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By José Antonio Ureta, April 3, 2019
In the previous article we showed how the Church knew how to adapt to the cultures of the peoples she successively evangelized while preserving and improving everything they had of good, beautiful and true, and eliminating everything that was bad, ugly and wrong so as to make flourish a culture at the same time authentically local and profoundly Christian. We also announced that we would show how they went from this genuine concept of inculturation to another, completely deviated one, in which missionaries only dialogue with aboriginal peoples to reinforce pagan culture in their souls. Paradigmatic examples of this false inculturation were Jesuit missionaries Vicente Cañas and Thomaz Aquino Lisboa, “Kiwxí” and “Yauca” for the Mÿky Indians, all of whose customs and attire they adopted.
How was it possible to move from one model to the other? Through an inadvertent theological / pastoral / psychological transshipment process that used the “inculturation” ideal as a talismanic word and the fear/sympathy syndrome as a psychological factor.



On the one hand, missionaries became afraid of being branded as fellow travelers of European colonialism and imperialism. Indeed, a guilty complex about the evangelization carried out in former colonies began to infiltrate the Catholic Church after the Second World War under the influence of political, economic and cultural “decolonization” movements marked by an anti-Western and often “Third World” or “Non Aligned” character and by a Marxist interpretation of relations between developed and underdeveloped countries.



At the same time, the emergence of anthropology as an independent social science and the growing public interest in its discoveries brought an enormous movement of sympathy towards primitive peoples, whose folklore, lifestyles and dialects were seen as threatened by the penetration of technology and modern life in their former territories. Missionaries were not exempt from this sympathy for aboriginal populations and for all aspects of their culture, including most reprehensible ones.



With both the fear of being accused of being “colonialist” and with sympathy towards the culture of primitive peoples, the concept of “inculturation” began to suffer a semantic slip in the ecclesial vocabulary. The emerging concept of evangelization insisted less and less on the missionary vocation of transmitting the Faith and more and more on the convenience, or even the obligation, of preserving the integrity of the culture of the evangelized peoples. From the original definition of inculturation as a mere adaptation to the local mentality, we went to a certain mimicry, then to a “conversion” of the missionaries, and of the Church itself, to the deep (pagan) values of the ancestral culture of the missioned peoples. As evangelizer, the Church had to become evangelized.

All missionary congregations and all the regions where the Church develops its mission ad Gentes (Far East, Oceania, Indian Subcontinent, Africa and the three Americas) were victims of this process of ideological-pastoral transshipment. In this article, we will focus especially on the case of Latin America, whose center is the Amazon region, object of the coming Synod.

It would beyond its limits for us to analyze the semantic slippage of the concept of “inculturation” since the Vatican II decree Ad Gentes, passing through the apostolic exhortation Evangelii Nuntiandi of Paul VI, and the meetings of the Latin American Episcopate in Medellin (1968), Puebla (1979), Santo Domingo (1992) and Aparecida (2007). For this reason, we will study only the most “advanced” expressions of the concept of “inculturation” from the writings of the greatest intellectual of the new “missiology”, Fr. Paulo Suess, a German priest based in Brazil and one of the consultants of the committee preparing the Pan-Amazon Synod (and probably the main drafter of its Preparatory Document).



In the chapter titled “The Dispute for Inculturation,” of his book Evangelizar desde los proyectos históricos de los otros: Diez ensayos de misionología [1] (Evangelizing from the Historical Projects of Others: Ten Essays on Missiology), Fr. Suess presents the philosophical premises of the existentialist, subjectivist, and relativistic matrix of the new “paradigm of inculturation” based on “the recognition of the irreducible otherness of Others”[2]:
“All peoples and social groups have a historical project of life” codified in their respective culture, which defines their identity and creates “a second environment.”

“For human beings, the perception of reality always goes through a cultural ‘filter’ so that the vision one group has of another hardly coincides with the vision that the group has of itself.”

“Subjectivity and cultural identity erase any objective, unique and universal mediation of reality;” the “objective vision,” unfettered by the specific angle of each culture, is a mere “utopian horizon that moves history.”

“Neither the culture of any social group” nor “the culture that occasionally conveys the Gospel” can be “normative for another group.”

Hence, “the full subject of inculturated evangelization are the respective people who receive the Gospel. The poor, the Others, the people are the protagonists of the history of their salvation and of the process of their evangelization.”



Paraphrasing the Latin formula of the Fourth Lateran Council, according to which salvation is ordinarily found only in the Church, Fr. Suess states that “there is no revelation or salvation extra culturam.” [3]
In this new paradigm, the preaching of a missionary becomes irrelevant because the Church “must experience its metalinguistic irrelevance and lack of language, and must again become capable of speaking a contextual language that is specific to the culture in question,”[4]  which supposes “a process of divestment, metanoia and kenosis.”[5]
Evangelization becomes, then, merely “a catalytic presence that provokes cultural changes without explicit interference”[6] of the missionary, because “a Gospel ontologically perfect but socio-culturally and historically distant from peoples would become an irrelevant Gospel and a dead letter.”[7]
Therefore, people accede to the Revelation by themselves and not by the preaching of a missionary: “The full subject of inculturated evangelization is the respective people that receive the Gospel. The poor, the Others, the peoples are the protagonists of the history of their salvation and of the process of their evangelization. … The interpretation or revelation of Jesus Christ as logos, for example, is an absolutely contextual ‘discovery’ and therefore a cultural and historical one.”[8]
Contrary to traditional mission, “the Gospel and evangelizers respect otherness and preserve the identity of messages and cultures. Inculturation seeks a respectful proximity in a tone of otherness.”[9]  Moreover, “evangelizing a people means collaborating with the strengthening of their identity and believing in their specific future,”[10] otherwise Christianity would become “a secularizing force, since – as in the case of an indigenous people that live their religion intimately linked to their culture – it disassociates religion and culture.”[11]
The foregoing implies, for the Church, the obligation to preserve the pagan religion of the natives in its integrity: “‘Being Guarani’ means belonging to the worldview of the Guarani, since religion in a respective indigenous society, which is monocultural, is always also an expression of that monoculture…. Belonging to the Guaraní people means not only having kinship with the Guaraní people but also belonging to the religion, worldview and social order of the Guaraní.”[12]
Inculturation becomes, then, an “evangelization” without Gospel — because the latter would be “introducing a new, competing, or parallel memory” and one which, moreover, rejoices in recognizing pagan gods: “Any intent to replace indigenous religious memory with the memory of Israel would be a new attempt at colonization. Colonizing means not only ‘unmasking’ the ‘false gods’ of Others as ‘real demons’, but imposing ‘the best’ someone has as if it were also best for Others.”[13]
What importance, then, do the history of Israel and the life of Jesus, nuclei of Divine Revelation, have for evangelization? They are a mere source of inspiration: “Clearly, this paradigmatic ‘salvation history’ cannot replace the history of any people, just as the historical culture of Jesus cannot impose itself as a model culture by prevailing over other cultures. Any salvific project structurally incapable of formulating itself from the historical-cultural roots of a people would be in advance an alienating and colonial project and not a salvific or liberating project.”[14]



This naturally begs the question: If that is so, what role does a missionary play in the midst of an “evangelized” population if he cannot even talk about Christ? His presence there is reduced to showing “solidarity and bearing witness,” “accompanying in the struggle” against the “colonialist” cultural hegemony of Western civilization and showing the indigenous people that “the only rupture the Gospel proposes is breaking with infidelity to their own life projects,”[15] since “the project of the Kingdom is at the heart of their projects.”[16] “Strictly speaking, evangelization is to always recover the coherence of the life project of the Other poor, a project always threatened by death structures in the historical conditions in which it is carried out.”[17]
In this task, as the “Yauca” precedent (Fr. Thomaz Aquino Lisboa SJ, mentioned at the beginning) shows, the “evangelizer is evangelized, and the evangelized become evangelizer” because the evangelization process consists “in a dialectic relationship” in which “there are no ‘agents’ facing ‘patients’, nor ‘teachers’ facing ‘pupils’.”[18]
On the part of the People of God this implies a “cultural exodus” that requires “rethinking old formulas of our faith that have become incomprehensible” and “re-contextualizing ritual practices and symbols of faith.”[19] In straight talk, inculturation results in a renunciation by missionaries of their Christian faith and worship to adopt the superstitions and ancestral idolatrous rituals of their ‘dialoguing’ comrades.



Such a “cultural exodus” is precisely what Raúl Fornet-Betancourt calls for. He is a Cuban philosopher living in Germany, where he has worked as director of the Latin American Department at the Catholic Missio Institute, in the city of Aachen. In his lecture at the Fourth Parliament of the World’s Religions, titled “Towards an Interreligious and Intercultural Theology of Liberation,”[20] Fornet deems the inculturation paradigm insufficient, as its language “betrays an awareness of superiority and, with it, of the supposedly obvious right of the Catholic Church (sic) to incarnate the Gospel in different cultures.” That aggressive attitude “supposes dragging cultures – along with their religious traditions — before the tribunal demanding the universalization of Christianity … to dictate the course that their development must follow.” The basic vision of inculturation, he continues, “does not lead it to ‘relativize’ its own tradition in the sense of relating it to others on a plane of equality.”

Thus, it would be the case to move “to a culturally polycentric universal Christianity,” [21] that is, a configuration of faith “no longer centric but pilgrim” and which is best expressed by the term “interculture”.



According to the Aachen-based Cuban philosopher, interculturality “is not mission but resignation,” an existential attitude of “permanent resignation of the cultural rights we hold as our own” so that “welcoming contexts, free, unoccupied spaces can emerge in us.” This is about “a patient act of renunciation”: “renouncing to sacralize the origins of cultural or religious traditions;” “renouncing to convert the traditions we call our own into a scrupulously established itinerary;” “renouncing to decant identities by distinguishing between what is our own and what is others’;” “renouncing to syncretize differences on the basis of a supposedly stable common ground.”

These fundamental renunciations “can inspire and guide a new transformation of Christianity” that “would change its inculturations into interculturalizations,” remaking Christian identity in a process that “continuously reconfigures itself” and “enables it (Christianity) for a plural exercise of its own memory.” In this way, “members of different religious communities relearn to confess their religious identity from the transformative experience of the pilgrimage, the exodus, where trans-religious spaces are created.”

This call for a multicultural exodus, launched by Fornet-Betancourt, seems to have been fully approved by the Final Message of the Latin American Seminar of Bishops and Secretaries of Episcopal Commissions on Pastoral Care for Indigenous Peoples, held in November 2018 in Bogotá, which states that “The fact of recognizing and valuing indigenous cultures with their spiritualities and wisdom rooted in the earth’s cosmos, challenges us to review and update our way of evangelizing. We want to go a step further from inculturation towards interculturality.”
That call was fully accepted also by the editors of Diálogo Indigenista Misionero, an organ of the National Coordination of the Indigenous Pastoral of the Paraguayan Bishops’ Conference. On the back cover of the December 2013 edition, they published a poem titled “Missionaries with an Intercultural Face,” an expression repeated throughout the text as a refrain:

We are protagonists in this conglomerate of cultures,

encounters and disagreements, alliances and fractures.

Let us configure the future of this mosaic of identities

from interculturality, the main challenge in all latitudes. …

Let us live our “intercultural” being by:

Promoting cultures instead of rescuing or saving them,

respecting and appreciating them, instead of judging and condemning; …

Learning and listening, instead of teaching and overwhelming them.

Let us go to the sacred ground of others with bare feet,

hat in hand, and gifts ready to reach out to them.

Let us smell the scent and collect the flowers from fields of other worlds,

and let us learn to drink the water of life from other deep wells.

Let us go meet other faces, reflections of our humanity.

Let us open what is ours to what is theirs, in a relationship of equality.[22]



Consistent with these premises, it is not surprising that the same bulletin reproduced the following passage from the lecture by Fr. Bartomeu Meliá, the first person in charge of indigenous pastoral policy in the Paraguayan Bishops’ Conference, during the 2013 Missionary Week: “We asked ourselves this question: To what extent can we practice indigenous religions? Almost all religions have two essential elements: listening to the ‘revealed word’ and communicating with the community (for Indians, dance and chicha) … Indigenous religions seem strange to us, but that does not remove the challenge of participating in religious spaces; yes, one can practice the indigenous religion without denying one’s own, this even widens our hearts.”[23]
For all the above, it is to be feared that this step to incite Catholic communities to return to the practice of idolatrous and pagan indigenous religions will be taken during the coming Special Assembly of the Synod of Bishops for the Pan-Amazon region, the stated objective of which is precisely to build a Church with an Amazonian face.
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“POLITICALLY CORRECT” ECOLOGY: AN IMPIOUS AND INHUMANE IDEOLOGY – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/POLITICALLY_CORRECT​_ECOLOGY-AN_IMPIOUS_AND_INHUMANE_IDEOLOGY.doc
SYNODS MANIPULATED TO BUILD THE “NEW CHURCH” – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/SYNODS_MANIPULATED_TO_BUILD_THE_NEW_CHURCH.doc
HAS THE CHURCH NEVER DEALT WITH THIS MATTER? – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/HAS_THE_CHURCH_NEVER_DEALT_WITH_THIS_MATTER.doc
THE AUTHENTIC THOUGHT OF ONE OF THE PROTAGONISTS OF THE AMAZONIC SYNOD 
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/THE_AUTHENTIC_THOUGHT_OF_ONE_OF_THE_PROTAGONISTS_OF_THE_AMAZONIC_SYNOD.doc
MORE ROMAN CONFUSION ABOUT RELIGIOUS PLURALISM – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/MORE_ROMAN_CONFUSION_ABOUT_RELIGIOUS_PLURALISM.doc
PAN-AMAZON SYNOD: SEE WHAT SOME PEOPLE ARE PROPOSING 
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/PAN-AMAZON_SYNOD-SEE_WHAT_SOME_PEOPLE_ARE_PROPOSING.doc
“MINISTRIES WITH AN AMAZONIAN FACE”-AN ECLIPSE OF THE CATHOLIC PRIESTHOOD AND THE HIERARCHICAL CHARACTER OF THE CHURCH-1 – AMAZON SYNOD

http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/MINISTRIES_WITH_AN_AMAZONIAN_FACE-AN_ECLIPSE_OF_THE_CATHOLIC_PRIESTHOOD_AND_THE_HIERARCHICAL_CHARACTER_OF_THE_CHURCH-1.doc
“MINISTRIES WITH AN AMAZONIAN FACE”-AN ECLIPSE OF THE CATHOLIC PRIESTHOOD AND THE HIERARCHICAL CHARACTER OF THE CHURCH-2 – AMAZON SYNOD

http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/MINISTRIES_WITH_AN_AMAZONIAN_FACE-AN_ECLIPSE_OF_THE_CATHOLIC_PRIESTHOOD_AND_THE_HIERARCHICAL_CHARACTER_OF_THE_CHURCH-2.doc
THE LONG MARCH OF A CERTAIN ECOLOGY TOWARD TRIBALISM – AMAZON SYNOD

http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/THE_LONG_MARCH_OF_A_CERTAIN_ECOLOGY_TOWARD_TRIBALISM.doc
IN THE NAME OF THE AMAZON SYNOD, WILL THEY CHANGE THE DOCTRINE AND FACE OF THE CHURCH OF GOD? 
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/IN_THE_NAME_OF_THE_AMAZON_SYNOD_WILL_THEY_CHANGE_THE_DOCTRINE_AND_FACE_OF_THE_CHURCH_OF_GOD.doc
PAN AMAZON SYNOD: THE FULFILLMENT OF AN OLD PLAN 
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/PAN_AMAZON_SYNOD-THE_FULFILLMENT_OF_AN_OLD_PLAN.doc
THE ‘BIG BERTHA’ OF CARDINAL BRANDMÜLLER – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/THE_BIG_BERTHA_OF_CARDINAL_BRANDMÜLLER.doc
IS THE AMAZON SYNOD GOING TO LEAD US TO ECO-SOCIALISM? 
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/IS_THE_AMAZON_SYNOD_GOING_TO_LEAD_US_TO_ECO-SOCIALISM.doc
GET READY FOR “CATHOLIC ANIMISM” AS WELL – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/GET_READY_FOR_CATHOLIC_ANIMISM_AS_WELL.doc
WHO IS THE TRUE INSPIRER OF THIS “CHURCH WITH AN AMAZONIAN FACE”? – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/WHO_IS_THE_TRUE_INSPIRER_OF_THIS_CHURCH_WITH_AN_AMAZONIAN_FACE.doc
THE INDIGENOUS LEFT RAISES THE BAR REGARDING THE PAN-AMAZON SYNOD 
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/THE_INDIGENOUS_LEFT_RAISES_THE_BAR_REGARDING_THE_PAN-AMAZON_SYNOD.doc
A “CHURCH WITH AN AMAZONIAN FACE” AND THE DANGER OF AN “ETHNIC HERESY” (1) – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/A_CHURCH_WITH_AN_AMAZONIAN_FACE_AND_THE_DANGER_OF_AN_ETHNIC_HERESY-1.doc
A “CHURCH WITH AN AMAZONIAN FACE” AND THE DANGER OF AN “ETHNIC HERESY” (2) – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/A_CHURCH_WITH_AN_AMAZONIAN_FACE_AND_THE_DANGER_OF_AN_ETHNIC_HERESY-2.doc
INDIAN THEOLOGY: BETWEEN RELIGIOUS SYNCRETISM AND A RETURN TO PAGANISM (1) – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/INDIAN_THEOLOGY-BETWEEN_RELIGIOUS_SYNCRETISM_AND_A_RETURN_TO_PAGANISM-1.doc
INDIAN THEOLOGY: BETWEEN RELIGIOUS SYNCRETISM AND A RETURN TO PAGANISM (2) – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/INDIAN_THEOLOGY-BETWEEN_RELIGIOUS_SYNCRETISM_AND_A_RETURN_TO_PAGANISM-2.doc
THE PAN AMAZON SYNOD, A SERIOUS ECCLESIASTICAL ABUSE OF POWER 

http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/THE_PAN_AMAZON_SYNOD_A_SERIOUS_ECCLESIASTICAL_ABUSE_OF_POWER.doc
THE PAN-AMAZON SYNOD, OR ELEAZAR LÓPEZ’S REVENGE ON JOSEPH RATZINGER 
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/THE_PAN-AMAZON_SYNOD_OR_ELEAZAR_LÓPEZS_REVENGE_ON_JOSEPH_RATZINGER.doc
AMAZON SYNOD: OFF TO A BAD START 
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/AMAZON_SYNOD-OFF_TO_A_BAD_START.doc
THE PAN-AMAZON SYNOD: A CHURCH WITH THE FACE OF A HEALER? 
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/THE_PAN-AMAZON_SYNOD-A_CHURCH_WITH_THE_FACE_OF_A_HEALER.doc
PAN-AMAZON SYNOD DRAWS INCREASING CONCERN 
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/PAN-AMAZON_SYNOD_DRAWS_INCREASING_CONCERN.doc
POPE FRANCIS’S GREEN FRIENDS – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/POPE_FRANCIS_GREEN_FRIENDS.doc 

THE AMAZON SYNOD AND NATIONAL SOVEREIGNTY 
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/THE_AMAZON_SYNOD_AND_NATIONAL_SOVEREIGNTY.doc
