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Towards a More Indigenous African Catholicism:
Insights from Lonergan’s Notion of Culture

Joseph Ogbonnaya

Marquette University, Milwaukee, Wisconsin

Drawing from examples from sub-Saharan Africa
and especially from Christian missionary enter-
prises there, this paper suggests ways and means of
developing a more indigenous Cathelicism in the light
of Bernard Lonergan’s notion of culture. Religion
becomes relevant to the development of a people by
adapting to their environment. This is true for indig-
enous religions as well as for transnational religions fike
Christianity, to which people are converted through vari-
ous forms of cultural contact. Evangelization of peoples
begins by openness to and respect for cultures as the
seedbed of human dignity, meaning, and purpose. Just
as Christianity emerges in a Hellenic and Jewish context
and develops according to the circumstances of non-
Jewish converts, so too today it is always autochthonous
wherever it is found.

This conscious effort of Christianity to dialogue
with cultures is not without its challenges, especially as
Western Christianity both adopted Eurocentric cultural
forms and has spread to various parts of the world. [
argue that Lonergan’s notion of culture, through its
emphasis of the transition from classical to an empirical
(that is, concrete as opposed to abstract or ideal) notion
of culture, explains not only the imperative of cultural
pluralism as constitutive of humanity but also presents
the appreciation of diverse cuitures as the way of being
church. Unlike the classical notion of culture, which
ignores differences among people and expects everyone
to think alike, the empirical notion of culture acknowl-
edges the fact that people (and nations) with different
histories cannot think and act the same way or adapt
to environment the same way. This way the richness of
Lonergan’s notion of culture has the potential to solve
the recurring problems of cultural ideniity in the world
church.

Approaches to Culture

The various approaches fo the study of culture prior to
Vatican II could be narrowed down to an idea of culture
with a capital ‘C’, used often with regard to so-called
high cultures, and an idea of culture with a small ‘c’,
referring to supposedly less reflective, sophisticated,

or successful cultures. The former were considered
civilized, while the latter, often associated with popular
traditional lifestyles, were considered savage. In this
approach, indigenous cultures that differed from the
high culture of empires were understood as nothing but
an early stage in the process of civilization, a process
controlled and spread by people of the high culture.
This conception of culture, especially western European
culture, as civilization justified several imperialist mis-
sions in which Christian missionary activities played a
collaborative role.

Appraisal of Missionary Enterprise in Africa

One must begin any appraisal of missionary activities in
Africa by appreciating the heroism of the missionaries
who responded to God’s call “with ardent apostolic zeal,
[and] came to share the joy of revelation.”' The fruit of
their work is evident: millions of Africans have con-
verted and are converting to Christianity. However, the
nineteenth-century missionaries’ classical conception of
culture as European civilization became the Achilles’
heel of African Christianity, Their paternalism bred de-
pendency and attached Africans to the apron strings of
Western Christianity. Their condemnation of indigenous
African cultures as savage and heathen continues to
negatively impact Christianity in Africa today.

For example, Bede Jagoe, a Dominican priest working
in Nigeria in the 1960s, mentions that prior to Vatican II,
it was not customary for missionaries to learn anything
about traditional practices, which were condemned as
evil and as coming from the devil. He gives examples
of how “some former missionaries forbade a festival to
give thanks to God for the harvest of yams since there
was no blessing for this in the Roman Ritual.””2 Not only
has such condemnation of African cultures given rise to
syncretism, with Africans having a dual allegiance to
Christianity and their traditional religions, the lack of
integration of Christian faith with African cultural and
religious values has given rise to Africans regarding
Christianity as strange. The result has been the emer-
gence of homegrown African Independent Churches on
the one hand and the African anthropological crisis, that
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is, the new experience of domination by external cultural
forces—including religious forces—when compelled to
be Christians in a manner defined by foreign cultures.

Another example, drawn from Fr. Alex Chima’s
experience in Malawi, equally corroborates the anthro-
pological crisis among African Christians, one often
manifested in the tensions and contradictions in their
spiritual lives. Although the people attended the Mass
over which he presided, they also rushed away to partici-
pate, at the behest of their chief, in a rain sacrifice at the
foot of a hill about 4 miles away. This practice, which is
all too cominon in Aftica, testifies to the need to make
Christian faith and worship relevant to the people by
responding to their real needs rather than on faithfulness
to liturgical laws.?

Examples of how this might be done can be grasped
from other missionary experiences, such as Ronald
Allen’s short experience as a missionary in China (1895
to 1900 and later in 1902) and Vincent Donovan’s unique
missionary experience in the Masail Kingdom, East
Africa (1955 to 1973). Their practices, methods, and
suggestions offer positive insight into measures toward
new evangelization in Africa and other contexts and also
highlight the flaws of traditional missionary enferprises.
Allen realized that indigenizing Christianity was func-
tionally efficient for the spread of the faith. He suggests
that evangelization accompany the establishment of self-
propagating, self-supporting, self-governing churches
able to evangelize their neighbours without depending
on foreign missionaries for leadership or financial sup-
port. Allen asserts:

If the Church is to be indigenous it must spring
up in the soil from the very first seeds planted.
One or two little groups of Christians organized
as Churches, with their bishops and priests, could
spread all over an empire. They would be obvi-
ously and without question Native Churches, But
if we establish Missions rather than Churches, two
evil consequences, which we now see in greater or
less degree everywhere, sterility and antagonism,
inevitably arise.*

Spontaneous expansion of the church was hindered
also by the missionary insistence on Christian morals,
which of course meant the European customs they ac-
cepted as civilized and believed must be inculcated to
the new converts to Christianity.’ Such demands not only
disrupted the social order of most communities, they ex-
posed converts to Christianity to ridicule and at times to

rejection by their families. Civilizing the natives, taking
them away from their ways of life and cutting them off
from their kith and kin, was the standard procedure for
evangelization in situations where to be Christian meant
to be like the missionaries. Instead of seeking to make
Europeans of African converts, Allen suggests spontane-
ous expansion of the church whereby African converts
to Christianity freely share the Christian faith with their
neighbours, thus becoming missionaries to one another.
This of course presupposes respect for the culture and
the patterns of life of the indigenous peoples.

Vincent Donovan, a missionary priest to the Masai,
was very much influenced by Allen’s work. Writing
several decades later about the limitations of missionary
work, he urges starting afresh:

There 13 no mistaking the fact that missionary
work is in shambles. Born in slavery, disoriented
by the school system, startled by independence,
and smothered in nation building—mission in
East Africa has never had the chance to be true to
itself. To make any sense out of mission, out of the
meaning and purpose of missionary work, one has
to start all over again—at the beginning

Starting afresh for Donovan is starting evangelization
with deep respect for the cultures of peoples and appre-
ciating that people have a culture from which their lives
derive meaning. Recognizing a people’s culture implies
that missionaries must not substitute that culture with
any other.

Donovan found that the very concept of mission has
to change. Missionaries, he says, are not sent to plant a
church or to preach the church but to tell the good news
of God’s universal salvation in Christ. The Eurocentric
response to the good news is not the only response to
the Gospel, and each community must respond in accor-
dance with its own culture. Thus the new evangelization,
characterized by the preaching of the Gospel to the poor
and a dialogue with the cultures of peoples informed by
profound respect for these cultures as vehicles for the
Good News, is one of the most important achievements
of the Second Vatican Council,

The Vatican II Stance on Culture

'The Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern
World (Gaudium et Spes) links culture to human dignity,
calls for human freedom to realize the dignity of the hu-
man person, and recognizes the plurality of cultures,” It
delves into the problems of continuity and change, that
is, the preservation of traditional cuitures arising from
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“the increase
those caused by modemizatlon -_-T'he relanonshlp of
. falth and culty ..éS.'IS expected to promote integral salva-
 tion, that is; the Gospel instruction to Christians to be
" agents of social transformation by participation in the

humanization of their world through culture. Gaudium
et Spes recognizes the cultural and hence contextual
nature of divine revelation “where God’s progressive
self-communication adapted itself to the culture of dif-
ferent ages.”

Vatican II’s stance is very significant for the church’s
relationship to culture. First, culture is seen as funda-
mental to what it means to be human. To disregard,
deny, or disparage a people’s culture is to dehumanize
and insult them. Bach people must be free to live by the
intendments of its culture, to express its unique identity.
Culture, however, is not static but dynamic; it develops
and is amenable to various forms of influences both
internal and external. Africans have distinct cultures
that integrally harmonize their lives religiously, socio-
politically, economically, etc. Evangelization must have
such cultures as its siarting point, Second, the recogni-
tion of plurality of culiural forms and the equality of all
cultures is a paradigm shift from the classicist idea of
culiure to one conscious of history and the imporiance
of particular cultures tor evangelization. It reflects the
Council fathers® rejection of the rigid traditionalism of
the preparatory documents and their option for genuine
aggiornamento.® Third, that Jesus was born and raised
a Jew implies that the divine revelation took flesh in
a particular human culture. His mission and ministry
took place within the linguistic, historical, and cultural
ambient of the Hellenistic Jews of his time influenced by
Hellenistic philosophy. In fact, Jesus’ Jewishness is of an
entircly different order from the post-Temple Judaism
of most Jewish communities today. When Christianity
eventually spread to the Greeks, it formally adopted
the Greek and Hellenistic philosophy and religious
cultural superstructure. As is evident from the influ-
ence of Western-oriented Christianity in sub-Saharan
Aftica, the Gospel equally became westernized when it
spread to the West. Susan Ross writes, “As Christianity
spread across Europe, and especially as it spread into
the lands that we now call England, Scotland, and
Treland, it developed its own unique regional character-
istics, as it did everywhere it took root.”® The Western
Christian missionaries, mostly from some of the coun-
tries listed above, bequeathed to the Africans their own
interpretation of the Gospel in the light of their cultures,

bety een cultures,” especlaﬂy ]

Meanwhile, it is more important to note that Christianity

spread first to what is now considered North Africa
and the Middle East. St. Augustine, for example, was
a Romanized African.” His mother, Monica, practised
indigenous local African traditions. As the Gospel
spreads to Asia, the Americas, and sub-Saharan Africa,
it must take unto itself the Asian as well as indigenous
American and African cultural, religious, and philo-
sophical superstructures. As transcultural, the Good
News must become African in Africa as it did in the case
of the North African churches of the early period. This
becomes the foundation for the incamnation or incultura-
tion of Christian faith in African cultures.

Church and Culture after Vatican II

The post—Vatican 11 church obvicusly supports the
appropriation of the Christian faith in the light of the cul-
tures of each people. Pope Francis’ apostolic exhortation
Evangelii Gaudium (2013} acknowledges this to be the
case in the first two millennia of Christian faith as people
have accepted the Christian faith, allowed it to grow in
their own lives, and passed it on in the language of their
own culture.”? Pope Paul VI first used the term “African
Christianity” while addressing the first Pan-African
meeting of Roman Catholic Bishops at Gaba, Uganda, in
1969. Paul VI reminded the African bishops of the role
of their cultures in evangelization with words that reflect
Vatican ’s acknowledgement of the plurality of cultural
forms for the expression of Christian faith:

The expression, that is, the language and mode of
manifesting this one Faith may be manifold, hence
it may be original, suited to the tongue, the style,
the character, the genius and the culture of the one
who professes this one Faith. From this point of
view, a certain pluralism is not only legitimate, but
desirable.™

Similarly, Pope John Paul [T reiterated the church’s
respect for cultures during his apostolic visit to Nigeria
in 1982: “The Church comes to bring Christ; she
does not come to bring the culture of another race.
Evangelization aims at penetrating and elevating culture
by the power of the Gospel.”" John Paul 1T founded the
Pontifical Council for Culture to promote the study of
Gospel and culture as well as the relation of Christianity
to non-Christian religions. "

Lonergan’s Notion of Culture

Culture, for Lonergan, emanates within the meaning-
making process constitutive of each community that
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commonly experiences, understands, judges, and de-
cides.'® Lonergan recognizes the shift from the classical
control of meaning to the modern, empirical notion of
culture based on appreciation of experience and his-
tory. He argues that the classicist concept of culture is
static, universalistic, monelithie, univocal, restrictive,
exclusive, nature-oriented, and totalistic. The empirical
notion of culture, on the contrary, is dynamic, particular
and local, concrete, pluralistic, polymorphic, inclusive,
other-focused, and historically minded. Among his
many attempts to explain the differences between these
two notions of culture, I find his distinction in the paper
titled “The Future of Christianity” the most explicit:

While classicist culture conceived itself norma-
tively and abstractly, modern culture conceives
itself empirically and concretely. It is the culture
that recognizes cultural variation, difference,
development, breakdown, that investigates each
of the many cultures of mankind, that studies
their histories, that seeks to understand what the
classicist would tend to write off as strange or un-
cultivated or barbaric. Instead of thinking of man
in terms of a nature common to all men, whether
awake or asleep, geniuses or morons, saints or
sinners, it attends to men in their concrete living.
If it can discern common and invariant structures
in human operations, it refuses to take flight from
the particular to the universal, and it endeavors to
meet the challenge of knowing people in all their
diversity and mutability."”

Obviously, therefore, the European missionaries’ atti-
tude to indigenous cultures is explained by the classicist
culture under which they were raised and trained. Their
condemnation of cultures they knew nothing about, their
dismissal of those whom they had come to evangelize as
uncultured “savages,” and hence their mission to give
“barbarians” culture can be understood as a result of the
ignorance embedded in the classicist notion of culture.'

Lonergan’s most significant contribution lies in the
recognition of the shift from classicist to empirical no-
tion of culture as well as its implications that it demands
a methodological shift of attitude for religion and theol-
ogy’s engagement with cultures. Lonergan asserts:

Just as theology has to enfer into the context of
modern philosophy and science, so religion has
to retain its identity yet penetrate into the cultures
of mankind, into the manifold fabric of everyday
meaning and feeling that directs and propels the

lives of men. It has to know the uses of symbaol and
story, the resources of its arts and of literature, the
potentialities of the old and the new media of com-
munications, the various motivations on which in
any given area it can rely, the themes that in a given
culture and class provide a carrying wave for the
message.'?

The modem notion of culture’s appreciation of the
place of history and the diversity of cultural ambient is
threatening to the status quo of traditional ecclesiologi-
cal and theological approaches to culture that generally
tend to be classicist. The change in attitude that the
shift to the empirical notion of culture demands 1s akin
to the great epochal changes in history and culture like
Vatican II (1962-65). For example, the concept of theol-
ogy is shifting from the one universal theology that is
methodologically deductive to a notion of plurality of
theologies that is inductive and respectful of the differ-
ences varying historical circumstances bring about in
the lives of human beings in various cultural settings.®
In the modern notion of culture, the church is concerned
not only with ecumenism but alse with its relation to
other non-Christian religions and variants of atheism
that negate religion altogether. While such shifts have
been ongoing for over a century, according to Lonergan,
“the massive breakthrough took place at the Second
Vatican Council.® Concerted efforts at implementing
the shift from the classicist to the modern (empirical)
notion of culture in both church and theology officially
achieved at the Second Vatican Council lead to the
emergence of truly indigenous Catholicism brewed in
Affican cultures.

African Catholicism and Inculturation
After Vatican I1

The post-conciliar ecclesiology emphasizes the incul-
turation of Christian faith in indigenous cultures. In the
period following the African march to political indepen-
dence from colonialism up to the gradual appreciation
and maturity of African theology; inculturation theol-
ogy has been making inroads into African Christianity
and changing the perception of Christianity as foreign.
Many aspects of the faith are now understood and com-
municated in the light of African cultures. For example,
Eugene Uzukwu’s research work in some West African
countries specifies how people of the West African re-
gion understand the Trinitarian doctrine through their
tradifional cultural religions. Earlier, Vincent Mulago,
Charles Nyamiti, and Efo¢ Julien Pénoukou laboured
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- at developing a comprehensive inculturated 'system:at'i'ef: _
‘theological (reatise using primarily some: vanatlon of
African metaphysics based on the theory of hfe as v1tal:
en; 'hanges in
forms of worship, llmrglcal Vestm"nt an 'I1turglca1 lan- L

participation.” Not only have there

guage, there have been effort in

" to adapt and inculturate the liturgy in vah" s=as§5eets._-
celebrahons For 1nstance '

:--*_of African ocl rehg_

Hman culture is perfect, and so incultura-
hat _take process between Christian faith
t encourages critical study of African
_a_wmd the danger of culturahsm At the

: ._:_Chrlstlan. rmndset Although advances have been made
" 'in this regard the info-technological globalization has

o 'opened up'multlp]e vistas of meaning often dominated

by Western- cultures; __h:ch appears to be reversing the
gains. Many African peopIes are attached to the Western
products, llfestyles, _and values spread through these

"modern means of communication. African cultural
_values are mcreasmgly séen as too traditional and as im-
pednnents ta progress and development. Various African
: governments are also not helping matters by neglecting
rural ‘areas; “this neglect fuels urban migration, which
- promotes individualistic and consumerist mentalities
"drawn from the Western mindset. At the other extreme
- are educated Africans who throw away the Christian

faith as foreign because the form of Christianity they
are familiar with is Western. Consequently, the prac-
tice of inculturation remains critical for the future of
Christianity in Africa.

The grounding of Christian faith in the culture of a
people and in the authentic national identity and patri-
otic spirit it creates indirectly promotes the human good.
[nculturation removes the dichotomy between faith and
life. Thus it contributes to the emergence of authentic
human beings able to hold in tension the limitation and
transcendence of culture and Christian faith, of inherited
constitutive meanings and the Gospel values updating
and refining one’s cultural values. It also has the poten-
tial to reconcile theologians who argue for liberation
theology without engaging inculturation theology and
those who argue for inculturation without liberation.
Theological differences arise in Africa when theologians
engaged in the various issues of culture, class, racial
exploitation, oppression, and poverty reduce theology
to their own specialization without relating the various
issues of culture together.” Thus inculturation theology,
African liberation theology, African women’s theology,
and Black theology often seem to be engaged in an un-
necessary and unproductive tug of war.®

Understanding the inirinsic connection between
inculturation and development or liberation correcily
places inculturation where it can heal the “anthropologi-
cal poverty™—that is, the crisis of identity arising from
being mentally uprooted from their cultures that disori-
ents Africans. Caught between two cultures, neither of
which they recognize as fully theirs, African Christians
become involved in syncretism religiously and fail to
commit to national or social development. However, if
inculturation succeeds in making Christianity part of
ordinary life, the Christian faith will no longer be seen
as foreign. Simultaneously, the liberation and salvation
in Christ will cease to be merely spiritual but will have
social, political, economic, and cultural dimensions
as well. Not only will the crisis of identity of African
Christians be healed by appreciation of their cultural
values, Christian love will bring about changes in the
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peoples’ relationship with one another and to their cul-
tures and communities in such a way that they will
become willing to promote social justice, demand good
governance, participate in national development, and ef-
fect social transformation.

The Way Forward

Africans need to adopt an attitudinal change toward
their cultures and the Christian faith. The liberation of
Affrican Christianity from unnecessary foreign elements
will focus on Christ as the Good News and not on its
foreign garment as madelled by the missionaries, Thus
Christianity will be seen for what it is: a transcultural
movement that inaugurates the kingdom of God.

A fundamental reorientation is required to disabuse
Africans of the negative attitude toward African tra-
ditional religions, which many still consider evil and
devilish. The first step is to study African traditional
religion. This stndy will be difficult, as people suspect
anyone, especially a Christian, associated with tradi-
tional religion. The awkward situation here can be traced
back to the ambivalent attitude that African Christians
have towards traditional religion. They fear, respect, and
consult it in private but disparage it in public as evil.
One needs a lot of courage to begin such a study from
a disinterested perspective, especially because the study
of African traditional religions is most often done from a
Christian perspective to point out how the religion is the
preparatio evangelica, that is, the nurturing ground for
Christianity. Such study does not allow the traditional
religions to emerge and to speak for themselves.

One way to divest the African mind from its phobia
toward African traditional religions is to de-Westernize
the African clergy, both Catholic priests and ministers
of the Reformed tradition, especially Pentecostals. Most
Catholic priests are trained in seminaries that offer a
Western-based curriculum with only a very limited place
for African traditional religions and values. For this rea-
son, most Affrican Catholic priests are not predisposed
to positive attitudes toward their cultures. While some
Protestant clergy are more positively disposed toward
African traditional religions and have actually undertak-
en foundational scholarship on them,” a good number
of their clergy, notably Pentecostal ministers, dismiss
African traditional religion as evil.® They are averse to-
wards inculturation or any form of indigenization, which
they interpret as the attempt of the devil to destroy the
work of the missionaries and return Africa to the enemy
of humankind. Pentecostalism, which is very influential

in Africa today, is not able to distinguish the Christian
faith from the Western garb in which it is clothed, Most
Pentecostal ministers reject traditional music, dances,
festivities, etc., as pagan, sinful, and devilish. Thus the
African cultures, religions, and spiritualities to which
the people are accustomed are jettisoned in favour of
what is considered Christian, dressed as it is in Western
cultural forms. This continues to make Christianity a for-
eign religion in the consciousness of Africans, although
often accepted because it makes one look “civilized.”
The consequence is the dual allegiance Africans pay
to Christianity and to their traditional African religio-
cultural spiritualities.

The changes in outlook toward inculturation must
begin with changes to the curriculum in seminaries,
houses of formation, schools, and colleges. If and where
the church is unable to effect wholesale changes, it must
at least change the curricula of seminaries and houses of
religious formation to reflect and appreciate African reli-
gions and cultures. When this is done, the positive values
of African traditional religions and cultures will enrich
the Christian faith, and the Christian faith will enrich the
African religions and cultures. Africans can then express
their Christian faith using African images, symbols, arts,
etc., without the guilt of worshipping idols. This would
be an authentic incarnation of the Christian faith, Thus
will Africans be truly and fully African and Christian at
the same time.

Conclusion

Although it now seems obvious, the recognition of cul-
tural pluralism and the respect expected for the integrity
of world cultures is a great moral achievement emanat-
ing from the shift from the classicist to the empirical
notion of culture. Qur awareness of the mistakes of
Christian missionary activities arising from the classicist
notion of culture and the attendant anthropological crisis
they engendered allows us to appreciate the significance
of this shift for the success of mission and the mutual
coexistence of peoples. However, this shift presents us
with two challenges. First, we must promote widespread
awareness of this shift and protect it against backslid-
ing to the classicist mentality that inspires people to
live in the modern world with a superannuated ideal of
cultural superiority. Second, we must overcome fears
of the implications of the historical mindedness inher-
ent in empirical notions of culture and become open
to possible changes in horizon. The promotion of a
more indigenous Catholicism demands perseverance in
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T (Maryknoll NY: Orbis Books, 1996), 21.
7 26'Seé Emmanuel Martey, African Theology: Inculiuration and
i Liberation (Maryknoll, NY; Orbis Books, 1993).
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2 1994),
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