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Praxis is Prior to Theology: Theological Foundations of International SCC Twinning


Some years ago a friend of mine and I had an animated discussion with an East African Bishop about the development of Small Christian Communities (SCCs, also referred to as BCCs and CEBs).  He said that we should not move further in promoting SCCs until we had a "more developed theology of SCCs especially a clearer ecclesiology."  But we took the view that in very many instances praxis is prior to theology and that the theology of SCCs should evolve out of people's practical grassroots experience.  So we had a basic difference about the starting point.  The bishop favored a deductive approach with theology as the starting point.  We preferred an inductive approach with the life, experience and reflections of existing SCCs as the starting point.

I propose that in reflecting on the “Theological Foundations of International SCC Twinning”(one form of international networking), we begin with the life, experiences and reflections of the SCCs themselves.  That is why my presentation comes near the end of today’s workshop.  So I am presupposing, and building upon, the praxis that we have just heard especially the grassroots case studies and other concrete examples of international SCC twinning (also called Sister SCCs and Partner SCCs) around the world and the two video clips (an inductive approach).  In particular recall the examples of solidarity between SCC Twins in Africa and the USA and their shared biblical reflections and stories.  Reflecting on this and other SCC praxis leads to four theological foundations.

I. Biblical Theology

Biblical Theology has both inductive and deductive dimensions.  We can start with life

and go to the Bible.  Sometime our weekly SCC Meetings in East Africa start with a life

experience (members share recent happenings, a significant communal event is chosen, a specific human problem is analyzed in its African context, an African story or proverb is told) that we reflect on in the light of the Bible.  We can start with the Bible and go to life.  Sometimes our meetings start with a Bible passage (such as the Gospel of the following Sunday) that we apply to our daily lives.  Another inductive example is the Followers of Jesus Christ Base Community in Holy Rosary Parish in San Antonio, Texas.  Each bi-monthly meeting begins with “News” when the community members share recent good and bad “slices of life” that have happened to them.  Then they read the Bible and connect the two.

Community and unity are fundamental themes in the Bible.  Human beings are invited to imitate the life of the Trinity that is a life of sharing.  The Acts of the Apostles, especially Chapters 2:42-45 and 4:32-35, describe the life of the first Christian communities.  Acts 2:42 states: “They devoted themselves to the teaching of the apostles and to the communal life, to the breaking of bread, and to the prayers.”  The actual writing of the accounts of the gospels evolved in and through the different local Christian communities.  St. Paul’s letters are a wonderful expression of the mutual sharing and exchange of the earliest Christian Communities.  Communities and individuals throughout the Bible participate in different forms of storytelling.  

This lays the foundation for twinning in our contemporary church on the levels of diocese, parish and Small Christian Community.  Thus international SCC Twinning is living out the koinonia of the earliest Christian communities.  SCC Twins in different continents and thousands of miles apart imitate the first Christian communities by sharing their experiences and reflections in today’s world through paper letters, e-mail letters, newsletters, photographs and other forms of communications and international networking.

When SCC Twins or Sister SCCs share their biblical reflections with each other there is mutual enrichment and illumination.  The reflections of SCC members can bring something new, what might be called a “Small Christian Community reading of the Bible.”  For example, African SCCs’ interpretation of The Parable of the Prodigal Son offers additional insights into the values of community and unity.  Due to his wild and dissolute living, the younger son is outside the unity of his extended family circle.  This creates separation and incompleteness.  When the older son complains that he has not been rewarded for being faithful, he fails to understand his father's explanation that he is already part of the extended family community, that he is already on the "inside."  "Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours" (Luke 15:31).  The love and compassion of the father is so great that he wants to immediately bring his marginalized younger son back inside the family circle.  An Oromo (Ethiopia) and Kipsigis (Kenya) proverb says No matter how skinny, the son always belongs to the father.  Here the core values of community and forgiveness come together.

II. Communion Theology and Solidarity Theology


Recent years has witnessed considerable discussion on communio or communion ecclesiology.  Koinonia is the Greek New Testament word for “communion,”  “communal life” and “togetherness” and “participation.”  It offers a dynamic, open-ended vision of unity.  Yet there are two distinct approaches:


1.  First is the deductive, top-down, hierarchical approach often seen in the principles and theory of Vatican documents.  This is reflected in the overly juridical ecclesiology that prevailed before the Second Vatican Council and is even contained in some of its texts.  Today this includes portraying the church as a "mystery" that at points can lessen the emphasis on participation and co-responsibility.


2. Second is the inductive, bottom-up, communitarian approach that starts with the grassroots experience of people and communities on the local level.  Here the life and daily experience of SCCs and other communities are vitally important.  This is the model of church as a community of believers.  The Holy Spirit is actively present in the fifth gospel events and reflections of local communities.


One particular sign of the times is that SCCs are a  "new way of being local church," "a new model of church," "a new paradigm in the history of the church" as Hans Kung calls them.  The concept of Small Christian Communities developed as a result of putting the ecclesiology of Vatican II into practice.  Latin America, Africa and Asia all pioneered the development of a SCC Model of Church or a BCC Model of Church.  After considerable research and debate many feel that quite independently of one another these three areas of the Catholic Church in the Third World simultaneously experienced the extraordinary growth of SCCs that stresses a theology of incarnation and communion ecclesiology.  This is part of Trinitarian Communion Ecclesiology.  There is a saying: If God lives as a community, we must do the same.  SCC members are called to a life of sharing modeled on the Trinity.  This communion is part of the meaning of the World Church.  Starting from the bottom up: 


 -- a SCC is a communion of families. 


 -- an outstation or subparish is a communion of SCCs.


 -- a parish is a communion of outstations or subparishes.


 -- a diocese is a communion of parishes.


 -- a country (for example, the national bishops' conference) is a communion of dioceses and archdioceses.

-- the World Church is a communion of national and continental bishops' conferences.

See the papers on ecclesiology in Robert S. Pelton, ed., Small Christian Communities: Imagining Future Church (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1997) and Leonardo Boff, Ecclesiogenesis: The Base Communities Reinvent the Church (Orbis Books, 9th Printing, 2001).


Archbishop Raphael Ndingi Mwana’a Nzeki of Nairobi Archdiocese, Kenya states:  "In East Africa a new approach to ecclesiology is evolving.  It is based on the concept of the church as a communion of communities, a two-way sharing between communities."  This communion of communities focus is closely related to the African values of sharing and solidarity and the emerging ecclesiology of “Church as Family.”   This new approach contrasts the old model of church on the local level (the "Service Station or Pipe Line Theory Model") with the new model (the "Small Christian Community Model of Church") -- a new SCC-centered ecclesiology as contrasted with the traditional parish-centered ecclesiology.  Small Christian Communities are not a program or a project.  They are a way of life, a spirituality.  SCCs are places where many Christians can experience ecclesial communion and fraternal solidarity.  SCCs are the most local expression of being church.  SCCs are the local church in action.   Lay people believe and live out that “We are the Church” on the grassroots level.

If SCCs are “a new way of being church,” what about international twinning between SCCs?   This is a partnership of different local churches around the world on the very grassroots level.  So what is different?  The main purpose of international SCC twinning is the sharing of life experiences, spiritual values and pastoral activities of SCCs and networking in building a World Church. This twinning or partnership relationship is joint and reciprocal.  Sharing mutual experiences with other SCCs is enriching for everyone. The communications in and between SCCs in the twinning process is a capillary action within the body of Christ.  Twinning is an enriching experience of communion with other members of the body of Christ and a means of deepening the bonds of solidarity.  SCCs in different parts of the world live out a public life in light of the universal church.  Partner SCCs take their sense of neighborliness to the international level.  Sister SCCs reveal a unique face of sharing and collaboration in the World Church on the local level.  SCC Twins support and challenge each other to move beyond the model of the “Praying and Serving SCC” to the model of the “Transformational SCC” involved in social justice and advocacy. 

International SCC twinning is an excellent praxis of the mutuality of mission.  The U.S. Catholic Bishops’ November, 1997 statement "Called to Global Solidarity:  International Challenges for U.S. Parishes” has important implications for international SCC twinning.  First we have to get away from the "old" idea of twinning where the rich American parish just financially helps the poor Third World parish.  The "new" idea of parish or SCC Twinning focuses on sharing of life experiences of parishes or SCCs and networking in building a World Church.  We are both sending and receiving churches.  In the section on "Parish Twinning," the document mentions that "over 1,700 parishes in the United States have connected in special relationships with Catholic communities in Central and South America."  

International SCC Twinning takes this a step further to the grassroots level.  It combines both local and global networking with an important social justice outreach.  In a talk on “The ‘Why’ of Twinning: Rooted in the Gospel… Manifested Through and in Social Justice” Bill Nordenbrock stresses the importance of acts of global solidarity to correct economic imbalances and address injustice.   International SCC twinning is a practical expression of the global experience of Small Church Communities, “global solidarity” in action.  In the booklet An Experience of World Church in Miniature: A Report on the International Consultation on Small Christian Communities (Hartford: Pastoral Department for Small Christian Communities, March, 2001) Robert Moriarty states: “In an era of economic globalization which threatens to make the rich, ever richer and the poor, ever poorer, twinning, based not on an exchange of material goods, but on an exchange of experiences of Christian life and mission, offers an approach to the globalization of solidarity, a globalization from below, as it were.”

This leads to a theology of solidarity.  Recall Sister Rita Ishengoma’s powerful example of how the SCC Twins in Tanzania prayed for and with their American Sister SCCs after the September 11 tragedy and in turn the Colorado SCC Twins prayed for and with their Tanzanian Sister SCCs after the terrible train accident near Dodoma, Tanzania in June, 2002.  Here praxis and theology come together in a moving experience of unity and love.  International SCC Twinning increases solidarity in the body of Christ and helps the body of Christ become a force for creating deeper solidarity in the entire world among all God's peoples.  Often people in the north and south do not take the humanity of the other seriously and therefore fall too easily into projecting stereotypes upon the other. Twinning can help overcome this divide to foster a new way of living world church at the grassroots level.

III. Local or Contextual Theology


In his book Constructing Local Theologies (Orbis Books, 9th Printing, 2001) Robert Schreiter states that the contextual model of local theology concentrates on the real problems experienced by local people.   Reflections in the SCCs treat real burning issues on the grassroots level -- AIDS, broken relationships, death, discrimination, fear, inequality, injustice, oppression, poverty, racism, sickness, war and witchcraft.   But these reflections also sing a positive, inspiring song of children, community, development, equality, family, hope, justice, life, joy, peace, prayer and solidarity.  This is grassroots theology, a theology from below, from the underside of history, from the lived experience of the local people.  This is participatory theology.  Schreiter goes on to describe how local theologies can be constructed with the "local community as theologian,” or more accurately, "the local Christian community theologizing:"

The experience of those in the Small Christian Communities who have seen the insight and power arising from the reflections of the people upon their experience and the Scriptures has prompted making the community itself the prime author of theology in local contexts.  The Holy Spirit, working in and through the believing community, gives shape and expression to Christian experience.


Archbishop Anselme Sanon of Bobo Dioulasso, Burkina Faso stresses that in a truly African church "theology becomes again a community affair.  African theologians must work with and within the Christian communities." This can be called popular theology or people's theology or “in the trenches” theology.

SCCs often use the process of the “pastoral spiral” (more accurate and ongoing than the “pastoral circle).”  SCCs’ praxis is really the result of theory-laden action.  SCC members further
reflect on their action and develop new theological understandings that are their contextual theology that then further guides their action leading to further reflection.  One concrete example is the global debt that is an issue crying for action.   SCC Twins in the United States and their SCC Twins in heavily indebted countries in the two-thirds world can do mutual theological reflection leading to action.  A 1997 United States Development Program report states the 19,000 children die each day as a result of payments going to rich countries to service the international debt instead of to health care and food for the poor.  Amy Sheber Howard in the May-June, 2001 issue of Buena Vista Ink points out “the connection between first world actions such as consumer spending and citizen letter writing and the probability of a six year old child in Zambia going to school or having enough food to fill her belly for a day.”  SCC Twins can reflect together and act together to bring concrete changes.

Local gatherings of SCCs reflecting on their daily lives in light of the gospel can be a real theological locus or theological moment.  This is powerfully expressed in the title of Gustavo Gutierrez’s book We Drink From Our Own Wells (Orbis Books, 14th Printing, 2002).  As SCC members reflect on their twinning experiences and their relationships with their Sister SCCs they help to shape and construct a theology of local church.  This is the communion of local churches theologizing on the grassroots level.  Some emerging theological themes in the reflections of international SCC twins are “Church as the Extended Family of God,” "Theology of Church as Neighborhood,” “A New Way of Living World Church,” “Transformative Political Theology,” “Theology of Global Solidarity” and “Mutuality in Mission.”

IV. Narrative Theology

This leads to the SCC reflections becoming a narrative theology of inculturation and liberation.  A more popular expression is story theology but narrative theology is broader and more inclusive of all narrative forms.  A starting point of a narrative theology of inculturation is culture that includes oral literature and the wide range of narrative and oral forms: proverbs, sayings, riddles, stories, myths, plays, and songs explained in their historical and cultural contexts. A starting point of a narrative theology of liberation is the local and global social, economic and political reality.   These two streams merge in the storytelling of SCCs.  Various accounts of the SCC members’ journeys are told in stories, letters, case studies, bible reflections/commentaries, reports, biographies, autobiographies, songs, art, etc.  Some examples of “storytelling” in Small Christian Communities are: 

1. The bible reflections/commentaries in The Gospel in Solentiname by Ernesto Cardenal (Orbis Books, 1976)

2. Belonging, Believing and Serving. The Stories of Small Christian Community (Hartford: Pastoral Department for Small Christian Communities, 1995).

3. The SCC stories and case studies in Towards An African Narrative Theology by Joseph Healey and Donald Sybertz  (Nairobi: Paulines Publications Africa, 3rd Reprint, 2000 and Maryknoll: Orbis, 4th Printing, 2002).  See the case study of St. Jude Thaddeus SCC in St. Augustine Parish in Mwisenge, Musoma, Tanzania called “The Story of the Journey of St. Jude Thaddeus SCC” (pages 157-160).  This SCC is twinned with the Circle of Friends SCC in St. Joseph’s Parish, Golden, Colorado.

4. The newest source is “Letters, Reports and Essays from Small Christian Communities Around the World.”  This is part of the Global Small Christian Communities (SCC) Research and Consultation Project sponsored by the Latin American/North American Church Concerns (LANACC) of the University of Notre Dame’s Kellogg Center that begin in January, 2002.   NOTE: See the exchange of letters between the Upwey Small Church Community in Belgrave Parish outside of Melbourne (Irene Wilson‘s SCC) and Kandulo Small Christian Community in Chinkombero Outchurch, Njuli, Malawi.
The exchange of experiences and reflections through letters and stories (international networking) between international SCC twins is part of an evolving narrative theology – their partnership story within the larger story of the World Church and within the even larger “God’s Story.”  This type of theologizing is not as neat and tidy as systematic theology.   It evolves within the spirit of the Spanish proverb We create the path by walking.  One part of this on-going journey is SCC twins sharing with each other their faith stories of how they reflect on daily life in light of the gospels and how they apply the gospels to everyday life.  St. Maria Goretti SCC in Geita, Tanzania and the Oilers SCC in Arvada, Colorado are SCC Twins.  In a letter to the Oilers the St. Maria Goretti members referred to the “run to win” passage in 1 Corinthians 9:24.  They offered encouragement to their Sister SCC upon learning how the American SCC missed several of their members who stopped attending the regular Friday night gatherings. This story is linked to how we are in communion with each other in the one body of Christ.  
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