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- "Asian Theology in the Ablative Case,” in: Korea-China-Japan Theological Forum 20009.
Asian theologians have come a long way reflecting on the nature of their "Asian" character.
At first they were content being counted as a branch of contextual theology in general, but
gradually they began to feel that their "geographical” identities must be translated into a
"historical” identity. In the two-millennia of Christian history, Asia occupies the cusp in terms of
geo-historical development. The gospel of Jesus Christ originated in the Near East, flourished in

the Mediterranean Africa and Greco-Roman regions, occupied much of the European Continent,

and then crossed the Atlantic Ocean to be planted in the Americas. Christian mission continued
to make its headway to the West coast, and when it reached the coastline, it further ventured into

the Pacific Ocean, finally heading towards Asia.

What is the nature of this "Asian theology" that we are constructing today? | remember there
was a discussion decades ago concerning the meaning of "the theology of Japan." The term

refers to a type of theology that makes theology look and sound Japanese by utilizing resources
from traditional Japanese culture. The Meiji Christians' effort to synthesize Christianity and

Confucianism, the nationalist movement during World War Il to enshroud Christianity in State
Shinto religion, or Kazoh Kitamori's celebrated Theology of the pain of God which employs

traditional Japanese Kabuki and Joruri drama as a core concept--these are examples of "Japanese
theology" i.e., theology in the genitive case that articulates theology & la Japanese. An obvious
danger of this paradigm is the lack of critical distance any theological undertaking should keep to
the culture it is embedded in.

The "theology of Japan™" can also mean a type of theology that treats Japan in its accusative
case, radically making Japan in its entirety the object of critical analysis. The scope of this
"theology of Japan,” however, is not as clear as its proponents claim it to be. First of all, their
claim to be treating a culture in its "entirety"--whether it be from the inside or outside--will not

hold up against the challenges of postmodern cultural theorists. Culture is a complex entity.
The Korean culture, for example, is composed of Taoist, Confucian, Buddhist, and Shamanistic




religions, to name only a few of the representative traditions of religion. Which of these
religions, or what combination of these does one have in mind in discussing the contextualization
of Christianity into Korean culture?

Let us take up the question of the nominative case first. Who are the subjects of Asian
theologies? Who are entitled to speak on behalf of Asia? How does one define an "Asian"? Is
it by birth or upbringing, race or ethnicity, blood or lineage, language or citizenship? Or is it

something that is entirely up to one's own choice? The question pertains less to the definition or
terminology and more to the authenticity of the theological subject. It is less about the facts of
being an Asian and more about the rights of representing Asia. In other words, who can perform

the task of contextualization? Is someone entitled to contextualize theology to a context to which
he or she does not belong? And how do we know if a person does or does not belong to a
particular context?

When one turns to the question of Asian theology in its "dative" case, or the "audience" of

theology, Koyama suggests a definite answer. According to him, Asian theology is for those who
speak Asian languages as their primary tongue. This answer, however, only pushes back the
question one step, for one must then ask: which language is Asian? Furthermore, this definition
casts a shadow on Koyama's theology itself. How are we to understand his theology, which is

written not in Thai, nor even in Japanese, but exclusively in English?

Having stated this, the question we raised earlier concerning the genitive or accusative case of
Asian theology must now be answered. Is Asian theology a new version of "genitive theology"
that used to throng the theological discipline with special concerns? Is it to be added to the

catalogue of genitive theologies with "the theology of liberation,"” "the theology of work," "the
theology of race,” etc.? Or is it an "accusative theology,” a theology that takes Asia as the

primary subject-matter? If it is a conscious endeavor to clothe theology with an Asian outfit as

attempted formerly in the "genitive" case, its purpose will be poorly served, as we noted on
Japanese or German theology. On the other hand, if it takes up Asia as the "object" of research
in the accusative case, there is no reason to call it theology at all. The task of Asian theology
does not primarily consist in reviewing the history of the Christian mission and its adaptation to

Asia or in evaluating Asian cultural phenomena from the Christian perspective. No doubt Asian
theology will benefit from learning about the history of Asian encounters with Christianity, yet
theology is not historiography. One could also venture out on an evaluative, not merely
descriptive, analysis of history, but again, theology is not a branch of cultural studies or

anthropological observation writ large. Asian theology, in a word, is not an attempt to better

understand Asia per se. It has to involve a fundamental reconsideration of the preconceived
understanding that lies at the bottom of the way theology is done in any culture.

To continue the analogy of grammatical cases, we can say that Asian theology is an "ablative
theology" in the sense that it asks theological questions "by means of" Asia. Asia functions here

as a heuristic occasion by which questions of theological import come to the forefront. Asian
theology in the "ablative" case is also a critical endeavor to re-examine theology "from the

viewpoint of" Asia. If "accusative theology" questions Asia from the theological perspective, this

"ablative theology" questions theology from an Asian perspective. The task of Asian theology is




to raise questions that have come to prominence in Christianity's encounter with the geohistorical
context of Asia. It thematizes the preconceptions and presuppositions of theology that have thsu
far come unrecognized or unchecked in the non-Asian development of theology. Its aim is to
raise questions for all theologians, regardless of the location and context.
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