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The last several decades of the twentieth century witnessed the development of a general
consensus on the essentially contextual dimension operative in all theological discourse. 1 Even
theologians maintaining the existence of trans-contextual moral and theological realities
acknowledge an element of contextuality in all theological formulations.2 Most theologians thus
recognize that “contextualization is part of the very nature of theology itself.” 3 Robert Jenson
goes so far as to argue, “Recent clamor for ‘contextual’ theology is of course empty, there never
having been any other kind.” 4 Thus, the contextual nature of theology “has become almost
axiomatic for most theologians.” 5
Despite this near universal consensus on the contextual nature of theology—including a
general agreement that all theology takes place in the tension between two poles, the biblical
message and the cultural situation—glaring differences remain as to precisely how this
theological contextuality should be understood—e.g., re-contextualizing eternal truths (David F.
Wells), 6 reflecting critically on the praxis embedded in every situation (Gustavo Gutierrez), 7
establishing “mutually critical correlations” between the message and the situation (Paul Tillich),
8
interpreting “the significance of a religion or cultural norm for a group with a different (or
developed) cultural heritage” (Grant Osborne), 9 articulating “faith commitments within a given
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community utilizing the culturally conditioned categories of that community” (Stanley J.
Grenz), 10 and “attending to the affective and cognitive operations in the self-transcending
subject” (Bernard Longergan). 11
This myriad of definitions leaves the theologian in an untenable position: acknowledging
that contextual theology is critical for developing a “vital, coherent theology” 12 but unable to
ascertain precisely what this is or how it should be done. After briefly surveying this definitional
chaos, David Hesselgrave and Edward Rommen conclude: “There is not yet a commonly
accepted definition of the word contextualization, but only a series of proposals, all of them
vying for acceptance.” 13
Given both the general consensus on the contextuality of theology and the widespread
diversity of views regarding the nature and practice of theology so understood, this paper will
seek to (1) provide a taxonomic framework within which contextual theology can be understood
and (2) provide some means for determining how to appropriate the strengths and insights of
these various proposals for contextual theology within the framework of the commitments
maintained by evangelical theologians.
I. ORDERING CONTEXTUALITY: A TAXONOMY FOR CONTEXTUAL THEOLOGY
All taxonomies are inherently reductionistic but, given the dizzying number of proposals
offered for doing contextual theology, some organizational structure must be used to clarify the
relationships between them. A number of such taxonomic grids have been suggested, most of
which summarize the various approaches under two or three headings.
The bipolar approach is represented by William Hordern’s classic distinction between
‘transformers’ and ‘translators’ in theology. Translators focus on communicating the essential
content of the Christian faith in a manner that is viable and intelligible in the theologian’s
situation. By contrast, transformers are willing to adjust both the form and the content of the
Christian faith based on the needs and ideas of the contemporary situation. 14 Others have made
similar bipolar characterizations—existential contextualization vs. dogmatic contextualization, 15
creation centered vs. redemption centered theologies, 16 and traditionalists vs. reformists. 17 These
two-dimensional approaches rightly acknowledge the prime significance attached to the two
poles of theology and thus group the proposals around those poles. But, while this may be
conceptually useful, this schema is too simplistic for our purposes in that it unnecessarily
excludes the significant number of theologians who attempt to balance the two poles in some
way.
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Three-dimensional understandings of contextual theology thus attempt to leave room for
these moderating approaches. Such tripolar taxonomies include: apostolic, prophetic, and
syncretistic (David J. Hesselgrave); 18 translation, adaptation, and contextual (Schreiter); 19
conservative, moderate, and progressive (Clark H. Pinnock); 20 and anti-modern, modern, and
post-modern (David Tracy). 21
Following, this tripolar schema, I will suggest that the various contextual proposals can
be adequately conceptualized using three models: the translation, praxis, and synthetic models. 22
The translation model focuses on the kerygmatic pole and, thus, on articulating the
unchanging truths of the Bible in a culturally intelligible manner for a given cultural context. The
key idea of this model is therefore the existence of supracultural biblical truths that can be both
distinguished and separated from their cultural form and articulated in an alternate cultural
guise. 23
Moving to the other end of the contextual spectrum, the praxis model emphasizes the
situational pole. This model argues that contextualization must unite knowledge as content with
knowledge as action in order to properly engage the situation. 24 The classic definition of
liberation theology given by Gustavo Gutierrez as “a critical reflection on Christian praxis in
light of the word of God” exemplifies this approach. 25 This combination of reflection and action
is critical to understanding praxis. Built on the Aristotelian distinction between poesis (doing)
and theoria (reflection), praxis is the point at which the two come together in a dynamic
synthesis. 26 Praxis theologians therefore value culture as a proper object of theological reflection
and the appropriate means through which the community of faith understands its actions. 27
The third model comprises those approaches which attempt to find some kind of
synthetic balance between the two poles. While varying somewhat in approach and emphasis,
theologians in this group all agree that not only the kerygma but also the cultural history and
thought forms of the context are to be considered as “valid sources for theological expression.” 28
Thus, according to the synthetic model, “no longer do we speak of culture and world events as
areas to which theology is adapted and applied; culture and world events become the very
sources of the theological enterprise, along with and equal to scripture and tradition. Both
poles—human experience and the Christian tradition—are to be read together dialectically.” 29
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II. ORIENTING CONTEXTUALITY: THE LAYERS OF THEOLOGICAL DISCOURSE
Now that we have established at least an approximate range of proposals regarding
contextual theology, we are still left with the difficulty of determining which of them is most
appropriate for contextualizing biblical and theological formulations. Considering the diversity
of these various models and the strengths and weaknesses inherent in each, Stephen Bevans
states:
Each of these models is valid, so none can claim hegemony. Each has a number of
distinct advantages, and each has representatives who do the model
justice….There was a time when contextual theologians argued over whether one
way of doing theology was the only way, but this kind of discussion has been
recognized as futile….There needs to be a healthy pluralism. 30
While this may be a valid insight, indeed this paper will argue that a variety of models
should be adopted, we must inquire as to how we should choose which model to follow at any
given time. Bevans suggests that the choice should be made strictly on the basis of which model
would work best in a particular situation:
…certain models can function more adequately within certain sets of
circumstances. It seems to be that the praxis model might be better employed in a
situation that calls for radical social change than the translation model, which
might tend to be content with the status quo….In a situation of primary
evangelization, translating one’s own understanding of the gospel into the
language and customs of another culture may be the only option open until
indigenous Christians are able to reflectively construct their own local theology. 31
While agreeing with Bevans’ basic insight that multiple models of contextual theology
must be used to effectively address the complexity of the modern situation, it might be
questioned whether or not such a pragmatic method of selection is always appropriate. Given the
weaknesses that many have pointed to in the various approaches, one could rightly ask whether
there is any context in which it is theologically appropriate to use one particular model as the
exclusive mode of theologizing. 32
Therefore, rather than focusing solely on the cultural context within which a theologian
operates as the determining factor, I will suggest that each of the different approaches to
contextual theology must be used in every situation and that the criteria used to determine when

and Spirit: The Role of Cultural Context in Theological Reflection,” AsTJ 55.2 [2000]: 44). Instead he suggests that
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and Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies.
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a given contextual methodology should be used are derived from the nature of the biblical and
theological discourse.
1. The Structure of Conceptual Discourse: Paradigm, Model, and Theory
In the wake of the Kantian revolution, most everyone accepts the perspectival nature of
human knowledge. In other words, everything that we experience is filtered through a grid that
comprises all our various theories and ideas about the world. Thus our experiences are perceived
in a certain way depending on our perceptual framework. This does not mean that we cannot
know things adequately but only that a completely objective ‘God’s-eye’ view of the world will
never be available to us. Charles Kraft suggests that this perspectival framework includes several
different “levels of conceptual complexity.” 33 Following this insight, we will argue that there are
three such levels to all conceptual discourse which together formulate a person’s way of viewing
the world: paradigms, models, and theories.
a. Paradigm
The ubiquitous use of the term “paradigm” to describe conceptual structures can be
traced to the seminal work of Thomas Kuhn The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. In it he
defined paradigms as “standard examples of scientific work which embody a set of conceptual,
methodological and metaphysical assumptions.” 34 According to Kuhn, scientific viewpoints are
so controlled by these conceptual structures that a scientist’s observations, organizations, and
theories are “paradigm-dependent.” 35 Scientists operating from different paradigms thus will not
be able to assess the same data in the same way. On this view, the various paradigms are
‘incommensurable.’ 36 Any move from one paradigm to another must therefore be viewed as a
“revolution” or as some form of conversion. 37 This notion of communities of people with shared
paradigmatic conceptual frameworks that structure the way those communities view reality has
garnered near universal support in the academic world although there remain significant
differences regarding what a paradigm is and how it functions in relation to other paradigms.
Paradigms thus dominate every aspect of life and play a role in the interpretation of all
forms of experience. 38 According to Ian Barbour, “There is, in short, no uninterpreted
33
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experience of the sort which the positivist posits. We don’t simply see; we ‘see as’. In the act of
perception, the irreducible ‘data’ are not isolated patches of colour or fragmentary sensations, but
total patterns in which interpretation has already entered.” 39 These paradigms are derived from
(among other things) culture, language, and the consistent reliability with which a framework
interprets the data.
Since a paradigm only serves as the interpretive grid for a particular set of experiences, it
stands to reason that people operate with many different paradigms. No single paradigm is
sufficient to interpret all experiences but rather a person uses a variety of paradigms, integrated
more or less coherently into a worldview that provides an adequate grid for such interpretation.
Some would even argue that a worldview is not sufficient to capture the complexity of reality
since “no single theory can claim to give the whole picture.” 40 They assert that we must therefore
allow for many different worldviews (e.g., theism, pantheism, naturalism, etc.) to co-exist as
each tries to capture some aspect of reality. But this stems from a misunderstanding of what a
worldview is. A worldview does not attempt to “give the whole picture,” a truly Herculean task
possible only from a divine perspective, but instead to give an explanation of the picture as it has
been experienced and interpreted from a particular, limited perspective. My worldview contains
paradigms for driving a car, writing a research paper, and understanding religious experiences
but does not include any paradigms for other experiences that are not a part of my reality. 41 It is
thus not a complete picture of the world-in-itself but a complete picture of the world-as-I-see-it.
Based on the previous statement, one might conclude that paradigms are truly
incommensurable; criteria of assessment are “paradigm-dependent’ and there are thus no transcontextual criteria for discussing paradigms and worldviews. This would appear to be true only if
two worldviews did not hold any paradigms in common. This seems extraordinarily unlikely.
Experiences with completely unrelated cultures suggest that while no two cultures are precisely
the same with respect to their paradigmatic structures, there is significant overlap. Two
worldviews can therefore carry on significant dialogue using the areas of commonality to address
and assess paradigms not held in common. 42
b. Model
A second level of conceptual discourse is provided by models, which bear a similar
relationship to paradigms that paradigms bear to worldviews. A worldview is thus understood as
a view of reality comprising many different paradigms used for interpreting particular sets of
experience which are in turn fleshed out through a variety of models. So a paradigm is a
conceptual structure used for interpreting some portion of reality that is itself explicated and
clarified through the use of various models. 43
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While there are a number of different kinds of models (e.g., scale models, mathematical
models, etc.), most pertinent for the matter at hand are those commonly described as theoretical
models. Barbour defines a theoretical model as “an imagined mechanism or process, postulated
by analogy with familiar processes and used to construct a theory to correlate a set of
observations.” 44 In somewhat less technical terms, Avery Dulles defines a model as “a relatively
simple, artificially constructed case which is found to be useful and illuminating for dealing with
realities that are more complex and differentiated.” 45 While paradigms engage reality at a rather
complex level, models are attempts to explicate this reality in a more readily understandable
manner. As an example, physicists often use the “billiard-ball” model of gas molecules. In this
example, the more complex paradigm provided by physics is clarified through the use of the
easily understood analogy of gas molecules as billiard balls bouncing around in a box. 46
Ian Barbour describes models as characterized by three things; they are “analogical,
extensible, and unitary.” 47 They are analogical in that models tend to be chosen from things with
which we are familiar and used to explain things with which we are less familiar. 48 They are
extensible in that they “encourage the postulation of new rules of correspondence and the
application of a theory to new kinds of phenomena.” 49 Thus models are not merely heuristic
devices but also contribute to the extension of knowledge and the development of new ideas.
They are also unitary in the sense that the model is meant to “grasped as a whole”—i.e., it
presents a variety of complex relationships in one integrated whole. 50 Referring back to the
billiard-ball model, Barbour notes that the use of this model in physics has not only drawn an
analogy between the gas molecules and the billiard balls that presents a complex set of
information in an integrated whole but has also helped extend theories in other areas of physics
(e.g., kinetic theory). 51
An important question arises when we stop to consider the truth-value of models.
Echoing earlier discussions on functionalism in language, some philosophers argue that models
are only “useful fictions” that serve to clarify some set of experiential data but make no actual
truth claims about reality. Two problems arise with respect to this argument. First, the idea of a
model as a “useful fiction” presumes that its users know it to be false and yet continue to use it
because of its practical value. But this does not describe the way that people actually use most
theoretic models. Most of these models have gained currency not for the mere pragmatic reason
that they work but because their users believe that they do in fact say something at least
adequately true about reality. This natural intuition should not be dismissed out of hand. Second,
many “useful fictions” fail to be useful once we realize that they are fictions. This is especially
true with respect to ethical and religious models. It is not enough to say that the “humble
servant” model in ethics or the “God as Father” model in theology are useful ways to structure
experience because once they are believed to be false they can no longer function effectively as
models. Contrary to this perspective, we must argue that most models (we should allow that
44
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some models may in fact be merely “useful fictions”) do in fact refer adequately, though not
comprehensively, to extra-linguistic realities. “Models,” according to Bevans, “provide a
knowledge that is always partial and inadequate, but never false or merely subjective.” 52
Max Born contends that it is the referential capacity of models that makes their disclosive
and extensible aspects possible. 53 Indeed, apart from the referentiality of models, we are hard
pressed to explain their amazing capacity for describing, interpreting, and even predicting reality.
Thus, Frederick Ferré asserts that one of the primary values of theoretical models is that they
have the effect of “suggesting potentially fruitful lines of inquiry and the making of new
discoveries.” 54
The adequate referentiality of good theoretical models, though, should not blind us to the
fact that they refer adequately rather than comprehensively. Like paradigms, then, we must make
use of a variety of models to portray the complex reality before us.
c. Theory
Our third level of conceptual discourse is that of the theory. For our purposes, a theory
may be defined as any concept that seeks to elucidate more or less precisely the content of some
model. 55 Although there is a sense in which theories may also be applied directly to paradigms in
an effort to more precisely articulate the conceptual content of the paradigm, they are more
closely related to models. Donald Bloesch views a concept (his term for a theory) as “an attempt
to elucidate the meaning already in symbols” and thus as one step further removed from the
reality described by the model and the paradigm. 56 Bloesch further contends that a concept has a
univocal correspondence to reality while a symbol only “brokenly reflects what it is intended to
signify.” 57 While I would not agree that even a theory manages to attain a univocal
correspondence with reality, it does seem to be the case that models tend to be “intuitively
grasped” and seek the more precise meaning that can be rendered through theoretical discourse.
The relationship between model and theory is thus very similar to one popular
understanding of the relationship between metaphor and concept. Although the meaning of any
given metaphor is inextricably linked with its metaphorical form and thus cannot be adequately
replaced by an ostensibly non-metaphorical mode of discourse, 58 metaphorical discourse
nevertheless has a cognitive dimension that can be addressed, at least partially, with conceptual
language. 59 This relationship, though, should not be understood in terms of a static
‘interpretation’ but a more dynamic ‘transfiguration’ as the metaphors “are inevitably taken up
into further language and experience, there to be reinterpreted in conceptual modes that can
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themselves generate further poetic and imaginative exploration.” 60 Similarly, our intuitive grasp
of a model gives rise to theoretic statements further describing the reality the model seeks to
represent. Although something is necessarily lost in the translation from model to theory, the
attempt to understand the model conceptually leads, hopefully, to a re-engagement with the
model and a corresponding deepening of both model and theory.
2. The Structure of Biblical Discourse: Assertion, Inference, and Speculation
Not only can we draw an important distinction between the various levels of conceptual
discourse but we can also make a similarly useful set of distinctions with respect to biblical
discourse. We may thus speak of three different levels of biblical discourse: assertion, inference,
and speculation. Each of these can and should be formulated as articulations, which will be
understood to refer to the way in which any of these three elements of theological reflection are
developed and stated in a given cultural context. 61
a. Assertion
The first level of biblical discourse is that of assertion—i.e., the statements of the biblical
text itself. The category of assertion, therefore, comprises all the particular statements of the
Bible and, thus, includes not only its various propositions but also its narrative and symbolic
elements. 62
b. Inference
There is a second level of biblical discourse, however, that must be considered. Though
evangelical theology must be biblical, it must not be reduced to biblicism. Limiting theology to
those things that are explicitly stated by the biblical texts would unnecessarily limit our ability to
adequately engage the reality around us. Such a move would also be based on a mistaken
understanding of communication. Most of what we communicate is done not through assertion
but through inference—i.e., ideas that can be reasonably deduced from our assertions. Therefore,
the Bible, as a communicative act, must likewise be engaged at the level of inference. A biblical
inference will thus cover those ideas which may be reasonably drawn from the affirmations of
the biblical text.
As an example, all orthodox Christians would agree that the deity of the Father, the Son,
and the Holy Spirit are asserted in the Scriptures. But the classic doctrine of the Trinity, three
persons existing eternally in one nature, is not. While orthodox Christians would be quick to
60
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defend this classic understanding of the Trinity as a legitimate inference from the biblical data,
we must be equally quick to acknowledge that it is not an explicit biblical assertion but an
inference we think is justified. 63
c. Speculation
Biblical discourse, though, is not limited, and I would suggest should not be limited, to
only the first two levels. We must also acknowledge a role for speculation—i.e. drawing
theological conclusions from the biblical texts that are neither asserted nor inferred but may
nonetheless be justified in some way. A speculation is thus not an explicit assertion nor a
reasonable inference but a thoughtful deduction from or extension of those assertions and
inferences. Particular speculations should thus be understood as contextually defensible
theological formulations.
Continuing to use the doctrine of the Trinity as an example, the eternal generation of the
Son and the dual procession of the Spirit are, in my opinion, examples of such speculation.
Neither of the two doctrines are asserted in Scripture nor do they appear to be necessary (some
would say not even justified) inferences from that data. We will argue in the next section,
though, that this does not mean that they are illegitimate or invalid theological conclusions; they
are simply functioning at a different level of discourse than the deity of Christ or the doctrine of
the Trinity.
Having postulated the existence of these three different levels of biblical discourse, a
difficult question arises as to the feasibility of discriminating between them. Given a particular
theological formulation, what are the criteria by which we can determine whether it is an attempt
to articulate a biblical assertion, inference, or speculation? This is, I suggest, one of the more
challenging tasks of modern theology and one that cannot be briefly addressed. Theologians of
all stripes must begin to think more critically as to the particular level of biblical discourse on
which their various theological formulations operate in order to understand more adequately their
relationship to an individual’s overall theological structure and to other theological perspectives.
3. The Structure of Discourse and the Models of Contextual Theology
We have now seen that both conceptual and biblical discourse can be organized in two
hierarchically arranged systems. We have also proposed three primary models for doing
contextual theology. While this three-fold structure of three-fold relations is certainly contrived
to a degree, some relationships can be drawn between these three frameworks that may help
clarify how a model of contextual theology can be developed that utilizes the strengths of all
three contextual models. We will therefore consider those various relationships and argue that by
using the three models of contextual theology based on an appropriate understanding of their
corresponding level of conceptual and/or biblical discourse, we will be able to develop a new
model for contextual theology.

63

Of course, a very difficult methodological question that has not been addressed here is the means by
which we determine when a particular inference is in fact justified. As this enters into questions of hermeneutical
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warrants further consideration.
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a. Paradigm, Assertion, and Translation
Since paradigms are the means by which a worldview is actuated in an individual’s life or
cultural situation, there is no way to maintain a given worldview without maintaining the
corresponding paradigms. 64 In order to uphold our commitment to a biblical worldview, we must
therefore have a correspondingly high level of commitment to the biblical paradigms that
structure and actuate that worldview (e.g., personal theism, Christocentric soteriology, etc.).
Thus, Allister McGrath writes that doctrine “provides the conceptual framework by which the
scriptural narrative is interpreted” and immediately notes that this “is not an arbitrary
framework…but one which is suggested by that narrative, and intimated (however provisionally)
by scripture itself.” 65 Christian community and theology is only identifiable and sustainable as
distinctly Christian insofar as it continues to maintain its dedication to the “paradigmatic biblical
narrative.” 66
Having said this, it quickly becomes clear that the contextual methodology most
appropriate to this level of theological articulation is that of the translation model. By using this
model we are attempting to understand the biblical paradigms as they were and are given in the
text and to communicate those paradigms in a new cultural situation with sensitivity to both text
and context but with an emphasis on accurately communicating the original sense of the
paradigm.
While the realities of translation preclude the possibility that
we
Insert Figure
can express exactly the same content in two different thought-forms,
we
1 Here
can still strive to adequately express the same idea in a variety of
situations. 67 As D. A. Carson points out, one cannot simply translate “Jesus is Lord” into an
African context as “Jesus is Chief” and expect to have said the same thing but, given sufficient
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and the paradigms that flow out of them (Eternal Words and Changing Worlds: Theology, Anthropology, and
Missiology in Trialogue [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984], 49). Conn, though, argues that since these paradigms lie
closer to the “surface-level of reality” than their worldviews, evangelicals should be careful about using “battle
language” in their defense and should instead reserve such discourse for defending the more bedrock worldviews.
But this approach misses the essential connection between a worldview and its corresponding paradigms. Without
the paradigmatic framework there is little left to provide any real content to the worldview and thus it does not seem
possible to abandon the paradigmatic framework of a given worldview while still maintaining that worldview in any
recognizable form. It may be that some of the concerns that he raises with respect to becoming too committed to our
paradigms is a result of unclear thinking by theologians as to the difference between paradigm and theory in our
theological systems.
65
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time and understanding of the culture, one can reasonably hope to translate the same basic
paradigm in the new situation. 68
While biblical assertions encompass too broad a range of communicative acts to be
naively associated with just one level of discourse, it seems that they should be associated
primarily with paradigms and the translation model. There are certainly a number of different
things that biblical assertions can do—e.g., promise, command, etc.—but it seems that the
primary function of these assertions is to develop paradigmatic ways of viewing the world. The
Bible makes no attempt to provide comprehensive instructions for Christian living or a complete
theological textbook for comprehensively understanding the nature of God and salvation.
Instead, the biblical text should be viewed primarily in terms of the worldview that it develops
and its corresponding paradigms.
This, of course, does not deny that many biblical assertions do in fact function at the level
of models and theories and must be treated as such (see figure 1). I am simply arguing that the
broader function of the biblical texts is to foster a biblical worldview through the development of
biblical paradigms. These paradigms are thus pivotal to maintaining and understanding the
biblical worldview and must therefore be contextualized using the translation model.
b. Model, Inference, and Synthesis
As we move from discourse involving paradigms and assertions into the next level of
discourse, the situation changes somewhat. As indicated previously, models are primarily
conceptual constructs used to explicate, clarify, and extend the ideas and implications of a given
paradigm. Since models are largely analogical constructs drawing on the resources of the
familiar to explicate the content of the less familiar, adequate models need to rely extensively on
the conceptual resources of the cultural situation in order to explain clearly the conceptual
content of the paradigms in question. Theological models are thus caught up in the tension
between the biblical paradigms they seek to clarify and the cultural contexts in which they must
operate. The most appropriate model of contextual theology for this level of discourse is, thus,
that of the synthetic model. Seeking to grasp both horns of the dilemma in equal measure, the
synthetic model is best suited to a level of discourse that so clearly relies on both to accomplish
its purposes.
Once again, though, as we consider the relationship of this level of discourse to biblical
language, we must acknowledge that although the connecting lines are not always clear, some
general observations may be made. Given what has just been said about how theological models
function, it should be clear that we do not need to restrict ourselves solely to those models that
are specifically asserted in Scripture. We must develop whatever
models are necessary for communicating the various biblical
Insert Figure
paradigms in our contemporary contexts. But these models cannot be
2 Here
divorced from the biblical paradigms they are to explicate and must
therefore remain intimately connected to the biblical text.
The fact that we must, therefore, distinguish between our models and the biblical data
means that we must be aware that our models may well be culturally influenced and subject to
revision as cultures change or outright rejection by other cultures. As Charles Kraft states:
The position taken here is that valid theologizing may be done on the basis of a
variety of cultural, subcultural, and disciplinary models. Not everything said or
68
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done in the theological realm is valid, since not everything is allowed by the data.
But different understandings of reality generate different questions with respect to
biblically revealed data, just as they do with respect to the natural world. And the
answers obtained, when systematized, result in different ‘indigenous’
theologies. 69
Even within a given culture we must be willing to allow the possibility, even the
likelihood, that multiple models will be needed to explicate the biblical paradigms. This is true
for at least two reasons. First, we must recognize that people respond differently to different
models and that a multiplicity of models better enables these different people to interact with the
paradigms at hand. 70 Second, the fact that we are attempting to speak of divine realities using
human communicative and conceptual tools should indicate that our models are necessarily
limited with respect to those divine realities and, thus, any given model will only address a
particular aspect of that reality. The nature of theology is such that “we may need more than one
interpretive framework to articulate fully its meaning and significance.”71
Two further questions must be addressed before we can leave this section. First, what
about those models that are specifically asserted by the text (e.g., the ransom, redemption, and
other models of the atonement paradigm)? Should they be handled with the translation or the
synthetic model of theology? While we should certainly feel free to develop other models
(provided they are legitimately inferred from the textual paradigms), we neglect such wellestablished, proven, and divinely inspired models at our own peril. Though it may be
theoretically possible to adequately communicate the biblical paradigms without using any of the
biblical models asserted in the text, it is neither necessary nor wise to do so. Biblical models
should thus remain an essential part of our theological discourse.
Second, can theological speculations play any role in the development of theological
models? We will treat theological speculations more in the next section but it seems appropriate
to address this question here. Since the purpose of a theological model is to explicate, clarify,
and extend the conceptual content and implications of a paradigm, it would seem misleading and
potentially dangerous to rely on models developed from speculation. Such speculative models
would then occasion speculative theories that are even more removed from the paradigmatic
structure of the text. The role of speculative models in theology should therefore be very
circumscribed.
c. Theory, Speculation, and Praxis
Finally, we move to the third level of discourse. At this point we are no longer dealing
with biblical assertions or the ideas reasonably inferred from them but the more speculative
aspects of theological formulation.
At this point, two objections might reasonably be raised. First, some might wonder
whether it is legitimate to place speculation on the same level as theory and praxis in this way
since speculation is often viewed as being almost the antithesis of the practical engagement with
life emphasized by the praxis model. Given how speculation has
Insert Figure
3 Here
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tended to be done in the history of the theology and its too-often close association with
metaphysical speculation, this objection carries significant weight. But, speculation more
properly understood is not about ‘ontological flights of fancy’ but rather about ways of making a
particular theological model vital and coherent in a given context. This connection between
praxis and speculation can be seen even more clearly when we move from metaphysical to
ethical modes of discourse. If we consider how ethical paradigms (e.g., ‘love your neighbor’) are
explicated by ethical models (e.g., the servant model) which are in turn made more vital and
coherent by speculative theories on how that model is to be fleshed out in a particular context
(e.g., ‘I should help my elderly neighbor, Bob, by mowing his lawn’), we can see how
speculation and praxis are intimately connected. Speculation, rightly used, enables us to live
(both through ideas and actions) our paradigms and models in our individual circumstances.
A better understanding of speculation should also be useful in addressing a second
objection with respect to whether or not the move to a third level of discourse is legitimate. Some
question whether speculative theology presses too far into the divine mysteries to serve any
useful purpose. Three responses might be made to this. First, this question again confuses all
forms of speculation with metaphysical speculation and neglects other legitimate modes of
discourse (e.g., ethical speculation).
Second, sometimes the theological issues raised by controversy and heresy demand a
corresponding clarity in articulating the orthodox theological position, even when it involves
some element of metaphysical speculation. Hilary of Poitiers defended the precise theological
statements of his day in this way:
But the errors of heretics and blasphemers force us to deal with unlawful matters,
to scale perilous heights, to speak unutterable words, to trespass on forbidden
ground. Faith ought in silence to fulfill the commandments, worshiping the
Father, reverencing with him the Son, abounding in the Holy Ghost. But we must
strain the poor resources of our language to express thoughts too great for words.
The error of others compels us to err in daring to embody in human terms truths
which ought to be hidden in the silent veneration of the heart. (On the Trinity, 2.2)
Though recognizing that human words cannot attain to the full reality of the divine, he
nonetheless argued that to protect the integrity of theology we must “strain the poor
resources of language” and speak as clearly as we can.
A third response is to recognize what we are often doing with language at this
level of discourse. The primary purpose of a theory should not be viewed as speaking of
reality as it really is but as constructing ways of speaking about that reality that are
coherent, consistent, and viable with respect to our paradigms and models. Thus, rather
than asking whether or not the Son actually proceeds eternally from the Father, the
question becomes whether or not that way of speaking provides the best way of
understanding the theistic paradigm and Trinitarian models at work there. It is at this
level (and possibly at the level of models as well) that we can affirm George Lindbeck’s
distinction between first- and second-order theology. In his terms, a theory is an
“intrasystematic” statement rather than an “ontological” claim about reality. 72 This being
the case, we cannot be accused of ‘drilling down’ into the divine mysteries since what we
72
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are actually doing is trying to speak coherently given the particular paradigmatic structure
of our theology.
The fact that we have moved from ‘ontological’ to ‘intrasystematic’ statements
suggests a corresponding move from models of contextual theology emphasizing the
message to one that emphasizes primarily the context: the praxis model. The question to
be addressed with this model is whether or not a particular theological formulation leads
to reflective action. The theory must work in two different directions. It must work
coherently within the theological system (does it make sense?) and it must also work
viably within the cultural system (does it provide meaningful ways of living?). Although
we must be aware of the socio-political ramifications of all our theological formulations,
it is at the level of the theory that these issues become prominent as we seek to make sure
that the ways in which we are explaining our paradigmatic structures are doing justice to
the context in which we find ourselves.
III. CONCLUSION
The contemporary theologian is faced with a difficult problem—knowing that theology is
necessarily contextual but facing a bewildering number of proposals on the nature of that
contextuality and the manner in which contextual theology is properly done. I have argued that
these various proposals all have value provided that they are used primarily with respect to the
level of biblical discourse for which they are most appropriate. By approaching the task of
contextual theology in this way we can seek to retain our commitment to the paradigmatic
biblical discourse while at the same time allowing room for the imaginative creativity and
theological flexibility necessary for engaging a world in constant flux. While I am not suggesting
that this approach to contextual theology resolves all of the problems encountered by anyone
attempting to take seriously the contextuality of theological formulations, I do think that it
provides a useful means for moving forward and for appropriating the strengths of various
contextual models while seeking to avoid their weaknesses.
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