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Reconceiving Theology:
Influencing Factors to the Formation of Theology

by Donald Grigorenko

Imagine if Millard Erickson was born in Uzbekistan! Or, Wayne Grudem in
Malaysia! Or, Jobn Piper in Kuwait! Or, Tim Keller in Ethiopia! What would
their theology look like?™

stumbled on this set of questions on a web page and it generated a batch

of further questions for me. Of course, these authors are regarded by

many evangelicals as theological spokesmen of our American evangelical
movement. So, what wou/d their theology look like? Well, I don’t know. But I
can say with some confidence that it would look quite different from what they
have formulated in their American context. The next question is why would
a theology crafted by an Uzbek Erickson, Malaysian Grudem, Kuwaiti Piper,
or an Ethiopian Keller be different? I believe this is the question that needs
careful attention. And our answer will not only account for these “contextual
theologies,” but will also lay bare the nature of theology and cause us to reflect

upon how we understand our own theology.

Some may say that given the same passion, interest and a good translation of
the Bible, each one of these thinkers would have come up with precisely the
same theology (although in a different language). I don’t think many would
defend this view. So, what are some of the factors that contribute to make

a Piperian Kuwaiti theology distinct? My goal in this article is to outline a
few of the key factors influencing the formation of a theology. This is not an

exhaustive list. I like to think of these factors as resources and we’ll touch on

three of them: language, concepts, and relevant questions.
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struggled, as I have, with an idea in one
language while seeking to adequately
express it in another. And the problem
is not simply one of vocabulary. The
language itself “shapes” the thought.

An analogy might help to clarify the
importance of language as a resource
in expressing concepts. When I was a
child, there was a popular building toy
called Tinker Toys. Tinker Toys were
made of wood and came in connect-
able pieces including different lengths
of rods and round disks with holes into
which the rods could be inserted. From
Tinker Toys, I constructed cars, planes,
and buildings. My children grew up
with Legos which are plastic intercon-
necting blocks of various shapes, sizes
and colors. From Legos, my children
constructed cars, planes and buildings.
But a car assembled with Tinker Toys
and one assembled with Legos are not
the same. Each car has features, func-
tions and also limitations that reflect
the construction material. In the same
way, different languages offer differ-
ent sets of construction materials or
resources that “shape” human thought
and expression.

'The influence of language on theologi-
cal formulation can be illustrated by
the early Christological controversies
which addressed the relationship
between the human and divine nature
in Christ. Nicaea (325 AD) addressed
the full divinity of Christ contra Arius.
Then Constantinople (381) con-
demned Apollinarius and his denial of
the full humanity of Christ. Then the
Councils of Ephesus (431) and Chal-
cedon (451) finally addressed the rela-
tionship of the two natures. The con-
clusion of Chalcedon was that Christ
had two natures and one person. On
one side were the Monophysites who
affirmed only one blended divine-
human nature, and on the other, so the
story goes, were the Nestorians who
were said to separate the man Jesus
from the divine Word such that the
Christ dwelt in the man Jesus. More
recently, this portrayal of the views of
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the Syriac church and Nestorius have
been called into question. Apart from
the fact that the portrayal of Nestorius’
views that has endured is that of his
enemies in Alexandria, the question of
the linguistic resources available to the
Greek and Latin church versus those
available to the Syriac church are cast-
ing fresh light on these debates. Brock
states that,

One of the reasons for the difference
of opinion on Christology lay in the
different understandings given to
certain of the key terms.3

And in these councils the terminol-
ogy was of utmost importance. Terms
such as physis, ousia and hypostasis
were common in the Western church
discourse on Christology and had

Different languages
offer different

construction materials
that “shape”
human thought.

evolved into technical terms which
stretched their meaning. The Syriac
church on the other hand had its own
vocabulary (keyane or keiane for “na-
ture” in Syriac and prosgpon “person” in
Greek) and the semantic ranges of the
paired terms were far from a complete
match.* The consequence was misun-
derstanding on both sides of what the
other was affirming, and we know the
rest of the story. The winners write the
history (politics and theology!). Nesto-
rius and the church of the East were
labeled as heretics and dropped from
the story of the church. Recently addi-
tional writings of Nestorius have been
discovered and many historians have
concluded that his Christology was
within the boundaries of orthodoxy.

Language informs our theology and
we are tempted to caricature or con-
demn theology that does not conform
to our formulas.

Closely associated with language

are the ways in which arguments are
formed in different languages and
their associated cultures. In 1966
Robert Kaplan published his Cu/tural
Thought Patterns in Inter-Cultural
Education® which continues to be
referenced especially in ESL and EFL
research, and teaching English for
academic purposes. There he maps five
patterns of discourse or argument that
he contends are characteristic of dif-
ferent languages and cultures. Kaplan
opened the door to the consideration
of language and culture in the exami-
nation of rhetoric and discourse. More
recently, Ulla Connor and others have
carried this consideration further un-
der the label “intercultural rhetoric.””
Languages and cultures have preferred
ways of expressing thoughts, ideas and
arguments. These discourses shape
linguistic expression and argument. I
will illustrate with a story.

While living on the outskirts of
Kathmandu, Nepal, I developed a
friendship with a native Nepali named
Ramesh whose house was a mile from
mine. Ramesh was a keen follower

of Christ and desired that his fellow
Nepali believers be well grounded in
the teaching of the Bible. Ramesh

was well equipped to help the Ne-
pali church. He was a scholar with a
PhD in New Testament Studies from
Oxford University. Ramesh was teach-
ing in a Bible college in Kathmandu
and was working through Paul’s letter
to the Romans. I recall an insightful
conversation I had with him about

his teaching experience. He expressed
that he was not “connecting” with his
students as they labored paragraph by
paragraph through the letter. Students
were not performing well. This frustra-
tion led him to change his tactics.
Rather than developing the argument
of a paragraph inductively word by



word, clause by clause, progressively
adding the pieces together linearly

as he had been taught by his English
graduate work, he began each new
paragraph with a lesson which put the
whole paragraph together in a way
that related it to life. He then progres-
sively added the technical details of
the text to support the main idea. Ac-
cording to Kaplan, the English mode
of argument begins at the beginning
and takes a direct path to building

to a conclusion, piece by piece, point
by point. “English writing tends to
favor linear organization, while other
languages often take a less direct
form.”8 Ramesh had the insight to
recognize that his students, learning in
Nepali and in a South Asian culture,
were accustomed to beginning with
broad strokes and cycling down to the
details. Kaplan argues that these “con-
trasting rhetorics” are learned patterns
characteristic of various languages.’

Beyond language and discourse, genre
influences theological expression. In
different cultures, there are designated
types of literature for different purpos-
es in communication. There are textual
cues that tip us oft that we are reading
a particular genre of literature. When
we encounter a “once upon a time” we
conclude that this is a fairy tale and
read on with that expectation. If we
open a technical manual for Microsoft
Windows and the first sentence begins
with “once upon a time,” we will look
back at the cover wondering what is
going on. Contemporary theology
reads like normal-language prose with
the addition of a wider theological
vocabulary, much like this article. But
this convention was not always the
case. I recall my first efforts in read-
ing Thomas Aquinas’ Summa. The

first challenge was to understand the
organization of the work. Then there
was the learning curve of catching on
to what Thomas was doing under each
Question with “Objections,” “On the
Contrary,” “I answer that,” and “Re-
plies.” And this was a text for beginning
theology students. It was an adventure

Donald Grigorenko 65

f we open a manual far Mz'crosoff Windows and
the first sentence begins with “once upon a time,”
we wonder what’s going on.

in a different theological genre. It was
like encountering a “once upon a time”
where it should not have been.

Samuel Moffett provides examples of
differing theological genre from the
Odes of Solomon of the Church of the
East. It is theology as poetry:

His Word is with us in all our way
The Saviour who gives life and does
not reject (us).

The Man who humbled Himself,

But was exalted because of His own
righteousness...

And light dawned from the Word
That was before time in Him.
The Messiah in truth is one.

And He was known before the foun-
dations of the world,

That He might give life to persons for-
ever by the truth of His name."

The Western church preferred a theol-
ogy of the Trinity expressed in precise
rational discourse using technical terms.

The Greek Fathers described the Trin-

ity as a divine dance—perichoresis.

Second, concepts are resources in the
construction of theology. The fact that
theology draws on the conceptual re-
sources at hand in a particular time and
place is not at issue. How and to what
extent is really the question. The ques-
tion is not new. Recall Tertullian’s dec-
laration: “What has Athens to do with
Jerusalem?” Well as it turns out, quite a
lot. We do not begin the task of theo-
logical formulation with a conceptual
blank slate. We have conceptions of re-
ality and how it works already installed
as a kind of conceptual operating sys-
tem. We gain these conceptions largely
through enculturation but we can add to
or adjust these resources through study,
both formal and informal. Although
we are not held hostage to this slate of
conceptual building materials, what we

need to do is be aware of them and use
them critically. They should be a servant
not a master.

Through the history of the church,
philosophy provided a framework for
theological expression. In the second
century, Clement of Alexandria, contra
Tertullian, explicitly assembled his
theology on a Neo-Platonic founda-
tion. Plato was a favored resource for
many early theologians, so much so
that various accounts were proposed
of how Plato arrived at his thought.
Was he enlightened, inspired or did
he plagiarize the Jewish scriptures as
Clement argued? The genealogy of
Plato in theology can be traced from
the second century, through Augustine
and on to the formulations of the Re-
tormers. Augustine in his Confessions
(Book VII, Ch. 20) is explicit that by
beginning with Plato, and then pro-
ceeding to the scriptures, he was able
to solve his theological puzzles. Later
Thomas Aquinas built his Summa on
the superstructure of Aristotle, “the
philosopher.” Although we can debate
the appropriateness of Augustine and
Aquinas resting their theology on
Platonic or Aristotelian foundations
as they did, the fact remains that they
did, and theology today owes much
of its color to those beginnings with
those conceptual resources.

I have my students read African theo-
logian Kwame Bediako.!? In a couple
of his essays, Bediako deals with Jesus
as ancestor. Bediako’s objective is to
express a biblical Christology using the
conceptual resources found in Ghana-
ian culture, or more specifically, the
Akan culture and language. The tradi-
tional Akan spirit world is like others
of primal religion societies with a dis-
tant Supreme Being who is the creator
and the sustainer of the universe. Then
subordinate to the Supreme God are
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lesser “gods,” and finally ancestors.!3
'The lesser gods can be capricious and
are influenced through ritual in order
to bestow favor and not trouble. An-
cestors on the other hand are revered as
good and maintain the moral order of
the community by dispensing rewards
and punishments. Ancestors are clan
members that have gone on ahead

to God. For the traditional Akan to
qualify as an “ancestor” or Nana, one
must fulfill three requirements. He
must have lived among the clan, lived
an exemplary life, and finally have been
a person from whom the community
gained benefits.'* Bediako argues,

Once the meaning of the cult of
ancestors as myth is granted and its
"function” is understood within the
overall religious life of traditional
society, it becomes clear how Jesus
Christ fulfils our aspirations in rela-
tion to ancestral function too. Ances-
tors are considered worthy of honour
for having “lived among us” and for
having brought benefits to us; Jesus
Christ has done infinitely more. They,
[the mythical ancestors], originating
from among us, had no choice but to
live among us. But he, reflecting the
brightness of God's glory and the ex-
act likeness of God's own being (He-
brews 1:3), took our flesh and blood,
shared our human nature and under-
went death for us to set us free from
the fear of death (Hebrews 2:14-15).
He who has every reason to abandon
sinful humans to their just desserts is
not ashamed to call us his brethren
(Hebrews 2:11).

Much like the apostle John who both
adapts and adopts the concept and
vocabulary of the Greek Logos as a re-
source for his description of Jesus, the
Jewish Messiah, so Akans both adapt
and adopt the concept and vocabulary
of Nana Yesu. Thus,

Ancestor Christologies are grounded
in the claim that Jesus’ mediatory role
is analogous to the mediatory role
ascribed to ancestors in some indig-
enous religions of Africa.'

Yet Bediako makes an important
observation about the language used
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to link Jesus with the Akan concept of
ancestor or Nana. He says,

In my experience in Ghana, hardly
anyone will pray in English to “ances-
tor Jesus” or “Chief Jesus,” but many
will pray in Akan to “Nana Yesu.”"

The semantic range of the English
word “ancestor” and the Akan word
Nana translated as “ancestor” only
minimally overlap. Thus, linguistic and
conceptual resources intersect.

Finally, relevant questions shape our
theology. Church Missionary Society
missionary John Taylor (d. 2001) is
frequently quoted:

Christ has been presented as the an-
swer to the questions a white man

As the apostle John
adapted the Greek
Logos, so Akans
adapted Nana Yesu.

would ask, the solution to the needs
that Western man would feel, the
Saviour of the world of the European
world-view, the object of the adoration
and prayer of historic Christendom. But
if Christ were to appear as the answer
to the questions that Africans are ask-
ing, what would he look like?'

In every age and place where the
church exists, there are questions that
need to be addressed theologically.
Those questions may arise from a num-
ber of sources. Heretics pose challenges
that demand a response. Our culture
often sets an agenda that demands a
theological answer. But “questions” can
be explicit and implicit. In other words,
we might approach the Bible and its
interpretation with implicit, nagging

questions that lead us to look for par-
ticular answers, like an appetite longing
for satisfaction without consciously
expressing these questions.

One area of productive discussion more
recently has been the consideration of
guilt, shame and fear as moral cultural
orientations. In guilt-oriented cultures,
priority is given to an impersonal legal
code. These cultures tend to be indi-
vidualistic. Shame-oriented cultures

are collectivistic and give priority to the
behavioral expectations of the com-
munity. Fear-oriented cultures are often
dominated by folk religions with a con-
cern for a hostile spirit world. Global
Mapping International describes these
orientations as cultural frameworks
that function as a lens that “impact our
understanding of the gospel” and how
we read the Bible.” They pose implicit
questions. It is true that no culture is en-
tirely oriented to either guilt, shame or
fear. But in most cultures, one orienta-
tion is more dominant than the others.

I served in South Asia and I was
intrigued to discover that, when sharing
their experience of coming to faith,
many believers in that context described
Jesus as the answer to their fears. Many
had experiences with a malevolent

spirit world and even unbelievers would
occasionally come to our gathering
looking for relief from spirit oppres-
sion. This was a dimension of ministry
for which my seminary training did not
tully prepare me. What we observed was
the application of a more Christus Victor
understanding of the atonement.” In
this case, one of the questions implicit
in a seeker’s hearing this gospel was,
“What does this message have to do
with the forces of evil that threaten me?”
In the West, we give little attention to

1 John 3 where we read that, “The Son
of God appeared for this purpose, to
destroy the works of the devil.”

More has been written about the con-
trast between guilt/innocence and honor/
shame societies. Transgression in the

former represents a loss of inno-
cence; the latter represents a loss



of face. Guilt leaves us with a sense
of moral failure, even if no one else
knows about our transgression.... In
contrast shame leaves us with a sense
of humiliation, defeat, and ridicule
and is intricately tied to our exposure
and loss of honor or status before our
peers and those in authority within
our social network.!

Through the lenses of our Western
guilt/innocence glasses we read the
Bible. Themes of shame and honor

are often invisible to Western guilt/
innocence-oriented readers of the
Bible. This is especially true with the
Bible’s teaching on sin. Tennent points
out that the first response of the first
couple upon their disobedience was

to hide (Genesis 3:8). Many descrip-
tions of sin and its consequences are in
terms of shame:

In that day the Lord will shave with a
razor, hired from regions beyond the
Euphrates..., the head and the hair
of the legs; and it will also remove
the beard. (Isaiah 7:20)

Many commentators interpret this text
to mean that God will bring devasta-
tion upon Israel for their disobedience,
and this is true. But the point of the
language is to highlight the indignity,
reproach and insult Israel will experi-
ence in their judgement. The Adam
Clarke commentary (published in 1828)

notes that,

The Eastern peoples have always held
the beard in the highest veneration,
and have been extremely jealous of
its honor. To pluck a man's beard is
an instance of the greatest indignity
that can be offered.??

In the New Testament, we miss the
point of some teaching without a
sensitivity to shame in first century
Palestine. In Luke 15 the prodigal son
is not simply forgiven but shockingly
shown honor despite his debauched,
shameful past. He is honored with the
best robe, a ring and a fattened calf.
These are honoring acts. In the execu-
tion of Christ, “everything was done to
maximize the shame.”? The death of
Christ was a public shaming, in which

Donald Grigorenko 67

here is no pri@ileged set af /in TULSEIC OF concepz‘ual
resources, and no privileged set of contextual
questions. All theologies are “contextual.”

Jesus bore our shame. And as Christ
was raised and restored to honor,
seated at the right hand of the father,
so we too are raised with him, even
though we experience the degrad-
ing shame of an unbelieving world.
Indeed, we are honored with participa-
tion in Christ’s triumphal procession
and one day will know future honor
and glory with Christ in the resur-
rection. The death of Christ was not
“a mere execution . . . [that] atoned
for guilt.”?* Was the cross retribution
for God being dishonored by sin and
rebellion? Is salvation a restoration of
God’s honor through Christ and our
place of honor with him in the order
of creation? Bruce Nichols observes,

Christian theologians have “rarely if
ever stressed salvation as honoring
God, exposure of sin as shame, and
the need for acceptance and restora-
tion of honor."?

Indeed it is difficult to find discussions
of shame in evangelical theologies and
theological dictionaries.?®

Theology answers relevant questions—
explicit or implicit. Today, questions
of gender, race, and politics present
challenges demanding theological
reflection. In the last election, we re-
peatedly heard the distressed question,
“How should a Christian vote?” And
the question was not simply which
candidate should get the vote of the
thoughtful evangelical who desired

to live in obedience to the Bible. But
more basically, the crisis precipitated
the theological question of the respon-
sibility of the Christ follower to the
political world in which he or she lives.
Questions generate theology grown in
a particular place and time. Andrew
Walls made the observation that the
apostle Paul generated a great deal of
theology for the Corinthians con-
fronted with the question of what a

believer should do when sitting down
with his neighbor and being served
meat that might have been offered in
pagan ritual. This was a new question
raised by gentiles living in a gentile
society. This was not a question that
Jewish believers would ask; they didn’t
eat with gentile pagans.

So, what is theology? Theology is a
thoughtful human reflection on God’s
revelation (both special and general),
which responds to contemporary ques-
tions and challenges, while drawing
upon the /inguistic and conceptual re-
sources of a particular time, place, and
culture. Further, there is no privileged
set of linguistic or conceptual resources,
and no privileged set of contextual
questions. All theologies are “contextu-
al.” They are the product of a historical
and cultural particularity. Consequent-
ly, as one blog puts it, we should

Label particularity lest you imply uni-
versality... The NIV Study Bible or
ESV Study Bible could take their cue
from the African Study Bible, and
rename A Western Study Bible or A
Study Bible for First-World Problems.
Why do Western theologians write
Systematic Theology, but Asian theo-
logians write Water Buffalo Theol-
ogy? Suppose the seminary course
"Systematic Theology” was relabeled
“Western Theology."?

This kind of reconceptualization of
theology is 7oz just now breaking into
our world of missiology. The issues
have been raised by Tienou, Netland,
Dyrness, Kirkkiinen, and others for
some time. Yet an understanding of
the contextual nature of theology has
only rarely broken into the guild of
Western evangelical theology.

Theology is a humanly crafted artifact
that we hold with an open hand. It is
held with an open hand, not because
we should easily give it up, but because
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we should be open to its correction,
clarification and completion. A dif-
ferent set of resources brought to the
scriptures has the potential to bring
to light what was missed, correct what
was misunderstood because of the
limitations of our resources, and clarify
what seemed out of place. Theologies
true to the message of the Bible pro-
vide an occasion for a rich theological
complementarity. [JFM
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