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Some basic 

Questions on Context: 

Can a Religious Message 

Pass from One Context to Another 

Unchanged? 

T. V. Daly

The notion of context is something that we first come upon indirectly, 
somewhat as we come upon the notion of consciousness indirectly. Con
sciousness cannot be had by itself, but is, as the "con" indicates, an 
accompaniment of scientia or knowledge. Context, similarly, accompanies a 
text or an expression. It is made up of the words on either side of the text that 
we happen to be examining. 

How big is that context? Is a sentence sufficient, or a book, or must we 
reach out to the whole universe? Or do we need to look at the context at all? 

Our experience, day after day, has shown that it is often difficult or 
impossible to understand a word without knowing something of the context, 
though frequently one complete sentence suffices, as is shown by the practice 
of the larger dictionaries. For our purpose it will be more interesting to take as 
the centre of attention a message, which is given in any sort of expr.ession 
(rather than just a word), and to define the context as everything outside that 
expression ( or text), including, for instance, even the language in which it is 
expressed. 

A first question concerns the contribution of the context to understanding 
the message which the expression is meant to convey. A second question 
concerns the possibility of conveying that same message in a different 
context, and there is a third main question about whether a new context, quite 
different from the context in which the message was first expressed, can, 
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meaning" (Method in Theology, 81-85). Each of these indicates a basic 
orientation of the person concerned - whether he is wholly immersed in 
common sense, or has been led by comparisons to enter the realm of theory in 
which there is a search for consistency, precision and communicability. Or a 
person might be less interested in practical life or scientific theory than in 
basic issues and origins and he may be led to philosophical questions through 
an identification of the distinct sorts of activity in his own consciousness. Or 
he may be absorbed by piety and overwhelmed by the love of God. Thus we 
have the four basic realms of meaning, each of which can be reached by the 
message-when framed in an appropriate way: practical common sense, theory, 
interiority, religion. As they are not incompatible with each other, further 
models can be constructed out of two or three of these at a time, or even the 
whole four together - common sense, theory, interiority and transcendence. 
(Cf. Method in Theology, 271-6, 285-8). 

There is scope here for demanding exercises: Take a religious revelation 
that has been communicated in the transcendent terms of worship, for 
instance, and transform it so that it can be expressed in the common sense 
terms of ordinary life. Or transform the same message into terms that can be 
given precise definitions and interrelated to each other, or into experiential 
terms that resonate within one's consciousness. These exercises would not be 
easy, nor would they be the work of a year or a decade. But we can see the 
possibility of doing them, and of greatly extending the ways in which the faith 
can be communicated. 

It should be noted that any one of these realms of common sense, theory, 
interiority and piety can be recognized only by someone who has himself 
dwelt within this realm. He has nothing but his own experience upon which to 
draw - even if that experience itself needed the right stimulus, or the right 
question, before it started to develop. 

The construction of such models of a range of possible contexts is, as I said 
above, by no means necessary for sound interpretation. Each new context that 
actually arises in practice could be studied intelligently and allowed for just 
when it occurs. But looking for models has definite advantages. Apart from the 
preparedness and flexibility this exercise can give, it can keep us alert to the 
problems of interpretation, so that we do not belittle them. It is true that we are 
unlikely nowadays to think that our message can be communicated only by 
getting the audience to learn our own language and educating them in our own 
mentality and our culture. But we still run the danger of thinking that we have 
succeeded when we have managed to learn well the language of the audience 
and grasped their frame of mind, even when we have done little to divine which 
aspects of our message are foreign to that audience or to devise ways of 
making a deep and genuine Christian contribution to them. 

3. Permanence

So far I have been side-stepping a question that often comes up very early in 
any discussion about conveying a message to people in a new and different 
context - the question of generality and permanence. I wstponed this 
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