Contextual theology: An Interfaith Grand River discussion
Contextual theology: big words for the idea that context — both the context in which a community evolves and one’s own personal context — has a significant influence on religious faith and practice. This was the idea that members of Interfaith Grand River grappled with at their January 2010 meeting.
Many traditions have scriptures that are fixed, and yet recognize the need for change. “The problem with the Bible,” noted a participant from the Unity Church, “is the cover on it.” She quoted a founder of the Unity Church, Charles Fillmore, as saying, “I reserve the right to change my mind.”
A Muslim participant noted that her tradition also has a fixed scripture, the Qur’an, revealed to the prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) over 23 years. “We need to understand that scriptures were written at a certain time,” she said. Hence, while the Qur’an is unchanging, it does not stand alone. Next comes the hadith, or how the prophet put the book into practice. There are also layers of interpretation through the centuries, and there needs to be ijtihad, or constant engagement with the text.
For Jews as well, a fixed Bible is complemented by a long tradition of interpretation. At least at its origin, a Jewish participant said, rabbinic interpretation was inherently revisable: a ruling in one generation could be changed by rabbis in a subsequent generation. Another Jewish participant pointed out that Jewish tradition evolved differently in different places: there are many differences in practice between Ashkenazic (eastern European) and Sephardic (Mediterranean) Jews. She also told the gathering that, to be accepted as a convert to Orthodox Judaism in Ontario, a person needs to live within the main Jewish neighbourhood of Toronto for five years, so that they understand what it means to live as a Jew within a Jewish community.

The context of the modern, secular, scientific West looms large in many denominations. Three of the traditions represented at the meeting — Mormon, Christian Science and Unity Church — have their origins in the nineteenth-century United States, and in different ways bear the stamp of that time and place. A Mormon participant noted the influence of “American pragmatism and the frontier mentality” on his tradition. He said Mormons had traditionally had an “overactive Protestant work ethic” and placed a heavy emphasis on works; only now are they discovering the importance of grace. He pointed out that Stephen Covey, author of The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, is a Mormon.
Unitarians are fully at home in the modern world, and a participant from that tradition said they see all theology as contextual and revelation as not sealed. The shadow side, she suggested, is the “paralysis of analysis,” and she said she tries “to get people to talk about what they believe and not just what they reject.” Another danger is misappropriation: borrowing ideas and practices from other traditions without fully understanding what they mean.
Neo-Pagans, too, have “chosen a faith that is an intellectually and emotionally satisfying answer to a quest for spiritual meaning in the context of today’s modern, scientific world.” A scientific premise underlies their recovery of ancient ways of worship: “We as biological entities now know enough about the origins of life that we recognize the biosphere as our real progenitor. Having come to this conclusion, Neo-Pagans go back to the old, pre-patriarchal, nature-based ways of celebrating Life and the Living World.”
The Western context has also had an impact on Buddhism, which became “very cool” in North America during the Vietnam War, when some Buddhists were prominent protesters. It later came as a shock, a Buddhist participant noted, “to discover that some Buddhists are Republicans.” Buddhism has been much more individualistic in the West than in its Asian heartland, where it is generally community-centred, and meditation has come to occupy a more prominent role.
“Context sets the agenda and frames the discussion,” said a Lutheran participant. “It provides the vocabulary and the way of looking at things. Theology uses the vocabulary of the context to point to something outside the context.” This is not an easy task, he said; it’s “like explaining water to a fish” — perhaps an apt description of the challenge that was faced, and largely met, by all the participants in this meeting.

