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The last paper is a critical application of the theme of faith and
culture to the sphere of evangelization. Here, the ‘God-question
is the focal point of Elochukwu Uzukwu’s exploration of how
Spiritan missionaries applied, within a chosen mission context,
the Spiritan missionary imprint “Be Black with the Blacks”,
seen in the humanistic insights of Libermann, A. Le Roy and in
the 1659 Instruction of Propaganda Fide. In investigating this
field, Uzukwu makes a critical evaluation of the interpretation
by missionaries of the indigenous mediations of the sacred,
highlighting especially their misconstruing of the diety of war
and violence, Ekwensu. Despite the limitations of the
missionaries in understanding and representing the complexity
and ambiguity of the African universe, they, nevertheless
helped the receptor community to rediscover its primary ethical
values. Finally, the author admits that a deferential approach to
the God-Question in the African context has great impact on the
future of contextual theology of God.

“The door of faith is always open for us”, Bendict XVI says.
We pray that it opens us to the transforming grace of the word
proclaimed in and by the Church, and that it ushers us into
deeper communion with God.

MarySylvia Nwachukwu, DDL
Editor-in-Chief, June 2013
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THE CULTURE OF CHRISTIAN FAITH:
AN INVERSE PYRAMID

MarySylvia NWACHUKWU, DDL

1. Introduction

This paper is a discussion of the cultural behaviors that
function as distinguishing marks of the Christian faith. The
discussion anchors itself on the fact that every institution,
whether social, political or religious, has cultural factors that
give it a self definition. The paper, therefore, is not a
discussion on inculturation; rather, it uses the primary
meaning of culture to discuss the biblical presentation of the
practices and behaviors that distinguish the Christian
religion. The paper laments negative effects of non-Christian
attitudes of the majority of contemporary Christians and fears
that as these attitudes become conventional, they continue to
constitute a great threat to Christian spirituality.

The present essay, therefore, is one out of many responses' to
the world's concern about and need for authentic witness to
Christian faith, which is becoming increasingly more urgent.
This need is occasioned by factors internal and external to the
Church. Internally, the Christian Church is experiencing
threats of no small dimension from a new form of religiosity
that is largely syncretistic' both in orientation and in content.
A good number of the contemporary African Christian
experiences the world as filled with malignant forces that
threaten life and human wellbeing. The prevailing religious

' Syncretism is the mixing of elements of the Gospel with incompatible
elements from traditions foreign to it.
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atmosphere is marked by insecurity, and religion has become
a kind of protection against presumed forces that jeopardize
many aspects of life and create fear. After more than a
century of Christianity in Africa, superstitious belief in the
elemental spirits of the world still thrives. Attempts to cope
with these threats have led some Christians to practices and
beliefs that are syncretistic, superstitious and bizarre.
Threatened by fear, Christians of different denominations and
of different ranks, are easily ready to submit to any person or
presumed power which claims to have a solution to these
problems.

One of the immediate consequences of the problem of fear is
the use of religion as a form of protection against other
human beings presumed to be evil, and against other
presumed forces that threaten human life and its wellbeing.
The attempts to respond to this atmosphere of insecurity give
rise to theologies and attitudes which portray a negative
image of God, an image that obscure the face of God, of a
God who revealed himself as 'God with and for his people'.
This is a threat on the deposit of faith, and it is found today in
teachings which depict God as unforgiving and fault finding,
who punishes sinners without mercy. It finds expression in
the 'Holy Ghost fire' and 'back to sender' sagas, in the over-
emphasis and focus on the power of evil, and especially in
attitudes that derive from unforgiving spirit, religious
discrimination, and in other expressions that emphasize God's
anger over his mercy. These teachings are spreading fast
among Christians of different denominations, constituting a
great threat to Christian spirituality.

Christendom is also being threatened by another brand of the
gospel, preached by a growing number of Christian leaders,
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which denies the realism of suffering and poverty, assuring
people that suffering is a curse, which those in communion
with God cannot experience. The direct consequences of this
kind of interpretation of the gospel are materialism and
hedonistic attitudes. This brand of the gospel despises and
rejects the foolishness of the cross and with it the kind of
Lord that Jesus is, one who accepted God's will to suffer and
die for others. This particular threat is an assault against the
heart of Christian faith.

Certain external factors also contribute to ideas that inspired
(he present paper. Many non-Christian religions and sects are
winning more and more members to their fold by means of
political and vicious strategies. The human community 1s
threatened both by religious groups that operate according to
absolutist principles and by those groups which menace and
kill Christians out of religious non-tolerance. Christians who
suffer these threats have been displaced and traumatized by
this religious tyranny and bigotry, and they need to be
empowered to bear witness to their faith in the midst of
persecution.

The present paper is one of the required responses to these
challenges. Its aim is to renew in the mind of Christians all
over the world knowledge of the nature and character of
Christian faith. Many Christians around the world are in their
attitudes like seeds that fell on paths, rocky grounds and
among thorns; some with shallow faith, some with switching
loyalties, some become very easily victims of predators,
while some others lose their faith to the troubles and the cares
of this world (Matt 13:18-22). Some others so deeply
misunderstand the identity of the Master that their efforts to
serve Christ are directed mainly to mistaken goals. The
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discussion of the attitudes that define Christian faith in the
following paragraphs 1s meant as a response to the
experiences of the different brands of Christians in our
society. It is preceded, in the next section of the paper, with a
brief presentation of the events that constitute the Bible's
story of faith. After it, the essay will give a short description
of the meaning of culture in order to use it to discuss the
Bible's presentation of cultural practices that define the
Christian faith. In conclusion, the essay invites Christians to
pay attention to the unique character of their faith.

2. The Bible's Story of Faith

The meaning of faith, in this study, is not derived solely from
an analysis of terminology because in the Bible, faith is
presented, not as an abstract idea, but as the story of events
concerning God, human beings and creation. Apart from an
explicit definition of faith that is found in the Letter to the
Hebrews, the entire Bible generally has no definition of faith.
According to Heb 11:1, faith is the assurance of things hoped
for, the conviction of things not seen. This definition already
gives some idea about the semantic universe within which
faith operates, one that is basically uncertain and ambiguous.
The eleventh chapter of the Letter to the Hebrews discusses
faith as that attitude by which normative biblical characters
are defined in their relationship with God. Abel, Abraham,
Moses and Israel are all described as people of faith. One
needs to investigate the life stories of these biblical characters
to understand how and why they qualify as models of faith.
In the books of Genesis and Exodus where the stories of
Abraham, Moses, and other biblical characters are presented,
faith is the response they give to God who called them with
invitation to rely completely on him and to collaborate in a
divine plan that is as difficult as it is humanly
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incomprehensible. In their responses to God, events in the
life of these people become the very means by which God
brings about far-reaching salvation for all.

The Bible's story of faith begins from the first chapters of the
Bible, where faith is described within the context of the
Bible's presentation of God's self revelation, and how by
revealing himself, God invites the human person to a
dialogue. Human response to this revelation determines the
kind of relationship that is thereby established. One reads of
two kinds of human response to God. There are stories of
human disobedience and inclination away from God's
purposes, as well as stories of human obedience and trust in
God. The Bible reader is confronted above all with the tragic
consequences of human disobedience, where they mark out
critical turning points in the history of God's relationship
with the human person (for instance, Gen 6:5-8 and 11:8-9).
The turning points describe the ways in which human
negative response affects God's decision. The first turning
point in the God-human relationship is described in Gen 6:5-
8. Against a description of a corrupt earth and of a violent
and wicked humanity, God initiated a relationship with Noah
which is characterized by obedience to God's word (Gen
6:11-13). The same description is made of Abram at the next
turning point in history when human beings unite in a project
that contradicts divine plan. God destroyed that evil project
by eliminating the source of human solidarity in evil (Gen
11:8-9). Against this act of human rebellion, Abraham is
called by God to be a means of blessing to all the peoples of
the earth (Gen 12:1-3). It is important to underscore the
attitudes that define Abraham's faith in God.




