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A Path of Encounter Between the Gospel and Cultures

Introduction: Evangelizing Without Colonizing

Since its birth in the heart of the Jewish world and its expansion to the ends of the earth, the
Catholic Church has always faced an essential challenge: how to proclaim Christ without
erasing the cultural identity of those who listen. Should the Catholic faith be culturally
imposed, or can it be incarnated in each people, each language, each heart? The Church’s
own history has given the answer: inculturation.

Far from being a synonym for “superficial adaptation,” inculturation is a profoundly
theological and spiritual process. It is the incarnation of the Gospel within a concrete
culture, without altering its divine essence. Inculturation is not a modern luxury, but a
constant in the history of the Church which, as St. Paul says, becomes “all things to all
people, that I might by all means save some” (cf. 1 Cor 9:22).

This article seeks, from a close and rigorous perspective, to help you understand what
inculturation is, how it has been lived throughout the Church’s history, and what role it plays
today in our globalized world, which is often wounded by identity and religious tensions. It
also offers a practical guide for living a fully inculturated Catholic faith, without losing fidelity
to Christ or to one’s cultural roots.

I. What Is Inculturation? A Theological Definition

Inculturation is the process by which the Church incarnates the Gospel into various
human cultures, so that the faith is expressed through them, without changing its
divine essence. It is an action of the Holy Spirit, who guides the Church to proclaim
Christ without colonizing or imposing foreign cultural models.

John Paul II defined it as:

“The inculturation of the Gospel is the incarnation of the Christian
message in native cultures and, at the same time, the introduction
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of these cultures into the life of the Church.” (Redemptoris Missio,
n. 52)

Thus understood, inculturation is twofold:

The Gospel penetrates the culture: it transforms its elements in the light of Christ.
The culture enriches the universal Church: it brings new expressions, symbols,
spiritualities.

But be careful: to inculturate does not mean to relativize. The Gospel is never
domesticated by culture. On the contrary, it enlightens, purifies, and elevates it.
Inculturation is possible because Christianity is not a cultural ideology, but a living
Person: Jesus Christ, the incarnate Son of God.

II. A History of Inculturation: A Church in Dialogue with Peoples

1. From Jerusalem to Rome: The First Inculturation

The Church was born in Jerusalem, in a Jewish context. But very early, the Gospel was
addressed to the pagans. The great question of the first centuries was: do you have to
become a Jew to become Christian?

The answer came clearly at the Council of Jerusalem (Acts 15): there is no need to assume
Jewish culture to follow Christ. Thus began the first great inculturation: the Gospel was
expressed in Greek, Roman, and Semitic categories. The message remained the same; the
cultural clothing changed.

2. The Church Fathers: Bridges Between Faith and Philosophy

The Church Fathers (like St. Justin, St. Augustine, or St. Gregory of Nyssa) understood that
faith should not reject Greco-Roman cultures, but rather take from them what is true and
orient it towards Christ. That is why they spoke of “the spoils of Egypt”: everything good
in cultures can be used for God’s glory.
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3. Evangelization of Europe: Christianizing the “Barbarian”

When the Roman Empire fell and the “barbarian” peoples arrived, the Church did not destroy
them but rather Christianized their customs, symbols, festivals, and languages. Thus,
many popular traditions, patron saint feasts, and vernacular liturgies were born. What was
once pagan was transformed into a means of grace.

4. America, Asia, and Africa: Lights and Shadows

In the evangelization of non-European continents, inculturation had successes and failures.

In America, Our Lady of Guadalupe is the great model of inculturation: a mestizo
image, with indigenous symbols, that announces Christ at the heart of the people.
In Asia, figures like Matteo Ricci in China knew how to dialogue with Confucian culture.
In Africa, liturgy and theology have begun to incorporate local dances, music, and
rhythms.

But there were also errors: cultural imposition by Europeans, destruction of local
traditions, evangelization confused with political colonization. The Church has asked
forgiveness for those abuses and reaffirmed that the Gospel does not need to impose a
single culture.

III. Biblical and Theological Foundations

Inculturation has deep roots in Sacred Scripture:

The Incarnation: “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us” (Jn 1:14). God did
not remain in His “divine culture”; He became man within a specific culture (Jewish),
with its language, symbols, and traditions.
Pentecost: “Each one heard them speaking in his own language” (Acts 2:6). The Spirit
does not impose a single language, but manifests Himself in diversity.
St. Paul at the Areopagus: “I see that in every way you are very religious… What you
worship as something unknown, I am going to proclaim to you” (Acts 17:22–23). Paul
does not destroy the pagan altar; he uses it as a starting point to proclaim the true God.

In theology, inculturation is supported by the doctrine of analogy, which affirms that all
creation reflects, in some way, divine truth. It is also rooted in the catholicity of the
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Church, which means openness to all peoples and cultures.

IV. Inculturation Today: Challenges and Opportunities

We live in a globalized, multicultural world, often divided. Catholicism, by definition, cannot
be monocultural. The challenge today is to:

Evangelize without cultural imperialism.
Dialogue without doctrinal relativism.
Respect cultural identity without falling into syncretism.

Now more than ever, inculturation is an act of love and humility. To evangelize means:
“To learn the other’s language, their way of seeing the world, to speak to them of Christ from
within their experience.”

V. Practical Guide: How to Live Inculturation in Your Daily Life

1. Know your own culture in the light of the Gospel
Ask yourself: What values of my culture are compatible with the faith? What needs
purification? What can I offer the universal Church from my identity?

2. Value local expressions of the faith
Not all religious expressions must be Roman or European. An Andean procession, an African
dance in the Mass, or a prayer in the Mayan language can be just as Catholic as Gregorian
chant. Christ allows Himself to be encountered in every corner of the world.

3. Learn from other Catholic cultures
Catholicism is enriched through contact. Have you ever attended a Maronite or Coptic rite
Mass? Prayed the Rosary in another language? Read saints from other continents? That too is
living inculturation.

4. Evangelize from within
If you work with youth, in multicultural neighborhoods, in secular environments: do not
impose a religious culture they don’t understand. Listen. Learn their language. And speak of
Christ from within that. Be a bridge, not a wall.
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5. Do not fear your roots
Faith does not erase your personal or collective history. It purifies and elevates it. As Jesus
says: “I have not come to abolish but to fulfill” (Mt 5:17). Who you are, your culture, can be a
path toward God.

Conclusion: A Church with Everyone’s Face

Inculturation is not a modern trend or a church marketing technique. It is the very way God
acts: He enters into history, into flesh, into the language of each people. That is why
Catholicism — which means “universal” — is a symphony of cultures, not a cultural
monologue.

Today, we need a Church that, like Mary in Guadalupe, speaks the people’s language. A
Church that is not afraid to look different in every place, but that in every corner proclaims
the same Truth: Christ is risen and lives among us.

You too are called to live this inculturation. You do not have to renounce who you are to be
Catholic. You have to let the Gospel fertilize your life, your language, your music, your
history. In this way, you will be part of a truly Catholic Church: with an African, Asian,
European, American face… with your own face.

For Personal Reflection:

What elements of my culture enrich my faith?
Have I ever judged other cultural expressions of Catholicism as “less valid”?
How can I be a missionary without imposing?

“The Spirit blows where it wills” (Jn 3:8). And it blows in many tongues, in many
rhythms, in many colors. Listen. Welcome. Evangelize. But always with respect,
with humility, with love. Just as Christ did.


