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Abstract

In contemporary theological scholarship, cross-cultural theology has emerged as a significant approach for
understanding Christianity as a globally diverse and contextually shaped faith. Alongside related disciplines such
as global Christianity and the ethnographic study of Christianity, cross-cultural theology addresses the complex
interaction between faith, culture, and theological reflection. This paper argues that cross-cultural theology
occupies a distinctive position as an integrative and bridge-building discipline. It not only documents the plurality
of Christian expressions worldwide but also engages in normative theological reflection grounded in the universal
claims of the Christian message. By situating cross-cultural theology in relation to adjacent fields and examining
its mediating role between local and global contexts, descriptive analysis and theological evaluation, and unity
and diversity, the study demonstrates its relevance for contemporary theological inquiry in a pluralistic world.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Global Expansion of Christianity and the Changing Theological Landscape

The global expansion of Christianity has profoundly reshaped theological reflection in the modern period. Once
largely interpreted through Eurocentric theological frameworks, Christianity is now widely recognized as a faith
expressed through diverse cultural, social, and historical contexts across Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the
Pacific. The demographic and intellectual shift of Christianity toward the Global South has challenged inherited
theological categories and interpretive models, prompting scholars to reconsider how Christian faith is understood,
articulated, and practiced in varied contexts.

This transformation has made it increasingly difficult to rely on universal theological formulations developed
within limited cultural settings. As a result, contemporary theological scholarship seeks approaches capable of
engaging diversity without reducing Christian faith to either rigid uniformity or cultural relativism.

1.2 Emergence of Cross-Cultural Theology

Within this changing landscape, cross-cultural theology has emerged as an important field of theological inquiry.
Historically rooted in outreach and mission studies, the discipline has gradually moved beyond their traditional
focus on transmission and expansion. Instead, it addresses broader questions related to cultural interaction,
theological interpretation, and religious plurality.

Unlike earlier models that often-treated culture as a secondary or instrumental factor, cross-cultural theology
places cultural context at the center of theological reflection. It does not view cultural diversity as a threat to
Christian unity; rather, it understands diversity as a productive space in which theological meaning is negotiated,
deepened, and rearticulated. In this sense, cross-cultural theology reflects a shift from one-directional theological
dissemination to dialogical and reflexive engagement.

1.3 Expanded Understanding of Theology and Culture

27933 ijjariie.com 131



Vol-12 Issue-1 2026 1JARIIE-ISSN(O)-2395-4396

A defining feature of cross-cultural theology is its expansive understanding of theology itself. Theology is not
limited to formal academic texts or systematic treatises produced by trained theologians. Instead, it is also
expressed through worship practices, oral traditions, rituals, music, symbols, narratives, and communal patterns
of life.

Furthermore, the concept of “cross-cultural” extends beyond narrow definitions of culture to include economic,
social, political, ecological, and spiritual conditions that shape religious experience in specific locations. These
intersecting factors influence how Christian faith is interpreted, embodied, and transmitted. Cross-cultural
theology therefore requires attentiveness not only to beliefs and doctrines but also to lived realities and material
contexts.

1.4 Rationale and Significance of the Study

By engaging Christianity as a lived and interpreted faith across cultures, cross-cultural theology distinguishes
itself from approaches that are either purely descriptive or narrowly doctrinal. While descriptive approaches often
refrain from theological evaluation, and doctrinal approaches may overlook contextual diversity, cross-cultural
theology seeks to hold these dimensions together.

The significance of the present study lies in its attempt to clarify the distinctive contribution of cross-cultural
theology within contemporary theological scholarship. By situating it in relation to global Christianity and the
ethnographic study of Christianity, the paper highlights its role as an integrative and bridge-building discipline.
Such an approach is particularly relevant in a pluralistic and interconnected world, where theological reflection
must remain both contextually grounded and theologically coherent.

2. Objectives of the Study
The present study is guided by the following two objectives:

1. To examine the distinctive nature of cross-cultural theology by comparing it with related approaches
such as global Christianity and the ethnographic study of Christianity.

2. To analyse the role of cross-cultural theology as a bridge-building discipline that balances descriptive
analysis and normative theological reflection within a diverse global Christian context.

3. Review of Literature

Scholarly engagement with Christianity as a global phenomenon has expanded significantly over the past few
decades. One major contribution comes from the field of global Christianity, which focuses on the historical
spread, demographic shifts, and institutional development of Christianity worldwide. Scholars such as Sanneh
(1989) and Bediako (2011) emphasize the role of translation, cultural adaptation, and indigenous agency in
shaping global Christian expressions. Frederiks (2020) further highlights methodological challenges within global
Christianity, particularly concerning representation and power dynamics.

Another influential approach is the ethnographic study of Christianity, rooted in anthropology. Cannell (2006)
and Robbins (2003, 2014) examine how Christian beliefs and practices are embedded in everyday life and how
they interact with local cultural systems. This approach provides rich contextual insights but generally refrains
from normative theological evaluation, prioritizing descriptive accuracy and cultural interpretation.

Cross-cultural or intercultural theology has been articulated as a distinct theological approach by scholars such as
Cartledge (2011), Paas (2017), and Gruber (2017). These scholars argue that theology must engage cultural
plurality while remaining theologically self-reflective. Flett (2018) further distinguishes cross-cultural theology
from global Christianity by emphasizing its systematic and normative theological orientation.

While existing scholarship has clarified the contours of these related fields, there remains a need for further
exploration of cross-cultural theology as an integrative discipline that mediates between description and
normativity, local context and global connection, and unity and diversity. This study seeks to contribute to that
ongoing discussion.
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4. Research Methodology

The present study adopts a qualitative, conceptual, and analytical research methodology. The research is
theoretical in nature and is based entirely on secondary sources, including scholarly books, peer-reviewed journal
articles, and established theological texts.

The methodological approach is:

e Descriptive, in outlining the key features of cross-cultural theology and related fields;

e Comparative, in distinguishing cross-cultural theology from global Christianity and the ethnographic
study of Christianity; and

e Analytical and interpretive, in examining the normative and bridge-building role of cross-cultural
theology.

No empirical data collection methods such as surveys or interviews are employed, as the study focuses on
conceptual clarification and theoretical synthesis. This methodology is consistent with UGC norms for qualitative
research in theology and religious studies.

5. Cross-Cultural Theology in Relation to Global Christianity and Ethnographic Studies

Global Christianity primarily adopts a historical and macro-level perspective, tracing the worldwide diffusion and
transformation of Christianity, particularly since the mid-twentieth century. Its strength lies in documenting large-
scale patterns, but it faces challenges related to representation, linguistic dominance, and regional imbalance.

The ethnographic study of Christianity, in contrast, emphasizes micro-level analysis through fieldwork and
participant observation. It focuses on how Christian beliefs and practices are lived and negotiated within specific
communities. While this approach offers deep contextual understanding, it typically avoids broader theological
claims.

Cross-cultural theology differs from both approaches by adopting a systematic theological perspective. While
drawing on historical and ethnographic insights, it seeks to engage in theological interpretation that addresses
questions of meaning, authority, and normativity. In doing so, it contributes to ongoing theological reflection
within a globally diverse Christian tradition.

6. Cross-Cultural Theology as a Bridge-Building Discipline

Cross-cultural theology functions as a bridge-building discipline in multiple ways. It mediates between academic
theology and lived religious practice, recognizing both scholarly discourse and grassroots expressions of faith. It
also bridges explicit theological formulations and implicit expressions found in rituals, symbols, and communal
narratives.

Furthermore, cross-cultural theology addresses power relations and contested meanings within cultural and
religious communities, acknowledging that theology is shaped by social structures and authority. It balances
descriptive observation with normative reflection, combining empirical attentiveness with theological evaluation.

Finally, cross-cultural theology seeks to hold together unity and diversity within Christianity. Rather than
enforcing uniformity, it affirms plurality within a shared theological framework, reflecting the historically diverse
yet interconnected character of the Christian tradition.

7. Conclusion

Cross-cultural theology provides a comprehensive and integrative framework for understanding Christianity as a
global faith shaped by diverse cultural, social, and historical contexts. By drawing upon insights from history,
anthropology, and systematic theology, it moves beyond approaches that are either purely descriptive or narrowly
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doctrinal. Its distinctive strength lies in its ability to function as a bridge-building discipline, mediating between
local and global expressions of Christianity, empirical observation and theological normativity, and unity and
diversity within the Christian tradition.

This study has demonstrated that cross-cultural theology is not merely an extension of global Christianity or the
ethnographic study of Christianity, but a distinct theological approach that critically engages both. While global
Christianity offers macro-level historical perspectives and ethnographic studies provide rich local descriptions,
cross-cultural theology integrates these insights into sustained theological reflection. In doing so, it enables a more
holistic understanding of how Christian faith is interpreted, practiced, and rearticulated across cultural boundaries.

As Christianity continues to evolve in an increasingly interconnected and pluralistic world, cross-cultural theology
remains essential for interpreting the dynamic relationship between faith, culture, and theological meaning. It
contributes not only to academic discourse but also to the ongoing task of theological self-understanding within
global Christianity. Future research may further explore its methodological implications, its engagement with
interreligious contexts, and its relevance for contemporary theological education and practice.
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