

   STUDY QUESTIONS

1 As a Christian, how do you understand the incarnation in your everyday 
life?

2 What particular contributions does your culture or traditional religion 
make to your understanding of the Christian faith?

3 What are some of the contemporary issues that challenge or make you 
question your faith? How might you respond to the challenges they 
pose?
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