Revelation and Culture

. Carl F. H. Henry

The bearing of Christian revelation on culture and of culture on divine
revelation was stated in one way at the beginning of our century, in another
way in the twenties and thirties, and is being stated in still another way in
the present.

By culture we mean those beliefs and practices that distinguish one society
from another, those norms and patterns of activity that define the lifeview and
lifestyle of a people.

At the beginning of the twentieth century many Christian missionaries seemed
to require of converts a comprehensive decision for Western culture along
with a decision for Christ. Their problem was compounded by the fact that
Western culture, unlike that of Asia and Africa, contained many Christian
elements. To identify American culture with Christianity was, therefore,
casier than to identify Christianity with Asian and African cultures. But
inevitably it became a forefront missionary concern to avoid projecting Jesus
as a kind of Euro-American model as missionary leaders became increasingly
alert to the danger of diluting the transcultural uniqueness of God’s revelation.

Missionaries were no less concerned that receptor communities avoid as-
similating the incarnate Christ to their entrenched cultural norms and to in-
- herited misconceptions about the invisible world. In India evangelical mission-
aries found it necessary to insist that Christ is no mere avater, since many
Hindus regarded Jesus as but one of many divine manifestations in the flesh.
Christianity claims to be a transcultural religion of miraculous once-for-all
incarnation and redemption, and forbids merging its presuppositions with the
speculative cosmology and anthropology of nonbiblical religions and secular
philosophies. The Bible insistently thrusts its message into the world culture
of its own time and of ours in the name of transcendent revelation. Nothing
less is involved than a full confrontation of all ages and aeons when the
writer of Hebrews declares that “in these last days’” God has spoken his
consummatory Word in his Son (1:2) and that Christ “has appeared once
and for all at the climax of history to abolish sin by the sacrifice of himself
... and will appear a second time ... to bring salvation’’ (9 : 26, 28, NEB);
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no less stupendous is the apostle Paul’s proclamation to the Greeks that God
“has fixed the day on which he will have the world judged, and justly judged,
by a man of his own choosing”’ — the crucified and risen Nazarene (Acts
17 : 31, NEB). The danger of geographically or culturally limiting this trans-
cultural revelation was a necessary concern of the entire evangelical com-
munity.

Today the revelation-and-culture debate reverberates with much deeper and
more distressing problems. Almost every discussion of Scripture doctrine and
interpretation now wrestles with the contention that all religious claims are inevi-
tably and inescapably culture-conditioned, even those of the Christian religion.

It should be said at once that Christians have never considered their religion
to be superhistorical and supercultural in all respects. Some mystical Asian
religions, both ancient and modern, argue as does Zen that human reason
distorts all divine truth, and that human language corrupts it. Muslims depict
the Koran as a direct transcript of God’s ipsissima verba eternally written in
Arabic and preexisting in heaven. Mormons affirm that an angel messenger
delivered their books in the form of now long-missing gold tablets. In the
context of the Christian connection of biblical revelation with human reason
and with language and history such claims appear bizarre.

Christianity traces the very possibility of culture to the Creator’s gifts of
human reason, language and dominion. Cultural development is both divinely
intended and humanly necessary. Only the dreadful intrusion of sin altered
human allegiance to Elohim, sweeping man’s social patterns into the service
of alien gods and engendering bleak misconceptions of the supernatural. Not
even at its best is culture therefore the revelation of God; human resistance
to God’s pruposive will has corrupted it. For all that, culture remains the
universal human context within which God addresses his own transcultural
revelation to God.

Language is the primary means of cultural expression. Without language,
no-generation of mankind could convey its conceptual distinctives to succeed-
ing progeny. If we may properly call language a cultural “form”, then we may
say that in the period between 1400 B. C. and A.D. 100 God used the specific
cultural forms of Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek language to convey his in-
scripturated Word to certain Mediterannean peoples. The biblical languages
are not noncultural means of communication. God intends, moreover, that we
proclaim his scripturally revealed Word to all peoples in languages intelligible
to them. The fact that some languages may have imperfect word-systems or
restricted verb tense possibilities does not frustrate the meaning and truth of
God’s revelation; the varied linguistic idioms of the human race are fully
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adequate to convey the divine ‘‘thus saith the Lord.”’

God’s communication of redemptive revelation in the Hebrew and Greek
languages does not imply, however, that he approved and applauded Hebrew
and Greek cultures per se. The inspired writers bring under divine judgment
not only rebellious foreign cultures but also the culture of backslidden ancient
Jews who invited exile, and of the retroggade Christian society that prevailed
in Corinth.

Not only are the biblical languages culturally-contingent, moreover, but the
genres of scriptural communication also reflect then existing literary forms.
While Gospels as theological biography may be a distinctive form, poetry,
proverb, parable, historical narrative, and other genres are common both to
the Bible and to the literary milieu of its time.

The meaning-criteria for identifying the sense of Scripture, furthermore, does
not differ from the tests that apply to language, speech and writing in general.
To be sure, the Bible finds in the Logos of God the ultimate source of all
meaning and truth. But the principles for understanding Scripture do not
differ from those for understanding other writings. The functions of under-
standing are universal; human culture itself is possible only because humans
are creationally endowed with common rational and moral capacities. There
is no such thing as “cultural understanding”, although there are cultural pre-
judices and culturally shared beliefs. Understanding pertains to clarifying
words and concepts that may involve a diversity of meaning. Which particular
content one assigns to a word or concept depends upon a critical judgment,
not upon cultural determination. Prevailing cultural beliefs can of course
deeply influence critical judgment, but culture does not actually necessitate or
dictate one’s judgment and views. ,

To hurriedly reduce thought and language to a mere byproduct of man’s
sociological development arbitrarily rules out a theistic explanation. In fact
it rules out any and all significant explanation. Christianity holds that by
divine creation all human thought and language share certain common
structures, for all mankind is divinely intended for knowledge of both God
and human duty. Not even the world’s great diversity of languages and
cultures can fully relativize the meaning-content or the truth of linguistic
expression. To deny this fact is to reduce even onie’s own denial to senseless
prattle.

The biblical prophets leave no doubt that Yahweh addressed them in
intelligible sentences. Divine revelation, evangelical Christianity emphasizes,
consists not of unrelated word-units but of semantically-related word-constel-
lations, ‘or propositions. Revelational truth can therefore lift the recipient
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above transitory cultural perspectives and convey valid alternatives. The Old
Testament repeatedly rejects its contemporary pagan cultural milieu. This
fact is clearly evident in the Hebrew condemnation of idolatry, witchcraft and
sorcery; in the Old Testament’s unbending emphasis that Yahweh is the one
and only living God, and in its distinction of true from false prophets.

But present-day thought increasingly challenges the historic evangelical
emphasis on supercultural and transcultural divine revelation. Christian
scholars are meshed in deep debate over the issues of cultural conditioning,
contextualization and enculturation of the biblical message. Their discussion
involves not only the question of scriptural inerrancy, but also the validity of
propositional revelation and of divine transcultural disclosure. The turning
issue is no longer merely the danger of monocultural reduction of a trans-
cultural revelation; instead, it involves comprehensive and diverse proposals
for multicultural revisions of a biblical heritage now regarded as deeply rooted
in ancient cultures. No flashpoint of contemporary Christian dialogue is
currently more crucial.

In the first third of this century it was Protestant modernism that spear-
headed discussions concerning culturally-conditioned revelation. Modernists
insisted that all religious beliefs inherited from the past are conditioned by
their cultural context.

This Neoprotestant verdict had a twofold philosophical basis, namely, faith
in evolutionary progress that elevates the present above the past, and confidence
that scientific method empirically accredits sound beliefs. Modérnists con-
sidered no part of the Bible and no article of the creeds acceptable unless
validated by modern scientific criteria. They charged evangelical Christians
with promoting and practising an ancient culture-conditioned religion. While
they agreed that the Bible commendably rejects animism and polytheism and
much else that the modern world derides, modernists spurned the biblical
doctrine of once-for-all relevatory redemption. The Bible’s central role for
miracle, they said, requires a prescientific worldview that breaches the all-
pervading casual continuity demanded by modern scientism.

But if, as modernism believed, God is immanent in and revealed in the
universal human cultural development, why did the modernist view himself as
standing in a somewhat transcendent relation to culture? Why did the modern-
ist consider himself, on the basis of contemporary insights, to be the definitive
arbiter of religious reality ? The answer, as Willlam R. Hutchison observes,
lay in the fact that the modernist belief-cluster included not only ‘‘cultural
immanentism’’ but also ‘‘a religiously-based progressivism’’ and ‘‘the conscious,

intended adaptation of religious ideas to modern culture” (The Modernist
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Impulse in American Protestantism, Cambridge, Mass., ,and London, Eng.,
Harvard University Press, 1976, p. 2). As modernists saw it, sages in the
past had accepted what was consonant with the age in which they lived as the
standard of belief and behavior; the inspired biblical writers had likewise
lacked truth valid for all time. But the modernists so periodized history that
they considered their own dogmas not eimply superior to all that had gone
before, but as the very norm of civilized belief and conduct. Religious ideas
were to be conformed ideally and finally to twentieth century culture, not
indeed to modern Asian or African culture, but to Western culture in which
God was thought to be specially present and active. Although past cultures
had erected decisive roadblocks to religious progress, modern Euro-American
culture was presumably overcoming all such obstacles. If the God of our
fathers lisped Hebrew and Greek during his infancy and adolescence, in these
more mature years he spoke sagacious high German abroad and, on this side
of the Atlantic, Yankee English with a Bostonian accent and Unitarian
premise.

Modernists thus exempted their own favored pronouncements from the in-
escapable cultural relativism that they elsewhere ascribed to religious concep-
tions. This they did by presupposing a providential convergence of the rise
of modernism with the emerging kingdom of God. Evolving culture as they
saw it was not corrupted or corruptive but merely incomplete; modernist
education, legislation and socialization would now facilitate the. perfection of
culture. Confidence that the wisdom of the ages had culminated in modernism
encouraged modernists to elevate liberal theologians above biblical prophets
and apostles and to dignify them as consummatory agents in the divine re-
generation of culture. The modernists, by relegating all past revelatory beliefs
to cultural contingency, while elevating their own special tenets to a conscious-
ness that transcends changing cultural embodiments, hoped to achieve the
ultimate renewal and final conversion of culture.

Although some modernists timidly declared the Christian revelation to be
normative, they conformed it to modern culture, while others, more boldly
and consistently, retained only biblical fragments that they considered reconcil-
able with scientific empiricism. In either case the current mood conferred
little survival va!ue upon the past. Modernism enthroned empirical method to
measure biblical religion and evaluate theoldgical beliefs; it viewed even the
Bible’s noblest convictions, however irreducible to ancient cultural counterparts,
as somehow dependent upon and rooted in ancient cultural contexts. Modern
liberal Jewish thought as well as modern liberal Christian thought prized
modern culture as the intellectual framework over against which the biblical
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heritage appeared inferior. Instead of allowing Judeo-Christian revelation to
set the agenda for theological inquiry and perspective, modernism made the
empirical tradition of humanistic culture the norm for all religious interpreta-
tion. A few faint-hearted mediating scholars suggested that Jesus had know-
ingly accommodated himself to the culture of his day. But since Jesus him-
self provided no basis for distinguishing when he thus accommodated his
teaching, the result was the same: only what modernists approved escaped
the odium of cultural relativity.

Modernists did not apply to their own teachings the principle of culture-
dependence by which they overruled the finality of all past revelational claims.
But a cataclysmic culture-shock ironically and unexpectedly challenged the
exemption from culture-conditioning that modernists had conferred upon their
views. The second World War, following fast upon the first, staggered liberal
confidence in evolutionary progress. It also posed a crisis for the theory that
modern culture is decisively revelatory: increasing signs of the decline of
Western culture rendered problematic the modernist faith in God’s. radical
immanence in culture and eroded confident expectation of an emerging
Christian civilization nurtured by modernist theologians. New emphasis on
man’s all-pervasive sinfulness precipitated the loss of historical optimism as
well as a decline of faith in philosophical reasoning.

Because modernists projected the superiority of their theories so vigorously,
the intellectual contradiction and lack of homogeneity of those theories became
apparent only gradually. But the supposed logic of the modernist position
underwent increasing strain. Interjection of contemporary currents of thought
into Christian beliefs led to an evolution-oriented eclipse of any significant
doctrine of divine creation, to rejection of the divinity of Jesus Christ, to a
““moral example’’ view of the atonement, and to subjectifying the biblical
view of divine justification.

Liberals finally conceded that their empirical methodology requires assuming
that all doctrines and moral principles are tentative; they were forced to
restate their asserted finality of Jesus in terms only of his life-transforming
influence and with no reference to special metaphysical claims.

Neoorthodoxy aggressively attacked these pseudo-Christian commitments and
soon pronounced the death of classic rationalistic modernism. Focussing
attention on the dire moral predicément of mankind, it stressed the need for
transcendent divine revelation and redemption. Tough-spirited modernists
could reply, and with some reason, that neoorthodoxy reflected a cultural
stance no less than did modernism, since its emphasis on radical transcendence
involved no primary appeal to the objective authority of the Bible, but mirrored
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prevalent European philosophy. Necessary as it was to retreat from evolu-
tionary utopianism, they said that modernists that retreat need not require the
abandonment of world-pervading divine immanence and of culture-conditioned
revelation. Over against Barthianism with its one-sided emphasis only on
special sporadic revelation, liberalism insisted both on universal revelation and
on a variety of revelational modes; over against evangelical orthodoxy, liberal-
ism refused to exempt even divine revelation from dependence on culture.
The modernists therefore revised their view of God’s disclosure in and through
all cultural development by simply deleting their earlier assumption that earthly
history merges progressively into the kingdom of God. At the same time they
continued to deny the true extent of divine-human alienation; they reaffirmed
an essential continuity between God and man that requires no miraculous
revelation and redemption.

Evangelical Christianity insists that no sure revelation and no final revela-
tion can evolve through cultural development; however progressive human
culture may be at times, it still reflects human sinfulness and remains under
divine judgment. Religious views are not to be commended simply because
of their modernity or antiquity. Cultural revelation is, in fact, a misnomer;
whether past or contemporary, culture is not a source of ultimate religious
truth.

When twentieth-century historical developments showed that even modern-
ism’s judgments were culture-skewed and untenable, the transcultural claims
for Judeo-Christian revelation gained fresh prominence. Instead of stressing
God’s immanence in cultural development, evangelicals pointed to the need
for hearing God’s Word that confronts mankind as a higher authority than
experience, and that calls-even culture at its best to answerabilit‘y before the
Lord of history. Evangelicals are fully aware that Scripture uses language
and literary forms current in ancient times. But they deny that divine revela-
tion is essentially conditioned by transitory cultural conceptions and patterns;
they deny that the Bible teaches views of God, the cosmos, and human life
that are simply borrowed from surrcunding cultures. Evangelicals do not
dispute the propriety ‘of reconciling Christianity with any and all truth adduced
by philosophy and science, or even of seeking temporary tactical relationships
between Christianity and culture. But conformity of basic Christian tenets to
the transitory Zeitgeist and espousal of the mores of the day, is another
matter.

Modern scholars refused to seriously reinvestigate the Judeo-Christian option,
however. As a result critical thinkers today espouse an even more pervasive
and comprehensive culture-dependence of revelation than did their counterparts
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earlier in this century. Phenomenological philosophers, for example, emphasize
each knower’s personal outlook and history, and his creative contribution to
any and every cognitive claim. Humanistic anthropology and positivistic
sociology likewise insist that all religious viewpoints are historically condi-
tioned. The objective validity of Judeo-Christian theology is repudiated out-
right. Evangelical concern to avoid conforming God’s transcultural revelation
to either the missioner’s or receptor’s particular cultural heritage is considered
irrelevant by this humanistic and positivistic theory; it belittles even the
modernist’s culture-conditioning of all religious views except its own, because
the modernist who supposedly stands at the apex of evolutionary progress
arms himself with scientific methodology and therefore presumes to escape the
noose of conditioning. The current emphasis is that no one escapes culture
conditioning; all biblical recipients of revelation, all who ever heard or trans-
lated that revelation, all who interpret it and who proclaim it to the world,
as well as all who hear and would share the message with yet others are said
to be in their perception and promulgation of external realities necessarily
conditioned by various worldviews (cf. Charles Kraft, Christianity in Culture,
New York, Orbis Books, 1979).

The result of this emphasis is a waning confidence in grammatico-historical
interpretation and its goal of identifying a universally sharable meaning of the
biblical text. Grammatico-historical exegesis cannot establish biblical theology
as a comprehensive and authoritative summary of God’s revelation, we are
told, because the authority and meaning of the Gospel are not textual. Critics
demean the longstanding evangelical emphasis on a universally valid theology
expressed by all the biblical writers. We are asked to keep biblical representa-
tions in tension with the original writers’ culturally-conditioned purpose, and
to remember that our own perception of God’s work, similarly culture-condi-
tioned, must be continually reexpressed in new cultural forms as we address
changing cultural contexts. We are asked, in short, to demythologize the
evangelical notion that God’s truth can be expressed in fixed doctrinal formulas
or in credal statements, and to consider such formulations to be merely
““pointers’”’. We are to view Scripture as a call to faith; moreover — so it is
said — we are to acknowledge faith as an inherent hermeneutical principle.

On the surface this bold summons to faith sounds heavenly-minded, but its
result is non-evangelical and unorthodox, for in interpreting the Bible it strips
us of any valid doctrinal system. While the supposed culture-conditioned and
theologically-conflicting statements of the prophets and the apostles present us
with a call to obedience in the Spirit they leave us nonetheless with merely
a “‘confessional’” or fallible testimonial witness. Successive cultures, we are
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told, have impacted upon the ancient writers, bequeathing us a diversity of
biblical theologies, none of them final. Evangelical confidence in the compre-
hensive unity and universal validity of Bible doctrine is declared to be un-
informed and unenlightened. Neither prophetic revelation nor apostolic inspira-
tion, we are told, nor Reformation exegesis nor contemporary evangelical
proclamation nor receptor appropriation escapes the conforming influence of an
environing culture upon man’s creaturely conceptions.

A comprehensive conflict between two irreconcilable views is therefore
inevitable. Neither view denies that man through the ages has been culture-
dependent, or that human culture notably conditions the religious history of
mankind. No indictment of the culturally-conditioned world religions is more
devastating than Paul’s letter to the Romans (1:21 ff.). Biblical prophets
and apostles strenuously warn even Jews and Christians of the perilous con-
sequences of culturally compromising their special heritage of redemptive
revelation. But the prophets and apostles also insist, as Clark Pinnock
remarks, that the inspired Scriptures and the finality of Jesus Christ “‘provide
an Archimedian point in the flux of the human situation against which the
flow of history may be measured and evaluated’’ (Biblical Revelation, Chicago,
Moody Press, 1971, p. 128).

But the new hermeneutic stresses that historical understanding demands a
wholly different intellection of the past. It declares the whole revelatory and
hermeneutical process to be culture-bound, whether it be divine disclosure at
its loftiest heights, New Testament interpretation of the Old Testament,
apostolic proclamation to the world, or even our understanding of the whole.
Given this culture-relatedness of the Bible and of all human history, how can
the scriptural teaching be considered authoritative, we are asked. : According
to the new hermeneutic the way to discover the decisive meaning of past
texts for our times is by existential immediacy, that is, by internal awareness
and the contemporary recipient’s response and creative contribution.

This approach is now often linked with an appeal to Scripture’s divine
“‘intention’” and with an emphasis on the biblical writer’s inner ‘‘intention”.
But if an ancient text has no fixed verbal meaning, or if its meaning is said
to differ from age to age and from culture to culture, then the notion of
understanding past texts is senseless. If external reality is not rationally
comprehensible, moreover, and meaning is but internal and subjective, then

cce

one could not even pursue an ancient author’s ‘‘intention’’ inasmuch as our
historical understanding, we are told, creatively conditions whatever we affirm.
If we have access to ‘‘divine intention’’ independent of ancient texts it is

misleading to associate such meaning with a discovery of the author’s real
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intention. It is but a hoax on logical consistency and a delusion to say that
the sense of the text consists simply of its ‘‘relevance’’ for me on the
assumption that what it means in encountering me in my cultural understand-
ing is the only sense the text truly has, and that this sense is normative for
other persons, and moreover echoes the inner intention of the original author.

The New Testament writers did not impose arbitrary meanings on the Old
Testament writings, but claim merely to illumine their original and intended
sense. No doubt each passing generation finds biblical elements specially
significant for its own intellectual and cultural context. When the new
hermeneutic emphasizes that the Bible should speak to us wherever we stand,
no evangelical Christian will withhold a hearty ‘Amen’. But unless its de-
clared significance is intrinsic to the meaning of the text interpretation has
given way to spiritualizing. E.D. Hirsch Jr. remarks that ‘‘the point which
ought to be grasped clearly by the critic is that a text cannot be made to
speak to us until what it says has been understood ... The literary text (in
spite of the semimystical claims made for its uniqueness) does not have a
special ontological status which somehow absolves the reader from the demands
universally imposed by all linguistic texts of every description’ (Validity in
Interpretation, New Haven, Yale University Press, 1976, p. 210). The mean-
ing is not an “‘immediate given” and must be founded on objective inter-
pretation. To insist on the present relevance of a text is therefore one thing;
to insist that its current vitality depends upon a rejection of objectively valid
meaning is quite another. A text may have a somewhat different significance
for different persons or times, or even at different moments in a person’s life,
but if the text itself has no inherent objective meaning its import on any and
every occasion is entirely subjective; in that case it is intrinsically meaning-
less and can just as appropriately signify its contrary or contradictory.

If by a culture-conditioned text we mean not only language and forms of
communication, but also intellectual content, then the author’s verbal intention
cannot escape authorial fallibility, since culture-dependent teaching lacks
finality. Only an interpreter possessing a truer grasp of the subject matter
can say that an author’s meaning is either incomplete, distorted or false. But
the dogma of culture-conditionedness automatically rules out such claims to
comprehensive knowledge and transcendent truth. A critic would need to
claim not simply more knowledge than the ancient author had, both of his
intention and of the culture of his day, in order to establish the incomplete-
ness or fallibility of his thought; to insist on the culture-dependence of a text,
and especially of all texts, the critic would need absolute knowledge. But if
the critic is no less culture-conditioned than the original author, then all
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distinctions drain into relativity.

The current champion of universal culture-conditioning routinely implies
that his own statements are somehow exempt from the qualifications that
attach to other’s views. He refuses to apply the rule of limited comprehen-
sion to dispute his own dogma about comprehensive culture-distortion. But
since he disallows the modernist assumption, that evolutionary progress and
scientific method lift him to a transcendent status that he strips away from
Judeo-Christian revelation, what culture-transcending platform has the advocate
of the new hermeneutic for peering over and beyond the great wall of culture ?

According to Martin Heidegger differences of cultural and historical epochs
preclude any identity and continuity of meaning; personal significance pre-
supposes the creative contribution of the knower. Heidegger’s followers stress
that the nature of time sets off past time as ontologically alien to the present.
On this claim they ground the historicity of understanding, and insist that
past meaning cannot be understood in the present. In that case, neither the
modernists nor the evangelicals, nor the more radical secular critics, can
recapture the authentic meaning of the Bible.

Heidegger’s followers concede that living contemporaries escape the de-
structive consequences of this alien ontology of time; the living can intelligibly
communicate among themselves in a common language. But if a time-gap
between generations involves discontinuity of meaning, why then not also the

‘passing of a moment or of many moments? And if the passing of a few

moments need not involve ontological alienation, then why should and must
the lapse of many moments do so? If a time-span necessarily eradicates
common meaning, post-Heideggerians had better not rely on books to convey
their claims from one generation to the next. In fact, even the effort to
convey shared meaning to our present generation disputes a definitive role for
historicity and personal creativity. The theory itself must be false in order
to be true, and, if true, must be false. Heidegger’s philosophy is often said
to be antimetaphysical or nonmetaphysical, but it is as much metaphysical as
is Aristotelianean, and no less debatable.

The sociological relativizing of revealed truth and values has been even more
pervasively influential than has Heidegger’s historicizing of meaning, for it
implies that all cultural values and beliefs are of equal worth, and in no case
final and absolute. But if we evaluate all cultural claims by the relativity
theory championed by secular humanists and other naturalists, we have no
criteria for disputing the pretensions of any culture. Nor have we any way
of validating the pretensions of modern humanistic culture when it arbitrarily
elevates its theory of cultural-relativity into an absolute. The historicist and
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humanist alike should be reminded that the insistence on universal cultural
fallibility most appropriately begins at home, and that it would be the part of
wisdom first to explore the culture-conditionedness of the critic who somehow
inconsistently confers privileged supremacy on his own philosophical theory.
If all that we say, and all that anyone else says, is culture-permeated, one
wonders why any person would presume to have a decisive and definitive
word for any other person. The anthropologist who insists on the culture-
conditionedness even of divine revelation, yet professes to tell us the real truth
about the whole historical drama, should alert us to pretensions of a new
Montanism. We had best beware of a guide who on the premise that he
alone has visual credentials for identifying sight, insists that all humans are
blind. This ready disposition to impose cultural-historical conditioning on
universal human experience stems, in fact, from uncritical culture-dependence
in a generation addicted to historical relativism. The verdict that cultural
influences ha\;e so skewed biblical teaching that it cannot serve as a standard
for judging other views, has subtly prepared the way for the stealthy entrench-
ment of transitory relativism. Theological pluralism that depends on relativ-
istic theory has no normative focus, yet while many theologians are now
unsure what it any longer means to ‘‘do theology,” some sociologists and
anthropologists are presumptively stepping into this void. But if theology by
definition cannot transcend culture, then no alternative way of ‘“‘doing
theology’> — not even the gnosis of the humanist — can provide a culture-
transcendent verdict. »

If all truth and meaning are culturally conditioned, moreover, no basis
remains for a selective application that exempts certain preferred biblical
specifics from cultural conditioning. If we elevate culture-conditioning into a
formative principle, and insist that biblical theology does not present itself
independently of a culture-relative context, then the principle of relativity to
culture applies not only to this or that isolated passage — whether about the
seriousness of sexual sins or the role of women in the church — but also to
scriptural teaching that ‘‘in Christ there is neither male nor female,”” or that
we are to love God with our whole being and our neighbors and ourselves,
or that it is sinful to covet a neighbor’s wife or possessions. It will not do
to exalt certain doctrines -as the special strength of biblical religion if we
simultaneously dismiss other teachings on the basis of pervasive cultural
dependence. Without universal truths there can be no authentic Christian
theology in any culture; there may be so-called “‘relevant theological
emphases,”’ but not universally valid theology. " Without culture-transcendent
propositional truth, ‘‘being a Christian”” is itself compatible with unlimited
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theological diversity, a diversity that contradicts every orthodox affirmation
in both the Scriptures and in the historic ecumenical creeds.

Preoccupied with evangelistic concerns, many evangelicals often lack the
intellectual discipline to engage in theological debate over the foundations of
religious knowledge. Anxious to avoid merely traditional, unscholarly or re-
actionary verdicts in the present hermeneutical debate, they easily become
vulnerable to all sorts of unnecessary concessions. Intense sociological stresses
readily shape their commitments on issues ranging from political revolution to
the propriety of homosexuality. Ecclesiastical pressures on the clergy often
promote conformity to officially-espoused views.

Orthodox evangelicals reject the premise that contemporary culture is a
source or norm of revelational truth; rather, as they see it, culture is a social
context in which transcendent revelation is to be applied and appropriated.
Concessive or mediating evangelicals are often highly ambivalent. While they
refuse to give full sweep to the secular principle of culture-conditioned revela-
tion, and insist on at least some transcultural revelatory element, they some-
times rather broadly define this transcultural factor as ‘‘the Gospel”’ and shift
primary attention away from the scriptural record. Many nonevangelicals,
moreover, insist on the transcendent reality of God, but defend their position
on other than scriptural grounds. Because concessive evangelicals and secular
scholars alike reject the objective authority of Scripture as a canon of inspired
propositional teaching; both lack a stable basis for asserting religious know-
ledge-claims.

Compromised evangelicalism expresses a remarkably diverse evaluation of
Scripture and retains or rejects assorted elements of the Bible. In keeping
with frontier trends in biblical criticism, a number of concessive evangelicals
approve hermeneutical compromises that earlier Christian leaders resisted or
rejected; at the same time they retain many traditional positions on grounds
other than the authority of biblical teaching. Their emphasis on biblical
authority rather than on biblical inerrancy thus becomes a diversionary tactic,
inasmuch as they disallow the objective authority of the Bible.

All evangelicals acknowledge that Scripture conveys divine revelation in a
concrete cultural context in a particular historical situation in language that
is culturally-related. They agree, moreover, that the text does not auto-
matically impart its meaning but requires an interpreter familiar with the
language, someone who mentally constructs the meaning of the given semantic
units. The process of interpretation, it is also agreed, involves an interpreter
who has both some preunderstanding and presuppositions.

But beyond these agreements differences become apparent. Some evangelical
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exegetes contend that because revelation is ‘incarnational’, that is, given in
human history and language, it is therefore fully steeped in the cultural con-

text of its time. God’s ‘‘accommodation” to ‘‘culturally-conditioned’’ language,
we are told, means that God speaks errantly even in Scripture. Yet if modern
theologians can employ human language to tell us what is truly the case in
matters of religious epistemology it is strange, indeed, that God could not
have done so. We are told, moreover, that God used the ‘‘thought-forms”
of ancient cultures; this confusing term obscures the fact that at creation God
himself universally gifted man with the categories of reason and morality.
We have no reason to insist that today’s forms of thought and laws of logic
differ essentially from those of the past.

Critics all too often forget that the meaning of a biblical message is not
derived by a simple word-by-word transfer of the linguistic sense of some
culturally-entrenched vocabulary. Meaning is extracted, rather, from the
logical context in which Scripture or any other verbal communication is set.
Words in themselves have no meaning but are symbols that gain meaning
through conventional use; only when words are used in sentences does their
specific meaning become clear.

A term of Bangalore commentators, Vinay Samuel and Chris Sugden among
them, contend that words gain their meaning from the culture in which they
stand, and that culture necessarily alters the meaning and truth of words.
They do not, however, apply this rule retroactively to their own assertions,
to which they apparently attach transcultural significance and truth.

The fact is, that words derive their intended sense neither simply from
their cultural use nor from etymology, but from the universe of discourse in
which they stand, that is, from sentences or propositions. James Barr’s
comments on the relation of language and culture are appropriate here.

Concluding his book on Biblical Words for Time (London, SCM Press Ltd.,.

ond rev. ed., 1969, pp. 206 f.), Barr writes: ‘I take it that theology is not
identical with the environing culture, and thus the Hebrew-speaking culture
of (let us say) the time of Jeremiah was not identical with the theology of
that prophet. The Words of the language, however, words like Jove and
God and time, were common property to Jeremiah and the ‘false’ prophets,
just as they later were to Paul and his opponents or to John and the Gnostics.
It was the things they said with these words that were different.”” We -may
further illustrate the point that the same general culture can be used to
support two very different philosophies and religions by noting that Maimonides,
Aquinas and Spinoza all used Latin, but to express highly divergent positions.
Barr continues: °‘If theology wishes to consider itself as other than identical
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with the culture in which it is set, it is fatal for it to maintain that all those
who speak the same language think in the same way, or to maintain positions
which tacitly imply this. Conversely, it is possible in a certain sense to
maintain the unity of language and cuiture in such a way that one speaking
the language will share the meanings which are part of the culture; but if
one does this, and if one also takes the word as the unity of meaning and
looks for context-free word-meanings, the meanings so discovered will in
many cases be theologically equivocal.”

God doubtless communicated his revelatory message to prophets and apostles
within the limits of their conceptual comprehension, although at times they
may not have fully grasped its full significance. He addressed them, more-
over, within their cultural milieu, whose worldview and lifeview they shared
except as prior revelation had modified their perspective. But it is misleading
and unjustifiable to say that divine revelation is limited to the cultural outlook.
Today’s exaggerated emphasis on contextualization reflects the influence of
the social scientists, particularly of anthropologists, sociologists of religion and
communications theorists and technicians; and poses some note-worthy dangers
for theology. Simply because revelation is adressed within one’s culture and
is to be expressed and interpreted within that culture does not mean that
divine revelation must be conformed to that culture. Culture is a complex of
shared beliefs and customs, laws and morals. But to allow the prevailing
cultural outlook to fix the-limits of revelatory meaning and truth violates the
scriptural emphasis on transcendent divine revelation.

Nicholas Woltarstorff claims that the inspired writers to whom God conveyed
his word “‘held the beliefs current in their culture: a primitive cosmology,
a primitive psychology and physiology, characteristic botanical and zoological
information”” (““Canon and Criterion,”” in The Reformed Journal, October,
1969, p. 12). Yet it would be remarkable if David learned nothing from
Moses that would modify a primitive cosmology and primitive psychology, and
Isaiah nothing from Moses and David, and Ezra and Nehemiah nothing from
the prophets before them. According to Wolterstorffi God spoke by the in-
spired prophets by speech ‘“‘which reveals a culturally conditioned frame of
beliefs’” (ibid., p. 12). But if the vocabulary used by the prophets to declare
God’s Word was incapable of conveying supracultural meaning and beliefs,
then as centuries pass and cultures change the belief-content of revelation
also is subject to change.

In their day the inspired writers no doubt personally adhered to the pre-
valent outlook where revelation did not impinge on cultural concerns. The
prophets and apostles were not divinely endowed with a systematically-
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formulated world-and-lifeview alternative to their own cultural inheritance;
in many respects they retained the limited and often fallacious theories. of
their time. But they often sharply condemned cultural principles and practises
in the light of revelation, and where they expressly approved these they did
so on the ground not of cultural tradition or heritage but of revelation. Wher'e
the writers do not teach cosmology, they speak in the common idiom of their
day. The earth is said to stand secure on pillars (1 Sam. 2:8), for example,
and Paul is caught up into the ‘‘third heaven” (2 Cor. 12:2). Such re-
ferences do not appeal to divine revelation to accredit a particular cosmology.
Scripture does not impose outmoded theories of the structure and nature of
the universe as doctrine. Pinnock notes that the phrase ‘‘heaven above
earth beneath, and water under the earth’ is a Hebrew expression of totality
(op. cit., p. 72). If it is wrong for Christians to infer that the earth is round
from the reference in Psalm 19 to the sun arching from one end of the earth
to the other, why must the writers be thought to teach cosmological t.heory
in passages that seem to suggest that the earth is flat, or that the umvers’e
is three-tiered? Must God limit himself to the ‘‘language meanings” of one’s
particular culture in order to convey revelational truth? In the cultux:e con-
text of the ancient Near East the very term God surely meant something far
different for the Hebrews than it did for the Philistines.

Where Secripture didactically touches on scientific matters it does not te?ch
error. It often uses the everyday language of sense experience that t'echnlcal
scientists still use when they speak to their families and even to their peers.
Surely we moderns do not affirm a pre-Copernican cosmology. when we speak
of the sun ‘rising’ or ‘setting’. Had the ancient writers expressed themselves
in the technical language of later scientific theory, their thought w'ould have
been baffling indeed to their contemporaries. To the tentative scientific theory
of which later epoch, moreover, should the writers have committed them-
selves?

On the surface it seems sensible to argue that since we. modern receptors
of the message of revelation are culture conditioned, and since all trax}slators
of the message were culture-conditioned, it is therefore futile to insist that
the teaching of Scripture is not culture-conditioned. But this line of al:gument
has far-reaching implications. There is a great difference between 1.nerrant
teaching and errant teaching. Not even inerrant translation anc'1 Tnerrant
interpretation of errant teaching would help us much. If Scripture is merrfmt
it remains the norm of truth over all its interpreters. ~Why should w'e think
that those who now strenuously insist that prophetic teaching is fallible are

infallible ?
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The culture-conditioning of translator and interpreter does not really require
what the new hermeneutics maintain, namely, that every culture and genera-
tion must do its own exegesis anew. Relevant cultural application is clearly
and obviously necessary; the expositor must always seek to apply revelation
to dynamic cultural parallels. But if no fized meaning exists from culture to
culture and from generation to generation, then no decisive, authentic and
authoritative meaning exists either for our time and place or for any other.

Samuel and Sugden deny that “Scripture gives one message which has
already been sufficiently described by Christians in other parts of the world”’,
one message which Indian Christians need only to teach and apply. This
statement is highly ambiguous. If the Bangalore scholars mean only that
Indians must search the Scriptures lest they miss its special application to
Indian conceptual prejudices and patterns of life, we would agree. But they
illustrate their point by citing Luther who formulated justification by faith
“in his particular situation of an individual monk seeking salvation.”” The
cultural backdrop of Luther’s experience was obviously different from that of
the apostle Paul and from ours. The pivotal question remains, however,
whether the Pauline doctrine is valid universally, and whether its universal
validity is eroded simply because Luther expounded it in a different culture-
context. By their phrasing Samuel and Sugden seem to cloud the New
Testament conception that the Christian faith has been “once for all delivered
to the saints” (Jude 3, RSV).

Samuel and Sugden insist, in fact, not only that Scripture can be under-
stood only in its cultural context, but also that it conveys no static universal
eternal message. Their supportive arguments (presumably intended to vindi-
cate a static universal eternal counter-message) are weak. The Old-Testament
command ‘‘an eye for an eye’, they say, can be misunderstood to justify

vengeance unless we realize that in its original culture setting the purpose of
lex talionis was to set the limits of punishment. But that approach hardly
disproves — indeed, contrary to Samuel and Sugden, it actually supports —
the emphasis that God revealed the static universal eternal message that it is
wicked for humans to exceed the divinely fixed limits of retribution. The
need to properly understand the real intention of a text is no proof that it
lacks fixed universal meaning; where no such fixed meaning exists for a text,
no normative meaning either for our time or for the time the text was first
given could be assigned to it.

The issue in debate is not whether every verse in the Bible contains a
universal and eternal message, but whether the Bible objectively tells the

truth. The issue is not whether knowledge of an ancient culture may not on
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occasion spare us from misunderstanding the text, or whether the prejudices
of modern culture may not on occasion betray us into misunderstanding it.
The issue, rather, is whether, as Samuel and Sugden contend, ‘‘we must find
God’s revelation in the total cultural setting of Scripture” rather than in the
propositional revelation of Scripture per se. If by the “‘total cultural setting”’
they mean transcultural meaning and truth, they express themselves in a
highly confusing manner. Recent emphasis on divine accommodation regards
Old Testament revelation as accommodated to the culture in which it came,
regards the apostles as receiving and interpreting it in further accommodation
to their culture, regards us in turn as hearing and appropriating revelation in
additional accommodation to our own culture, and those to whom we proclaim
the message as responding in a still further accommodation of content to their
particular cultural situation.

When Samuel and Sugden tell us that “‘what God said to Abraham and
Amos will have meaning for us if we first find what meaning it had for
them,” they seem to ask us to do what on their own premises is impossible;
if all understanding is culture-conditioned, we can glimpse what the inspired
prophets say only through the lens of accommodation to our own culture, and
not in an accommodation to theirs. Samuel and Sugden flter every strand of
prophetic teaching in its original reception, subsequent translation, and current
appropriation through accommodation to culture; this accommodation so
pervades their entire message that no objective possibility remains for dis-
tinguishing what transcends cultural accommodation from what does not.

Emphasis on cultural illumination of the scriptural text assumes, mOreover,
that we have a great treasury of knowledge about ancient cultures for illumi-
nating the biblical texts. The fact is, that for many centuries the Bible
illumined ancient cultures much more significantly than those cultures illumined
the Bible. Abraham opens a wide window on life in Sodom and Gomorrah,
the Book of Judges on the chaotic society of its day, and Amos on the
condition of the nations in his time. Biblical critics who moved exegetically
from culture to the Bible, rather than from the Bible to culture, routinely
distrusted the biblical sources in the absence of parallel secular data, even
though archaeological studies continually supported the amazing trustworthi-
ness of Scripture. Critics once boldly disbelieved the existence of the Hittites,
the existence of writing in Moses’ day, the glories of the Solomic empire,
the existence of wisdom-literature in Solomon’s time, the Hebrew exile in
Babylon, and much else, simply because the Bible for many years was the
only sourcebook from ancient times that could shed light on obscure cultures.

In many instances literary fragments discovered by archaeology give much
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less information about the remote past than do the biblical writings; in any
event, archaeological discoveries still pertain to only e; small part of the
biblical data. However limited or extensive our knowledge of the ancient
past may be, we have no reason to think that the biblical writers knew no
more about their cultural context than we do. They not only knew their
cultural context in depth, as a milieu whose life they shared in many ways
but they were also profoundly aware that many aspects of that society feli
under the stern judgment of the self-revealing God.

Samuel and Sugden do, in fact, insist that God did not limit his revelation
to ancient culture; revelation, they say, ‘“has resources which continually
“evaluate and judge’ its accommodation to culture. These resources they call
‘the prophetic seed in Scripture.”’ This prophetic seed ‘‘does not contain
new revelation’” but is ‘“‘the flowering of God’s original revelation in a new
c?ntext, aspects of which were perhaps dimmed in the process of accommada-
tion. Our task is to let these seeds flower in our context, just as we see the

different seeds of God’s one revelation flowering in different ways in the
biblical contexts.”

3

But if no past ‘‘seeds’ are a pure strain identifiable independently of

cultural conditioning, and if in presently identifying the content of such
previously conditioned revelation we fall victim to additional contemporary

conditioning, then on what basis do Samuel and Sugden propose to reintroduce

a static frozen seed? Are they as theological guides somehow exempt from -
the limitation they impute to prophets and apostles? Did not Jesus rebuke

his disciples for not believing “‘everything the prophets have spoken.” (Luke

24 :25)? Do Samuel and Sugden propagate a supercultural hermeneutical

system ? And were they in fact able to distinguish a pure seed from supposed

cultural chaff in Scripture, would not the hermeneutical limitations they

arbitrarity have imposed on us lead inevitably to our perverting any such

objective biblical truth?

Samuel and Sugden tell us that in interpreting Scripture we must “move
from the particular to the universal” and not assume “‘a pre-formulated
universal.”” ‘““The scripture is concrete and particular and calls for obedience.
It is not universal and abstract calling for intellectual appreciation.” How
tGhe Bangalore exegetes ever reconcile such claims with biblical teaching from

enesis through the Gospels is hard to imagine. Surely t
“You shall have no other gods before rne”g (Ex. 20 : 3y) ienzbs‘t‘?zzc:gﬁ:j:
the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all

your mind” (Matt. 22 : 37, NEB) involve the intellect, and are intended to
be universal.
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From limited particulars, moreover, we shall never arrive at a true universal.
But universal truth seems to mean little to Samuel and Sugden for, as they
see it, God is more interested in sheer obedience than in the validity of
truth. Such an anti-intellectual concept of revelation is more aligned with
volition-oriented European neocorthodoxy than with orthodox evangelical theism.
Sugden and Samuel tell us that Jesus challenged ‘‘those who obeyed the
frozen static revelation of God,”” that Jesus does not ‘‘promulgate a universal
truth”” but provides ‘‘concrete application’ of what love implies. But, we
reply, Jesus does not declare the scripturally-given law of God to be mislead-
ing but rather condemns the misconceptions of the scribes. Jesus exemplifies
what obedience to the biblically given law of God permanently means and
requires. Who, moreover, would deny the universality of such teaching by
Jesus as ‘I am the way, the truth and the life”” (John 14 : 6)?

Evangelical exegetes have always insisted, of course, on the importance of
a knowledge of the cultural and historical context of the biblical writings.
They have long championed grammatical-historical exegesis to avoid allegorical
and other fanciful misconceptions of meaning. But exegetes who think it
necessary to state the truth-content of revelation in divergent cultural forms,
and not in its original normative setting, consider grammatical-historical
exegesis too rigid. Preoccupation with contextual history and culture can
surely frustrate the ‘‘absolute transcendental content of Scripture.” as David
Lim warns (unpublished paper, ‘‘Cultural Sensitivity in Hermeneutics,” p. 9).
But, asks Lim, does not God, who revealed his inscripturated Word “in ...
world-views of Jewish and Graeco-Roman cultures ... intend us to interpret
His word in different ... world-views ... (with His guiding presence)?”’
The question deserves more than a hurried answer. Lim implies that inspired
Scripture is given in the philosophical context of the religious or secular
world-views of the prophetic and apostolic times. Does it not rather, we would
ask, address those world-views in a vital way? If Scripture is delivered in a
cultural straightjacket, how does one shed one’s own skin in order to identify
a supposed transcultural content ? If human meaning requires that the super-
cultural is “‘always understood in terms of the historical being of culture-
bound men (interpreters and audience alike)’” then how can we any longer
speak of an initial meaningful prophetic or apostolic supercultural or trans-
cultural message or content? If the differences between biblical authors ex-
tends to their imposition of various cultural presuppositions and beliefs, then
it seems futile to insist on a comprehensively unified biblical theology as a

system of sharable truth and values. Different cultures, after all, perceive
reality in competitive and even contradictory ways, and the scriptural percep-
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tions, no less than their ancient alternatives, must then be seen as assorted
and divergent culturally-conditioned perspectives. If the supercultural is always
perceived, expressed and heard in one’s own cultural categories and terms,
and by this we mean not only one’s own language but also a non-universal
type of conception and truth, then Lim’s own effort to convey to others the
sense of what he himself says is futile. %

Lim maintains that “exegetes and expositors cannot see the ‘plain meaning
of Scriptures,” but can come only with interpretational reflexes which are
conditioned by their cultural backgrounds’ (cf. Kraft, Christianity in Culture).
But if our cultural background so conditions hermeneutical reflexes that we
cannot discern or tell what is objectively true, then neither can Lim do so —
nor can Kraft to whom he alludes — and we ought to treat his verdict on
exegesis cum grano saltis-insofar as it claims universal validity.

The issue here is not whether humans as cultural beings can escape their
creatureliness, for obviously they cannot. Nor is there any sound basis to
believe that we modern interpreters — even the most able and profound —
can fully avoid selectively screening biblical truth. Scripture always remains
normative over its exposition by a culture-environed exegete to culture-mired
recipients. But if the original revelation is conveyed in “‘cultural thought
forms” and not in the form of meaningful supercultural teaching, and the
truths, principles and values of prophetic-apostolic revelation must be regarded
as embedded in transitory worldviews and as subject to revision, then it -is
futile to speak of an original authorial intention, meaning or content that
transcends culture. One can hardly rediscover ‘‘the meaning’’ of a super-
cultural revelation for each changing culture if, in fact, the meaning of that
so-called revelation was from the outset not truly supercultural, and if no
basis remains for distinguishing cultural from transcultural aspects of a re-
velation that is declared enculturated by predefinition.

While many evangelicals disallow Neoprotestant religious syncretism, they
nonetheless profess the need to contextualize theology. But they fail to produce
credible models of Christian contextualized theology that preserve the Gospel
and the authority of Scripture. Contextualization is a proper concern if or
where proclamation or exposition of the meaning of the Bible may be mis-

_construed because of a changed historical context. When C. Rene Padilla

proposes ‘‘a new reading of the Gospel from within each particular historical
situation’’ (““The Contextualization of the Gospel,” paper read at the 10th
general committee of IFES in July, 1979, in Hurdal Verk, Norway) and calls
for an open-ended reading of Scripture in which its meaning comes not from
the logical context of Scripture itself but from hermeneutical interaction with
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the historical situation, one must wonder whether contextualization does not,
in fact, confuse its own proper norm by subordinating Scripture to culture.
All too often inherent in pride of culture is an unquestioning confidence in
the intellectual prejudices distinctive of one’s time. While Padilla’s intentions
are otherwise, less evangelical expositors utter the plea for indigenization and
contextualization as but the first wave of a larger campaign to hold evangelical
faith at bay while encouraging nonevangelical and Neoprotestant alternatives.
Despite its Asian roots, Biblical theism is then deplored as “Greek’” or
“Western rationalism’ while Marxist or existentialist motifs, although specu-
latively rooted in Europe, are hailed and approved as authentically Latin
American or Asian. If the cultural context is what supplies the hermeneutical
principle for interpreting the Bible and the Gospel, then it would seem that
history has become revelatory and the Bible simply relative. The cultural
context may and often does pinpoint the special relevance of particular biblical
passages, but if that context determines the meaning of the Gospel have we
not then lost the primary and objective authority of Scripture?

The fact that revelation is conceptualized and intelligibly formulated by
recipients who share one or another form of culture does not of itself warrent
certain commonly held inferences. For Leslie Dewart the truth of Christianity
is not eternal and transcultural, but historical, and can be transformed into
successive cultural phenomena (The Future of Belief: Theism in a World
Come of Age, New York, Herder and Herder, 1966, p. 121). "The prejudices
that accommodate such a restatement of the Christian faith issue from modern
secular culture conditioned by historicism and relativism. To his credit,
Dewart sees more consistently than many concessive evangelicals where the
premise of a culture-conditioned faith can lead. But he dogmatically denies
that revealed religion has any valid conceptual content either in its original
form or in its significance for any and all cultures; he contends instead that
Christianity is an experience capable of divergent reconceptualization in
different cultures. ‘

Even where we know a great deal about ancient cultures, present-day
cultural prejudices often influence expositors to manipulate their appeal to
culture-dependence in such a way that Scripture may be seen to support
privately cherished emphases. The current issue of the ministerial role of
women is a case in point. Although Christ and the Bible ennobled women far
above their status in non-biblical society, Western Christianity for many years
demoted the creative role of women in church and society because of the
prevailing male-dominant culture pattern that influenced religious convictions
more than did the Bible. Today a reactionary tendency promotes a feminist
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libertarianism whose inspiration just as that of male cHauvenism comes not
from Scripture but from the secular mood. Culture-conditioned interpreters
who promote contemporary feminism and -charge that the Bible itself is
culture-infected merely compound these secular misconceptions of subjection
and liberation. We hear it said that the apostle Paul’s Jewish rabbinic in-
heritance excluded any feminine role in pPriestly ministry and otherwise condi-
tioned his doctrine concerning the place of women. Yet both in his pre-
christian years at Tarsus and in his spiritual encounters in Athens and Ephesus,
Saul of Tarsus was also aware of pagan cults that granted women a prominent
role. Douglas Feaver observes that in the Athenian cult 95% of the priestly
assistants were female (Athenian Priesthoods: ‘“Their Historical Development,’’
in Yale Classical Studies, 1956?). It could well be that Paul’s stipulation of
the role of women in the church was more a rejection of Greek cultural
practises than a perpetuation of Jewish prejudices, and grounded in revelation
more that in accommodation, Paul after all stressed that Gentile Christians
did not need to become cultural Jews in order to become Christian, whereas
Peter held — until Paul corrected him — that Gentiles could enter the king-
dom of God only through the door of Hebrew customs and ritual. Paul
champions the equality of both men and women, but he also brings both under
the authority of the revealed will and purpose of God. He lifts the discussion
of priesthood not only above the theme of masculinity and feminity, but also
above that of the hierarchical status of symbolic mediators in order to under-
score the universal priestly status of the entire believing community (1 Cor.
6:19). He sets both the termination of the male cultic priestly line and the
restriction of the woman’s role in the larger context of the priesthood of all
believers.

Instead of conforming to cultural prejudices, the Bible strikingly and re-
peatedly departs from the contextual culture on major issues. In an age when
pagans worshipped the planets and believed in many gods, the Genesis creation
account, for example, focuses on the one sovereign God and identifies the
entire universe as his creation. If this now frequently neglected narrative
were to be discovered for the first' time during a present-day archaeological
excavation on Mount Sinai, the finding would be considered more significant
than either the Rosetta Stone or the Dead Sea Scrolls. Consider, too, that in
an age when Greeks wholly excluded the bodily resurrection of mankind, and
when even Jews confined the hope of the resurrection to the future eschato-
logical age, Jesus’ followers affirmed his third-day resurrection and staked their
lives on its factuality. In a day when almost all Jews professed salvation
through personal keeping of the law, the apostles proclaimed salvation on the
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sole ground of the substitutionary death and resurrection of Messiah.

Never does a biblical writer state that what he teaches as revelation derives
in whole or in part from the cultural milieu. The book of Ecclesiastes delib-
erately mirrors contemporary beliefs; Job’s friends parrot the popular theo-
logical misconceptions of their time; the Apostle Paul identifies what even
“‘one of your own poets’> concedes. But when biblical writers speak in the
name of Yahweh, they never claim Yahweh’s endorsement of cultural precon-
ceptions, but rather frequently affirm his displeasure with them.

When modern interpreters declare biblical doctrine to be culture-dependent, or
even judge it to be right or wrong, they move from interpretaion to philosophical
evaluation. The modern critic who offers to deliver the biblical writer from
supposed enslavement to an ancient culture about which we have little inde-
pendent knowledge, all too often forces upon the writer a current culture
prejudice that he, the critic, himself brings to the text. Valid interpretation
can hardly be achieved if one approaches the text with an advance assumption
that those conditioned by contemporary culture can more truly say what a
past writer has said because that writer was conditioned by his culture.
Modern biblical criticism all too readily assigns a larger role to culture in the
original formation of Scripture than it does to the Spirit of inspiration and
confers on the modern critic, who covertly accommodates the Bible to alien

beliefs, a special pneumatic capacity for defining revelational content. Pleas

for enriching Christian faith by the insights of contemporary culture more
often than not elevate modern prejudices into a source of prescriptive judg-
ment on Christian doctrine and ethics.
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