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The task, method and content 
of Asian theologies
Sathianathan Clarke

      Abstract

In this chapter Clarke identifies five defining dimensions of theologizing 
in Asia. He characterizes Asian Christian theology as human reflection on 
a shared God and Christian reflection on Jesus as the interpreter of God 
and human beings; as a communitarian theology; as a discerning and criti-
cal theology; as a constructive theology; and as a transformational theology 
which pursues life in all its fullness. He further explores three significant 
themes that represent the content of Asian Christian theology: building soli-
darity with neighbours of different faiths through widening the understand-
ing of God; constructing a historically concrete Jesus who gives voice to the 
cries and lifts up the hope of Asia’s poor and marginalized; and developing 
complementary modes of biblical interpretation in response to the multi-
scriptural and postcolonial Asian context.

   Introduction

Although constructed as a single entity, the continent of Asia contains a 
multitude of realities. From one viewpoint an essentially united world-view 
lies at the heart of these complex and various interpretations of reality. This 
vision is well articulated by Okakura Kakuzo in the opening lines of his 
book The Ideals of the East:

Asia is one. The Himalayas divide, only to accentuate, two mighty civilizations, 
the Chinese with its communism of Confucius, and the Indian with its 
individualism of Vedas. But not even the snowy barriers can interrupt for one 
moment that broad expanse of love for the Ultimate and the Universal, which 
is the common thought-inheritance of every Asiatic race . . . 
 (Kakuzo, 1903: 1)
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Quite contrary to this unitary conception of Asia exists another, pluralistic 
version. Different peoples with unique histories, world-views, ethnicities 
and national aspirations appear to be forced into a common mould under 
the gaze of colonialism. Leo Ching, in reaction to views such as those of 
Kakuzo, states:

Asia is neither a cultural, religious or linguistic unity nor a unified world. 
The principle of its unity lies outside of itself, in relation to (an)Other. If one 
can ascribe to Asia any vague sense of unity, it is that which is excluded and 
objectified by the west in service of its historical progress. Asia is, and can be 
one, only under the imperial eye of the west. (Ching, 1988)

It is within the contrast between this oneness and these pluralities that Asian 
theology/ies must be located. Of course, this discourse is itself projected as 
a unitary phenomenon; and yet it is articulated by many communities, con-
texts and histories. Having admitted to this apparent paradox, I shall for 
reasons of style and simplicity refer to the area of theological reflection that 
I shall explore in this chapter as ‘Asian theology’.

This essay has two parts. In the first part, which deals with the formal side 
of the discipline, I offer a definition of Asian Christian theology and then 
explicate some of its methodological features. In the second part, which 
represents the material side, I examine three substantial theological themes 
that have taken centre stage in Asia.

    A definition of Asian theology:  
its method and task

I shall begin expounding the task and method of Asian theology by offering 
a definition. Asian Christian theology, I suggest, is collective reflection on 
God, the world and human beings and their interrelationships, this reflec-
tion being framed by Jesus Christ and formed through the Holy Spirit in 
light of the realities of the peoples of Asia for the purpose of transforming 
the life of the world in accordance with the good news that ‘the kingdom 
of God is at hand’ (Mark 1.15). Let me elucidate this dense definition by 
exploring five elements that capture the various dimensions of theology in 
Asia.

First, Asian Christian theology is human reflection on a shared God and 
Christian reflection on Jesus Christ as the interpreter of God and hu-
man beings. Asian theology is not mere reporting or announcing of pre- 
packaged knowledge from God. It is human reflection on what is affirmed 
to be divinely inspired knowledge of God. It is reflection by human beings 
for their fullness of life in harmony with the rest of creation for the purpose 
of bringing glory to God. A commonality with other religious communities 
is readily accepted in Asia, and celebrates our common human flourishing 
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that glorifies God our universal and shared creator. Yet the distinctiveness 
of Asian Christian theology comes from a prior commitment that lifts up 
Jesus Christ as the exact image of God and the complete image of human beings 
to frame this reflection. The power of the Holy Spirit guides both the com-
monality (God as universal Creator) and the particularity (Jesus Christ as 
concrete mediator) of such reflection into ever new truth.

Second, Asian Christian theology is communitarian. Asian theology is 
personal but not private. Both in its reception by the community of the 
faithful and in its faithful expression in Church and society, theology inter-
acts with other voices, beliefs and experiences. A sense of humility is built 
into the vocation of Asian theologians. Despite the spread of the contempor-
ary globalized ethos of individualism and egotism, the idea that theology 
only pertains to me and ‘my sweet Lord’ is untenable in Asia. Nor is the 
practice of Asian theology relegated to deeply inspired Eastern mystics  
and brilliantly trained oriental academics. The democratization of Asian the-
ology and the consequent interruptions by those seeking to engage in dia-
logue may generate a more messy and thus less neatly packaged theology, 
but they help to bring to theological activity the questions and the answers 
of all God’s people. Asian theologians are called to exercise patience. Their 
work needs to be carried out in conversation with the broader vision of the 
community and more subaltern versions of theologies of the people. This 
commitment to include ordinary people in theological reflection is an im-
portant aspect of Asian theology.

These first two characteristics of Asian theology are well articulated by 
Kwok-keung Yeung:

First, theologians should turn their eyes away from the play of abstract ideas 
and theologize instead with the living cultures of ordinary people. Second, 
no single theology could claim universality or exercise dominance over other 
cultures. [Thus,] Asian theologians have concluded that theologies should be 
living and plural. (Yeung, 2002: 152)

Third, Asian Christian theology is not uncritically absorptive. When we 
characterize theology as critical, we must be conscious that we thereby im-
ply two different meanings. The first meaning has to do with the fact that 
theology deals with important, indeed crucial matters. Sometimes we over-
look the fact that critical means extremely important (i.e. ‘This procedure is 
critical to saving the life of this woman’ or ‘The critical part of the plot can 
be found only in the dreadfully dull tenth chapter of this long book’). The 
importance of theology stems from the fact that it always seeks to be ac-
countable to God as well as to people. However, we cannot shy away from 
a second aspect of our theological activity, which entails the discriminating 
faculty of reason. This is the more popular use of the term ‘critical’. It is 
also the most distrusted, but a qualification may make it more appealing. It 
may help in the Asian context to use the terms ‘discerning’ or ‘reflective’ to 
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express this critical function that has been gifted by God to human beings. 
Human beings, as distinct from other living organisms, have the ability to 
be reflective both about themselves and about their context. These dimen-
sions of being discerning are intrinsic to Asian theology.

Fourth, there is a constructive element to Asian Christian theology. Hu-
man beings live within the gifts of inherited traditions and the constructs 
of imagined futures. ‘No one puts new wine into old wineskins; otherwise 
the new wine will burst the skins and will be spilled, and the skins will be 
destroyed. But the new wine must be put into fresh wineskins’ (Luke 5.37, 
38). In this sense Asian Christian theology is not cyclical or circular. It does 
not seek to come back to the same starting point. It, so to speak, ‘reinvents 
the wheel’ in order to spin new historical paths and diverse human patterns. 
The non-cyclical movement of God in history leads to new forms of the 
present, which in turn disrupts and frees the future from inherited cyclical 
patterns of history and fixed notions of God’s will. In Asia this infusing of 
the imaginative and creative has helped in rescuing theology from academic 
pundits and priestly narrators, and in incorporating in their place the work 
of artists and prophets.

Finally, transformative objectives of life in all its wholeness permeate 
Asian Christian theology. Asian theology is not only ‘discourse or words 
about God’. It is also about changing the course of the dis-ease that under-
mines life as God desires it for all of creation. It persuades the realities of the 
world and human beings to fit into God’s gift of the ‘kingdom of God’. Tissa 
Balasuriya’s notion of ‘planetary theology’ accordingly presents an idea of 
liberation that encompasses a harmonious order integrating all aspects of 
life: the individual, societies, cultures, religions and various elements of the 
cosmos (Balasuriya, 1984). For more than half a century Raimon Panikkar 
has insisted that such a restored reality is always ‘cosmotheandric’ (where 
cosmos, cosmic order, theos, the divine, and anthropos, the human, are recon-
ciled into ‘The Rhythm of Being’). Joseph Prabhu’s Foreword to Panikkar’s 
recent magnum opus puts this succinctly: for Panikkar, ‘the Triadic structure 
of Reality comprises the Divine, the Human and the Cosmic in thorough-
going relationality’ (Prabhu, 2010: xvii).

Theology thus cannot be about transformation of any of these compo-
nents of reality in isolation.

Asian Christian theology is concerned with mending the relationship be-
tween God, the world and human beings, because the vision of God 
for all creation (the Christian gospel’s central proclamation identifies this 
with the ‘kingdom of God’) lies in their just and proper alignment.
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    Three themes that represent the content 
of Asian theology

Keeping these formal features in the background, I shall now examine a 
selection of themes that reflect the content of theology as expressed in the 
Asian continent. Clearly all such bundling of motifs reflects the particular 
perspectives and special commitments of whoever selects the material and 
explicates the subject matter. The bias toward choosing, circulating and ad-
vocating liberational, contextual, constructive, and unconventional trajec-
tories in theologizing is explicitly acknowledged. As I interpret the content 
of Asian theology in the twenty-first century, I identify three broad themes 
that have gained a significant foothold.

Religious pluralism in Asian theology

First, theologizing in Asia has sought to forge solidarity between Christians 
and their neighbours of differing religious faiths by creating spaciousness 
in God.

Religious pluralism is at the heart of Asian empirical reality. It fills every 
geographic nook and cranny of her soils and waters.

Through history these waters have overflowed into every region of the 
world. Thus, west Asia gave birth to Judaism, Christianity and Islam; south 
Asia spawned (or generated) Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism; 
and east Asia engendered Confucianism, Taoism, Shinto and Shamanism. 
In this sea of living religions, Christianity is a small watering hole. What-
ever statistics one draws upon there appears to be agreement that Chris-
tians made up less than ten per cent of the population of Asia in 2010. 
Asian Christians have often found themselves theologically estranged from 
the majority of their neighbours, who lived happily within commitment to 
other religious traditions. This historical circumstance has obliged them to 
work towards a theology that is at once both passionately Christian and re-
spectfully interreligious. It has been impossible to maintain an imperialistic 
view of other religions within the bounds of such intimate community. The 
way in which Asian theologians explicate their faith and practice is marked 
by the fact that their religion exists in a continent that is more than 90 per 
cent non-Christian. R. S. Sugirtharajah expresses the positive side of this 
awareness:

The basic thrust now is not the declaration of the gospel in an Asian style but 
discerning it afresh in the ongoing broken relationships between different 
communities and between human communities and the created order. 
The task is seen not as adapting the Christian gospel in Asian idioms but  
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as reconceptualizing the basic tenets of the Christian faith in the light of  
Asian realities. (Sugirtharajah, 1994: 5)

Trust has therefore arisen in the spaciousness of God, stirring theology in 
Asia to embrace other religious experiences and traditions. The abundance 
within God is reclaimed graciously and generously in order to re-member 
and re-integrate local and native cultural and religious experiences and trad-
itions, and thus to reclaim the identity of Asian communities that were 
fragmented or overpowered by colonial forms of Christianity. This divine 
capaciousness (largeness) frees Asian Christian communities to grant theo-
logical value to the divine experiences that nourished their lives before they 
accepted Jesus as Lord. This emphasis on God’s spaciousness also permits 
Asian theologians working in religiously plural settings to retain, utilize 
and celebrate the religious and cultural resources available to their non-
Christian families, neighbours and ancestors. Stanley Samartha is an early 
voice who cogently worked on de-parochializing (undoing the narrowness 
of) God:

A process of rejecting exclusive claims and seeking new ways of understanding 
the relationship of Jesus Christ to God and humanity is already underway. 
From what may be described as ‘normative exclusivism,’ Christians are 
moving toward a position of ‘relational distinctiveness’ of Christ. It is 
relational because Christ does not remain unrelated to neighbors of other 
faiths, and distinctive because without recognizing the distinctiveness of the 
great religious traditions as different responses to the Mystery of God, no 
mutual enrichment is possible. (Samartha, 1991: 76, 77)

This is also the direction of Japanese theologian Kosuke Koyama’s early plea 
to consider an expansive and interreligious Christology in conversation 
with Greek and Buddhist religious thought and philosophy. In a chapter 
entitled ‘Aristotelian Pepper and Buddhist Salt’ he writes, ‘ Yet Christ will 
be a “tasty” Christ not in the outright rejection of both Aristotelian pepper 
and Buddhist salt, but rather in using them . . . How can one use Aristotle 
and Buddha (the two great sages) to articulate Jesus Christ biblically in Thai-
land?’ (Koyama, 1974: 287).

Jesus and the poor in Asian theology

Second, making God more capacious does not prevent theology from estab-
lishing a historically concrete Jesus who amplifies the cry and lifts high the 
hope of the Asian poor and marginalized.

In spite of the focus on Africa in most global discourses of ‘the bottom 
billion’, Asia in the twenty-first century still has the highest living number 
of poor people. Ironically this state of affairs has coincided with the rise of 
China, Korea and India as major global economic powers. Furthermore, the 
growing disparity between the rich and the poor in Asia is cause for concern. 
While the shrinking of the world has become a hallmark of life today, eco-
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nomic globalization has not led to a more economically just world order. 
Amartya Sen is acutely aware of the power imbalances inherent in globaliza-
tion. But more importantly he identifies the growing number of voices that 
refuse to accept such a situation in the twenty-first century:

Indeed, the real debate on globalization is, ultimately, not about the efficiency 
of the markets, nor about the importance of modern technology. The debate, 
rather, is about the severe asymmetries of power, for which there is much less 
tolerance now than in the world that emerged at the end of the Second World 
War . . . what is absolutely clear is that people are far less willing to accept 
massive inequalities than they were in 1944 . . .  (Sen, 2005: 342, 343)

Asian theology joins in this critique of globalization from the standpoint of 
the poor and excluded. 

In response to this prevailing situation of poverty, theology in Asia in-
cludes in its agenda the plight of the economically and socially margin-
alized by tapping into the liberative potential of Jesus.

Making space in the abstractions of a universal God (in the Asian multi-
faith context) needs to be accompanied by putting forward the subversive 
and liberating dimensions of the historical Jesus (in the Asian context of 
poverty). Aloysius Pieris consistently talks about this dual Asian context, 
one which involves ‘the many religions and the many poor’ (Pieris, 1994: 
143).

Asian theology will not allow the historical Jesus to rest in peace and 
remain withdrawn from the suffering experienced by the poor and by 
marginalized communities, or from the hope for freedom their cries ex-
press. Various regional Christologies have reclaimed Jesus as one of them-
selves in their struggle against ruthless traditional regimes and ideologies 
operating in collaboration with profit-driven transnational corporations.  
Minjung theology from Korea focuses on the working poor, exploited as 
they are by the nation state in connivance with burgeoning corporations. 
Dalit and Tribal theologies from India foreground the cry of what were once 
referred to as the untouchables (they themselves prefer the term ‘Dalit’, 
which means ‘broken ones’) and Tribals (they prefer ‘Adivasi’, which means 
‘original dwellers’). Women join this discourse by calling upon Jesus to chal-
lenge Asian patriarchy in its historic and modern forms. In many instances, 
the historical Jesus is promoted as the sole basis and criterion for the role of 
Asian Christian theology in warding off the defacing and hegemonic conse-
quences of other, dominant theologies. By identifying the solidarity of the 
historical Jesus with the poor and the excluded, Asian theology gives value 
to such people’s existential situation and connects this with God’s mission 
to free and uplift them. The human Jesus was the Human One from God 
who identified with and continues to work with the poor, the colonized, 
Minjung, Dalits, Adivasis, othered women, and the outcast in their right to 
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live as human beings with dignity and justice. C. S. Song powerfully links 
the historical Jesus to such marginalized groups:

Jesus, in short, is the crucified people! Jesus means crucified people. To say Jesus 
is to say suffering people. To know Jesus is to know suffering people. Traditional 
Christian theology tells us that to know Jesus we must know God first. But we 
stress that to know God we must know Jesus, because Jesus makes God real to 
us. Now we must go even farther: to know Jesus we must know people . . . By 
people I mean those men, women, and children, in Jesus’ day, today, and in 
the days to come, economically exploited, politically oppressed, culturally and 
religiously alienated, sexually, racially, or class-wise discriminated against.
 (Song, 2000: 215, 216)

In focusing on the theological rejection of dominant and powerful models 
of human social and economic organization, one cannot ignore the forceful 
and creative contribution of Asian feminists as they make Jesus take on the 
oppressive, cumulative and all-encompassing system of patriarchy. Etched 
into centuries of cultural and religious traditions, systems of patriarchal 
privilege were embedded in the prevalent constructs of gender relations, 
affecting women both in the Church and in society at large. Asian women 
have built a powerful movement to challenge the legitimacy of such forms 
of patriarchy. Let me list two creative offerings that mark this reclamation of 
Jesus by Asian women.

First, from the Philippines, and in continuity with the work of Virginia 
Fabella and Mary John Mananzan, who urged a shift in emphasis from the 
historical accident of Jesus’ maleness to the ontological significance of the 
liberation process that he initiated, Muriel Orevillo-Montenegro makes a no-
table contribution. She interprets Jesus through ‘the many-breasted mother’ 
known in Filipino mythology as Inang Bayan (literally ‘the mother of the 
land and people’). Like Inang Bayan, Jesus wept with his people, was slain 
for them, and yet ‘rises again and again in the communities that continue to 
struggle for fullness of life’ (Orevillo-Montenegro, 2006: 198). Second, from 
a Korean context that draws heavily on shamanistic religion and culture, 
Chung Hyun Kyung proposes the notion of ‘Jesus as Priest of Han’. In em-
ploying the term han (which refers to the intense burdens that build up as 
a result of oppression and injustice) she identifies a liberative role for Jesus,  
especially in connection with Asian women. In her words, ‘As a Korean sha-
man has been healer, comforter and counselor for Korean women, Jesus 
Christ healed and comforted women in his ministry’ (Chung, 1990: 66).

Asian theology in a multi-scriptural context

Third, the multi-scriptural context and the postcolonial situation of Asia 
give rise to quite different yet complementary modes of Bible interpretation 
in the continent.

Religious fascination and engagement with the Bible has always been 
part of Asian theology. However, while gratitude and reverence were evident 
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in a multi-religious context, one in which Scripture was a means of preserv-
ing and promoting fullness of life, such engagement tended to engender 
suspicion and scepticism in a postcolonial situation, wherein the Bible had 
been used as a means of legitimizing and expanding colonialism.

The multi-scriptural context of Asia, on the other hand, has influenced 
Christian theology to cherish its own textual narrative while also respecting 
other expressions of sacred wisdom. Thus, reading the Bible alongside the 
sacred scriptures of Hindus, Muslims and Buddhists opens up genuinely 
creative spaces for ‘reading religious texts interreligiously’. Peter Phan points 
out the edifying consequences of such intertextual interpretations:

It is not a matter of choosing light against darkness, truth against error, goodness 
against evil, beauty against ugliness. Rather, it is more a matter of including and 
integrating the new insights one has gathered from an interreligious reading of 
the non-Christian scriptures into a new formulation of the Christian faith and 
practice. (Phan, 2009: 330)

The significations of the Bible cannot be understood in isolation from the 
pre-existing world of religious texts that is part of the social memory and 
practice of Asian communities. The value of the Bible is enhanced rather 
than diminished within such a historical setting, a fact that takes on special 
significance among communities that have been denied access to Scripture. 
As an example, we can cite the reception and valuation of the Bible among 
Dalits. It was not as if they merely did not have the sacred text; instead it was 
that they were refused it because such a pure form of divine revelation could 
not be placed close to their polluted being. Kancha Ilaiah draws our atten-
tion to the manner in which the arrival of the Christian Bible transformed 
the identities of Dalits and Tribal communities by incorporating them into 
the sacred world of literacy and religious reflectivity (Ilaiah, 2004). The  
Bible is truly a cherished and prized concrete sacred gift, accepted by Dalit 
Christians as a sign of divine wisdom. The respect given to various scriptures 
in Asian cultures cannot be discounted in any theological process without 
betraying the modern or postmodern tendency to de-contextualize and de-
historicize their social, psychological and religious value.

This being said, the growing influence of postcolonial biblical scholar-
ship in Asia must also be acknowledged. Led by the substantial work of  
R. S. Sugirtharajah, this school of theology represents quite a different mood 
and mode of operation. It has helped sceptically and deliberately to undo 
colonial interpretations of Scripture and a Western exegesis that justifies 
domination. As a first step, ‘the hermeneutics of suspicion’ thus dislocated 
the colonizer from his or her privileged position of weaving a biblical mas-
ter narrative that fuelled Asian theology. Thereafter, in a second step re-
ferred to as ‘the hermeneutics of recovery and transfiguration’, diverse native 
voices deliberately disabled the position of the colonizer as the subject of a 
Christian world-view that was once taken for granted as ‘real’ and skilfully 
interjected their own ‘othered’ identities as the authors of a more authentic  
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Asian-Christian world-view. This second step can be said to have three ob-
jects. First, it excavates testimonials of the agency of colonized, marginal-
ized and dominated peoples from within the archives of hidden history. 
Second, it consciously gathers together the multiple voices of such over-
looked peoples, including elements both of contestation and complicity in 
dealing with dominant narratives. Third, postcolonial Asian scholars take 
into consideration the experiences of the colonized in developing perspec-
tives which remake the future for both the subjugated and the dominant.

  
A

 Conclusion

Sugirtharajah in his early, liberation-steered phase (that is before he em-
braced, almost completely, his Diaspora location as an alternative to his 
advocacy for the ‘margins’) reminds us of an overriding commitment as 
(Asian) theologians:

When we come to decide the questions that affect our communities and our 
people, such as housing, health care, social security, education or homeland, 
the relevant questions will be about how they affect the lives of the people 
rather than whether the proposal is modern or non-modern, colonial or anti-
colonial. The task of postcolonialism is to ensure that the yearnings of the 
poor take precedence over the interests of the affluent, that the emancipation 
of the subjugated has primacy over the freedom of the powerful, and that the 
participation of the marginalized takes priority over the perpetuation of the 
system which systematically excludes them. (Sugirtharajah, 2003: 33)

I submit that Jesus gives theological legitimacy to such a radical commit-
ment in Asian theology. The various themes discussed in this essay make 
it clear in many ways that Asian Christian theology is committed to trans-
forming life for all human beings, even while it groans for the restoration 
of the entire cosmos. No doubt this can be achieved through collaboration 
with all religious communities. A universal God wills this for the common 
human community. Yet the specifically Christian dimension that emerges 
through such reflections is the significance of Jesus Christ, who through his 
solidarity with the poor and marginalized shapes and propels this theo-
logical vision to achieve fullness of life of all. It is because of this solidarity, 
manifest in God-become-flesh, that the fluidity, tentativeness and abstrac-
tion of theology, Christology and biblical studies are committed fully to the 
liberation of the excluded, poor and colonized.

   SUGGESTED QUESTIONS

1 What are the five dimensions in the method of doing Christian theology 
in Asia? How do they help you express your Christian faith?
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2 What are the three important themes pursued by Christian theology in 
Asia? How relevant are they to your context?

3 Explain the idea of ‘divine spaciousness’. Are you comfortable with 
this idea, which seeks to have an open attitude towards neighbours 
of different faiths? What sorts of practices might this idea of divine 
spaciousness imply for you in your context?
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