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FOREWORD

When Mateo Ricci and the other missionaries introduced the
Gospel into China during the Ming Dynasty, they already to a
certain extent made an adaptation and started the process of
the inculturation of the Gospel. Many people have made
different attempts to inculturate the Gospel in China. Some
attempts have been notably successful whereas others have
clearly been failures.

In the seventies of the twentieth century, the question of
inculturation flared up again. The emergence of Chinese
culture Christians infuses new life into the topic. The current
issue of SHENSI/SPIRIT treats this theme of inculturation, in
the hope of making a contribution to the discussion.

Fr. Robert Ng S.J. discusses the principles of theological
inculturation. He first of all clarifies the meaning of
“inculturation” and related terms, and then proposes several
principles for establishing an inculturated theology. A
Chinese inculturated theology must come from Chinese
theologians and must be expressed in elegant Chinese.
Theology must be a witness to the religious experience of the
theologian. An inculturated theology does not destroy the
universality of theology but rather integrates with it to allow
a universal theology to reside within the inculturated
theology. An inculturated theology must respond the question
of the identity of modern Chinese, respecting the tradition of
Chinese ethical morality. The realistic creation of an
inculturated theology is a major priority.

Fr. Gianni Criveller P1.M.E. recognizes that the Gospel has
always played a role in the question of an inculturated
Chinese theology, but suggests that this role has undergone a
renewed discussion in the last forty years. It is not only that
the term “culture” has become polyvalent; the term



“Inculturation” has become equally complex. The rise of
Chinese culture Christians along with the phenomenon of
religious fervour brings the author to recognize that the most
important fact in inculturation is not to change the faith to
suit Chinese culture, but to teach people how to live within
the mystery of Christ, and to experience Jesus as the true
Lord. This is actually the basic desire of Chinese who seek
Jesus.

Ms. Lam Suet-pik discusses the important role played by Ma
Xiangbo (1840-1939) in the process of the inculturation of
the Chinese Church. On the literary side, he translated the
Bible and edited early Christian documents and material on
Church history. In the field of education, he fostered
indigenous talent, providing the financial resources for the
establishment of universities, thus giving the Church an
established place in the world of learning. In the matter of the
autonomy of the local Church, he struggled for the
establishment of a local hierarchy, counteracting the French
retention of authority, promoting the canonization of
outstanding local Christians, thus allowing the Chinese
faithful to attain a sense of belonging in the Church. His
efforts were significant in moving the Church along the path
of inculturation.

Using the Gospel Parable of the Sower, Fr. Edmund Ryden
S.J. reflects on the inculturation of the Gospel. In the trendy
culture of contemporary Taiwan, there are thorns, there is
rubbish, but there is also good ground. The focus of the
Parable of the Sower is on the seed itself and not on the type
of ground. Our responsibility is to sow seed for Christ, not to
supervise the ground on which it falls, for some will certainly
fall on good ground. We need not be afraid of “lasting” our
lives, sowing seeds in a culture which produces thorns.

From the archives of the Hong Kong Diocese, Fr. Louis Ha



has unearthed the life stories of some ten Chinese priests who
have worked in Hong Kong. In this way he presents a picture
of the inculturation of the Church in Hong Kong in the
nineteenth century. He finds that the lives and work of these
priests in the missionary territory were far from ideal, cast as
they were in a passive and subordinate role, with an inferior
position both within the Church and within society. The
inculturation of the Church in Hong Kong has had to wait
until the seventies of the twentieth century for a real
beginning.

Yau Kin-fung, Fung Yat-lui and Yeung Hau-ming have
cooperated in writing the final article in this issue. They
discuss the question of inculturation from the perspective of
the experience of Catholic laity. Difficulties in inculturation
can be viewed from three aspects: difficulties in methodology;
obstacles arising from social attitudes; the lack of widespread
theological education. Against this background, they suggest
a viable way forward, namely to begin from narratives of the
experience of self-identity, allowing more of the faithful to
participate in reflection on faith, thus establishing and
spreading a theology which belongs to the local community.

We are very grateful to Mr. Wilfred Lai for his generous help
in translating for this issue.
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