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Introduction
Man is lonely by birth
Man is only a pilgrim on earth
Born to be king
Time is but a temporary thing
Only on loan while on earth
THE PILGRIM

The above are the verses of the first stanza of a Christian hymn, entitled "Pilgrim
Song." A hymn commonly sung in churches across Asia, it is used especially on
occasions of bereavement, such as funerals, and in the season of Lent (during
which time the present introductory chapter is written!). The lyrics, derived in
part from the Pilgrim Psalms (Ps. 120-134), reminds one of the sojourn of life.
Life is a pilgrimage, a joumey, an adventure, at the end of which, as the hymn
suggests, one longs for "rest when the joumey is done."
I introduce the Pilgrim Song in this Introduction as it aptly describes my own
attitude in the sojourn of life and the sojourn related to the present research. It
allows me to state, from the outset, the attitudes with which I encounter life, as
well as the biases with which I shall be approaching the present research. It
reveals aspects of my own theological orientations, shedding light on why I shall
be tending towards certain positions and hesitating when it comes to others. It
helps situate the pre-understandings with which I apprehend a given situation,
disclosing in part the direction of my own hermeneusis. In short, it identifies the
lens through which I shall be viewing the texts, contexts and events which
constitute the bases of the present research.
A realization of the pilgrim nature of life reminds us of our human finiteness,
of the limitations of our thoughts and the contingencies of our actions. It also
reminds us of the transient nature of life, the temporality of events and the
tentativeness of our experience. Used as a hymn, the Pilgrim Song helps to
nurture a spirituality of trust, of hope and of anticipation. It gives rise to
theological attitudes characterized by a sense of openness, an enthusiasm for
relatedness, and convictions which are more often conditional and non-absolute.
It fosters attitudes which look upon others as co-pilgrims and, hence, seek to be
engaged in dialogue with them. Its aim is to pursue paths of partnership and
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collaboration, especially with persons of other religions.
This theme of being a pilgrim characterizes as much my attitude and
spirituality as it does the direction of my social and occupational reality. Not
only do I perceive life as a joumey, my present life is comprised for the most part
of many journeys as well. Whilst engaged in the present research at the
University of Nijmegen in the Netherlands, I also serve as executive secretary of
the Office of Ecumenical and Interreligious Affairs (OEIA) of the Federation of
Asian Bishops' Conferences (FABC), which has its office in Bangkok, Thailand.
The past few years have seen me journeying back and forth from Asia to Europe,
spending not more than two months at a stretch in each geographical location.
The situation affords me the opportunity to literally live in two "worlds," as it
were: the world of the East and the world of the West. This shuttling to and fro
is a peculiar kind of joumey, with its own dynamics. It is a journey in intercultural experience, an experience where one has to constantly acculturate and
acclimatize. Such a joumey significantly affects one's life, as well as influences
one's choices, perceptions, concerns and thinking. To be sure, it has shaped my
own theological vision and determined the subject and approach of the present
research. A look at this "inter-cultural joumey" could offer useful clues for
understanding the research.
INTER-CULTURAL JOURNEY

The beginning of this inter-cultural joumey can be traced back to the orientation
program organized at Nijmegen for in-coming students to the Graduate School
of Theology. This was held during the last week of August in the year 2000.
The most significant event happening in the Church during that same week was
the rumor surrounding the impending release of a new Vatican document. Sure
enough, the document was released the following week, on 5 September 2000.
It was the Declaration Dominus lesus1 and its impact is significant, not only for
Rome and the West but also for the Church in the East, namely, Asia. This is
especially so for those engaged in the ministry of interreligious dialogue and, in
particular, for theologians reflecting on the phenomenon of religious pluralism.
I returned to Asia shortly after the orientation week and spent the subsequent
weeks responding to numerous queries on the Vatican document. Many of these
were inquiries from friends of other religions and Christian denominations.
Meantime, I was also deeply involved in meeting and encountering persons of
other religions, as well as running programs for Christians interested in
interreligious dialogue. Of significance is a week-long leadership formation

1

Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Declaration Dominus lesus: On the Unicity
and Salvific Universality of Jesus Christ and the Church (Vatican Libena Editrice Vaticana,
2000). The text is also available at [htlp://www.Vatican va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/
(]ocuments/rc_con_cfaith_doc_ 20000806_dominus-iesus_en.html]
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program which was run at a Buddhist monastery in Malaysia. Such experiences
remind me of Asia's deep religious roots, as well as the religious pluralism of
Asian societies.
Returning to Nijmegen I realized I had now entered a different world. Most
significant was that of the peculiarly Catholic culture of the university and its
theological program amidst an increasingly secular European society. I became
aware that the issue of secularization has been the subject of theological
reflection for many a Catholic theologian in Europe, including those at Nijmegen.
The most prominent amongst them is no doubt Edward Schillebeeckx, whose
influence has also shaped the theological orientations of the University of
Nijmegen. Immersing myself in the study of Schillebeeckx's theology helped me
to appreciate the context of Western societies in general and of Dutch
Catholicism in particular.
This to and fro journey has been continuing for the most part of the last two
and a half years. The contrasts between Europe and Asia cannot be
underestimated. Some of these are so banal and mundane they may escape notice
if left unmentioned. For instance, if in Asia it is common for scores of people to
woik small plots of fields together, in Europe hectares of fields are usually
tended to by one or two persons with the help of heavy machinery. If in Asia one
still sees the construction of orphanages, in Europe the more common sight are
retirement homes. If in Asia churches are often overcrowded, in Europe they are
being turned into museums. These contrasts notwithstanding, I realize that
beneath the external manifestations of culture and lifestyle are the same basic
human instincts, needs and aspirations. Be it in Holland or in Thailand it is "the
joys and hopes, the griefs and anxieties"2 which shape much of people's life and
destiny. People everywhere, in all parts of the world, have the same basic need
for relationship and connectedness, meaning and well-being, and strive towards
achieving the same. Whether one is in Europe or in Asia, or in America or
Africa for that matter, life also has its share of disconnectedness and suffering,
conflict and alienation. These experiences are fundamental to life. They are
cross-cultural experiences and undergird the lives of human beings everywhere,
irrespective of culture, socio-economic status or religion.
In apprehending these similarities and contrasts, I realize that when in
Europe I am often more conscious of what happens in Asia, and when in Asia,
about the context of European cultures. Likewise, I also find myself more aware
of those elements which seem to cut across cultures. While the differences
between the East and the West have awakened me to the uniqueness of my own
Asian culture, the similarities have urged me to develop a heightened sense of
"world consciousness." In the process, I find myself having a greater

• See article 1 of Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modem World, Gaudium et
Spes, in The Documents of Vatican II, ed Walter Abbott (Piscataway New Century, 1966), 199
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appreciation for my own Asian cultural tradition, including its Asian theologies,
and at the same time recognizing that certain cultural expressions have become
increasingly universal or are making claims to universality. The Vatican
document Dominus Jesus is a case in point Its claim to universality is something
which I felt needed to be explored, especially in light of the cultural differences
which shape the way theology is done in the West and in the East. This
constitutes the impetus and theme of my research.
OVERVIEW OF CHAPTERS

In the context of my inter-cultural journey the present research becomes not only
a subject of relevance but a real life "experiment" as well The research is
entitled "Towards a Theology of Dialogue Schillebeeckx's Method as Bridge
between Vatican's Dominus lesus and Asia's FABC Theology " It is thus an
experiment in inter-cultural research, involving a Western document (Dominus
Jesus) and an Asian theology (FABC), with Schillebeeckx's theological method
as "bridge" to hold the two together in dialogue The choice of the topic
resonates with the Nijmegen Faculty of Theology's Religious Identity
interactions in a Pluralistic and Secularized Society (RELI-PLUSS) thematic
thrust An overview of the research sheds more light into the nature of this
"experiment" of doing inter-cultural theology Because it is an experiment
conducted by an Asian studying in a Western institution, the research strives to
display a sensitivity to both the Eastern and Western cultural traditions
I begin the research m Chapter One by taking as starting point the Vatican
Declaration Dominus Jesus In so doing, the research obtains a "ready-made"
status quaestioms This has to do with the question of how Christian theologies
address the phenomenon of religious pluralism without compromising the Gospel
proclamation of the uniqueness and universality of Jesus Christ and the
evangelizing mission of the Church. The chapter sets out to delineate the model
advocated by Dominus Jesus, an approach deemed by the Roman Curia as
faithful to the Christian tradition The vociferous reactions to the Vatican's
approach are then looked at, in view of discerning the underlying points of
contention The response of Sri Lankan theologian Aloysius Pieris helps to
situate the document and the reactions it engendered. Viewing Dominus Jesus
in the context of the renewal of the Church inaugurated by the Second Vatican
Council, Pieris suggests that its absolutist language had been expected Likewise,
he suggests that the intensity of the negative reactions was also to be expected.
This is all part of the dialectics of a renewal process characterized by creative
tensions between the Center and the Periphery — where Center refers to the
Roman Curia and Periphery to the local Churches As far as Dominus Jesus is
concerned the Periphery refers to the local Church in Asia, for it is m Asia that
the phenomenon of religious pluralism is most alive and addressed seriously
Thefirstchapter is appropriately entitled "Dominus Jesus and Its Significance for
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Asia."
Chapter Two follows from the thesis of the first chapter and continues to
look at Dominus lesus' significance for Asia. It takes this a step further by
examining in a more systematic fashion the reception of the Vatican Declaration
by the People of God in Asia. The chapter is entitled "Response of The Asian
Church to Dominus lesus." The chapter looks at two sets of responses, namely,
the response of grassroots Catholics, or what is being called the "grassroots
magisterium," and that of the Church's hierarchy, or the "pastoral magisterium."
The former's response is discerned from the results of an empirical survey
conducted specifically for the purpose. The latter's is discerned from statements
made by Asian bishops when confronting issues similar to the ones raised by
Dominus lesus. These responses combine to make up the sensus fidelium of the
people of God in Asia, especially with regard to issues of religious pluralism, the
centrality of Christ, the mission of the Church, and Christianity's relation with
other religions. An analysis of these responses reveals a pronounced dichotomy
between the Asian Christian's knowledge of the faith ~ which seems to insist on
the uniqueness of Christianity — and her/his lived experience of religious
pluralism — which seems to advise that other religions must also be true. Against
the approach of Dominus lesus the Asian bishops propose an alternative model
of evangelization, namely, one through the mode of dialogue. All of these signal
die need for an inculturated and contextualized expression of faith, with the
concomitant theology to guide it. This is the task ahead. But, before venturing
to establish this contextual theology, an appropriate theological paradigm or
method must be adopted. For this purpose the theology of Edward Schillebeeckx
is considered in the next chapter.
Chapter Three is an interim chapter, duly entitled "A Brief Schillebeeckx
Intermezzo." The title is an adaptation of a brief chapter in Schillebeeckx's own
book, entitled Ministry.1 The chapter in Ministry, entitled "A Brief
Hermeneutical Intermezzo," deals with hermeneutics as a method for
understanding historical texts such as the Bible.4 The chapter is of interest as it
is Schillebeeckx's hermeneutical method which the present research intends to
adopt for the purpose of developing an Asian contextual theology. The
hermeneutical method, which seeks to explore the relevance of the faith in
contemporary culture while ensuring its faithfulness to tradition, emphasizes the
importance of a mutually critical correlation between the Christian tradition and
contemporary experience. The social setting and living historical context
constitute an important source for doing theology. Chapter Three begins by

' Edward Schillebeeckx, Ministry: A Case for Change (London: SCM Press, 1981), 100104.
' John Bowden, "A Brief Hermeneutical Intermezzo," in Edward Schillebeeckx: Portrait oj
a Theologian (London: SCM Press, 1983), 130-140.
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looking at these settings and contexts, especially in light of the development of
Schillebeeckx's own theology. This includes an exploration of the social and
ecclesia! contexts surrounding Schillebeeckx's formation and development, as
well as the principal theological and philosophical influences in his life. The
second and main part of the chapter examines Schillebeeckx's Christological
Trilogy, in which he addresses most of the critical Christological and
ecclesiological issues raised by the Vatican Declaration Dominus lesus. These
explorations provide the necessary background and context for understanding
the hermeneutical method which Schillebeeckx employs. An investigation into
this hermeneutical method is the task of a later chapter.
Meantime, Chapter Four is yet another interim chapter, but with the focus
shifted onto Asia. Its aim is to explore the context and background in which the
proposed Asian contextual theology would develop. The historical, secular and
intra-ecclesia factors which have influenced the development of the Church in
Asia are looked at, especially with reference to her evangelizing mission. This
is accomplished by investigating the foundation and programs of the Federation
of Asian Bishops' Conferences (FABC), the only institution which can rightly
claim to represent the Catholic Church in Asia. It is noted that while the FABC
is a federation of the episcopal conferences, most of its programs involve
representatives from a cross-section of the Asian Church, including members of
the laity. A glimpse into FABC's life, vision and praxis can thus be regarded as
a glimpse into Asian Catholicism in its most representative form. The documents
and statements which issue from FABC are in the main authored with the help
of the best of Asian theologians. A study of these documents and statements
constitute the major part of the chapter. Its aim it to discern how the Asian
Church responds to the issues and concerns raised by the Vatican Declaration
Dominus lesus. This can also be regarded as the response of the Asian Church's
"academic magisterium" of the theological community to Dominus lesus.
Chapter Four is thus entitled "FABC and Asian Theology." An analysis of the
explorations reveals that the theology which FABC espouses seems to correlate
more with Schillebeeckx's than with Dominus lesus'. This is despite the fact that
Schillebeeckx's theology developed within a Western context — as did Dominus
lesus' — while FABC's theology developed within an Asian context. The task
of the next chapter is to investigate where these theologies differ and why they
differ.
Chapter Five integrates the Findings of the earlier chapters as it looks
specifically at the issue of theological method. It distinguishes clearly the three
approaches or theologies under investigation. The first is that οι Dominus lesus,
the second is that of Schillebeeckx, and the third is that of the FABC. These are
the three theologies explored in the first four chapters in relation to the way they
address the issues of the present research, namely, the theological questions
raised by the Vatican document Dominus lesus. Chapter Five takes this
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investigation a step further by comparing the convergences and/or divergences
between these three approaches of theology. The chapter engages in what can be
regarded as a "dialogue of theologies." This dialogue examines first the
theological method employed by Dominus Jesus, which is identified as an
expression of Neo-Scholastic thinking. It then examines Schillebeeckx's,
identifying it as employing the hermeneutical-critical method. Finally, the
chapter examines FABC's thinking, whose method is dialogical in orientation
and therefore called a "theology of dialogue." The chapter, which begins with
a "dialogue of theologies," ends with a discussion on the "theology of dialogue."
Chapter Five is therefore entitled "From Dialogue of Theologies to Theology of
Dialogue." The comparative study reveals that, as far as the issues and questions
raised by Dominus Jesus are concerned, it is the Asian Church which should be
at the fore-front in addressing the new challenges posed by the phenomenon of
religious pluralism to the Christian faith. It is an Asian "problem," as it were,
and so is best addressed by the Asian Church through a method dear to Asia,
namely, the method of "dialogue." This method, which insists that theology has
to be done through the process and in the spirit of dialogue, culminates with
guidelines which are facilitative of dialogue. The Theology of Dialogue,
therefore, is at once a theology which begins with dialogue and ends with the call
for dialogue.
JOURNEY AND DIALOGUE ON METHOD

The preceding overview has underscored the inter-cultural "to and fro"
movement which I spoke about earlier. I begin the research by investigating the
Vatican document Dominus Jesus, a theology developed in the West. The
research then takes me to Asia, as it were, to survey the response of the Asian
Church to the document. I then return to the West again, this time to examine the
theology of Schillebeeckx. This is followed by another trip to Asia, to explore
what the Asian Church has been saying through the FABC. Finally, the last
chapter is a multiple journey, of exploring Dominus Jesus, Schillebeeckx and the
Asian Church all at once. This multiple journey culminates in what is being
called the "Theology of Dialogue."
The Theology of Dialogue has been the subject of a number of recent
theological reflections. Many have spoken of its import and advocate it as the
method for doing theology.5 The present research is original in that it attempts

* Paul Knitter, for example, speaks about the need of theology being the fruit of dialogue.
See Paul Knitter, Introducing Theologies of Religions (Maryknoll: Orbis, 2002), 203. He cites
the works of Francis Clooney and James Fredenck on comparative theology as examples of what I
am calling a Theology of Dialogue. See Francis Clooney, Tiieology After Vedanta- An
Experiment in Comparative neology (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1993) and
James Frederick, Faith Among Faiths: Christian Tiieology and Non-Christian Religions (New
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to outline this theological method by defining what the dialogical theology
entails. It investigates this by looking at the praxis of the FABC since its
foundation about thirty years ago. This is yet another area where the research is
original as not too many studies have been done on the FABC. Moreover, those
which have dealt with FABC usually confine their research to the documents which have been made public — without investigating FABC's internal dynamics
and praxis — which in the main have not been written about.' Another area where
the present research is unique is the investigation into the Vatican Declaration
Dominus lesus. As this is a recent document, little extensive research has been
done on it, beyond some seminars whose results have been published in books
and journals.7
Theguiding principle which directs my research, as mentioned at the outset,
is a sense of openness and tentativeness as well as a commitment to the process
of search and dialogue. I begin by using the method of phenomenological
description to critically delineate the issues, concerns and responses to the
questions under discussion. The process is in the main descriptive and the
description attempts to be objective, within the limits of my personal biases. I
then take on a more analytic as well as evaluative stance, where the issues under
investigation are subject to critical evaluation and followed by commentary. In
the last chapter the comparative, correlational and dialogic methods are also
employed to integrate the various theologies under discussion. The goal of the

York: Paulisl Press, 1999). Jacques Dupuis also advocates the need for the praxis of dialogue as
the point of departure for theological reflection. See Jacques Dupuis, Toward a Christian
Tlieology of Religious Pluralism (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1997), 18-19.
' Most comprehensive researches conducted on the FABC are doctoral theses Some of the
more important ones are: C. D. Putranla, The Idea of the Church in the Documents of the
Federation of Asian Bishops ' Conferences (FABC), 1970-1982 (Dissertatio ad Doctoratum in
Facullate Theologiae Pontificiae Universitatis Gregorianae, Romae 1983); P. M. Handoko, Lay
Ministries in the Mission and Ministry of the Church in Asia: A Critical Study of the Documents
of the FABC. 1970-1991 (Dissertatio ad Doctoratum in Facultate Theologiae Pontificiae
Universitatis Gregonanac, Romae 1993); A. Buia, A Study of the Evangelizing Mission of the
Church in Contemporary Asia in Light of the Documents of the Federation of Asian Bishops
Conferences, 1970-1995 (Dissertatio ad Doctoratum in Facultate Theologiae, Pontificiae
Universitas Urbamana, Romae 1997); A. Alangaram, Christ of the Asian Peoples: Towards an
Asian Contextual Chnstology Based on the Documents of the Federation of Asian Bishops '
Conferences (Bangalore: Asian Trading Corporation, 1999); Miguel Quantra, At the Side of the
Multitudes: Tlie Kingdom of Godin the Mission of the Church in the FABC Documents (Quezon
City: Claretians, 2000); Jonathan Tan, "Missio ad gentes" m Asia: A Comparative Study of the
Missiology of John Paul II and the Federation of Asian Bishops ' Conferences (FABC)
(Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America, 2002)
7
One such seminar was held at Boston College in the Fall of 2000. See Stephen Pope and
Charles Hefling, ed., Sic et Non: Encountering Dominus lesus (Maryknoll. Orbis, 2002).
Another main source of reflections on the Vatican document is the Indian journal Jeevadhara.
Sec Sebastian Painadath, ed., "Dominus lesus: A Theological Response," Jeevadhara 31 (May
2001)· 171-248.
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research is systematic as it seeks to postulate a Theology of Dialogue
Three persons served as guides during my inter-cultural journey in the
present research They provided the necessary maps and directions and ensured
I kept to the right tracks The first is Professor Dr Wilhelm Dupré, the Chair of
Philosophy of Religion and the Study of Religion of the Faculty of Theology of
the University of Nijmegen Aside from keeping me focused on the subject of
the research, Dupré also kept me focused on the pace of my work His gentle
prodding of "when can I expect the next chapter from you 9 " ensured I remained
acadeirucally productive amidst my many travels and journeys Besides, it was
Dupre who introduced me not only to the works of Schillebeeckx but also to
Professor Edward Schillebeeckx the person, whose vision of life and theology
have significantly shaped mme
I was constantly reminded of Schillebeeckx's method of doing theology by
my second supervisor, namely, Dr Georg Evers Recently retired as the Asian
Desk officer at the Missio Institute of Missiology in Aachen, Gemiany, Evers has
himself been on numerous inter-cultural journeys in his many years serving as
consultant to the FABC An observer of Asian theology for the last thirty years,
Evers rightly challenged me to establish myself before beginning the journey
"you must tell us who you are and what all this is to you as an Asian and as a
Christian "
This is the same challenge which Schillebeeckx poses to theologians, that
theology must begin with some concrete, personal and contemporary experience
It should never be an abstract endeavor where the theologian is disengaged from
the issues under investigation This accounts for why I have personalized the
present Introduction It is an attempt to "establish" myself This also accounts
for why I begin each chapter by recounting a concrete and personal experience
These take the form of anecdotes meant to situate the context for the chapter's
theological reflection The use of stories in theology is an approach which
Schillebeeckx advocates inasmuch as they provide the critical force which brings
to life an otherwise abstract theological discussion Story-telling, commonly used
in Asian theology, is also a pastoral approach which has pedagogical
effectiveness
Besides, the stories at the beginning of each chapter also seek to establish my
personal stakes in the issues and topics under discussion They point to and
indicate my own concrete and personal involvement as an Asian and as a
Christian in the contemporary theological debate This is in keeping with
Schillebeeckx's thmst that theology is an endeavor which seeks to "understand
concrete, contemporary Christian experience "' This last phrase actually comes
from Prof Dr Robert Schreiter of Catholic Theological Union, Chicago He is

' See Robert Schreiler, ed , 77ie Schillebeeckx Reader (New York Crossroad, 1984), 10
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the third person who served as mentor and guide to me. Not only has Schreiter's
vast knowledge of theology and the theological world (including that of Asia)
been a source of inspiration and enrichment to me, he also shed light on the
minute details and nuances one would normally not pick up when reading
SchiUebeeckx's works. All of Schreiter's input helped me to "understand," very
"concretely," the meaning of "contemporary Christian expenence."
The inter-culturai joumey which I outline in the chapters ahead seeks to
elaborate on just that: how do we make sense of contemporary Christian
experience? The joumey explores this with reference to the phenomenon of
religious pluralism and, especially, the questions it poses to contemporary
Christian faith. Above all, it looks at how the expenence of those living in Asia
provides useful clues in helping to apprehend the phenomenon.

Chapter One

Dominus lesus and
Its Significance for Asia

1.1 INTRODUCTION TO THE CHAPTER
1.1.1

CONTEXT OF THE THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION

5 September 2000 was no ordinary day for me. I had spent the previous night
reading the document Dominus Jesus* and written a response which I then
submitted to John Allen of the American weekly, National Catholic Reporter.2
While in my response I suggested the document did not come as a surprise,
secretly I felt it shouldn't have been especially given the strides in ecumenical
and interreligious dialogue that the Church had taken in the past decades. I
feared the sentiments expressed in the document might stand as hindrance to the
cause of dialogue, if not used blatantly against it.
My fears were realized later that evening when I arrived at the Bangkok's
YMCA to deliver a lecftire to a group of Protestants on The New Way of Being
Church. I spoke on the importance of interreligious and ecumenical dialogue,
quoting lavishly from the documents of the Second Vatican Council and
illustrating with examples from the documents of the Catholic Church in Asia.
When it came to question time a participant raised the issue of Dominus Jesus,
which he had just heard about over the radio news report. Had I not read the
document the previous night my response might have been more cautious, if not
charitable. But having the sentiments of Dominus Jesus still fresh in my mind,
I couldn't help but distance the Church in Asia from the document. I tuned into
Bangkok's airwaves later that night and, sure enough, the Vatican's

1
Congrégation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Declaration Dominus lesus- On the Unicily
and Salvific Universality of Jesus Christ and the Church (Vatican: Liberia Editrice Vaticana,
2000). The text is also available at [liltp://www.valican.va/roman_cuna/congregations/cfaith/
documenls/rc_con_cfaith_doc_20000806_dominus-iesus_en.hlml].
3
Excerpts from this two-paged response were published in John Allen, "Exclusive Claim,"
National Catholic Reporter, NCR (15 September, 2000), [http://natcath.org/NCR_Online/
archives/], [http //www natcath org/mampage/archives.htm].
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pronouncement that "only Catholics can be saved"3 was being proclaimed all
over Thailand.
Two days later I was in Hong Kong to attend a planning committee meeting
of the Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences (FABC). Even before we
arrived a journalist of the Union of Catholic Asian News had already left
messages on most of our room doors to request for interviews on Dominus lesus.
A bishop who attended the meeting brought along with him a newspaper cutting
which reported on the superior claims of the Catholic Church. Throughout the
three-day meeting heads were shaking in disbelief; how could such a document
come out in this day and age?
The subsequent days saw me responding to a number of inquiries on
Dominus lesus. Some of my Protestant, Buddhist, and Muslim friends wanted
to know what the controversy was all about and how they could receive a copy
of the text. The Catholics wanted to know if the FABC had made an official
response to the proclamation. In short, it is not an exaggeration to suggest that
Dominus lesus is no ordinary document. It caught the attention of people from
both inside and outside the Church, even in faraway Asia — or, more precisely,
especially in faraway Asia. The mass media had a field day reporting on
"Catholics Are The Best," "Catholics the Only Ones Who Will Be Saved,"
"Dominus lesus Exalts Her Throne," "Not All In The Family," and "Kiss of
Death for Ecumenists." No other Church document has commanded such interest
and attention, perhaps not since Pope Paul VI's Humanae Vitae* Like Humanae
Vitae, whose impact continued to linger for quite a while, the repercussions
brought forth by Dominus lesus may be equally far-reaching, even if unintended.5

3
Dominus lesus does not really make this assertion but many news reports point to it,
obviously a result of a hasty misreading of the document.
* Pope Paul VI promulgated this 1968 encyclical on birth control reasserting the traditional
ban on the use of artificial methods of contraception, much to the chagnn of the specially
constituted commission of lay, medical and theological advisers who had recommended that the
ban be provisionally lifted.
s
The American Catholic sociologist Andrew Greeley cites Humanae Vilae as the prime
factor for the subsequent decade's significant decline in Sunday church attendance in the United
Stales. Greeley discovered that the document helped facilitate the Church's loss of credibility in
that it was perceived to be so out of touch with reality that Catholics instinctively rendered it
irrelevant. Thenceforth they were selective in their allegiance to Church teachings. Thus, not
only did Humanae Vitae backfire in its aims, it even transformed Catholic morality permanently.
See Andrew Greeley, American Catholics Since The Council (Chicago: Thomas More, 1995), as
cited in Denise Carmody and John Carmody, Roman Catholicism: An Introduction (New YorkMacmillan, 1990), 95-101. Dominus lesus could very well play such a role for Catholics in Asia
and, perhaps, transform intcrrehgious dialogue permanently!
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AIMS OF THE CHAPTER

The preceding introduction clearly suggests that Dominus lesus is by no means
an ordinary or inconsequential document Its impact was felt throughout the
universal Church, but especially in Asia where Catholics are a small minority
who live alongside believers of other religions With this as backdrop, the
present chapter examines the document Dominus lesus in view of discerning its
significance for the Church in Asia.
The chapter is divided into four major sections. The first section looks at the
presentation of Dommus Jesus, the persons involved in its drafting, and their
commentaries thereof. The second section looks at the document itself,
presenting an outline of the document, and delineating the main themes of
concern. The third section reviews the reception of the document and elaborates
on this with the different reactions expressed by the various quarters of
relevance. The final and most substantive section explores the document
Dominus lesus in the context of the renewal inaugurated by the Second Vatican
Council In particular, the dynamics surrounding Vatican II's aggiornamento,
which has to contend with a seemingly opposing risorgimento,6 are discussed.
The former seeks the renewal of the Church while the latter seeks to hinder these
renewahst currents All of these are examined, especially m light of the
development of theologies of religious pluralism, of which Dominus lesus was
specifically promulgated to address.

1.2 PRESENTATION OF DOMINUS IESUS
This first section presents the background to the document Dominus lesus It
discusses how the various persons responsible for the drafting and presentation
of the document explain its importance and relevance, especially in the context
of recent developments in the theological enterprise
1.2.1

VATICAN'S DOCTRINAL CONGREGATION

Dated 6 August 2000, Dominus lesus was officially proclaimed and released at
a press conference by Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, the Prefect of the Vatican's
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF), on 5 September 2000
Ratzinger was accompanied by his secretary, Archbishop Tarcisio Bertone, and
the two consultor priests who are said to have also worked on the document Γι
Angelo Amato, SDB, vice-rector of the Pontifical Salesian University, and Msgr

6
William Bausch, "Vatican II and Beyond," in Pilgrim Church A Popular History of
Catholic Christianity (Connecticut Twenty-Third Publications, 1989), 391
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Fernando Ocâriz, vicar general of the Opus Dei.7
1.2.2

COMMENTS OF THE

CDF's

PREFECT

Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger began the presentation by locating the significance of
Dominus lesus, subtitled "On the Unicity and Salvific Universality of Jesus
Christ and the Church," with reference to the "contemporary debate on the
relationship of Christianity to other religions."8 He immediately points to the
crux of the problem, namely, the mistaken notion that "all religions are equally
valid ways of salvation for those who follow them." "This is a conviction,"
Ratzinger regrets, "that is widespread by now not only in theological circles, but
also in increasingly broad sectors of public opinion, both Catholic and nonCatholic." Almost in the same breath he unequivocally identifies the source of
the problem, namely, "relativism."
"The fundamental consequence of this way of thinking," Ratzinger counsels,
is "the substantial rejection of the identification of the individual historical
person, Jesus of Nazareth, with the very reality of God, of the living God." Such
ideas render dialogue a "radically different meaning from the one intended by
Vatican II." Specifically, "dialogue, or better, the ideology of dialogue, replaces
the mission and the urgency to conversion: dialogue is no longer the way to
discover the truth," claims Ratzinger [emphasis in original text], "Dialogue in
the new ideological conceptions," Ratzinger summarizes, "is instead the essence
of the relativist 'dogma' and the opposite of both 'conversion' and 'mission'."
Ratzinger then posits that "such a relativist philosophy is found at the base
both of post-metaphysical Western thought and of the negative theology of Asia."
"The result," he continues, "is that the figure of Jesus Christ loses his
characteristic of unicity and salvific universality." Such relativism can only be
"accompanied by a false concept of tolerance," which in turn is "connected with
the loss and the renunciation of the issue of truth." "Without a serious claim for
truth," Ratzinger advises, "even an appreciation of other religions becomes
absuiu and contradictory, since one has no criterion to determine what is positive

7
Valican Informalion Service (5 Seplember 2000), [http://www.vatican.va/news_ services/
press/vis/vis_cn.hlml], also available at [http://www.katolsk.no/nyheter/2000/09/07- 0002.htm].
This is a news-report on the presentation of Dominus lesus. The original Italian texts are
available at the Vatican website [http.//www vatican.va/romancuria/congregalions/craith/
doc_doc_index htm] The comments of Bertone, Amato, and Ocâriz in the next paragraphs are
from this same source. Note: Amato recently replaced Bertone as secretary of the CDF while the
latter was assigned to head a diocese.
' Joseph Ratzinger, "Reasons for the Christian Claim," Remarks made by the Prefect of the
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith at the Presentation of the Church document Dominus
/ems (Press Room of the Holy See, September 5, 2000). The text is available at [http://www
lraces-cl com/archive/2000/ottobre/ratzing htm]. For the original Italian text, see ibid. All of
Ral/ingcr's comments in this section arc from this source.
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in a religion, distinguishing it from what is negative or the fruit of superstition
and deception " Advocating that "everything of beauty and truth that exists in
religions must not be lost, but instead must be acknowledged and prized," he
cautions, however, that this does not mean we ignore "the errors and deceptions
that are nonetheless present m religions "
Ratzinger submits that while religions and cultures have no choice bui io
meet and so be engaged in dialogue with one another "this, however, has nothing
to do with the abandonment of the claim on the part of the Christian faith to ha\ c
received as a gift from God in Christ the definitive and complete revelation of Hie
mystery of salvation " More important is that "we must rule out that mentaliiy
of indifferentism based on a religious relativism that leads one to think that 'one
religion is as good as the other' (Redemptons Missio, 36) " Ratzinger concludes
by reiterating that "esteem and respect for the world's religions does not
diminish the originality and uniqueness of the revelation of Jesus Christ and does
not in any way limit the missionary task of the Church "
1.2.3

COMMENTS OF THE

CDF's

SECRETARY

Archbishop Tarcisio Bertone's comments focused on Dominus lesus being an
official document of the CDF carrying the status of Decimation According to
Bertone this simply means that the document "does not teach any new doctrines
rather, reaffirms and summarizes the doctrine of Catholic faith defined and taught
in earlier documents of the Church's Magisterium " As a doctrinal document
"expressly approved by the Supreme Pontiff," Bertone reminds, "it has the status
of universal Magisterium "
He then interpreted the final paragraph of the Decimation which states that
it had been "ratified and confirmed" by the Pope on 16 June 2000, as signifying
Dominus lesus "is of exceptional and elevated atithority 'celta scienta et
apostolica sua auctontate ' This reflects the importance and essentiality of the
doctrine presented in the declaration What it contains are truths of divine and
Catholic faith or truths of Catholic doctrine that must be firmly held
Consequently, the assent required from the faithful is definitive and irrevocable "
Bertone then underscored that "if a doctrine is taught as definitive, and
consequently unchangeable, this presupposes that it is taught by the Magisterium
with an infallible act, though of a particular type "
1.2.4

COMMENTS OF THE

CDF's

CONSULTORS

Fr Angelo Amato's comments centered around the distinction Dominus laus
makes between "theological faith" and "belief " Theological faith, he suggests,
is a "theological virtue that implies free and personal assent to all truths revealed
by God," while belief, on the other hand, exists "without assent to God who
reveals " The former, which is peculiar to Christianity, is therefore of God,
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while the latter, which is found in other religions, is not. He then singles out for
mention three erroneous theses often advanced with regard to the unity of the
salvific economy of the Word. The first "regards Jesus of Nazareth as one of
many historic-salvific incarnations of the eternal Word." The second "supposes
a double salvific economy, that of the eternal Word as distinct from that of the
Incarnate Word." The third "separates the economy of the Holy Spirit from that
of the Incarnate Word." All these views, Amato emphasizes, are unequivocally
rejected by Dominus lesus.
Speaking on the ecclesiological issues, Msgr. Fernando Ocâriz insists that
"only in the Catholic Church does Christ's Church subsist in all her fullness,"
even if "outside the Catholic Church 'elements of truth and sanctification' exist."
These elements, nonetheless, are still "of the Church," explained Ocäriz.
"Consequently, there exists only one Church (which subsists in the Catholic
Church)." It follows that "we must believe that all salvation -- even of nonChristians ~ comes from Christ through the Church, but we do not know how
this comes about in the case of non-Christians," Ocâriz appends. In other words,
"Dominus lesus rejects an interpretation that today is very widespread ~ but
contrary to the Catholic faith — according to which all religions, in as much as
they are religions, of themselves are ways to salvation together with Christianity,"
Ocâriz concludes.

1.3 CONTENT OF DOMINUS IESUS
This section presents an overview and an outline of the Declaration Dominus
Jesus. The overview looks briefly at how the document is structured while the
outline looks at the contents of the individual articles of the document.
1.3.1

AN OVERVIEW

By way of structure the thirty-six paged Declaration Dominus lesus is divided
into six chapters — not counting the introduction and conclusion — and 23
numbered articles. The first three chapters address the Christological issues of
the fullness and definitiveness of the revelation of Jesus Christ, his salvific
mystery, and the concomitant role of the Holy Spirit. The final three chapters
address the ecclesiological issues of the unicity and unity of the Church, its
relation to the Kingdom of Christ, and its role in the salvation of all, including
people of other religions.
The latter ecclesiological chapters take the earlier Christological chapters as
foundation in a hermeneutics which posits that the unicity and universality of
Christ is extended into the unicity and universality of the Church. The parallels
or analogies found between the Christological and ecclesiological sections lead
to the conclusion that since there is only one savior for humankind, viz., Jesus
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Christ, therefore, there is but only one Church; and this Church subsists in the
Catholic Church.
1.3.2

AN OUTLINE

The first article of the Introduction of Dominus lesus (DI) introduces the status
quaestionis of the entire document, namely, that the Church's mission, bom from
the Final Commandment (Mk 16:15-16; Mt 28:18-20), is to proclaim the mystery
of the triune God and the mystery of the incarnation of the Son as saving event
for all humanity (DI, art. 1). But, because the mission is still far from complete
at the close of the second millennium and in view of interreligious dialogue advanced by the Second Vatican Council and presupposed in Dominus lesus —
the Church's proclamation today has to also "make use of the practice of interreligious dialogue" [DI, 2). As a result, new questions have arisen which need
to be addressed, new paths of research have to be pursued, and new proposals
have to be advanced, all of which call for attentive discernment (DI, 3). It is in
light of this that the Declaration "seeks to recall to Bishops, theologians, and all
the Catholic faithful, certain indispensable elements of Christian doctrine, which
may help theological reflection in developing solutions consistent with the
contents of the faith and tesponsive to the pressing needs of contemporary
culture" (DI, 3).
Article Four of the Declaration then addresses the fundamental concern,
namely, "relativistic theories." These theories are problematic as they hold that
"certain truths have been superseded." These truths are then itemized in this
article in view of them being addressed item by item in the subsequent articles.
Specifically, "relativistic theories which seek to justify religious pluralism, not
only defacto but also dejure (or in principle)," endanger the "Church's constant
missionary proclamation" (DI, 4) [unless otherwise stated, all italicized quotes
are emphases given in the original texts]. It is the task of the Declaration to
repudiate these relativistic theories, which "hinder the understanding and
acceptance of the revealed truth," and to affirm the Church's essential teachings
so that "the mystery of Jesus Christ and the Church [do not] lose their character
of absolute truth and salvific universality" (DI, A).
Article Five then establishes the essential truth of "the definitive and
complete character of the revelation of Jesus Christ." This "must be firmly
believed," the Declaration declares. The subsequent article repudiates "the
theory of the limited, incomplete, or imperfect character of the revelation of Jesus
Christ, which would be complementary to that found in other religions" (DI, 6).
Article Seven maintains that the "proper response to God's revelation is 'the
obedience offaith'1... by which man freely entrusts his entire self to God, offering
'the full submission of intellect and will to God who reveals' and freely assenting
to the revelation given by him." It then addresses the distinction between the
Christian's theologicalfaith as compared with the other religions' belief. Again,
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the Declaration declares that this distinction "must be firmly held" {DI, 7). In
article Eight the hypothesis of the inspired value of the sacred scriptures of other
religions is looked at. "The Church's tradition," Dominus lesus instructs,
"reserves the designation of inspired texts to the canonical books of the Old and
New Testaments." The article concludes by stating that God also reveals through
other religions, even as they may "contain 'gaps, insufficiencies and errors'" {DI,
8).
Article Nine takes issue with the theory that there are "other revelatory and
salvific figures," regarded as complementary to Jesus of Nazareth, and the
concomitant theory that the Logos has assumed "many faces," giving rise to an
economy of the eternal Word outside the Church. The Declaration
unequivocally upholds the doctrine of "Jesus of Nazareth, son of Mary, and [that]
he alone, is the Son and the Word of the Father" {DI, 10). This "doctrine of
faith," the Declaration insists, "must be firmly believed." As such, it is "contrary
to the Catholic faith" to introduce into the economy of salvation any sort of
separation between the eternal Word {Logos Asarkos) and the incarnate Word
{Logos Ensarkos). "The one subject which operates in the two natures, human
and divine, is a single person of the Word" {DI. 10).
Surmising from the preceding two articles, article Eleven postulates "the
doctrine of faith regarding the unicity of the salvific economy willed by the One
and Triune God." Again, the Declaration states that this "must be firmly
believed' and that the mystery of the incarnation of the Word must be regarded
as being "at the source and center" {DI, 11). "The Church's Magisterium,"
therefore, "reasserts that Jesus Christ is the mediator and the universal redeemer"
{DI, 11). As a follow-up to the thesis of the one economy of salvation, article
Twelve dismisses the hypothesis of "an economy of the Holy Spirit with a more
universal breadth than that of the Incarnate Word." Such a hypothesis, the
Declaration maintains, is "contrary to the Catholic faith." Instead, "the
Magisterium of the Church has firmly and clearly recalled the truth of a single
divine economy," article Twelve declares. Elaborating on this, the Declaration
suggests that "it is the Spirit who sows the 'seeds of the word' present in various
customs and cultures, preparing them for full maturity in Christ," and that "this
is the same Spirit who was at work in the incarnation and in the life, death, and
resurrection of Jesus and who is at work in the Church" {DI, 12). The doctrine
is clear that the Holy Spirit is "not an alternative to Christ nor does he fill a sort
of void which is sometimes suggested as existing between Christ and the Logos"
{DI, 12).
The third chapter expounds on the "unicity and universality of the salvific
mystery of Jesus Christ." In simple terms its assertion is that Jesus is not only the
"one and only" savior but that he is at the same time also the savior "for all."
The Declaration posits that "the truth of Jesus Christ, Son of God, Lord and only
Savior, who through the event of his incarnation, death and resurrection has
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brought the history of salvation to fulfilment, and which has in him its fullness
and center, must be firmly believed as a constant element of the Church's failli"
(DI, 13). Having said that, article Fourteen proposes that "theology today^in ils
reflection on the existence of other religious experiences and on their meaning
in God's salvific plan, is invited to explore if and in what way the historical
figures and positive elements of these religions may fall within the divine plan
of salvation." This seems like an acknowledgment of other mediators, even as
they constitute only "participated mediations" which "acquire meaning and value
only from Christ's own mediation" (DI, 14). Article Fifteen insists that "one can
and must say that Jesus has a significance and a value for the human race and its
history, which are unique and singular, proper to him alone, exclusive, universal,
and absolute." Even if such language may give "the impression of excessive
emphasis," in reality, the Declaration contends, one is "simply being faithful to
revelation" (DI, 15).
The fourth chapter begins the ecclesiological section by focusing on the
Church as "a salvific mystery" (DI, 16). "The Church," article Sixteen
elaborates, is "inseparably united to her Lord," and has "the fullness of Christ's
salvific mystery." Therefore, "the unicity of the Church founded by [Jesus
Christ] must be firmly believed as a truth of the Catholic faith." Moreover, "just
as there is one Christ, so there exists 'a single Catholic and apostolic Church'."
"This Church," the Declaration clarifies, "subsists in [subsistit in] the Catholic
Church, governed by the Successor of Peter and by the Bishops in communion
with him" (DI, 16). The expression "subsistit in," article Sixteen continues,
refers to the belief that the "Church of Christ... continues to exist fully only in the
Catholic Church." This in no way discounts the fact that "outside of her
structure, many elements can be found of sanctification and truth." "With respect
to these," the Declaration quickly adds, "they derive their efficacy from the very
fullness of grace and truth entrusted to the Catholic Church" (DI, 16).
Article Seventeen then describes other Churches as "true particular
Churches," insofar as they are united to the Catholic Church by "apostolic
succession and a valid Eucharist," even if they at the same time lack full
communion "since they do not accept the Catholic doctrine of the Primacy... of
the Bishop of Rome." Those communities "which have not preserved the valid
Episcopate and the genuine and integral substance of the Eucharistie mystery" are
regarded as "ecclesial communities" and so "are not Churches in the proper
sense" (DI, 17). That notwithstanding, "these separated Churches and
communities as such... have by no means been deprived of significance and
importance in the mystery of salvation" even as "we believe they suffer from
defects" (DI, 17).
Article Eighteen pronounces that "the mission of the Church is 'to proclaim
and establish among all peoples the kingdom of Christ and of God,' and that 'she
is on earth, the seed and the beginning of the kingdom'." It then discusses the
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"already not-yet" dialectic that "on the one hand, the Church is 'a sacrament -that is, sign and instrument of intimate union with God and of unity of the entire
human race'." "On the other hand," the article continues, "the Church is the
'people gathered by the unity of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit'fand] she
is therefore 'the kingdom of Christ already present in mystery' and constitutes its
seed and beginning" (DI, 18). Article Nineteen goes on to state that while there
is an "inseparable relationship between Christ and the kingdom," the kingdom of
God, however, "is not identified with the Church in her visible and social
reality." Thus, '"the action of Christ and the Spirit outside the Church's visible
boundaries' must not be excluded" (DI, 19). On the other hand, "one-sided
accentuations" which "deliberately emphasize the kingdom" and are "silent about
Christ" or the "mystery of redemption" should be avoided as they are "contrary
to Catholic faith" (DI, 19).
Following from the discussions of the preceding two articles, it "must be
firmly believed that 'the Church, a pilgnm now on earth, is necessary for
salvation: the one Christ is the mediator and the way of salvation; he is present
to us in his body which is the Church" (DI, 20) However, in keeping with the
doctrine of the "universal salvific will of God," the Declaration contends that
"for those who are not formally and visibly members of the Church, 'salvation
in Christ is accessible by virtue of a grace which, while having a mysterious
relationship to the Church, does not make them lormally part of the Church"'
(DI, 20). It has to be kept in mind, the Declaration quickly adds, that "this grace
comes from Christ" (DI, 20). Because how this salvific grace of God comes to
non-Christians remains a mystery and is believed to be bestowed "in ways known
to [God]," theologians are encouraged to seek to understand this better. In any
case, "it is clear that it would be contrary to the faith to consider the Church as
one way of salvation alongside those constituted by the other religions, seen as
complementary to the Church or substantially equivalent to her" (DI, 21). "Some
prayers and rituals of the other religions may assume a role of preparation for the
Gospel, in that they are occasions or pedagogical helps in which the human heart
is prompted to be open to the action of God" (DI, 21). "Furthermore," the
Declaration continues, "it cannot be overlooked that other rituals, insofar as they
depend on superstitions or other errors, constitute an obstacle to salvation" (DI,
21).
Article Twenty-two reminds that "with the coming of the Savior Jesus
Christ, God has willed that the Church founded by him be the instrument for the
salvation of all humanity." "This truth of faith does not lessen the sincere respect
which the Church has for the religions of the world" (DI, 22). "At the same
time," the Declaration qualifies, "it rules out, in a radical way, that mentality of
indifferentism 'characterized by a religious relativism which leads to the belief
that one religion is as good as another'" (DI, 22). Hence, "if it is true that the
followers of other religions can receive divine grace, it is also certain that

Dominus Jesus and Its Significance for Asia

21

objectively speaking they are in a gravely deficient situation in comparison with
those who, in the Church, have the fullness of the means of salvation" (DJ, 22).
In interreligious dialogue, therefore, "the mission ad gentes 'today as always
retains its full force and necessity'" (DI, 22). In other words, "because she
believes in God's universal plan of salvation, the Church must be missionary"
(DI, 22). Indeed, interreligious dialogue, as part of the Church's evangelizing
mission, "is just one of the actions of the Church in her mission ad gentes" (DI,
22). In interreligious dialogue, "equality... refers to the equal personal dignity of
the parties in dialogue, not to doctrinal content, nor even less to the position of
Jesus Chnst" (DI, 22). The Church must continue to announce "the necessity of
conversion to Jesus Christ and of adherence to the Church through Baptism, and
the other sacraments, in order to participate fully in communion with God, the
Father, Son and Holy Spirit" (DI, 22).
The Declaration ends with article Twenty-three reiterating that its purpose
is to "reconfirm the Church's faith and to give reasons for her hope in a way that
is convincing and effective" (DI, 23). It then quotes Vatican II on the question
of the "true religion," stating in no uncertain terms that "we believe that this one
true religion continues to exist in the Catholic and Apostolic Church, to which
the Lord Jesus entrusted the task of spreading it among all people" (DI, 23).

1.4 REACTIONS TO DOMINUS IESUS
That the Declaration Dominus lesus was presented at a press conference and in
the month of September reveal a lot. The response to it was very unlike another
document of the CDF, called the "Note of the Expression Sister Churches,"9
released barely two months earlier, at the end of June 2000. This latter document
went largely unnoticed. This comes as a surprise since the principal assertion of
the "Note" is not unlike Dominus lesus — albeit on a lesser scale — in that it's
main theme is that there is "only one, holy, catholic and apostolic Universal
Church" who "is not sister but mother to all the particular Churches." The
"Note," to be held as equally "authoritative and binding," essentially wams
against the charitable use of the expression "sister Churches" in publications and
its misuse especially by theologians involved in ecumenical dialogue. That the
reaction to this "Note" was practically muted has been attributed to the fact that
it was not released at a press conference. Moreover, during the summer months

' Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Note on the Expression 'Sister Churches'
(Vatican: Liberia Editrice Vaticana, 2000), [htlp.//www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/
cfaith/documenls/rc_con_cfaith_doc_20000630_chiesc-sorelle_en.html].
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most journalists and professors are away from Rome.10
That Dominus lesus was released the way it was speaks volumes of what the
CDF had intended. The overwhelming critical and negative reaction was
probably unanticipated. Or, perhaps it was! Perhaps the CDF thought this to be
such an important and magnanimous document that it intentionally brought notice
to it, especially since the "problem" of religious pluralism has taken on such
magnitude. With this as backdrop, the various differing reactions to the
Declaration will now be examined.
1.4.1

REACTIONS FROM THE CHURCH'S HIERARCHY

In view of the unexpected media reaction to Dominus lesus, many cardinals and
bishops saw it fit that they came out explicitly in defense of the document.
Bishop Francesco Lambiasi, President of the Italian Bishops' Commission for the
Doctrine of the Faith, for example, was reported by the Italian newspaper
Avvenire as saying this: "The Declaration comes like a ring on a finger, because
while the Pope and the whole Church are celebrating a Holy Year on the
fundamental truth of Christianity, some theologians here and there, in different
comers of the world, tend to forget it. Therefore, it is right to be clear and to
avoid that the faithful be disoriented given certain positions." To the charge that
the Declaration has taken dialogue a step backwards, Lambiasi responded: "A
more tranquil reading of the document will enable one to understand the
profound intention, which is not to take a step backward in the ecumenical
dialogue but, on the contrary, to take a step forward. It is enough to see how
many times Vatican Council II documents are quoted in the Declaration. I am
certain that, once the reactions of the first moment pass, the fidelity to the
Council will emerge with clarity.""
The President of the French Bishops' Commission on Doctrine, Cardinal
Pierre Eyt, who played a role in the drafting of the Declaration said: "The
document is the fruit of collective work. I contributed to its drafting longdistance, by identifying certain questions, certain sensibilities. I did not,
however, see the text until it was in its final form.... It is a document centered on
Christ and the mystery of the incarnation, which the Jubilee celebrates."12
From America, Archbishop Theodore McCanick of Newark issued a
statement which partly reads: "The reason for the promulgation of this document

'0 Sec Michael Fahey, "Am I My Sister's Keeper?: The Vatican's New Letter on 'Sister
Churches'," America (28 October 2000): 12-15, (http //www.amencapress.org/articles/
fahcy-sisler htm]
" "Holy See Reminds that Dialogue Needs Clanly: Statements by Bishop Francesco
Lambiasi," ZENIT Vie World Seen From Rome (6 September 2000), [http.//www 7enit.org/
enghsh/]
12
'"Dominus lesus is 'Jubilee' Document: Interview with Cardinal Pierre Eyt," Ibid.
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now is tied to the concerns raised by some in the church that we ought to be open
to other ways of salvation ~ for example, through the teachings of Buddha or the
other deep Oriental mystics -- or to accept the validity of other ecclesia 1
communities besides the Catholic Church. The secular press had a heyday with
this document. The headlines trumpeted that Catholics think they are the only
ones who can be saved, that the pope called other religions inferior and that the
Catholic Church was returning to what the media so glibly inferred to have been
a past intolerance and intransigence. What nonsense, especially in the light of
our Holy Father's constant outreach to other faiths and other religious leaders."13
1.4.2

REACTIONS FROM ECUMENICAL PARTNERS

Even if Dominus lesus was primarily a document to warn against inappropriate
interreligious relations, with relativism being the major "problem" and the role
of Christ and the Church in the salvation of people of other religions the
concomitant concern, the irony is that the most vociferous negative reactions
came not from people who were not Christians but from Christians who do not
belong to the Catholic Church.14 Cardinal Ratzinger himself was taken aback by
the avalanche of reactions from the other Christian communities. In an interview
published by the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung on 22 September 2000,15
Ratzinger had this to say: "I would like to first of all express my sadness and
disappointment at the fact that the public reaction, with a few praiseworthy
exceptions, has completely disregarded the Declaration's true theme. The
document begins with the words 'Dominus lesus'; this is the brief formula of
faith contained in the First Letter of the Corinthians (12:3), in which Paul has
summarized the essence of Christianity: Jesus is Lord." The Cardinal continues:
"The ecclesiological and ecumenical issues which everyone is now speaking
occupy only a small part of the document, which it seemed to us necessary to
write in order to emphasize Christ's living and concrete presence in history." It
is in this regard that the magnitude of the reactions to the ecumenical issues were
more or less unexpected. A look at some of these could help shed light on what
the points of contention are.
Among the very first Protestant reactions was one from George Carey, the
then Archbishop of Canterbury, who said in a statement that, while Dominus
lesus "does not break new ground,... neither does it fully reflect the deeper

15
Archbishop Theodore McCamck, "The Bishops Comment on Dominus lesus, A
Compilation· Ways of Misunderstanding This Document," Origins, CNS Documentary Service
(12 September 2000), [http://www.onginsonline.com/].
" Francis Sullivan, "The Impact of Dominus lesus on Ecumenism," America (28 October
2000): 8-11.
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understanding that has been achieved through ecumenical dialogue and cooperation during the past thirty years." Against Dominus lesus'' thesis that other
Churches are deficient, Carey replied that "of course, the Church of England, and
the world-wide Anglican Communion, does not for one moment accept that its
orders of ministry and Eucharist are deficient in any way."16 A comment from
Geneva comes from Paraic Reamonn, press officer for the World Alliance of
Reformed Churches, who said- "Dominus lesus is part of a sustained effort by
Catholic conservatives to deny [Vatican II's opening up of the ecumenically
important distinction between the Christian Church and the Church of Rome],
and to return to what is, even in Catholic terms, an over-simple identification of
the two " Reamonn continued "It is not easy to see how these documents are
consistent with the letter of Vatican II or with subsequent ecumenical progress.
They are certainly not consistent with the spirit of Vatican II, and will cause
widespread irritation among Catholics."17 Echoing similar sentiments the
General-Secretary of the World Council of Churches, Rev Konrad Raiser, said
it would be a "tragedy" if the Declaration's assertions about the relative authority
of Churches obscured thirty-five years of ecumenical dialogue. "There are other
voices from the Vatican that are less strict and stem, but it's realistic to
acknowledge that this is the official Catholic position and we cannot simply wish
it away," Raiser admitted Bishop Paul Egerston of the Evangelical Lutheran
Church m Amenca was reported by The Los Angeles Times to have said that the
Declaiation had "a bullying kind of quality to it... It's a reassertion of what's
been said in the past, but we haven't heard that reasserted for a while."18
While the "subsista in," "proper churches," and "ecclesial communities"
issues offended most of the Protestant, Anglican and Evangelical Christians, they
were in general agreement with the central theme of the Declaration, namely, the
thesis of the unicity and universality of Christ and the Church." For example,
Kent Hill, a Protestant participant of the Evangelicals and Catholics Together
project, had this to say. "John Paul II has not abandoned his comnutment to
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genuine ecumenism or improving relations with other world religions, but he
continues to understand now, as he always has, that meaningful dialogue never
requires a betrayal of one's core beliefs."20 "I'm glad the Vatican is speaking on
this sort of matter," says Tom Oden, a United Methodist who is professor at
Drew University. He continues, "In the Protestant tradition, people are blurring
the lines all the time.... I do trust the Catholic teaching tradition to help Protestant
evangelicals. Stating Catholic doctrine clearly helps Protestants clarify their own
doctrine."21
1.4.3

REACTIONS FROM PEOPLE OF OTHER RELIGIONS

Since Dominus Jesus is a document to caution against the relativism which is
alleged to have been a consequence of interreligious dialogue, one would have
expected the reactions from people of other religions to be vociferous. But, in
reality, they were few and far between. One reason given is that people of other
religions do not generally read Church documents. Moreover, Church documents
seldom feature in interreligious discourse. The more important element in
interreligious dialogue is the attitude of the actual dialogue partners. Usually
these are Christians and persons of other religions who do not harbor
exclusivistic views or else they would not be in the ministry of dialogue in the
first place.
Arvind Sharma, an Indian Hindu teaching at McGill University, confirms
this: "I've never met a Catholic who begins a dialogue from such a point of
view,"22 obviously referring to the sentiments expressed in Dominus Jesus. "If
they did, what would we have to talk about?" he asks rhetorically. Rabbi
Jonathan Romain of the United Kingdom reinforced the view: "The Catholic
bishops with whom I've spoken all say they're extremely embarrassed, extremely
sorry."23 He was referring to the reactions of some bishops to Dominus Jesus.
Farid Esack, a Muslim scholar from South Africa takes a self-critical look at his
own religious community and suggests: "Many Muslims take exactly the same
kind of position as the Vatican, that you have to stand under Islam in order to
understand truth; that the only way to salvation is through normative Islam."
Because he himself has been very much engaged in interreligious dialogue, he
then asks, again rhetorically: "If that's how we feel, what can dialogue consist
of? I give you a Qur'an. You give me a Bible and some papal documents. We
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have a cup of tea and that's it " 2 4
Other reactions, especially those from Asia, were much more pointed C S
Radhakrishnan, a Hindu from Goa, pointed out that the Vatican Declaration
would probably foster "unnecessary animosity and frivolous irritations " 2 5
Radhakrishnan then expressed surprise that the followers of a "merciful Christ"
could espouse such "intolerant language " Shiekh Jamal, a Muslim journalist
also of Goa, remarked that the Dominus lesus Declai ation has a "language of
antagonism," and therefore cannot be useful for dialogue 2 6 Ρ Ρ Shirodkar, the
man who had requested John Paul II to apologize for the Inquisition in the
formerly Portuguese Goa during the pope's visit to India in 1999, suggested that
the Vatican text was an example of the "external trapping of religion [that] is the
villain dividing man and man " 2 7 J Ρ Singh, a Sikh by religion, believed that the
document leaves "no room for other religions to exist " Such an attitude simply
goes against the Sikh religious teachings which is unambiguous that the various
religions are alternative routes to God 2B
The Indian media reports were no less critical The Organizer, the
mouthpiece of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (National Volunteer Corps)
which is linked to the nationalist BJP political party of India, claimed that the
Vatican Declaration filled with " 16th-century papal arrogance" is bound to create
tension in pluralistic societies such as India 2 9 Suggesting that Dominus lesus
goes against "the basic philosophy of the Indian constitution" that regards all
religions to be equal, the Oigamzer called on the federal government to launch
a protest on the Vatican document as it "may cause communal disturbance in the
country " Such reactions, coming from a country which has seen the rise in the
number of anti-Christian violence perpetuated by religious fundamentalists, is
certainly useful warning
1.4.4

REACTIONS FROM THE CHURCH IN ASIA

In view of such negative reactions coming from people of other religions, Church
leaders and theologians of Asia were quick to offer their own responses If
anything, these responses sought to distance the Church in Asia from the Vatican
document The Catholic Bishops' Conference of India's standing committee, for
example, circulated a document aimed at "toning down" the Vatican Declaration
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The introduction to the circular noted that Dominus lesus was "hotly debated" in
India As implied m the preceding paragraphs, some of these debates could have
led to catastrophic consequences, especially given the Church's minority status
in predominantly Hindu India The bishops, therefore, saw it important that they
explicitly affirm the importance of Indian Catholics to remain patriotic and
ensure the preservation of the best of the local cultures and other religions, all of
which, the circular document asserts, God uses as instruments for salvation3C
Fr Saby Vempeny, a scholar of Islam, compares the Declaration to the
"fatwas" or religious edicts of the Taliban31 It is a fatwa specifically directed
towards the Church in Asia since they are the ones most engaged in the activity
of interrehgious dialogue Vempeny expressed fear that the document would be
used by anti-Christian elements as proof that Christians are fundamentalist and
so deserves to be curbed Another priest, Fr Thomas Kunakose, the former
secretary of the Jesuit secretariat for dialogue in South Asia, regretted that the
Declaration appears insulting to those engaged in the mission of dialogue " His
appraisal is that the Vatican document seems to ignore the human and pastoral
dimensions of interrehgious dialogue, making it seem that its authors are simply
"not living in dialogue " The sentiment was echoed by another Jesuit, Fr
Sebastian Painadath, who suggested that "this document hasn't grown out of
lived experience " Referring to Dominus Jesus' aloof and detached language,
Painadath, who is founder-director of Sameeksha Ashram, a center for Asian
spirituality in Kerala, said "It is a Western 'desk experience' ""
Fr Bao Tinh Vuong Dinh Bich, a commentator on Church-society relations
in Vietnam, intimated that Dominus lesus could present cultural problems for
Vietnamese Catholics 34 Proposing that respect for the other's culture is a basic
value incumbent upon followers of Jesus of Nazareth, he then observed that even
if Jesus was an Oriental "the magisterial apparatus of the Catholic Church is
located in Rome and its personnel are almost exclusively Westerners " Thus, the
lack of understanding on the part of the drafters of the document on issues of
cultural sensitivities especially those peculiar to Asia "If the drafters of the
Declaration Dominus lesus had spent a few weeks in the Asian region where
Catholics are mostly a minority, they would have realized the cultural stakes
brought about by the magisterial document that was written for the sake of the
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Church," Fr. Bich remarked. Xavierian Fr. Franco Sottocomola, director of
Tozai Shukyo Koryu, an interrehgious center in Japan, which he co-founded with
a Buddhist monk, resounded Bich's comments by suggesting that Dominus lesus
has an "Occidental" tone.35 The "Oriental way," he continued, is moi e concerned
about creation of "human relationship first as preparation for dialogue." The
importance of building relationships was similarly echoed in Indonesia at a
seminar organized by the Widya Sasana School of Philosophy and Theology in
Malang. Vincentian Fr. Petrus Maria Handoko suggested that it was probably a
conservative theologian afraid that the Catholic Church was becoming too
friendly with other religions who formulated Dominus lesus.'6
One of the most critical and at the same time hopeful response came from
Aloysius Pieris of Sri Lanka. One of Asia's foremost thinkers, Piens spoke on
Dominus lesus when presenting a talk at the Ecumenical Institute for Study and
Dialogue in Colombo on 30 September 2000. " Instead of discussing the Vatican
Declaration, he chose to discuss the background to how the Church operates and
why a document such as Dominus lesus was promulgated. Specifically, Pieris
looked at the Vatican Declaration in the context of the renewal of the Second
Vatican Council and the concomitant "ecclesiastical politics" surrounding the
Council which, he asserts, continues even until today.
Pieris begins by observing that the "dynamics of the movement and countermovements" within the Church today has its roots in the Second Vatican Council.
He then reminds that Vatican II was a "renewal" Council and not so much a
"reform" Council. A reform, Pieris suggests, is a "controlled and graduated
process of change that keeps the institutional set-up of the church intact."38
Reform is a "top-down" process, or change evoked from the "Center" moving out
towards the "Periphery." The Center39 (read: Vatican Curia) issues decrees or
procedures and the local chuiches, or Periphery, implements them. Change is
smooth, predictable and well-managed in reform Councils. The First Vatican
Council and the Council of Trent were reform Councils. Renewal, on the other
hand, is a movement in the opposite direction. "It irrupts from below and works
its way up to the top volcanically." Renewals are initiated mainly by those at the
peripheries "where fresh and new ideas flow in more freely than in the Center of
the establishment." Pieris elaborates:
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Renewalist currents that begin to whirl in the margin of the church surge
into centripetal waves that dash on the fortified ecclesiastical structures.
The resistance at the Center is inevitable Yet, there is a gradual
transformation to which the Center has to yield 'l0
It is in the context of this Center-Periphery conflict that Piens suggests he
was more or less expecting a document such as Dominus lesus. The Vatican
Declaration, according to his theory, is but the Center's response to the vaiious
"irruptions" happening at the peripheries. Irruptions are by no means gentle,
pleasant, or welcome. If anything, they are chaotic, abrasive and unsettling
Fear, worry and trembling amidst irruptions are anticipated and understandable
responses. Dominus Jesus seems to reveal these latter responses. It betrays a
sense that the authors are fearful of the irruption which goes by the name of
religious pluralism Where the irruptions are intense, the Center's response is
adamant, firm and unyielding. That Dominus Jesus used such strong language ~
"to be firmly believed," "definitive and complete," "contrary to the Church's
faith," "required to profess," "full submission," etc. -- seems to suggest that the
irruptions from the Periphery must have been very strong
One could even suggest that Dominus Jesus is but a verification of the
irruptions coming from the Periphery. The Periphery in question is Asia, since
religious pluralism is an existential reality confronting the Church in Asia The
Vatican Declaration is, therefore, an expression of the inevitable resistance to the
renewalist currents coming from Asia. This, of course, is nothing more than an
articulation of the dialectics of change. The fresh and new ideas whirling in from
Asia are evoking a proportionate reaction from the Roman Center. According to
Piens' theory the process will continue for a while until such a time the Center
is ready to yield. Viewed from this perspective, Dominus Jesus is a document
which engenders hope: hope that the Vatican II renewal in the area of the
Church's relation with other religions is slowly but surely being effected. The
most significant players in this can be found in the Church of Asia.41

1.5 VATICAN II AND IRRUPTIONS
Following from the foregoing discussions, this section looks more closely at the
irruptions happening at the Periphery as a result of the renewal of the Second
Vatican Council. To better appreciate this, a brief discussion of Vatican II itself
is necessary. This is then followed by an exploration into the irruptions which
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came from Latin America in the form of liberation theology. Next, the irruptions
from Asia will be examined in relation to the promulgation of the document
Dominus lesus. Finally, the Center-Periphery conflict will be discussed by
investigating case studies involving theologians associated with Asia and the
theology of religious pluralism.
1.5.1

BEGINNINGS OF THE IRRUPTIONS

Convoked by Pope John XXIII, the Second Vatican Council was, from its very
inception, something unusual and unwelcome by the Vatican's Center.''2
According to the pope's personal journal, the idea of the Council came very
suddenly through an inspiration — what he called "a flash of heavenly light" —
while talking to the Vatican's Secretary of State, Cardinal Domenico Tardini, on
20 January 1959. Five days later, on 25 January 1959, after a public prayer
ceremony, Pope John XXIII made the announcement "that came as a thunderbolt:
his decision to summon an ecumenical council."43 Between the announcement
and the opening of the Council on 11 October 1962 the preparatory work was
done by Vatican officials under the leadership of Cardinal Alfredo Ottaviani, the
Prefect of the Holy Office (as the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith was
then called). Many of these in the preparatory team actually harbored views
against the idea of a universal Council. Because they saw it their duty to protect
the faith and safeguard the Christian tradition, they viewed an imminent Council
with some sort of scepticism.
The first session of the Council, which lasted between October and
December 1962, was significant in that important directions were set. Four key
moments were strategically crucial.44 The first was the pope's opening address
on 11 October 1962. John XXIII urged the 2,540 Council fathers (bishops), 29
observer-delegates and 17 representatives of the other Churches to take a pastoral
direction in the Council.45 Vatican II was to be a renewal and updating
(aggiornamento) Council for the purpose of encountering the demands of the
modem world. It was not to be a doctrinal Council to arrest heresies — as was
Vatican I (which arrested modernity) and Trent (which countered the

42
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Reformation). The second key moment was when, on the first working-session,
the bishop-delegates refused to vote on the Curia's nominations for the working
commissions. They insisted, instead, for more time to get to know one another
first. This act was seen as an expression of disagreement with the way the Curia
had prepared for the Council. The third key moment was the vigorous debate on
the various draft documents. The majority of the bishops wanted the drafts re
worked to befit the theme of renewal while the minority of the mainly
conservative bishops wanted to maintain the traditionalist positions. At one
point, when a vote was taken on the draft on Revelation, 60% of the bishops
voted to have the document withdrawn. Though this percentage was insufficient
to remand the text Pope John XXIII intervened and ordered that the text be
thoroughly revised. The vote and the intervention of the pope represent the
fourth key moment, namely, that the majority of the bishops were behind the
pope in wanting renewal, even if the minority and those in control of the curial
mechanisms did not.
With the directions for renewal set, the Council went ahead and achieved
radical results, prompting Church historian John O'Malley to assert that "never
before in the history of Catholicism have so many and such sudden changes been
legislated and implemented which immediately touched the lives of the faithful,
and never before had such a radical adjustment of viewpoint been required of
them."46 One of the most succinct ways to summarize these changes and the
vision of the Council is by reference to the encyclical Ecclesiam Suam, issued by
John XXIII's successor, Pope Paul VI. In Ecclesiam Suam (its English title is
"Paths of the Church"),47 Paul VI speaks on the ways in which the Church must
carry out its mission in the contemporary world. The pope spells this out in all
its aspects but which can aptly be captured by one word, namely, "dialogue." By
dialogue, Paul VI refers to the four categories or levels of dialogue which the
Church should be engaged in: dialogue with the world and cultures, dialogue
with other religions, dialogue with other Christians, and dialogue within the
Church.49
With this new mission mandate it is not surprising that the post-Vatican II
Church was almost unrecognizable. Imbued with the spirit of renewal, bishops
all over the world implemented changes so as to bring the Church to be more in
tune with the contemporary world. Curial officials bent on conserving the
Church's tradition sought to return the Church to the pre-Vatican II era. Pope
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Paul VI had the unenviable task of ensuring a balance between going with the
flow of this new spirit of renewal and maintaining the status quo. The former
represents the aspiration of the majority of the world's bishops while the latter
meant accommodating to the fears of the conservative minority.49 A creative
tension ensued. One significant casualty of this tension was the 1968 Humanae
Vitae™ document.
Paul VI had appointed an international commission of sixty-nine members
(consisting of cardinals, theologians, medical doctors, ethicists, lay people,
married couples, etc.) to study the issue of artificial contraception. After intense
study and discussion, the commission voted 64 to 4 (one member was absent) in
favor of changing the traditional teaching which forbade the use of all fornis of
contraceptives. Paul VI agonized over the vote for more than a year before
reaffirming the traditional ban in his 1968 encyclical.51 The conservative
minority had won the day but the tension was far from over.
This tension continues until today and takes the form of the Periphery-Center
conflict which Pieris speaks about. The conflicts, in the form of irruptions from
the Periphery which then meet with reactions from the Center, are inevitable for
the renewal advocated by Vatican II to materialize. The discussion which
follows reflects on these Periphery-Center conflicts.
1.5.2

IRRUPTIONS FROM LATIN AMERICA

The first of such Periphery-Center conflicts took the shape of the theological
movement which issued out of Latin America shortly after Vatican II. It went by
the name of liberation theology and advocated a different understanding of what
theology is and how it ought to be done. In view of its radically different
approach, the Roman Curia responded swiftly to appraise liberation theology's
orthodoxy The following sections give an overview of liberation theology ' s rise
and subsequent encounter with the Roman Center.
1.5.2.1 Liberation Theology
Representing both a social and theological movement, liberation theology was the
late 1960's irruption from Latin America.52 It was in part the fruits of Vatican
N's call for the Church to be in a dialogue with the local culture. In the Latin
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American context this effectively meant the engagement of the Church with the
massive poverty and oppression of the masses by the dictatorial regimes. 1 he
Second Vatican Council's document Gaudium etSpes, the Pastoral Constitution
on the Church in the Modem World, provided the necessary starting point for
liberation theology: "The joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of the
men of this age, especially those who are poor or in any way afflicted, these too
are the joys and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the followers of Christ" {GS,
I).53 Specifically, Gaudium et Spes looked at the Church-world relationship; it
promoted the social dimension of human existence and especially the effects of
sin; it pledged the Church's commitment to the massive social problems
confronting humanity; it recognized the insufficiency of individualist morality to
apprehend social issues; it encouraged local Churches to explore the root causes
of such problems, using tools from the social sciences if necessary; and it
encouraged theologians to inculturate the Gospel in their particular context.
This mandate from Vatican II received its first "baptism" at the 1968 Second
Consejo Episcopal Latinoamericana (CELAM)54 which met at Medellin,
Colombia. Analyzing the situation of poverty and the injustice which prevailed
in the Latin American continent, the Medellin conference not only endorsed the
mandate of Vatican II but also committed the whole Church to the integral
development and liberation of the people of the continent. It took a "preferential
option for the poor." With the Medellin blessings, liberation theology developed
rapidly, aided by a host of liberation theologians, among the more renowned
being the Uruguayan Juan Luis Segundo, Peruvian Gustavo Gutierrez, Brazilian
Leonardo Boff, and Basque Jon Sobrino who had been working in El Salvador.
It was Gutierrez's 1972 book, entitled A Theology of Liberation,15 which
"canonized" the label liberation theology and popularized the theology worldwide.
1.5.2.2 Center Encounters Liberation Theology
In keeping with the dialectics-of-renewal theory, the advances made by liberation
theology at the Periphery were met with a sense of suspicion and apprehension
at the Center. Three events seem to portray this reactive sense. Firstly, as early
as 1975 the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith opened a file on Leonardo
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Boff and, in 1980, on Jon Sobrino.56 Secondly, a 1977 document of the
International Theological Commission,37 entitled "Human Development and
Christian Salvation," spoke positively about liberation theology. To offer a
balance, the document also expressed a number of reservations and warnings
about some possible pitfalls. These latter aspects -- and not the positive ones -were later highlighted by the CDF, especially with the ascendancy of Cardinal
Ratzinger to its prefcctship. Thirdly, when Pope John Paul II spoke to the
bishops at the Third CELAM in Puebla m 1979 conservative members of the
conference wanted a condemnation of liberation theology and a reversal of the
Medellm option After intense deliberations, the bishops at Puebla contmued to
affirm the "option for the poor," but not without first issuing a variety of
cautions. It was at best a compromise document
With the ascendancy of John Paul II to the helm of the Church in 1978 and
Joseph Ratzinger to the helm of the CDF in 1981 the Roman Curia's suspicion
over liberation theology intensified. One of the key actions taken was the
appointment of key figures to Church leadership so as to help check the
development of liberation theology Consequently, progressive bishops either
had their influence severely abated or were reassigned to insignificant dioceses.
Archbishop Oscar Romero of El Salvador, Cardinal Juan Landâzun of Peni,
Cardinal Evansto Ams, Cardinal Alósio Lorscheider, Bishop Ivo Lorscheiter and
Bishop Dom Helder Camara, all four of Brazil, were among those affected. The
more conservative bishops of CELAM were given greater powers and influence
over the Church in Latin America. The bishops involved in this are, among
others, Cardinal Eugenio Sales and Bishop Boaventura Kloppenburg of Brazil,
Cardinal Alfonso Lopez Tmjillo of Colombia, Bishop Augusto Vargas, an Opus
Dei bishop, of Peru, Cardinal Obando y Bravo of Managua, and Bishop Oscar
Rodriguez of Honduras. This latter group of bishops even came together outside
Santiago, Chile, in 1985 to explicitly denounce liberation theology. They issued
what has come to be known as the Andes Statement, a document which received
extensive coverage from the Pinochet-controlled television. Pmochet's military
invoked this document when harassing and arresting activist priests and liberation
theologians.
Individual theologians were, meanwhile, being scrutinized more intensely by
the CDF. In 1983 Ratzinger asked the Peruvian bishops to investigate Gustavo

56
The primary source for the reflections of this section is John Allen, "Authentic
Liberation," in Cardinal Ratzinger The Vatican's Enforcer of the Faith (New York Continuum,
2000), 147-174
" The International Theological Commission (ITC) was originally instituted by Pope Paul
VI in 1967, upon the recommendation of the bishops, to act as a dialectical counterpart of the
CDF Among its first appointees were Edward Schillebeeckx, Karl Rahner, Yves Congar, and
Bernard Lonergan However, with time, the appointment to the ITC was done by none other than
the Prefect of the CDF, thus ending Us role as a dialectical counterpart

Dominus Jesus and lis Significance foi Asia

35

Gutierrez The bishop of Lima, Cardinal Landazun, himself a strong suppoi 1er
of the liberatiomsts, was able to offer the necessary "protection" to Gutiéncv
Later, however, Bishop Augusto Vargas, an Opus Dei bishop, was assigned to
the Lima see, thus rendering Gutierrez defenseless (He joined the Dominium
Order in part to escape jurisdiction from his local bishop) Meantime, Jon
Sobnno was also asked to provide clarification to some of his writings m 1984
But it was Leonardo Boff who was positively silenced by the CDF in 1985 ibi
his book, entitled Church Chai urn and Power33
Ratzinger's CDF had actually begun work on liberation theology earlier on
and formally came out m condemnation of it in the 1984 document Liberia lis
Nuntius: "Instruction on Certain Aspects of the Theology of Liberation "59 This
document essentially expanded on the 1977 document of the International
Theological Commission, except that it focused principally on the latter's oneparagraph negative comments of liberation theology while significantly leaving
out all the positive elements. The reaction to this 1984 document was dramatic,
causing the pope to call for another study resulting in a more positive document
which came out in 1986 The 1986 document, entitled Libei talis Conscientia:
"Instruction on Christian Freedom and Liberation," which afforded a more
positive vision of liberation theology was hailed as a vindication by the
liberatiomsts.60 That same year, 1986, also saw the lifting of Boff s silencing.
In subsequent years, however, Boff was repeatedly asked to clarify his views
resulting in another ban on leaching in 1992. These disciplinary measures were
too much for Boff, provoking him to eventually take an option to leave the
priesthood.
The 1992 Fourth CELAM assembly, held at Santo Domingo, is regarded as
the watershed for liberation theology. The Roman Curia ensured that the
assembly was chaired by Vatican appointees so that the progressive bishops were
essentially marginalized. This resulted in the statement of Santo Donungo
formally denouncing any identity of ihe Kingdom of God with sociopolitical
arrangements In essence, the Santo Domingo CELAM assembly spelt Ihe
beginning of the official death of liberation theologies. What began with
Medelhn and was reaffirmed at Puebla was coming to an end at Santo Domingo
The Periphery's volcanic irruptions was slowly but surely smothered by the
Center's determined action.
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On the other hand, what began at the Periphery had also significantly
affected the Center. Themes advanced by liberation theologians have since been
integrated into mainstream theology. For example, John Paul II's 1987
encyclical Solhcitudo Rei Soeialis: "On Social Concerns," integrated so many of
the concerns held by Boff and others that a wishful many of people have
suggested it could have been written by a liberation theologian.61 The Pontifical
Biblical Commission's 1984 study of "The Bible and Christology" made
reference to BoffGuliérrez, and Sobrino, as well as to "Christ the liberator."62
The same commission, again, in a 1993 study on "The Interpretation of the Bible
in the Church," discussed liberation theology, including the contextual
liberationist approach to interpreting the Bible.63 As can be seen from the
discussion, even if liberation theology has been severely curbed at the Periphery,
it has become incarnate at the Center. This, according to Aloysius Pieris' theory,
was inevitable as the Center has little choice but to gradually yield to the
renewalist currents of the Periphery.
1.5.3

IRRUPTIONS FROM ASIA

The second of the Center-Periphery conflicts surfaced from Asia and goes by the
name of the theology of religious pluralism. It is precisely this theology which
the Vatican Declaration Dominus lesus was issued to address. It is also precisely
this theology which is the topic of the present study. The following sections take
a more in-depth look at the Center-Periphery tension which ensued, bearing in
mind that these are but antecedents to the proclamation of Dominus lesus.
1.5.3.1 New "Problem" for the Faith
If there is any doubt about the CDF's interest in liberation theology in the 1980s,
an address by Ratzinger to the presidents of the Doctrinal Commission of
CELAM held in Mexico in May 1996 might clear such doubt.64 Ratzinger begins
his speech by saying that "in the '80s, the theology of liberation in its radical
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forms seemed to be the most urgent challenge for the faith of the church." He
then went on to assert that the fall of Communism in Eastern Europe "tumed out
to be a kind of twilight of the gods for that theology of redeeming political
praxis." Through this 1996 statement Ratzinger was more or less expressing that
the challenge of liberation theology had been successfully addressed and that it
was no longer a problem. The Center-Periphery conflict had been assuaged; the
irruptions no longer represented a serious threat. Liberation theology was moved
out of the CDF's spotlight.
If Ratzinger's 1996 address marked the end of the CDF's spotlight on Latin
America, it also turned the spotlight's beam to shine in the direction of Asia.
For, in that same address, Ratzinger remarked that "relativism has thus become
the central problem for the faith at the present time." Elaborating further,
Ratzinger said: "the so-called pluralist theology of religion has been developing
progressively since the '50s. Nonetheless, only now has it come to the center of
the Christian conscience." He continues: "On the one hand, relativism is a
typical offshoot of the Western world and its forms of philosophical thought,...
on the other it is connected with the philosophical and religious institutions of
Asia especially, and surprisingly, with those of the Indian subcontinent."
Attempting to associate these two systems, Ratzinger explains:
The two philosophies are fundamentally different both for their
departure point and for the orientation they imprint on human existence.
Nonetheless, they seem to mutually confirm one another in their
metaphysical and religious relativism. The religious and pragmatic
relativism of Europe and America can get a kind of religious
consecration from India which seems to give its renunciation of dogma
the dignity of a greater respect before the mystery of God and of man.
In turn, the support of European and American thought to the
philosophical and theological vision of India reinforces the relativism
of all the religious forms proper to the Indian heritage.65
1.5.3.2 Theology of Religious Pluralism
Like liberation theology, the theology of religious pluralism also has its official
roots in Vatican II. It is the fruit of Vatican II's call for the Church to be in
dialogue with other religions. If liberation theology takes as starting point
Gaudium et Spei, the theology of religious pluralism takes as starting point
Nostra Aetate, the "Declaration on the Relationship of the Church to NonChristian Religions." Though a very short document issued in 1965, with merely
five articles, it has significantly transformed the manner in which the Church
relates with people of other religions. In particular, the following article was
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revolutionary, at least by the ecclesia standards of the 1960s
The Catholic Church rejects nothing which is true and holy in these
lehgions She looks with sincere respect upon those ways of conduct
and of life, those rules and teachings which, though differing in many
particulars from what she holds and sets forth, nevertheless often reflect
a ray of that Truth which enlightens all men (NA, 2) 66
While it was Vatican II which officially "canonized" the exploration of the
Church's relation with other religions, efforts had already begun in the years
preceding the Council To be sure, the 1950s and the years leading up to the
Council witnessed a change in the Church's attitude towards other religions It
went from an attitude which was predominantly apologetic and negative to one
which was less defensive and tending towards the positive This was about the
time when the exploration was mainly in the realm of what is known as the
"theology of religion "67 This theology asks "what religion is and seeks, in the
light of Christian faith, to interpret the universal religious experience of
humankind, it further studies the relationship between revelation and faith, faith
and religion, and faith and salvation " In exploring religious experience the
"theology of religion" developed into what is known as the "theology of
religions " This latter theology takes the exploration a little further to focus on
"the various [religious] traditions m the context of the history of salvation and in
their relationship to the mystery of Jesus Christ and the Christian Church "68 The
other religions are now explored to discern their role in the salvation of their
members and affirmed for the positive values they contam In this regard, Nosti a
Aetate represents the Church's official affirmation of the theology of religions
This represented the dominant focus of the Church of the Second Vatican
Council wheie theology confined itself to exploring the role of other religions in
the economy of God's salvation
The 1980s saw the development of broader perspectives in the Church's
theology of other religions "Going beyond the problematic of people's salvation
in and through their religious traditions, the new perspective seeks to penetrate
more deeply into God's plan for humankind It asks about the significance of the
plurality of religious traditions in that plan -- and consequently in the unfolding
of the history of God's dealings with humankind which we call the history of
salvation "69 Thus began in a more systematic manner what has come to be
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known as the "theology of religious pluralism." This theology is different from
its predecessor in that it no longer asks about the possibility of salvation for
persons of other religions; it presumes that. It also no longer preoccupies itself
with the exploration of the role the other religions play in salvation; that, too, is
presumed. Instead, "it seeks more deeply, in the light of Christian faith, for the
meaning in God's design for humankind of the plurality of living faiths and
religious traditions with which we are surrounded. Are all the religious traditions
of the world destined, in God's plan, to converge? Where, when, and how?" In
other words, religious pluralism is considered not so much "as a matter of course
and a fact of history (pluralism de facto) but as having a raison d'être in its own
right (pluralism de jure)."10
While it was individual theologians -- of Asia as well as of the West -- who
were most responsible for the development of the theology of religious pluralism,
the Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences (FABC) also played a significant
role. In particular, at the very first FABC Plenary Assembly in 1974, in
discussing the theme of "Evangelization in Modem Day Asia," the bishops
defined the task of evangelization in Asia as follows:
In Asia especially this involves a dialogue with the great religious
traditions of our peoples. In this dialogue we accept them as significant
and positive elements in the economy of God's design of salvation. In
them we recognize and respect profound spiritual and ethical meanings
and values. Over many centuries they have been the treasury of the
religious experience of our ancestors, from which our contemporaries
do not cease to draw light and strength. They have been (and continue
to be) the authentic expression of the noblest longings of their hearts,
and the home of their contemplation and prayer. They have helped to
give shape to the histories and cultures of our nations {FABC I, art.
14)."
The Bishops then revealed their own position on this by asking rhetorically,
"How then can we not give them reverence and honor? And how can we not
acknowledge that God has drawn our peoples to Himself through them?" {FABC
/, art. 15).72 This 1974 Statement, together with the many subsequent statements
of the FABC, provided the necessary endorsement by the magisterium of the
Church in Asia to Asian theologians as they went about their reflections on the
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theology of religious pluralism. That support notwithstanding -- or, could it be
precisely because of this official endorsement? -- these theologians have since
been under the scrutiny of Vatican curial officials, in particular the Congregation
for the Doctrine of the Faith.
1.5.3.3 Center Encounters Theology of Religious Pluralism
If the Roman Center's interest in theologies of religious pluralism was officially
inaugurated by Cardinal Ratzinger's 1996 speech in Mexico, hints of such an
interest had already been given over the years. Among the first such hints came
in a statement made by Cardinal Josef Tomko, the Prefect of the Congregation
for the Evangelization of Peoples. In a 1991 address to his fellow cardinals,
Tomko hinted that interreligious dialogue seemed to be leading towards
"doctrinal confusion" and that "although India is the epicenter to this tendency
and Asia is its principal camp... these ideas already circulate in Oceania, in some
African countries and in Europe."73 The focus on India as the "epicenter" was
subsequently repeated by other curial officials. Ratzinger himself, in an address
to the presidents of the FABC member-conferences and episcopal chairpersons
of doctrinal commissions, also explicitly mentions India: "The problem which
arises in India, but also elsewhere, comes to expression in [Raimon] Panikkar's
famous phrase: 'Jesus is Christ, but Christ is not (only) Jesus'."74
Thus, when the Vatican Declaration Dominus lesus was issued it came as
no surprise that many suspected the targets were the theologians from Asia in
general and India in particular. Aside from Ratzinger's specific mention of the
"negative theology of Asia" in his introductory comments, a statement by
Cardinal Edward Cassidy, the then President of the Pontifical Council for
Promoting Christian Unity, was also revealing. Cassidy, in appealing to Jewish
leaders who had decided to boycott a Judeo-Christian function on account of the
insensitive posture taken by Dominus fesus, tried to explain: "The text is not
directed to the ecumenical and interreligious realm, but to the academic world."
Cassidy then hit the nail on the head when he continued: "Above all, it was
directed to theology professors of India, because in Asia there is a theological
problem over the oneness of salvation."75
While it is perceived that Dominus lesus was directed at Asia, its principal
targets are actually the theologians of religious pluralism. These may be Asians
or they may not. For example, the American Paul Knitter and the British John
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H ick were severely criticized by Ratzinger in his 1996 speech in Mexico In fact,
Ratzinger based almost his entire critique of the theology of religious pluralism
on the works of these two scholars.76 Hick is a Presbyterian and Knitter, though
criticized and probably investigated upon at lower levels, has never been
officially censured. Others, however, have not been as fortunate For example,
the German theologian, Perry Schrmdt-Leukel, lost a professorship position at the
University of Munich because he could not obtain the nihil obstat from his local
archbishop, supposedly upon the advice of Ratzinger77 Ratzinger had made
reference to Schmidt-Leukel's book, Theology ofRçligions,n m his 1996 address
at Mexico, indicating his familiarity with the latter's works American Jesuit
Roger Haight was apparently barred from teaching at Boston's Weston School
of Theology while the CDF launched an inquiry into his book, Jesus, Symbol of
God79 Haight's interpretation of the mystery of the Trinity, Christ's divinity and
the role of Jesus in salvation are aspects under investigation eo
As can be seen from the preceding discussion, the common denominator for
the theologians mentioned above was that their theology had to do with the
issues raised by the phenomenon of religious pluralism. While they may be
scholars from the West, most have had very direct experiences in Asia or are
involved in interré ligious dialogue m their own way. Scholars from the East
(read. Asia) have not been spared by the Vatican's scrutiny either. They have,
in fact, had a much more difficult time as compared to their Western
counterparts The following sections look at the issues related to some of the
more significant cases in Asia.
1.5.4

CENTER-PERIPHERY CONFLICT: CASE STUDIES OF ASIA

As alluded to earlier, the Roman Center's interest in theologies of religious
pluralism is but a reaction to the irruptions coming from the Periphery. The
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Periphery of interest here is Asia and the subject in question are its theologians.
To be sure, numerous Asian theologians have files with the CDF; some have
been investigated upon at local levels while others have experienced direct
Vatican interference in their appointments to head particular theological
institutions. In the mid-1990s a group of Indian bishops were summoned by the
CDF for a seminar or "dialogue session," as it was called, during which the
works of their theologians were discussed. More recently, the editors of a
reputable theological journal in India received a letter from the CDF raising
questions about the theological orientations of some of the journal's contributors.
Of all these cases, three stand out as most significant for the Church in Asia.
The first is the case of Tissa Balasuriya who, after a scrutiny lasting several
years, was excommunicated, only to be reinstated upon intense protests from all
quarters both of people inside as well as outside of the Church. The second case
is that of Anthony de Mello, whose works were condemned posthumously.
Because the dead cannot defend himself he remains castigated, but not without
his superiors in India coming to his defense first. The third case, and which is
of most significance to the Declaration Dominus lesus, is that of Jacques Dupuis,
a Belgian Jesuit who had served more than three decades in India. A much
respected scholar and very much identified with Indian and Asian theology,
Dupuis' investigations came as a surprise to many since he had always been
regarded as mainstream and cautious in his theologizing. If not for the insistent
defense put up by Dupuis and his superiors he would have been regarded as
having committed serious theological errors. Though ultimately vindicated, he
still had to admit to the possibility of leading others to error. In view of the
relevance and significance of these three cases to the Center-Periphery conflict
and especially in light of Dominus lesus, they shall be looked at in greater detail
in the following sections.
1.5.4.1 Case of Tissa Balasuriya
A priest of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate (O.M.I.) order, Fr. Tissa Balasuriya
is founder-director of the Center for Society and Religion located in Colombo,
Sri Lanka. In that capacity he published in a double issue of the Center's regular
journal, Logos, a 192-pagedbookenütiedMaryandHumanLiberaiionm 1990.81
A few bishops from the Sri Lankan hierarchy were not happy with the
publication and therefore appointed an Ad Hoc Theological Commission to
review the book as early as mid-1992. Subsequently, in June 1994, the Catholic
Bishops' Conference of Sri Lanka issued a statement to wam against the book's
content, citing incompatibility with "the faith of the Church regarding the
doctrine of revelation and its transmission, Christology, soteriology and

" Tissa Balasuriya, "Mary and Human Liberalion," Logos 29 (March/July 1990).
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Mariology " 8 2 The following month, in July 1994, the CDF sent eleven pages of
"observations on the text" to the Ο M I Superior General asking the latter to
"take the measures appropriate in such a case " Balasunya responded, citing 58
counts of "unproved generalization, misunderstandings, misinterpretations and
falsifications" of his text 8 3 In November 1995, the CDF proposed that
Balasunya sign a specially prepared Profession of Faith "to assist the author to
demonstrate his full and unconditioned adherence to the Magisterium " 8 4
Included in this special Pi ofession of Faith are two particular articles towards the
end The first one reads "I firmly accept and hold that the Church has no
authority whatsoever to confer priestly ordination on women," while the other
reads "I adhere with religious submission of will and intellect to the teachings
which either the Roman pontiff or the college of bishops enunciate when they
exercise the authentic Magisterium even if they proclaim those teachings in an
act that is not definitive " Balasunya responded by signing, instead, the 1968
Solemn Profession of Faith of Pope Paul VI, with a caveat that he was signing
it "in the context of theological development and Church practice since Vatican
II and the freedom and responsibility of Christians and theological searchers
under Canon Law " 8 5 The CDF found the appended clause sufficient grounds to
render the Profession of Faith "defective, since it diminished the universal and
permanent value of the definitions of the Magisterium " 8 6 Hence, on 2 January
1997 the Notification was issued and, invoking Canon 1364-1, declared that
Balasunya had incurred excommunication latae sententiae or automatic
excommunication, a sentence reserved for apostates, heretics, and schismatics
On account of the reactions and protests from all over the world, the CDF
rescinded the excommunication a year later and Balasunya was formatty
reconciled with the Church on 15 January 1998 e 7
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While it was what he said ~ or rather, what he wrote — which got Balasuriya
into the quandary with the CDF, it was how the latter responded -- or, the manner
in which it acted — which drew the most criticisms. In particular, the following
issues drew condemnation: the lack of due process; the unwillingness on the part
of the Sri Lankan Church's hierarchy and the CDF to discuss his views openly;
the presumption of guilt; the secret trial where the prosecutor is also the judge;
and the harshness of the penalty. The secular media, for example, Time and
Asiaweek magazines, had a field day reporting on the injustice of the Church to
one of its own. The Vatican was warned that the Church would lose all
credibility to speak on behalf of justice unless the excommunication was
rescinded. Leaders of the Sri Lankan Oblates urged that the penalty be repealed.
Theologians of the Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians
(E ATWOT) declared they would continue to regard Balasuriya as theologian and
priest despite the excommunication. The Hong Kong-based Asian Human Rights
Association launched a fierce campaign of protest against the Vatican. In
Aachen, Germany, the Institute of Missiology Missio lamented the "disturbing
indication of a more fundamental problem of malfunction of theological
communication within the Catholic Church." The Missio's statement then went
on to say that "there has been an opposite trend as well which sees in the
development of new contextual theologies not so much as enrichment but a threat
against the unity of faith and doctrine in the Church."88
As is clear, the Balasuriya case is but a manifestation of the conflict between
the Roman Center and the Asian Periphery. Bearing in mind that the
excommunication comes within months of Cardinal Ratzinger's speech in
Mexico, the matter is not an isolated event but one within the larger context of
"irruptions" and "reactions." Jesuit theologian Gispert-Sauch of India concludes
that the Balasuriya case "certainly comes within a history of a tension between
a centralized exercise of authority in the Church and the desires of many
churches, not only in the Third World, to have more autonomy for their local
communities."89
Even if Balasuriya's case has highlighted the issue ofjudicial process within
the Church, the theological issues - which, in the first place, caused the whole
episode — can by no means be ignored. In his excommunication, coming as it did
within months of Ratzinger's 1996 "Relativism" speech in Mexico, it is not
surprising that "relativism" was the central critique by the CDF of Balasuriya's
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Mary and Human Liberation. The Notification alleged that "Fr. Balasuriya does
not recognize the supernatural, unique and irrepeatable character of the revelation
of Jesus Christ, by placing its presuppositions on the same level as those of other
religions." He is accused of denying "the nature of Catholic dogma" and charged
with "relativizing of the revealed truths contained in them." The Notification
specifically alleges that "the author relativizes Christological dogma" and
imputes that Balasuriya speaks of Jesus in terms "whose divine sonship is never
explicitly recognized... and whose salvific function is only doubtfully
acknowledged." It also charges that "Fr. Balasuriya reduces salvation... and so
denies the necessity of Baptism." Balasuriya's Mariology was also scrutinized
and, in this regard, the CDF alleges that "a fundamental aspect of the thought of
Fr. Balasuriya is the denial of the dogma of original sin" and that "the author
arrives at the point of denying in particular, the Marian dogmas."
On his part, Balasuriya denied all the charges and appealed, instead, for
dialogue. In view of the numerous protests and the pressures coming from
quarters within the Church's hierarchy itself, dialogue was facilitated. A year
later the CDF revoked the excommunication and Balasuriya was reconciled on
the basis of a "decent and honorable" agreement.90 Later, Balasuriya informed
that the agreed upon "Statement of Reconciliation" which he signed affirmed that
"doctrinal errors were perceived in my writing and therefore provoked negative
reactions from other parties, affected relationships and led to unfortunate
polarization in the ecclesial community. I truly regret the harm this caused.""
In effect, what Balasuriya regretted was not so much any error on his part but
rather the harm caused by the perceptions of errors and the negative reactions.
That the CDF yielded to his signing the 1968 Profession of Faith instead of the
specially prepared one meant, according to Balasuriya, "de facto, an acceptance
that no error had been proved in my book." The book remains in circulation.
1.5.4.2 Case of Anthony de Mollo
Another Asian who caught the attention of the Vatican on account of his books
is Fr. Anthony de Mello. An Indian Jesuit who died at the young age of 56 in
1987, de Mello had his books investigated posthumously, more than ten years
after his death. De Mello was founder-director of Sadhana Institute of Pastoral
Counseling in Lonavla, India.92 A counselor and theologian, de Mello is well-
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known as a spiritual writer and retreat master, not only in India but throughout
the English-speaking world as well. The Indian bishops note that "his books
have been published in dozens of languages in several continents and still today
are read by not only Catholic priests and laity but by a wide range of educated
followers of other religious traditions and secular ideologies."93 Doubleday, the
largest publisher of de Mello's books in the United States, says they carry eight
de Mello titles in print and have sales running into "the millions."94
While de Mello's books are certainly much loved by many, they have also
been viewed with suspicion by some. Some "Western right-wing Catholic
papers," for instance, launched an attack on his books. In response, the Jesuit
provincials for South Asia sought help from Jesuits around the world to come to
the dead Jesuit's defense.95 The incident resulted in the Vatican's interest in de
Mello's works. Consequently, in June 1998, the CDF issued a Notification "in
order to protect the good of the Christian faithful" as they had found that de
Mello's theological positions "are incompatible with the Catholic faith and can
cause grave harm." In the Explanatory Note which accompanied the Notification
the CDF introduced de Mello's works as almost always taking "the form of short
anecdotes presented in an accessible and easy-to-read style." It acknowledged
that de Mello's earlier works, "while revealing the influence of Buddhist and
Taoist spiritual currents,... remamed in many respects within the boundaries of
Christian spirituality." Nevertheless, even in these earlier works "and to a greater
degree in his later publications, one notices a progressive distancing from the
essential contents of the Christian faith." "For this reason," the Explanatory Note
concludes, "those responsible for safeguarding the doctrine of the faith have been
obliged to illustrate the dangers in the texts written by Father Anthony de Mello
or attributed to him, and to warn the faithful about them."96
In their first biannual meeting after the de Mello Notification the Jesuit
provincials of South Asia issued a statement voicing their concern over the
Vatican's mistrust of Asian theology in general and the works of Jesuits such as
de Mejlo and Jacques Dupuis in particular.97 Testifying to de Mello's
effectiveness, they asserted that his books have helped many in Asia "in gaining
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freedom and in deepening their life of prayer." The provincials invited ihc
Vatican to support the pioneering Works of theologians "with trust that is
sympathetic but not naive, critical but not censorious." A few months latoi, m
mid-1999, the bishops .of India, through the Standing Committee of the Caihohc
Bishops' Conference of India, issued a statement entitled "Pastoral Guidelines
on the Writings of Late Fr. Tony de Mello."
The statement begins'by acknowledging the "authentic potential for good
from Fr. Tony's publications" and went on to recount the testimony of those who
"knew him and heard him with profit especially when he preached a retrea t to the
Bishops of India." It then informed that the "Bishops of India read Fr. Tony's
words and interpret his writings in [the] content of the very complex Indian
rehgio-cultural situation from which Fr. Tony wrote and spoke." The bishops'
statement also spoke about "India's religio-cultural history over the past fifty
years in which fanatical religious fundamentalism and communalism have caused
hundreds of thousands of killings in God's name." In such a context, "texts of
scriptures and popular traditions have been twisted... so as to legitimize such
human rights' violations as untouchabilily, child marriages, exorbitant dowries
and so-called self-immolations of widows and new brides." De Mello's aim was
"to facilitate an awakening so that persons could live more authentically with the
inner freedom of God's children as promised them by the Gospel." The
statement clarified that de Mello "was not writing books of theology." He used
the "medium of story-telling,... an eastern tradition of imparting wisdom," even
if at times this may seem inadequate, especially "when it comes to precision of
thought and clarity of expression." The bishops acknowledged that de Mello's
"understanding of divine revelation as mainly new awareness and consciousness
is admittedly weak when measured up against a clear fidelity to the teaching of
the Church."98 They then clarified the seven principal themes which the
Notification points to as weaknesses in de Mello's works."
First, the Notification takes issue with de Mello's portrayal of the revelation
of God in Jesus as "an intuition of God without form or image, to the point of
speaking of God as pure void.!' The Indian bishops' advice was that "those who
come across such statements should keep in mind the clear teaching of the
Church on the objective truth regarding God, revealed in Christ." Second, the
CDF's Explanatory Note accuses de Mello of relativism, especially with regard
to Christian revelation. In response, the Indian bishops suggested that these
writings "must be understood in the context of a dialogical approach in our
meeting with people in pluri-religious contexts." "However," the bishops were
quick to add, "we Christians are expected to hold firmly to the uniqueness of
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Christian revelation in such dialogical contexts" [emphasis added] Third, the
Explanatoiy Note objects to de Mello's "unilateral and exaggerated
apophaticism." The Notification describes it as a "radical apophaticism [which]
leads even to a denial that the Bible contains valid statements about God " In
response, the Indian bishops' guidelines distinguish between "good apophatic
language and very orthodox Catholicism" and "radical apophaticism "
Acknowledging that "some of the writings of Fr Tony [may] seem [like]
apophatic statements which," the bishops agree, "go against the genuine and
legitimate apophatic statements in the Christian tradition," they simply advised
that "the readers of Fr Tony de Mello should keep this in mind when they come
across such statements in his writings" [emphasis added]. Fourth, the
Ni 'ification observes that de Mello "considers Jesus as a master alongside
others," and that "Jesus is not recognized as the Son of God " The Indian
bishops' response is that while we should "never compromise our faith in the
divine sonship of Jesus," we should also look at de Mello's assertions "in the
context of his readership — believers of every color of the rainbow and
unbelievers, agnostics, atheists, humanists." Fifth, the Notification posits that
"the author's statement on the final destiny of man give rise to perplexity " "At
one point," it elaborates, "he speaks of a 'dissolving' into the impersonal God,
as salt dissolves in water." In response, the bishops of India acknowledge that
"the metaphor of dissolving into God as salt dissolves into water is suiely poor
and could be misleading" [emphasis added]. The guidelines then affirm that "we
Christians believe in an eternal destiny consisting of a personal communion with
God" [emphasis added]. Sixth, the CDF worries that de Mello reduces
experience to mere subjective imagination. The bishops of India caution that the
"declaration of the ineffable character of reality should not imply any denial of
objective reality independent of experience as awareness." Seventh, the
Notification takes exception to the fact that in de Mello's books "institutions of
the Church are criticized indiscriminately." Reference is made to Sacred
Scriptures and the Creed. In response, the Indian bishops suggest that even as
"fundamentalist attitude towards the interpretation of the Bible" are prevalent, "in
opposing these attitudes we cannot reduce the Bible to mere sign posts given by
God."
The Pastoral Guidelines of the Indian bishops conclude by expressing their
gratefulness to the Holy See for "bringing certain unacceptable formulation in the
writings of [the] late Fr. Tony de Mello to our notice " They urged the faithful
"to use a sense of balance and maintain a critical attitude as they read the books
of Fr. Tony." Finally, unlike the CDF which ends by "waming the faithful"
about the "dangers in the texts written by Father Anthony de Mello," the Indian
bishops end by reasserting "the good these writings have done to many readers,
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both Christians and others."100
1.5.4.3 Case of Jacques Dupuis
The third case of the Center-Periphery conflict, which indirectly gave rise to the
Vatican Declaration Dominus lesus, is that of Jacques Dupuis. A Belgian who
went to India in 1948 to join the Jesuit scholasticate, Jacques Dupuis was to
remain in India until 1984, during which time he taught Christology in various
universities and seminaries.101 It was there that he co-published — with another
leading missionary theologian to India, Austrian Josef Neuner ~ the best-seller
book entitled The Christian Faith in the Doctrinal Documents of the Catholic
Chwch.'02 Since 1984 Dupuis has been teaching at the Gregorian University in
Rome. And it was there that he researched on and wrote the book Toward a
Christian Theology of Religious Pluralism, which saw its first publication in
September 1997. Within months, in June 1998, the Congregation for the
Doctrine of the Faith initiated a process against the book. Dupuis was informed
of this at the end of September 1998, through his Superior General, to whom all
communications of the CDF were directed. He was given 10 pages of questions,
was told he had three months to respond to them, and that all of this was to be
done in the strictest secrecy. Dupuis was allowed to consult only one theologian
and this one person had to be approved by his Superior General. Meantime, he
was forbidden to "spread his ideas,"103 resulting in the cancellation of his course
at Gregorian University, which in tum resulted in the investigation being made
public.
On Christmas Day of 1998 Dupuis responded to the 10 pages of questions
by a written reflection of 188 pages, clarifying points which he felt had been
misunderstood in his book. He waited until July 1999 before he received a
response to his "response." The response which came from Ratzinger, through
the Jesuit Superior General, simply stated that his 188 pages were
"unsatisfactory."104 He was again given yet another 10 pages of questions and
another three months to respond. Dupuis promptly responded and, on 1
November 1999, sent in another 60 pages worth of answers to the queries. He
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then waited and waited, for 10 long and agonizing months, during which time he
was forbidden to discuss the investigation with anyone else save his Superior
General, Fr. Peter-Hans Kolvenbach and theological consultant, renown
Australian theologian also teaching at Gregorian, Fr. Gerald O'Collms.
Finally, on 1 September 2000, Dupuis received an advanced copy of
Dominus Jesus and a 15-paged draft of a notification concerning his book.
Together with his Superior General and O'Collins, Dupuis was granted a face-toface meeting on 4 September 2000 with the CDF staff, namely, Cardinal
Ratzinger, Archbishop Bertone and Fr. Amato. He was instructed to sign the
notification which charged that his book contains "serious errors" against the
faith, to which O'Collins asked where in Dupuis' book could the errors be found.
Ratzinger was taken aback when he realized that the imputed errors were really
ideas from reviews others had made on Dupuis' book rather than Dupuis' own
ideas found in his book. That the Notification had no citations from Dupuis'
book made it easy for them to verify that they were interpretations others had
about his writings rather than Dupuis' own ideas. Nevertheless, Ratzinger then
asked Dupuis to at least sign a statement that his book "was to be interpreted in
the light of the Declaration Dominus lesus." Dupuis responded: "Your
Eminence, you are asking too much of me." The meeting ended without any
resolution.105
The following day, 5 September 2000, as was discussed earlier, was the day
Dominus lesus was released. Dupuis' Notification, had he signed it, would have
been released two days later, on 7 September 2000, as some sort of sequel to
Dominus lesus. But because things did not work out as planned, Dupuis had
another wait and it was only three months later, on 6 December 2000, that he
received a new version of the Notification. However, this time he was only asked
to "Please sign."106 There would be no further discussion or alteration of the text
whatsoever. Because signing meant an end to his ban on teaching or speaking
about the case, he yielded and signed. Besides, the new version of the
Notification meiely charged thtit his book contains "notable ambiguities and
difficulties on important doctrinal points, which could lead a reader to erroneous
or harmful opinions"107 [emphasis added].
Interestingly, Dupuis points out that when the Notification was eventually
published more than a month later, on 26 January 2001, he was shocked when he
discovered that an additional paragraph had been inserted into the text which had
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been signed by him This additional paragraph reads "By signing the text the
author committed himself to assent to the stated theses and, in his future
theological activity and publications, to hold the doctrinal contents indicated in
the Notification, the text of which must be included in any reprinting or further
editions of'his book, as well as in all translations " Dupuis decided not to
challenge it as he was now allowed to go on with his life and more importantly,
to speak about "the shock and trauma"108 that he underwent for more than two
years
What precisely were the CDF's concerns about Dupuis' works9 In Dupuis'
own words, the fust Notification specifically mentioned "serious errors against
essential elements of Divine and Catholic faith" especially in the areas of "the
doctrines on Incarnation, Trinity, Revelation " ,09 This, as mentioned earlier, was
later amended to "ambiguities and difficulties" concerning the "interpretation of
the sole and universal salvific mediation of Christ, the unicity and completeness
of Christ's revelation, the universal salvific action of the Holy Spirit, the
orientation of all people to the Church, and the value and significance of the
salvific function of other religions "" 0 More importantly, Dupuis, who feels he
continues to be very much "identified with Asian thinking, especially with Indian
theology,"'" suspects that in his investigation the CDF's concerns were much
more general He senses that it is the Asian theologians in general who are the
primary concern and his investigation was but a message that they should "stop
spreading such ideas that salvation is possible through other religions, or that the
other religions can also be recipients of revelation, etc "" 2
As can be seen from the above, the themes explicitly expressed in Dupuis'
Notification are the very same themes which Dominus Jesus expounds upon In
fact, every one of the five themes in Dupuis' Notification finds a correspondence
in the six main headings or topics of Dominus Jesus The first theme in Dupuis'
Notification, "On the sole and universal salvific mediation of Jesus Christ,"
corresponds to Dominus Jesus'" third topic, "Unicity and universality of the
salvific mystery of Jesus Christ " The second in Dupuis', "On the unicity and
completeness of reveldttion of Jesus Christ," corresponds to Dominus Jesus' first
topic, "The fullness and defimtiveness of the revelation of Jesus Christ "
Dupuis' third theme, "On the salvific action of the Holy Spirit," corresponds to
part of Dominus Jesus' second topic, "The Incarnate Logos and the Holy Spirit
in the work of salvation " The fourth in Dupuis' case, "On the onentation of all
human beings to the Church," corresponds to part of Dominus Jesus' fourth topic,
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"The Church and the other religions in relation to salvation." The fifth and last
theme found in the Notification, "On the value and salvific function of the
religious traditions," also constitutes part οι Dominus lesus' fourth tonic.
It is therefore clear that the various issues addressed by Dominus lesus are
the very same ones addressed by the Notification issued on Jacques Dupuis.
Additionally, of the 1^ footnotes in the Notification, 11 of them have a citation
taken from Dominus lesus. It is certainly not an exaggeration to suggest that
Dupuis' Notification is really a sequel to Dominus lesus. They are both
intimately related and mutually complementary. In this regard one can further
understand why Ratzinger tried to insist, on 4 September 2000, that Dupuis sign
the statement that his book "was to be interpreted in the light of the Declaration
Dominus lesus."
More importantly, one also realizes that the various investigations into the
works of Asian theologians are probably related to the proclamation of the
Vatican Declaration Dominus lesus. They are but the Roman Center's response
to the Periphery's irruptions which are coming out of Asia and which is presently
taking the form of the theology of religious pluralism. Hence, it is not an
exaggeration to suggest that Dominus lesus was promulgated specifically for
Asia. It is therefore a document truly significant for the future of Asian
theologies, especially those dealing with the phenomenon of religious pluralism.

1.6
1.6.1

CONCLUSION

REVIEW OF THE CHAPTER

As alluded to at the beginning of the chapter. Dominus lesus is by no means an
ordinary document. Its impact on the Church in general and the Asian Church
in particular is definitely consequential. The Declaration is better understood
and appreciated if examined in light of the renewal which began at Vatican II.
The dynamics of the renewal process which takes the form of conflicts between
the Center and the Periphery help in situating the document. Dominus lesus has
therefore to be viewed in the context of the Center's response to the contextual
theologies coming from the Periphery, the local Churches. The Declaration
singles out the dangerous influence from what it alleges are "relativistic"
theories advanced to address the phenomenon of religious pluralism. It regards
the theologies of religious pluralism, which have arisen in the context of
interreligious dialogue, as bordering upon this relativism. To counter them,
Dominus lesus reaffirms the doctrines of the uniqueness and universality of Jesus
Christ and the Church and asserts that they must be upheld in the Church's
dialogue with other religions.
The Declaration is certainly not an isolated document or action, but very
much part of an overall campaign undertaken by the Roman Center in response
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to the disconcerting irruptions happening in Asia Since the irruptions from the
Periphery are a result of renewed consciousness they are unlikely to cease
Neither will the Center's response and action cease Both will continue to play
their role in the renewal process charactenzed by dialectical but creative tensions
This is the manner the Spirit works as the Church strives to be more responsive
to the issues and context of its times
1.6.2

ANTICIPATING THE NEXT CHAPTER

Having looked at the significance of the Declaration Dominus Jesus, especially
for the Church in Asia, the next chapter will explore how it was received by the
Church in Asia The exploration of this reception will take the form of a more
elaborate and reflected upon response than that which the present chapter has
delineated, which in the main are instinctive responses given to media interviews
Specifically, the next chapter will examine the response of the Church in Asia at
two levels Firstly, it will explore the response of ordinary grassroots Christians
Secondly, it will explore the response of the bishops of Asia In so doing, the
next chapter will be effectively exploring the response of the two magisteria of
the Church in Asia to the Declaration Dominus Jesus The first is what is being
called the "grassroots magistenum" while the second the pastoral magistenum
Their combined response will give an adequate sense of the degree to which the
Church m Asia receives the Vatican Declaration

Chapter Two

Response of the Asian Church
to Dominus lesus

2.1 INTRODUCTION TO THE CHAPTER
2.1.1

CONTEXT OF THE THEOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS

On 18 December 2001 I received an email message from Fr. Jim Kofski, MM,
who was inviting me to deliver an address at the MaryknolPs General Chapter,
which was to be held in February 2002. He asked that I address "the formal
institutional response to dialogue, specifically the agreements and tensions that
exist between what is happening in Asia on a regular basis and the statements
coming out of Rome about dialogue." My thoughts immediately went to
Dominus lesus, supposing the document to be what the email message was
referring to when it mentioned "the statements coming out of Rome."
The first part of the message, however, posed a bit of a problem. I was not
sure I would be able to speak on the "formal institutional response" since there
was almost no formal response from the institutional church. "Institutional
church," I took it, was in reference to the Church's hierarchy and I was not aware
of any significant official response from the Bishops' Conferences to Dominus
lesus. In order to fulfill the assignment, I reinterpreted the term "institutional
church" so that it refers to the entire Church, encompassing all the Catholic
faithful. Such an interpretation is in keeping with the Second Vatican Council
which speaks of the Church in terms of the "People of God." Lumen Gentium,
the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, is unambiguous that the "People of
God applies equally to the laity, religious and clergy" (LG, 30).'
I realized that the Asian Church's response to the document Dominus lesus
can best be discerned from the response of the People of God in all its entirety.
Taking the cue from Aloysius Pieris, this must begin with an acknowledgment
of the three "magisteria" of the Church. Firstly, there is the "pastoral
magisterium" of the Church's hierarchy. Secondly, there is the "academic
magisterium" of the theological community. And thirdly, there is what Pieris

' "Dogmatic Constitution on the Church," in The Documents of Vatican II, ed. Walter
Abbott (Piscatway: New Century, 1966), 56.

55

56

Response oflhe Asian Church to Dominus lesus

calls the "third magisterium," namely, the magisterium of the poor.2 For the
purposes of the present research this third magisterium can be appropriately
widened by the use of the term "grassroots magisterium" to include the grassroots
community who are neither theologians nor part of the hierarchy. The three
magisteria together duly represent the authority and voice of the Church in Asia.
Their collective response to the document Dominus lesus will be an apt indicator
of the Asian Church's response to and reception of the document. These
responses can also be regarded as expressions of the sensusfideliumor the "sure"
or "lived" "sense of the faith"3 of the People of God in Asia. Lumen Gentium
supports this thesis: "The body of the faithful as a whole, anointed as they are by
the Holy One (cf. Jn. 2:20, 27), cannoi err in matters of belief. Thanks to the
supernatural sense of the faith which characterizes the People as a whole, it
manifests this unerring quality when, 'from the bishops down to the last member
of the laity,' it shows universal agreement in matters of faith and morals" (LG,
12).4
Along the same lines Indian theologian Sebastian Painadath reminds that any
response of the Church in Asia to Dominus lesus has to take note of "the good
neighborly relations of Catholics with sisters and brothers of other religions in
their day to day life [as they can] offer a living locus theologicus to perceive the
work of the Spirit in the pluralistic milieu of today."5 "All of this," Painadath
continues, "forms the sensus fidelium, which cannot be overlooked when an
assessment is made on the Church's attitude to other religions." American
theologian Paul Knitter takes these sentiments a little further to suggest that, on
the basis of the many and varied criticisms against Dominus lesus, "the 'sense of
the faithful' (sensus fidelium) in regard to other religious believers has been
clarified, thanks to the CDF's declaration." Knitter observed that among the
issues raised and clarified is the issue of "the uniqueness of Jesus Christ as the
one redeemer and mediator of salvation for humankind."6 He was actually
quoting from an article by his fellow American Richard McBrien who in his
article had advanced the thesis that Dominus lesus was issued to check the
development of Asian theologies as among Asian theologians some may have
erred: "In two or three cases, theologians may have gone too far in collapsing any
meaningful distinction between Jesus of Nazareth as the Christ of faith and other
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so-called 'Christ figures'."7
Knitter agreed with McBrien that the issue of the uniqueness of Jesus was
a point of contention in Asian theology. He, however, disagreed with the latter's
suggestion that this had arisen as a result of the work of "two or three"
theologians. Knitter, who himself has been very much engaged in interreligious
dialogue and is also a keen observer of Asian theology, asserts: "I find that there
are many Catholics who are painfully struggling with the traditional teachings
that Jesus is the one and only savior of all other people. In view of their
encounter with the depth of religious experience in their non-Christian friends,
many Catholics, both Asian and American, find it difficult to continue insisting,
to these other religious friends and to themselves, that a saving experience of
God must come only through Jesus and find its fulfilment only in him and his
church."8
Even if McBrien's "two or three" is not taken literally but understood to
mean that an insignificant number of Asians have "denied the uniqueness of
Jesus Christ,"9 one wonders how he arrived at such a conclusion. Has he met
enough Asians to come to that conclusion? Has he read enough Asian books —
not only those available in the West — to surmise that only very few Asians have
problems with Jesus' uniqueness? On the other hand, one can also ask how
Knitter arrived at his own conclusion that McBrien is probably wrong. Does he
have any data to substantiate his claims that "many" Catholics in Asia find it
difficult to profess Jesus as the one and only savior? Does he know enough
about what the ordinary lay Catholic on the pews of Asian churches ~ not just
Asian theologians — believe?
These questions, asked of McBrien and Knitter, could also be posed to
everyone else writing on Asian theology. Few, if any, Asian theologians actually
have data to substantiate their hypotheses, be it in support of McBrien's position
or Knitter's, or the CDF's, for that matter. At best, theologians project their
personal theological orientations onto their Catholic brothers and sisters and
suggest it to be the sensus fidelium of the People of God in Asia. This "false
consensus bias" influences much of the theological writings of Asia, especially
when one attempts to speak on behalf of the Church in Asia. To confound the
problem, there is little valid data on what Catholics in Asia believe. At most,
theologians attempt a synthesis of the many views from across Asia to postulate
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Richard McBrien, "'Finding' Christ in Other Religions," NCR (22 December 2000),
[hUp://www. natcath.com/NCR_On1ine/archives/], [http://www.natcath.org/mainpage/
archives.htm].
' Ibid.
9
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sure, they have no difficulty accepting Jesus as savior. They only ask if Jesus is indeed the "only"
savior. "Truly but perhaps not only," is Knitter's thesis.
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a general idea of the beliefs of Catholics in Asia.
It is in view of this near absence of data that I decided to conduct a survey
in an attempt to discern the sensus fidelium of the Church in Asia, especially on
the issues raised by the document Dominus lesus. The results of the survey,
together with statements by some Asian Church officials and theologians, were
then used to formulate the paper I presented at the Maryknoll's General
Chapter.10 The presentation can more or less be regarded as the response of the
Asian Church to the Vatican Declaration Dominus lesus.
2.1.2

AIMS OF THE CHAPTER

The present chapter begins by discussing the results of the abovementioned
survey, based on the theological themes of Dominus lesus. This can provide a
rough indicator to the sensus fidelium of the People of God in Asia. Because
most of the survey respondents are grassroots Catholics it can also be regarded
as indicating the grassroots magisterium's response to Dominus lesus.
Subsequently, the second section looks at the pastoral magisterium's response to
the document. Because there was little or no official response from the Bishops'
Conferences to Dominus lesus, this second section draws its data primarily from
statements made by representatives of the Asian Church's hierarchy on
theological themes which were similarly raised by Dominus lesus. Specifically,
the deliberations of the Asian Synod, an event which preceded Dominus lesus,
will be looked at. The Asian Synod is significant to the present research as it saw
the explicit debate between curial officials and Asian bishops on the theological
issues related to the challenge of religious pluralism.

2.2 THE GRASSROOTS MAGISTERIUM
From the outset it has to be stated that the present dissertation research is by no
means a sociological study. Its aim is the clarification of theological positions
and religious convictions in an intercultural setting. Specifically, the present
chapter does this by exploring what people think and feel about their own
experience of living in multi-religious and multi-cultural contexts. In this regard
the results of the survey conducted for the abovementioned paper can contribute
to this purpose." They can be used to discern the sensus fidelium of the People
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A revised version of the paper was later published. See Edmund Chia, "The Asian
Church Dialogues with Dominus lesus," SEDOS 34 (March 2002): 86-94. Also re-published in
Japan Mission Journal 56 (Spring 2002): 50-63.
" The detailed report on the survey, which includes an extensive write-up on the method of
the research and its results are available from the website of the East Asian Pastoral Institute,
Philippines. See Edmund Chia, Survey. Dominus lesus and Catholics in Asia, [http://eapi.admu.
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of God in Asia. What follows, therefore, is a brief description of the nature and
findings of the survey. Reflections on the results will take into consideration
what the statistics reveal, as well as what the respondents explicitly express. The
sensus fidelium is discerned from these reflections. 12
2.2.1

S U R V E Y ON

DOMINUSIESUS

The survey consists of a set of questions developed from the main themes of the
Declaration Dominus Jesus. The themes are as follows:
(i)
The fullness and definitiveness of the revelation of Jesus Christ
(ii)
The unicity and universality of the salvific mystery of Jesus
(iii)
The unicity and unity of the Church
(iv)
The necessity of the Church for salvation
(v)
Christians as having the fullness of the means of salvation
(vi)
The Bible as the only inspired Word of God
(vii)
Christianity as the only true religion
(viii)
One religion is as good as another
(ix)
Religious pluralism as de jure or willed by God
(x)
Interreligious dialogue for Catholics in Asia.
The survey was conducted principally by means of email. A total of nearly
four hundred responses were received, with respondents representing about
twenty countries from all across Asia. The majority of the respondents arc
ordinary grassroots Catholics. The first part of the survey consisted of objectivetype questions, the results of which were computed statistically. These results
can shed some light into the sensus fidelium of the People of God in Asia. A
summary of these results follows:
In light of the Declaration Dominus Iesus, the following points were
discerned: First, Dominus Iesus insists on the fullness and definitiveness of the
revelation of Jesus Christ (DI, 5-6). The survey showed that 9 7 % of the
respondents believe that Jesus is God's revelation, while only 7 2 % believe that
he is indeed the "fullness" of God's revelation. It has to be noted that 44% of the
respondents, while believing in Jesus as the fullness of God's revelation, also
believe that revelation is given elsewhere, for example, in the other religions.
Only 17% of the respondents believe in the fullness of Jesus' revelation and
assert its definitiveness, i.e., they believe this revelation is given "only" in Jesus
and not anywhere else. Whereas, 62% of the respondents believe not so much

edu.ph/bodega/dominusjesus him]. Λ condensed version of the report has been published
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2002): 173-189.
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in the "fullness" or "definitiveness" of Jesus' revelation but that revelation is
given in Jesus as well as in the other religions.
Second, Dominus lesus postulates the unicity and universality of the salvific
mystery of Jesus Christ {DI, 13-15). The results of the survey showed that 91%
of the respondents believe in Jesus as savior of Christians. This same 91%
believe in Jesus's universality, which means he is not only the savior of
Christians but of humankind as well. Only 50% of the respondents claim the
unicity of this belief, asserting that Jesus is indeed the "only" savior for all of
humankind, while 25% believe in Jesus' universality as well as the possibility of
other saviors for humankind.
Third, Dominus lesus insists on the necessity of the Church for salvation
(£)ƒ, 20-21). This does not mean that everyone has to be baptized, as the
document also states that those who do not belong to the Church can still be
saved through the Church, even if it is not known how that happens (DI, 20).
Not taking into account the apparent ambiguity these statements raise, the survey
showed that 84% of the respondents believe the Church to be a means of
salvation. Only 36% believe in the "necessity" of the Church for salvation.
Furthermore, only 12% of the total respondents rule out absolutely the possibility
of salvation through other religions, whereas 20%, while believing in the
necessity of the Church for salvation, also admit that other religions could be
means of salvation. More significant is that 58% of the respondents hold that the
Church is indeed a means of salvation — albeit not a "necessary" means — and at
the same time hold that other religions could also be means of salvation.
Fourth, Dominus lesus asserts that those who are in the Church have the
fullness of the means of salvation (DI, 22). 62% of the respondents believe in
this assertion, while 24% oppose it. The document then goes on to contrast this
with the followers of other religions who are regarded as being in a gravely
deficient situation. The results of the survey showed that 35% of the total
respondents believe in this second assertion that the followers of other religions
are indeed in a deficient situation, while another 35% disagree with this second
assertion.
Fifth, Dominus lesus posits that the Church reserves the designation of
inspired texts only to die Bible (DI, 8). Of the total respondents, 92% believe
the Bible is indeed the inspired Word of God. On the one hand, only 22% would
go as far as Dominus lesus to insist that the Bible is the "only" inspired text or
sacred Word of God. On the other hand, 47% accept the Bible as God's Word
and at the same time accept the possibility of other sacred scriptures as God's
Word.
Sixth, Dominus lesus asserts that the true religion exists in the Catholic
Church (DI, 23) and distinguishes this as "theological faith" as compared to
other religions which are regarded only as mere "beliefs" (DI, 7). The results
of the survey showed that 91% of the respondents believe Christianity to be
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indeed a true religion However, only 30% of the respondents assert that there
can be no other true religion while 45% subscribe to the view that there can be
other true religions, just as Christianity is a true religion
Seventh, Dominus lesus wams against the spint of mdifferentism
characterized by a belief that "one religion is as good as another" (DI, 22) The
results showed that 36% of the respondents are indifferent and subscribe to the
idea that belonging to one religion is as good as belonging to another, while 48%
of those who responded disagreed with the idea
Eight, Dominus lesus warns against relativistic theories which seek to justify
that it is indeed within God's plan that different religions exist dejuie [in
principle] (DI, 4) The results of the survey revealed that 49% subscribe to the
notion that religious pluralism exists de jure while 20% disagreed with the
notion
Ninth, of the total respondents, 95% agreed that Catholics in Asia should be
engaged in interrehgious dialogue with their neighbors of other religions, while
1% disagreed with the idea
A summarized version of these results are presented in Table 1 which
follows

(Table 1)
PLRCENTACE

THEOLOGICAL ISSUES RAISED BY DOMINUS /ESUS

™
RESPONDENTS

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.

Yes, Jesus is God's revelation
Jesus is fullness of God's revelation
Jesus is fullness of God's revelation, but God's revelation also given
elsewhere
God's revelation given only in Jesus and not in other religions or
elsewhere
Jesus is God's revelation (not fullness) and God's revelation also
given elsewhere
Jesus is savior for Christians
Jesus is savior for all
Jesus is the only savior for all
Jesus is savior for all, but there are also other saviors for all
The Church is a means of salvation
The Church is necessary for salvation
Other religions are not means of salvation
The Church is necessary for salvation, but other religions are also
means of salvation
The Church is a means of salvation (but not necessary), and other
religions are also means of salvation
Christians have the fullness of the means of salvation
Christians do not have the fullness of the means of salvation
Other religions are deficient, as compared to the Church
Other religions are not deficient, as compared to the Church
The Bible is the Word of God
The Bible is the only Word of God
The Bible is the Word of God, but other scriptures aie also Word of
God
Christianity is a true religion
Christianity is the only true religion
Christianity is a true religion, but there are also other true religions
One religion is as good as another
One religion is not as good as another
It is God's plan that there be different religions (pluralism de jure)
It is not God's plan that there be different religions
Yes, to Interreligious dialogue
No, to Interreligious dialogue

62

97 %
72%
44%
17 %
62 %
91 %
91 %
50%
25%
84%
36 %
12%
20 %
58%
62%
24%
35%
35%
92%
22%
47%
91%
30%
45%
36%
48%
49%
20%
95%
1%
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THE STATISTICS SPEAK

From the results of the survey, a few observations can be made.13 Firstly, it
seems clear that the following items (see Table 1) yielded very high percentages,
viz., more than 90%: No. 1, No.6, No.7, No. 19, and No.22. In other words, more
than 90% of the respondent sample affirm the theological assertions of the
numbered items concerned. Specifically, they affirm that Jesus is God's
revelation (97%), that Jesus is savior for Christians (91%), that Jesus is savior
for all humankind (91%), that the Bible is God's Word (92%), and that
Christianity is a true religion (91%). That only five of the numbered items
received such unanimous affirmation speaks volumes of the sensus fidelium of
the People of God in Asia. It seems to reveal that amongst Asian Catholics only
these five of Dominus lesus' doctrinal assertions are widely adhered to.
A second observation is that even if more than 90% of the respondent
sample are what I would call "decidedly Christian" (since they affirm the
principal tenets of the Christian faith), a significant proportion amongst this same
90% are also decidedly open to and receptive of other religions. For example,
62 % of the total respondents believe God's revelation is also given in other
religions (No.5), 25% allow the possibility of other saviors (No.9), 58%
acknowledge that other religions could be means of salvation (No. 14), 35% do
not believe persons of other religions are deficient as compared to Christians
(No.18), 47% allow for other scriptures as God's Word (No.21), 45% believe
that there could be other true religions besides Christianity (No.24), and 49%
accept religious pluralism as within the plan of God (No.27). The results reveal
that a significant proportion of Asian Catholics have a sense of openness to other
religions. This is contrary to the presuppositions and demands of Dominus
lesus. If anything, the results of the survey seem to suggest that many Asian
Catholics do not necessarily subscribe to the belief that Jesus, the Church and
Christianity are the sole, unique or normative repository of truth.
A third observation is that a very small percentage of the respondent sample
affirmed the more exclusivistic assertions of Dominus lesus. Specifically, only
17% of the respondents affirm that God's revelation is given only in Jesus and
not in the other religions (No.4), 50% affirm that Jesus is the only savior and that
there can be no other savior figures (No.8), 12% affirm that the other religions
are not means of salvation (No. 12), 35% affirm that the other religions are
deficient as compared to those in the Church who have the fullness of the means
of salvation (No. 17), 22% affirm that the Bible is the only Word of God and that
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Again, it is reminded that the method employed here is not necessarily scientific. They
are but mere observations made on the basis of the survey results. In the absence of any scientific
data, these observations could at least give a general sense of the sensus fidelium of the People of
God in Asia.
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other scriptures are not God's Word (No 20), 30% affirm that Christianity is the
only true religion (No 23), and 20% affirm that it is not within God's plan to
have many religions (No 28) From the results one could say that a much smaller
proportion of Asian Catholics subscribe to the more exclusivistic doctrinal
themes advanced by Dominus lesus The results of the survey seem to suggest
that there are fewer Asian Catholics who do not acknowledge that truth can also
be found in other religions
Fourthly, it cannot be glossed over that a significant 50% of the respondent
sample affirmed the assertion that Jesus is indeed the one and only savior for all
of humankind Another 25% disagreed with this to affirm the opposite, namely,
that there are indeed other saviors besides Jesus Chnst The remaining 25%
were undecided on the issue This finding is significant as it is primanly this
issue of the possibility of other saviors which has been most sensitive and
controversial vis-à-vis Asian theology As was pointed out earlier, Richard
McBnen suggests that the document Dominus lesus was issued primarily to
counter views which affirmed the possibility of other savior figures That 25%
of the respondents were unable to declare their position on the issue is also
significant To be sure, the theory of the plurality of saviors remams ambiguous
and is not as definitive as Dominus lesus has made it out to be The sensus
fidelium of the People of God in Asia seems to confirm this tentativeness
In conclusion, one could suggest that the theological positions advanced by
the Vatican Declai ation Dominus lesus are at best still ambiguous The sensus
fidelium of the People of God in Asia simply does not resonate with the
Declaration's positions No matter how insistent the Vatican is about the
obligatory nature of these affirmations of faith, they cannot be forced upon the
People of God, especially those living in Asia where religious pluralism is an
existential reality
2.2.3

THE RESPOISDENTS SPEAK

The survey also allowed for the respondents to make open-ended comments on
the theological issues under discussion These comments provide further clues
on how ordinary Catholics in Asia view their faith, especially in relation to the
issues raised by the Declaration Dominus Jesus Their comments — no matter
how simple - are given due regard in the present research, just as the research
gives due regard to comments by scholars and the Church's hierarchy
To begin, one very important statistic not looked at in the previous section
is that only 84% of the respondents agree that the Church is a means of salvation
(No 10) One would have expected many more to affirm this fundamental tenet
of the Christian faith, viz, that salvation comes through the Church After all,
isn't that the reason why one is baptized into the Church7 On the other hand, it
would be presumptuous to suggest that all Catholics ought to be aware of this
point of catechesis A comment by an undergraduate respondent captures this

Response of the Asian Church to Dominus lesus

65

well: "I'm guilty of not remembering much from my catechism, so I don't really
understand the full significance of baptism. I guess it is a very important thing —
after all, it's a sacrament -- but I'm not sure about this." While this lack of
knowledge may be few and far between, others who do understand the
significance of the Church and baptism raise questions about the authenticity of
the institutional Church, thus clouding their own ecclesiological understandings
about the Church in relation to salvation. "Yes, the Church is a way of being and
supporting each other and is a means of salvation. However, the Church as an
institution is failing, I feel, to be a true follower of Christ. It has wealth, yet
keeps asking for donations. It has fallen sick, since ancient days, from powei,
wealth, control, ambition, pride, selfishness, and self-righteousness," remarks a
young woman who works at management level for a non-profit women's
organization. Thus, if only 84% — and not much more — of the respondent
sample affirm the Church as a means of salvation, it could be because of a
variety of reasons, ranging from plain ignorance as to what the theological
assertion implies to a sincere conviction that the Church is forfeiting its rightful
role as a means of salvation.
Next, on the question of whether the Church is "necessary" for salvation,
the majority of Asian Catholics seem quite clear on the matter as only 36% of the
respondents insist the Church is necessary. Most of the other responses probably
did not take into account the subtlety expressed in Dominus lesus which
continues to insist that the Church is "necessary" even if it grants that salvation
is also possible for "those who are not formally and visibly members of the
Church" {DI, 20). With or without this subtle qualification in Dominus lesus,
Asian Catholics, on account of their lived experience, are generally convinced
that baptism is not necessary, just as they feel the Church is not necessary. A
self-employed woman from Singapore expressed this conviction thus: "Our God
is a kind God and would He neglect those who for some reasons were not
baptized? Like my mum who was a very kind soul and passed away without
being baptized because no one brought the knowledge and faith to her. But I
believe she is now happy with God in eternity." Another respondent, a
Malaysian journalist, expressed similar convictions but in question form: "What
about Encik Mokhtar, the Muslim man working for the conservation of the
Belum Valley forests, because he as a human person is a steward of creation?
What about the strong presence of God's spirit in his actions and words? Is he
excluded from salvation just because he is not baptized? (Encik Mokhtar is just
one example of a real person. I mention it here because I saw Christ-likeness in
his ways and actions and speech on a recent research trip up to the forest)."
Perhaps this issue of the necessity of the Church for salvation is best captured
by the response of a bishop, who asserted: "The Church is necessary for
salvation in the sense that it is a Sign as well as a witness to the invitation for the
salvation of all. If one does not recognize this Sign, or does not want to accept
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the invitation, then it usually means that the person has found some other way
meaningful to him/her. Therefore, I don't think it is necessary for every person
to be baptized. But it is necessary for each person to find some Sign or direction
in his/her life. As a Christian, I must continue to give witness to the Sign which
I think is the correct and true one"
This brings the discussion to whether Christianity is indeed the true religion
or if Jesus is the fullness of God's revelation or if Christians have the fullness
of the means of salvation. The statistics showed that 91% of the respondents
affirm Christianity as a true religion (No.22), 72% affirm the assertion that Jesus
is the fullness of God's revelation (No.2) and 62% affirm the assertion that,
indeed, Christians have the fullness of the means of salvation (No. 15). It has to
be kept in mind that — as was discussed earlier - a great proportion of these
same respondents also affirm the truth of other religions, the possibility of other
revelations, and the efficacy of other religions as means of salvation. For those
who operate from an exclusive and dialectical either-or philosophical mindset
such a position may seem contradictory and thus untenable. For Asians, who
generally operate from a mutually inclusive both-and mindset of
complementarity, it is all too common for such display of openness to and
acknowledgment of two different and in some respect even contradictory truths.
The comments of a student from Japan captures this spirit well: "For me, Jesus
is my only savior. But I am not sure about others. If there are people who have
their own savior, I think we should all respect their faith." Others see this
openness as an existential and pragmatic matter. A respondent who works as an
administrative assistant described it as such: "We are all brought up in a
multireligious country. It's our duty to respect one another regardless of
religion. Whether it's the fullness of the means of salvation or not. This
question makes me feel uncomfortable... Sorry... If you let others see this,
hmmm, you gonna start a fight... Ten Commandments: Love your neighbor as
you love yourself!"
Ignoring the fact that this last quote of "love for neighbor" is not really part
of the Ten Commandments in the literal sense, the message is clear: our lived
reality demands we respect each other's ultimate commitments, even if we
ourselves sincerely believe in our own unique Christian commitment that Jesus
is indeed God's revelation and savior. A general manager of a finance company
in Indonesia expressed similar sentiments: "I feel very lucky and proud to be a
Catholic because according to me Catholicism is the correct and true religion.
But it should be noted that other than the Catholic religion, all humankind can
be saved too." Yet another respondent, a retired teacher from Malaysia,
reconciled this seemingly contradictory dilemma thus: "I'm sure of my own
religion and so I follow my religion. Maybe other religions can be true too and
I hope other people can be saved by their religion. If there are different roads to
go to Kuala Lumpur, I prefer to go the way I'm sure of instead of trying some
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other ways that I may end up getting lost." Others expressed similar sentiments
of openness to other religions but with a certain bias towards that which they
themselves adhere to. A pastoral counselor had this to say: "Personally I am
biased that the revelation of Jesus seems more wholesome than most others, but
again by no means the totality. A bit like the Rolls Royce of automobiles. Most
cars can take you to the same destination but some others are more lovely,
comfortable and wonderful to ride in."
It is not too far-fetched to suggest that the preceding comments represent
a sort of implicit theology which many Asian Catholics adhere to. A variance
of such a position is seen from the response of a male student: "It is very selfish
to say that all people of other faiths will not be saved just because they are not
Christians. A good and righteous person, just because he isn't Christian, doesn't
mean that he is condemned to hell." Others may not be as explicit and raised
questions about their beliefs as, for example, the response of a senior application
specialist: "Although I have heard and believe that salvation is possible only
through Christ, but there may be Christians who are bad and there may be nonbelievers who are good." Of course, those who are uncertain can find recourse
in God's mystery as, for example, a female employee of an MNC from
Indonesia, who had this to say: "He is mystery, cannot be comprehended by me.
But up till today, I believe I'm on the right track, i.e., Christianity." Yet others
are definitely more explicit as, for example, the response of a young female
accountant: "As long as I believe that mine is a true religion, it is not important
to me whether the rest are true or not."
These last comments beg further discussion, especially in connection with
Dominus lesus' caution on the "mentality of indifferentism 'characterized by a
religious relativism which leads to the belief that one religion is as good as
another'" (DI, 22). In fact, in response to the question if other religions could
also be means of salvation, the respondent of the last comment also said: "Why
not? I believe in one thing but why should everyone be made to believe what I
believe?" These comments, it must be reminded, have to be taken in light of the
fact that the respondent has also acknowledged the defmitiveness of Jesus'
revelation and his salvific role for all of humanity. Thus, in no way does it
suggest that the theological position taken lacks rootedness, as it would if it was
relativistic and subjectivistic.
The same respondent further declared:
"Personally, I would not want to belong to any other religion, but if one is
already of another, I can't see why it is less good if the person is not of deviant
character." A Filipino teacher expressed rather similar sentiments, but from a
hypothetical perspective: "Had I been bom to a family where Islam is the known
true religion, or Buddhism, I would adhere to it as I do adhere to Christianity as
my family's religion." Another respondent, a Religious Brother of an indigenous
tribe living on the Borneo island, had this to share about his own personal life:
"I grew up with my Muslim relatives and friends and therefore I have no
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problem accepting Islam Each and every person is different and God's
revelation also vanes from one person to another. I think everyone has a right
to choose a belief system that suits his/her uniqueness." Another respondent, a
young female TV producer, advises: "To each his own. I believe if it works for
you and makes you a better person, that's cool."
On the other hand, there are those who, like Dommus lesus, reject such
"relalivistic" theories in favor of asserting the superiority of the Christian faith.
One respondent, who works as a Management Support Officer, asserts: "The
other religions are man-made religions which may teach their followers to be
good, but ours is the true religion where our God comes down to mankind to live
as one of us, to show us the way and to die in order to save us No other religion
can boast of this and that He rose again, which proves His divinity." Another,
a General Project Manager, shares similar sentiments- "Not because I am a
Catholic, but as far as I know there's no quote nor word m any other religion
which guarantees people salvation It's only Jesus Christ who taught and
guaranteed our salvation " A woman, who works in customer service, expressed
almost similar ideas: "I don't mean to sound fanatical, but m my findings on
other religious teachings, there's no God so loving, forgiving, so close to men
as in Christianity. A God who loved people so much that He allowed His only
son to experience death in the most disgraced form. A God I can call Father'"
The response of a middle-aged businessman is even more specific m this
affirmation of faith- "Only m the Roman Catholic Church the means are
complete with the sacraments, particularly the Eucharist and the pope that can
be traced back to St Peter." Another respondent, a Religious retired from active
high-school teaching, suggested why relalivistic theones could be problematic:
"There could not be more than one savior as that would imply different teachings
and paths of salvation. Since truth can only be one and so there can be only one
religion that is the true religion." Yet another respondent, a young pnest from
the Mekong valley, personalized this affirmation of faith. When asked if
Christianity is the true religion, he responded: "Yes, I certainly believe. If I do
not believe it why can I totally give my whole life to God and for God." Others
reject the relativist hypothesis by appealing to hypothetical situations, as for
example, the response of a young woman who was an Electronic Publisher
before but is now a homemaker: "If we believe that truth is revealed in other
religions, then we might as well say that salvation and trulli can be via the other
religions. When that happens we might as well worship other gods and forget
about 'I believe in one God ' And when you believe in other religions you might
as well believe and practice the things condoned by the other religions -- If they
teach the principles of Christianity [believe in one God, love thy neighbor,
forgiveness, thou shall not kill, etc.] then Yes. However, if they teach these and
then something else contradictory, then No."
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Along similar orientations, to the question if interreligious dialogue is
essential for Catholics in Asia, one respondent, a computer operator, responded:
"It creates confusion and even sometimes is a scandal to other Catholics. In our
secular lives we normally have dialogues with others (Catholics and NonCatholics), but when it comes to religious matters, we need to convert them.
What did our Lord command us to do — isn't it to convert non-believers to
believe what He taught us? Go, convert them and baptize them in the Name of
the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Didn't He say this?" Such
sentiments are by no means the norm. As is evidenced from the statistics, only
1 % of the sample respondents rejected the need for interreligious dialogue. 95%
affirmed it wholeheartedly while the remaining 4% did not express an opinion.
The reasons for interreligious dialogue are varied. An undergraduate female
suggested one: "I myself am largely ignorant of other religious practices and
beliefs. I think it is necessary so that we can work together toward a common
good and have respect for one another without overtly trying to convert them...
yet... that will come in His own time — maybe weeks, months, years, or at the end
of our lives." Others do not harbor such explicit ulterior motives but see
dialogue as a process for self-enrichment, as evidenced in the response of
another female student: "There is so much that we do not know about other
religions. How can we even start to understand what we do not know? It's
about time we got to it rather than making wild guesses and condemning each
other's religions, as we Asians are so fond of doing." There are also those who
see interreligious dialogue as essential in view of Christianity's minority status
as, for example, the response of a young journalist: "Since Catholicism is a
minority religion in Asia, it's best that Catholics engage in interreligious
dialogue to foster better understanding with our neighbors of other religions.
This will certainly help create an environment where people of all religions can
co-exist peacefully." These last comments of interreligious dialogue being a
means for peace resonate well with another response, from an MNC employee ·
in Indonesia: "Look at Indonesia, where I belong. This idea would help a lot."
Another respondent, an employee in a shipping company also from Indonesia,
confirmed the need for interreligious dialogue: "Yes, very important. However
in my country it never works, because we are being slaughtered, our churches are
burned and the environment is hostile everywhere."
Others speak of the existing culture of enmity and isolation in different
terms as, for example, the response of a female business manager: "It might do
us all good to have a wider perspective of things so that we can live in the real
world. Right now too many of us are living in cloistered homogenous
commimities and not only that, having blinkers on as well." A student formator
from the Philippines is more positive and sees interreligious dialogue as more for
mutual enrichment: "We have to engage in interreligious dialogue so that people
with different faiths, beliefs and religious practices could somehow be enriched
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and enhanced in their being Christian, Muslim, Jew, Buddhist, etc. And at the
same time able to appreciate the beauty and wonder of one's religion." Another
such response came from a consultant of Corporate Strategy: "Yes, by
understanding each other makes the environment a better place to live in. Even
in my career, understanding customers' needs and wants are important for
corporate strategies and marketability too."
To conclude the section, it is noted that the preceding discussions point to the
diversity of issues raised by both the statistics as well as the respondents' own
words. Many of these issues are beyond the scope of the present research.
Suffice it to note that the contextual experience of the believing Christian has
significant bearing on her/his faith and beliefs. Implicit theologies, as it were,
are shaped more from direct experience than from catechetical instruction. For
Asian Catholics, the context of religious pluralism cannot be underestimated as
it is something they have to contend with every day of their lives.
2.2.4

DISCUSSION ON THE SURVEY

A final area which needs to be discussed is the feedback received on the survey
itself. Many respondents expressed surprise at the nature of the survey. This is
in part because academic surveys are not as common a feature in Asian cultures
as they are in the West. Moreover, surveys which deal with religious questions
are even more atypical.
It did not come as a surprise that some respondents sent additional email
messages to express fascination about the survey. One message read: "I'm
interested in these sort of surveys. Do forward me more if any. Just wondering
if there are any these type of on-line questions and answers in regards to the
Catholic faith." Some respondents were more interested in the results of the
survey. One even asked: "Do you have 'model' answers? If you have I like to
have them." A few of the respondents asked why the study was being done and
how the questions came into being. Some shared that they found the questions
asked in the survey thought provoking. There were those who wanted to know
if they were the only ones responding the way they did as, for example, a
message which read: "I hope I do not scare you with my 'radical' way of
thinking. I would be interested to be kept informed of the consolidated results
of your survey to see if my thinking is 'average'." A few wrote back to request
for more time to work on the survey, saying something to the effect that "I want
to reflect carefully on the questions because I think they will help me to woik
through my beliefs." One person said she was making photocopies of the survey
and would request her parish priest to distribute it to all the parish-council
members, for "it will be good for them to do." On the basis of some of these
feedback, it looked as if the survey had become more than a statistical instrument
to measure Asian Catholics' beliefs as it had also taken on the function of a
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formation tool
These observations beg two points Firstly, if many of the respondents had
expressed surprise at the nature of the questions it is because they had not come
across the document Dominus lesus. If they had, they would have recognized
that the issues raised in the survey were really those of the document A few
respondents did recognize the document as, for example, one wrote: "Looks like
you are working on Dominus lesusl" The majority, however, had no idea where
the issues came from or why they were being discussed. They had equally no
idea of the existence of the Vatican Declaration Dommus lesus. Given that the
survey was conducted more than a year after the document was officially issued,
it only suggests that the Vatican document had not trickled down to the ordinary
Catholic grassroots. Perhaps the bishops of Asia found the document too
complex and technical and so decided that it should remain on the shelves of
libraries rather than be disseminated Perhaps the bishops found the issues
raised by Dominus lesus simply unimportant or irrelevant to the people of Asia
and so decided against passing it on to the parishes. Whatever it is, these data
speak volumes of the reception of the document which is supposed to have the
status of "universal Magistenum "
A second point which the observations raise is that even if many of the
respondents were unfamiliar with the nature of the questions asked, they found
the questions truly interesting. The questions, it seems, were not only interesting
but also thought provoking and, for some, even bordering on the sensitive. A
Religious Sister from the Mekong Valley had this to say: "May I not answer the
questionnaire. It's very 'catchy.' My superior m the house told me in ajokmg
manner she is afraid she might lose her faith while reflecting on the questions
asked!" A few more messages which expressed similar sentiments were equally
friendly as, for example, one message which read. "This could be controversial
so brace yourself for some negative feedback by some well meaning Catholics."
Two messages, however, were particularly pointed The first, which had
responded to the questions half-way, had this to say: "I don't like to answer your
questions anymore. If you like to know more, it is better you ask the bishops,
especially those who have doctorate degrees Please excuse me if I am too
rude." The second, with a similarly angry tone, was even more direct in his
challenge to me: "To Edmund. I come straight to the point Why are you doing
this survey? Why is it necessary for you to do tins survey? Why are you
targeting Catholics? Who authorized you with those questions in your so-called
survey? Are you trying to doubt the Catholics' faith, or create confusuin''
What's your objective?"14

" In view of these comments, a follow-up email was sent to all respondents as a sort of di
briefing, in which the entire survey was explained and the results of the analysis were made
available to those who wished to view it
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As can be seen from the above reactions, the questionnaire was not only
thought provoking but viewed with a certain degree of suspicion as well. This
seems to suggest that the questions raised in the survey, derived from Dominus
lesus, might have hit at the core of the Christian's being. One might even say
that the survey questions appeared to have caused much tension as they raised
questions about the respondent's own faith, especially in relation to her/his lived
reality of religious pluralism. It is a tension which is seldom discussed as they
do not factor into the discourse of the Westem-oriented faith instructions which
continue to be used in most local churches in Asia. A comment from one
respondent captures this tension well: "I believe that only Christianity is for me,
and it is different from the rest in a special way. However, I feel uncomfortable
in saying my religion is the best, simply because that would imply that the other
religions are not good and doing something wrong. That is difficult to say
because a lot of religions preach goodness, and it is difficult to say goodness is
wrong, just because it is of a different religion. Yet, I am also torn by the fact
I've leamt all the time in Sunday School that Christianity is the true religion. It
is true, but does it necessarily mean that others are not? What is religion
anyway? Common beliefs? Ultimate truths? Argghh... this is confusing."
Another response, which expressed a similar dialectical tension, had this to say:
"This is what I believe, although deep in my heart wish this is not 100% right,
so more people can be saved from hell." The respondent was referring to the
fact that the teachings of Christianity, which s/he believed but wished were in
error, posit that those who are not Christians would be "heading to hell."
2.2.5

CONCLUSION F R O M THE SURVEY

These last two comments seem to indicate that some Asian Catholics have to
struggle with their contextual reality of the experience of truth and beauty in the
other religions which is then juxtaposed against their catechism which they
perceive as suggesting that these religions are not from God. It is as if their
experience and heart are perceiving reality one way while their knowledge and
head suggest otherwise. This is probably what Paul Knitter was referring to
when he said that many Catholics are "painfully struggling" with the dichotomy
between the teachings of their faith as against their day-to-day experience of the
very positive relations with persons of other religions.
This struggle owes in part to the fact that the catechism and theological
formation imparted in most Asian seminaries and Sunday Schools continue to
be those borrowed from the West, where religious pluralism is absent or has
been ignored. It appears that the Asian masses, the grassroots, are in the main
catechized with theologies which are alien to their contextual experience and
which do not resonate with their lived realities. This is not to suggest that
contextual theologies are not being developed in Asia. They surely are; but they
have remained primarily in the academic realm and hence influence only the
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academic magisterium of the theologians. A comment by Indian theologian
Michael Amaladoss captures the current predicament well: "If contextual
theology is not being taught in the seminaries and formation houses, then it will
continue to remain mainly in theological journals."15
These final comments seem to suggest that perhaps Richard McBrien was
accurate in his assertion that only an insignificant number of Asians are involved
in advocating the seemingly "relativistic" theories which attribute as much value
to other savior figures as to Jesus Christ. In other words, not many Asians
would be able to speak about these theories as they are seldom found in the
catechetical discourse and religious instructions which churches in Asia use.
While this may be true on the theological and cognitive levels, the reality - as
discerned from the results of the survey — may differ if one addresses Asian
Catholics on the experiential and affective levels. For, if one addresses the issue
without recourse to theology but only focus on their lived experience as shaped
by their consciousness, one finds many more acceding to the supposedly
"relativistic" theories. Thus, if only a few Asians would dogmatically pronounce
the possibility of other saviors and the truth of other religions, many seem to feel
and experience that reality from the depths of their being even if they may not
be able to intellectually articulate such feelings and convictions.
The conclusion one draws from these discussions is that while Knitter is
correct in his assertion that many are struggling with the traditional Christian
beliefs, McBrien is also correct in his own assertion that only a few Asians have
preached "relativism." Either way the results of the survey seem to suggest that
Asian Catholics do not live their Christian faith according to the obligatory and
rigid injunctions advanced by the Vatican Declaration Dominus lesus. That says
a lot of its reception by the grassroots magisterium of the Church in Asia.

2.3 THE PASTORAL MAGISTERIUM
As alluded to earlier, the Declaration Dominus lesus did not elicit any
significant response from the various Bishops' Conferences of Asia. Aside from
a few scattered reactions through the media and reflections through journals,
there was a conspicuous absence of any official response from the hierarchical
Church in Asia to the document. This is not surprising since the Asian bishops
are known for their non-confrontative postures, especially when relating with

15
Private conversation between Fr Michael Amaladoss and the author on 20 February 2002
at Nijmegen, The Netherlands. This conversation is in relation to a recently-conceived long-term
project to evaluate and develop a more integrated and contextual curricula for the teaching of
theology in Asian contexts.

74

Response of the Asian Church to Dominus lesus

curial authorities.16 On the other hand, such postures ought not to be taken as
acquiescence to Vatican directives as they are more indicative of the realistic
realization that confrontations are non-productive. On occasions when the Asian
bishops feel a point has to be made they do assert their positions very readily.
One such occasion was the Asian Synod.
In attempting to postulate the Asian Church's pastoral magisterium's
response to Dominus lesus the research will not look for direct responses from
the Bishops' Conferences to the Vatican document. Instead, it will look at other
occasions during which the Asian bishops asserted their positions on issues
related to being Church in Asia. In particular, the research will look at the Asian
Synod since that was the most significant event involving the pastoral
magisterium of Asia's Church preceding Dominus Jesus. Moreover, it was also
at the Asian Synod that many of the issues raised by Dominus lesus were
addressed and debated. More importantly, as shall be seen later in the chapter,
the Asian Synod might also be part of the overall scheme within the dynamics
of the Vatican's interest and suspicion over Asian theologies. The event could
even have been one of the major causes which indirectly prompted the Vatican's
CDF to issue the Declaration Dominus lesus.
2.3.1

INTRODUCTION TO THE ASIAN SYNOD

The Asian Synod, or more appropriately named the "Special Assembly of the
Synod of Bishops for Asia," was part of the program of continental Synods
convoked by Pope John Paul II for the Church to welcome the Third Millennium
of Christianity. Upon announcing his intention to convoke the Synod in the
Apostolic Letter Tertio Millennio Adveniente(zTt. 38), issued in November 1994,
the pope appointed a Pre-Synodal Council of the General Secretariat, whose duty
it was to oversee the preparatory process leading up to the actual Asian Synod.
The first stage of the preparations saw a consultation process with bodies such
as the Episcopal Conferences, the various departments of the Roman Curia, and
the Union of Superior Generals in an effort to arrive at a topic for the Synod.
Subsequently, the Holy Father announced the topic for the Special Assembly,
viz., "Jpsus Christ the Savior and His Mission of Love and Service in Asia: '...
That They May Have Life, and Have it Abundantly' (Jn. 10:10)."
The General Secretariat, together with some Pre-Synodal Council members
and theologians from Asia, then drafted the Lineamenta,11 a kind of "outline" on

16
See Thomas Fox, "Asian Bishops Remain Politely Persistent," WCÄ (8 May 1998); also
Thomas Fox, "Polite Toward Rome, True to Their Mission," NCR (28 January 2000).
17
Synod of Bishops. Special Assembly for Asia. Jesus Christ the Saviour and His Mission
of Love and Service in Asia: "...that they may have life, and have it abundantly" (Jn 10 10),
Lineamenta (Vatican City, 1996), [http //www.Vatican.va/roman_curia/synod/documents/
rc_synod_doc_01081996 _asia-lineam_en.html] Excerpts are also available in Peter Phan, ed.,
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the topic for the Synod. This was sent in Septemberl996 to all the Episcopal
Conferences of Asia with the instructions that it be disseminated widely, studied
and a set of questions responded to and sent in to the General Secretariat by
Augusti 997. Taking into account these responses, the Instrumentum Laboris,1'
or the "working document," was then prepared by the General Secretariat. This
was made available to the Asian churches sometime in late February 1998. Less
than two months later the delegates gathered for the actual Synod in the Vatican
from 18 April to 14 May 1998, culminating with a set of proposals which they
submitted to the Holy Father. Then, after a long wait of close to a year and a
half, on 6 November 1999, Pope John Paul II released the fruits of the Synod,
entitled, the Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Ecclesia in Asia,19 at a
celebration in New Delhi, India, where many of the Synod delegates from Asia
were also present. Shortly after, in January 2000, the Federation of Asian
Bishops' Conferences held its Seventh Plenary Assembly during which time the
document Ecclesia in Asia was the starting point for the deliberations.
2.3.2

THE LINEAMENTA OF THE ASIAN SYNOD

Considering the topic chosen for the Synod, it came as no surprise that the thrust
of the six chapters and 24,000 words of the Lineamenta (Lm.) was that of
reasserting the doctrine of Jesus as Lord and savior for the people of Asia. The
proclamation of Jesus took center-stage as the Lineamenta focused on presenting
a vision for a new campaign of evangelization in Asia.
The document begins with the thesis that the Church in Asia ought to
"accompany the cultures and social customs of Asia's peoples [in order to]
purify these from all that is contrary to the Gospel of Christ, so that [the Church]
may not appear*to be a stranger on the continent in which She lives" (Lm., 1).
It then looks at "Asian Realities" by discussing Asia's "abundant resource,"
including the many "great religions and cultures," in view of them being "the
living situation and contexts in which the Church's salvific mission is to be
carried out" (Lm., 7).

The Asian Synod: Texts and Commentaries (Maryknoll: Orbis, 2002), 13-18.
" Synod of Bishops, Special Assembly f of Asia, Jssuf Christ the Saviour and His Mission
of Love and Service in Asia- " .that they may have Itfe. anéTnhve il abundantly" (Jn 1010),
Instrumentum Laboris (Valicati City, 1998), [hltpV/www.vatican va/roman_curia/sy7iod/
docunients/rc_synod_doc_ 2002199Ìi_asia- instrIabor_en.html] Excerpts are also available in
Peter Phan, ed., Vie Asian Synod, 73-82.
" Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation, Ecclesia in Asia, of the Holy Father John Paul II to
the Bishops, Priests and Deacons, Men and Women in the Consecrated Life and all the Lay
Faithful on Jesus Christ the Saviour and His Mission of Love and Service in Asia: "...that they
may have life, and have it abundantly" (Jn I0:10)(ficw Delhi, 6 November 1999), [httpV/www.
Vatican va/holy_lallier/john_paul_i!/apost_exliorlations/documents/hfjp-ii_exh_06111999_cccle
sia-in-asia_en html]. The full text is also available in Peter Phan, ed.. The Asian Synod, 286-340.
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Chapter Two then delineates the history of evangelization in Asia, focusing
primarily on the in-roads made by the missionary expansion of the past, with
"success" measured by the number of Christian communities established. "The
major success story of evangelization in Asia," the Lineamenta recount, "is that
of the Philippines," for today, "the Philippines is the only predominantly
Catholic country in Asia" (Lm., 10). This great missionary enterprise
encountered a set-back in the twentieth century, especially during the postconciliar years, "marked by a dramatic change in the understanding of mission,
its methods and most of all its attitudes" (Lm., 13). The Lineamenta describe the
problematic of this period thus:
The theological uncertainties of Vatican II are seen in the
missiological uncertainties. These are in tum reflected in the actual
mission field. Is mission the proclamation of Jesus Christ and the
gathering together of Christian communities? Is it the promotion of
the Kingdom of God and its values of justice and peace? Is it
inculturation? Is it human promotion and liberation? And if all these
together, where is the emphasis to be placed? Other theological and
Christological questions, such as the salvation of the followers of
other religions and their relationship to Jesus Christ and His Church,
are now being discussed by missiologists and missionaries (Lm., 13).
Chapter Three brings the focus to God's salvific plan in history which,
according to the Lineamenta, finds "its fulfillment in the death and resurrection
of Jesus Christ" (Lm., 19). In the light of this belief, "the Church has proclaimed
Jesus Christ -- and continues to do so — so that all the peoples of Asia might
receive from Him the fullness of the Spirit and arrive al the fullness of salvation"
(Lm., 21). In this context, "the mission of the Logos and the Spirit in the history
of humanity and [even in] its religions, far from nullifying or rendering the
mission of Jesus Christ in any way marginal, is precisely to lead to Jesus Christ"
(Lm., 21). The Spirit, therefore, "is not an alternative to Christ" (Lm., 21). To
be sure, "the mission of the Spirit and the Word in history constitute one, single
mission" (Lm., 21). "The universal salvific will of God and the particular
salvific will of God revealed in Jesus Christ complement each other" (Z,;«., 21).
Hence, "the Church in Asia has and wants to proclaim Jesus Christ to Her
brothers and sisters on the continent so that they may be enriched by the
inexhaustible riches of Jesus Christ" (Lm., 21).
Chapter Four speaks of Jesus Christ as the "Son of God" and the "one and
only savior," as is revealed by the Gospels. It warns against the "re-writing of
the Gospels based on social political and cultural agendas" as it would constitute
"an injustice to the faith" (Lm., 23). It quotes from an article in a book of the
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Asian Bishops' Conferences20 to suggest that this problem exists in Asia as "it
is no secret that radical questions have been raised about the uniqueness of Jesus
Christ in the history of salvation and the so called 'myth of Christian
uniqueness'" (Lm., 23). The Lineamenta assert that "while Asian Christologies
must interpret Jesus Christ for Asians,... all Christologies must be measured
against the faith of the Apostles, the apostolic Church and the testimony of the
New Testament (Lm., 23)
Perhaps the highlight of the Lineamenta is the section entitled "Jesus
Christ. The Church's Gift to Asia" (Lm , 24-25). If anything, the title itself
seems to suggest that either Jesus Christ is an entity outside of Asia, brought in
by the Church as a "gift" to Asia, or that he is mdeed "owned" by the Church
and shared with the people of Asia. The Lineamenta's thesis is that "Asia's
multi-cultural and multi-religious society is looking for the truly human, for total
liberation from all the oppressive forces and for wholeness of life" (Lm., 24)
The answer to this search is then provided. "Jesus Christ is the One Who offers
all these and more" (Lm., 24) "The Church offers to the peoples of Asia Her
unique and greatest treasure, Jesus Christ," for the "quest for freedom, dignity,
communion and fullness of life can find its fulfillment only m Jesus Christ"
(Lm, 25).
Chapters Five and Six speak of the necessary role of the Church in
continuing "the mission of the Son and the Spirit and their saving activity in the
world" (Lm , 26) While recognizing that "evangelization is a complex reality
and has many essential elements,... Jesus Christ remains the center and summit
of [the Church's] mission and proclamation" (Lm., 30). Thus, "an opinion
[which] has been expressed from some quarters in Asia during the last three
decades that the age of mission is over [and that] now is the time for dialogue
and inculturation," (Lm., 30) cannot be farther from the truth Religious
pluralism does not absolve the need for direct evangelization. The Lineamenta
quote Paul VI who said in 1975 that "neither respect and esteem for these
religions nor the complexity of the questions raised is an invitation to the Church
to withhold from these non-Christians the proclamation of Jesus Clirist" (Lm ,
30).
That notwithstanding, the Lineamenta then posit that "the whole mission
of the Church is, therefore, one of dialogue... [which] is a means of mutual
knowledge, enrichment and communication" (Lm., 33). This mutuality is given

^ The Lineamenta quotes from C G Arcvalo's introduction to the book However,
Arévalo's thesis is that even if there are a few Asian theologians who espouse a "pluralistic
theology of religions," the Asian bishops "have never wavered in the primary role they give to tht
proclamation of the Gospel and of Christ " See C G Arévalo, " The Time of the Heirs," in Foi
All the People of Asia Federation of Asian Bishops ' Conferences. Documents from 1970 to
1991, vol l,ed Gaudencio Rosalcs and C G Arevalo (Quezon City Claretian, 1997), xxi
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to mean that "in dialogue the Church receives the religious and cultural riches
of the nations and in tum gives them the saving riches of Jesus Christ" (Lm ,33)
The Lineamenta assert that "in the Asian context, dialogue is of primary
importance" (Lm , 33), where dialogue is regarded as a strategic means to
evangelize Asia
The Lineamenta conclude by reasserting that interrehgious dialogue is
essential for the survival and future of the Church This assertion seems to have
stemmed from the realization that barely 3% of Asians have become Christians
even after five centuries of Christian mission It is therefore imperative that a
new strategy for the "new evangelization" be implemented "'new' in its
attitudes to religions and cultures, 'new' m methods and 'new' in the paths of
mission" (Lm , 38) This conclusion more or less sums up the thrust of the entire
Lineamenta, viz , through dialogue the Church will become accepted as one of
Asia's own, after which the Church will be able to insidiously engulf the other
religions which, after all, is what the people of Asia have been secretly waiting
for anyway The following statements express these sentiments adequately
This proclamation of Jesus Christ is always one of dialogue, a great
part of which will require engaging in exchanges with the religions
and cultures of the Asian people The Church does this not as a
'stranger in the land,' but one who is about to begin the Third
Millennium of Her life and existence on the Asian continent In this
dialogue, the Church wants to proclaim what God has revealed in His
Son Jesus Christ The message is one of life, life in all its fullness
This is the answer to what all hearts m Asia have been secretly
longing for centunes and millennia (Lm , 38)
The text of the Lineamenta is followed by a series of questions, which,
according to Jan Cardinal Schotte, the Synod General Secretary, were
"deliberately chosen to serve as a guide in structuring the reflections on the topic
of the Special Assembly for Asia" (Lm , Preface) These questions required that
the local churches evaluate the state and progress of the Church's missionary
activity in Asia, as well as explore how "the specific aspects of Asian religions
can be used and developed in the fulfillment of the Church's mission of bringing
salvation to all peoples in Asia" (Q. 4) [emphasis added]
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THE EPISCOPAL COMFERENCES SPEAK

As to be expected, practically every Episcopal Conference of Asia dutifully
responded to the Lineamenta 2l While some of these responses were mainly
collations of the many responses from the various bishops and their consultants
in each of the national Episcopal Conference, others were specialized reflections
drafted by a few bishops and/or their theologians to address specific issues raised
by the Lineamenta Because all of these responses were issued in the name of
the Episcopal Conferences one can safely say that they not only have the
impi imatur of all the bishops of the respective Conference, but actually speak
in the name of the pastoral magistenum as well as the People of God of each
country A look at these responses is actually a look at the orientations and
directions the various local Churches in Asia have opted for22
2.3.3.1 On The Lineamenta
To begin, the general feeling among many bishops in Asia was that the document
did not reflect the concerns of the Church m Asia Questions about its emphasis,
tone and methodology were raised Some bishops suggested that the Lineamenta
exhibited a defensive and apologetic attitude, while others thought it to be
somewhat abstract and betrayed a theology and ecclesiology "from above." Of
the many criticisms raised by the Episcopal Conferences regarding the
Lineamenta the most incisive came from the Japanese Conference. In their
response the Japanese bishops informed that it took them three months to have
the document translated, after which they had it distributed to each diocese. The

:l
The full text of these responses was published by the Union of Catholic Asian News
UCAN, and are available on their website [http //www ucanews com/html/search-intro html] as
UCAN documents They are enlilled "Japan Asian Realities Must Set Agenda for the Synod for
Asia," UCANQO July 1997), "Korea Korean Bishops Respond to Synod Lineamenta" UCAN
(13 August 1997), "Thailand Thai Church Stresses 'Witness' as Evangelizing Means," UCAN
(19 August 1997), "Philippines Bishops Synthesize Nationwide Responses to Lineamenta"
UCAN (6 November 1997), "Indonesia Lineamenta Response Questions Key Concepts," UCAN
(15 December 1997), "Malaysia Malaysia-Singapore-Brunei Response lo Lineamenta," UCAN
(17 December 1997), "Taiwan Taiwan Bishops Respond to Lineamenta of Asian Synod,"
UCAN (24 December 1997), "India Indian Church Response to the Lineamenta for the Synod,"
UCAN (14 January 1998), "Vietnam Bishops Propose New Way of Evangelization for Asia,"
UCAN (16 February 1998), "Laos Bishops of Laos Stress Lay Responsibility in Evangelization,"
UCAN (\1 March 1998) Excerpts from these responses are also available in Peter Phan, ed , 77ie
Asian Synod, 17-51
" While the set of 14 questions at the end of the Lineamenta included a diversity of issues
such as formation, ecumenism, Catholic social doctrines, and Manan devotion, the present
research will focus only on the central issues, especially those which relate to Dominus lesus
Hence, this is not to suggest that the Asian bishops did not raise other areas of concern in their
responses to the Lineamenta Other issues which surfaced include politics and globalization,
authonty in the Church, decentralization and collegiality, pastoral care, gender justice, etc
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bishops of each diocese then studied the Lineamenta together with their priests,
inviting them to respond to the questions given at the end of the document. The
major feedback from their priests was that it was impossible for the questions to
be responded to. At an Extraordinary Plenary Assembly of bishops and priests
in February 1997, the issue was brought up for discussion. In the end the
following concerns were expressed:
Since the questions of the Lineamenta were composed in the context
of Western Christianity, they are not suitable. Among the questions
are some concerning whether the work of evangelization is going well
or not, but what is the standard of evaluation? If it is the number of
baptisms, etc., it is very dangerous. From the way the questions are
proposed, one feels that the holding of the Synod is like an occasion
for the central office to evaluate the performance of the branch
offices. That kind of Synod would not be worthwhile for the Church
in Asia. The judgment should not be made from an European
framework, but must be seen on the spiritual level of the people who
live in Asia.23
Consequently, the Japanese bishops discarded the 14 questions provided
by the Lineamenta and, in its stead, came up with their own set of questions,
which they then invited the People of God from their dioceses to respond to.
Other Episcopal Conferences responded to the 14 questions as directed.
2.3.3.2 On The Church in Asia
One of the main points raised by the bishops of Asia is that any discussion of the
history of evangelization in Asia ought to take note not only of the
"accomplishments" of Western missionaries but also of its negative effects. The
Indian bishops reminded the Synod that "among the liabilities is Christianity's
link with colonial oppressors... [in that] along with the spread of Christianity by
so many missionaries ~ clerics, religious and lay — also inevitably came behavior
that was repugnant to basic rights and religious sensibilities. As a result, still
today the image projected by some Christians seems definitely foreign both to
Gospel teaching and Indian culture.... We Christians in India recall especially the
colonial period, when some of those professing to be disciples of Jesus were
intolerant and unjust towards followers of other religious traditions. There were
also certainly harsh apologetics, offensive propaganda, and a disregard for the
cultural values and beliefs of those who followed other religions besides
Christianity."24

-' "Japan's Response," UCAN (30 July 1997).
24
"India's Response," UCAN(\4 January 1998).
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The Taiwanese bishops shared similar sentiments, for m their response,
they said "The Church in Asia, especially in China, in the past gave the
impression that her activities bore colonial features and were too Westernized " Ί ΐ
Along similar lines, the bishops of the Philippines suggested that even as the
Church in Asia is already "de-colonized," it continues to be very much "foreign
in relation to Asia's other religions " They maintained that "the Church has not
' theologized' on its own and is generally Westernized, particularly 'Romanized, '
in its theological reflection," In this regard, "the Church in Asia is still a mustard
seed " 2 6
The bishops of Vietnam expressed appreciation for the Christian
missionary activities of the past but reminded that "well before that date, from
time immemorial, three great religions — Buddhism, Confucianism, Taoism —
had flourished m this land together with many popular beliefs deeply rooted in
the soul of the Vietnamese people " Because the "ways and customs, civilization
and humanity had been formed and made firm by all that was connected to these
beliefs,
the proclamation of the Good News to the Vietnamese people
inevitably provoked hurts — even to the point of incompatibility — between the
traditional and the new, between what was considered of the very essence of the
Vietnamese soul and what passed as a mere foreign import " 2 7
In conclusion, the Asian bishops insist that any reflection at the Synod has
to be cognizant of this reality of the Church's perceived foreignness and lack of
integration with the other religions of Asia as they play a significant role in its
mission and evangelization
23.3.3 On Evangelization in Asia
In view of their own peculiar realities the Asian bishops approach mission and
evangelization quite differently from the way the Roman cuna approaches them
The latter sees evangelization as beginning with the proclamation of Jesus as the
one and only savior, emphasizing his uniqueness and culminating in the call to
conversion and the establishment of churches The former sees evangelization
as beginning with relationship-building and the witness of life, emphasizing the
servanthood of Christ and culminating in the building of God's Kingdom The
Indian bishops' statement captures this well
At the very start we want to stress what Christ's mission means to us
Essentially it is nurturing life-unto-fullness and proclaiming this ever
new hfe-m-Christ by words and deeds of loving service
To us,
proclamation begins with an evangelizing presence It consists

,5
16
,7

"Taiwan's Response," UCAN(24 December 1997)
"Philippines' Response," UCAN (6 November 1997)
"Vietnam's Response," UCAN (16 February 1998)
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essentially in being who we are in Christ, individually and as a
community, which exists not for itself but for others We are a
community who do not seek to conquer but to serve Following the
lead of Our Lord's own approach to the Asian people of his time, we
believe that the first requisite of mission is to enter people's lives and
to become one with them We believe that the Spirit is recalling for
us this most fundamental truth of evangelization and proclamation
mission begins and proceeds according to the pattern of Christ's
incarnation It has meaning and relevance as it addresses the concrete
realities of life in a spirit of faith It attains its completion by a
process of self-emptying (Luke 9 23-26)28
The Japanese bishops observed that in the Lmeamenta "the word
'Proclamation' is stressed and used over and over again," whereas "not enough
attention is given to the necessity of 'Dialogue' " They reminded that "in the
context of evangelization in Asia, 'compassion with the suffering' has been
identified time after time at the General Assemblies of the FABC as a most
important element [Hence,] m missionary work among those of other religions,
what is more important than convincing words is the attitude of standing by the
side of the weak and powerless and showing them compassion "29 Along similar
lines the bishops of Thailand suggested that "Asian people are satisfied with
their own religion, and feel that they are able to lead their personal and social life
in a proper and peaceful way They consider their traditional beliefs and religion
as part of their society and country They consider other religions as foreign [It
follows that] if we want to reach the hearts of Asian people, these are the ways
Evangelization must be a witness showing clearly that the teaching of Christ
brings goodness and peace to the people, to a level they could not imagine
Evangelization must establish good relationships with other religions through
respect and acceptance of each other's values Evangelization must recognize
the traditions of other religions as friends or even relatives living together
Evangelization must participate in human and social development to reach and
teach the goodness of supernatural life, as well as of natural life "30
Meantime, the Vietnamese bishops informed that "the Church of Vietnam
believes it must rethink its ways of evangelizing m Asia" as "this continent is not
virgin or fallow soil on which one can sow any kind of seed. [To be sure,] it is
a land of very ancient religions and civilizations when compared to Europe "}1

' ' "India's Response "
:
* "Japan's Response "
30
"Thailand's Response," UCAN (\<) August 1997)
" "Vietnam's Response "
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2.3.3.4 On The New Way of Being Church in Asia
Following from their views on evangelization, the Asian bishops then deferred
to the directives established by the Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences
(FABC) as to how evangelization ought to be conducted Specifically, they
referred to the FABC's position which states that "evangelization is linked with
the tnple dialogue dialogue with the poor, dialogue with the religions, and
dialogue with the cultures " " The dialogue with cultures takes place through the
process of inculturation for the purpose of establishing a local Church, the
dialogue with religions is often called interreligious dialogue, and the dialogue
with the poor is in view of facilitating integral liberation These three ministries
are mutually involving components of the evangelizing mission of the Church
and constitute what has come to be referred to as the New Way of Being Chw ch
in Asia
In this regard, the Indonesian bishops insist that evangelization "has to take
full account of whatever good and true is found in other religions, and to proceed
according to Christian principles of authentic inculturation [Moreover,] sincere
Christian dialogue appreciates values of the Kingdom wherever they are found,
and provides room for indigenous Christians to make use of their religious
traditions in order to express those values in ways familiar to them "33 The
bishops of Laos describe their own experience of this dialogue "Christians live
in a Buddhist environment, coming together for ceremonies, rites, burials,
mamages, village feast They share the same concerns in the great moments of
life, follow the same program on the great feasts, join together in the
construction of Buddhist shrines "34 Such sharing could also be opportunities for
learning, as advocated by the Taiwanese bishops, who said "The Catholic
Church can also leam from other religions their hospitality, openness and mild
and humble attitude in dialogues "35 These sentiments were confirmed by the
bishops of Malaysia, Singapore and Brunei, who had this to say "The Church
can, like the Asian religions, leam to be more open, receptive, sensitive, tolerant
and forgiving in the midst of plurality of religions "36 The Korean bishops
agreed with this but added that, besides the opportunity to gain and leam from
the other religions, whatever new understandings we have of the other religions
can assist the Church in the process of inculturation. "We have to study and reevaluate the meaning and role of the great traditional religions m Korea They
too play a part in the salvific economy of God This understanding is essential

''' "Indonesia's Response," UCAN(\5 December 1997)
13
Ibid
,4
"Laos' Response," UCAN(\1 March 1998)
" "Taiwan's Response "
14
"Malaysia's Response," UCAN(\1 December 1997)
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for the inculturation of the Gospel. Ignorance of these religions and their
culture, and a sense of superiority and exclusivism in religion should be
eradicated.""
Focusing on the theme of dialogue and integral liberation, the bishops of
the Philippines advised: "Christians must become Christ-like, do mission in
dialogue and not in any sense of superiority and triumphalism but in true
incarnation of Jesus Christ in the cultures of Asia, in mutual enrichment, in
human promotion, in the struggle for justice and peace, in the promotion of the
Kingdom of God."38 To this, the Indian bishops added: "The Church has been
given the special task of continuing the mission of God as revealed in Jesus
Christ. The Church can do this only in collaboration with people of good faith.
The Church needs to cooperate with these other believers and nonbelie vers in the
task of the Kingdom: to establish God's reign by promoting freedom, fellowship
and justice in the world." Over and above this, the bishops continued, the
"Indian Christian Community is now being called to an ecclesial conversion: to
be a Church of the Poor.... and to take a much stronger and more prophetic stand
on behalf of India's hundreds of millions of poor, irrespective of their
religions."3'
2.3.3.5 On Asian Contextual Theology
In order for this New Way of Being Church to take roots, the Asian bishops
realized that there has to be significant transformations in the Asian Church's
understanding of theology. Acknowledging that theology has traditionally been
Western-based, the bishops urged that they be "replaced by what is truly Asian,
as Asian theologians learn more about their cultures, their thought patterns and
world views."40 On this matter, the Japanese bishops commented that "the
theology which the Lineamenta is based is the theology of the Christian West,
and appears to the eyes of non-Christians as overly self-complacent and
introverted."4' The bishops of Vietnam added that "Western, and especially
Scholastic theology, is not adapted to the religions of Asia, because it is too
rational... [whereas,] for the Asians, one cannot analyze the truth nor explain the
mystery. [Instead,] there is a preference for silence over words."42 To this, the
bishops of Japan appended: "In the Lineamenta a great deal is made, as in
traditional scholastic theology, of'distinctions' and 'difference'. However, in
the tradition of the Far East, it is characteristic to search for creative harmony

•" "Korea's Response," UCAN(\3 August 1997)
" "Philippines' Response."
" "India's Response."
40
"Philippines' Response "
41
"Japan's Response "
'- "Vietnam's Response "
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rather than distinctions."43 The Vietnamese bishops then suggested that "the
Church of today should accept pluralism in matters of theology. If there is a
theological way of thinking and speaking which is proper to the West, there
should also be one proper to Asia, at least directed to Asia, and only Asian
Christians know how to effect it."4,1
Thus, "an Asian Theology,... is based not on a Christ whom we only grasp
in our minds, but who speaks to us in our hearts through his living presence and
activity," explained the bishops of Japan. If "Jesus Christ is the Way, the Truth,
and the Life,... in Asia, before stressing that Jesus Christ is the 'truth,' we must
search much more deeply into how he is the 'way' and the 'life'."45 To this, the
Indian bishops confessed: "A deficiency of our present Christology is that it
sometimes uses exclusive language, which deals with only one part of the great
mystery of Christ ~ as though valid for all times and places. For example, we
here consider the Lineamenta's phrase, 'Jesus Christ... the one and only Savior.'
In union with the Father and the Spirit, Christ is indeed the Source and Cause of
Salvation for all peoples; but this fact does not exclude the possibility of God
mysteriously employing other cooperating channels."46 The bishops of India
then postulate what they believe is an Indian and perhaps also Asian contextual
approach to understanding Jesus:
The Indian Christological approach seeks to avoid negative and
exclusivistic expressions. Christ is a Sacrament, a definite Symbol,
of God's salvation for the entire humanity. This is what the salvific
uniqueness and universality of Christ means in the Indian context.
That, however, does not mean there cannot be other symbols, valid in
their own ways, which the Christian sees as related to the definitive
Symbol, Jesus Christ. The implication of all this is that for hundreds
of millions of our fellow human beings, salvation is seen as being
channeled to them not in spite of but through and in their various
socio-cultural and religious traditions. We cannot, then, deny a priori
a salvific role for these non-Christian religions. In summary, our
language strives to be inclusive and holistic as far as possible.47
In view of all of the above comments, the Asian bishops concluded their
responses to the Lineamenta with concrete proposals as to what they would like
of the Asian Synod. Specifically, the Japanese bishops proposed that "if the
Synod is to be carried out for the Church in Asia, it must have a different

43

"Japan's Response."
" "Vietnam's Response."
" "Japan's Response "
44
"India's Response."
47
Ibid
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approach than for other continents The same approach as m the West will not
be successful The most important thing is the 'inculturation' of our thinking "48
The Indonesian bishops asked "Should precisely 'Mission' be the main theme
of the Synod?" and instead suggested, "Is it not better that Churches in Asia
receive wholehearted encouragement rather than be reminded of their duties9"
The Filipino bishops advised that the Synod "emphasize the FABC thinking that
has been maturing for the past twenty-five years, e g, on inculturation,
interrehgious dialogue, dialogue with the poor in Asia, or the fact that dialogue
is not contrary to but is a mode of proclamation, or that inculturation is not a
one-way street but a process of mutual enrichment "',9
2.3.4

T H E INSTRUMENTUM LABORIS OF THE ASIAN SYNOD

Taking into account the numerous responses to the Lineamenta, the Synod's
General Secretariat then prepared the Synod's "working document," also known
as the Instrumentum Laboris (IL) This was then studied and revised at a
meeting of the Pre-Synodal Council in early October 1997 The final text of this
7-chaptered and 24,000-worded Instrumentum Laboris was ready for distribution
only in late February 1998, thus giving very little time for the bishops of Asia to
study it before the actual Synod A look at the nature of this Instrumentum
Laboris reveals much
As might have been expected, in view of the many critical remarks against
the Lineamenta, there was a significant improvement in the tone, style and
theology of the Instrumentum Laboris Indian theologian Felix Wilfred
commented that it was perhaps on account of such a "bad" Lineamenta that the
Instrumentum Laboris turned out rather well, even if there was still room for
improvement: "Whereas the Lineamenta was non-Asian, the working document
has started to be Asian, even if it still has a long way to go "50 There was a
noticeable improvement in the tone of the Instrumentum Laboris in that it
appeared less apologetic and did not display the ambiguity towards the
theological developments inaugurated by the Second Vatican Council. On the
other hand, as compared to the Lineamenta, its position towards dialogue
remained ambivalent, even if explicitly more open and receptive 5I More
important, the document took into account the Asian bishops' suggestions that
the FABC's mode of evangelization, which emphasizes the triple dialogue, be

u

"Japan's Response "
' "Philippines' Response "
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Felix Wilfred, "The Asian Synod and Instrumentum Laboris from a Theological and
Pastoral Perspective," in Manila Forum on the Asian Synod Lay Participation in Renewing and
Rebuilding the Church m Asia for the i"1 Millennium" (Geneva Pax Romana ICMICA Asia,
1998), 313
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given due prominence. Thus, the Insti umentum Labons saw the shift from the
emphasis on the explicit proclamation of Jesus Christ to a witnessing to Christ
through life and deeds, as well as a toning down of the emphasic on the
uniqueness of Christ in order to highlight the humanity of Jesus.
The Instrumentum Labons begins Chapter One by describing the Synod as
a "walking together" (from the etymological meaning of the word syn-odos), of
the Church in Asia "in communion with all the particular Churches of Asia and
with the worldwide Church, [and also] in a spirit of unity not only with the
Christian Churches and communities in Asia but also with the followers of the
Great Religions and religious traditions in Asia" (IL, 5). It quotes from John
Paul U's Tertio Millemo Advemente, which reminds that the other religious
traditions are "sotenological in character and offer interpretations of the
Absolute, the universe, the human person and his existential situation as well as
evil and the means of liberation" (IL, 7).
Chapter Two and Three, however, continue to portray the ecclesial realities
and missionary history from a predominantly institutional and self-congratulatory
perspective. For example, the Instrumentum Labons refers to the Church's
many "organizational, administrative, educational, health services, and
developmental works"as being admired by the people of Asia (IL, 13) It also
speaks about the Christian missionaries' sacrifices through which the Church has
planted "the seeds of faith in the hearts of countless Asians" (IL, 19). But the
Instrumentum Labons does acknowledge that "the Western Christian missionary
approach to other Asian religions, popular devotions and spirituality ...
sometimes lacked a full appreciation of these elements... (just as] there was an
inadequate regard for Asian cultures" (IL, 13).
Chapter Four sees the shift in the Chnstological emphasis to a much more
incamational and relational approach. It, in fact, cautions that "the viewing of
Christ solely from the divine perspective by some faithful in the Church has the
potential of setting Christ apart from the world with its problems and
difficulties" (IL, 25). "To counteract such difficulties," the Instrumentum
Labons continues, "catechesis [must] mclude a complete and total presentation
of the Person of Christ... [which allows the faithfiil] to experience and celebrate
their relationship with the Lord within the Church in order to be better able to
witness to the faith in everyday life" (IL, 25) The chapter is also congenially
entitled "Jesus Christ: The Good News of Salvation" in place of the
Lineamenta's "Jesus Christ: The Church's Gift to Asia."
The pneumatological section of Chapter Five has a sub-section entitled
"The Spirit of God at Work in Asia." It speaks of the great religions of Asia as
representing, "in a concrete manner, the way to God for a majority of the peoples
of Asia and God's way to them" (IL, 32). It also discusses the Asian principle
of "harmony," which "can find a counterpart in the concept of the Kingdom of
God in the Bible, where God's justice reigns" (IL, 33).
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Chapter Six begins the ecclesiological sections, which give much emphasis
to an ecclesiology of communion and Vatican II's call that the Church be "the
Church the Pilgrim People of God" (IL, 35). The chapter also advocates that
"the Church's program of a new evangelization in Asia could receive assistance
by engaging in a 'three-fold dialogue,' that is, a dialogue with the poor, a
dialogue with other religions of Asia and a dialogue with Asian cultures. This
three-fold dialogue would provide the concrete manner for announcing the
person and message of Jesus through acts of love and service. Such dialogue
would inspire and provide a method for the Church's mission" (IL, 37). The
Instrumentum Laboris then quotes an FABC statement which reads: "... Built in
the hearts of the people, it is a Church that faithfully and lovingly witnesses to
the Risen Lord Jesus and reaches out to people of other faillis and persuasions
in a dialogue of life towards the integral liberation of all" (IL, 37).
Chapter Seven focuses on the Church's mission of love and service in Asia
by positing that "the concepts of mission and evangelization have acquired a
wider meaning and contain new dimensions and emphasis" (IL, 40). These
include any activities "which deal with promoting the values of the Kingdom of
God, human dignity and human rights, justice and peace issues, dialogue and
sharing of religious experiences, and collaboration in the struggle for a more just
and humane society" (IL, 40). "All of these," the Instrumentum Laboris insists,
"are seen as essential elements in today's new evangelization, which is part of
the service of life rendered by the Church in Asia" (IL, 40). It then explicitly
states that "evangelization cannot be equated with proclamation of the Gospel
ad extra... [for] Asia is a highly religious continent, maintaining ancient and rich
traditions of spirituality which have taught generations of people to pray" (IL,
47). The Instrumentum Laboris concludes by spelling out the importance and
"need to elaborate an Asian understanding of evangelization in which
interaction, dialogue, witness, service, and proclamation are all seen as integral
elements of the Church's evangelizing mission" (IL, 47).
2.3.5

TUE BISHOPS SPEAK

As mentioned earlier, within weeks after the release of the Instrumentum Laboris
the Asian Synod commenced. Thus, from 18 April - 14 May 1998, about 250
delegates, comprising mostly cardinals and bishops, as well as a number of
auditors, gathered in the Synod Hall of the Vatican for the Special Assembly of
the Synods of Bishops for Asia." The Synod began with welcome speeches,

52
The exact breakdown of the Synod delegates are as follows 109 bishops or cardinals
from Asia, 25 cunal bishops/cardinals, 73 auditors, comprising Supenor Generals, FABC
officials and pentus, representatives from laity, church organizations, women, Protestant
Churches, etc. See John Prior, "A Tale of Two Synods· Observations on the Special Assembly for
Asia," Vidyajyott 62 (1908) 654

Response of the Asian Chinch to Dominus lesus

89

after which Cardinal Schotte, the Synodal Secretary General, spoke on the
preparatory process leading up to the Assembly. He reminded the delegates that
the Special Assembly was called by the Holy Father for Asia, as "the issue of the
encounter of Christianity with ancient local cultures and religions is a pressing
one... [Thus,] there is an urgent need for a synod on the occasion of the Great
Jubilee in order to illustrate and explain more fully the truth that Christ is the one
Mediator between God and man and the sole Redeemer of the world, to be
clearly distinguished from the founders of other great religions " 5 3
The next seven days of the Synod were dedicated to 8-minute presentdlions,
also known as "interventions," by the delegates. Each made an oral presentation,
after which the full text of their presentation was submitted to the Synod
Secretariat. These were duly stamped "sub-secreto," making them the property
of the Synod A summarized version of each text would later be made available
to the press and posted on the Vatican's website. Against the explicit instruction
of cunal officials, a number of Asian bishops freely distributed copies of their
own text to others outside the Synod Hall Because these original texts are more
or less "illegal," the present research will not quote verbatim from them.54
At the end of the designated period a total of 191 interventions were
delivered, of which the most frequent were on four key issues. 43 were on the
dialogue with the religions, 41 on the dialogue with local cultures, 33 on the
dialogue with the poor; and 29 on the Church of the laity.55 A look at some of
these interventions will reveal the issues which the Asian bishops consider are
important, as against those which the Synod Secretary attempted to bring to the
fore, viz., the centrahty of the proclamation of Christ in the evangelizing mission
of the Asian Church.56
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2.3.5.1 Dialogue with Asia's Cultures
It is interesting that just as the strongest reaction to the Lineamenta came from
the Japanese Episcopal Conference the first few speakers at the Synod Hall were
also Japanese bishops. In fact, the very first delegate to intervene was
Archbishop Leo Jun Ikenaga of Osaka, Japan.57 Speaking on evangelization in
Asia, he said, rather pointedly: "The faith has never flowered, baptisms are few
and the message of the Gospel has not really sunk into Asian society. Why is
this? What can we do about it?" Ikenaga then suggested that unlike Buddhism,
which was also a foreign religion introduced to Japan and yet managed to
flourish within 50 years, Christianity has not because of the different cultural
mindsets between Europe and East Asia.
These comments were confirmed by his compatriot Bishop Berard
Oshikawa of Naha, Japan.58 In particular, Oshikawa pointed out that the norm
for Christian life until today continues to be that of the Western Church. While
this is good for Churches in the West, it has been detrimental to the process of
growth for Churches in the East. He then urged that the "principle of graduality"
be used in the Roman Curia's relationships with Churches of Asia. By this he
was suggesting that the Holy See allows space and freedom for the local
Churches to evangelize in such a way that the people of Asia grow into Christ
gradually, taking into account their religious context which emphasizes the
"way" rather than the "truth." Another Japanese, Bishop Augustinus Jun-ichi
Nomura of Nagoya, posited that the answer to the problem might lie in a better
integration of faith and life.59 This integration could facilitate a more fruitful
harmony between the soul, the heart and the body. Nomura based his thesis
upon the fact that in Asia the "eyes" have a more central role to play than the
"ears." Evangelization is thus more effective through the witness of life than the
preaching of doctrines. The Gospel, if embodied in the lives of Christians,
carries more credibility and power than a "Gospel that has been wrapped up in
beautiful words, teachings or moral injunctions."
Cardinal Peter Shirayanagi, also of Japan, then, testified that "dialogue" is
the only pro-active response in this situation of gridlock. He elaborated on this
by referring to a passage from Felix Wilfred's foreword60 to the collection of
FABC documents:
Foreignness is one thing which characterizes all the local churches in
Asia. The main reason why Christianity has been viewed as alien is
because the local Churches in the countries of Asia have, by and
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large, kept themselves aloof from the mainstream of the life of the
people, their history, struggle and dreams. They have failed to
identify themselves with the people. It is against this background that
we should understand and appreciate the orientation of the Federation
of Asian Bishops' Conferences (FABC). If we were to summarize the
orientation of the FABC in one word, it is 'dialogue.'61
To this, Archbishop Leonardo Legaspi of Caceres, the Philippines, added
that this dialogue, in an attempt to inculturate the faith, calls for "Pauline
creativity and courage," for it could lead the Church in Asia to explore dormant
areas of ecclesial life.62 These initiatives, Legaspi asserted, should not only be
allowed but also actively promoted. The archbishop also suggested that the
Spirit might be leading the Church to a new pluralism of theologies, ecclesial
praxis and laws — a pluralism that would strengthen the spirit of communion and
usher in a richer dialogue based on pastoral insights rather than legalistic
imperatives.
2.3.5.2 Dialogue with Asia's Religions
This new pluralism could not be felt more anywhere than in the dialogue with the
religions. Inherent in this dialogue is the acknowledgment, as posited by
Archbishop Daniel Acharuparambil of Verapoly, India, that the many religions
of Asia, including Christianity, are all Asia's contribution to humanity.63 The
dialogue of the various religious experiences of people living in Asia can only
serve to reveal the fullness of God's actions in the world. Bishop Anicetus
Sinaga of Sibolga, Indonesia, saw this dialogue as not only an attempt to journey
in brotherhood with people of other religions, but as also an occasion to
"liberate" the Churches in Asia from their "colonial imprinting," so as to
facilitate "the harmonious coming back home of Christianity to Asia."64
Bishop Patrick D'Souza of Varanasi, India, urged that it is Asian Christians
who must be engaged in dialogue since they are the ones privileged to witness
the "deep religious piety" of their brothers and sisters of other faiths.65
Evangelization has to "build on this heritage" of the other religions which
constitute the religious and cultural ethos of the people of Asia. Acknowledging
that some Church officials may be worried about the dangers of eclecticism in
dialogue, D'Souza exclaims: "But die opposite is worse." In short, Christians
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must never forget their own heritage of having been descendants of persons of
other religions, which are all God's gift to us in history. Sharing from his own
personal experience of working with his Buddhist friends, Bishop Bunluen
Mansap of Ubon Ratchathani, Thailand, asserted that at times it is his Buddhist
friends who are "evangelizing us" through their simplicity of life, openness,
humane relationships and their unassuming ways in dealing with others.66
Conversely, Mansap said, his Buddhist friends also admire the Church for her
commitment to society and especially in the Church's "Spirituality in Social
Action." At the same time they are "scandalized by our triumphahstic attitude,
our absolutism and arrogance." Many perceive Christians as acting as if they
"possess the whole truth," Mansap shared with regret.
This last point was confirmed by Bishop Vianney Fernando of Kandy, Sri
Lanka, who confessed that even as the Church was admired for her many healthcare and educational endeavors, she continues to be viewed with suspicion.67
This is in part because of the fact that our churches and institutions project an
image that often "reflect triumphalism" as well as of "affluence and power."
Archbishop Ignatius Suharyo of Semarang, Indonesia, then pointed out that in
Asia people believe what they see.68 The image of the Church is as much a
content of preaching than any kerygmatic proclamation or catechetical
instruction. Relationship-building, therefore, is a far better mode of
evangelization than preaching. Suharyo thus called for greater attention to be
paid to the "dialogue of life," where we discover what the Spirit of God has been
doing in people of other religions. Only then can we "reap the fruits of the Spirit
of God, who wills all people to be saved and gathered into the fullness of life."
2.3.5.3 Dialogue with Asia's Poor
These last comments about the image of the Church point to the importance of
the dialogue with the poor. Bishop Mansap, for instance, also observed that
because of the Church's magnanimous institutions it is often perceived as siding
with the rich and of preserving the status quo. The challenge is for the Church
to make a shift so that there is an explicit move to be in the service of "the
poorest of the poor," Mansap insisted. In this regard, a number of bishops
pointed out that the witness of Mother Teresa of Calcutta supersedes all other
efforts of evangelization in Asia. Archbishop Henry D'Souza, of Calcutta,
India, was the first to speak on this and reminded that it is in the "preferential
option for the poor," actions on behalf of justice and peace, and solidarity with
those whose basic human dignity is lost that the Church's evangelizing mission
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is most appreciated.69 His comments were ratified by Bishop Ignatius Pinto of
Shimoga, India, who confirmed that in Mother Teresa the compassion and love
of Jesus for the poor is communicated.70 She, her Sisters and their co-workers
"communicate the Gospel more by witness and deeds than by mere words."
The Archbishop of Changanacherry, India, Mar Joseph Powathil, took
these comments a little further and reminded that the majority of the world's
poor reside in Asia.71 Thus, the Church cannot be "deaf and dumb" in the midst
of this Asian reality. Instead, the Church has to embrace the grief and sorrow of
the poor and the afflicted as her very own grief and sorrow. Powathil established
that the fundamental mission of the Church is spelt out in Lk. 4: 18-19 where she
is anointed to preach the good news to the poor, to liberate captives, and give
sight to the blind. Archbishop Telesphore Toppo of Ranchi, India, suggested
that among the priorities of the many poor ought to be the millions of indigenous
and tribal people of Asia.72 They are not only the most marginalized,
disadvantaged and disregarded people, but also very often the most exploited.
Himself a member of a tribal community, Toppo urged the Church to
acknowledge the presence of this community, appreciate their cultures and
heritage, as well as speak up in defense of their basic rights and dignity.
Archbishop Pascal Topno of Bhopal, India, expressed similar sentiments and
challenged the Church to raise her voice and side with these tribals who are often
the worst victims of national development, in particular those development
programs "which do not give primacy to human beings especially the poor and
the powerless."73
Looking at these concerns from a wider perspective, Bishop Carlos Belo
of East Timor, co-recipient of the 1996 Nobel Peace Prize for his role in the
defense of his people amidst the carnage brought upon by the incursion of the
Indonesian military, urged the Church to make it her mission to protect human
rights in whatever sphere it may be violated.74 Belo quickly added that the
Church can only be an effective human rights' champion if she first takes a "hard
look at the manner and degree in which fundamental rights are observed and
applied within her own organization." Belo's call was, on the one hand, for the
Church to be at the forefront of human promotion, and on the other, that the
Church be seen as a witness to this human promotion. In the final analysis, it is
this witness and deed that the success or failure of the evangelizing mission of
the Church will be measured against.
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2.3.6

T H E SYNODAL PROCESS

The period of the interventions concluded after seven days. These interventions
of 8-minute each (5 minutes, in the case of auditors) did not follow any particular
order but were more or less on a first-come-first-served basis It can be likened
to a marathon of speeches, where one immediately followed another Fr John
Prior from Indonesia, who headed the Synod's English Press Office, commented
"I was numbed by seven days of such 5 and 8 minute presentations, without
either discussion or pause for reflection There was no attempt at analysis, no
drawing out of central threads or strands, no paralleling of contrasting
viewpoints If I, a native English-speaker, found it increasingly difficult to
absorb what was being said, how about the participants9 For virtually all
participants, neither English nor French is a commonly used language in their
churches "75
Anyway, at the end of this period a mid-synod report, called the Relatw
post disceptationem (post-intervention report), prepared by the Synod
Secretariat, was read out by Cardinal Paul Shan of Taiwan While such a report
would logically be a summary of the many interventions, what it turned out to be
was something radically different
It returned the focus to the Synod
Secretariat's main theme, namely, the centrahty of Christ and the importance of
proclaiming his uniqueness in Asia Curiously enough, of the 191 interventions,
only 3 spoke on this theme, of which two were cunal cardinals The Asian
bishops were rightfully upset that the mid-synod report did not reflect their
concerns 76 It was even alleged that the report was completed before many of the
interventions were made In any case, the Asian bishops took it all in stride 77
The report concluded with a set of 16 questions, which were to be
discussed by the delegates in the workshop-groups which followed Again, the
questions had little bearing on the interventions but focused on the original
Chnstological and doctrinal issues of the official theme of the Synod At the
workshop-groups, divided by language-groupings, the Asian bishops took it
upon themselves to brush aside these questions and the official Synodal theme
to speak again on the New Way of Being Church in Asia. In general, the Asian
bishops stressed that they were in general agreement with the importance of
proclaiming Christ to the people of Asia Where they differed from the Synod
secretariat was how this proclamation is to be effected Thus, the "why" or
"who" are not in question but rather the "how" or "when " In this regard, the
eight English-language and two French-language groups continued to emphasize
the importance of life, deeds and witness as well as the tnple dialogue as the
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means of proclaiming Christ in Asia. Not surprisingly, the only remaining
group, viz., the Italian-language group (comprising mostly the curial cardinals),
conscientiously focused on the official theme and, in their report, spoke on the
need to highlight the eternal salvation brought by the Church and not so much
the temporal salvation. They also urged the Synod to "beware of some
theologians, especially the Indian ones, who have too strongly emphasized the
salvific value of other religions."78 This was obviously in response to one of the
16 questions which asked: "How can the Church deal with some unorthodox
trends among theologians?" Because the issue was not even raised in any of the
interventions many bishops were more than surprised at the question. In any
case, most of the remaining groups declared their undivided support for their
local theologians and urged that their efforts be appreciated rather than viewed
with suspicion. In cases of doubt, they advised, dialogues rather than censures
ought to be the operating mode in reconciling differences. Such declarations of
support for theologians, coming as it did just months after Tissa Dalasuriya was
reinstated, surely speak volumes of what was on the minds of the Asian bishops.
After the group reports were made at the Synod Hall the bishops returned
yet again for group work to draw uppropositiones. The groups were a mixture
of curial bishops, FABC bishops and bishops from the Middle East, each group
with a curia-appointed "court theologian."79 Thepropositiones were then turned
in to the Synod Secretariat, where they were edited before being read out to the
assembly. Many Asian bishops complained that their propositions were either
not included or that they had been so diluted and generalized that they were
beyond recognition. John Prior commented: "We do not know which
propositions came from which group (if any). They are all very general, only a
few directly relate to Asia, most could have been written 20-30 years ago. Top
of the list were a few pages of propositions on Christ. The language of the Asian
80
Bishops had by this stage been converted into Vatican-speak."
After the
reading of the propositiones, the bishops returned to their groups again to draw
up amendments, which were then handed in directly to the Secretariat. These
were voted upon on the final day and again handed in directly to the Secretariat.
The 59 final propositiones were then used to draw up the Post-Synodal
Apostolic Exhortation Ecclesia in Asia, which was released by the pope in
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November 1999.
In view of the high secrecy in the procedure of the entire Synodal process,
no one outside of the Synod Secretariat would be able to verify if indeed the
document Ecclesia in Asia reflects the input given by the Asian bishops. Not
only because the bishops were specifically instructed not to take any notes while
in the Synod Hall, but also because all of the original interventions, the Relatio
post disceptationem, and theproposiiiones, were duly stamped "sub-secreto" and
so constituted Synod property and could not be legally kept by anyone, not even
the bishop delegates. The entire process, therefore, "provides much room for
manipulation for narrow purposes. And that happens a lot."81 A Japanese
bishop summed up the process thus: "Rome decides the topic and the process
and then a year later informs us about what we were discussing!"82 On the other
hand, the Asian bishops did not lose too much sleep over these maneuvers. One
Asian cardinal was reported to have said: "Yes, they have filtered out our
proposals, but why become over-excited? When we return home, we shall
continue to filter theirs."83
2.3.7

THE POST-SYNODAL DOCUMENT AND ITS RECEPTION

Given the dynamics of the Synodal process, it was not surprising that when the
much awaited Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation, entitled Ecclesia in Asia
(EA), was released about 18 months later it was arduously scrutinized.8'' That it
took so long to be released was perceived as yet another "maneuver" on the part
of the Synod Secretariat to ensure that the delegates had forgotten most of what
transpired during the April-May 1998 event. In any case, Ecclesia in Asia was
issued in the name of the pope through which John Paul II wished to "convey the
wealth of that great spiritual event of communion and episcopal collegiality"
(EA, 4). The pope described the whole Synodal event as an "encounter in
dialogue" of the Asian bishops and the Successor of Peter (EA, 3). Thus,
Ecclesia in Asia is but the "fruits" of this dialogue (EA, 4). Ecclesia in Asia is
to be regarded as the voice of the pope in dialogue with the voice of the bishops
in Asia.
Upon analyzing the document, however, John Prior cannot but disagree
with this thesis and asserts in no uncertain terms that Ecclesia in Asia is "a papal
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jocument."85 It is "the Pope's response to the voice of the Asian Bishops," Prior
contends. The Post-Synodal document is more the voice of the pope rather than
that of a dialogue with the Asian Bishops. Prior supports his contention by
pointing out that in Ecclesia in Asia John Paul II quotes himself 68 times while
making "not a single direct reference to any intervention by an individual bishop,
nor to interventions by bishops in the name of their Conferences [or their]
regional episcopal bodies such as the Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences
(FABC) or the Council of Oriental Patriarchs (CPCO)."86 Even the
propositiones, quoted some 119 limes, Prior suggests, cannot be regarded as the
voice of the Asian Bishops for there is no way to verify the "disparity between
the draft proposals from the bishops' groups and the resultant
recommendations." It is not surprising therefore that Indian theologian Michael
Amaladoss' immediate comment, shortly after the release of Ecclesia in Asia,
was that the "exhortation is a document for Asia. It is not an Asian document.
It is not the voice of Asia. The tone and style are very un-Asian."87 To
appreciate these comments, a brief look at the document might help.
2.3.7.1 The Document Ecclesia in Asia
In presenting Ecclesia in Asia to the Asian bishops who gathered in New Delhi
on 6 November 1999, Cardinal Paul Shan of Taiwan described the document as
"the Magna Carta for the evangelization of Asia in the Third Millennium."88
Shan was certainly not mincing words as Ecclesia in Asia is precisely that ~ a
manual for the new evangelization of Asia. Amaladoss confirms this by
observing that one finds in the document "a strong affirmation of the need for
a new drive for evangelizing Asia."89 A look at the main theses of the PostSynodal Exhortation can reveal some of these affirmations.
Pope John Paul II begins his encyclical Ecclesia in Asia by expressing the
hope that "just as in the first millennium the Cross was planted on the soil of
Europe, and in the second on that of the Americas and Africa, we can pray that
in the Third Christian Millennium a great harvest of faith will be reaped in this
vast and vital continent" (EA, 1). The document explains that the Synod of
Bishops for Asia was actually part of a "program centered on the challenges of
the new evangelization" (EA, 2). Quoting his earlier apostolic letter, Tei-tio
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Millennio Adveniente, the pope points out that "the issue of the encounter of
Christianity with ancient local cultures and religions is a pressing one," and that
"this is a great challenge for evangelization, since religious systems such as
Buddhism or Hinduism have a clearly soteriological character" (EA, 2). He ends
the section by informing that the Synod theme had been carefully discerned so
as to "illustrate and explain more fully the truth that Christ is the one Mediator
between God and man and the sole Redeemer of the world, to be clearly
distinguished from the founders of other great religions" (EA, 2).
As if to reinforce this central theme, the document dedicates two full
chapters to the proclamation of Jesus Christ — namely, Chapter Two, entitled
"Jesus The Savior: A Gift to Asia" and Chapter Four, entitled "Jesus the Savior:
Proclaiming The Gift." Recall that in the Lineamenta only one section of a
chapter was dedicated to this exclusive message. Even then, it was so challenged
by the Asian bishops' response to the Lineamenta that it disappeared completely
when the Instrumentum Laboris was issued. It follows that if the Lineamenta
had been labeled "un-Asian" and the Instrumentum Laboris appreciated because
it took into consideration the input of the Asian Church, this Post-Synodal
Exhortation would certainly be rejected since it returns to a theology which
seems even more exclusive than that of the Lineamenta. The next sections look
at the reception of the document Ecclesia in Asia by evaluating the responses of
the Asian Church.
2.3.7.2 The Asian Church's First Individual Response
Soon after Cardinal Shan's presentation of the document at the celebration in
New Delhi, Cardinal Julius Darmaatmadja of Indonesia delivered the closing
remarks on behalf of the Church in Asia. His closing remarks took the form of
a brief commentary on the document and could therefore be regarded as the first
Asian response to the Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation. It is the first voice
of Asia engaged in a dialogue with the papal document, Ecclesia in Asia.
Exploring Darmaatmadja's remarks in concert with the Apostolic Exhortation
makes real the "encounter in dialogue" which John Paul II spoke about.
Darmaatmadja confined the dialogue to the theme of the "new
evangelization," since it was the central theme of Ecclesia in Asia. From the
perspective of Ecclesia in Asia this new evangelization is essential because even
"after two millennia, a major part of the human family still does not
acknowledge Christ" {EA, 29). Moreover, it is indeed a "mystery why the Savior
of the world, bom in Asia, has until now remained largely unknown to the
people of the continent" (EA, 2). As for Cardinal Darmaatmadja, the new
evangelization is about the Church in Asia taking on "the face of Asia," so that
it is "specifically characterizing Asia" and "at the same time becomes more
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meaningful for Asian society, particularly for the poor and underprivileged ' , ' 0
Darmaatmadja then makes specific reference to the other religions of Asia
His statements differ from those of Ecclesia in Asia, which looks at the other
religions as "a great challenge to evangelization" (EA, 2), and whose teachings
and religious values "await their fulfilment in Jesus Christ" (EA, 6) For
Darmaatmadja, the more important thing is that "the local Churches be capable
of seeing the religious values and the culture they [the other religions] embody,"
and that these other religions "need to be considered specifically as partners in
dialogue " Moreover, it is the Church which must adapt itself, bend over, change
and be open to learning from these other religions, so that "the new way the
Church bears itself will enable these people to understand us better, enable them
to come closer to us, but also enrich us m return in the way we live our Christian
lives ""
In response to Ecclesia in Asia's declaration that "the Church's unique
contribution to the peoples of the continent is the proclamation of Jesus Christ"
(EA, 10), Darmaatmadja said emphatically that "of course we are called to
proclaim Jesus to the Gentiles " He quickly quoted Gaudium et Spes which
"noted that we can learn also from the world, precisely because we are faithful
to Jesus, that is, we can find Jesus present in the world " By this, the cardinal
was suggestmg that our Christian mission is really to discover Jesus who "has
always been present and working m the world, including the world of Asia,"
rather than to proclaim him as if he hadn't been there before 92
Next, Ecclesia in Asia acknowledges that "Jesus is often perceived as
foreign to Asia and that most Asians tend to regard Jesus — bom on Asian soil
— as a Western rather than an Asian figure" (EA, 20) It goes on to suggest a
way to address this problem, namely, by means of a "pedagogy which will
introduce people step by step to the full appropriation of the mystery" (EA, 20)
On the other hand, for Darmaatmadja, Jesus ' perceived foreignness is on account
of the Church's foreign methods of operation Citing Propositiones 3 and 5
(which, interestingly enough, did not appear m Ecclesia in Asia - at least not the
aspects singled out by the cardinal), Darmaatmadja advocated an "immersion"
of the Church as "such immersion will help the Church define her mission to the
people of Asia in an intelligible and acceptable manner "93 In other words, the
cardinal sees the Church as m need of the living water that the religions and
cultures in Asia alone can give, rather than the other way around (cf EA, 50)
Only after such a "baptism" by the religions and cultures will the Church be able
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to minister to the people of Asia.
In connection with tins the cardinal raised the important issue of
inculturation. If for Ecclesia in Asia inculturation is for the purpose of
understanding the "various aspects of culture" so that the Church can then
"begin the dialogue of salvation" where "she can offer, respectfully but with
clarity and conviction, the Good News of the Redemption to all who freely wish
to listen and to respond" (EA, 21), for Darmaatmadja inculturation is aimed at
allowing the Church to "grow more in Asian appearance " Indeed, he takes this
to mean that the particular churches must become "deeper and deeper rooted in
our own cultures and in our deepest inner aspirations as peoples of Asia." This
is what a "new way of being Church in Asia" is all about and the Church is
"expected to become in a concrete way a Church with andfor the people in order
to achieve their integral human development, culminating in the fullness of life
given by Our Lord Jesus Christ."94
Thus, for Cardinal Darmaatmadja, such is the meaning and essence of the
"new evangelization" in Asia. '"Being Church in Asia' today means
'participating in the mission of Christ the Savior in rendering his redemptive love
and service in Asia,' so that Asian men and women can more fully achieve their
integral human development, and 'that they may have life, and have it
abundantly' (Jn. 10.10)." More specifically, the cardinal speaks about "bringing
the good News into all dimensions of human life and society and through its
influence transforming humanity from within and making it anew." This, he
suggests, is the new way of being Church and this also is the way "to a proper
New Evangelization."95 Against this backdrop, the cardmal ends his remarks by
picking up for response the statement of John Paul II that "there can be no true
evangelization without the explicit proclamation of Jesus as Lord" (EA, 19). The
cardinal's response goes. "Yes, it is true that there is no authentic evangelization
without announcing Jesus Christ, Savior to the whole human race But for Asia,
there will be no complete evangelization unless there is dialogue with other
religions and cultures. There is no full evangelization if there is no answer to the
deep yearnings of the peoples of Asia."96
2.3.7.3 The Asian Church's First Collective Response
If Cardinal Darmaatmadja's remarks were the Asian Church's first individual
response, then the deliberations of the Seventh Plenary Assembly of the
Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences (FABC VII), held in Samphran,
Thailand, in January 2000, can be regarded as the first collective response of the
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Asian Church to the Posl-Synodal Exhortation. Held less than two months aftei
the New Delhi proclamation of Ecclesia in Asia, FABC Vi! took as its theme "A
Renewed Church in Asia: A Mission of Love and Service." If the theme sounds
familiar it is because every attempt was made by the Asian bishops to ensure the
theme reflected a continuity with the Asian Synod. The Post-Synodal documeni
was therefore the starting point for reflection during the FABC Plenaiv
Assembly. However, a closer look at FABC VWs theme reveals a conspicuous
and essential difference between the FABC and the Synod's thrust. The notion
of "Jesus" is conspicuously absent, as is the notion of "savior."97 It is as if the
Asian bishops had consciously selected a theme which resonated with the
Synod's theme, except that they left out what was deemed most central —
namely, Jesus as savior for all — to the Synod. This small and seemingly
inconsequential point reveals much about the orientations of the Asian bishops.
Theological themes perceived as exclusive or triumphalistic, even if regarded as
central to the Christian faith, are best kept silent when relating within the multireligious contexts of Asia.
It is in view of such an attitude and spirit that saw the entire FABC
Assembly taking on a radically different tenor from that of the Asian Synod. Of
significance is Archbishop Orlando Quevedo's opening address, meant to set the
tone for the FABC VII Assembly. Drawing from Statements of previous FABC
Plenary Assemblies, Quevedo very clearly articulated movements which he saw
as constituting an Asian vision of a renewed Church.98 He spoke about a
movement towards a Church of the poor and of the young; a movement toward
a local Church; a movement toward deep interiority; a movement toward an
authentic community of faith; a movement toward active integral evangelization;
a movement toward empowerment of the laity; and a movement toward
generating and serving life. All of these speak to the need for renewal, updating,
and learning on the part of the Church. It is a Church which looks upon other
religions as learning partners and collaborators. Such a Church cannot evoke
any fear and, hence, the call of "Let no one fear the Church!" (this call was made
by the pope when he arrived at New Delhi amidst a wave of protests by India's
Hindu community who feared the Church's methods of evangelization)99 will
never need to be sounded.
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The tone of the entire FABC Assembly, as reflected in the Final Statement,
was toward dialogue and collaboration.100 Much emphasis was placed on the
actual mission of love and service of a renewed Church in Asia. There was
discussion on what renewal means. There was discussion on the issues and
challenges in the mission. Aspects of these challenges include globalization,
fundamentalism, politics, ecology, and militarization. The other religions were
by no means listed as one of these challenges (cf. EA, 2). There was also
discussion on the process of discernment and pastoral concerns. Among these
were the concern for youth, women, the family, indigenous peoples, migrants
and refugees. The thrust of the Asian Church's response is to be in the area of
formation and education. The approach suggested is that of an integrated
approach. The most effective means of evangelization listed is that of witness
of life.
It is worthwhile then to make a comparison between the Final Statement of
the Seventh FABC Plenary Assembly and the pronouncements of the pope as
contained in Ecclesia in Asia. Both assemblies more or less touched on the same
theme, namely, the Church's mission in Asia in the new millennium. Most of the
bishops who took part in the Synod for Asia also took part in the FABC Plenary
Assembly. Yet, the concerns and emphases which appear in the FABC
Statement and Ecclesia in Asia seem radically different. Of course, one must
bear in mind that the Final Statement of the FABC Plenary Assembly is the
actual voice of the bishops of Asia and not one which went through the filter of
the pope or censorship of the Synod Secretariat, as is Ecclesia in Asia. Thus, in
the Final Statement of FABC VU one gets to hear the other side of the "encounter
in dialogue" (EA, 3) between the pope and the Asian bishops, just as one gets to
hear the side of the pope in Ecclesia in Asia.
Firstly, it must be noted that the FABC Statement quotes Ecclesia in Asia
about fifteen times, more than any other document it quotes. It also quotes quite
lavishly from other FABC documents, which Ecclesia in Asia does not. In a way
the FABC VII Statement is more Asian than is Ecclesia in Asia, in that it is
certainly more representative of Asian views. Secondly, even as the FABC
Statement quotes Ecclesia in Asia, it does not present the Church in the superior
sense which Ecclesia in Asia does. It certainly does not portray the other
religions as waiting to be fulfilled by Christ. To be sure, it asserts that "as we
face the needs of the 21" century we do so with Asian hearts, in solidarity with
the poor and the marginalized, in union with all our Christian brothers and sisters
and by joining hands with all men and women of Asia of many different

m
Seventh Plenary Assembly of the Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences (Samphran,
2000), "A Renewed Church in Asia: A Mission of Love and Service," in For All the Peoples of
Asia Volume 3: Federation of Asian Bishops ' Conferences, Documents from 1997 to 2001, ed.,
Franz-Josef Eilers (Quezon City: Claretians, 2002), 1-16.

Response of the Asian Church to Dominus lesus

103

faiths."10' It appears clear that the Asian bishops operate out of a collaborativepartnership model of interreligious relations, rather than the preparationfulfilment model advocated by the Second Vatican Council, or the displacementconquest model of the pre-Vatican II Church. The other religions are viewed as
partners and collaborators rather than as competitors or "challenges" in the
Church's mission of love and service in Asia.102
Another thing of significance is that the FABC Statement does not view
evangelization in terms of the spreading of "the Gospel of salvation throughout
the length and breadth of the human geography of Asia."103 Instead, the Asian
bishops regard evangelization as an integral activity involving all the dimensions
of Christian mission. It involves "the whole community, every group, and every
person," and has to do with "inculturation, dialogue, the Asian-ness of the
Church, justice, the option for the poor, etc."'04 In short, evangelization is an allencompassing activity and mutually involves the various ministries of the
Church, including interreligious dialogue.
In this regard it must be mentioned also that the FABC VII Statement has
no specific section on "interreligious dialogue." A reading of the whole
Statement reveals that little space is given to the theme of "interreligious
dialogue." It only goes to show how much the FABC has matured. While in the
first few Plenary Assemblies (e.g., in 1970,1974, and 1978) the Final Statements
had specific paragraphs on "interreligious dialogue," this Seventh Assembly ~
as is the case for the Sixth — is conspicuously absent on the theme. However,
it does note within the Statement that "for thirty years, as we have tried to reformulate our Christian identity in Asia, we have addressed different issues, one
after another: evangelization, inculturation, dialogue, the Asian-ness of the
church, justice, the option for the poor, etc. Today, after three decades, we no
longer speak of such distinct issues. We are addressing present needs that are
massive and increasingly complex. These are not separate topics to be discussed,
but aspects of an integrated approach to our Mission of Love and Service."105
This integrated approach which the FABC advocates, regards interreligious
dialogue as a theme, ministry and activity which is presumed. Even if not spelt
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out, every Christian in Asia ought to know of its import. From the perspectives
of the bishops of Asia, interreligious dialogue has to factor into every single
activity of the Church's mission of love and service.
In contrast, Ecclesia in Asia dedicates an entire section to "A Mission of
Dialogue" and another specifically to "Interreligious Dialogue." However,
instead of using these sections to promote the ministry of interreligious dialogue,
or at least to speak positively about other religions, the document uses them to
repeat all the usual admonitions about how to assert the Christian identity in
interreligious dialogue. For instance, it urges that "Christians bring to
interreligious dialogue the firm belief that the fullness of salvation comes from
Christ alone and that the Church community to which they belong is the ordinary
means of salvation" (EA, 31). It also suggests that an appreciation of other
religions "does not lessen her duty and resolve to proclaim without failing Jesus
Christ who is 'the way and the truth and the life'" (EA, 31). The document then
reminds that "there must be no abandonment of principles nor false irenicism"
in the process in dialogue (EA, 31). Such warnings are never found in
documents of the Asian bishops. If anything, theirs is to encourage interreligious
dialogue and not so much to wam against possible pitfalls which one must be
wary of.
2.3.8

CONCLUSION FROM THE ASIAN SYNOD

From the foregoing discussions, one notices the discontinuity between the pope's
views on mission and evangelization ~ as represented in Ecclesia in Asia — and
the views of the Asian bishops on the same — as represented in the Statement of
FABC VII. The Asian bishops seem to have "moved beyond" the issues which
the pope and the Roman Curia are concerned about. Living as they do in Asia,
where religious pluralism is not merely a theological concept but an existential
reality, the Asian bishops are more concerned about how the Church can better
minister alongside the great religions of Asia. For them, the Church's mission
of love and service has to be effected together and with these other religions.
They are the Church's collaborators and partners on the same mission of
actualizing God's Kingdom of love and service in Asia.
A further observation one can make from the preceding discussions is that
the Asian Synod is no doubt significant in the present research on Dominus
lesus. The Synod, held more than two years before Dominus lesus was
proclaimed, dealt with the very same issues raised by the Vatican Declaration.
Hence, the debate on the Christological and ecclesiological themes surrounding
Dominus lesus is by no means new. It constitutes part of the ongoing tension or
dialogue between Rome and the Asian Church. It seems that while the former
is concerned with the doctrinal, the latter's preoccupation is with the pastoral.
When the Roman Curia insists on the proclamation of the uniqueness of Christ,
the Asian bishops favor giving prominence to the proclamation of Christ in
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witness and in deeds. It is against this backdrop that one ought to look at the
Vatican Declaration Dominus Jesus.
Moreover, as was mentioned earlier, the Declaration is by no means an
isolated action on the part of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. It
is but part of a larger scheme of the Roman Curia to address the threat from the
irruption brought about by Asian theologies responding to the phenomenon of
religious pluralism. If one recalls that the Asian Synod came within months of
Balasuriya's case, and also shortly before De Mello's censure and the launching
of Dupuis' investigation, the Synod is a significant milestone in this Asian
irruption. That the Asian bishops declared their unanimous support for their
local theologians during the Synod is an important gesture. It was a gesture
which questioned the Roman Curia's actions — or, better still, reactions — to the
renewal of the Church inspired by the irruptions coming from Asia. Given such
gestures, it is possible that the Curia perceives the Asian bishops to be as much
the "problem" as are their theologians. The Synod might have confirmed for the
Roman Curia that it is the Asian Church in its entirety which is the problem. In
this regard, Dominus lesus was probably directed towards the entire Asian
Church, including its hierarchy, and not only to its theologians.

2.4 CONCLUSION
2.4.1

REVIEW OF THE CHAPTER

If the sensus fidelium is anything to go by, it looks as if the Asian Church would
have serious problems with accepting the injunctions of the document Dominus
lesus. As the discussion of the present chapter has revealed, both the views of
the Asian Church's grassroots as well as of the hierarchy do not seem to resonate
with the assertions of the Vatican Declaration. It appears that only a very small
percentage of the People of God in Asia declare beliefs which are consonant
with the theologies οι Dominus Jesus. The majority seem to display an openness
to the validity of other religions in a way the document warns against. This, of
course, owes much to the implicit theologies which these People of God in Asia
espouse, shaped to a great extent by their daily encounters with persons of other
religions.
That notwithstanding, because of documents such as Dominus Jesus and
Roman-centered catechetical instructions, the ordinary laity is often confronted
with the struggle between what they think the faith demands and what their
experience seems to dictate. It is as if they have to choose between their
catechisms which teach that Christianity is the only true religion and their lived
reality which point to other religions as equally true in their own ways. This is
also very much a struggle between their head or knowledge and their heart or
intuition. The head is more concerned about right thinking or orthodoxy, while
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the heart about right living or orthopraxis This struggle of the individual
Catholic in Asia is by no means unique It is but a micro-level representation of
the macro-level struggle between the Church in Asia and the Church universal
This larger struggle was made explicit, perhaps for the first lime, in the
Asian Synod It was expressed in the tension between the Asian bishops and the
Roman Curia While the Vatican officials speak of the "new evangelization"in
terms of the proclamation of Jesus and the conversion of Asia to Christianity, the
bishops of Asia are emphatic that evangelization has to progress through the
triple dialogue according to the New Way of Being Church In essence, the
tension is not so much about the "who" or "why" of mission but about the
"how'Or "when" it ought to take place To be sure, the Asian bishops are in total
agreement that it is Jesus Christ who has to be proclaimed, but they believe that
this proclamation has to be through deeds and witness of life, rather than through
words and doctrinal formulations Theirs is not so much a concern over
orthodoxy as is over orthopraxis In a way, the struggle or tension between the
pastoral magistenum of Asia's Church and the universal magistenum of the
Roman Curia could also be looked upon as a tension between "tradition" and
"experience " The Roman Curia stresses adherence to the tradition of the
Church, while the bishops of Asia stress the contexlualization of the faith, in
keeping with their lived experience of Asia's religious pluralism It is also for
the Asian Church a struggle between being authentically Christian while at the
same time being authentically Asian This is the double loyalty which the
Church m Asia has to strive towards Inculturation seems to be the only way
ahead The inculturation of Chnslianily, therefore, remains the fundamental task
of the Asian Church
2.4.2

ANTICIPATING THE NEXT CHAPTER

Having looked at the significance οι Dominus lesus to Asia and then the Asian
Church's response, the task ahead is to postulate an inculturated and contextual
theology Such a theology ought to be, on the one hand, a viable alternative to
the Vatican Declaration, and, on the other, a blueprint for the Church in Asia to
be a truly local Church In this regard, a contextual theology which is at once
faithful to the Christian tradition as well as faithful to the Asian expenence
would best serve the Church in Asia Such a theology has to be facultative of
dialogue since the Asian Church has identified dialogue as the principal mode
of evangelization in Asia It has, therefore, to be a theology of dialogue The
construction of this Theology of Dialogue is the task of a later chapter
Before attempting to postulate this theology, a framework or theological
paradigm or methodology has to be adopted The next chapter, Chapter Three,
will be an interim chapter to explore a suitable theological methodology for the
purpose of postulating a Theology of Dialogue Specifically, the theological
method of Edward SchiUebeeckx will be looked at since he represents one of the
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"founding Fathers" of the post-Vatican II Church which gave birth to contextual
theologies In order to better appreciate his theology, it is important that the
context within which he theologized be looked at first The next chapter,
therefore, is dedicated to exploring Schillebeeckx's context and theology, m view
of adopting principles from his theological method to assist in postulating a
Theology of Dialogue This latter task constitutes the final chapter.

Chapter Three

A Brief Schillebeeckx Intermezzo

3.1 INTRODUCTION TO THE CHAPTER
3.1.1

CONTEXT OF THE THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION

The name "Schillebeeckx" used to conjure up at once feelings of awe and fear
as well as of fascination and reverence, sentiments much like Rudolf Otto's
mysterium tremendum et fascinosum. My first encounter with it was when
undergoing formation at the De La Salle Brothers' Novitiate in Penang, Malaysia,
in the early 1980s. For there, on the shelf of the library, were two thick books
authored by Schillebeeckx but which were practically brand new and untouched.
Even those who picked them up would not hold on to them for long as they were
simply too complex and difficult for the novice to read. Moreover, little was
mentioned of the name "Schillebeeckx" throughout my novitiate and seminary
years, save for occasional reference when discussing heresy or controversy.
Thus, Schillebeeckx was up there (on the shelf) as well as out there (outside the
bounds of orthodoxy). Much like the forbidden fruit, it was precisely because he
was "up there" and "out there" that made him attractive and fascinating.
Seen in the context that the primary theological texts used in the novitiate
were books published in the earlier part of the 20"' century one will understand
why Schillebeeckx's books remained outside the boundaries. Moreover, even if
the 1980s was already two decades after the Second Vatican Council the renewal
which Vatican II inaugurated was only just beginning to trickle down to the
Church in Malaysia. The first official renewal event did not take place until
1976. This renewal, a national-level event called the Aggiornamento, was a
month-long residential retreat for priests for the purpose of addressing the
directives of Vatican II. As a consequence, during this "priestless" month, the
laity for the first time were trained to take responsibility for the running of the
parishes, including the Sunday services and other pastoral care.' Hitherto, the
Malaysian Church had been very clergy-centered with little, if any, lay
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participation. Thus, pastoral renewal more or less began only with the 1976
event and the Church in Malaysia has since been slowly transforming itself to
become a more participatory Church.2
This last point may appear odd to someone coming from countries where the
national-level ecclesia renewal began soon after the close of the Second Vatican
Council. For instance, the Church in the Netherlands was experiencing its
renewal even before the Council ended. Regarded as the avant-garde in this
renewal process, the Dutch Church played one of the most significant roles in
providing models for Church renewal in the years following the Council. The
Dutch Church, therefore, had more or less a head-start in experiencing what a
post-Vatican II Church was supposed to be. This in part had to do with its
history and the socio-political culture of Dutch society in the period leading up
to the 1960s. Specifically, state-sponsored programs indirectly helped the Dutch
Church in building up the Catholic laity networks and theological resources. At
the time of the Council the Dutch Church was already well poised for renewal
and thus was able to actualize the summons of Vatican II without much delay.
It is by no means a coincidence that during this critical period, beginning
with the late 1950s, that Fr. Edward Schillebeeckx had already been living and
working in the Netherlands. In fact, it was he who provided much of the
theological orientations which helped the Dutch Church negotiate the turmoil of
the period. It was he who was the principal theologian whom the Dutch bishops
consulted during Vatican II. It was he who innovated new models and
approaches to theology which so influenced the post-Conciliar Church that not
only Catholics in the Netherlands but in many parts of the world as well
benefitted much from such innovations. It is in view of this that the present
research looks at the theological works of Schillebeeckx, especially with
reference to how he responds to critical issues raised by contemporary society.
This is also done with the aim of bringing his theology into dialogue with Roman
as well as Asian theologies, which will constitute the task of the final chapter.
3.1.2

AIMS OF THE CHAPTER

The present chapter aims at situating Schillebeeckx's theology within the context
from which it arose. The chapter begins by looking at Schillebeeckx's life
especially with reference to the significant theological and philosophical
influences which shaped his thinking. This has to be done in the context of what
was happening in his ecclesial surroundings, especially in connection with the
developments of Dutch Catholicism and the Dutch Church, as well as the renewal
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in the universal Church during the period leading up to the Second Vatican
Council. It will be noted that just as the universal Church was undergoing a
transformation in the 1960s, which provided the impetus for the eventual renewal
of the Dutch Church, Schillebeeckx himself was also undergoing a
transformation in his own approach to doing theology during that same period.
One of the first results of this transformation was explicated in
Schillebeeckx's monumental works on Christology, which was to later appear in
three volumes. This trilogy, sometimes referred to as his Christological tome, is
at once a theology in response to the circumstances surrounding the Church as
well as those surrounding the increasingly post-modem and post-religious world.
In the three volumes Schillebeeckx reflects on what it means to continue
believing in Jesus Christ in a world beset with destruction, despair and disbelief.
It was Schillebeeckx's way of offering "Jesus as Lord" to the late 20,,1 century
Christian. The trilogy could be regarded as Schillebeeckx's version of Dominus
lesus. To be sure, it treats many of the same issues brought up in the Vatican
Declaration Dominus lesus. The second part of the chapter attempts a cursory
view of Schillebeeckx's trilogy, with reference especially to the issues raised by
the CDF's document Dominus lesus. Of significance is how Schillebeeckx
addresses the issues of revelation, salvation, the uniqueness of Christ and of the
Church, and the relation of Christianity to other religions.

3.2 SCHILLEBEECKX'S CONTEXT AND INFLUENCES
Because Schillebeeckx's theology is as much a product of his personal study as
well as the developments in the Church and in the world, the present section
begins by looking at some of tliese contextual circumstances. Subsequently, it
looks at the philosophical and theological influences in Schillebeeckx's life,
recognizing that this can be divided into two distinct phases. The mid-1960s
divides these two phases, during which time he underwent significant
transformations in his thinking and method of doing theology.
3.2.1 SOCIO-CULTURAL AND ECCLESIAL CONTEXTS

Much has already been written about Schillebeeckx's life and the context of his
experiences.3 The present chapter does not go into any length to repeat what is

5
For a comprehensive -eview of Schillebeeckx's life one can refer to the following. John
Bowden, Edward Schillebeeckx: Portrait of a Theologian (London: SCM, 1983); Philip
Kennedy, Schillebeeckx (London: Chapman, 1993); P. Kennedy, Deus Humanissimus: Vie
Knowability of God in the Theology of Edward Schillebeeckx (Fnbourg: University Press, 1993).
The i-iost authoritative is a research in progress by Erik Borgman, employed by the Dutch
Dominicans to produce a comprehensive study of Schillebeeckx's works The first volume has

112

Λ Brief Schillebeeckx Intermezzo

readily available elsewhere except for aspects which help in understanding his
theology and theological method This section begins with a very brief sketch of
Schillebeeckx's life, up until the 1960s, and continues by discussing it in the
context of the development of Dutch Catholicism and the events surrounding the
Second Vatican Council
3.2.1.1 Context of Schillebeeckx's Formation
Bom in Antwerp, in 1914, to a religiously devout Catholic family, Fdward
Schillebeeckx then grew up in Kortenberg, a city in the predommantly Catholic
Flemish temtones of Belgium He was initiated into a very Catholic lifestyle
from an early age, attending early morning Mass as well as serving as altar boy
from the age of six Upon completing his primary education he was sent to a
Jesuit boarding school m Turnhout, a city within the province of Antwerp At the
age of twenty Schillebeeckx joined the Dominican Order in Gent and then moved
on to Louvain, where he came under the mentorship of Flemish philosopher
Dominic De Fetter
Upon completion oìhisphilosophicum in 193 8 Schillebeeckx began military
service, a period which turned out to be more academic than military Aside from
the privilege of free time where he continued his studies in philosophy,
psychology and sociology, he also met with pastors from other Christian
Churches and Jewish rabbis These experiences of the social sciences and the
contacts with other religious believers expanded his worldviews and horizons
After this brief stint with the army Schillebeeckx moved back to Louvain in 1939
to begin his theologicum He was ordained a priest in 1941 but continued to live
and study in Louvain He also taught theology at the Dominican study house for
two years until the end of the Second World War
After the War, specifically in 1945, Schillebeeckx was sent to Pans where
he spent two years for postgraduate studies While he was officially at the
famous Dominican theological school Le Saulchoir he also attended lectures at
the Universite de la Sorbonne, the Ecole des Hautes Etudes (School of Higher

been published See E Borgman, Schillebeeckx een theoloog in zijn geschiedenis I Een
katholieke cultuurtheologie, 1914-1965 (Bloemendal Nelissen, 1999) Olher helpful references
include the following Robert Schreiter, "Edward Schillebeeckx An Orientation to His Thought,"
m Vie Schillebeeckx Reader ed R Schreiter (New York Crossroad, 1984), 1-24, R Schreiter,
"Edward Schillebeeckx," in 77ie Modern Theologians, ed David Ford (UK Blackwell, 1997),
152-161, Mary Cathenne Hilkert, "Edward Schillebeeckx," in A New Handbook of Christian
Theologians, ed Donald Musser and Joseph Pnce (Nashville Abingdon, 1996), 411-418 The
following are interviews with Schillebeeckx himself and could be good supplementary sources
Edward Schillebeeckx, God is New Lach Moment Fdward Schillebeeckx In Conversation with
Huub Oosterhms and Ptet Hoogeveen (New York Seabury, 1983), Edward Schillebeeckx, ƒ am
A Happy Theologian Conversations with Francesco Strazzan (New York Crossroad, 1994)
The subsequent sections draw from these sources
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Studies) and the College de France. It was in Paris that he studied with scholars
such as the philosophers Rene Le Senne, Jean Wahl, Louis Lavelle, and Etienne
Gilson as well as Old Testament scholar Eduard Dhorme and patristic scholar
Charles Puech. He was also able to make acquaintance with the esteemed
ecumenist Yves Congar as well as with the phenomenologist Merleau-Ponty and
the existentialist Albert Camus. But the scholar who made the most significant
impact on Schillebeeckx's life was his fellow Dominican friar, Marie-Dominique
Chenu.
In 1947 Schillebeeckx returned to Louvain and was appointed as a professor
of theology in the studium generale where he taught young Dominican friars. He
was responsible for all the dogmatic courses, "lecturing on everything from
creation to eschatology, a course which he covered two and a half times"4 during
a ten year period. He was at the same time the Master of Students (the post De
Petter had held), which meant being responsible for the spiritual development of
the priestly candidates. He was also working on the dissertation which he had
begun while in France and which he was to complete in 1951 under the
supervision of Chenu. Pastorally, he worked as chaplain in the local prison.
Later, in 1956, Schillebeeckx was appointed as a professor in Louvain's Higher
Institute for Religious Studies.
The year 1957 marked the beginning of a new phase in Schillebeeckx's life.
He was appointed Professor of Dogmatics and the History of Theology in the
University of Nijmegen, the Netherlands, a post he took up in January 1958, and
which he held until his retirement in 1982. In this new assignment he was no
longer teaching in a Dominican student house but in a university. His students
included mostly mature priests and later even some lay people including women.
He also had more time on his hands since he was no longer spiritual director to
a group of young friars. Thus, Schillebeeckx was able to get involved with
groups outside the academe and accepted invitations to speak to a variety of
groups in different parts of the Netherlands as well as to the media. When the
Second Vatican Council was announced Schillebeeckx found himself playing an
even greater role, first, in its preparations, and then serving as the principal
theologian-consultant to the Dutch bishops.
It was within this context of exposure to the wider society (in the
Netherlands) as well as to the wider Church (during and after the Second Vatican
Council) that Schillebeeckx turned from being a mere professor of theology in
a university into what John Bowden calls "an international theologian's
theologian."5

* J. Bowden, Edward Schillebeeckx, 31.
5
Ibid., 2.
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3.2.1.2 Context of the Dutch Church
Because Schillebeeckx's transition to fame was not without relation to the
transitions happening in the Netherlands, an exploration of the Dutch context
might reveal interesting correlations. Firstly, it was within this Dutch context that
saw the transition of Schillebeeckx's theological approach into one which was
both new and refreshing. Secondly, it was also around this same period of the
1960s which saw the Dutch Church itself undergo a metamorphosis, an
experience which was conceivably different from other European Churches.
Most importantly, Schillebeeckx's role in the transition of the Dutch Church is
by no means insignificant.
To begin, this metamorphosis can be looked at from different vantage points.
For the observer who sees this as a change for the better the Dutch Church
represented "the center for new theological, pastoral, liturgical, catechetical, and
structural changes taking place within world Catholicism."6 For another who
perceives this as a period of "disintegration" or "general social collapse," the
following would be highlighted: deeply rooted religious practices were either
abused or abandoned; a quick and sudden end to private confession; Christian
marriage practices came under intense criticism; obligatory celibacy for the
priesthood was openly questioned; exodus of priests and religious from their
ministries (by a relative percentage which was twice that of the U.S.A. and three
times that of the world average); decline in the number of ordinations (a decline
to as low as only 5% of the previous era's as compared to other parts of Europe
where it declined to only about 40-50%); drop in Sunday church attendance;
increase in mixed-mamages; increase in divorce rates amongst Catholics;
increase in crime rates amongst Catholics (an increase relatively higher than
Dutch of other Christian confessions).7 Either way, the one thing sure is that the
changes were radical, even by the standards of post-Enlightenment Europe.
Seen in the context that even as late as the mid-1950s Dutch Catholicism was
the most traditional on the European continent the radical transition becomes
even more remarkable. For instance, it is interesting to note that the pre-1960s
Dutch Church "had the highest rates for weekly Mass attendance; the lowest rates
of defection into the ranks of the unchurched; the strongest opposition to
ecumenism with Protestants or socialists; the most faithful adherence to

6
John Coleman, The Evolution of Dutch Catholicism 1958-1974 (Berkeley University of
California, 1978), 1 This book constitutes the primary source for the present research Other
useful reference sources include the following M van der Plan and H Suèr, ed , Tliose Dutch
Catholics (London Geoffrey Chapman, 1967), L J Rogier, Katholieke Herleving Geschidenis
van Kathliek Nederland Sinds 1853 (Den Hague Pax Publishers, 1956), A G Weiler et al,
Geshiedems van de Kerk m Nederland (Utrecht Aula Books, 1962)
7
These comments come from a report prepared by a very conservative ecclesia movement
of the Netherlands See Katholiek Nieuwsblad, Documentation on Dutch Catholicism On the
Eve of the Papal Visit. 11-15 May 1985
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traditionalist birth-control norms; and it was the heaviest per capita exporter of
priests, nuns, and religious workers."8 It is as if all of a sudden something
happened which turned the traditional and conservative insular-looking Dutch
Church into one of the most liberal as well as controversial Church in the world.
In the context of the Vatican II renewal the Dutch Church was regarded as "the
avant-garde in the international church."9
How does one explain this transformation? What were some of the
circumstances which facilitated the changes in such a fashion? While it cannot
be doubted that the Second Vatican Council played a significant role in the
transformation it was the Dutch socio-political history which contributed more
to the uniqueness and radicality of the changes. First of all, it has to be pointed
out that historically, unlike Belgium which was predominantly Catholic, the
Netherlands had for over four centuries been predominantly Calvinist. The
Dutch Catholic minority had for the most part of this period defined themselves
"in contradistinction to Protestantism."10 Living as a minority community Dutch
Catholics "were subjected to distinct religious and economic disadvantages.""
This in turn resulted in the community developing stronger bonds amongst
themselves as well as developing strategic institutions to look after their own
community's welfare. With time the Catholic community grew in numbers as
well as in strength paving the way for an eventual liberation and emancipation.
Furthermore, in the second half of the nineteenth century, arising from the
struggle for equal rights, the Dutch society was segmented by the practice of
what came to be known as verzuiling ("pillarization" or "columnization"). This
was a system "by which the various ideological groupings (secular or religious)
in the Dutch population constructed a complex of associations and institutions
in nearly every sector of the society."12 The main pillars across religious or
ideological lines were developed, viz., the Catholics, the Orthodox Calvinists, the
Dutch Reformed, the Socialists, and the Humanist Liberals. Each pillar had its
own political party, schools, banks, clubs, libraries, hospitals, broadcasting
stations, research institutes, trade unions, societies for lawyers and doctors, etc.13
The identities of each pillar were distinctly maintained and even participation in
the public realm was through the pillars. The different religious and ideological
groups coexisted very peacefully, if only because there was little reason for
interactions. The state-sanctioned policies of segregation isolated one community

' J. Coleman, 2.
' Ibid.
10
P. Kennedy, Schillebeeckx, 24
" J. Coleman, 28.
12
J. M G. Tliurlings, "Pluralism and Assimilation in the Netherlands, with Special
Reference to Dutch Catholicism," International Journal of Comparative Sociology 20/1-2 82
" J. Coleman, 60.
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from another resulting in insular and ghetto-like developments within each
community. This accounts for the rigidity to one's self-identity which, in the
Catholic column, was made manifest in the strict adherence to the Church's
teachings. This includes, for example, the non-practice of mixed marriages and
a general suspicion of the non-Catholic world, including all its liberal agendas.
Things took a tum in the 1960s when cracks began to appear in the system.
A variety of factors contributed to what is known as the doorbraak
("breakthrough").14 The German occupation of the country during the Second
World War had brought the different columns together in view of fighting a
common enemy. This increase in discussions and collaboration resulted in the
elites questioning the relevance of the segregation. Moreover, by this time the
minority groups had already developed quite successfully and generally felt
secure. With this sense of self-security, particularly within the Catholic group,
continued isolation was deemed unnecessary especially since there was already
a perception that a certain balance of power had become a reality. Slowly but
surely the process of ontzuiling ("depillarization") began. The Catholic pillar
played a central role since it was the largest single bloc as well as the best
organized.'5 Another reason was because Catholicism was itself experiencing
internal changes, especially in view of the renewal inaugurated by the Second
Vatican Council.
It is therefore not surprising that at the time of the Second Vatican Council
the Dutch Church was already well poised to undergo its own renewal. The
phenomenon of pillarization certainly contributed significantly to this.
Specifically, the decades of pillarization had necessitated the training of
numerous lay Catholics to help maintain the various Church-based structures
within the Catholic column. It also facilitated the development of massive intrachurch communication networks. More importantly, it helped the Catholics of
the various parishes and dioceses to think and act in terms of one national Church
rather than as disconnected Catholic communities. By the time of the Council
there was already in existence numerous national-level institutions such as the
Catholic broadcasting station, the Catholic newspapers, and the Catholic research
centers, all of which were at the bidding of the Church's hierarchy who were also
operating as a single entity. Some of these institutions, incidentally, were
operating with generous financial subsidies from the state. Thus, during the
period leading up to the Second Vatican Council, it was without difficulty that
the bishops were able to mobilize the various resources to prepare the people for
renewal, and subsequently, to implement the demands of the Council. The
efficiency and pace with which these took place even rendered the Dutch Church
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to be labeled "as a symbolic alternative to Rome" and a "rallying symbol for
progressive or traditionalist groups of Catholics."16
3.2.1.3 Context of the Renewal of Vatican II
Thus, when Schillebeeckx arrived at Nijmegen in 1958 he was entering a Dutch
Church which was already fermenting and ready to exercise what Emile
Durkheim would call the "collective effervescence." His contributions to the
scene were by no means insignificant. Even the conservative Katholiek
Nieuwsblad acknowledged Schillebeeckx's role in this period of transformation.
The group points to what they regard as his "negative influence" on the Church,
serving as a public figure in the media as well as providing theological
legitimation to some of the practices of the critical or base communities which
arose after Vatican II.17
More significantly, the Dutch bishops also enlisted the assistance of
Schillebeeckx when they were making preparations for the Second Vatican
Council. In particular, the bishops issued a Christmas Letter in 1960, which was
subsequently translated into several foreign languages and made accessible to the
world bishops who were going to participate at the Council. The bishops ended
by acknowledging Schillebeeckx's role in the drafting of the letter, which,
observers suggest, had the flavor of the "new theology" prevalent in that era. As
a result, "the officials of the Holy Office rightly saw me as the real author of the
letter," Schillebeeckx said much later. "I had written it from a to z. The letter
caused pandemonium, outside the Netherlands as well, and was translated into
many languages."" On top ofthat, Schillebeeckx also authored a "commentary"
on the Council's preparatory schémas and pointed to the outdated theology which
was being employed. Both the Christmas letter and his commentary "had a
perceptible influence on the course of the first and decisive term of the
Council."19
While Schillebeeckx did accompany his bishops to Rome during the period
of the Council he was never appointed an official peritus as Cardinal Ottaviani
of the Holy Office was opposed to his nomination.20 In retrospect, this could
have been a blessing as it freed Schillebeeckx to be able to deliver lectures to
numerous bishops. "Before the decisive vote on the 'two sources schema' at the
end of November 1962, which in Schillebeeckx's opinion, determined the fate

16
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lbid.,1.

Katholiek Nieuwsblad, 69-72.
" E. Schillebeeckx, / am a Happy Theologian, 17. The Italian translation of the letter was
removed from circulation by cunal officials. See Ted Schoof, "E. Schillebeeckx: 23 years in
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of modem theology, he had already given twenty-three such lectures, thus
reaching about 1500 bishops."21 These lectures were organized by the Dutch
Documentation Center (DOC) which was to later become the International
Documentary Center (IDOC) for the Council.
The DOC testifies to the command the Dutch Church enjoyed at the Council
as it was the only national episcopacy which was able to provide such an
autonomous information center in Rome.22 The DOC became a sort of meeting
ground for progressive theologians as it organized lectures delivered by scholars
such as Hans Kiing, Karl Rahner, M. D. Chenu, and John Courtney Murray.
Thus, Vatican II also afforded Schillebeeckx — as well as others — the
opportunity to meet with theologians from all over, including those from other
Christian Churches, as well as bishops from all over, including those from the
mission territories and developing nations. These contacts were not only
mutually reinforcing but led to cooperative ventures such as the birth of the
reputed post-Conciliar theological journal Concilium.
3.2.1.4 Context of the Center-Periphery Conflict
In view of the significant role which Schillebeeckx and the Dutch Church played
at the Council, it came as no surprise then that when the Council concluded,
controversies began to arise in the relationship between the Dutch Church as well
as Schillebeeckx and the Roman Curial officials.
One of the first such conflicts was over the New Catechism,21 a catechism
developed from the perspectives of the new understandings of theology of the
era. The Dutch bishops announced its publication in 1966 citing that the word
"new" was not so much in reference to its message but rather to its approach:
"The whole message, the whole of the faith remains the same, but the approach,
the light in which the faith is seen, is new."24 It was the product of several years
of collaboration between theologians and "catechists trained in modem
pedagogical technique" as well as "ordinary Catholics who had tested the book's

:l
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materials in discussion-group sessions."25 Because this new approach seemed
excessively liberal to some the New Catechism was contested by conservative
groups. Within months it came under investigation by Curial officials. In an
attempt to resolve the matter a dialogue session was held between theologians
appointed by Rome and those by the Dutch bishops. Schillebeeckx was among
the latter. After two years of deliberations Rome acknowledged the New
Catechism contained no heresies but only "vague and sometimes infelicitous
expressions." Nevertheless, they insisted that it be revised and include "a
separate brochure in technical, scholastic language which set out the traditional
doctrinal formulations on disputed points." Under Roman pressure the Dutch
bishops yielded, though it was by no means a guarantee that independent
publishers would abide by the decision. What was more significant was that "it
seemed to Dutch theologians that the Roman methods had aimed at undermining
the authority of the Dutch bishops by sowing doubts about the orthodoxy of the
book they had commissioned."26
A second conflict surrounded the convening of the Dutch Pastoral Council.
Even before Vatican II ended the Dutch bishops were already talking about
having their own national-level council. Hence, in November 1966, the Dutch
Pastoral Council officially opened in Nordwijkerhout. Between its opening until
the last session in 1970 a total of six plenary sessions were held. The Dutch
Pastoral Council was as much a social movement as was a Church parliament.
Its plenary sessions were participated by all the bishops and elected
representatives from the ranks of the clergy, Religious and the laity. The laity,
consisting of many scholars and specialists, made up the majority of the Council.
At the plenary sessions the representatives engaged in "open discussions and
voting on issues of pastoral policy such as preaching, ecumenism, peace and
justice, the exercise of authority in the church, catechetics, the seminary
formation of priests, birth-control, and celibacy."27 The Pastoral Council was
thus an exercise of collegiality and consultation.
In 1970, after a period of experimentation, the Council moved towards
making these as more permanent structures within the Church. It came as no
surprise that this was met with intense objections from Vatican officials. Rome
saw the Dutch model as excessively liberal and not protective enough of the
"authority of the bishops and their proper place in the church."28 Following
several rounds of discussion and deliberations between the Dutch bishops and
curial bishops the former yielded. Their sense of resignation also had to do with
the fact that around the same period conservative priests had been appointed

-5 J. Coleman, 248.
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bishops, thus causing a split within the episcopacy. The first two such
appointees, Msgr. Simonis (December 1970) andMsgr. Gijsen (January 1972),
were known to have openly opposed the Dutch Pastoral Council while they were
priests. It is as if they were appointed by Rome "to combat all new ideas and
break up the internal unity of the conference of bishops." With the retirement of
more avant garde bishops and further appointment of conservative bishops, many
members of the laity especially the intellectuals lost all hope for progress and
development and so decided to leave the Church."
Schillebeeckx's role in all of this was not insignificant since he was the
personal consultant to Cardinal Alfrink, the prelate of the Dutch Episcopal
conference at that time. William Portier even suggests that Schillebeeckx was a
"key architect of the experiment of Dutch Catholicism during the period of
decolumnization and the council."30 Thus, when Schillebeeckx himself was
personally involved in a conflict with Rome it gave rise to the perception that
since he had been so much "involved in all the progressive developments of the
Dutch Church, an attack on him was also an attack on them [Dutch bishops]."31
That accounts for why Schillebeeckx is often "for many the personification of
'Dutch theology'."32
The first process which the Roman Curia took against Schillebeeckx, in
1968, was on his views of secularization. It did not go beyond the initial stages
and so, officially, Schillebeeckx was not even informed about it. He leamt about
it from Karl Rahner as it was Rahner who was designated relator pro auctore
(advocate) for Schillebeeckx.33 It was Rahner's task to defend Schillebeeckx, a
task he preformed very well with help from his student and assistant Karl
Lehmann (now cardinal). When the Dutch bishops officially leamt about the
investigations through the international media they issued a statement indicating
their support and trust in Schillebeeckx. The case was quashed with a blessing
coming from no less than Pope Paul VI himself which he showed by innocuously
quoting from a passage of one of Schillebeeckx's writings.34
The second time round was not as fortunate for Schillebeeckx. A process
was initiated in 1976, following his book Jesus, which was then taken all the way
to the final stages. Aside from questionnaires he had to respond to,
Schillebeeckx had to eventually go for a "colloquium" in Rome where he faced
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three theologians appointed by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.
After a two and a half day process they could not find anything by which he
could be condemned. At most, some questions remained ambiguous but nothing
which was not in accord with the faith, only not in accord with the doctrine of the
Church.35 In any case, the second process evoked a series of protests from
scholars and theologians from both the Catholic as well as other Christian
confessions. "The Schillebeeckx 'case' turned into the Schillebeeckx 'affair.'
The man became a symbol."36
The third process initiated against Schillebeeckx in the year 1984 was on his
book Ministry. Again, it went through the entire process which ended up with
him having to attend a "colloquium," this time not with a team but only with
Cardinal Ratzinger, the newly appointed prefect of the CDF. Even though,
according to Schillebeeckx, the colloquium was cordial, quite informal and ended
without any condemnation, a note was later published "in which it said that for
the Congregation there were still some points of disagreement with the official
doctrine of the church, not with the faith."37
Schillebeeckx's experiences and conflicts with Rome were by no means
political or personal. They were ideological disputes over his theology and
theological approaches. His background and influences had much to do with this
as they accounted for why his approach to theology differed significantly from
that taken by curial officials of the CDF. A look at some of these influences at
this juncture would be in order.
3.2.2

THEOLOGICAL AND PHILOSOPHICAL INFLUENCES

As pointed out earlier, Schillebeeckx's formation went through various phases.
One can divide these into two main phases, viz., what shall be called the "Early
Schillebeeckx" and the "Later Schillebeeckx." The dividing line often used is the
period around the end of the Second Vatican Council when "his theology
underwent a marked change.. [especially in the] significant shifts in approach and
use of interpretive frameworks."38 The theology of his early phase was a result
of the influence he received while at Louvain and then later at Paris. The
theology of his later phase arose out of his experiences of the Dutch Church, the
Second Vatican Council and especially his exposure to the wider world,
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including a lecture tour to North America in the year 1966.
These latter experiences led him to undertake an "intensive study of different
systems of interpretations: the 'new hermeneutics' of the neo-Heideggerians,
Anglo-American analytic philosophy, and the critical theory of the Frankfurt
school of social criticism."39 The present section looks at these two major phases
with specific reference to the key figures in each of the schools whose influence
on Schillebeeckx was significant.
3.2.2.1 The Early Schillebeeckx
(Thomism) Living as he did in an era when Roman Catholicism countered
modernity by imposing Neo-Scholastic thought in all Catholic institutes of higher
learning, Schillebeeckx was schooled in the tradition of Thomas Aquinas.40 The
Thomist revival, which was a development within Neo-Scholasticism, began
around 1860 and was enforced by Pope Leo XIII's 1879 encyclical Aeterni Patris
and lasted up until the period of Vatican II. Drawing on Aristotelian philosophy,
Thomism was basically a philosophical theology which begins on the premise
that created beings are in'participation with nature as with grace.'" Because the
created human participates in the creator God, it is therefore possible for the
human being to know God. As human knowledge is oriented towards being and
since the first being is God, human knowledge is oriented finally toward God.
This knowledge can only come through creation, which means it can only
come through our senses, through the physical realm. Sense experience,
therefore, is the primary starting point of all knowledge. Robert Schreiter
summarizes it thus: "God communicates with us through the medium of the
created world and not through some other channel. That relative optimism means
that, sinful and broken though the world may be, it remains the medium for this
divine-human communication."42
(Phenomenology) In the Dominican House of Studies in Louvain, under the
mentorship of De Petter, Schillebeeckx was able to study Thomistic philosophy
interpreted from the phenomenological tradition. De Petter introduced his
students to the thoughts of phenomenologists such as Edmund Husserl, Maurice
Merleau-Ponty, and Martin Heidegger.43 Phenomenology's concern was with
analyzing and describing the essential structures of experience and thus focuses
on the subject, on the experiential ground of knowledge, and on the analysis of
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the structures of the "life-world."44 In order to analyze and to describe the
subject-object dualism has to be eliminated. Thus, by the method of
phenomenological reduction one attempts to return to the original experience, to
consciousness, where there is subject-object unity. Within this tradition MerleauPonty's work was the most significant influence on Schillebeeckx and represents
the philosophical roots of his use of the term "bodiliness," as well as his
emphasis on the concrete and the incamational in most of his theology.45
Schillebeeckx's study of this phenomenological tradition then evolved into
an interest in the works of the existentialist phenomenology of Paul Ricoeur.
Ricoeur's emphasis on experience in his early work, as well as on metaphor and
narrative in his later work, can be discerned from Schillebeeckx's own writings,
especially the later ones.46 De Fetter also introduced Schillebeeckx to the work
of Karl Adam, which dealt on many theological issues but without the use of
Scholastic terminology. Adam's theological method extended beyond medieval
thinkers to the Church Fathers while also incorporating a great deal of modem
biblical research.47 Aside from that De Petter also encouraged Schillebeeckx to
read Hegel, Kant, and Freud, as well as books which had been placed on the
Index of Forbidden Books, and so should have been almost inaccessible to
students in Catholic theological institutions.48
(Nouvelle Theologie) The two years which Schillebeeckx spent in Paris was yet
another opportunity to further his Thomistic studies but this time interpreted from
perspectives of the French Nouvelle Theologie. Within the Dominicans, Chenu
and Congar were the key figures associated with this movement and the
concomitant ressourcement or "back to the sources" method. This essentially
means reading Thomistic texts with attention paid to the historical setting in
which they were produced, i.e., returning to the patristic and medieval sources.
This is the historical-critical approach to doing theology, an approach which
imprinted on Schillebeeckx that texts and teachings are culturally and historically
conditioned. He would later employ this approach in his research on the Jesus
book except that he returned all the way back to Scripture as the original source.49
Aside from this Schillebeeckx was also influenced especially by Chenu's
personality and the latter's commitment to works of justice as expressed by
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Chenu's involvement in the worker-priest movement. It was also through
Chenu's work that Schillebeeckx took a greater interest in theology than
philosophy. Specifically, "Chenu's fusion of theological research with socialpolitical engagement" interested Schillebeeckx, resulting in him becoming "more
and more preoccupied with the relationship between world and church" rather
than just be concerned about Church issues.50
Thus, if De Fetter was to be Schillebeeckx's great master in philosophy,
Chenu was acknowledged by him as the greatest theological influence in his life.
It is interesting to note that all three of Schillebeeckx's great masters encountered
some sort of conflict with the Church's magisterium (either the local bishop or
Rome) at one time or another: Thomas Aquinas in 1277, Dominic De Fetter in
1941, and Marie-Dominique Chenu in 1942. Could these also have represented
a kind of formative experience for Schillebeeckx as preparation for his own
fate!?
3.2.2.2 The Later Schillebeeckx
As alluded to earlier the mid-1960s represented a turning point for Schillebeeckx
in that his writings began to show a marked change in content as in approach.
This is no doubt a result of a variety of factors within his contextual experience
during what Ted Schoof terms as "the turbulent decade."51 Schoof even suggests
that Vatican II had an influence upon Schillebeeckx's work in a way experienced
by no other theologian. His teaching at Nijmegen was evidence of this in that he
began to discuss issues raised by the Council as well as employ new approaches
such as hermeneutics.
Aside from the Council and the turmoil in the Dutch Church at that time,
parallel developments in the world such as the increasing secularization of
society and the concomitant "theology of secularization" also captured
Schillebeeckx's attention. Of significance is John Robinson's book, Honest to
God.32 During a lecture tour Schillebeeckx made to North America in 1966 he
was also brought face to face with the "Death of God" theology and Latin
America's liberation theologies.53 All of these were to affect his subsequent
thinking and way of doing theology.
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Meantime, Europe, with its student rebellions and other political turmoils,
also saw the development of new theological approaches to address the new
social realities. Specifically, interest in Marx's work had arisen which also led
to interest in the social sciences, hermeneutics, and other social and critical
theories. It is not by accident that during this period, specifically between 1963
and 1974, Schillebeeckx did not write any new book.54 Those years could be
regarded as yet another period of his own formation. The following sections
review some of the major intellectual influences in this period of his formation.
(Hermeneutics) The first of such influences is that of the "new hermeneutics."
This hermeneutic philosophy represented a significant influence in
Schillebeeckx's thought as it offered him an alternative interpretative theory to
Thomism. Influenced by Martin Heidegger, it was but "another variant on
existentialist phenomenology" which asserted the linguisticality of being as well
as "stressed the historical character, or historicity, of being itself."55
Specifically, truth is conceived of as always in process and pluralistically
articulated and so has to be apprehended within the flux of history, of which it
itself is also a part. It is not possible, therefore, for an interpreter to fully enter
into another historical world as the interpreter is always approaching a text with
some pre-understandings. With these pre-understandings the interpreter
questions the text while the text in tum also raises questions to the interpreter.
The consequence of this process is the hermeneutical circle.
The new hermeneutics was actually post-Heideggerian and saw its
elaboration by scholars such as Hans-Georg Gadamer, Paul Ricoeur, Rudolf
Bultmann, Gerhard Ebeling, and Ernst Fuchs.56 Schillebeeckx's conclusion from
his study of the new hermeneutics is that "the best way to keep faith alive is not
a literal repetition of past texts but their reinterpretation in light of contemporary
modes of thought."57
(Philosophy of Language) The new hermeneutics' stress on the importance of
language led Schillebeeckx to study the philosophy of language, including those
of the Anglo-American types. The works of the Austrian Ludwig Wittgenstein,
whose concept of "language game," as well as of the British Ian Ramsey, whose
concept of "disclosure," were useful in providing Schillebeeckx with new
vocabulary for his future theological writings.58 Also called ordinary language
philosophy its distinguishing mark "is the assertion that meaning is not prior to
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language as if words merely give form to a pre-existing intention or meaning.
Rather, according to this view [of ordinary language philosophy], meaning only
becomes apparent at all in virtue of a pre-established and functioning
language."59
(Critical Theory) The next major philosophical influence in Schillebeeckx's
life came about as a response to a challenge by a group of young theologians who
were students of Johann Baptist Metz. They questioned Schillebeeckx's
unquestioning reliance upon the theology of secularization and its overidentification with modem Western culture. They drew on Critical Theory to
protest modem secularism and called for a reassessment of the relationship
between theory and practice.60 As a result, Schillebeeckx delved more fully into
the works of the Critical Theorists. Usually associated with the Marxist-inspired
Frankfurt school of social criticism, Critical Theory set out to explain "the
failures of the social revolutions over and against classical Marxism.'"51 It is
really a form of Western Marxism but which focuses more on culture and
ideology rather than on the politics of class struggle and economic history.
Critical Theory employs intellectual disciplines of not only economics and
politics but also culture and aesthetics in its critique of society and those who
dominate it. It is a liberation theory, resolved on liberating the oppressed and the
socially and economically subjugated . The early exponents of Critical Theory
were Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adomo. But it was the second generation
theorist Jürgen Habermas whose works Schillebeeckx studied most. As a result
of his interactionswith Critical Theory, Schillebeeckx's theology became "more
politically responsible, eschatologically orientated, and resolutely attentive to
suffering."62 Concepts which were to appear unsparingly in his later writings,
such as, "ideology," "ideological critique," "praxis," "orthopraxis," "negative
contrast experience," "negative dialectics," etc. are all rooted in Critical Theory.63
(Modern Biblical Research) A final but no less important field of influence
on Schillebeeckx is the modem Biblical research, often described in terms of the
quest for the historical Jesus. Stimulated in part by the anti-dogmatic attitude of
the post-Reformation era, Protestant scholars were the first to develop modem
Biblical theology which espoused the rationalist historical-critical thought of the
Enlightenment. The beginnings of the "Quest for the Historical Jesus" is often
traced to the 18'h century Protestant scholar Herman Reimarus, a German
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philologist. His works focused on removing the external trappings of the
supernatural dogmas surrounding Jesus to differentiate between the Jesus of
history and the Christ of faith. Numerous others, all Protestants, continued this
strand of research, including scholars such as David Strauss, Adolf von Hamack,
and Johannes Weiss. But it was Albert Schweitzer who closed this liberal quest
with the publication, at the turn into the twentieth century, of his book The Quest
of the Historical Jesus.6* The historical Jesus, he believed, could not be
recovered by scientific research of the New Testament documents. Subsequently,
Rudolf Bultmann even went on to say that such research is not only impossible
but also illegitimate. The search for the historical Jesus, Bultmann contends, is
no more than an attempt at self-salvation through human intellection.
This stalemate was to last until 1953 when former students of Bultmann,
such as Ernst Käsemann, launched what they called the "New Quest for the
Historical Jesus." They argued that unless a continuity is traced between the
historically-ascertained data of Jesus and the Christ figure of the Gospels,
Christians would not be able to respond if their beliefs were regarded as mere
myths and have no relation to Jesus of Nazareth.65 Thus began the new quest,
employing tools-such as form and redaction criticisms. It was this new quest
which Schillebeeckx delved into and he has since been regarded as the first
Roman Catholic to employ these studies in a really substantive way to advance
theological research.6*

3.3 SCHILLEBEECKX'S DOMINUS JESUS
It comes as no surprise then that among the first fruits of Schillebeeckx's late
60s-early 70s' personal formation was a 1972 article entitled "Access to Jesus of
Nazareth."67 The article not only traces the two "Quests"but also distinguishes
between the historical Jesus (that which can be reconstructed by historical
studies) and the earthly or natural Jesus (the real person of Jesus of Nazareth).68
These themes, and much more, were to be systematically elaborated upon in what
has come to be known as his Chnstological trilogy. These are three books which
brought Schillebeeckx to greater prominence as a systematic theologian.
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3.3.1

T H E CHRISTOLOGICAL TRILOGY

The first to constitute this trilogy is a mammoth book Jesus, published in 1974.
The second volume appeared a few years later, in 1977, the English title of which
is Christ. More than a decade later, in 1989, the third and final part of the trilogy
appeared and was published in English with the title Church. While each of
these books looks at different aspects of systematic theology, they were but
progressions of Schillebeeckx's Christological research and so could all be
classified under the one theme of the "Jesus books."
3.3.1.1

Jesus

The first of these Jesus books, published in 1974, was entitled Jezus, het verhaal
van een levende, which translates literally into Jesus, The Story of the Living
One. The English translation, published in 1979, was entitled Jesus: An
Experiment in Christology.69 Hailed as "Schillebeeckx's lifework," it was truly
a manifestation of his years of study, especially in the fields of historicalcriticism, biblical exegesis, hermeneutics, and critical tlieory. The main focus of
the book was Jesus, the human person who walked the streets of Nazareth nearly
2000 years ago. Hence, Jesus was really an investigation of Jesus "from below,"
and not one which took for granted the dogmatic and ontological claims "from
above."
This is because Schillebeeckx's aim in writing the book was not so much to
verify or contest Church doctrines — as was often done in academic theology —
but to "bridge the gap between academic theology and the concrete needs of the
ordinary Christian" (Jesus, Foreword). He was responding to the urgent
questions raised by contemporary Christians whose interest is in how Christian
belief- in the time of the early Christians and for the Christian of today — came
into being. The Christian is curious as to why is it that Jesus has such a
following whose effect has lasted two millennia and not John the Baptist or
Spartacus (Jesus, 18). The Christian is also curious as to who Jesus meant to the
early disciples and who he is to the disciple of today. The Christian today is,
therefore, similarly confronted with Jesus' question to his early disciples, "Who
do you say that I am?" (Mk. 8:29).
In Jesus, Schillebeeckx uses modern Biblical scholarship to unveil the life
of Jesus as well as the response of the early Christians, in such a way that the
contemporary Christian recognizes that the story of Jesus is actually the story of
God. In Jesus' life, teachings and praxis, the concerns of the Christian (then and
now) are seen as the concerns of God. The human being's concerns are Jesus'
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concerns, as are God's concerns. The story of Jesus is, therefore, at once the
story of the human being as it is the story of God. This accounts for the Dutch
subtitle to the book: The story of the living one.
The book's principal thrust is to tell God's story in Jesus' story by
reconstructing the origins of the Christian faith among the first disciples from the
beginning of Jesus' ministry up until the time of the formation of the New
Testament canon. It had to go behind and beyond the New Testament texts,
specifically the Synoptics, to discern a portrait of Jesus and that of the Christian
faith. It was a quest for the historical Jesus, but a quest with a difference. It
differed from the liberal 19,h century Quest in that whereas the liberal quest
attempted to excavate an objective Jesus detached from the community and
Christian faith, Schillebeeckx's attempt was to do the same but taking seriously
the experiences of the first "Christian movement." Schillebeeckx's historical
investigations were as concerned about Jesus as they were of the Christian
movement, in so far as what the Christians believed pointed to what Jesus looked
like.
The starting point of Schillebeeckx's historical-critical investigations is, in
his own words, "the first Christian community — but as a reflection of what Jesus,
himself was, said and did" (Jesus, 44). Schillebeeckx, therefore, had a dual
starting point, which could be expressed thus: "Via the reflex of Jesus in the local
churches we do indeed reach the historical Jesus. In his disciples we may detect
the Master" (Jesus, 410). This method is what Schillebeeckx regards as the
"general correlation principle" in that "the community is [as much] a reflection
of Jesus" (Jesus, 427). The experience of the Christian community is, therefore,
crucial to Schillebeeckx's theological task.
In this regard, the Christological dogmas were certainly not Schillebeeckx s
starting point. At a later time he remarked that his intention had really been to
"dissociate the story of Jesus from all that dogmatic theology and to go back to
that man, Jesus of Nazareth, who appeared in that place and at that time."70
Bowden even suggests that Schillebeeckx's professed aim was to "free Jesus
from dogmatics."71 In this sense it is easy to understand why Schillebeeckx calls
the first of his trilogy a "Jesus book." It simply means his focus was on the
"down-to-earth" human Jesus and not so much the metaphysical God-man of
dogmatic theology. On the other hand, Schillebeeckx was also quick to point out
that the book did not altogether neglect the Christ of faith either (Jesus,
Foreword).
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3.3.1.2 Christ
If the Jesus book did not neglect the Christ of faith, the Christ book did not
neglect the Jesus of history either. The second volume of the trilogy takes for
granted the findings of the first on the historical Jesus and proceeds to "the New
Testament elaboration of what Christians experienced in their encounter with
Jesus the Lord" (Christ, 22). The original book was entitled Gerechtigheid en
liefde: Genade en bevrijding, which translates literally into Justice and Love:
Grace and Liberation. The English translation was published as Christ: The
Christian Experience in the Modern World.11 Following closely the Dutch title,
Christ is a book on the early Church's understanding of grace and liberation,
where the perspective taken is that of justice and love. Schillebeeckx explicates
it thus: "In this book I want to analyze the New Testament experience of grace
and salvation from God in Jesus Christ as an orientation for what we might call
a first attempt at a modem Christian sotenology" (Christ, 22). His concern was
"with the question how New Testament Christianity experienced and analyzed
salvation in and through Jesus, and with the question of the historical
circumstances (then and now) through which this New Testament witness forms
a normative orientation for our experience and interpretation of salvation in
Jesus" (Christ, 24).
Employing his cxegetical skills Schillebeeckx pored through all the New
Testament texts (save for the Synoptics, which he had already done when writing
Jesus), with special focus on the Pauline and Johannine literature, to elucidate the
theology of grace and salvation as experienced by the early Christian community.
The Christ volume's concern is primarily with the New Testament texts-as-such.
Schillebeeckx took "the texts seriously in their unity and as a whole... seeing
them in their specific literaiy context against the background of the literature of
the time, within the specific socio-cultural reality of the milieu above all of those
for whom these New Testament texts were directly written" (Christ, 23).
In so doing Schillebeeckx's method shifted from the use of historicalcriticism and the concomitant form and redaction criticisms, to the use of literarycriticism in order to read and understand the texts "as they are." At the same
time, in keeping with the hermeneutical principle of correlation between
Christian tradition and present experience, Schillebeeckx takes note of how —
"then and now" ~ Christians understand and experience salvation in a pluralistic
way. Just as the New Testament depicts numerous ways of understanding what
salvation is from and what salvation is for — "from what and for what are we
freed?" (Christ, 477-514), - contemporary Christians also understand salvation
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in a variety of ways. In the spirit of the understanding of the early Christians,
Schillebeeckx contends that the present Christian's belief in the pluralism of
salvation is not only allowed but acknowledged as Biblically sound.
3.3.1.3 Church
The issue of pluralism was elaborated upon in the third volume of the trilogy,
Church. Schillebeeckx describes the book in the foreword as an examination of
the life of Christians in the context of religious pluralism: "This book is about the
life of men and women and their bond with God as God has become visible
above all in Jesus of Nazareth, confessed as the Christ by the Christian churches
-- which are increasingly aware that they live in a secular world amidst other
religions" (Church, xiii). Originally intended as an ecclesiological third part of
the trilogy, the book's Dutch title reads Mensen als verhaal van God, which
literally translates into Human Beings as God's Story. The English version was
later published as Church: The Human Story of God.™
However, in view of the developments within Roman Catholicism in the
period since Christ — one might recall here the conflicts within the Dutch Church
and its conflicts with Rome, as well as Schillebeeckx's own personal conflicts
with curial officials and the CDF's 1980's crusade on liberation theologies and
other efforts of Church renewal, — Schillebeeckx had this to say: "Delight in
belonging to this church, a delight which increased greatly during the Second
Vatican Council and the years immediately following, has been sorely tested over
the last decade." Schillebeeckx added that he no longer felt enthused about
writing a book on the Church, lest his energies be drawn into examining the
secondary "domestic church problems" rather than into exploring the more
essential, viz., "what Christians should be doing in this world" (Christ, xiii).
Schillebeeckx focused his research on the external ministry of the Church
rather than on its internal concerns. The book Church, therefore, turned out to
be more an ecclesiology ad extra rather than an ecclesiology ad intra. It
addresses issues of fundamental theology as diverse as history, salvation,
revelation, religious experience and suffering, as well as of God, religion, faith,
human existence, secularism, and mysticism. Only after exploring all these does
it address issues of Christology and ecclesiology per se. It is important to note
that Schillebeeckx explores the various topics in the context of "the heart of the
gospel and the Christian religion, [especially] its distinctive and unique features"
(Ibid.). Church looks at the essence of Christianity or what it means to be
Christian and Church in an increasingly secular and pluralistic world. It does this
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by expanding the Church's horizons so that Christians see their mission as in the
world rather than for the Church Beginning Church with a chapter entitled "A
Guide to the Book," Schillebeeckx uses it to tum the old adage extra ecclesiam
nulla salus ("outside the Church there is no salvation") to extra mundum nulla
salus ("outside the world there is no salvation") (Church, xvn). In Church
Schillebeeckx puts the Church "in its place" while at the same time also giving
the Church "the place which is its due" (Church, xix)
Church was some sort of synthesis of Schillebeeckx's entire trilogy in that
it repeats much of what was in the first two volumes but in the context of the late
1980s of increasing Church centralization, of the rise of Islam, the fall of the
USSR and the resultant chaos in Eastern Europe, and an acceleration in the
process of secularization (Chwch, 229) Church, therefore, has to be read in
concert with Chi ist and Jesus
Schillebeeckx's trilogy is unique in that it grounds itself in the three components
of theological reflections, viz, story, theology and praxis This is in keeping with
his own thesis that the theological task must not only consist of theory as theones
ought to be combined with stories and followed by praxis (Jesus, 673) In the
trilogy the telling of the story was accomplished in Jesus, the theologizing on the
early Church's experience of salvation was done in Christ, and the reflection on
what all these mean as a matter of Christian praxis was the concern of Chw ch.
Thus, Jesus, Christ, and Church are the three separate but integral components
of Schillebeeckx's theological reflections
Each component contributes to the understanding of and the validation of
another Stories function as the potent and critical force which converts and
which heals -- as depicted m Schillebeeckx's recounting of Bultmann's paralyzed
man telling a story which was so captivating that he himself began to leap and
dance (Jesus, 674), — while praxis witnesses to the credibility of the theology.
Without these, theology risks being no more than stenle and abstract theories or
ideologies which matter not to the contemporary and real world
Story, theology and praxis are the unique but intertwined aspects for any
theological task. Taking the three books of Jesus, Christ and Church together
gives one at once a synthesis of the whole of Schillebeeckx's theology as well as
a peep into his inner life of faith Schillebeeckx himself regards his works as "a
Christian confession of faith of a consistently rational theologian, who is
conscious of standing in the great Catholic tradition on the basis of which he may
be able to, indeed has to, say something — as an offer — to his fellow men and
women" (Church, xvi) The trilogy is as much a work of theology as is a
confession of faith It is Schillebeeckx's way of proclaiming his Christian faith
that "Jesus is Lord" (Dominus lesus)
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The trilogy, therefore, is Schillebeeckx's confession of Dominus lesus. The
central questions of one's faith are addressed in the three volumes of Jesus,
Christ, and Church. In each volume Schillebeeckx explores the issues which
pertain to specific questions: "Who do you say that I am?" (Jesus); "What docs
salvation from God in Jesus mean to us?" (Christ); and "What is the Church's
response to this offer of salvation?" (Church). These are questions centered
upon the foundation of one's failli. They are questions as relevant to the early
Christians as they are to contemporary Christians.
They are also the very same questions raised by the Vatican's 2000
Declaration Dominus Jesus, even if phrased differently. The Declaration's
concerns are as follows: how do we understand revelation and salvation?; how
do we understand the uniqueness and universality of Jesus Christ and of the
Church?; what is the relationship between the Kingdom of God and the Church?;
what is the place of other religions in God's plan of salvation?; how do we
respond to the threat of relativism and religious pluralism?; how do we
understand the mission of the Church?; and how do we go about in interreligious
dialogue? In sum, these questions in the document Dominus lesus ask about
Jesus Christ's identity (Christological question: who do you say that I am?), his
salvific value (Soteriological question: what does salvation in Jesus mean?), and
the Church's mission and relation to the world and to other religions
(Ecclesiological question: what is the Church's response?).
One could say that in the trilogy Schillebeeckx had more or less anticipated
the questions raised by the Declaration Dominus Jesus, or that the trilogy
constitutes his response to the document. The trilogy could even be regarded as
Schillebeeckx's own Dominus Jesus in that it is "an offer" of a Christian
confession of faith that "Jesus is Lord." Is Schillebeeckx's Dominus lesus
comparable to the Vatican's Dominus Jesus? This is the task of the following
sections. Since the aim is to compare Schillebeeckx's theology and approach
with that of the Vatican's, only aspects of his theology which relate to Dominus
Jesus will be looked at. Inasmuch as they are issues raised by the Vatican's
Dominus Jesus, they will be explored.
It is certainly impossible for the trilogy, which counts about 2,000 pages, to
be condensed into the several pages of the following sections. 74 At best, the
central theses of Schillebeeckx's theology will be enumerated. A creed at the

" In addition to the three volumes, a very small book, entitled "Interim Report," is also part
of the Jesus corpus. It was written by Schillebeeckx to clarify the many questions and criticisms
raised by the first two books, as well as questions raised during his investigations by the Vatican
See E. Schillebeeckx, Interim Report (London: SCM Press, 1980). Originally published as
Tussentijds verhaal over twee Jezus boeken (Bloemcndaal. Nehssen, 1978) This book will also
be used in the subsequent reflections and cited as Interim.
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very end pages of Christ is used to provide some sort of framework to
accomplish this This creed was a personal adaptation and expansion by
Schillebeeckx of a composition of poet Michel van der Plas based on the earliest
Church creeds Schillebeeckx situates it at the end of the Christ book as, in his
own words, an "affirmative confession of what God himself has given us"
(Chi ist, 846) Again, it represents Schillebeeckx's own personal confession of
the Christian faith The theology of Schillebeeckx's faith, which is capsuhzed in
this tripartite creed, will be examined in the ensuing reflections through the
tripartite structure which follows
3.3.2.1 I Believe in God, the Father
I believe in God, the Father the omnipotence of love
He is the Creator of heaven and earth,
this whole universe, with all its mysteries,
this earth on which we live, and the stars to which we travel
He knows us from eternity, he never forgets
that we are made of the dust of the earth
and that one day we shall return again to it as dust (Christ, 847)
To begin, Schillebeeckx speaks of God as "essentially creator, the lover of the
finite, loving with the absoluteness of a divine love which is unfathomable to us"
(Church, 181) His reflections give primacy to the notion of God as the one who
created the world This theme of God as creator of heaven and earth occupies
a foundational role m Schillebeeckx's theology He has often remarked that the
doctrine of Creation is the "foundation of all theology"75 and that a "creation
faith" is the "background and horizon of all Christian belief' (Church, 90)
This doctrine is rooted m the Pentateuch's understandmg of God, as depicted
by "the Exodus name of God, 'I am who I am' (Ex 3 14)" which, Schillebeeckx
explains, is in reference to Yahweh saying "I am there for man as king (hânan),
and also as mother and father (raham)" (Christ, 90) Hânan here refers to the
graciousness of God while raham to God's mercy Thus, Yahweh Lord is "a
merciful and gracious God, slow to anger and rich in kindness and fidelity" (Ex.
34. 6). It follows that this God who is gracious and merciful cannot but want to
freely share God's love in creation Creation is but an act of love on God's part
and, more importantly, "an act of God's trust in man" (Interim, 106)76
The sort of trust referred to by the Yahwist m the book of Exodus is likened
to the trust between God and king David as depicted m the Yahwist royal
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theology "David,'the small man,' 'taken from behind the sheep'(II Sam. 7 18b,
7 8c),'exalted out of the dust'(I Kings 16 1-3, see I Sam 2 6-8,Ps 113 7, Gen
2 7), who is not worthy of trust m himself, is taken from the dust, and made the
subject of God's unconditional trust (II Sam 7 8-12) he is raised to be king from
the dust, or from nothing at all" (Interim, 108) The divine trust is an
unconditional free gift - much like God's trust in David -- offered to "Adam" or
all of humankind for no reason other than because God chooses to trust in
creation In response, just as David's role and duty was to reciprocate this divine
trust by acting justly and responsibly as king of his people, the human person's
role and duty is likewise to be responsible for and in the service of the world and
the rest of humanity The sense of "co-humanity" is, therefore, an inherent virtue
in our being creatures of the divine God (Chinch, 236) It is a sense where
humans care about humans and every person will be responsible for everyone
else But, just as Adam ~ as did David ~ fell and acted irresponsibly in the
discharge of his duty, humankind is also liable - indeed, prone — to fall and to
failure As a result, they are punished, but with a punishment which does not
seem to be commensurate with the gravity of the failure God remains merciful
and gracious and continues to manifest God's presence and omnipotent love unto
the world and humankind despite human frailty and failings Such is the nature
of God and, more importantly, such is the nature of humankind
The doctrine of Creation, therefore, is really a doctrine about God and the
human being and especially about God's relationship with the world and with
human beings It is more a theological anthropology than a cosmology or any
scientific theory on the physical constitution of the universe The doctrine tells
us who we are and how we ought to relate, with ourselves and with God
Schillebeeckx points out that the "mythically developed story" of the Pentateuch
aims at showing that "this is the way in which God intended the ordering of the
world and this is how it must remain, ι e , as a world in which all individuals and
peoples live together in peace, each in their own territory, even in cosmic peace
in which human beings live as tenant farmers 'on the land flowing with milk and
honey,' where the creator is constantly praised hturgically" (Church, 242) The
stones of creation are puncipally aimed at recounting God's dealings and
relationships with humankind, as well as of recommending humanity's
appropriate response to God
It can be said that the doctrine of Creation is founded upon the ideal that
human beings must be in relationship with God, as well as in relationship with
one another and with all other living beings and the rest of nature Such is the
foundation to understanding all of life and life's relationships Thus, for
example, when Gen 1 28 speaks of human beings as having "dominion over the
fish of the sea " the word used, ladah. is given to mean that "human beings
must be friendly to other living beings" (Church, 243) Dominion or to "rule
over" is by no means a licence to subjugate or to exploit but refers to the human
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being's role as guardian, leader, guide, and shepherd of all other living beings
Similarly, all other biblical accounts have to be understood in such a context of
love and relationship
Essentially, the doctrine of Creation teaches that "God is God, the sun is the
sun, the moon is the moon and man is man" {Interim, 113) It's as simple as that
Each has its own place and each has its own particular nature As creator, God
creates only that which is "not divine" and "not God " In other words, all of
creation is "not-God " If it were not "not-God," then it would be God and not a
creation It follows that all creation is by nature not perfect, not omnipotent, not
infinite, not immortal, and not absolute Creation is imperfect, finite, contingent,
mortal, and unpredictable Creation is, therefore, subject to making mistakes,
being weak, and even to committing sinful and evil acts It is not necessarily
subject to only events and phenomena which have rational explanations, nor is
it necessarily subject to the laws of teleology Such is the condition of what it
means to be created, a condition of finitude God created in absolute freedom a
creation whose nature is just not like God These are all part of the "mysteries"
of the universe which Schillebeeckx speaks about in his creed above
Creation is even allowed to be as it pleases, without intervention from God
Schillebeeckx at times also speaks of the "impotence of God," an impotence
willed freely by God {Interim, 115) God is not necessarily in charge or m
control of everything in the universe, nor does God want to The world and
humanity cannot expect God to come to the rescue at all times and in all
circumstances They certainly cannot expect God to save them from finitude or
from all that finitude entails That is not what salvation is about God created the
world in such a way that the world will never be able to be "not-finite " It is in
the nature of the world to be finite and thus imperfect This is simply part of the
trust which God has in creation It is a sort of "divine yielding,"(C/u<rc/7, 90)
where God makes room for creation to exist in total freedom and the world to be
as it pleases In short, Schillebeeckx believes, God has freely willed to have no
control over creation
The transformation of the world and the planning for a better society are all
m the hands of finite men and women who are free to develop the world as they
see fit, except that these have to be within the confines of the limitation of
finitude Human beings, having free will and the freedom of choice, can choose
between a variety of alternatives, except that these must be within the bounds of
finitude — as metaphorically represented in Genesis by Adam not being able to
eat of the tree of good and evil Finitude is thus the nature of things and of the
world This finitude is looked upon as an intrinsic merit and essential goodness
and not so much as some kind of flaw or shortcoming Schillebeeckx speaks of
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it as "the worth of limitation."77
It would be a "mistake," therefore, if "fmitude is regarded as a wound,
something which need not really have been" {Interim, 113). Such mistaken
ideologies are wont to attribute fmitude to some other cause or demonic powei
or to regard it as a result of some primal sin. Such ideologies do not accept
fmitude as part of the nature of the world and of history but as something which
is improper and which ought to be overcome. This lends itself to the view that
contingency, imperfection, and sin are not supposed to be and that perhaps
human beings ought to have been infinite or infinitely perfect. This would have
been if not for the fact that these infinite attributes were lost or taken away as a
result of some original sin or first Fall. The book of Job clearly testifies against
such views. Other parts of the Bible are also clearly against such views, as
represented by the Genesis accounts of the eating of the fruit and the story of the
Tower of Babel. A desire to be like God and wanting to transcend the fmitude
and contingency of life "is arrogance which alienates man from himself, the
world and nature" {Interim, 114). Schillebecckx regards such desires as the
"fundamental human sin" as they are attempts to challenge God's creation by
disowning one's human nature. Unfortunately, it is a sin repeated over and over
throughout the course of human history, even until today
While on the one hand there is the recognition of the fmitude of humanity,
on the other is the affirmation of the infinity of God, the transcendent reality 78
These are two sides of the same coin. Limitation and contingency are the very
elements which distinguish between the creator God from created beings This
creator, who is God of omnipotent love and absolute presence, manifests the
attributes of God within the finite. Belief in the creator God situates the human
being within a condition of limitation and fmitude, on the one hand, and within
the presence of God's absolute grace and mercy, on the other. This is not to
imply that God will remove our fmitude since our fmitude can always be taken
up into the presence of God who is gracious and merciful.
A Christian's "creation faith" implies a belief m a God who is boundless in
"omnipotent love" and who loved us "for nothing." This is expressed in Paul as
"He loved us when we were still sinners" (Rom. 5:8) and in John as "In this is
love, not that we loved God but that He loved us" (I John 4.10). Such is the
"selfless love" of God who is at once the "supreme content" as well as the
"deepest meaning" of what it means to be truly human. The creator God is the
principle and goal of humanity and represents its salvation and happiness
{Interim, 126). God is one who "knows us from all eternity" and who "never
forgets," as well as one who inspires life and goodness but always respecting the
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finitude of human nature.
Salvation from God, therefore, is not about God saving us from finitude or
from the world of contingency but about God providing the strength and
inspiration that will help us to lift ourselves up from the evil and suffering which
so pervades the world. The doctrine of Creation is at once the doctrine of
Salvation. God's creation is the beginning of the history of salvation just as the
whole of creation is permeated with God's saving intent. God is and has always
been there, in the "dust of the earth" and in our suffering and failures. God is
and has always been there, in the "stars to which we travel" and in our prosperity
and successes. God is ever ready to give hope and to lend a hand, to forgive and
to heal, and to finally offer God's salvation so that we shall one day "return again
to God as dust." Such is the "creation faith" which Schillebeeckx's theology
speaks about, and such is the hope which this faith engenders.
Whose authority have the foregoing reflections about creation and salvation been
based upon? Who told us so? Schillebeeckx posits that it is our human
experience which is the basis of such reflections. He is emphatic that theological
reflections ought to come only after the fact of our experience. Within the
context of "creation faith" it has been our human experience that such is the
nature of salvation. We know it because we experience it as such in our presentday contexts. Our theological reflections are derived from these lived
experiences of what salvation is like for us. But then, how do we know what
salvation is supposed to be? How do we know that goodness is our final destiny
and evil is bad? On the basis of our experience alone, we do not know for sure.
Responding to these questions Schillebeeckx suggests that we do have "a faint
idea" of what salvation is like as reflected "through human experiences of
goodness, meaning and love" and through situations where we "experience a
threat to what is human in us" (Interim, 130). The fact that we rejoice and look
forward to the former and rebel against and reject the latter gives us an indication
as to what our true human nature is supposed to be. This is the inherent
knowledge of good and evil that we derive from our own lived experience.
3.3.2.2 I Believe in Jesus Christ
I believe in Jesus Christ, the only-beloved Son of God.
For love of all of us, he has willed to share our history,
©ur existence with us.
I believe that God also wanted to be our God in a human way.
He has dwelt as man among us, a light in the darkness.
But the darkness did not overcome him.
We nailed him to the cross.
And he died and was buried.
But he trusted in God's final word, and is risen, once and for all;
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he said that he would prepare a place for us,
in his Father's house, where he now dwells (Christ, 847).
Our experience of creation and salvation is also verified and given definitive
form in the person of Jesus of Nazareth who through his life revealed to us
"everything that is good in creation."79 This, according to Schiilebeeckx, is
because Jesus is "the ultimate key to understanding human existence" as in his
life one sees "the final promise of God's unconditional trust in mankind and the
perfect human response to this divine trust" (Interim, 109). It is in this sense that
the Christian belief in the creator God is essentially bound to the belief in the
person of Jesus as God's definitive salvation. Jesus amplifies clearly the
"meaning of creation as the manifestation of God's nature, as the beginning of
salvation, and, in biblical categories, as the inauguration of God's kingdom."80
In Jesus, God's trust in humanity through creation was "not put to shame."
Schiilebeeckx speaks of Jesus as "concentrated creation..., the man in whom the
task of creation has been successfully accomplished" (Interim, 111). It has to be
pointed out that it is not so much that the belief in the God of creation precedes
the belief in Jesus as concentrated creation as that the two beliefs mutually
interpret and reinforce one another. In other words, the doctrine of Creation
sheds light on Jesus' life just as Jesus' life clarifies the doctrine of Creation.
Thus, over and above our own experience of what salvation is like, the life
and teachings of Jesus of Nazareth also reveal aspects about God and about
salvation that we may never know by ourselves from our own lived experience.
It is through how the human Jesus lived his life and the message that he
preached, as well as through the circumstances surrounding his death and the
apostolic witness of his resurrection, that we know God is "liberating love for
humanity, in a way which fulfils and transcends all human, personal, social and
political expectations" (Interim, 128). That Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God,
and the definitive revelation from God for our salvation is the testimony of
Christians. Christians see in Jesus who is "personally human" God sharing in
human history. Jesus is God being God in a human way in order to dwell among
us as a human being. In the person of Jesus the kingdom of God comes very
close to us since the kingdom is essentially connected with the person of Jesus
of Nazareth (Church, 112). It is in this context that Schiilebeeckx speaks of
Jesus as "parable of God and paradigm of humanity" (Jesus, 626ff.). In Jesus
God's love story with humankind is told just as humanity's obedient and love
response to God is recounted. Johannine theology has it that "whoever is without
love does not know God, for God is love. In this way the love of God was
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revealed to us: God sent his only Son into the world so that we might have life
through him" (I Jn. 4:9).
In order to better understand the meaning of salvation from God it is
important that one first appreciates the life, teaching and witness of Jesus who
was "personally human." In this regard Schillebeeckx points out that there is no
mention of the message and life of Jesus in the traditional Christian creed. From
the article "bom of the virgin Mary" the creed takes us immediately to "suffered
under Pontius Pilate," significantly bypassing the entire life and ministry of
Jesus. How then can we understand and appreciate the life and witness of Jesus
through a meditation on the Christian creed? Schillebeeckx responds by
suggesting that the creed is but a résumé of the person of Jesus and so cannot
stand alone but has to be taken in concert with the witness of the Gospels
{Interim, 129). The portrait of the human Jesus as depicted in the New
Testament is an essential supplement to the Christian creed in our understanding
of God's offer of salvation in Jesus Christ. Any understanding of the Christian
faith, therefore, has to take seriously the story of Jesus as given to us in the
Gospels.
To begin with, the Gospels regard the "kingdom of God" as central to the
entire life and preaching of Jesus. Also called "God's reign," "rule of God" or
"basileia tou Theou" it refers to God's "unconditional and liberating sovereign
love, in so far as this comes into being and reveals itself in the life of men and
women who do God's will" (Church, 111). Schillebeeckx defines this kingdom
as an "already and not yet," in that it is already experienced in the here and now,
as well as something which awaits fulfillment. Where "men and women
encounter Jesus in faith, the sick are healed, demons are driven out, sinners are
led to repentance and the poor discover their worth... the kingdom of God is
experienced here and now both by Jesus and the one who encountered him"
{Church, 132-133). On the other hand, "the kingdom of God is [also] an
eschatological event, still to come (Mk. 14:25; Lk. 22:15-18): the eschatological
feast lies in the future: Jesus participates in it with his disciples" (Jesus, 150).
The whole of Jesus' message and praxis was about actualizing the kingdom of
God, "with the emphasis at once on its coming and on its coming close" (Jesus,
140). The Gospel imperative "seek first the kingdom of God and his
righteousness, and then all things will be added to you" (Mt. 6:33) at once guides
any exploration into the meaning of Jesus as does Christian living.
The "already and not yet" of the kingdom are linked, just as Jesus'
proclamation of the kingdom and the conduct of his life are linked. They are
related in such a way that the kingdom is already made present in Jesus' earthly
life. Significantly, the coming of God's kingdom entails a metanoia on our part.
This, Schillebeeckx asserts, is expressed in nothing less than a conversion to the
actual praxis of the kingdom of God. This is the basis to why in the Lord's
Prayer the clause "your kingdom come" is immediately followed by "your will
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be done on earth " It suggests the imperative of orthopraxis or right conduct for
God's reign to come {Jesus, 152-153) The New Testament speaks not only of
Jesus' teaching and proclamation but also of his associating with sinners, giving
sight to the blind, healing the lame, associating with women and taking the side
of the outcasts and the marginalized In short, Jesus "went about doing good"
(Acts 10 38) as "doing good" is God's cause just as it is the human's cause All
of Jesus' activities ~ his miracles of healing and driving out of demons, his
presence with the people, his offering and accepting invitations to tablefellowship, not just with his disciples but also with the publicans, the sinners and
the outcasts — point to the offer of God's salvation and relationship with
humankind "the intercourse of Jesus of Nazareth with his fellow-men is an offer
of salvation-imparted-by-God, it has to do with the conung rule of God, as
proclaimed by him" {Jesus, 179)
The connection between this orthopraxis and the reign of God is clearly
evidenced in the many parables told by Jesus As narratives with a twist, the
parables are intended to startle and to jolt as they invite the hearer to review
her/his life so as to look at it from another angle, perhaps God's angle Parables
have a practical and critical effect in that they "open up new and different
potentialities for living, often in contrast with our conventional ways of
behaving" {Jesus, 157) For example, through the parables of the lost son (Lk
15 11-32), lost coin (Lk 15 8-10), and lost sheep (Mt 18 12-14, Lk 15 4-7)
God's gracious love especially for the lost and the marginalized are brought to
prominence Through the parable of the Pharisee and the publican or tax
collector (Lk 18 10-14) "the pious Pharisee who in fact keeps the law
scrupulously and thanks God because he is not like this sinner is turned away by
God, [while] the publican who feels unworthy to appear before God goes away
'justified'" {Church, 115) Through the parable of the workers in the vineyard
(Mt 20 1-16) "Jesus presents a very provocative picture of God God remains
free in handing out his gifts and favors" {Ibid) Schillebeeckx ultimately
postulates Jesus himself as the "parable of God" {Jesus, 156) By this he refers
to the ever unconventional and incomprehensible person of Jesus, his praxis and
proclamation, characterized by "the 'shock' effect [which] marks the ongoing
sequence of his life" {Jesus, 157)
Through the parables and Jesus' praxis of the kingdom it seems clear that the
kingdom of God is a totally new order of a relationship between God and
humanity and between humanity themselves It is new in that it is an utterly
liberating and reconciling message but at the same time not in conformity wnh
norms of the regular social order The basileia tou Theou "does not know the
human logic of precise justice Jesus wants to give hope to those who from a
social and human point of view, according to our human rules, no longer have
any hope" {Church 117) The only logic for Jesus, according to Schillebeeckx,
is that the kingdom is essentially directed to the uphftment of the poor and the
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outcast This logic represents the principal criterion by which God's kingdom is
discerned- "Jesus' picture of God is determined by the thirsty, the stranger, the
prisoner, the sick, the outcast; here he sees God (Mt. 25)." Likewise, Jesus'
actions and teachings are directed towards actualizing the picture of the world
which God wills. In Jesus' actions one sees how God would act: "So m him
there is a claim that God himself is present in his actions and words. To act as
Jesus does is praxis of the kingdom of God, and moreover a demonstration of
what the kingdom of God is. salvation for men and women" {Church, 118).
Throughout the trilogy Schillebeeckx speaks of Jesus as the "eschatological
prophet," the "final prophet-greater-than-Moses" (Jesus, 476ff.; Christ, 312ff ).
This is the "matrix which gave rise to four pre-New Testament credal models
which later [came] together in the New Testament under the all-embracing title
of Easter Chnstology" (Interim, 69). Each of the four credal models emphasizes
a particular historical aspect of Jesus' life: the maranatha Christology
emphasizes the coming of Jesus as the eschatological Lord of the end times, the
Parousia (Jesus, 405-423), the thews anèr Chnstology presents Jesus in the
power mode, as divine miracle-worker (Jesus, 424-429); the wisdom Chnstology
speaks of Jesus as the pre-existent Wisdom, incarnate and intermediary between
God and humanity (Jesus, 429-432), the Easter Christology proclaims the salvific
death of Jesus as the crucified-and-risen one (Jesus, 432-436). The
"eschatological prophet" title integrates these four strands together so that the
phenomenon of Jesus is "corrected and filled out by one another" to culminate
"withm the one fundamental vision of the crucified and risen Jesus as seen in the
Gospels and the New Testament (Interim, 70).
Schillebeeckx further posits that the "source and secret" of Jesus' "being,
message and manner of life" lies in his original Abba experience (Jesus, 256271 ) Jesus ' self-understanding as the eschatological prophet is shaped primarily
by his intimate relationship with God whom he addressed by the familial term
Abba. This is a break from the Judaic norms of his tune which place a distance
between God and humanity In his Abba experience Jesus makes the point that
God can be approached in a personal way, much the same way someone
approaches his/her own "daddy." It is at once an experience of "unaffected and
natural simplicity" (Jesus, 261) as it is an experience of total obedience and
submission to God. "Not my will, but your will, Father" (Lk. 21:42; Mt. 26:42)
(Jesus, 263).
All of the above have to be understood in the context of Jesus' final days on
earth, especially his passion, death and subsequent resurrection. Of significance
is that this fateful end to the person of Jesus came about as a direct consequence
of his ministry, his message, and above all his praxis. Specifically, it was the
Sanhedrin — mamly the Sadducees and not so much the Pharisees -- who
condemned Jesus: "Jesus was condemned as a pseudo-teacher (deceiver of the
people) on the basis of Deut 17:12" (Jesus, 313), pointing to Jesus' religious
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activities as the source of his conflict with the Jewish ruling class. However,
"owing to the political implications of his public activity," Jesus was then handed
over to the Romans {Jesus, 317). Indeed, his being "crucified under Pontius
Pilate" is significant as it was "the great historical testimony that the message of
Jesus actually had a politically dangerous side" {Interim, 133). Thus, it was his
career, specifically his religious and political activities, which brought Jesus to
his death. It was not God who sent Jesus to be crucified, but human beings who
did, in particular those whose status and powers were threatened by Jesus'
proclamation and praxis {Interim, 133). Schillebeeckx contends that "Jesus was
indeed condemned because he remained true to his prophetic mission 'from
God,' a mission which he refused to justify to any other authority than God
himself' {Jesus, 317). For Jesus, God's cause was so important that he even
"thought his life to be of less value than the cause for which he stood: the coming
of God's kingdom as salvation from man for man" {Interim, 142). His death is
not a death "overcome by darkness." Even if nailed to the cross, Jesus continued
to "trust in God's final word." It is such that Jesus' death cannot stand alone, lest
it be no more than that of a failed messiah on a failed mission. It has to be
interpreted in light of the resurrection.
At the outset Schillebeeckx distinguishes between the resurrection, which is
a non-empirical and trans-historical event, and belief in Jesus' resurrection,
which is "an event of and in our history, and as such is in principle accessible to
a historical and genetic analysis" {Interim, 75). The resurrection faith is by no
means founded upon the narratives of the empty tomb or Jesus' appearances. It
precedes these traditions. Belief in the resurrection began with "a process of
conversion, from disenchantment with Jesus to metanoia" {Interim, 77).
Schillebeeckx posits that this conversion among the disciples took place even
before Jesus' death, as represented by Peter who broke down and wept in
remorse for his earlier denial of Jesus (Mk. 14:72). With the crucifixion of Jesus,
Peter, as did the other disciples, called to mind Jesus' earthly ministry and
particularly his message of a merciful God of salvation. They experienced a
renewal and subsequently proclaimed Jesus as "the eschatological prophet, the
one who is to come, the redeemer of the world, the Christ, the Son of Man and
the Son of God" {Ibid.). Like Jesus, Peter too "trusted in God's final word" and
so was able to proclaim Jesus as "risen, once and for all." It is this same trust
which enables us to believe that Jesus "would prepare a place for us, in his
Father's house, where he now dwells."
For Schillebeeckx, there is "no gap between Jesus' self-understanding and
the Christ proclaimed by the Church" {Jesus, 312). For instance, the resurrection
of Jesus is a vindication of Jesus' murder in the hands of the ruling elites, just as
it validates Jesus' entire ministry of proclamation and praxis. Likewise, the
whole of Jesus' life mutually interpret and reinforce God's salvific grace of
creation. Similarly, the actions of the creator God and Jesus, the Christ, the Son
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of God, can only be understood more fully in light of the subsequent mission of
Jesus' disciples, the Church, acting through God the Holy Spirit.
3.3.2.3 I Believe in the Holy Spirit
I believe in the Holy Spirit, who is the Lord and gives life.
And for the prophets among us, he is language, power and fire.
I believe that together we are all on a journey, pilgrims,
called and gathered together, to be God's holy people,
for I confess freedom from evil,
the task of bringing justice and the courage to love.
I believe in eternal life, in love that is stronger than death,
in a new heaven and a new earth.
And I believe that I may hope for a life with God and with one another
for all eternity:
Glory for God and peace for men (Christ, 847-848).
From the outset Schillebeeckx asserts that religions and Churches are sacraments
of God's salvation in the world. They are not so much salvation as they are signs
of God's offer of salvation. God's offer of salvation is effected in the
community through the ministries of the various Churches and religions. This is
in keeping with Schillebeeckx's thesis of extra mundum nulla salus which
assumes that salvation is achieved in and dirough the world wherein "the
religions are the place where men and women become explicitly aware of God's
saving actions in history" (Church, 12). The religions and Churches are the
sacraments of salvation as they are "the anamnesis, i.e., the living recollection
among us, of this universal, 'tacit' but effective will to salvation and the absolute
saving presence of God in our world history" (Church, 13). Schillebeeckx is
explicit that religions other than Christianity are as much vehicles of God's
salvific acts and "ways of salvation." He points to Vatican II's Nostra Aetate
which reminds us that men and women look to different religions for the
"message of salvation and the opening of a way of salvation" (Church, 160). It
follows that persons who belong to religions other than Christianity find salvation
not so much "despite" their religion but precisely "in" and "through" them
(Church, 161).
This in no way suggests that Schillebeeckx lends himself to the theses that
"all religions are equal, equally relative, or equally wrong" (Church, 167). He
strongly admonishes such perceptions which he regards as a "particular new form
of modem 'indifferentism'" (Church, 162). Such indifferentism, rooted in the
post-Enlightenment disdain for claims to truth and universality, is "basically
wrong" and a "cheap form of tolerance." This is where, according to
Schillebeeckx, it is important that the religions be a form of "criticism and
provocation of this spirit of the time." They do so without tending towards the
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other extreme, which is that of absolutism. In other words, "we have to look in
a direction in which both absolutism and relativism are avoided in connection
with what is called 'religion'" {Church, 163). Each religion has to allow itself
to be "challenged by the other religions and which, on the basis of its own
message, also challenges other religions" {Church, 164). No single religion not even Christianity — can claim monopoly to nor exhaust the whole meaning
of truth. God is the only absolute {Church, 166). As historical particularities,
religions are relative in relation to God and to one another. They have to be
brought into a critical correlation and confrontation with each other, so as to
better discern truth from that which is untrue.
Hence, the question for us Christians is certainly not about whether
Christianity is superior to other religions. Instead, "the question," according to
Schillebeeckx, is "whether the pluralism of religions is a matter of fact or a
matter of principle" {Ibid.). If religious pluralism is indeed a matter of principle,
the question then is not about Christianity being the one true religion. Instead,
it is about how Christianity can "maintain its own identity and uniqueness and at
the same time attach a positive value to the difference of religions in a nondiscriminatory sense." Accordingly, "what is relevant to Christianity is not what
is common to many religions, but precisely that difference between them which
forms their uniqueness and distinctiveness." It is in view of this that
Schillebeeckx deems it important that we explore anew Christianity's selfdefinition, including its claims to uniqueness and universality, as well as its
foundation, which must lead to an "open and not-intolerant attitude," in order to
put Christianity in its place while giving it its rightful place {Church, 165).
Believing in God the Holy Spirit who is "the Lord who gives life" and who
is the spirit who wills that peoples of all religions are "together" as "pilgrims"
and on "journey," Schillebeeckx posits that all religions are unique in and of
themselves {Church, 182). Each manifests a different face of God who is
"ultimately the invisible and unnameable One." The "God who escapes all our
identification" is "unimaginable" and "totally other even than as he has appeared
in Jesus." That notwithstanding, Schillebeeckx posits that New Testament
Christianity has stressed "the fact that God has shown us his face in the man
Jesus." Christianity's distinctiveness is in identifying God, of which Jesus is its
definition. The God of creation, who wills the salvation and love for all. is
revealed in Jesus of Nazareth, the "historical, culturally located expression of this
universal message of the gospel" {Church, 179).
It is noted that "this is a definition of God in non-divine terms, namely in and
through the historical contingent humanity of Jesus" {ibid.). Jesus' life and
message as well as his passion and deatv oy execution and his eventual
resurrection by God, serve to provide the necessary clues to who God is and what
God is like. Such an investigation into Jesus' life, besides revealing who God is,
also reveals what being human really means. The human person Jesus is th;
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"God-given revelation of what 'being human' really implies and in and through
that very fact there is disclosed what it means to 'be God'" {Jesus, 601 ) In Jesus
we have the norm and criterion of what it means to be human, as well as a
disclosure into the being of God, the one who grants salvation to all.
Schillebeeckx advocates that we "must simply try, through the New Testament,
to discover how Jesus concretely lived out his being-as-man and how, for those
who accepted him on trust, it became clear that people were able to encounter
him in their experience as the savior of all men" (Jesus, 602). This accounts for
why Schillebeeckx took so much time and trouble to discover who this Jesus the
human being really was It is at once a discovery of who God is, as it is a
discovery of what our mission as human beings on earth is
On the basis of his historical and hermeneutical investigations Schillebeeckx
proposes that the distinctiveness, uniqueness and foundation of Christianity "lies
in Jesus' message and praxis of the kingdom of God, with all its consequences"
(Cliuich, 165). If this message and praxis of Jesus is to see its fruition in God's
kingdom, then "the history of Jesus' career must be continued in his disciples."
Without this continuity by the Christian community, the Church, Jesus'
proclamation and praxis will remain in "a purely speculative, empty vacuum"
(Chuich, 168) "Christ" will be no mL.? than an honorific title if the redemption
began in "Jesus" is not continued but ends with his death and resurrection "It
is not the confession 'Jesus is Lord' (Rom. 10.9) which in itself brings
redemption, but 'he who does the will of my Father' (Matt. 7:2)" (Church, 168).
If God's offer of salvation in Jesus is to be truly universal ~ meaning, that it is
valid and open to all — then the Churches have to be active in continuing Jesus'
mission by following his way of life. Tins means that Christians, the community
of disciples, have to "take upon themselves the aspirations of the wronged of this
world and [be] in solidarity with the call forjustice of poor and voiceless people"
(Chuich, 169). As justice and peace are the entitlements of all persons, and not
only for Christians, the salvation in Jesus has to be universalized through
Christian praxis It is the mission of Christians, "called to be God's holy
people," to "confess freedom from evil," to undertake "the task of bringing
justice," and to be filled with "the courage to love " Schillebeeckx is emphatic
that "the transformation of the world to a higher humanity, to justice and peace,
is therefore an essential part of the 'catholicity' or universality of Christian faith;
and this is ρω excellence a non-discriminatory universality" (Church, 170).
Schillebeeckx then adds that God ~ as revealed in Jesus of Nazareth ~ who
is "the creator, the foundation, source and horizon of the eschatological or final
unity of world history," cannot remain the "private possession of the Christian
churches." Rather, God must be the object and subject of Christian mission,
where mission is never "narrowed down to a form of collaboration in
development" but a bearing witness to Jesus Christ as a means to furthering
"God's kingdom of justice and love throughout the world" (Chuich, 183).
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Specifically, "as prophet, the missioner must go and stand alongside the
oppressed in the struggle which in fact is being carried on for more humanity and
salvation" {Church, 184). This is the witness to the gospel and this is the story
which disciples of Jesus are asked to tell, in word as well as in deed. Bringing
the gospel to the oppressed and the marginalized is effected "not only through
words but through solidarity in action and thus through a praxis of liberation"
(Church, 185).
Mission, therefore, "comprises evangelization and collaboration m
development and the work of liberation: caritative and political diakoma"
{Church, 184). In mission, the Church — not synonymous with the Kingdom —
is "given second place" (Church, 183). Having said that, it is still important for
Christians to "create new groups which also themselves hand on the torch and,
in the footsteps of Jesus, share in God's saving initiative." The notion of
"conversion" remains an important priority in Christian mission, except that it is
understood in a non-discriminatory fashion and given to mean conversion to
God's kingdom rather than to the Roman Catholic Church. Hence, "the Christian
message of the kingdom of God with its potential for liberation remains in its
distinctive character an offer to all men and women" (Church, 185). Individuals,
as well as whole cultures and religions, can be evangelized and challenged to a
more authentic conversion in view of furthering the kingdom of God. The
Catholic Church also stands in need of such evangelization and challenge from
other religions and persons of goodwill.^Such is the "new heaven" and the "new
earth" which Schillebeeckx confesses in his creed, and such is his "hope for a life
with God and with one another for all eternity." With St. Ireneaus, Schillebeeckx
underscores in his "Jesus books" that salvation for all of humankind lies in the
living God, the creator of all (vita hominis, visio Dei), as well as the point that
God's glory lies in humankind's happiness, salvation and wholeness (Gloria Dei,
vivens homo): "Glory for God and peace for men" (Interim, 142-143).

3.4 CONCLUSION
3.4.1

REVIEW OF THE CHAPTER

The discussions of the present chapter reveal that Schillebeeckx is no doubt a
theologian whose influence has been highly significant, not only in Europe but
in the rest of the world as well. His ideas and theology have grasped the entire
spectrum of the Church and can either be looked upon as practical and refreshing
or ambiguous and controversial. Either way, one acknowledges that they arose
from within his own contextual experience as a theologian struggling to make
sense of the Christian faith in the uncertainties of post-Enlightenment and postwar Europe. His direct involvement with the developments of Dutch Catholicism
at the time of the decolumnization in Dutch society significantly shaped his own
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thinking His role in the Second Vatican Council, as consultant to the Dutch
episcopate, as well as the interactions with bishops and theologians from all over
the world, also significantly informed his later theology But most of all his
personal formation in the vanous philosophies and schools of thought have
helped shape his approach to theology so much so he has become a formidable
force to reckon with
When Schillebeeckx's conflicts with the Vatican arose they were by no
means surprising But what is interesting to note is that the experience of
Schillebeeckx and that of the Dutch Church seem to have parallels with the
experience of the Asian Church and its theologians of today The significant
difference is that the former took place more than twenty years ago while the
latter is a current experience which the Church in Asia is undergoing Both the
Dutch episcopate and the Asian bishops stand firmly behind their theologians in
countering the inquiries of the Vatican's Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith As with Schillebeeckx, the Asian theologians who have come under
investigation are regular consultants of the Asian bishops (this shall be explored
in more detail in the next chapter) The process of the Vatican's investigations —
then and now — opens itself to much criticism Both Schillebeeckx's case and
the cases of the Asian theologians received wide media coverage, evoking
numerous protests from all quarters to the Vatican's process The underlying
reasons for the respective investigations are as much a result of ideology and
theology as they are motivated by power and control
It is also interesting to note that the issues raised by the Vatican Declai atwn
Dominus lesus, which are central to a lot of the Center-Periphery conflicts
involving the Church in Asia today, have actually been addressed by
Schillebeeckx one way or another Issues pertaining to the uniqueness and
universality of Jesus Christ were explored by Schillebeeckx in his book Jesus
The meanings and understandings of salvation in relation to Christ's uniqueness
and universality were central to Schillebeeckx's second volume of the trilogy,
Chi ist The mission of the Church and its relation with the world and with other
religions were the topics of investigation in Schillebeeckx's ecclesiological
volume, Cliui ch The central concerns οι Dominus lesus, especially those which
arose in light of the phenomenon of religious pluralism - for example, the threat
of relativism -- have all been addressed by Schillebeeckx in his various works
It is in this context that the present research employs Schillebeeckx as some
sort of paradigm or model to help m understanding the issues of the Asian
Church In particular the research will examine his theological approach in view
of using its presuppositions and method to postulate an Asian Theology of
Dialogue This is the task of Chapter Five
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ANTICIPATIMG THE NEXT CHAPTER

Meantime, the next chapter explores the context within which such an Asian
theology has evolved. The chapter looks at the Church in Asia, as represented
by the Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences (FABC). It discusses the
context of the FABC, especially with reference to the Asian realities of postcolonialism, religious and cultural pluralism, and the teeming masses of Asia's
poor. The circumstances which led to the founding of the FABC, the conditions
under which it operates, and the issues which have preoccupied it will all be
explored. The main thrust of the chapter is the theological orientations espoused
by the FABC, especially with reference to the issues raised by Dominus Jesus.
The chapter examines these by looking at FABC's foundational principles and
especially its emphasis on appropriate processes or methods for the proclamation
of Jesus to the peoples of Asia.

Chapter Four

FABC and Asian Theology

4.1 INTRODUCTION TO THE CHAPTER
4.1.1

CONTEXT OF THE THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION

Sitting at my office-desk in Bangkok I pick up a letter bearing a Netherlands
postmark on its envelope It had come from an official of the Central Missionary
Advisory Board for Religious of the Netherlands He introduced the Board as
having been commissioned by the joint Major Superiors of Religious "to support
and deepen the missionary zeal in the Netherlands, especially among religious "
"Dutch society," the letter continues, "is experiencing a change it has become
a multi-cultural society " "This requires us to leam how to dialogue with people
from a different ethnic, cultural and/or religious background That is the reason
why we are eager to learn from the experiences FABC has gamed with respect
to how to handle such religious dialogue m the best way "
I received the letter a few years ago and, since then, have received quite a
number more expressing similar sentiments and with requests for information and
assistance These have come from all over, but especially from countries in the
West Of significance is that most of them mention having heard about the "great
work" the FABC is doing in the area of theological inculturation and
interrehgious dialogue They seek to leam from the FABC, especially on how
the Church ought to relate with other religions They anticipate that their own
Churches will have to, sooner or later, face the challenges which have been
confronting the Asian Church They perceive FABC as having addressed the
issues well and look towards it foi models on how to continue the mission of the
Church in multi-religious societies The Asian Church, they believe, has
something to share with the universal Church
In this regard, Thomas Fox, publisher of the United States' weekly, National
Catholic Reporter, recently published a book entitled Pentecost in Asia A New
Way of Being Chw ch Its aim, according to Fox, who writes as a Westerner, is
to introduce "a new kind of Catholicism" especially for people of the West Fox
continues "I am of the opinion that Asian Catholics today have something very
important to share with the wider church If we open our minds, if we challenge
the way we think about church, we could begin to see Catholicism from a whole
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new perspective, a non-Western perspective — an Asian perspective."1
4.1.2

AIMS OF THE CHAPTER

It is the aim of the present chapter to look at Asian Catholicism, especially its
development since the Second Vatican Council. As Asia is not only very vast but
diverse as well, the research confines itself to looking at only the works of the
Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences (FABC), the only pan-Asian
institution which can rightly claim to represent the Catholic Church in Asia. The
first part of the chapter begins by studying the origins and foundations of the
FABC, paying attention to its structures, mandate and programs. The various
documents which issue from the FABC are looked at, especially with reference
to its ecclesial authority. This is then followed by an overview of the context in
which FABC operates, with special focus on the socio-political and culturalreligio-economic factors which have shaped the concerns of the Asian Church.
Subsequently, the second part of the chapter examines the theological thrust of
the FABC, as discerned from the statements made through the various programs
central to its life. In doing so the central theses of the FABC with regard to
theological issues such as God, salvation, Jesus, and the mission of the Church
are explored. These theses constitute the FABC's vision of how the "Lord Jesus"
is to be proclaimed in Asia. They can thus be regarded as FABC's theology on
the key and central issues of Christian faith. It could be considered as the Asian
Church's theology and vision of "Dominus Jesus."

4.2 FABC'S FOUNDATION AND CONTEXT
Before one can appreciate the Asian Church's theology, it is important first to
clarify who or what is being referred to when we speak of the "Asian Church."
This section begins by exploring the foundation and structure of the Church in
Asia, as represented by the FABC. It discusses how this Asian institution came
into being, who constitutes it, how it operates, as well as its scope and limitations.
It then looks at the Sitz im Leben in which the Church does its theology, with
special reference to the pluralistic structures inherent in Asian societies. Finally,
the section looks at how the Asian Church conceives of itself and its mission in
such Asian realities.

1
Thomas Fox, Pentecost in Asia. A New Way of Being Church (Maryknoll: Orbis, 2002),
xi See also Edmund Chia, "Asia's Contribution to Christianity," UCANEWS (29 February
2000), also re-published in Asia Focus 16/10 (10 March 2000). 3
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As an institution, the Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences (FABC) is an
officially constituted body, duly recognized by the Holy See, and meant to be at
the service of the various local Churches from all across Asia. It thus has a
specific origin and a particular history, as well as the legal structures and
organizational functions which come with institutions. The following sections
look at these elements of the FABC.2
4.2.1.1 Origins and History
The institution of the FABC can actually be traced back to the Second Vatican
Council.3 It was during this period, while in Rome, that many Asian bishops
were meeting one another for the very first time. Friendship and a common sense
of identity ensued from the months of staying together. The Asian bishops
realized that hitherto they have had little to do with one another and in fact had
more relationships with bishops from Europe, in particular Rome, than with other
bishops from Asia. They began to talk informally about the need for a structure
which would enable them to have more interactions amongst bishops across Asia.
The papal visit of Paul VI to Asia in November 1970 provided the occasion
for the bishops of Asia to come together in Manila, the Philippines. The event
brought together 180 bishops from all across Asia and came to be known as the
Asian Bishops' Meeting {ABM). During the gathering the notion of a Federation
of Asian Bishops' Conferences was conceived and conceptualized.'' Citing Yves
Congar, Filipino Jesuit priest C. G. Arévalo — who was present at that meeting
and subsequently served as peritus to the FABC for many years ~ suggested that
the Asian Bishops' Meeting can be regarded as the beginning of the truly Asian
Church: "And now the heirs have found their own voice; they can now speak for
themselves... It is now the time of the heirs."5
Indian theologian Felix Wilfred ~ who served for many years as Executive
Secretary of the Theological Advisory Commission of the FABC — had this to
say about the Asian Bishops' Meeting: "Never before had Asian bishops come
together to exchange experiences and to deliberate jointly on common questions
and problems facing the continent. The meeting marked the beginning of a new

- A significant portion of the following reflections have been published See Edmund Cina,
"Thirty Years of FABC History, Foundation, Context and Theology," in FABC Papers No 106
(Hong Kong: FABC, 2003)
3
C G Arévalo, " ..The Time of the Heirs," in For All llw Peoples of Asia Federation of
Asian Bishops' Conferences, Documents from 1970 to 1991, vol. 1, ed. Gaudencio Rosales & C
G. Arévalo (Quezon City: Clarctian, 1997), xvin. [Hereafter cited as For All the Peoples of Asia,
vol J],
' C. G. Arévalo, ". .The Time of the Heirs," xvni.
5
Ibid , xv
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consciousness of the many traditional links that united the various peoples of this
part of the globe."6 At the end of the meeting, the bishops issued a Message of
the Conference in which they acknowledged that as part of the "awakening [to
the new consciousness], we see the face of an Asia at long last coming to birth
as a true community of peoples. For barriers which have so long isolated our
nations from one another are falling one by one, and the desire grows among us
to know each other and to find each other as Asian, sister-nations among whom
relationships of friendship and trust, of collaboration, sharing and genuine
solidarity may be firmly lastingly wrought" (ABM, art. 12).7
The rest of the ABM's Message of the Conference addresses the context of
Asia in which the Asian Church is situated. It analyzes this context by speaking
about the "changing faces of Asia" and looks at how the "Church's response of
service" ought to be, so that the Church, along with the other peoples of Asia, can
move "towards the New World of Asia" (ABM, art. 4-31).8 The bishops also
issued a Resolutions of the Meeting, in which they urged the setting up of the
Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences: "The Episcopal Conferences here
represented are urged to authorize and support a permanent structure for the
effective implementation of the decisions of this meeting" (ABM, art. 1).' With
that mandate, a group of bishops began working on the appropriate structures and
had their first meeting in Hong Kong four months later, in March 1971. This
meeting, which brought together the presidents of eleven Bishops' Conferences,
was for the purpose of discussing the nature, objectives, and scope of the
proposed Federation.10
In Hong Kong the bishops encountered their first obstacle when Bishop
Edward Cassidy, the then Taipei-based nuncio, infonned that certain officials of
the Roman Curia had expressed reservations about the proposed Federation.
Cassidy advised the bishops against having the meeting. In an interview with
South Korean Cardinal Stephen Kim, who was among the bishops who attended
that ground-breaking meeting in Hong Kong, Thomas Fox records the cardinal
as saying: "Cassidy told us that there was nothing that could be done. The only
thing left [for us] to do was to go shopping — or leave Hong Kong right away.
We were shocked."" Apparently, the fear in Rome was that the ptoposed
Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences might tum out the same way the

6
Felix Wilfred, "The Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences (FABC). Orientations,
Challenges and Impact," in For All the Peoples of Asia, vol 1, xxiii
7
For All the Peoples of Asia, vol 1,4.
' For All the Peoples of Asia, vol 1,3-1
9
For All the Peoples of Asia, vol 7,8.
'n Miguel Marcelo Quanlra, At the Side of the Multitudes- The Kingdom of God and the
Mission of the Church in the FABC Documents (Quezon City: Claretian, 2000), 9
" Thomas Fox, Pentecost in Asia, 24
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Conference of Latin American Bishops (Consejo Episcopal Lalino-Americano
- CELAM, established 1956) turned out. One recalls here that the propositions
of the 1968 Medellin conference, which endorsed a fundamental option for the
poor, had generated a lot of discomfort amongst cunal officials at that time in the
history of the Church. CELAM had officially endorsed Liberation Theology and
~ as outlined in Chapter One — this represented the first irruption from the
periphery following the renewal of the Second Vatican Council. Rome certainly
did not wish to see yet another irruption from the Church's periphery, especially
after the Asian Bishops' Meeting had more or less also endorsed the fundamental
option for the poor. Filipino Bishop Julio Labayen, another bishop who
spearheaded the establishment of the FABC, commented later that the curial
bishops had actually criticized the ABM statement as "a work of sociologists
[rather] than [that of] churchmen."12
After some debate and discussion the bishops gathered in Hong Kong
decided to continue with their meeting. They came up with the proposed
structures and draft Statutes, which was eventually approved by the Holy See in
November 1972. FABC was officially constituted two years after the ABM, an
event often regarded as the product of "prophetic inspiration" and a "grace of
collegiality."13
4.2.1.2 Structures and Functions
The Statutes of the FABC state that it is a "voluntary association of episcopal
conferences in South, Southeast, East and Central Asia" (art. S).14 At present,
theçc are 14 full member conferences: Bangladesh, India, Indonesia, Japan,
Korea, Laos-Cambodia, Malaysia-Singapore-Brunei, Myanmar, Pakistan,
Philippines, Sri Lanka, Taiwan, Thailand, and Vietnam. The following, which
are not full episcopal conferences, enjoy associate membership status: Hong
Kong, Macau, Mongolia, Nepal, and the central Asian states of Kazakhstan,
Krygystan, Siberia, Tadjikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan.15

l;
Bishop Julio Xavier Labayen, "I lisloncal Background of the Office of Human
Development and the BISAs," in FABC Papers No 6 (Hong Kong: FABC, 1977), 7.
13
C. G. Arevalo, "...The Time of the Heirs," xvn.
" Statutes of the Fédération of Asian Bishops ' Conferences. FABC (Hong Kong' FABC,
1999), 2.
" The countries of Central Asia arc a recent addition. It was during the 1998 Synod for
Asia that, upon encountering ihe FABC bishops and impressed by their collective sense, Ihe
Central Asian bishops asked to join FABC as associate members However, on account oflhc
distance with much of Asia, their bishops have not been involved in any significant way in FABC
events. This might change soon as some of their bishops have now begun inviting FABC
officials lo visit their constituencies. As a result, FABC's directions might even change under llic
influence of the Church in Central Asia. The newly crealcd nation of East Timor has also
requested membership.
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Article Six of the Statutes states that "FABC functions through a hierarchy
of structures consisting of the Plenary Assembly, the Central Committee, the
Standing Committee and the Central Secretariat, and its Offices and
Commissions."16 Effectively, this means thatthe Plenary Assembly, which meets
in "ordinary session every four years," is the "supreme body of FABC."17 The
members of the Plenary Assembly are the presidents of the member conferences
(who comprise the Centi al Committee), bishop-delegates (elected by member
conferences, the number of which is proportional to the number of bishops in the
conference), bishops representing countries holding associate membership, and
the members of the Standing Committee (five bishops elected to represent the
different regions of Asia).
In between meetings of the Plenary Assembly, the Central Committee (which
meets at least once every two years) directs the FABC. In between the Central
Committee meetings, the Standing Committee (which meets at least once a year)
implements the directives of the Central Committee. The Standing Committee,
in tum, is assisted by the Central Secretariat, which is the "principal service
agency of the FABC.'" 8 Under the charge of the Secretary General, who is a
bishop-member of the Central Committee, the Central Secretariat's day-to-day
running is the task of the Associate Secretary General. The various Offices
established are "specialized agencies of FABC functioning through the Central
Secretariat.""
There are at present seven Offices, viz., the Office of Human Development
(OHD), the Office of Ecumenical and Interreligious Affairs (OEIA), the Office
of Evangelization (OE; previously called the Mission Office), the Office of
Education and Student Chaplaincy (OESC), the Office of Social
Communications (OSC), the Office of the Laity (OL), and the Office of
Theological Concerns (OTC; previously called the Theological Advisory
Commission — TAC). A commission of 3-5 bishops, appointed by the Central
Committee, is responsible for each Office, with one of them serving as Executive
Chair. The bishops may be assisted by an Executive Secretary, who, in tum, may
have the assistance of a staff.
As a voluntary association, the FABC's primary purpose is "to foster among
its members solidarity and co-responsibility for the welfare of Church and society
in Asia."20 It does this through the promotion of communication, study, and
cooperative projects, both within and among the various episcopal conferences,
as well as with other Christian Churches, other religious communities and all
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people of goodwill. All of these are done "in the light of Vatican II and posiconciliar official documents, and according to the needs of Asia."21
As a "voluntary association," the FABC is by no means a supra-Episcopal
Conference and so its decisions and recommendations are "without juridical
binding force."22 Instead, the FABC respects "the autonomy of each bishop, of
each member episcopal conference, and of each FABC regional assembly."23
4.2.1.3 Programs and Statements
(Plenary Assembly) As the supreme body of FABC, the Plenary Assembly is
obviously given special importance. It is normally attended by about 200
participants, of whom half are bishop-delegates and the rest made up of officials
of the various Offices, their partners and consultants, members of the clergy.
Religious congregations and laity involved in grassroots ministries. Usually a
ten-day event, the Plenary Assembly is an occasion where the bishops can study
a particular issue together, not only among themselves but with input and
interactions from the various sectors of the Church as well. There are usually
several lectures by experts in the field, followed by workshop group discussions,
and other related activities such as eucharistie liturgies, meditative prayers, tablefellowship and recreation. As such, the Plenary Assembly, far from being a stoic
academic session, is really an occasion for living as "Church" together and with
Church people from different ministerial sectors and from different geographical
regions. At times, invitations are also extended to significant persons of other
Christian Churches as well as of other religions.
All the participants at the Plenary Assembly are either appointed by their
episcopal conference or are recommended by the various FABC Offices. They,
therefore, attend the Plenary Assembly with the blessings of the bishops.
Likewise, the resource persons and periti — for example, those who deliver
lectures and those who lead the workshop discussions — attend with the approval
of the Central Committee. From among these periti a drafting committee is
usually appointed which is charged with the task of producing a statement for the
assembly. These are usually theologians, some of whom are at the same time
bishops serving in a diocese in Asia.
The statements which issue from the Plenary Assembly are, therefore, not
only reflective of the experience of FABC but also very much accepted and
endorsed by each and every episcopal conference. This is because the delegates,
coming from the various episcopal conferences, have every opportunity to bring
their experience and perceptions into the discussions, either at plenary sessions

=' Ibid.
22
Ibid.
23
Ibid., 2.
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or in workshop groups. Their reflections, together with the reflections offered
by the resource persons and messages offered by other key persons, e.g., the pope
or a Vatican official, constitute the raw data for the drafting of the statements.
Working under time pressure, the drafting committee brings out a statement
towards the end of each assembly and submits it to a vote. Though only the
official delegates, viz., the bishop-members, are allowed to vote, it is not too far
fetched to suggest that the statements which issue from the FABC Plenary
Assembly are not only the voice of the bishops but that of the entire Church in
Asia as well (i.e., in that the participants are representative of the Asian Church).
FABC statements can therefore be regarded as at once the voice of the Asian
bishops as well as the voice of the Asian Church. Moreover, since many of the
statements are drafted under the influence of some of Asia's best theologians,
they represent equally the voice of Asian theologians.24 By extension, the
theology which issues from FABC can then be regarded as representative of
Asian theology.
Thus far, there have been seven Plenary Assemblies. The first, often
regarded as FABC I, was held in Taipei, Taiwan, in April 1974; FABC Π was
held in Calcutta, India, in November 1978; FABC III was held in Bangkok,
Thailand, in October 1982; FABC IV was held in Tokyo, Japan, in September
1986; FABC F was held in Bandung, Indonesia, in July 1990; FABC VI was
held in Manila, the Philippines, in January 1995; and FABC VII was held in
Bangkok, Thailand, in January 2000.
(Bishops' Institutes)
Aside from the Plenary Assembly, the next most
important event of the FABC are the numerous seminars and formation programs
generally called Bishops' Institute, which have also taken on other names to
better express the programs. These are programs organized and run by the
various FABC Offices, primarily for the education and formation of the bishops.
With time, the programs were extended to include the participation of key
members in Church leadership position, among whom are the clergy, Religious
and the laity. The nature, scope, thrust, and content of these Bishops' Institutes

z>
Most of the renowned theologians of Asia have, at one time or another, served as a
resource person at FABC Assemblies or Seminars. These include Tissa Dalasuriya, Aloysius
Piens, Jacques Dupuis, Michael Amaladoss, Samuel Rayan, D S. Amalorpavadass, S.
Arokiasamy, Luis Tagle, etc This is not to suggest that the views of the theologians are adopted
by the bishops unqucstioinngly. To be sure, lively debates have often ensued. For example, at the
Seventh Plenary Assembly several interventions from the floor requested that the statement
reflects a stronger stance on explicit proclamation, similar to that taken by the papal encyclical
Ecclesia in Asia The bishops recorded all of the interventions and relumed to the drafting room
to deliberate on them The eventual document abstained from taking the stronger stance
requested, but not before engaging in severe debate and discussion. In the end the consensual
agreement which usually prevails lakes into account the overall orientations of the FABC, not
only of that particular Assembly, but of all its assemblies and seminars of the past thirty years.
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vary significantly and are generally organized in response to a felt pastoial need
They are pastoral in focus and aimed at helping bishops address particular issues
Each Office has its own series of such pastoral programs, which are generally
given names associated with the concerns of the respective Office
The programs of the Office of Human Development (OHD) are social action
programs, appropriately named Bishops' Institute for Social Action (BISA) or
Asian Institute for Social Action (AISA) or Faith Encounters in Social Action
(FEISA) The programs of the Office of Ecumenical and Interrehgious Affairs
(OEIA) have to do with interrehgious issues and so are named Bishops' Institute
for InterRehgious Affairs (BIRA) or Seminar for InterRehgious Affairs (SfRA)
or Formation Institute for InterRehgious Affairs (FIRA) The OEIA also runs
programs on ecumenism, called Asian Movement for Christian Unity (AMCU)
and Joint Ecumenical Formation {JEF) The programs of the Office of
Evangelization (OE) have to do with mission and so are named Bishops' Institute
for Missionary Apostolale (BIMA) The OE also organizes programs on the
Bible, called Bishops' Institute for Biblical Apostolatc (BIBA) The programs of
the Office of the Laity (OL) have to do with the laity and so are named Bishops'
Institute for Lay Apostolatc (BILA) The Laity Office also runs the Asian
Integral Pastoral Approach (AslPA) programs The programs of the Office of
Social Communications (OSC) have to do with communications and so aie
named Bishops' Institute for Social Communications (BISCOM) The programs
of the Office of Education and Student-Chaplaincy (OESC) have no specific
names as such, but take on topics pertaining to seminary-formation, student or
chaplain ministries The programs of the Office of Theological Concerns (OTC)
are named Bishops' Institute for Theological Affaiis(5/7X) More significantly,
the OTC is chaiged with studying particular theological issues of Asian interest
and their publications are issued in the name of whatever theological issue t
investigates (this will be further discussed later) Aside fiom the abovementioned
programs the various Offices also organize consultations, colloquiums and/or
other seminars which do not necessarily have particular names Most of the
FABC Office's programs also culminate with a statement These statements are
duly approved — or, at least, met with no objection -- by the bishop-participants
or bishops responsible for the respective Offices As such, the statements which
issue from the FABC Offices' programs can also be regarded as the voice of the
bishops as well as the voice of the Asian Church (since most of the programs
draw participation from all across Asia)
As is to be expected, the various programs organized by the different FABC
Offices differ significantly in view of the fact that they cater to different
ministries as well as to different groups of bishops It follows that each FABC
Office might have its own group of bishops and pastoral leaders who participate
in its programs There are some bishops who participate in programs acioss
Offices But, by and large, only those who are interested in and open to the
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ministry associated with a particular Office will participate in its activities For
example, those interested in social action will participate in the activities
organized by the OHD, whilst those open to the ministry of dialogue will
participate in the OEIA's activities This is all in keeping with the FABC policy
of voluntary participation On the other hand it also means that not all the
bishops of FABC have the same orientations or are equally open to or supportive
of particular ministries For example, not all FABC bishops equally advocate
social action or interrehgious dialogue even if they may be the fundamental
thrusts of the FABC This also means that the different FABC Offices, because
of their differing thrusts, would have different theological orientations All of
these testify to the catholicity, diversity and plurality which FABC not only
entertains, but actively promotes and nurtures
(FABC Statements) The proceedings and statements from the FABC Plenary
Assemblies and the programs of the various FABC Offices, especially the
Bishops' Institutes, are published by the FABC Central Secretariat and
disseminated mainly through the publication FABC Papeis It is through the
statements of these Assemblies and Bishops' Institutes that the Asian bishops'
orientations and positions are revealed and communicated They are the principal
source by which one can discern the Asian bishops' theology So far most of
these official statements have also been collated and published in the three
volume book For All the Peoples of Asia
The FABC Papeis is also an organ to publish theological reflections of
Asian experts deemed useful for the formation and education of the bishops A
disclaimer found in the FABC Papeis is useful to note "The opinions expressed
are those of the authors alone and do not necessarily represent the official
policies of the FABC or its member Episcopal Conferences " Likewise, even the
publications of the Office of Theological Concerns (Theological Advisory
Commission) have a note of caution "The document is offered solely as a basis
of a continuing discussion with the wider community of pastors and professional
scholars" [emphasis added] All of FABC statements are regarded as such They
are "offered" to the Asian bishops but never forced upon them Again, this is yet
another reminder of the voluntary and non-juridical nature of the FABC
The preceding discussion on the plurality of FABC programs suggests that
the statements which issue from FABC are necessarily pluralistic as well A
program of a particular orientation usually culminates with a statement of the
same orientation For example, a program on social action emphasizes the
Church's role in human rights and the need for partnership with people of other
religions and one on interrehgious dialogue emphasizes the Church's openness
to learning from other religions On the other hand, a program on missionary
apostolate will necessarily emphasize the Church's uniqueness and the need to
proclaim Jesus in view of bringing others into the Church through baptism As
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a result, the aims of a program of a particular Office could at times contradict the
aims of the programs of another Office. Each Office has its own function and the
statements which issue from the variety of programs differ accordingly. In view
of this diversity, the various statements -- all of which are issued in the name of
FABC — may be so diverse that it becomes almost impossible to discern any
trend which is peculiar to FABC.
The questions this situation raises are: How does one discern the theological
orientations of the FABC? Is it possible to identify theological positions which
are typically FABC's and distinguish them from those which come from
traditional classicist theology? Is there such a thing as an FABC theology in the
first place? To address this dilemma, certain hermeneutical principles have to be
employed. The hermeneutical principles used in modem biblical scholarship,
especially the criteria for establishing authentic sayings of Jesus, may prove
useful here.25 Firstly, by the principle of "multiple attestation," one can discern
certain themes in the many FABC statements which seem to occur more
frequently than they do in traditional theology. Secondly, by the principle of
"dissimilarity," themes which have few or no parallels in traditional theologies
can be surmised as authentically or innovatively FABC/Asian material. Thirdly,
by the principle of "theological disharmony," themes which seem to differ
radically from the declared objectives of a specific seminar or FABC Office can
be regarded as authentic FABC material.26 Invoking these three principles, one
can discern that themes such as "triple dialogue," "dialogue of life,"
"commitment to life," "harmony," "witness of life," "communion of
communities," and "new way of being Church" are probably specific to FABC
and/or Asian theology. These themes shall be explored in greater detail later in
the chapter.
For now, the discussion centers on the ecclesial authority and theological
status of the FABC statements. Do FABC statements have any authority? Going
by what has been presented thus far, it would seem as if they don't. From the
outset it has been unambiguously stated that FABC itself has no juridical binding
force. Its vision and statements are merely to nurture and to support. In the end
it is the local bishop of each diocese who wields authority, including the authority
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Dermot Lane, "The Historical Jesus and Biblical Research," in Tlie Reality of Jesus. An
Essay in Christology (Mahwah: Paulist, 1975), 29
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For example, BIMA I, a Bishops' Institute specifically organized to promote Ihe mission
agenda -- where mission is understood as the explicit proclamation of Jesus Christ in view of
bringing others to conversion in Christ and baptism into the Church — had this to say "Religions
dialogue is not just a substitute for or a mere preliminary to the proclamation of Chnst, but
should be the ideal form of evangelization" (BIMA I, art. 10, in For All Ihe Peoples of Asia, vol
1, 94). Because the notion of religious dialogue — often regarded as a "compromise" to the
mission of evangelization -- is not in harmony with the primary aims ofa mission Institute but yet
appears in the statement, it must be a peculiarly FABC agenda which cannot be done without
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over whether FABC statements and positions ought to be accepted or rejected.
Furthermore, the debate over the theological status and doctrinal authority of the
very institution of Episcopal Conferences itself is still far from being resolved.27
Do Episcopal Conferences (national or regional) exist by divine right or merely
by positive ecclesiastical law? These issues continue to be debated upon and
various interpretations do adhere. For example, the FABC's Theological
Advisory Commission's position is that the Episcopal Conferences (EC) "are
historically and theologically rooted in developments of ecclesial structures in the
early Church" {Local Church, thesis 15).28 The following are its comments:
regarding the authority and role of ECs as instances of collegiality, we
must keep in mind that Vatican Council II has both a stricter and a
broader understanding of the term and reality of collegiality.
Collegiality in its more strict sense entails the activity of the entire
College of Bishops throughout the world m communion with the Roman
Pontiff. However, in the discussion on the topic (LG, 22-23), the
Council enumerates many instances of episcopal collegiality understood
in a wider sense, and thus in practice sees it as an analogous and in
some measure a fluid concept, under which the institution which is the
contemporary EC may rightfully be included {Local Church, 15.06).29
Leaving aside the issue of die ecclesial authority of the Episcopal
Conferences, there is still no denying that the FABC and its statements have
greatly influenced the thinking and praxis of Catholicism in Asia.30 In particular,
the "overall thrust of [FABC's] activities in recent years has been to motivate the
Churches in Asia towards 'a new way of being Church,' a Church that is
committed to becoming 'a community of communities' and a credible sign of
salvation and liberation" {FABC VI, art. 3).31 They have successfully influenced
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John Paul II, Apostolos Sitos: Encyclical on the Theological and Juridical Nature of Episcopal
Conferences (Vatican. Libena Editrice Vaticana, 1998).
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(FABC), "Theses on the Local Church. A Theological Reflection in the Asian Context," in FABC
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the decisions of Church leaders at local levels and continue to provide inspiration
for change and transformation, not only for the Church but for Asian society as
well. These FABC statements are so potent that C. G. Arévalo suggests that they
"become a locus théologiens in our time."32 They can inspire a theology which
is at once pastorally relevant and contextually sensitive.
The orientation of the many FABC statements also reflects the professed
aims of the FABC. Specifically, they point to a federation whose focus is
primarily pastoral, never theological nor doctrinal. As such, questions about its
authority and theological status are not questions FABC would ask, nor issues the
Asian bishops are concerned about. FABC's concerns are with whether the
Churches in Asia are living up to the Gospel message in the context of the
realities of Asia. Its authority resides in its vision and message, not in its power
and position. While it may lack the authority which comes with positions of
power, it certainly does not lack the authority which comes on account of its
message and vision.33 Such authority inspires and engenders authentic support.
It is authority which comes "from below," never bestowed "from above." It is
authority earned and respected, not because of one's ecclesial status but because
of the credibility of one's directives. By itself the message attracts and so needs
no enforcing. There is no mention that a teaching has to be "firmly believed" or
that one must submit in "obedience of faith" (ref. Dominus Jesus). On the
contrary, episcopal member-conferences are constantly reminded that there is
never any binding authority in the FABC statements. That notwithstanding, most
episcopal conferences throughout Asia have embraced the teachings and
positions taken by the FABC. Reflecting on the 25 years of FABC's existence,
Archbishop Michael Rozario, the convener of the 1995 Sixth FABC Plenary
Assembly, testifies to this in his address: "Our Federation has been for us a very
concrete and effective forum for sharing our Asian way of thinking about the
implications of the Gospel of Jesus for all the peoples of Asia."34
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4.2.2

CONTEXT AND MISSION OF FABC

Having reviewed the structure and functions of the FABC, and its development
and contributions over the years, it is now time for a review of the Sitz im Leben
in which the Asian Church is situated. This is not only important for the purpose
of better discerning the Church's mission, it is also the very way by which the
FABC operates. FABC begins most of its programs by looking at the realities
of the context. Only after a review of the context does it attempt to postulate an
appropriate theological response to the pastoral issues confronting the Church.
This is the contextual approach of doing theology which FABC employs in all
its theological endeavors. The following sections look at some of the factors
which constitute the context of the Asian Church.
4.2.2.1 External Context of the Church in Asia
(Post-Colonial Asia) "With the era of colonialism now a moment of the past,
we witness throughout Asia today the emergence within each of our nations, both
old and new, of a new consciousness and a new self-understanding" {ABM, art.
9).33 The Asia of the last thirty years has not only been struggling with weaning
from its colonial authority, but also with forging its own self-identity. As a
result, many Asian countries saw the rise in the spirit of nationalism amongst
their people, which at times was exaggerated and manifested in anti-colonial or
anti-Western activities.
The FABC bishops acknowledge that while many Asian countries have
"some sort of democratic government, they do not follow the same model of
democracy" {FABC VII, part II:C).36 Corruption, authoritarian rule, centralization
of power, militarization, and politicization of practically every facet of life have
more or less hijacked the very notion of democracy. Fragmentation of nationstates, civil war, and political oppression are common occurrences in many parts
of Asia. One calls to mind events such as the separation of East and West
Pakistan in 1971, the annexation of East Timor by Indonesia in 1975, the Cultural
Revolution in China, the Killing Fields of Pol Pot and the ultra-Communist
Khmer Rouge in Cambodia, the Vietnam and Korean wars, martial law in the
Philippines and the subsequent 1986 Peoples' Power revolution, the military
dictatorship in Myanmar, and the Tamil-Singhala civil war of Sri Lanka. In
short, Asia has been anything but peaceful in the last thirty years.
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(Globalization) "Modem day Asia is marked today by swift and far-reaching
transformation, a continent undergoing modernization and profound social
change, along with secularization and the break up of traditional societies"
{FABC /, art. 4).37 While there are undeniable benefits from these societal
transformations, the by-products of many of the processes have left Asia with
serious problems. "The loss of a sense of belonging in community,
depersonalized relationships, disorientation and loneliness" {FABCII, art. S)'8 are
some of these negative by-products. Other more serious consequences include
the increase in drug addiction, alcoholism, suicides, abortion, gangsterism,
delinquency and a host of other social problems.
Most of the societal transformations in the Asian continent are propelled by
the economic globalization which has pervaded the fabric of practically every
country around the world. There are numerous negative consequences attached
to this economic globalization. For example, the gap between the rich and the
poor has widened significantly. "It has enabled only a small proportion of the
population tó improve their standards of living, leaving many to remain in
poverty. Another consequence is excessive urbanization, causing the emergence
of huge urban conglomerations and the resultant migration, crime and
exploitation of the weaker sections" {FABC VII, part II: A).39
(Teeming Poor) Asia is a "continent of the teeming masses... [with] ...almost
two-thirds of mankind. It is a face largely marked with poverty, with undernourishment and ill health, scarred by war and suffering, troubled and restless"
{ABM, art. S).40 Asia is at the same time a "continent of the young. Nearly sixty
percent of its people are below twenty-five years in age: the world of the youth
of mankind" {ABM, art. 6).'" These two factors add up to make Asia a place
where the "many" and the "young" have to compete for the scarcity of Asia's
resources, much of which has already been exploited by the colonial powers and
continues to be exploited by the neo-colonialism of globalization.
The competitive society has seen the young and women, especially the girlchild, the most susceptible to its oppressive structures. "Many are living under
wretched conditions, unable because of poverty to liberate themselves from the
bondage of ignorance and illiteracy, and are shackled to a life severely limited by
inadequate skills and knowledge. They are also vulnerable to the temptations of
materialism and consumerism; they become prey to various ideologies that claim
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to offer liberation from ideologies and injustice" (FABCIV, art. 3.2 2) 42
(Cultural and Religious Pluralism) "There is, too, the face of the Asia that is
the continent of ancient and diverse cultures, religions, histories and traditions,
a region like Joseph's coat of many colors" {ABM, art. T).43 Where Asia is
different from all the other continents is that it is the cradle of all the major
world's religions. This might account for the innate and relentless quest for the
Divine which resides within the psyche of many people of Asia This has been
made manifest over the millennia by the multiplicity of ways for this quest,
resulting in the many religions which we witness today. It is these "great
religious traditions in Asia which form the basis of the establishment, growth and
development of the many cultures and nations of this great continent" {FABC IV,
art. 3.0.2).44
This pluralism brings with it certain problems. The diversity in the spiritual
search has often given rise to conflict and tension where the different religious
communities are pitted one against the other Religious differences are often
exploited and instrumentalized to mcite hatred and even wars, often for the
political and/or economic gains of a very few. "The struggle for power spawns
militant fundamentalism, by which a majority group or a powerful minority
imposes its values on the rest of society" {FABC V, art. 2.1 5) 45 This destroys
"the harmony of peoples' lives and their solidarity already witnessed to in a
dialogue of life" {FABC VI, art 7).46
4.2.2.2

Internal Context of the Church in Asia

In attempting to discern the mission of the Church in Asia, the Asian bishops
were cognizant also of the various hindrances impeding upon the Church, not
only on account of its history and context, but also in view of its priorities and
vision. The 1970 Asian Bishops' Meeting captures the sentiments of these
hindrances well:
But we must acknowledge too, with regret, where we have been found
wanting: where we have tended to foster only narrow and 'domestic'
interests; where we could have shown more compassion and solicitude
for the poor and have not been sufficiently vigorous in speaking out for
justice and the defense of human rights; where we have not incarnated
the Christian life and enfleshed the Church in ways and patterns of our
respective cultures, and thus kept it an alien in our lands; where we have
4:
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not sought understanding of, reconciliation and collaboration with our
brothers of other Christian Churches and of other faiths (ABM, art.
17).47
(Foreign Religion) The most serious of these hindrances to the Church's
mission is the fact that the Church continues to be viewed as foreign to the people
of Asia. Its colonial origins and heritage, its continued association with the West,
and its dependence upon Western norms, finances and authority are liabilities
which give the Church a foreign image. Perceived as a foreign religion the
Church remains alien to the people of Asia and has not been accepted as a part
of its religio-cultural fabric.
While other religions have successfully inculturated themselves in parts of
Asia where they have been brought to (for e.g., Buddhism was bom in India but
is flourishing now in East Asia), Christianity (bom in Asia, but brought back to
Asia from Europe) has not. The Christian religion is regarded as foreign much
the same way Western persons living in Asia — even if for decades and centuries
— are perceived as foreign. The Malay language even labels Christianity as
agama orangputih, which literally means "the white man's religion." To make
matters worse, the Church, in some places, secludes itself and forms little ghettos
and is in the main disengaged from the local populace. This adds to the
perception that Christianity is not a religion of Asia.
(Little Flock) To compound the problem, Christians are a small minority in
most of Asia. Except for the Philippines and East Timor (whose combined
Christian population make up about two-thirds of all Christians in Asia) and
Korea (with 25% of its population Christian), the other countries in Asia have a
Christian population which numbers no more than a few percent of the nation's
population. In some places, e.g., Thailand, Japan, Mongolia, and Cambodia, they
are even less than 0.1% of the population. Chrfstianity is therefore a minority
religion in most countries across Asia. A minority religion comes with the
complexes which accompany minority groups. For instance, the smallness of
one's group can be so threatening that out-group members are perceived as
competitors, enemies or even potential persecutors.
A Church which suffers from the "minority complex syndrome" tends
towards a maintenance mode. Its primary concern is with survival and most of
its energies are directed towards activities which serve to maintain the group and
the status quo. Church life has little to do with the society outside the Church
walls. It is an inward-looking Church, concentrated on the development and
growth of its own members, separate and divorced from the realities of the
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cultural milieu. Discipleship and Christian living is based on a spirituality of a
personalized I-God relationship, often with little concern for one's neighbor or
the injustices going on in one's surroundings. There is also a preoccupation with
how to increase one's flock, since membership recruitment is necessary to
preserve the group's existence. Mission, therefore, refers to active evangelization
in view of converting others to Christianity and the Church. Success in mission
is measured in terms of the number of people converted so as to add to the
membership of one's little flock.
(Non-Dialoguing) Such an attitude towards mission looks upon other religions
or Christian denominations as challenges or competitors. There is little
interaction with them except for the purpose of evangelizing their members. The
age-old adage of "extra ecclesiam nulla salus" lends credence to these negative
attitudes. If the Church is believed to be the only means of salvation, other
religions are at best erroneous or could even be evil or demonic. Since error has
no right to exist dialogue or relationship with persons of other religions is also
an error, if not a sin. The Christian's task is clearly spelt out in the mission
mandate of the Bible: bring them to Christ and baptize them in the Church,
failing which they will be banished into the fires of hell.
These non-dialoguing attitudes receive reinforcement from the Church's
emphasis on its own uniqueness and the absoluteness of the message of Christ
and of Christianity. These emphases do not only provide the theological
justification for the Church's non-involvement with other religions, but also
foster an attitude of superiority amongst Christians. Other religions are regarded
as inferior, to be brought under the light of Christ and, in the process, to be
brought into extinction. There is certainly no need for any dialogue with them.
(Non-Prophetic) Another characteristic of a minority religion is the fear of
getting involved in actions on behalf of human rights and the cause of justice and
peace. This is not so much because the Church does not believe in the virtues of
justice and peace but because it is afraid of what such actions might entail. Often
times prophetic actions have to involve more than the alleviation of pain and
suffering to include speaking out against the structures which cause them. The
process of challenging these structural evils may mean incurring the wrath of the
powers that be, many of whom are usually associated with the ruling elite and
other powerful figures. It is obvious that any challenge upon these powerful
figures might mean serious retribution not only upon the Church official who
speaks out against the injustices but also upon the entire Church itself.
The reality of such threats often influences the Church to remain silent in the
face of transgressions of human rights. At times the Church even chooses to side
with the dominating elites and dictatorial regimes, especially if this helps in
preserving its own self-existence. The individual Christian prophet who
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proclaims the message of God's Kingdom of justice and peace often finds
him/hcrself alone, with little support from the institutional Church.

4.3 FABC'S DOMINUS IESUS
Taking into consideration the context delineated in the discussion above, the
FABC has been guiding the Asian Church in its mission to the peoples of Asia
in the last thirty years. FABC's central thesis that the Lord Jesus is not only
relevant but also necessary for Asia informs this evangelizing mission. However,
the way FABC carries out this mission of evangelization differs radically from
the way Rome expects it to. A look at How FABC addresses the theme of
evangelization through its many Plenary Assemblies will shed more light on why
this is the case. Though the Plenary Assemblies are primarily pastoral in nature
the statements which issue from them do reveal the theological underpinnings
and foundational principles which have been guiding FABC. These principles
inform the way the Asian Church proclaims the Lord Jesus in Asia. They can
therefore be regarded as the Asian Church's theology for proclaiming "Jesus as
Lord," or "Dominus lesus."
4.3.1

PLENARY ASSEMBLY'S THEOLOGICAL CONCERNS

As discussed earlier, the FABC's Plenary Assembly is the supreme body for the
Church in Asia. No other structure can rightly claim to represent the Asian
Church more than the Plenary Assembly. The Assembly's concerns can
therefore be regarded as the prime concerns of the Church in Asia at that
particular period in history. Each Assembly addresses a different theme,
specially chosen to reflect the concerns of the Asian Church or to coincide with
an event of the universal Church. It is the Central Committee which chooses the
theme, often after much debate, reflection and discernment. Looking back at the
various issues addressed over the years, one can certainly see the Spirit at work
in the discernment of these themes.
4.3.1.1 FABC 1: Evangelization in Modern Day Asia
The 1974 Plenary Assembly had, as its theme, Evangelization in Modern Day
Asia.AB The theme was chosen to coincide with the Synod of Bishops for
Evangelization, which was to be held later in the year. FABC I was thus an event
to prepare the Asian bishops before they went to Rome. A study of the Vatican's

4
' First Plenary Assembly of the Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences, FABC I
(Taipei, 1974), "Evangelization in Modem Day Asia," in For All the Peoples of Asia, vol. 1, 1125.
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post-Synodal document Evangelii Nuntiandi ought to reveal where the Asian
bishops had a bearing on the proceedings of the Synod. On the other hand, the
universal Church's concerns also greatly influenced the Asian bishops at FABC
I. The final statement of the FABC Assembly saw the bishops affirming the
urgency of evangelization: "The preaching of Jesus Christ and His Gospel to our
peoples in Asia becomes a task which today assumes an urgency, a necessity and
magnitude unmatched in the history of our Faith in this part of the world" (art.
The bishops went on to state almost immediately that "to preach the Gospel
in Asia today we must make the message and life of Christ truly incarnate in the
minds and lives of our peoples" (art. 9). In this regard, "the building up of a truly
local church" (art. 9) is of prime importance, and for this to be effected, the
Church must be "in continuous, humble and loving dialogue with the living
traditions, the cultures, the religions — in brief, with all the life-realities of the
people in whose midst it has sunk its roots deeply and whose history and life it
gladly makes its own" (art. 12). Specifically, FABC I implores the Church to be
in "dialogue with the great religious traditions of our peoples" (art. 13) and to
actualize a "local church," which simply means to be "in dialogue with its people
[which] in so many countries in Asia means [the] dialogue with the poor" (art.
19).50
4.3.1.2 FABC Ih Prayer as Life of the Church
The 1978 Plenary Assembly had, as its theme, Prayer: The Life of the Church in
Asia.51 The theme, according to the bishops, was chosen as a reflection of the
"profound conviction that our minds and hearts have to turn, at this time, to that
source from which light and energy from the Lord come to us, to that river of life
which must water and fecundate, vivify and nourish the entire life and activity of
each of our communities and each one of us." By prayer, the bishops were
specifically referring to "Christian prayer, the prayer of Jesus living on in the
heart of His people" (art. 4).32
In the very next article, the bishops state that "it is significant that this
assembly was held in India. India is 'a land of ancient culture, the cradle of great
religions, the home of a nation that has sought God with relentless desire, in deep
meditation and silence, and in hymns of fervent prayer.' We have been
introduced to some Asian approaches to prayer by competent and discerning

49
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guides. Thus our meeting has not been one for study and discussion only, but
equally a time of contemplation and search for God's light and grace" (art 5).
The bishops then spoke of this search as involving inculturation and adopting the
best from Asia's heritage: "We are more convinced that the Spirit is leading us
in our time, not to some dubious syncretism (which we all rightly reject), but to
an integration — profound and organic in character -- of all that is best in our
traditional ways of prayer and worship, into the treasury of our Christian heritage.
Thus a fuller catholicity made possible in this age of the Church" (art. 31)."
The Asian bishops were also emphatic that "the Church in Asia must become
more fully a true community of prayer, ~ a deeply praying community whose
contemplation is inserted in the context of our time and the cultures of our
peoples today" (art. 12). This renewal in prayer is prayed for with the trust that
"the grace of the Spirit will flow to fill with new power and love all those
activities to which the mission of the Church in Asian countries summons her
today." This new power and love is best expressed in the Church's contribution
in the area of human development, education and the "conduct of everyday life"
(art. 21). The means towards this renewal in prayer also include inculturation
and interreligious dialogue (art. 30-38).54
4.3.1.3 FABC HI: Church as Community of Faith
The 1982 Plenary Assembly had, as its theme, The Church: A Community of
Faith in Asia.™ The theme, chosen in thanksgiving for one fruitful decade of
FABC's existence, also invites Catholics in Asia "to consider the Church as
community realizing its communion and mission in its own being and life, and
in relation to other communities in whose midst we live in the Asian context"
(art. 5). Through the final statement, the bishops suggested "that the Church is
at its deepest level a communion (koinoma) rooted in the life of the Trinity, and
thus in its essential reality a sacrament (piysterium et sacramentimi) of the loving
self-communication of God and the graced response of redeemed mankind in
faith, hope and love" (art. 7.1). They also spoke of the Church's goal as
"discipleship in the GospeF' (art. 7.3), always "led by the guidance of the Spirit"
(art. 7.4), "nourished by the sacraments of faith" (art. 7.5), and sharing in a spirit
of "authentic participation and co-responsibility" (art. 7.6) [emphasis in
original].56
More importantly, the Church, while "in true oneness with its pastors" (art.
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7.7), "is a community not closed in on itself and its particular concerns, but
linked with many bonds to other communities of faith" (art. 7.8). They "fulfill
the Gospel mandate of mission, proclaiming the Word through word and witness;
reaching out to others through ways of dialogue; and serving in evangelical
diakonia; so that the Word and the Spirit maybe shared in fidelity and joyfulness
with our brothers and sisters in the human communities which surround it" (art.
7.9).57
The bishops also emphasized that the Church in Asia "must listen to the
Spirit at work in the many communities of believers who live and experience
their own faith, who share and celebrate it in their own social, cultural and
religious history, and that they (as communities of the Gospel) must accompany
these others 'in a common pilgrimage toward the ultimate goal, in relentless quest
for the Absolute,' and that thus they are to be 'sensitively attuned to the work of
the Spirit in the resounding symphony of Asian communion'" (art. 8.2). The
Church is "called to give witness to the meanings and values it professes,
incarnating these in the ways of life of its own people, expressing them in its
presence, dialogue and praxis in all the spheres of its activity as Church in
history, within its own real world." This it does as it "moves forward in mission"
and "accompanies all humankind in its pilgrimage to the Kingdom of the Father"
(art. 15).58
4.3.1.4 FABC IV: Vocation and Mission of the Laity
The 1986 Plenary Assembly had, as its theme, The Vocation and Mission of the
Laity in the Church and in the World ofAsia.59 Chosen in view of the Synod of
Bishops for Laity which was to be held the following year, the theme also
reflected the urgency to follow-up on FABC IIFs call that the Church be a
"community of faith." A community must act together as a People of God,
whereby the "contribution by countless numbers of the laity to the life of faith
among the People of God of Asia cannot be measured" (art. 2.4).60
"May your Kingdom come! (Lk 11:2)" were the first words of FABC IK's
statement (art. 1.1). The plea expresses both the "vocation and a challenge to the
Church"(art. 1.2). "The battered condition of Asia," its "poverty, wretchedness
and misery" (art. 1.3), are the "dark realities" which challenge us as we "place
our hope in the Lord who remains, despite our valiant efforts, the ultimate builder
of the Kingdom (cf. Ps 127)" (art. 3.0.1). In going about our vocation and
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mission, we are cognizant that a "Basic Presupposition" with which we work is
that this "struggle for a full human life is not confined to the Christian
community " Instead, "we acknowledge that there are many great religious
traditions in Asia which form the basis of the establishment, growth and
development of the many cultures and nations in this great continent In
solidarity with them, we seek the full flowering of the human person and the
transformation of the world of Asia into that which pleases the Creator (cf Gen
l)"(art 3 0 2) 61
The "vocation and mission of the laity for the salvation of Asia" can be
discovered and discerned by the manner in which we respond to the "challenges
of Asia" (art 4 0 1 ) As Christians, we "discover our genuine and specific place
in the multi-religious cultural context of Asia" by rediscovering "Jesus Christ as
the Liberator of Asia, and his Church as the servant and instrument of that
liberation" (art 4 11) In a discipleship "rooted in the realities of Asia" we
espouse a "Christian spirituality [which is] incarnated" (art 4 8 3) Such a
spirituality "grows and matures in the midst of continuous tensions and struggles
with the destructive powers of sin and its consequences, of conflict and injustice"
(art 4 8 3) It is also a spirituality which is "Chnstocentnc and inspired by the
Spirit of Jesus, the Liberator" (art 4 8 3 ) "
Such a spirituality not only listens "to Christ as the Word, in the Scriptures
and in the Church," but also listens "to the Word in persons and in events, in the
ebb and flow of life, to listen to the poor and the needy and to reach out to them
as Jesus did, for they are the least of his brethren" (art 4 8 5) "In Jesus, the
Reign of God began, he came that we might have life to the full The struggle for
fullness of life in Asia is a seeking of the Kingdom" (art 4 8 7) "
4.3.1.5 FABC V: New Way of Being Church
The 1990 P'enary Assembly had, as its theme, Journeying Togethei Towai d the
Thud Millennium 64 With a more specific sub-theme of The Emerging
Challenges for the Church in Asia m the 1990s A Call to Respond, FABC Κ was
more or less a turning point for the Church in Asia in that it called for a totally
"new way of being and becoming Church" (art 1 6) The final statement began
by acknowledging that "the huge land mass of Asia and our 'teeming millions'"
is the "context of God's creative, incamational and redemptive action, the theater
in which the drama of Asia's salvation is enacted" (art 1 6) It is within this
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context that the Church's "challenge is to proclaim the Good News of the
Kingdom of God: to promote justice, peace, love, compassion, equality and
brotherhood in these Asian realities. In short, it is to work to make the Kingdom
of God a reality" (art. 1.7).65
This mission for God's Kingdom begins by recognizing the truly human.
For, "when the truly human is discovered and deeply contemplated, it reveals to
us the mystery of the Divine, of the creative Being who loves all creation in ways
beyond even our deepest hopes and imaginings." This leads us to view "the
movement in Asia towards modernity" as a challenge calling for "a joyful
response from the Church, as it accompanies our Asian people, as partner with
them in all positive movements of the human spirit" (art. 2.3.9). Such a calling
demands a renewal in our understandings of the sense of mission, premised on
"our faith that God so loved the world that he sent his Son to be the savior of all"
(art. 3.1). Consequently, "mission, being a continuation in the Spirit of the
mission of Christ, involves being with the people, as was Jesus: 'The Word
became flesh and dwelt among us' (Jn 1:14). Therefore, mission includes: being
with the people, responding to their needs, with sensitiveness to the presence of
God in cultures and other religious traditions, and witnessing to the values of
God's Kingdom through presence, solidarity, sharing and word. Mission will
mean a dialogue with Asia's poor, with its local cultures, and with other religious
traditions (FABC I)" (art. ΙΛ2).66
It follows that while "mission may find its greatest urgency in Asia; it also
finds in our continent a distinctive mode." In particular, "we affirm, together
with others, that 'the proclamation of Jesus Christ is the center and primary
element of evangelization'... But the proclamation of Jesus Christ in Asia means,
first of all, the witness of Christians and of Christian communities to the values
of the Kingdom of God, a proclamation through Christlike deeds. For Christians
in Asia, to proclaim Christ means above all to live like him, in the midst of our
neighbors of other faiths and persuasions, and to do his deeds by the power of his
grace. Proclamation through dialogue and deeds ~ this is the first call to the
Churches in Asia" (art. 4.1).67
While mission in Asia is through dialogue, the Church must not hesitate "to
proclaim explicitly the Lord Jesus as the Savior and the answer to the
fundamental questions of human existence" (art. 4.3). This proclamation,
however, is not so much a proclamation of the absoluteness or uniqueness of
Christ as is a proclamation of what the Lord Jesus himself proclaimed:
The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach
good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the

'

s

Ibid , 275.

"

Ibid, 279-280.

"

Ibid, 281

FABC and Asian Tìieology

175

captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set the liberty those who
are oppressed, to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord (Lk 4 18-19)
(art 4 3) 6 8
The bishops summed up their renewed understanding of mission in the New Way
of Being Church as such
Our reflection on the Asian situation in the light of our mission of
evangelization has led us to realize the enduring validity of a process
(a) dialoguing with the realities of Asia from within, (b) discerning the
movement of God's Spirit in Asia, and (c) translating into deeds what
the Spirit bids us to accomplish This process has to be the general
approach for our total response as Church in Asia (art 7 1) 69
4.3.1.6 F ABC VI: Discipleship as Service to Life
The 1995 Plenary Assembly had, as its theme, Christian Discipleship in Asia
Today Sei-vice to Life70 FABC VI was at once a celebration of the 25lh
anniversary of the FABC, counting from the 1970 Asian Bishops ' Meeting, as it
was a celebration of Pope John Paul II's visit to Manila to celebrate the IO*
World Youth Day It was thus a time of looking back at the 25 years of FABC's
"commitment to life" (art 3-5)7' as well as a looking ahead at the "vision of life"
(art 6 ff)72 for the peoples of Asia The bishops described the 25 years of FABC
as "the story of a listener attentive to the perils of life, to the visions of life, to
celebratory songs of life and who wants to share the singular wealth one has,
which is the memory of the person named Jesus who is for us the Way, the Truth
and the Life" (art 4) 7 3
The bishops then began the exploration of the theme of "Service to Life"
with "a rapid scan of Asian realities simply to situate more clearly the struggle
of Asia for life" (art 6) After looking at the variety of "death-dealing forces"
(art 7) and "life-giving forces" (art 8), they began a search "not simply for the
meaning of life but for life itself' (art 9) In this regard they proposed a vision
of life which is "a vision of unity in diversity, a communion of life among diverse
peoples " It is also a vision of "holistic life, life that is achieved and entrusted to
every person and every community of persons, regardless of gender, creed or
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culture, class or color." Above all, it is a "life with integrity and dignity, a life
ofcompassion for the multitudes, especially for the poor and the needy." Finally,
it is a "life οι solidarity with every form of life and of sensitive care for the earth.
It is thus a life that unites us Asians among ourselves and with the whole of
creation into one community of life" (art. 10). Such is FABC's vision of life for
Asia.74
The bishops then proposed that as disciples of Jesus, whose duty it is to
"contribute to the shaping and achieving of such a vision of life in Asia" (art. 11),
we ought to respond by following after the footsteps of Jesus. They note the
content of Jesus' own proclamation: "I came that they may have life and have it
abundantly" (Jn. 10:10). These words depict the mission of "announcing and
inaugurating the Kingdom of God (Mk. 1:15), the hope of subjugated Israel for
the fullness of life in God" (art. 13). In Jesus' life one sees that the Kingdom
entails "communion with Abba... the ultimate source of life" (art. 13.1),
"liberating and recreating communion among neighbors" (art. 13.2), "death for
the life of many" (art. 13.3), "rising from the dead [as proof] that God is the
Master of life" (art. 13.4), and "the gift of the Spirit of Life" (art. 13.5). As
disciple-communities, ours is to be in "'solidarity' with God" (art. 14.1), to be
"liberating and recreating communion among neighbors" (art. 14.2), to be
"dying for the many" (art. 14.3), to be "living in the Risen One" (art. 14.4), and
to be "walking by the Spirit of Life" (art. 14.5).75
The bishops concluded FABC VI by reiterating very succinctly that the
Church's vision and contribution to life in Asia entails the following three key
aspects: (i) "Jesus and his Gospel of Life," (ii) "sharing of Abba's liberating and
reconciling life and love with others, (iii) "authentic discipleship in the creative
Spirit of Jesus, the Spirit of Life" (art. 14.7).76
4.3.1.7

FABC VII: Renewed Church, Mission of Love and Service

The 2000 Plenary Assembly had, as its theme, A Renewed Church in Asia: A
Mission of Love and Service.71 Deliberately held in the year of the Jubilee, it was
also an event which followed soon after the presentation of the November 1999
Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Ecclesia in Asia. It came as no surprise then
that the theme of FABC VII also followed closely the Asian Synod's theme,
which was "Jesus Christ the Savior and His Mission of Love and Service in Asia:
'...That They May Have Life, and Have it Abundantly' (Jn. 10:10)." As noted
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in Chapter Two, the FABC's theme is conspicuously absent on the mention of
"Jesus as savior" for Asia, whereas that was the central theses during the
Vatican-organized Asian Synod.78 In any case, the FABC's Plenary Assembly
did take as starting point many of the concerns raised by the document Ecclesia
in Asia. In discussing the vision of renewal, FABC VII looked at the thirty-year
history of the FABC to sift out "eight movements that as a whole constitute an
Asian vision of a renewed Church" (part I:A)7':
(i)
a movement towards a Church of the Poor and a Church of the Young
{ABM);
(ii)
a movement toward a truly local Church, toward a Church incarnate in
a people, a Church indigenous and inculturated {FABC II);
(iii)
a movement toward deep interiority so that the Church becomes a
deeply praying community {FABC II);
(iv)
a movement toward an authentic community of faith. Fully rooted in the
life of the Trinity, the Church in Asia has to be a communion of
communities of authentic participation and co-responsibility {FABC III);
(v)
a movement toward active integral evangelization, toward a new sense
of mission {FABC V);
(vi)
a movement toward empowerment of men and women {FABC IV);
(vii)
a movement toward active involvement in generating and serving life
{FABC VI);
(viii)
a movement toward the triple dialogue with other faiths, with the poor
and with the cultures.
Synthesizing all of these movements, FABC VII had this to say:
For thirty years, as we have tried to reformulate our Christian identity
in Asia, we have addressed different issues, one after another:
evangelization, inculturation, dialogue, the Asianness of the Church,
justice, the option for the poor, etc. Today, after three decades, we no
longer speak of such distinct issues. We are addressing present needs
that are massive and increasingly complex. These issues are not
separate topics to be discussed, but aspects of an integrated approach to
our Mission of Love and Service. We need to act'integrally.' As we
face the needs of the 21" century, we do so with Asian hearts, in
solidarity with the poor and the marginalized, in union with all our

" Elsewhere, I have written extensively on this disparity. It boils down to the fact that the
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Christian brothers and sisters and by joining hands with all men and
women of Asia of many different faiths. Inculturation, dialogue, justice
and the option for the poor are aspects of whatever we do (FABC VII,
part III).80
4.3.2

BANDUNG: F A B C ' S TRANSITION POINT

The foregoing discussions attest to FABC's growth and development, not only
in fraternal collaboration amongst the episcopal conferences but also in its
theological elaboration on the critical issues pertinent to the Church in Asia. As
was noted in passing, the Fifth Plenary Assembly was critical in putting into
perspective the FABC's approach to mission and evangelization in Asia." It
synthesized all the previous Assemblies' concerns and called for a totally "new
way of being church" which was at once holistic as was integrated.
Effectively this signaled an end to a reductionist and compartmentalized
approach to mission and evangelization. In a reductionist approach, mission is
often understood from a limited perspective, usually narrowed down to the task
of proclamation or the missio ad gentes. Such an approach has as its aim the
conversion of others to Christ and their baptism into the Church. In a
compartmentalized approach to mission, the different FABC departments or
Offices engage in different activities, some of which may actually contradict or
nullify the activities of another's. For example, the Office of Evangelization, in
view of the need to generate enthusiasm for missionary activities, might
depreciate the need for interreligious dialogue by, for example, emphasizing the
absoluteness of Christ and Christianity. This renders the efforts of the
Interreligious Office more difficult. Whereas, an integral approach suggests the
need for every component of evangelization (community, proclamation, service,
witness, dialogue, etc.) to be addressed simultaneously and be regarded as
complementary or mutually inclusive rather than contradictory or mutually
exclusive. Looking back at the approach advanced by FABC V, the Seventh
Plenary Assembly called this the method of "active integral evangelization" (part
I:A).82
FABC Vox the Bandung Assembly (as it has come to be known, in view of
its significance)'1 can be regarded as the transition point for the Church in Asia.
It moved the Church from a phase where it was exploring separately the various
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dimensions of mission to addressing them all at once, integrally and holistically.
,h
Considering that the Bandung Assembly was held during the 20 year of FABC's
existence, it was as if it had come of age and was moving into the stage of
adulthood. As in the human being, developmental changes are explicitly
manifest at this transitional stage of the Church's life. For example, the earlier
years, on account of having preoperational and concrete operational stage thought
patterns, saw FABC primarily focused on single issues one at a time (for e.g.,
inculturation, dialogue, option for the poor, social justice, proclamation, etc.) and
treating them separately as isolated ministries. Whereas, the later post-Bandung
years, with formal operational stage thought patterns, saw the ability of the
Church to simultaneously grasp and address a variety of issues integrally and
inclusively.
If the early years saw the FABC Plenary Assemblies taking as its theme
primarily ecclesia issues, e.g., evangelization, prayer, community, vocation and
mission of the laity, the later post-Bandung years saw the Plenary Assemblies'
themes shift to manifest a greater concern for society, e.g., challenges of the
Third millennium, service to life, mission of love and service. The first twenty
pre-Bandung years were "childhood" and "adolescent" years, as it were, where
the FABC's focus was on the issue of individuation, in view of creating a selfidentity. Preoccupied with the need to individuate itself from its colonial
identity, in favor of forging a local identity, they were years when the Church's
primary task was to find a place for itself in Asia.
The later post-Bandung years were "adulthood" years, where the focus
shifted to the issue of generativity. The concerns of the FABC at this stage were
more about discovering the Church's role and contribution to Asian society and
the community at large.84 A comparative look at the FABC statements will reveal
that the later documents devote more space and emphasis to issues of societal
concerns, such as globalization, trans-national migration, militarization, ecology,
refugees, girl-child, etc. The Seventh Plenary Assembly even concludes by
referring to the Jubilee Year's celebration of the birth of Jesus and the opening
of the "Holy Doors" of churches. Acknowledging that "it is there beyond the
doors that we hear [Jesus'] reassuring and empowering word," the bishops
quickly added that "it is through the same doors that we now go out into the
world of the peoples of Asia into their struggles and joys, which are also ours"

,4
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{FABC VII, art. III:C).e5 Thus, the evangelizing mission of the Church of Asia
is beyond the Church doors, in solidarity with all the peoples of Asia.
The following section takes this development and transition of the Bandung
Assembly into consideration as it addresses the FABC's theological thrust. In
discussing FABC's thrust, it presumes the post-Bandung orientation of an
integral and holistic approach to evangelization. The discussion substantiates this
with the different theological and pastoral concerns taken up over the years in
Plenary Assemblies, as well as in the various FABC consultations and Bishops'
Institutes.
4.3.3

FABC's THEOLOGICAL THRUST

As the supreme body of the FABC, the Plenary Assembly provides the general
orientations and foundational theological principles for the Church in Asia.
These are then taken up by the various FABC Offices for further elaboration and
systematization. The FABC Offices, therefore, take as starting point the
decisions and recommendations of the Plenary Assemblies and discuss them in
view of offering more specific directions for the Church to take. In particular,
the Office of Theological Concerns is charged with explicitly studying specific
theological issues (for e.g., interreligious dialogue, harmony, Asian theological
method, etc.), often over an extended period, and then making their findings
available to the FABC. This section discusses the FABC's theological thrust by
taking, firstly, the statements of the Plenary Assemblies,84 and then looking at
how these have been elaborated upon by the various FABC Offices, through their
institutes, seminars and consultations.
4.3.3.1 Renewed Understanding of Mission
That mission and evangelization is inherent on all Christians is not a point of
contention. In the conclusion to the statement of the First Bishops' Institute for
Missionary Apostolate, the Asian bishops had this to say: "We go home more
deeply aware of the urgent duty to proclaim the Good News to the peoples of
Asia, more encouraged in this our primary task by the support we have received
from one another, fully convinced of our union with the entire Church as we
carry out the mission entrusted to us by the Lord to make disciples of all nations
(Mt 28:19) and to bring all men to the saving knowledge of the one true God and

'5 FABC VII. in For All the Peoples ofAsia, vol. 3, 15.
** In view of the importance of the Plenary Assemblies' statements, the following section
will inevitably repeat some articles previously discussed.
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Jesus Christ whom He has sent (Jn 17:3)" (BIMA I, art. 19).e7 Even as such a
position may seem very similar to that taken by traditional classicist theology,
there is actually an essential difference in how the concept of mission and
proclamation are understood from within the Asian context. In particular,
"making disciples of all nations" and "bringing all men to the saving knowledge
of the one true God and Lord Jesus Christ" take on a completely different stance
if viewed from FABC's overall vision of mission and evangelization. The
Bandung statement offers a useful synthesis of the FABC's renewed
understanding of mission:
A renewal of our sense of mission means, first of all, renewal of our
faith that God so loved the world that he sent his Son to be the savior of
all. This Son, through whom all things are made (Jn 1:3; Heb 1:2),
became like us in all things, sin alone excepted (Heb 4:15). He went
about doing good and healing all who were in the power of evil (Acts
10:38). Filled with the Spirit, he preached the Good News of the
Kingdom of God, and commanded his disciples to do the same. Lifted
up from the earth, he draws all peoples to himself through his Church,
and through other ways unknown to us. He is the light that enlightens
every human being (Jn 1:9). He has imprinted traces of his revelation
in the world which exists in him (Col 1:16), and in the 'seeds of the
Word' found in cultures and in other religious traditions. The Spirit
sent by the Father and the Son, and ever-present and active in the
Church, in the world and in the human heart, leads all to their unity and
fulfillment (FABC V, art. 3.1.1).ββ
Elaborating on this statement, which perhaps can be regarded as FABC's
mission manifesto, the bishops οι FABC F emphasized that this renewed sense
of mission includes "being with the people, responding to their needs, with
sensitiveness to the presence of God in cultures and other religious traditions, and
witnessing to the values of God's Kingdom through presence, solidarity, sharing
and word" (FABC V, art. 3.1.2). The statement also implies mission as a
mandate: "We evangelize because we are sent into the whole world to make
disciples of all nations" (FABC V, art. 3.2.2). That aside, a more significant
reason for our evangelization is because "the Gospel is leaven for liberation and
for the transformation of society." Seen especially in the context of the suffering,
pain and cries of Asia and its people, the Good News is indeed a leaven which
is urgently needed: "Our Asian world needs the values of the Kingdom and of
Christ in order to bring about the human development, justice, peace and

" First Bishops' Institute for Missionary Apostolate, BIMA ƒ (Baguio City, 1978), in For
All the Peoples of Asia, vol. 1, 96.
" For All the Peoples of Asia. vol. I, 279-280.

182

FABC and Asian neology

harmony with God, among peoples and with all creation that the peoples of Asia
long for" (FABC V, art. 3.2.5).89 In a similar vein Indian theologian Felix
Wilfred asserts that "Jesus is relevant to Asia, not because the bulk of the Asian
masses are non-Christians, but because they are poor."90
It is worth pointing out that there is not the slightest mention nor hint of the
missio adgentes in the Bandung manifesto. Instead, the Asian bishops insist that
God does draw all peoples to Godself, not only through the Church but "through
other ways unknown to us" as well. From this perspective, mission and
evangelization have a totally different goal from how it is traditionally
understood, viz., soul-saving and church-planting. This renewed concept of
mission is what the Third Bishops' Institute for Interreligious Affairs on the
Theology of Dialogue calls a "fuller" perspective: "The Church all over Asia is
being called by the Spirit to a fuller understanding of mission and innovative
forms of witness, service and dialogue." It is an understanding of mission where
Christians, "along with our Asian brothers and sisters, will jointly make the
Reign of God more visibly present, a Reign of freedom, justice, love and peace"
(BIRA IV/3, art. 17)."
4.3.3.2 God's Kingdom: Coal of Evangelization
What then is the goal of mission and evangelization? As is evidenced from the
foregoing discussion, a renewed sense of mission always takes as starting point
the realities of Asia. The Fourth FABC Plenary Assembly reminds that "we need
to confront the dark realities in the heart of Asia ~ not in order to moan and wail
in despair, but in order that we may be challenged by the magnitude of the task
and thus place our hope in the Lord who remains, despite our valiant efforts, the
ultimate builder of the Kingdom (cf. Ps 127) (FABC IV, art. 3.0.1).92
Commenting on the FABC statements, especially the one of Bandung, Felix
Wilfred had this to say: "In seeking to respond to the challenges of the Asian
context, the Kingdom of God becomes, in the thought of the bishops, a focal
point. It offers the most suitable framework for making sense of their two major
experiences, which are also their chief concerns: the religious and cultural
plurality of the Asian peoples, and the prevalence of massive poverty."93
A renewed sense of mission, therefore, is always oriented towards how the
realities of Asia can best be addressed by the Church. It is not an a priori sense

" For All Ihe Peoples of Asia. vol. 7,281
* Felix Wilfred, "Images of Jesus Christ in the Asian Pastoral Context. An Interpretation of
Documents from the Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences," Concilium (1993/2): 52.
" Third Bishops' Institute for Interreligious Affairs on the Theology of Dialogue, BIRA IV/3
(Hong Kong, 1986), in For All the Peoples of Asia. vol. 1,261.
,:
For All the Peoples of Asia. vol. 1, 179
'" Felix Wilfred, "Images of Jesus Christ in the Asian Pastoral Context," 53.
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of mission, but one which evolves out of the context of Asia. As suggested by
Wilfred, the "Kingdom of God" is the Asian bishops' response to these Asian
realities. TheFABC's 1988 All-Asian Conference on Evangelization confirms
this as it posits that "the ultimate goal of evangelization is the ushering in and
establishment of God's Kingdom, namely God's rule in the hearts and minds of
our people" (art. S).94
What exactly is the FABC's understanding of this Kingdom of God? The
statement of a theological consultation organized by the FABC's Evangelization
Office offers some hints: "Wherever men and women open themselves to the
transcendent divine mystery which impinges upon them to go out of themselves
in love and service of fellow humans, there the reign of God is at work" (art.
29).95 The statement discloses that the reign of God is the preoccupation of not
only Christians but also of all people concerned about their relationship with the
transcendent God as well as with their fellow human beings. The Kingdom of
God is, therefore, a "universal reality, extending far beyond the boundaries of the
Church" (art. 30).^ It is not a rhetoric but a world-transforming force,
symbolized by the presence of "the powerful yet compassionate God who brings
salvation to the universe" (BIRAIV/JO, art. 7). It is a Kingdom which "confronts
the forces of injustice, violence, and oppression," all of which represent
"structures of sin." It is also a Kingdom which upholds "the preferential option
for the poor, since they are the victims of these structures." In short, "solidarity
with the poor is a response to the Good News of God's Kingdom" (BIRA IV/JO,
art. 8).'7
4.3.3.3 Jesus Christ: Way to the Kingdom
While insisting on the universality of the Kingdom of God and its accessibility
beyond the confines of the institutional Church, the Asian bishops also insist on
the primacy of Christ and the Gospel to the Christian faith. This has been
attested to from the very first FABC Plenary Assembly itself: "It is our belief that
only in and through Christ and His Gospel, and by the outpouring of the Holy
Spirit, that these quests [to find meaning, overcome destructive forces, shape a
new society, to free ourselves from structural bondage, to foster human dignity
and to create a genuine communion among all peoples] can come to realizations.
For Christ alone, we believe, is for every man 'the Way, the Truth and the Life,'

" All-Asian Conference on Evangelization (Suwon, 1988), in For All the Peoples of Asia,
vol. 1,292.
M
FABC onice of Evangelization: Conclusions of the Theological Consultation (Hua Min,
1991), in For All the Peoples ofAsia. vol. 1, 341.
96
Ibid., 342.
" Tenth Bishops' Institute for Interreligious Affairs on the Theology of Dialogue
(Sukabumi, 1988), in For All the Peoples ofAsia. vol. 1,314.
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(Jn 14:6) 'who enlightens every man who comes into the world' (Jn 1:9)" (FABC
98
I, art. 6-7). As can be seen in the preceding statement, the centrality of Christ
to Christian faith is never compromised, even in multi-religious Asia. The 1991
Theological Consultation expresses this article of faith very succinctly: "Jesus
Christ, the Son of God made man, is at the center of our Christian faith" (art.
28)."
Such profession of faith in the centrality of Christ has to be understood not
so much in relation to or in comparison with other religious figures; it has to be
understood within the context of the Kingdom of God. The Second Bishops'
Institute for Interreligious Affairs expresses this commitment thus: "The purpose
of the Church's proclaiming the message of Christ — which is its central mission
- is to call man to the values of the Kingdom of God" (BIRA II, art. 13).'00 The
focus on God and God's Kingdom is thus paramount in FABC's theology of
Christ. God has spoken and continues to speak to humankind, inviting them to
actualize the Kingdom. This is God's Word, the eternal message given to all
people at all times. This Word was made "incarnate in Jesus, who announced the
Good News of God's reign in this world" (BIRA II, art. 10),10' and who continues
to be relevant, not only for Christians but for all the peoples of Asia as well. It
is in this context that FABC I, in a prayer, refers to Christ as not only the Christ
of Christians but as "Christ of the peoples of Asia" (FABC I, art. 46). 102
4.3.3.4 Human Jesus: Face of Christ in Asia
Who is this Christ of the peoples of Asia? How would Asians respond to the
question "Who do you say I am?" This was studied extensively by the FABC's
Theological Advisory Commission in an International Theological Colloquium
(TAC-Colloquium) held in 1994. m Its final statement acknowledges that, first
and foremost, the Christ of Asian Christians is "the image of the invisible God,
the firstborn of all creation (cf. Col. 1:15)." This, of course, is a confession

" FABC I, m For All the Peoples of Asia, vol 1, 13.
" FABC Office of Evangelization, in For All the Peoples of Asia, vol. /,341. It might be
worth noting that the Office of Evangelization who organized this consultation has for its
objectives the evangelization of Asia, i.e , evangelization as it is traditionally understood.
' n o Second Bishops' Institute for Interreligious Affairs, BIRA Π (Kuala Lumpur, 1979), in
For All the Peoples of Asia, vol I, 115.
"" I b i d , 115.
m

FABC1. m For All the Peoples of Asm, vol. 1, 19.
"'•' FABC International Theological Colloquium (Pattaya, 1994), "Being Church in Asia:
Journeying with the Spint into Fuller Life," in For All the Peoples of Asia, vol. 2,217-228.
[Since this statement of the colloquium represents a composite and synthesis of the views of the
FABC over the years and because the very same ideas and orientations have been repeated in
subsequent FABC assemblies and seminars, the present section will draw primarily from the
statement of this colloquium ]
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which is no different from the faith of the Apostles (TAC-Colloquium, art 26)
It then goes on to state that as we reflect on "the harsh underside of suffering
Asia, the image of Jesus that captures our imagination is lus human portrait in the
Scriptures" (TAC-Colloquium, art 27).'(M It is this image of the human Jesus
which is given prominence in any reflection on the Asian face of Christ
What does this face of Christ in Asia look like? The FABC's Theological
Advisory Commission is explicit in its description- It is one "bom of woman
(Gal 4.4)," one "who pitches his tent among us (Jn 1:14)," and one who "empties
himself to be in solidarity with the little ones, those treated as non-persons - the
poor and deprived, the outcast and marginalized, the oppressed and downtrodden,
the sick, those who do no count, children and women" (Ibid ) This same Christ
is also the one who "breaks down social barriers," who "challenges religious
exclusivism," and who "announces a radically new worshiping of God " It is a
Christ who "dares to touch the untouchables" and who "calls women to be lus
close disciples " It is a Christ who "forgives and reconciles," and who is "the
person of harmony," the person of "peace" (Jn 14 27,20 21 -23, Eph 2· 14) ( ΓΑ CColloqmum, art. 28). 105
I
The Christ of Asia announces the reign of God "The Kingdom is here, in
your midst' (Lk. 17:21)" This Christ is "compassionate," "calls the poor
blessed," and even announces that the "Kingdom of God is theirs' (Lk 6 20) "
It is a Christ who signals "the compassionate irruption of the Kingdom of God
into our space and time" (TAC-Colloquium, art. 29). This Christ is also one who
"confronts the powers that be," especially in addressing issues such as "greed,"
"hypocrisy," "corruption," and "oppression" (Mt 23-13-36; Lk 12 1) He
"relativizes wealth," "condemns slavery to mammon," and rebukes any form of
"idolatry to wealth" (Lk 12 13-21; Mt 6 24) "Thirsting for justice," the actions
of Christ "subvert the values of this world" (TAC-Colloquium, art. 30) He looks
upon power as opportunities not so much to "dominate" or to "oppress," but "to
serve" (Jn 13:15; Lk 22-27; Mk 10 45)
In short, this is the Christ of'
"authenticity, transparency, credibility, [and] Truth." And for this reason he was
"killed" as his perspective of truth was not in consonance with the "religious
claims" of the time nor with the "ruling elite's idea of the common good " (TAC106
Colloquium, art 31)
It was in his defense of the values of the Kingdom and his love for
humankind that saw Christ die a "death by the cruel and brutal execution on the
cross" (TAC-Colloquium, art 32) "This is what it means to be the anointed, the
Christ, the Person who by dying gives life to humanity. The bitter cup of

For All the Peoples of Asia vol 2,222
Ibid
Ibid , 222-223
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suffering he accepts (Mk 14:36; Mt 26:39, 42)" {TAC-Colloquium, art. 33).107
Jesus conquered death in order to restore life and "his rising from the dead makes
him 'the Victory of Suffering Humanity'" (TAC-Colloquium, art. 34).,08 This is
the image of Jesus with an "Asian face," a Jesus who is "word of life" and who
represents the Good News to all the peoples of Asia:
For as he was Good News to the poor of his time, so today he cannot
but be Good News to the 'teeming millions' of Asia. This human image
of Jesus, born of woman, God-made-poor, God-with-us, our Peace,
teacher and prophet, healer, a person of harmony, suffering servantleader, liberator, life-giver, is one that powerfully resonates with Asia's
situation of servitude, with Asia's struggle towards justice and harmony
-- with our struggle for life (TAC-Colloquium, art. 35-36).109
4.3.3.5 Discipleship: Face of the Church in Asia
On the basis of the foregoing reflections on the face of Christ in Asia, the
mission of Christians, the disciples of Jesus, ought to follow suit: "If the Master,
so the disciple-community, the Church" (TAC-Colloquium, art. 37). The Church
has to "present to Asia the face of a confessing, serving, discerning and
contemplating Church" (TAC-Colloquium, art. 38). It has to be "a Church that
does not resist being incarnated in a weak humanity; a Church that will not tum
away from the crosses of history; a Church that does not hold back in emptying
itself; a Church that dares to be the Church of the Poor" (TAC-Colloquium, art.
40). It has also to be a Church which is the "sacrament, the sign and the
instrument, of the communion with God and with humanity that Jesus brings (cf.
LG, 1)" (TAC-Colloquium, art. 41). This entails that the Church be seen as a
builder of communion and harmony, not only with its own members but with the
larger society as well and especially with people of other Churches and religious
communities. The Church, therefore, has to be a "Church of dialogue" as
"dialogue is the primary mode for the Church of Asia in the promotion of
harmony" (TAC-Colloquium, art. 43)."°
The preceding describes a Church which is modest, simple and unassuming,
devoid of the "tiiumphalism in Church life and structures" and more
representative of the "humble servant of the Kingdom" (TAC-Colloquium, art.
44). ' " It is also a description of a prophetic Church, ready to denounce mammon
and evil as well as to announce truth and freedom while proclaiming the dawn of

Ibid.
Ibid., 223-224.
Ibid, 224.
Ibid., 224-225.
Ibid.
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justice and liberation In cultures which are becoming more and more conscious
of "prestige and power," the Church is "the embodiment of compassion, caring,
mercy, selflessness and love" (TAC-Colloqumm, art 45) Just as the crucified
Lord experienced darkness amidst abandonment, the Church has to remain
faithful to God's Kingdom even amidst "the darkness of unloving" (TACColloqmum, art 47) With a faith that believes the cross to be also a symbol of
the Risen Christ, the Church continues to love and to serve so as to fill the world
"withjoy and hope" (TAC-Colloquium, art 47) " 2
4.3.3.6 Other Religions: Partners in Dialogue
It has to be pointed out from the outset that the seven FABC Plenary Assemblies
make little mention about the theme of salvation when discussing the Church's
relations with other religions More specifically, they do not compare these other
religions with the Church nor pass any form of negative judgment upon them
At most, the Plenary Assemblies affirm the Christian faith in Jesus as the way,
the truth and the life (cf FABC I, art 7) " 3 In so doing, it does not in any way
suggest that other religions or their "savior-figures" are less true or less perfect
Instead, the FABC is explicit in testifying that other religions are indeed
"significant and positive elements in the economy of God's design of salvation"
{FABC I, art 14) The bishops are ever conscious that these religions of Asia
have been the source and inspiration for generations of peoples and have helped
in the spiritual development and growth of an entire continent for millennia In
light of this they asked, albeit rhetorically "How then can we not give them [the
other religions] reverence and honor9 And how can we not acknowledge that
God has drawn our peoples to Himself through them9" (FABC I, art IS)" 4
In view of the importance of interrehgious relations in Asia, FABC
commissioned its Theological Advisory Commission (TAC) to do an in-depth
study on the matter " 3 In its publication Theses on Intel religious Dialogue
(TAC-Dialogue), the FABC theological study-team suggests that it is on account

112

Ibid,225-226
FABC I, m For All the Peoples of Asia, vol 1, 13
111
Ibid , 14
" ' A word about the Theological Advisory Commission (TAC), which later changed its
name to Office of Theological Concerns (OTC), is in order Constituted in the year 1986, the
topic of mteireligious dialogue was the first which the TAC attended to, the results of which were
published in 1987 The significance of the TAC is that it is composed of a team of theologians
officially appointed by each of the Episcopal Conferences, with some bishop-theologians heading
it Most of the studies undertaken are worked at and debated upon over an extended period and
are by no means the result of rushed efforts The teachings or statements of the TAC/OTC are
thus very representative of the theological views of the FABC The following reflections on the
Church's relations with other religions draw primarily from this source, Theses on Inlerreligious
Dialogue (TAC-Dialogue)
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of the Asian bishops' own personal experience with persons of other leligions
that they have a "positive appreciation of [the role of other religions] in the divine
economy of salvation" (TAC-Dialogne, art. 2.2). This experience, in turn, relies
upon the theological conviction that "God's plan of salvation for humanity is one
and leaches out to all peoples" (TAC-Dialogue, art. 2.3)."6 It is therefore
inheient upon Christians to discern how God's saving activity is in operation and
made manifest in the other religions. Interrehgious dialogue is the mode of this
Christian duty. Quoting Pope John Paul II, the Theological Advisory
Commission affirms that "by dialogue, we let God be present in our midst; for
as we open ourselves in dialogue to one another, we also open ourselves to God"
(TAC-Dialogue, art. 1.4)."7 Interrehgious dialogue is "a demand of the Church
of its very life as mission" (TAC-Dialogue, art. 2.5). It is "a demand of our
Christian faith in the Trinity, which is a mystery of communion in interpersonal
dialogue... [Djialogue is a process of growing into the fullness of divine life. It
is participation in the quest of all peoples for the full realization of the Truth"
{TAC-Dialogue, thesis 3)." 8 Interrehgious dialogue is therefore an activity
amongst persons of different religions aimed at "journeying together in a
communion of minds and hearts towards the Kingdom to which God calls all
peoples" {TAC-Dialogue, thesis 4)." 9
It is essential to note that the FABC views the ministries of dialogue and
proclamation as "integral but dialectical and complementary dimensions of the
Church's mission of evangelization" {TAC-Dialogue, thesis 6). Because God's
action in the world is beyond the grasp of the Church, the Church discerns God's
will through dialogue as well as proclamation. Dialogue allows the Church to
listen and to learn from the other religions while proclamation enables it to share
with others God's presence and action as experienced and discerned by the
Church. Inlerreligious dialogue includes "a witness to one's total Christian
faith," but at the same time it is also "open to a similar witness of the other
religious believers" {[bid.). Through this process of intenehgious dialogue, all
people -- Christians included - are called by the Spirit "to conversion," which is
given to mean not so much as "a change of religion," but a "turning of the heart
to God and his Kingdom in obedience to his word" {TAC-Dialogue, art. 6.6).'20
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Theological Advisoiy Commission of the Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences,
"Theses on Inlerreligious Dialogue An Essay in Pastoral 'llieological Reflection," in FABC
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As an integral dimension of the evangelizing mission of the Chuich,
interreligious dialogue is aimed at the building of God's Kingdom. Christians
believe the Church is the sacrament of this Kingdom, "visibilizing it, ordained to
it, promoting it, but not equating itself with it" (TAC-Dialogue, 6.3).'2' The
Kingdom is certainly wider than the institutional Church. Nevertheless, the
building up of the Church is still necessary as it is at the service of the Kingdom
By extension, the building up of the other religions is also as necessary. It can
be surmised from here that FABC accepts the phenomenon of religious pluralism
as not only de facto but also very much de jure. The plurality of religion is not
only tolerated but accepted as part of God's design of salvation of human beings·
"The gieat religions of Asia with their respective creeds, cults and codes reveal
to us diverse ways of responding to God whose Spirit is active in all peoples and
cultures" (BIRA IV/7, art. ^ y 2 2
This does not in any way imply that the FABC tends towards relativism. To
be sure, the issue was specifically addressed at another study-session of its Office
of Theological Concerns, the results of which were published in 2000. In the
document entitled Methodology: Asian Christian Theology — Doing Theology in
Asia Today (OTC-Methodology),123 the FABC-OTC points out that "any
discussion of pluralism must reckon with the question of how we understand
pluralism in theology in relation to the threat of relativism" (OTC-Methodology,
art. 1.1).124 While emphatically rejecting theological positions which claim that
all religions are the same or of equal value, the Asian bishops also assert that
"just because certain persons and groups are misled in their search for truth, and
just because they tend to relativize all reality, we cannot conclude that all
pluralism leads to relativism" (Ibid.). The document then quotes from the
Eleventh Bishops' Institute for Interreligious Affairs on the Theology of
Dialogue which argues that "diversity is not something to be regretted and
abolished, but to be rejoiced over and promoted, since it represents richness and
strength. Harmony is not simply the absence of strive, desenbed as 'live and let
live'. The test of true harmony lies in the acceptance of diversity as richness"
(BIRA IV/11, art. 15).125
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4.3.3.7 Harmony: Theological Foundation of FABC
This brings the discussion to the notion of "harmony." If there is one concept or
notion which undergirds all of FABC's theological thrust, it is harmony. In
confronting the realities of Asia, especially its poverty and injustice as well as its
cultural and religious pluralism, the underlying guiding principle which has
shaped FABC thought is how things can be made more harmonious. The 1984
Bishops' Institute for Interreligious Affairs on the Theology of Dialogue points
out that "harmony seems to constitute in a certain sense the intellectual and
affective, religious and artistic, personal and societal soul of both persons and
institutions in Asia" (BIRA IV/I, art. 13).'26 Malaysian theologian Jonathan Tan
even suggests that harmony is a "quintessentially Asian" value, as well as an
"authentically Christian" principle.'27 Harmony "embodies the realities of order,
well-being, justice and love as seen in human interaction" (BJRAIV/10, art. 4).' 28
This is a peculiarly Asian theological interpretation as, according to German
theologian Georg Evers' observation, "the concept of harmony is not a term
which can be found in biblical or theological dictionaries of the West."129 Its
significance appeared in FABC theology only at a later stage and was more fully
developed after FABC's prolonged interaction with the methods of doing
theology of other Asian religions and cultures. This is evidenced by how the
theme features prominently in a number of the later FABC programs.
For example, the FABC's seven-year BIRA IV series on the theology of
dialogue, which began with BIRA IV/1 in 1984 and ended with BIRA IV/12 in
1991, turned out to be an indirect call for further study into the concept of
harmony as experienced in the Asian context.130 Two of the later seminars, viz.,
BIRA IV/10 and BIRA IV/11, even had their themes changed to specifically
address the theology of harmony.131 Subsequently, a fifth BIRA series was
developed and dedicated solely to exploring the understandings of harmony in
the context of interreligious dialogue.132 The findings of these programs were
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later taken up by the FABC's Theological Advisory Commission which
conducted an in-depth study on the theme of harmony, the results of which were
published in a paper entitled Asian Christian Perspectives on Harmony (TACHarmony) 133 This study took as starting point the vision statement of harmony
advanced by the Sixth FABC Plenary Assembly
In the rich diversity of ancient Asian cultures and faiths is a vision of
unity in diveisity, a communion of life among diverse peoples In this
context we seek to become persons of dialogue Ours is a vision of
holistic life, life that is achieved and entrusted to every person and every
community of persons, regardless of gender, creed or culture, class or
color It is the fruit of integral development, the authentic development
of the whole person and of every person We envision a life with
integrity and dignity, a life ofcompassion for the multitudes, especially
for the poor and the needy. It is thus a life that unites us Asians among
ourselves and with the whole of creation into one community of life
For us to live is to live with integrity and dignity, in peace and justice,
m freedom and participation, in mutuality and complementarity It is to
live in simplicity and friendship At the heart of our vision of life is the
Asian reverential sense of mystery and of the saa ed, a spirituality that
regards life as sacred and discovers the Transcendent and its gifts even
in mundane affairs, m tragedy or victory, in brokenness or wholeness
This deep intenonty draws people to experience harmony and inner
peace and infuses ethics into all of creation {FABC VI, art 10) l3',
In attempting to postulate an Asian theology of harmony, the bishops of
FABC insist that an experience of a life of harmony must precede the reflection
on the topic of harmony This signals the importance of examining the lived
experience of harmony, namely, an examination into the spirituality of harmony.
This spirituality unfolds m four stages- "Starting from consciousness of the Godgiven harmony within oneself, one moves into harmonious relationship with
one's fellow humans; then one spreads out to be in harmony with nature and the
wider universe. This unfolding and realization of right relationship within
oneself, with the neighbors and the cosmos leads to the summit experience of
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harmony with God" {OTC-Hannony, art. 5.1.1).'35 Such a process entails a
constant struggle with the forces of sin and evil, a spirituality of self-emptying
(kenosis) and a radical openness to others, a genuine respect for creation, and an
attitude of self-surrender to God, who is Abba.nb
The FABC's vision of harmony, therefore, is one which involves the "whole
person" and the "entire human family" in view of a "cosinic harmony" of all life
and all things {OTC-Hannony, art. 4.11.1). Its starting point are the "deathdealing forces" and disharmonies caused by the conflicts and oppressions, sin
and dehumanizing structures, which inflict themselves upon Asian societies.
FABC's is a vision of harmony aimed at alleviating these dishamionies in order
to build true communion. This vision of cosmic harmony originates from the one
Creator God, "the communion of Father and Son in the Spirit," who nourishes
and provides a model for human harmony "by the 'circumincession'
(perichoresis) in divine life (OTC-Hannony, art. 4.11.3). It is through Jesus
Christ, who "enfleshed himself in humanity in order to break down barriers and
create harmonious unity" that "humans may have life and have it to the full (Jn
10:10)" (OTC-Hannony, art. 4.11.4). Christians, as disciples of Jesus, therefore,
have a duty to be "effective signs of union with God and unity of humankind,
sacrament in its fullest sense of human harmony" (OTC-Harmony, art. 4.11.5). n7
In this regard, "the community of Christ's disciples, as a tiny minority among
the teeming millions in Asia, as a 'little flock' (pusillus grex), will never be able
to do it alone. They are, with open mind and a humble heart, to recognize in all
sisters and brothers, of whatever faith-conviction and culture, fellow wayfarers
to God's Reign" (OTC-Harmony, art. 4.11.6).'38 This vision of harmony sees its
actualization only when the Church, the Christian community, is in dialogue and
collaboration with persons of other religions and, indeed, with all persons of
good will. Its eventual goal is that of "eschatological fulfillment that is
coterminous with final harmony and peace in the world" (OTC-Hannony, art.
5.2.4).I39 Such is the FABC's theology of harmony, a vision consonant with the
"Asian approach to reality, a world-view, wheicin the whole is the sum-total of
the web of relationships and interaction of the various parts with each other, in
a word, harmony, a word which resonates with all Asian cultures" (OTCiia
Harmony, art. 6).
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CONCLUSION

REVIEW OF THE CHAPTER

The present chapter looked at the Asian Church from the perspective of the
contributions of the Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences (FABC). As a
product of the Second Vatican Council, the FABC has taken seriously the
injunction of Gaudium etSpes of reading the "signs of the times" for the purpose
of discharging its mission and developing its theology. Of significance is the
issue of the colonial history of the Church in Asia and its concomitant perceived
foreignness. The challenges of the contextual realities of Asia were looked at to
better understand the direction which the Church has taken. Specifically, the
massive poverty of Asia, the plurality of its religions, and the diversity of its
cultures were most significant in understanding the Asian Churches' priorities
and concerns. This accounts for why the Asian bishops emphasize that
evangelization in Asia has been through the triple dialogue of the Church with
the religions, the cultures, and the poor of Asia. It is through this dialogue that
the Church can better inculturate itself so as to become a truly local Church in
Asia. This is the FABC's contextual approach to doing theology.
The FABC's Asian contextual approach seems no different from the
approach employed by Edward Schillebeeckx, as was set forth in the previous
chapter. Not surprisingly, the FABC's theology is much more in consonance
with Schillebeeckx's than it is with the theology of the Vatican Declaration
Dominus Jesus. For example, the recurring themes of human beings as cocreators and stewards, as well as of discipleship after the model of the "human
Jesus" or Jesus as "personally human," as well as the ultra-significance of the
theology of the Kingdom of God, the basileia tou Theou, abound in
Schillebeeckx's as well as in FABC's theology. Schillebeeckx's, whose theology
employs the "creation faith" as basis, resonates well with the FABC's
employment of the notion of "harmony" as guiding principle for its theological
enterprise. Likewise, Schillebeeckx's insistence on the principle of extra
mundum nulla salus chimes in extremely well with FABC's theology which
insists on discipleship as in the service of life on earth.
On the other hand, it is also rather clear that both the FABC's and
Schillebeeckx's theology seem to differ significantly from the theology of
Dominus lesus. Even if Schillebeeckx's is a theology which arose from a
Western context, it seems more distant from Dominus Jesus (also a Westernbased theology) than it is from FABC's Asian theology. It is in this regard that
there are many indications which suggest that Schillebeeckx can be used as some
sort of "bridge" or mediating factor to help bring together the Vatican
Declaration Dominus Jesus and the Asian theology of FABC.
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ANTICIPATING THE NEXT CHAPTER

The task of the next chapter is precisely to look at where the three theologies
differ and how their approaches can be better understood within the context of
their own realities. The chapter will investigate the method of doing theology
employed by Dominus lesus, Schillëbeeckx and the FABC. This is in view of
discerning the essential difference and/or similarities between each of the three
theological methods. The methodological issues surrounding each approach to
theology will be discussed so as to identify elements of continuity and/or
discontinuity with each other and with the Christian tradition. Significantly,
issues such as starting points, theological presuppositions, goals and principles,
recurring themes, etc. will be looked at. The chapter ends by bringing into
dialogue Schillebeeckx's theological methodology and the FABC's contextual
experience for the purpose of postulating what is being referred to in the present
research as an Asian Theology of Dialogue.

Chapter Five

From Dialogue of Theologies
to Theology of Dialogue

5.1 INTRODUCTION TO THE CHAPTER
5.1.1

CONTEXT OF THE THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION

We were standing in line at the immigration check-point, waiting to cross over
to mainland China through the Guangdong province. We were on the Hong
Kong side of the border and the crowd of several thousands queued up in lines
which were by no means straight. In view of the limited space at the lobby of the
immigration center, the lines of people zig zagged all over, guided only by flimsy
ropes hung by metal poles which served as dividers. Despite the less than orderly
arrangement, everyone knew just where to stand as they waited hours for their
tum to have their passports stamped.
Standing mid-way in one of the lines, I noticed a Chinese man dressed
elegantly in a Mao Tse Tung-styled traditional costume. He had just arrived and,
instead of joining the lines from the back, simply made his way to the front by
crossing over the ropes and going in between lines. Having joined the line from
there, he inched his way forward until it was his turn to go up to the immigration
counter. All of a sudden a loud and angry shout rang out. It came from ι
Caucasian-looking gentleman who had walked up to the front to protest the
Chinese man's queue-jumping. Using less than polite words he accused the other
of cheating and being unfair to everyone else. The commotion brought out the
immigration police who, after a few questions, simply ushered the Chinese man
to go on ahead to get his passport stamped. Flabbergasted, the Caucasian man
uttered profanities, charging now the police for being unfair and unjust to the rest
of us who were patiently waiting in line. Meantime, I overheard an elderly
Chinese woman remark in the Cantonese dialect, obviously directed at the
Caucasian man: "If you yourself are in a hurry, you can always jump queue.
Why should you afflict this commotion on all of us?"
On the surface this little incident might seem like a "clash of civilization";
a clash of values between the cultures of the East and that of the West. It might
appear that a Westerner (as represented by the Caucasian man) is more inclined
to assert the values ofjustice, fairness and rights while an Asian (as represented
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by the elderly Chinese woman) prefers the values of peace, tranquility and
harmony It seems that the principles and values of Eastern cultures differ
radically from those of the West In support of such perception, Indian
theologian Felix Wilfied suggests that this arises out of different worldviews,
whereby the Westerner's is architectonic while the Asian's is organic The
architectonic worldview, based upon a reality conceived in terms of individuality
and separatcness, is emphatic about distributive justice "because there needs to
be some kind of balancing among the parts " The organic worldview, on the
other hand, with a reality conceived in terms of relationship among the parts, is
emphatic about the harmonious integration of the community, where harmony is
defined as "the quality of being of reality in its plurality and unity '"
Returning to the topic of the present research, the difference observed
between Dominus lesus' theology and FABC's could also be attributed to this
cultural difference The number of immediate responses to the Vatican document
by Asians underscore the point (see chap 1, especially 1 4 4) Reference was
made to Dominus lesus being a "Western desk experience", that it was drafted
mainly by "Westerners", and that in Asia "human relationships" precede
doctrines and theology While there is certainly some merit to such perceptions,
it cannot be ignored that many Westerners also share the same negative reactions
to the document Dominus lesus In the same vein, many Asians have also hailed
the document as not only good and profound but also timely and necessary
Likewise, in that queue in the border crossing to Guangdong were also many
Westerners who would probably have agreed with the comments of the elderly
Chinese woman, suggesting that peace and harmony would have been preferred
to the values of fairness and lights Similarly, one would not have been surprised
if it was another Chinese or Asian who had taken the same course of action as
that taken by the Caucasian gentleman In short, it cannot be simphstically
surmised that cultural differences — as important as they are — account for all the
variance, be it in theology or in day-to-day demeanor The fact of having been
brought up in the geographical West or East, while significant, need not always
be at the roots of the different and conflicting ways of thinking and relating
5.1.2

AIMS OF THE CHAPTER

It is the aim of the present chapter to look at the roots of the difference between
the thinking and positions taken by Dominus lesus, Schillebeeckx's theology and
FABC's theology Following from the conclusion of the last chapter that
Dominus lesus (which arose from the West) differs much fiom Schillebeeckx's
theology (which also arose from the West) and that Schillebeeckx's resonates
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more with the Asian theology of FABC, the differences between the three must
be attributed to a factor other than cultural world views. Otherwise, one would
expect Dominus Jesus to be more similar in orientation to Schillebeeckx's
theology since they share the same Western cultural worldview.
The present chapter explores this other factor, namely, how the approach or
method employed in doing theology affects one's theological orientations and
positions. It looks at the theological method employed by Dominus Jesus,
Schillebeeckx and FABC, in view of discerning how their respective
methodologies affect the way each apprehends the phenomenon of religious
pluralism. Because the main thrust of the chapter is to discern where and why the
three theologies differ, the task can be referred to as a "dialogue of theologies."
In the process the methodological principles which contribute to these differences
will also be explored by looking at how the rules of operation and method of
reflection differ across the three theologies under investigation.
The first to be looked at is the theological method employed in the drafting
of Dominus Jesus. Because this method is informed by Neo-Scholastic thought,
an exploration of Neo-Scholasticism and its antecedent will help in
understanding the Vatican document. Secondly, the methodological principles
employed by Edward Schillebeeckx in his theological endeavors will be
examined, taking note that he began his career using the Neo-Scholastic
approach. It will be noted that his shift to a more contextual and hermeneutical
approach was in response to the circumstances surrounding his own contextual
experience. Finally, the Asian Church's theological methodology will be
discussed. A significant observation is that the methodology employed by Asian)
theology seems to correspond well with Schillebeeckx's, or better still, that the
Asian theological method presumes many of the methodological principles
employed by Schillebeeckx. Schillebeeckx could, therefore, be regarded as some
sort of "bridge" between the Neo-Scholastic method — which Schillebeeckx
himself employed in his early years — to that of Asian theology — which seems
to resonate well with Schillebeeckx's theology.
In exploring the theological method of the Asian FABC theology, it will bel
observed that its emphasis is on doing theology through the mode of "dialogue."'
By this is meant that Asian theology is done through the process of dialogue,
namely, dialogue with the religions, the cultures, and the poor of Asia. This, asi
will be seen in the chapter, is the new way of doing theology advocated by thcl
bishops of Asia. Asian theology has to be dialogical in form as in essence. It is,
a theology of dialogue. The present chapter, which begins with the "dialogue of
theologies," ends with the Asian method of doing theology, namely, a "theolog\
of dialogue."
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5.2 DOMINUS IESUS' NEO-SCHOLASTIC METHOD
In an assessment of the document Dominus lesus, Filipino theologian José de
Mesa's primary comment is that "the over-all theological method that it espouses
and follows... is that of Neo-Scholasticism."2 The espousal of such a method
significantly shapes the document's theology and thus accounts for its
incompatibility with theologies which espouse a different methodology. Each
theological method has its own starting point and, in the words of Bernard
Lonergan, has its own "normative pattern of recurrent and related operations
yielding cumulative and progiessive results."3 This section looks at the
normative patterns of tlTS Neo-Scholastic method in view of understanding how
it was employed in the Vatican Declaration Dominus lesus and what its major
concerns are. To facilitate a better understanding of the Neo-Scholastic method
it is necessary that the section begins by exploring briefly its antecedent, namely,
the Scholastic method of doing theology.
5.2.1

T H E SCHOLASTIC METHOD

Anselm of Canterbury's Proslogion, which clearly appeals to reason and
emphasizes the role of logic in theology, "anticipates the best of scholastic
theology."4 His two mottos of fides quaerens intellectum ("faith seeking
understanding") and credo ut intellégam ("I believe, in order that I may
understand") advance the insight that "while faith came before understanding, the
content of faith was nevertheless rational." The two dictums "established the
priority of faith over reason, just as they asserted the entire reasonableness of
faith."5 With this, Anselm bridged the previous generation's spiritual theology
of the monasteries — which emphasized "the sufficiency of faith as expressed in
Sacred Scripture" -- to the new theology of the Schoolmen (or Scholastics) of the
twelfth-century — which emphasized "the need for critical reflection on that faith,
using not only Sacred Scripture, but the writings of the early Christian witnesses,
theologians, and philosophers, even non-Christian philosophers such as
Aristotle."6
While there are certainly differences amongst the Scholastics (Bonaventure,
Duns Scotus, William of Ockham, Thomas Aquinas, etc.), all advocate "the
power of reason" in the "understanding of the mysteries of faith" and in the
construction of "some overarching synthesis of the whole Christian doctrinal
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system " An "intellectual optimism," therefore, characterizes the Scholastics
method7 For Thomas Aquinas (undoubtedly the foremost of the Scholastic
theologians), "the act of faith is essentially an act of the intellect, but not just any
act of the intellect It is thinking with assent "e While clearly emphasizing the
cognitive dimensions of faith, Thomas also posits the centrahty of God's action
in the assent of faith "Revelation is that saving act by which God furnishes us
with the truths which are necessary for our salvation " Occurring in history,
revelation is that divine initiative which facilitates the understanding of revealed
truths, the climax of which is the incarnation of God m Jesus Christ Faith, on
the other hand, is the supernatural assent to these divine truths by means of a
reasoning process which is "an ascending movement of the mind from creatures
to God '" The task of theology or sacra doctnna is to enable the intellect to draw
conclusions from the knowledge of God's revelation so that the will would make
an assent of faith l0
Without denying the importance of Augustine's thesis that spiritual assent
and purification are requisite to knowledge of God and of the faith, the
Scholastics advanced the thesis that "our sense experience of the visible and the
concrete" are also ways by which we know God ' ' The experience, however, has
to be guided by the authority of Sacred Scripture, which the Scholastics view as
the ultimate authority of all theological endeavors For Thomas Aquinas, "the
canonical Scriptures have a primal significance and authority" while the use of
the doctors of the Church are "only with probable effect" and the reliance on the
"philosophers only as extnnsic and probable " Extra-Scriptural sources are only
employed inasmuch as they assist m ascertaining the revealed truths as contained
in Scriptures The entire procedure is conducted through the process of natural
reasoning 12 The mstructional methods employed dunng the Scholastic penod
were that of quaestio ("question"), especially dunng the period of High
Scholasticism, and of'disputano ("disputation"), especially in late Scholasticism
The use of these methods often entailed lively academic debates, encouraged
divergent thinking and resulted in numerous viewpoints and opinions
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THE NEO-SCHOLASTIC METHOD

The Scholastic method delineated above dominated Catholic theology for the
most part of the medieval period. At the beginning of the nineteenth-century it
had all but ceased to be significant. The Renaissance and Enlightenment, which
saw changes in the understandings of epistemology, metaphysics, and even to the
ver)- understandings of the scientific method, "shattered the unity of philosophy
and theology in eighteenth-century scholasticism.'"3 This in part was responsible
for the end of the Scholastic influence.
5.2.2.1 Nineteenth-Century Revival
Around the year 1830, a campaign to restore Scholasticism began with Taparelli,
rector of the Jesuit Roman college, with the help of his fellow Jesuits, Liberatore
and Kleutgen. But it was really Pope Leo XIII, a former student of Taparelli,
who brought Scholasticism back into mainstream Catholic theology. With his
1879 encyclical Aeterni Patris, Leo XIII instructed that Thomism be the only
philosophy and theology that is to be taught in all Catholic seminaries.14 Thus
began the influence of Neo-Scholasticism, orNeo-Thomism, to be exact. Among
the distinguished scholastics the first half of the twentieth-century produced were
Garrigou-Lagrange, Sertillanges, Chenu, Rousselot, Maréchal, Gilson, Bouillard,
Maritain and de Lubac. This Neo-Scholastic influence was to last right until just
before the period of the Second Vatican Council, during which time the Nouvelle
Theologie also came into ascendancy.
5.2.2.2 In Defense Against Heresies
Among the Neo-Scholastics' undertaking was the defense of Catholicism against
the two heresies of the time: "the fideism of Protestantism and the rationalism of
philosophy."15 Protestant fideism emphasized the total absoluteness of God and
of God's revelation in Jesus Christ. Grace is given freely to human beings
despite their inaptness and the sinfulness of the human condition and it is by faith
alone (sola fides) that one is saved. Rationalism (supported also by Protestant
thinkers - albeit of the liberal strand - such as Kant, Hegel and Schleiermacher),
on the other hand, stressed the positive implications of the human condition and
regarded revelation as no more than the human rational effort to comprehend God
and the ultimate mysteries. Reason alone suffices for the attainment of salvation.
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Fideism and rationalism, therefore, were the dual challenge posed to Catholic
theology, the response of which was given through Neo-Scholastic thought.
Steering a middle course, the Neo-Scholastics distinguished between "the
fact of revelation" and the "truth of revelation." Against the fldeists, the "fact of
revelation" countered the thesis that "only faith counts when we speak of our
relationship with God." Against the rationalists, the "truth of revelation"
countered the thesis that reason alone is sufficient for the content of God's
communication "could only be accepted in faith on the authority of the revealing
God." In light of these two concerns, Neo-Scholasticism developed an
"intellectualistic notion of revelation and faith," with stress on the revelation of
a "body of supernatural truths."16
Influenced greatly by the writings of the Parisian theologian Denis Petau,
Neo-Scholastic theologians conceived of theology as a deductive science.
"Theology advances in knowledge by deducing conclusions from premises of
faith by means of premises of reason. Philosophy is the intermediate link within
a syllogistic process of theology."17 Inasmuch as theology consists of deductive,
syllogistic theological conclusions it is a scientific discipline. Such a method
constituted the basis for the development of the Neo-Scholastic handbooks or
manuals of theology.
5.2.2.3 Neo-Scholastic Manuals
The theological manuals were Neo-Scholastics' distinctive contribution to
theology. These manuals had a uniform approach and methodology, which can
be described briefly as: (i) set forth a Catholic teaching; (ii) appeal to Scripture
and Tradition; (iii) explicate on the thesis of the teaching. The starting point of
the Neo-Scholastics' method of theology, therefore, is Church teaching. NeoScholastic theologians regard Church teaching as the "immediate rule of faith
(régula fidei proximo)." "It was this teaching that provided a clear rule and
definite standard enabling believers to ascertain those truths contained in
Scriptures and traditions." The second step in the Neo-Scholastics' method is
that of verifying the Church teaching by recourse to the sources of faith, viz.,
Scripture and Tradition. This step often sees passages from Scripture and early
Christian writers lifted out of their contexts to serve as proof-texts for the
proposed Church teaching. In effect, Scripture and Tradition were considered as
no more than the "remote rule of faith." The third step "sought to give a
systematic explication of the thesis and thereby lead to a more profound
understanding of its truth." Church teachings (the starting point), affirmed by
Scripture and Tradition (the second step), are in this third step "illumined through
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philosophical reflection." In this step of systematic reflection, examples,
analogies, and comparisons are employed, with the aim of explaining the Church
doctrine or teaching more fully, especially in view of making it relevant and
applicable to contemporary culture.18
As can be observed from the foregoing discussion, the Neo-Scholastics'
method is distinct from the traditional Scholastic method of the Middle Ages.
Significantly, the instructional method changed: from one of quaestio and
disputatio to one of presentation of a thesis. This new method, which begins
with theses about Church teachings, significantly shapes the outcome of theology
as it provides little space for divergent thinking nor conflicting views. The theses
are often presented in very concise and exact formulas, allowing for little
variance or differences in interpretation. Another difference is that of the role
accorded to Scripture. While medieval Scholasticism took Scripture as starting
point, the Neo-Scholastics came to regard Scripture as merely a secondary source
to verify Church teaching. This in part was a reaction against the Reformation's
appeal to Scripture, which the Neo-Scholastics argued can often be
misinterpreted. Instead, the teaching authority of the Church was given greater
prominence. This falls in line with the First Vatican Council's proclamation on
papal infallibility, which effectively elevated the status of the teaching authority
of the Church.
For the Neo-Scholastic method to be effective, the official Church teaching
to be proposed had to be carefully promulgated, delineating distinctively its
parameters and where it is binding and/or obligatory. "Theological propositions
were classified regarding their centrality to faith, their degree of certitude, and
their corresponding censure."19 The hierarchy of truths takes on primal
significance. The preciseness of the propositions and classifications also
corresponds to the Cartesian emphases on clarity and exactness. They make clear
the parameters within which theological debates and discussions can be
entertained. Dissent and disagreement, if allowed, are carefully regulated so as
not to steer beyond the set parameters. Philosophy is used, not so much as a
challenge or critique of the Church teaching, but in the service of the theological
reflection. As a result, the Neo-Scholastic method, which takes as starting point
the official teachings of the Church, has as its end point the same doctrines
proposed. Declared in the form of precise and exact formulas of faith, the
doctrines are then easily used for preaching and teaching purposes.
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DOMINUSIESUS

Having looked at Neo-Scholasticism as a theological method it is not difficult to
confirm the claim that the Vatican document Dominus Iesus did employ the NeoScholastic method of doing theology. One might remember the numerous times
the document invokes the authority of the Church to posit the finality of
particular Church teachings. Its cognitive and intellectualist approach to faith,
as well as its apologetic stance, clearly reflect the Neo-Scholastic influence.
5.2.3.1 Neo-Scholasticism as Contextual Theology
It has to be pointed out that, seen in its proper context, Neo-Scholasticism is very
much a theology which was responding to the challenges of its own time. "In the
face of rationalist criticisms of revelation and concrete forms of religion, NeoScholastic theology sought to develop an apologetic for revelation and for
institutional religion. In the face of the rationalist advocacy of clear and distinct
ideas, it sought to define as clearly as possible what constituted Christian
revelation... In a period of ecumenical controversy, it sought to delineate
carefully — though defensively — the distinctiveness of Roman Catholic
identity."20 In short, Neo-Scholasticism was an appropriate theological response
to the challenges of its time. It was very much a contextual theology in its own
right, the context being the fideism of the post-Reformation world, the
rationalism of modernity, as well as the general skepticism towards any efforts
of ecumenism.
That the document Dominus Iesus employs the Neo-Scholastic method is
another matter altogether. To use a historically and culturally conditioned
theological method to address the issues of the twenty-first century is at best
disingenuous. For surely, the world has changed since the advent of NeoScholasticism and Catholicism has transformed since the Second Vatican
Council. Dominus Iesus could have employed other theological methods in its
attempt to address the contextual realities of the day. Numerous theological
methods have arisen precisely to respond to these contemporary realities and
issues. They take as starting point Gaudium et Spes' "signs of the times"
teaching to postulate theological methods more responsive to each sign of the
times. These are contextual methods of doing theology and they are contextual
inasmuch as they arise from and are responses to a particular contextual
experience.
But this was not the case with the Vatican Declaration. It certainly did not
employ the sign of the times method in postulating its theology. It employed a
theological method which arose in a different context and under different
circumstances to address the issues of religious pluralism. In so doing, the
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document smacks of anachronism It is at best irrelevant to the contextual
experience of the Church. Even if it did employ a more contextual method, the
document could not have been generalized to the rest of the world as if it was
globally applicable. Each context is different and so deserves its own theological
response. This calls into question Dominus Jesus ' presumption that it is not only
a "global theology," but that its theological response is the only one faithful to
the Christian tradition.
5.2.3.2 Dominus lesus is Neo-Scholastic
Before proceeding further, let us establish that Dominus Jesus actually does
employ the Neo-Scholastic method. The reflections of Amencan systematic
theologian Charles Hefling are useful here
Hefling delineates three
characteristics distinctive of the document Dominus Jesus: (i) The document
states. It is assertional, propositional, and dogmatic. It is what it says it is, a
declaration; (n) The document states and what it states it does not explain; (in)
The document states and its statements are restatements. It is a text composed
mainly of quotations from Church teachings of the past.21 Dominus Jesus,
therefore, is notably Neo-Scholastic, taking as starting point statements or theses
on Church teachings To be sure, these teachings are clearly spelt out at the
beginning of the document. It is worthwhile to reproduce them here, if for
nothing else, to note the precision of the language used and the essence of the
doctrines it seeks to defend:
the definitive and complete character of the revelation in Jesus Christ,
the nature of Christian faith as compared with that of belief in other
religions, the inspired nature of the books of Sacred Scripture, the
personal unity between the Eternal Word and Jesus of Nazareth, the
unity of the economy of the Incarnate Word and the Holy Spirit, the
unicity and salvific universality of the mystery of Jesus Christ, the
universal salvific mediation of the Church, the inseparability — while
recognizing the distinction ~ of the kingdom of God, the kingdom of
Christ, and the Church, and the subsistence of the one Church of Christ
in one Catholic Church (DJ, 4)
On the basis of these theses, Dominus Jesus then goes about to verify them —
in the Neo-Scholastic tradition - by appealing especially to the teaching authonty
of the Church. Hence, the many times it instructs that something must be "firmly
believed m," or that one must respond in "obedience of faith," or that one needs
to offer "full submission of intellect and will." As if that isn't enough, it ends the
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document by appealing to Papal authority "Pope John Paul II, with sure
knowledge and his apostolic authority, ratified and confirmed this Declaration
and ordered its publication " The entire document quotes lavishly from papal
documents, aside from the other ecclesiastical documents such as the Second
Vatican Council, Church Fathers and Church teachings of old Scripture is also
cited, but only to verify the Church teachings They are no more than proof-texts,
void of any contextual considerations Biblical theologian Pheme Perkins
suggests that "Dominus lesus treats texts of scripture in the same way as warrants
for dogmatic assertions that exist without context " This use (or misuse) of
Biblical texts reduces them to the function of "evidence for a series of dogmatic
hypotheses " 2 2 Another scripture scholar, Rui de Menezes of India, asked if
"Dominus lesus is really founded on the Gospels [or] whether the Scriptures are
being misused such as would bail out the document " 2 3 Whatever it is, there is
no doubt that the document faithfully adheres to the Nco-Scholastic method of
doing theology It seeks first to assert a Church teaching -- the immediate rule
of faith — and then to verify the same through the various secondary sources -the remote rule of faith
5.2.3.3 Neo-Scholasticism Is Culturally Relative
Even if Neo-Scholasticism is a method used as much by theologians in the
geographical West as in the East, the fact remains that it is a method of the West
as it developed from within a Western cultural context It is thus a culturally
relative method of doing theology Its dependence upon the Greek and especially
Aristotelian logic has resulted in its over-emphasis on the human function of
reason (ratio) The mind and rationality are given prominence without due
consideration to the multiplicity of their features Revelation is spoken of m
terms of a "body of truth" or the "deposit of faith " Religious faith is evidenced
when one "assents to this truth " Incidentally, a word-search on the document
Dominus lesus reveals that the lexical item "truth" was used a total of 57 times
By contrast, the word "love" was used only 6 times and the word "justice" a
grand total of zero tunes'
Indian theologian Francis D'Sa points out that this is one of the major
"heresies" of the document He reminds that religious faith can only be "known
from its effects love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness,
gentleness and self-control (Gal 5 22)" and not by one's knowledge of the
"truth " 2 4 Michael Amaladoss points to the glaring lack of love on the part of the
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith by asking, rather pointedly, "What
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authority or right do we have to judge the other religions?"25 Leonardo Boff
levies a somewhat similar charge and suggests that "Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger
is not teaching the essence of Christianity." "He leaves aside the centrality of the
law of love and he has no place for the decisive importance of the poor."26 The
word "poor" also does not appear at all in Dominus lesus. If in the West the
accent is on logical reason and truth, in the East one could say that the accent is
on the elements of praxis, viz., love, peace, justice, etc. Again, if in the West the
emphasis is on the cognitive experience of the mind, in the East it is on the
affective experience of the heart and of the will. American theologian Leonard
Swidler affirms this by referring to Jesus' own praxis: "For Jesus, as a Jew, the
'big' question was not, How must I think? But, What must I do?"27 Jesus
preached by way of commandments to show how one must act and not by way
of creeds to inform what one must believe.
German theologian Georg Evers takes the cultural case a little further by
pointing out that "there are certainly important differences in the ways of
thinking, perceiving and expressing ideas between the West and the East." For
example, it is not easy to simply translate Western dogmatic concepts, "which
originated in the Greek-Latin philosophical and linguistic traditions, into Asian
languages with their so vastly different language games, cultural and religious,
as well as philosophical traditions."28
Furthermore, Dominus lesus'
preoccupation with issues of singularity, oneness, unicity, uniqueness, and
universality does not necessarily find resonance in an Eastern culture which lays
little emphasis on a unitary system or worldview based on conceptual identities.
Indian theologian Jacob Parappally suggests that "for those whose world-view
operates on the epistemologica! principle of identity rather than on the principle
of contradiction" such exclusivity seems out of place.29 Instead, plurality and
ambiguity are appreciated more, especially in matters as ambivalent as faith and
religion.
By way of conclusion to this seaion, it would not be too far off to suggest that
the Vatican Declaration Dominus lesus had used an inadequate theological
method in addressing the issues which it did. The problem of religious pluralism
is, in a way, an "Asian problem," and which has come to the fore in Western
circles only within the last few decades. It is simply not possible for the Neo-
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Scholastic method to be employed to address the issues which religious pluralism
has given rise to. Such an attempt is at best anachronistic. Georg Evers puts it
rather bluntly: in light of the "new questions and problems posed by the
phenomenon of religious pluralism," it is ridiculous that we "turn to the stock of
old answers and traditional theological method and declare that the new answers
are lacking and not compatible with the Catholic faith." What is needed, instead,
is that the issues which the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith are
concerned about be noted. They are legitimate concerns. Then, because this is
an "Asian problem," "the Asian Churches and theologians [ought to be] called
to be the pioneers to do the original theological work from their particular
experiences, in order to help the wider theological community to find new
orientation and agreement."30

S3

SCHILLEBEECKX'S HERMENEUTICAL-CRITICAL METHOD

Before venturing to look at how the Asian Church would address the issues
raised by Dominus lesus, this next section looks at how Edward Schillebeeckx
could function as some sort of "bridge" between Dominus lesus and the Asian
Church's theology. Significantly, it will be noted that Schillebeeckx was
schooled in the Neo-Scholastic tradition and that his early theological writings
began with its dogmatic approach. But this was to change in the 1960s on
account of his own contextual experience of Dutch Catholicism, of the renewal
of Vatican II, and of the secularization of the West. He then turned to
hermeneutics and Critical Theory, but this turn did not mean he gave up the focus
which occupied him in earlier years while he was employing the Neo-Scholastic
method of doing theology.
5.3.1

TURNING POINT AND UNDERLYING ASSUMPTIONS

As was discussed in an earlier chapter, Schillebeeckx had his formative years
under the influence of Neo-Scholasticism ~ a i did most other Catholic
theologians of the pre-Vatican II era. His first major publication, De
Sacramentele Heilseconomie (The Sacramental Economy of Salvation) — a
revised version of a part of his 1951 Doctoral dissertation — was really a
reflection on Thomas Aquinas' teachings. It was subtitled: A theological
reflection on St. Thomas' teaching on sacraments in the light of tradition and the
current sacramental problematic. "Methodologically, the work is dogmatic,
which is to say, its primary source and starting point is an examination of
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ecclesiastical dogmas and teachings."31 That notwithstanding, Schillebeeckx's
theology was a Thomism with a difference
Firstly, it was a Thomism read from an existentialist phenomenological
perspective ~ as influenced by De Petter and others Robert Schreiter points out
that even after Schillebeeckx abandoned De Fetter's framework, "he continued
to stress the absolute pnonty of God's grace over human endeavor, the ultimate
inability of any conceptual system to express completely the richness of human
experiences, and God's infinite love for creation "32 Secondly, it was also a
Thomism read within the general ambience of the French Nouvelle Theologie, as
influenced especially by Chenu and Congar. William Hill suggests that the "two
lasting convictions from this experience were an understanding that God's selfdisclosure is not a mere occurrence of the past but a continuing phenomenon
mediated through contemporary cultural realities and an awareness that the
recovery of the thought of Aquinas meant a reconstruction of the historical
context in which it came to birth, which allowed that thought to reemerge in a
way that challenged the rationalistic and conceptuahst interpretation being put
upon by neo-Thomism "33 These schools of thought which constituted
Schillebeeckx's initial formative years continued to wield an influence on his
later writings in that they "retained central features of De Fetter's philosophy,
historical ; essourcement, and phenomenology."34
With that as background, Schillebeeckx was actually intellectually well
poised for a transformation in his theological method when he encountered the
contextual realities of the 1960s. That notwithstanding, he still underwent what
Philip Kennedy terms a "momentous philosophical turnabout." "He came to the
momentous realization that the ultimate meaning of human existence
(universality) cannot be accounted for by a particular purely theoretical
perspective."35 How can God, who is absolute, eternal and universal, and whose
salvation is for all persons and for all times, be perceived and apprehended by a
human being, a religion or a theological system which is relative, limited and
particular, and subject to the contingencies of history and culture? In other
words, theology must address the issue of the universal vis-â-vis the particular,
of explaining "how that which is absolute, true, and the totality of meaning
(universal/God) can be perceived in that which is limited and particular (human
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history) "36
Schillebeeckx was to later argue that, at best, the human being can only
anticipate what this God or absolute mystery is The human being obtains a mere
semblance of what the absolute stands for and especially how the absolute grants
meaning and salvation This anticipation is effected by means of actual human
actions, in the praxis of Christian living, and sustained by the hope which
accompanies such actions Schillebeeckx posits a tum from a "theoretical
participation in" to a "practical anticipation of' the absolute meaning of life, of
God, and of the world "This, then, is the most significant switch in
Schillebeeckx's philosophical assumptions a turnabout from asserting that the
universality/particularity interrelationship can be explained in terms of a
cognitive, theoretical apprehension of universality by a particularity, to asserting
that whatever is universal can only be practically and partially anticipated in
human actions " "
This new awareness of the historicity and fimtude of the human condition
confirmed even more clearly for Schillebeeckx that any apprehension of the
absolute mystery of God is at best an approximation
Moreover, any
apprehension of this absolute mystery is but one perspective of the absolute
When expressed in language and concepts, it is a perspective very much shaped
by the history and culture where those concepts and language developed In
short, the theologian's conclusions are culturally and historically conditioned
Hermeneutics, therefore, is imperative and central to the task of Iheology
5.3.2

TOWARDS A CATHOLIC USE OF HERMENEUTICS

The year 1967 is often regarded as the turning point for Schillebeeckx, as far as
his method of doing theology is concerned In an epilogue included in the book
which compiles the five essays presented at the lecture tour he made in the
United States that year, Schillebeeckx points to two experiences which brought
about this turn to hermeneutics The first was his direct encounter with American
pragmatism, in the secularism of the United States and especially the "death of
God" theologians The second was his encounter with a group of French
university chaplains who espoused a typically anti-pragmatic spiritualité The
radically differing "worlds" of the two groups — "the world of 'efficiency' and
the world of spiritualité" — induced Schillebeeckx to re-think the problem of
religion (in particular Christianity) and the problems of the contemporary world
(in particular secularization)38 In fact, he had actually begun his lecture series
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with these words of reflection:
It is clear that Christian revelation in its traditional form has ceased to
provide any valid answer to the questions about God asked by the
majority of people today, nor would it appear to be making any
contribution to modem man's real understanding of himself in this
world and in human history. It is evident that more and more people are
becoming increasingly unhappy and dissatisfied with the traditional
Christian answers to their questions. It is their questions about God
himself which are involved above all, and there is unmistakable
evidence of a growing desire everywhere for new answers to be given
to new questions concerning him. The situation requires us to speak of
God in a way quite different from the way in which we have spoken of
him in the past. If we fail to do this, we ourselves shall perhaps still be
able to experience God in outmoded forms, but clearly our own witness
of and discussion of God will be met with headshaking disbelief as
mumbo-jumbo.39
It was the reality of this "mumbo-jumbo" which prompted Schillebeeckx to
warn that "present-day theology, both conservative and progressive, will render
the problem of faith more acute if it does not devote itself first of all to a serious
search for a real hermeneutics of history which analyzes the ontological
conditions making possible the retention of an authentic identity of faith within
the reinterpretation of faith, a reinterpretation which in turn is necessary because
of man's situation in history."40 Thus began Schillebeeckx's journey as a
theologian in hermeneutical investigation.41
In the seminal essay entitled "Towards a Catholic Use of Hermeneutics,"
Schillebeeckx begins by stating categorically that "the new hermeneutics has
arisen from the quest for a method of proclaiming the evangelical message which
will bring it home to twentieth-century man: a proclamation which will on the
one hand remain faithful to the word of God and on the other hand will allow that
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word to ring out in a way which does not by-pass the reality of his life."42 Issues
of authenticity and continuity with the Christian tradition are important, as are
issues of meaning and relevance to contemporary society. While, on the one
hand, there is a concern for whether "the Christian faith is emerging intact," on
the other, one cannot deny that these reinterpretations of the Christian message
are indeed helping "the faith to pass unscathed through its present-day crisis."43
This, then, is the challenge of hermeneutics: to be traditionally faithful as well
as contemporarily relevant.
5.3.2.1 The Hermcneutical Problem
Schillebeeckx introduces the need for hermeneutics by pointing to God's
dialogue with the world. This dialogue is more commonly referred to as
revelation or the Word of God. The "word from God," Schillebeeckx asserts,
does not come to us "without alloy," "coming down to us, as it were, vertically
in a purely divine statement." It is always in an interpreted form. Even the Old
and New Testaments are already in interpreted forms; interpreted by the Biblical
redactors who were bearing witness "interpretatively to God's saving actions in
Israel and in the man Jesus, the Christ, the foundation of their hope for a renewed
world."44 This witness of the Biblical authors was in turn reinterpreted through
the centuries of Christian history: from Tertullian and Augustine through Nicea
and Chalcedon; from Thomas Aquinas and Trent through the Reformation and
Schleiermacher; and, if we take a contemporary stance, from Vatican II and
Schillebeeckx right down to the present, including Dominus lesus and Asian
theologies.
In essence, God's Word — made available to us through "a conversation
between men," which is "human dialogue in which God gave himself to be
understood" — is always given within a particular context and history. It is
"necessarily situated — it had a social setting, a living historical context."43 Its
interpretation is contingent upon the context, employing ideas, concepts,
languages and media which abide by that particular setting and culture. Herein
lies the hermcneutical problem: How can "a message of God to men expressed
and interpreted in a specific historical situation of the past [become] the norm for,
and the test of, our Christian faith today — a faith that is experienced in a totally
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different situation"? The problem arises because, according to Schillebeeckx, the
only way hermeneutics is possible is to reinterpret the past through the medium
and pre-understandings of the present. There is no way a finite being can
transcend time in order to interpret the past as it is. The "norm," e.g., Chalcedon,
used to interpret a later context is already an interpretation which is as much
culturally and historically conditioned as the interpretation which it seeks to give.
How then can Chalcedon function as norm? This is precisely the hermeneutical
problem, in that "the contemporary scene with its understanding of its own
existence is a 'hermeneutical' situation, and it is only within this and from this
situation (certainly not outside it or from above) that we can understand in faith
what the biblical message itself gives us to understand."46
Schillebeeckx posits that at the roots of this hermeneutical problem is the
historicity of human existence. The interpreter, attempting to understand the
God-human dialogue of history, is never outside of or above this history. S/he
is a part of the object of the historical phenomenon which is to be interpreted.
"All understanding is therefore a form of self-understanding." The interpreter's
whole person, self-existence and pre-understandings are significant elements in
the hermeneutical process. It is within the context of the interpreter's own new
"hermeneutical situation" that a question is asked of Scripture and Tradition.
Scripture and Tradition, which had evolved out of its own "hermeneutical
situation" and cultural setting, are now being used to respond to the questions of
the new situation which are conditioned by the interpreter's present realities and
contextual experience. Hence, Scripture and Tradition can only provide an
"answer" inasmuch as it is understood within the interpreter's contemporary
context, with its concomitant language, culture and symbol systems. This answer
is to a great extent "determined by the question, which is in turn confirmed,
extended or corrected by the answer. A new question then grows out of this
understanding." This is what is known as the "hermeneutical circle," which
"continues to develop in a never-ending spiral." By "never-ending," it simply
means that the process goes on indefinitely. As human beings, we will never
ever have the final word; save, perhaps, in the eschaton.47
The entire dynamics, commonly held to have originated with Bultmann, is
known in Protestant circles as the "hermeneutical problem." It is also evidenced
in Catholic theology even though presented as the "development of dogma."
After all, even within Catholicism, any new dogmatic formulation implies that
"the Biblical view of Christ has been reinterpreted in the light of the Church's
experience." For example, the Chalcedonian Cliristology implies a re-reading of
the doctrine of Christ within "the secular and social situation in the fifth century
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and, what is more, in such a way that this new interpretation really expresses
precisely the same datum of faith that is promised to us in the Bible and no
other."48 Every new setting is a new "hermeneutical situation," from wliich and
through which we are to reinterpret God's Word. Moreover, the new
interpretation represents for us the fullness of the faith, as it was in the beginning,
is now, and ever shall be. It is the same dogmatic faith which has been expressed
differently over the years, as well as in different cultural contexts. It is in relation
to this that Catholicism claims that dogma "develops."
5.3.2.2 Hermeneutical Principles
Convinced by the thesis of the human being's historicity, Schillebeeckx cautions
that the literal repetition of Scripture and Tradition in order to address presentday issues is tantamount to an act of unfaithfulness to the Word of God.
Scripture and Tradition have to be re-interpreted for it to be relevant to presentday realities, as well as to be faithful to the living message of God's Word. This
thesis entails the following questions: How are we to know that a particular
interpretation is faithful to the living message? What are the hermeneutical
criteria to ensure this faithfulness? "Indeed," Schillebeeckx acknowledges, "the
identity of faith, the problem of the relationship between Scripture and presentday preaching by the Church, is at stake."49
In addressing the foregoing concerns, Schillebeeckx begins by exploring the
historical dimension of human beings' existence as believers. He does this by
examining what he calls the "hermeneutics of history" so as to have a better
understanding of the notion of faith in the context of history. Concentrating on
one aspect of this, namely, that of the "hermeneutical significance of the distance
in time in what we may call 'historical interhuman encounter'," Schillebeeckx
discusses three points: (i) the past in the light of the present; (ii) both the present
and the past within the sphere of the promise; (iii) permanence in the present,
past and future.
(i) The Past in the Light of the Present. The distance in time between the past
and the present has often been regarded as "an obstacle to objective interpretation
of texts and of history that had to be overcome." With Ricoeur, Aron, Marrou
and Gadamer, Schillebeeckx suggests that it is precisely this "'distanciation"
which constitutes the "ontological condition that makes this interpretation
possible." Because this distance in time is not a void but an interim filled by the
continuity of tradition, it helps shape the hermeneutical situation of the present,
from which we question the text of the past. This evokes the hermeneutical
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problem. "Ultimately, it is the hermeneutical problem."50
The interpreter enters the hermeneutical situation with pre-understandings
and presuppositions which have arisen as a result of the interaction between
Tradition and contemporary experience. Consciously acknowledging these preunderstandings, the interpreter approaches the text in view of forging an
understanding of it, as well as correcting any part of the pre-understandings,
where this applies. The authority of the text is presumed. "The text itself is
binding and acts as a norm to understanding." It can only be understood "in its
application to the present" and not "in a return to the original period." "If an
earlier truth is to be preserved in accordance with its original intention, it must
be reformulated in the light of the present and interpreted differently."51 Each
new hermeneutical situation warrants a new and different interpretation of the
text. This is done through what Gadamer calls the "fusion of horizons."52
Schillebeeckx describes it thus: "Ilemieneutics requires us to design a historical
frame of reference which is distinct from OUT present frame of reference and thus
to become conscious of the other as different within the fusion of the two spheres
(since historicity is one great evolving process) -- that is understanding the
past."53
(ii) Both the Present and the Past within the Sphere of the Promise. Aside
from the importance of the past and the present in hermeneutics, Schillebeeckx
also points to the significance of "future possibilities," that which is "new and
completely unprecedented." Against Bultmann and the other philosophers of
humanities, but with Moltmann and Pannenberg, Schillebeeckx reminds that the
"biblical primacy of the future" cannot be passed over in the hermeneutical
endeavor. The future which cannot be interpreted, "has to be realized" and ought
to bring "something new into being." "Every dogma must have an orientation
towards the future and be open to the sphere of the future." Truth becomes
"something whose fullness belongs to the future." It is a future promise,
providing a frame of reference for the interpretation of the present and the past.54
The Bible testifies to this future of God's promise. Any orthodox
interpretation of God's Word must be accompanied by orthopraxis, for "it is only
in the sphere of action — of doing in the faith - that orthodox interpretation can
be inwardly fulfilled." The Tradition or "deposit of faith" is as much "the
promise already realized in Christ" as is "a promise-for-us, with the result that
interpretation becomes 'hermeneutics of praxis'." The task of henneneutics
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cannot end with the interpretation of the past on the basis of the present but must
continue into the future, through orthopraxis. The hermeneutical task entails the
"doing of the faith" in order to realize God's promise, the Word of God, and, in
so doing, "making dogma true." "Ultimately it is only m and through this
historical realization that dogma is interpreted authentically and that the identity
of the faith is, thanks to God's promise, guaranteed in continuing history."55
(Hi) Permanence in the Present, Past and Future. A third aspect of the
hermeneutics of history which, according to Schillebeeckx, the "new
hermeneutics" of not only Bultmann, but also Gadamer, Pannenberg and
Moltmann is lacking in, has to do with the "consciousness of time." While
implying a certain "transcendence of temporality," it does not in any way suggest
that we are able to escape time. On the contrary, our historicity implies a real
"openness in our temporality," a sense of trans-historical and human
transcendence. Within this hermeneutical situation there endures "an aspect of
permanence, a dynamic self-identity which cannot in itself be expressed." This
self-identity, which is beyond conceptualization, is the "objectiveperspective of
faith." It is "brought to light and expressed in reinterpretation as it were by a
circuitous route (via the interpretative aspect of the act of faith), with the
consequence that it becomes a power for action which is directed towards the
future." This inexpressible objective perspective is "the ever present mystery of
promise — the mystery which is not uttered, which is everywhere reaching
towards expression but in itself is never thought." This mysteiy, "which gives
itself in history, [is that which] ensures the identity of the faith in the Church's
successive interpretations of the faith."56
Having said that, Schillebeeckx also points out that "there are no formulae
of faith which are, as formulae, enduringly valid, capable of transmitting the
living faith to men of all ages." Lest this be construed as "relativism," he quickly
adds that "we do not possess the absolute which acts as an inner norm to our faith
in an absolute way; we possess it only within our historical situation." This is
because, as "pilgrims on the way, we live historically in the absolute, orientated
towards the absolute, because this absolute embraces us in grace, without our
being able to embrace it."57
In conclusion, Schillebeeckx advocates that "we should not be afraid of serious
attempts to reinterpret the faith." More importantly, one must keep in mind that
"the correctness of these interpretations cannot be tested simply by setting earlier
formulae of faith against them, since these too always require interpretation and

" Ibid., 38.
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have still to be made true " Our task as believers striving to be faithful to the
promise of the gospel is to / einteipret "to present the original Dialogue (a living
prophecy') again and again, and above all to put it into action and to let it be
heard as the word of God in constantly changing situations in life " Such is the
task of hermeneutics and such is the task of theology Such also is the task of the
Church 58
5.3.3

HFRMENEUTICAL EXTENSION THROUGH CRITICAL THEORY

Schillebeeckx was to later assert that it is only within the framework of a "free
dialogue" that truth, which is "inwardly oriented towards universal consent and
cannot be bound by restricting qualifications," can be sought "The whole of
hcrmencutic science is ultimately based on the possibility of mutual
understanding or agreement " In this regard, the Enlightenment, with its accent
on the principles of rationality and freedom, brought to conscious awareness the
possibility that institutional structures and repressive regimes can tend towards
restricting free dialogue To protect their own vested interests the authoritarian
traditions and power holders of such institutional structures obstruct the free
dialogue which alone can facilitate the search for truth Reflecting on this,
Schillebeeckx asserts "The need to break through or to change those structures
may therefore be an essential aspect of the hermeneutic process, if it is to lead
eventually to general consent or to mutual understanding " 5 '
Schillebeeckx turned to Critical Theories in an attempt to explore the
"practical and critical interest in structures which will make freedom possible "
He paid special attention to Critical Theory's interest m the relationship between
theory and praxis His primary source of reference was the Frankfurt school of
Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adomo and, outside this school, Emst Bloch But
it was Jürgen Habermas, the second-generation scholar of the Frankfurt school,
whose work most influenced Schillebeeckx 60 From the outset it has to be
mentioned that this tum to Critical Theory is by no means a rejection of
philosophical hermeneutics It is, rather, an extension to include the critical and
political dimensions of hermeneutics Referring to Marx's famous quotation of
"philosophers interpret the world, but the point is to change it," Schillebeeckx
posits "To say that the world has to be changed implies a certain interpretation
of reality and is itself already an interpretation " In other words, Critical Theory
is another form of hermeneusis, but one which insists on praxis Its starting point
is a "fundamental ethical option m favor of emancipation and freedom." It
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proceeds within a "hermeneutical circle" which "implies a philosophy o f man and

this in tum presupposes an implicit interpretation of our humanity."61
The classic debate between Gadamer and Habermas contributed significantly
to Schillebeeckx's tum to Critical Theories. Pointing out that Gadamer — "the
premier theoretician of the new hermeneutics" — was primarily concerned with
"the tradition and its transmittal in his hermeneutics" and so with the
"interpretation of the meaning found in tradition," Habermas argues that such a
process "did not deal with the fact that history is also full of non-meaning:
untruth, violence, and repression of competing meanings." While "history is an
insane complex of sense and nonsense,"62 the new hermeneutics perpetuates only
one tradition, namely, "the one which legitimated those in power: the tradition of
the victors, not the victims." Habermas' Critical Theory draws upon the insights
of the two great masters of suspicion, Marx and Freud. "The new hermeneutics
only retrieved the tradition of meaning of the dominant group in society (Marx)
for the sake of keeping the present society stable and in continuity with that past
meaning (Freud)." With these insights Schillebeeckx advances the importance
of ideology63 critique as "an ideology-critical analysis belongs to the essence of
hermeneutical theology, precisely on the basis of fidelity to the Word of God."64
Critical Theory's emancipative concern brought to the fore the issues of nonmeaning or nonsense. With Adomo and his "principle of non-identity,"
Schillebeeckx recognized that there was not a necessary correspondence between
reason and reality. Human history, replete with non-meaning such as suffering,
injustice and oppression, often defies attempts at explanation and interpretation.
There is really no satisfactory explanation which can render life's negativity
meaningful. This principle of non-identity undergirds much of Adomo's
philosophy and was formulated as negative dialectics.,65 While Adomo's was a
critical negativity devoid of any affirmative characteristics, Schillebeeckx
designated it with "a positive power which continues to exert constant pressure
in order to bring about a better world, without humanity itself being sacrificed in
the process."66
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Surmising that "a commitment to the threatened humanuni " is common to
all persons of good will and "constitutes the universal pre-understanding" of all
contemporary anthropologies, Schillebeeckx posits that "a sphere of meaning is
revealed in the negative experiences of contrast." This occurs when a situation
of negativity is accompanied by a positive experience of hope, "expressed in
critical opposition to what is inhuman in the situation."67 This eschatological
hope, in light of negative contrast experiences, is that which enables critical
resistance, evoking the protest: "No! It can't go on like this; we won't stand for
it any longer!" Schillebeeckx explains: "A negative experience would not be a
contrast experience, nor could it excite protest, if it did not somehow contain an
element of positive hope in the real possibility of a better future."68
Challenged by Critical Theory's hope-filled promise, Schillebeeckx
concludes that "hermeneutical theology must be inspired by a practical and
critical intention." This in tum implies that orthopraxis is "an essential element
of the hermeneutical process." It is thus that orthopraxis is a recurring leitmotif
of Schillebeeckx's theological hermeneu tics. In his words:
It is therefore clear that a theologically actualizing interpretation is not
possible without a critical theory which acts as a self-consciousness of
a critical praxis. If the unity of faith takes place in real history, in other
words, if it is itself really history, then we must not hope to be able to
attain unity in faith either purely hermeneutically or by means of a
purely theoretical theological interpretation. History is a flesh and
blood affair and what has c Tie about in history [...] can never be put
right by purely theoretical means.69
5 J.4

CONJUNCTURAL ELEMENTS OF SCHILLEBEECKX'S THEOLOGY

By way of summation, Schillebeeckx's theological enterprise can best be
reviewed by looking at the conjunctural70 elements of his work. Robert
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Schreiter,71 one of the world's leading Schillebeeckx scholar, captures these
conjunctural elements through the following statement: "Schillebeeckx's work
can be seen as the results of trying to understand concrete, contemporary
Christian experience."12
5.3.4.1 Understand
In his works of theology, Schillebeeckx's primary concern was to make sense of
things. His was a quest for understanding; of what we believe, why we believe
and how we believe. Yes, it is the Anselmianyäi/A seeking understanding. It is
faith in God who is utterly gracious and good and who elicits trust and engenders
relationship. That notwithstanding, it is also faith in God who is beyond all
comprehension and understanding; in short, God is ultimately a mystery. With
such a faith, Schillebeeckx endeavors in his theological investigations to lead
others closer to this mystery of God. In this search, epistemology takes
precedence over metaphysics or, rather, metaphysics and dogmatic assertions are
but endpoints and not so much starting points in this search for knowledge and
understanding about God. The "Jesus books," for example, attempt to
understand how the early Christians confessed Jesus as Lord by investigating the
Christian movement rather than by taking the metaphysical Christological
confessions of the fourth and fifth centuries as starting point. Schillebeeckx's is
certainly a down-to-earth theology which begins "from below," as it were. Such
a theology, he believes, is more relevant to the contemporary Christian. In fact,
the expressed purpose of his books was that they reach the ordinary Christian or
would-be believer, so as to assist them in their understanding of the faith. His
motive, obviously, was pastoral rather than academic.
In his investigations Schillebeeckx was at ease to employ a variety of
philosophical frameworks and theological methods. His early Thomistic
influence, especially of "Thomas's relative optimism about the knowability of
God by humans,"73 greatly shaped his theology. He allowed himself to be
challenged by the new hermeneutics, with its stress on the historicity of being,
resulting in his being open to new modes of knowledge and understanding.
Critical Theory's insistence that as one makes sense of the world and searches for
meaning and truth one also needs to be aware of the existence of nonsense, nonmeaning and non-truth greatly stretched Schillebeeckx's understanding of the

" A student of Schillebeeckx in the 1970s, Schrciter is the first scholar to hold the
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meaning of understanding. As a result, Schillebeeckx did not confine his quest
for knowledge to any one hermeneutical framework.
This openness to methodological pluralism and his inclination not to
subscribe to only one single system — or, better still, his anti-systematic approach
— enabled him to achieve understandings in a variety of ways. Such an openness
is consequently accompanied by a non-absolutist approach to matters of faith and
truth. Schillebeeckx is of the view that there can never be a normative system
which is universal for all time and for all cultures. This is no more than a
manifestation of his acceptance of the historicity of being and thus the cultural
and historical conditioning of all systems, including theology and language.
Schillebeeckx comfortably embraces this sense of tentativeness as evidenced by
the fact that at the end of his two mammoth "Jesus books" he still describes them
as but prolegomena.74 Schillebeeckx believes that ours is always "a word before
the last word, a search for the right 'legomenon' or word."75 We are but pilgrims
in this search and even so we may never quite realize that search. "This prompts
Schillebeeckx to note on several occasions, as he does at the end of Jesus, that
all theology must end in silence before the mystery."76
5J.4.2 Concrete
Influenced by the moderate realism of St. Thomas, Schillebeeckx's works reflect
an emphasis on the concrete rather than the abstract. This is in keeping with the
shift in human consciousness towards a "this worldly" orientation, where "man
was beginning to accept the full value and dignity of his being man within this
world."77 Because God's revelation is seen as occurring in and through the
mediation of the concrete and visible in human history, theology begins with
concrete real-life experiences. "Revelation does not drop out of the sky as a
series of truth; it comes to us in experience in concrete, existential encounter."78
In the same vein, Christianity is viewed not so much as a religion of abstract
revelations but as one of personal encounters. It is an encounter between the
human and God in a dialogue. While the God-human dialogue goes on
indefinitely, God has revealed Godself most definitively in bodily form through
the God-human encounter in the incarnation of Jesus. Schillebeeckx speaks of
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this as the "primordial sacrament,"79 a concrete and visible form of the Godhuman encounter in history.
This accounts for why Schillebeeckx intended his "Jesus books" as a
response to the concrete questions believers raise about their faith. They were
a theological attempt to help the ordinary Christians understand their faith in
Christ, with the hope that the God-human encounter is facilitated.
Schillebeeckx's theology takes as starting point the concrete human experience
As if to accentuate the point, Schillebeeckx begins Jesus with the story of a
crippled man, an account familiar to many, everywhere and in every time. He
ends the same with yet another story, of a paralytic who began to dance, which
again is a concrete experience easily understood by everyone everywhere. It is
within the embrace of these two stories of concrete day-to-day events that
theology is done. Theology begins and ends with concrete events and actions;
principles and theories captured in between are but subordinate to these concrete
events of experiences and encounters.
If concreteness is the starting point, it is also the end-point of
Schillebeeckx's theology. Because the tum to "this world" is similarly
accompanied by the turn to "the future," Schillebeeckx's concern also turned to
the future. This is significant as the authenticity of faith can only ultimately be
verified as an eschatological event, for "although the object of faith has indeed
been realized, in Christ, it has only been realized as our promise and our future."
Christian faith has to be concerned about the future, which "cannot be interpreted
theoretically." Instead, "it has to be brought about." "Action (orthopraxis) must
therefore be an inner element of the principle of verification" of the authenticity
or orthodoxy of the Christian faith.80 Put simply, faith "must be done." From the
perspective of eschatological hope, the humanuni, the kingdom of God, the
salvation proclaimed and promised in Christ, can only be actualized through
concrete human actions. It is thus that orthopraxis is the means - or royal road to orthodoxy, a theme central to Schillebeeckx's theology. Just as God's action
in history is revealed through concrete experiences, the Christian's expression of
faith is made manifest also through concrete actions. Schillebeeckx expounds
unequivocally that God's will of salvation takes place in the concrete realities of
history; extra mundum nulla salus ("no salvation outside the world").81 "Few
theologians have insisted as seriously as has Schillebeeckx upon how concretely
God acts in history."82
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5.3.4.3 Contemporary
Another element which Schillebeeckx's theology is very insistent upon is the
notion of the "present." Theology has to address the present and contemporary
situation. Just as Schillebeeckx was responding to the issues of his day and
culture (of secularism and humanism), any theological enterprise today has also
to take as starting point the contemporary issues in which the theologian is
theologizing from. Thus, the heraieneutical process is one which is a mutually
critical correlation between Tradition and contemporary experience.
Contemporary experience represents the hermeneutical situation from which one
interprets the Christian Tradition. These are the two sources of theology. "On
the one hand we have the whole tradition of the experience of the great JewishChristian movement, and on the other hand the contemporary, new human
experiences of both Christians and non-Christians." The human and social
sciences and even the natural sciences contribute significantly to understanding
the contemporary human experience. This second source, the contemporary
situation, represents "an intrinsic and -determinative element for understanding
God's revelation in the history of Israel and of Jesus,.which Christians have
experienced as salvation from God for men and women, the first source."83
Because the first source of Tradition (the Bible, Church teachings and
practices of yesteryears) arose out of different eras and contexts, with the
concomitant rules of the language games, they cannot simply be "applied"
literally to the contemporary situation. They have to be translated and
reformulated. We can only understand the past from the perspective of our
present cultural and historical context, with its concomitant rules of the language
game. What is required then is a mutually critical correlation "in which we
attune our belief and action within the world in which we live, here and now, to
what is expressed in the biblical tradition." Schillebeeckx spells out what this
process of correlation entails:
1. an analysis of our present world or even worlds of experience.
2. an analysis of the constant structures of the fundamental Christian
experience about which the New Testament and the rest of the
Christian tradition of experience speak.
3. the critical correlation and on occasion the critical confrontation of
these two 'sources.'84
The structural constants which guided the response of Christians in the past,
in accordance with their own respective cultural and social contexts, become the
norm by which Christians of the present make their response in faith, in the
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language and medium of the present context. A fusion of horizons takes place,
the result of which gives rise to a new hermeneutical situation. "In the end we
have here the convergence of two stories, the story of the gospel tradition of faith
and the story of our personal and social life which in the best instances has itself
as it were become 'gospel': a fifth or umpteenth gospel."85
5.3.4.4 Christian
This leads us then to the question of the continuity of this "fifth gospel" to the
Christian Tradition. Schillebeeckx has always been concerned that his is a
theology which keeps within the bounds of orthodoxy of the Christian faith.
After all, his is a "Christian" theology and so it has to resonate with the faith of
the Christian Tradition. Specifically, this means that the theology promotes a
faith which is structured by the very same elements which structured the New
Testament experience as well as the faith of the Christian community through the
ages. Schillebeeckx posits "four formative principles which as a result of the
same basic experience intrinsically hold together the different explanations of the
New Testament" and which continue to structure the faith experience of the
Christian community at all times and .in all places. He describes these principles
as follows:
1. A basic theological and anthropological principle: the belief that
God wills to be the salvation for human beings, and wills to realize
this salvation through our history in the midst of meaninglessness
and the search for meaning; thus the finding of salvation in God
coincides with man's realization of himself: to find salvation in
God is at the same time to come to terms with oneself;
2. Christological mediation: the belief that it is Jesus of Nazareth who
discloses perfectly and definitively God's starting point, and
therefore where man too must really be concerned;
3. The message and life-style of the Church: the belief that this story
of God in Jesus has been handed on so that it concerns us too: we
oufselves can and may follow Jesus and thus write our own chapter
in the ongoing living story of Jesus;
4. Eschatological fulfilment: the belief that this story cannot come to
fulfilment within the earthly order of our history and therefore
looks for an eschatological dénouement, for which the boundaries
of our history are too narrow; belief, therefore in 'already now' and
'not yet'.86
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Schillebeeckx then posits three basic criteria by which orthodoxy in
consonance with the four structural principles above can be discerned. The first
is the criterion of proportional norm. By this one compares the various
interpretations of the faith over the years of Christian history to discern elements
which are constant for the Christian faith. "If the various structures that have
arisen in the course of history are compared with each other and, in this
comparison, the key words of the biblical proclamation are taken as a referential
framework, we certainly become aware of 'structural rules' which — even if the
structure has lost its efficacy in a different social context -- still preserve their
intelligibility as models for every new structurisation."87 A second verification
principle of orthodoxy is to examine if the theological interpretation evokes a
"doing of the faith." By this Schillebeeckx refers to the action which must
accompany the belief that the proclamation of the Gospel is the promise that the
Kingdom of God will come. "In interpreting the past in the light of the present,
then, it should not be forgotten that eschatological faith imposes on the present
the task of transcending itself, not only theoretically, but also as a change to be
realized."88 A third verification principle is that of the acceptance by the
Christian community. A particular interpretation, if not accepted and received
by the Christian community, remains but an interpretation and therefore not
necessarily part of the faith of the Christian community. "Acceptance by the
community of faith, or seen from a different point of view, the sensus fidelium
or consciousness of faith of the community, thus form an essential part of the
principle of verification of orthodoxy."89
Aside from the particularly "Christian" orientation, Schillebeeckx is also
concerned about how being "Christian" is correlated to being "human." This
concern "lies at the heart of the church-world issue" since the Christian is torn
between being of the Church or being of the world. The fundamental questions
which this situation raises are: "How does a Christian respond to this situation?
How can one be truly Christian and truly human in this situation, since the two
cannot ultimately be in contradiction?" As a response, Schillebeeckx draws on
his "positive valuation of creation and God's activity within the world" to
conclude that there is indeed no dichotomy between Church and world or
between faith and life.90 The world is where God acts and so it is also where the
faith is lived. Where human beings are fully living and fully alive, Christian
living is fully manifest. In the words of Irenaeus, "The glory of God is a living
man; the life of man is the vision of God" {Gloria Dei, vivais homo. Vita autem
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hominis, visto Dei) " The Church-world problem, which is but an extension of
the Chnstian-human problem, can best be resolved thus "In the man Jesus,
man's question about himself and the human answer to this question are
translated into a divine question put to man and the divine answer to this
question Jesus is the Son of God, expressed in terms of humanity He is the
question-answer correlation "92
5.3.4.5 Experience
The notion of "experience," even if discussed earlier, deserves special
elucidation, not only because SchiUebeeckx had spent a considerable amount of
time and space on the subject but also because it represents the starting point of
his theology He begms the second of his "Jesus books," Christ, with an entire
chapter discussing experience SchiUebeeckx regards expenence as the medium
through which human beings explore and receive the message of God's
revelation and salvation. "God's revelation follows the course of human
expenences. There is no revelation without expenence "93
It is against this backdrop that SchiUebeeckx speaks of Christianity as
beginning with an expenence "it began with an experience "94 Experience is the
source and foundation of Schillebeeckx's theology Not only that, it is also its
hope and goal In his Jesus research, SchiUebeeckx began by digging into the
experience of the early Christian movement. His aim was to discover what it was
in the encounter that elicited the change, the hope and the trust which was to be
found in these early disciples This, he did, in view of enabling present-day
Christians to similarly expenence that same salvation which comes from God
through this man of history, Jesus of Nazareth It was the expenence of life and
hope which SchiUebeeckx wished would be imparted to the present-day
Chnstian. "Chnstiamty is not a message which has to be believed, but an
expenence of faith which becomes a message, and as an explicit message seeks
to offer a new possibility of hfe-expenence to others who hear it from within
their own expenence of life."95
If revelation occurs m human expenence SchiUebeeckx regards negative
contrast experiences as having "a revelatory significance par excellence '"* It is
in the expenence of meamnglessness, innocent suffering, victimization and
oppression that human bemgs see God's plan gone awry. The threatened
humanuni is clearly a revelation that the world is not in order Notwithstanding
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the positive and powerful experience of love and meaning abundant in the world,
reality has it that the world we live in remains fundamentally wrong; evil and
suffering prevails. This negative experience is regarded a contrast experience
because it more often than not evokes the critical resistance expressed as a
fundamental "no" to the negative situation. The positive element resulting from
the negative contrast experience is the expression of "human indignation," which
"discloses an openness to another situation which has the right to our affirmative
'yes'." 97 Such experiences of meaninglessness and suffering are of revelatory
significance to us. They reveal our helplessness and finiteness, as well as help
us get in touch "with a reality which is independent of us." They also point to the
hope which such experiences elicit; a hope, if manifest in the praxis of liberation
and reconciliation, which can bring about a change for a better world. "That is
also a rational basis for solidarity between all people and for common
commitment to a better world with a human face."98 This solidarity and
partnership with others can come about only through a process of interaction and
dialogue, which is the topic of the ensuing sections.
5.3.5

BRIDGE τ ο Λ CHURCH OF DIALOGUE

The preceding discussions have clearly delineated the different theological
methods adopted by the Roman document Dominus lesus and the Flemish
theologian Edward Schillebeeckx.
On account of the difference in
methodological approach, the sentiments expressed in their respective theologies
seem to differ radically from one another, even if both hailed from a somewhat
similar cultural context of Europe. This seems to suggest that the theological
method employed wields a more significant influence upon one's theology than
does the cultural context. That accounts for why the theology of Dominus lesus
seems incompatible with the theology of Schillebeeckx.
For example, Dominus lesus has a seemingly domineering and authoritarian
tone, while Schillebeeckx's tends to be tentative and conditional. Dominus lesus
appears to reveal clear-cut, resolute and rigid teachings, while Schillebeeckx's
theology is more inclined to display a sense of openness, indulgence and even
ambiguity. Dominus lesus seems to take a somewhat confrontative and
apologetic stance towards other religions, while Schillebeeckx's is generally
acquiescent, accommodating and even accepting of plurality and difference. The
number of negative reactions from persons of other religions to the Dominus
lesus' document testify to the fact it was not too well received nor appreciated.
Whereas, Schillebeeckx's theology and especially the way he theologizes about
the uniqueness and universality of the "Lord Jesus" (Dominus lesus), seems more

" Ibid., 5-6.
" Ibid, 28, 6.
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acceptable to persons of other religions. In this regard, the very reason why the
document Dominus lesus was issued, namely, to address the phenomenon of
religious pluralism in view of proposing appropriate directions for interrehgious
relations, seems more ably addressed by Schillebeeckx's theology.
The foundations which undergird the respective theological methods make
for the difference. Significantly, Dominus lesus understands revelation as
primarily a "deposit of faith" waiting to be communicated to others. Its theology
regards the Church as having the monopoly over this deposit of faith and so
understands evangelization as the conversion of persons who are not Christians.
This is alluded to in Dominus lesus which laments that despite the centuries of
missionary activity, at the close of the second millennium, "the mission is still far
from complete" {DI, 2). Such a theology espouses the "fulfillment model" of
mission, where other religions are seen as awaiting their fulfillment through
Christ and the Church." Interrehgious dialogue is seen as no more than a
strategy and instrument for this evangelizing mission. Dominus Jesus expresses
this unequivocally: "Interreligious dialogue, therefore, as part of her evangelizing
mission, is just one of the actions of the Church in her mission ad gentes." In
case there is ambiguity about what this "evangelizing mission" refers to, the
document explicitly spells it out as the duty of the Church to proclaim "the
necessity of conversion to Jesus Christ and of adherence to the Church through
Baptism and the other sacraments, in order to participate fully in communion
with God, the Father, Son and Holy Spirit" (DJ, 22).
On the other hand, Schillebeeckx's theology, which understands revelation
as God acting in history, sees the Church's task as the discernment of this Word
of God. This discernment has to be accompanied by the praxis of faith, in
anticipation of the kingdom of God, the salvation for all. Following from this
understanding, the mission of the Church is to invite all persons to "actually
realizmg salvation and liberation for all, in freedom, through a praxis in

99
I am using here a tripartite model of Christian attitudes towards mission, namely, that of
conquest, fulfillment, and partnership. This parallels Alan Races' paradigm of exclusmsm,
inclusivism, and pluralism as attitudes of Christians towards other religions. See Edmund Cina,
"Interreligious Dialogue in Pursuit of Fullness of Life in Asia," in FABC Papers No. 92A(Hong
Kong: FABC, 2000), 12; Alan Race, Christian Religious Pluralism: Patterns in Christian
Theology of Religions (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1983). Recently, Paul Knitter elaborated on this
through a four-model theory. The first is the "replacement model," which subsenbes to the thesis
of Christianity as "the only one true religion"; the second is the "fulfillment model," which
subsenbes to the thesis that Christianity is "the one which will fulfill the many religions", the
third is the "mutuality model," which sees Christianity as one of "many true religions called to
dialogue"; and the fourth is the "acceptance model," which subsenbes to the thesis that
Christianity is one of "many true religions; so be it." See Paul Knitter, Introducing Theologies of
Religions (Maryknoll. Orbis, 2002).
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accordance with the gospel, in the steps of Jesus."100 Such a theology espouses
the "partnership" model of mission, where the other religions are looked upon as
partners and collaborators in the mission towards God's Kingdom. As partners,
each has a contributing role. The Church's role is unique, but so are the roles of
the other religions. Each has a different role just as each has a different aspect
of the message of Truth. That these differences are real can be discerned by the
variety of beliefs and practices of the many religions. But the differences need
not be looked upon as if they contradict one another; rather, they can be viewed
as complementary. The task of interreligious dialogue is to discern how the
different religions complement one another, so that together they may all work
towards actualizing God's Kingdom. Dialogue is not only useful, but necessary.
It is imperative, for it is only through the dialogue with the other religions that the
Church can discover the fuller aspects of God's will for humankind. In dialogue,
the Church "allows itself to be challenged by other religions and challenges them
in return on the basis of its own message."101
Such an orientation is in keeping with Pope Paul VI's call in his 1964
encyclical Ecclesiam Snam,m promulgated in the ambience of the Second
Vatican Council, which urged the Church to be in dialogue with the world, with
other religions, with other Christians and within the Church. This represents Paul
VI's call for dialogue to be the way of being Church. Schillebeeckx suggests that
this call is a result of a basic attitude change within the Church. It is an attitude
change in response to an ever changing world and which is leading the Church
to embrace the world with a sense of openness it had never displayed ever before.
The Church sees itself as having a new role in the world, viz., to promote
dialogue not only within the Church but outside of it as well. The Church is a
"sacrament of dialogue." Schillebeeckx believes the Church is well poised for
this role as evidenced by "certain fundamental changes in emphasis in the
Church's understanding of herself." These new understandings were
appropriately articulated in the documents of the Second Vatican Council, which
provides the blueprint for the Church to become a Church of dialogue.
Schillebeeckx summarizes them as follows:103
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Edward Schillebeeckx, Church: The Human Story of God (New York: Crossroad,
1990), 176.
101
Edward Schillebeeckx, "The Religious and the Human Ecumene," in The Language of
Faith: Essays on Jesus, Theology, and the Church (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1995), 256-257.
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Encyclical letter of his Holiness Pope Paul VI: "On the Ways in which the Church must
Carry out its Mission in the Contemporary World" (Vatican City, 6 August 1964).
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E. Schillebeeckx, "The Church as a Sacrament of Dialogue," in God the Future of Man,
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1. The earlier tendency to identify the Church too readily with the
kingdom of God has been abandoned [LG, 5] and the idea of the
Church as the people of God that is still on the way is more
strongly emphasized [LG, 8, 9, 14,21; UR, 2, 6; DV, 7; AA, 4; GS,
1,40, AS; AG, 2].
2. The erroneous or crude interpretation given in the past to the idea
of "outside the Church no salvation" has been superseded [AG, 7;
GS, 22, 57; LG, 8, 16; NA, 1]. It is thus becoming increasingly
clear that salvation is not the exclusive possession of the Church.
3. The Roman Catholic Church recognizes the ecclesial character of
non-Catholic Christian communities [UR, 3, 19; LG, 15; GS, 40;
AG, 15].
4. She also recognizes the authentically religious aspects of nonChristian religions [NA, 2,4; LG, 16] and even the presence of the
Christian "new man," and therefore of Christianity itself, in all men
ofgoodwill[G5,22].
5. God's saving will is also more clearly recognized outside Israel and
Christianity [DV, 3,4; LG, 2, \6;AG, 7; NA, 1], with the result that
it cannot strictly be denied that there are elements of revelation
outside Israel and Christianity.
6. Emphasis is laid on the Church as the people of God before any
distinction is made among the various offices in the Church, and
specifically before the distinction is made between clergy and laity
[LG, chap. 2 vs. chap. 3]. It is the whole Church as people of God
which has received the anointing of the Spirit and, in its general
priesthood [LG, 9, 10, 26, 34; AA, 3; SC, 14; PO, 2; AG, 15], is
itself the active bearer of the unique Good News and of Christian
tradition [DV, 8, 10].
7. Finally, the Council has affirmed the saving presence of God in the
secular, political, social and economic evolution of mankind [GS,
26].
With the mandate from the Second Vatican Council, the Church's task now
is to discover its appropriate role as "sacrament of dialogue." In the context of
the issues raised by the document Dominus Jesus this search is even more urgent
and critical. For instance, the Church has to discover its mission as facilitator of
dialogue in the religiously pluralistic world. As it engages in this mission of
dialogue, the Church will be confronted to renew some of its previously held
views and perceptions of the world and of other religions. The Church will have
no choice but to renew itself, its own self-understandings, as well as its
theologies of other religions. Such is the task of the post-Vatican II Church if it
takes seriously the challenge of ecclesia semper purificando ("the Church must
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constantly purify itself): the Church has to be put in its place, as well as given
the place which is its due.104 In this regard, reiterating Georg Evers' suggestion,
it is perhaps a task where the Asian Church will take the lead since Asia is
privileged with a hermeneutical situation where the Church exists in the midst of
the many living religions of the world.105

5.4 TOWARDS AN ASIAN THEOLOGY OF DIALOGUE
An examination of FABC documents, a product of this post-Vatican II spirit of
openness to the world, reveals that the concept of "dialogue" features
prominently in the Asian Church's theology. In its very first meeting in 1970 the
Asian bishops had this to say: "In the spirit of collegiality and dialogue so
earnestly urged on us by the decrees of the Second Vatican Council,... we have
sought to discover new ways through which we may be of greater and more
effective service — not to our Catholic communities only — but to our own
peoples and to the future, pregnant with both fear and promise, which opens up
before us" (ABM, art. 2). At the end of the meeting, through the resolutions, the
Asian bishops pledged themselves "to an open, sincere, and continuing dialogue
with our brothers of other great religions of Asia, that we may leam from one
another how to enrich ourselves spiritually and how to work more effectively
together on our common task of total human development" (ABM, Resolutions:
art. 12).106
Throughout the thirty years of FABC's existence this theme of dialogue kept
emerging at practically every assembly and seminar, prompting Felix Wilfred to
assert that the word "dialogue" can more or less summarize the entire orientation
of the FABC.107 Dialogue is the way of being Church in Asia. Dialogue is also
the method for doing theology in Asia. In short, dialogue is the life and mode of
the Asian Church. It is in this context that the present research regards the Asian
theology of FABC as a "Theology of Dialogue."
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THEOLOGY OF DIALOGUE: THEORY

Lest it be construed that the Asian Church's commitment to dialogue arose only
as a response to the spirit of Vatican II, it has to be pointed out that it was also
as much a response to Asia's own contextual realities. Specifically, its history
and socio-cultural context have urged the Church to inculturate itself and develop
a more contextualized approach in its theology. As shall be seen later in this
chapter, this contextual approach takes as starting point the experiences of the
dialogical method and ends with the conclusion that dialogue is the way to go.
It is therefore what is being palled a "Theology of Dialogue." This section looks
at the basic orientations, underlying presuppositions and theoretical implications
of an Asian Theology of Dialogue.
5.4.1.1 Colonial Roots of the Church in Asia
As was pointed out in earlier chapters, "foreignness" is a characteristic of the
Church in Asia. This remains so to this day, even if it is already forty years since
the Second Vatican Council. That is why the question of identity is an issue the
FABC continually needs to deal with. The Seventh Plenary Assembly of the
FABC, held in the year 2000, emphasized the need for the "Asianness" of the
Church to emerge.108
An earlier FABC theological consultation on
evangelization in Asia outlined the issues pointedly: "As a social institution the
Church is perceived as a foreign body in its colonial origins while other world
religions are not. The lingering image survives in its traditional ecclesiastical
structures and economic dependence on the West. This gives ground for
suspicion. The Church is even sometimes seen as an obstacle or threat to
national integration and to religious and cultural identity. Alignments between
the Church and socio-political elites often legitimize and preserve the sociopolitical status quo and do not succeed in obviating this image. The Church
remains foreign in its lifestyle, in its institutional structure, in its worship, and in
its western-trained leadership and in its theology" (art. 13).109 In such a context
it makes sense that the priority for the Church in Asia is to develop an
appropriate local Church with a truly Asian identity.
The first step to take leads one to look at what has been, in view of
developing what should be. An ideological critique of the past, the old model of
being Church in Asia, is necessary in order to discern why there exists the enmity
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and hostility towards the Church. The most relevant datum on this is that the
Church of Christ came to Asia along with the European colonial expansion.110
It is therefore inevitable that the Church is associated with the imperial powers,
whose primary aim was the conquest of the lands of Asia. It is thus a fact of
history that the Cross of Christ came together with the swords and guns as well
as the looting barrels in what Aloysius Pieris calls the "unholy alliance of the
missionary, the military and the merchant.""1 Just as the imperialists' aim was
the plunder of the resources of Asia, the Church was also viewed as coming to
plunder the souls of the people of Asia. This perception was not without its basis
as Christian missionaries "often adopted the attitude that non-Christian religions
were simply the work of Satan and the missionaries' task was to convert from
error to knowledge of the truth.""2
It is not surprising then that the early missionaries had little respect for the
people of Asia, much less their cultures and religions. There was not much to
respect in the other religions since "their truth claims were obviously, and in
contrast to [the Christian missionaries ' ] own convictions, no more than ' myths '."
This, as observed by Wilhelm Dupré, is testified to by Christian history.'13 The
late Indian theologian Stanley Samartha illustrates this situation appropriately by
drawing an analogy with the arrival of a helicopter in Asia.114 When descending
upon Asia — from above, of course — the helicopter blew away all that was on the
ground to pave the way for the European Church to land. It also made so much
missiological noise that the people of Asia were so annoyed that they not only
rejected its message but regarded whatever the Church had to offer with hostility
and suspicion. The Church, on its part, made little effort at adapting its message
to the culture of the people; instead, it practically transplanted the norms and
patterns of the Church in Europe to the lands of Asia. Such a transplanted
Church never took root in Asian soil and so remained largely a European Church,
even after having been in Asia for several centuries.

" 0 Except for some regions, for example, the Synac or St. Thomas Christians of the
Malabar coast in Kerala, India, who trace their origins back to St. Thomas, and other younger
Churches, for example, the Church in Mongolia, which was established only in the last few
decades, most of the other Churches across Asia were established in the European colonial era.
'" Aloysius Piens, "Asia's Non-Semilic Religions and the Mission of Local Churches," in
An Asian Theology of Liberation (Quezon City: Claretians, 1988), 50.
" : This quote is a footnote (No. 11) to an article from Vatican IPs Declaration on the
Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions, Nostra Aeiate. See Walter Abbott, ed..
The Documents of Vatican //(New Jersey: New Century, 1966), 662.
1,3
Wilhelm Dupré, "Multiculluralism and Xenophobia: Reflections on a Common
Dilemma," in Mission is a Must: Intercultural Tlteology and the Mission of the Church, ed. Frans
Wijscn and Peter Nissen (Amsterdam. Rodopi, 2002), 174.
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What exacerbated die situation was that the European Church in Asia was
more concerned with disseminating the European culture than with implementing
die Christian faith This resulted m the people of Asia not being able to
distinguish between the Christian religion and European culture As Thomas
Merton once remarked, "The preachers of the Gospel to newly discovered
continents became preachers and disseminators of European culture and power
They did not enter into dialogue with ancient civilizations they imposed their
own monologue and in preaching Christ they also preached themselves " " '
Given the circumstances, it is not surprising that in their rejection of the
European colonial powers the people of Asia also rejected the European colonial
Church That in part accounts for why the Church has never been able to grow
Where there was growth it was due more to its power and might and through
expansionist programs, rather than to the message of Christ's Gospel With such
a history it is not surprising that the helicopter Church which came as a
conquering Church has never been received by the people of Asia It thus
remains an alien entity, far from being integrated into the cultural matrix of Asian
society
5.4.1.2 Contextualizing the Church in Asia
In view of such alienation, later missionaries have been concerned about ways
to make Christianity more recognizable and, hence, acceptable to the people of
Asia Efforts at contextuahzation (variously called inculturation, indigemzation,
localization, etc ) were tried out over the years, decades and centuries At times
this meant making the Gospel more understandable by translating it to a local
language or adapting it to an indigenous world-view with the concomitant local
concepts, images, and culturally specific symbols These represent the translation
and adaptation models of attempts at constructing local theologies " 6 While
these efforts continue through this day, with many more aspects of the faith being
translated or adapted, the Church remains largely unaccepted in Asia
Why9 Because the translation and adaptation models, while easily effected,
are but short-term measures of mculturating Christianity They do not address
the critical issues of the Church's identity At most, the external manifestations
of being Church are changed or adapted, but with little or no consequence
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whatsoever to the deeper issues of the Church's identity. What is lacking is a
thorough attempt at contextualizing the Christian faith, of "examining the cultural
context in which Christianity takes root and receives expression.""7 Michael
Amaladoss, one "of Asia's foremost contextual theologians, posits that
inculturation entails a "transformation of the life of a community of believers
from within by which the Good News becomes the principle that animates their
attitudes, world-view, value system and action ~ in short their whole life."
"This," Amaladoss insists, "is the very process of Christian living."118 Thus,
what is needed for the Church in Asia is a thorough process of incultuiating and
contextualizing Christianity. To better understand how this can be brought about
and what the deeper issues are, reference here is made to the late Taiwanese
theologian Shoki Coe, reputed for being the first to have used the word
contextualization in reference to Asian theology. As director of the Protestantestablished Theological Education Fund in 1972, Shoki Coe discusses
contextualization thus:
Contextualization has to do with how we assess the peculiarity of Third
World contexts. Indigenization tends to be used in the sense of
responding to the Gospel in terms of traditional culture.
Contextualization, while not ignoring this, takes into account the
process of secularity, technology, and the struggle for human justice,
which characterize the historical moment of the nations in the Third
World.
Yet a careful distinction must be made between authentic and false
forms of contextualization. False contextualization yields to uncritical
accommodation, a form of culture and faith.
Authentic
contextualization is always prophetic, arising always out of a genuine
encounter between God's Word and his world, and moves toward the
purpose of challenging and changing the situation through rootedness
in and commitment to a given historical moment.
It is therefore clear that contextualization is a dynamic not a static
process. It recognizes the continually changing nature of every human
situation and of the possibility for change, thus opening the way for the
future.
The agenda of a Third World contextualizing theology will have
priorities of its own. It may have to express its self-determination by
uninhibitedly opting for a 'theology of change,' or by recognizing
unmistakable theological significance in such issues as justice,
liberation, dialogue with people of other faiths and ideologies, economic

" ' Ibid., 12.
' " Michael Amaladoss, "Inculturation: Perspective and Challenges," in Making All Things
New: Mission in Dialogue (Anand: Gujarat Sahitya Prakash, 1990), 65.
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power, etc." 9
What is needed of the Church in Asia is an authentic process of
contextualization; one which takes seriously the world of Asia, in particular the
plurality of its cultures, the diversity of its religions, and the distress of its poor.
Using Samartha again, one can describe the nature of this authentic
contextualization by depicting the Church as a bullock-cart. A vehicle
indigenous to Asia, the bullock-cart portrays a Church which is at once truly
native and local as well as modest and humble. Coming from below and in touch
with Asian soil, the bullock-cart Church is certainly more in touch with the
people, religions and cultures of Asia. It is therefore a Church which is more
acceptable to the people of Asia. Just as it is necessary for the bullock-cart to be
in continuous contact and friction with the ground for it to move forward, the
Church too must be in continuous contact and friction with the people and
religions of Asia if it wants to move forward. Contact and friction are therefore
the modes by which the evangelizing mission of the bullock-cart Church is
actualized.
Contextualization for the bullock-cart Church then refers to a mutually
critical correlation and confrontation between Christianity and the other religions
and cultures of Asia. This critical correlation and confrontation imply the
process of dialogue. As common and casual as the term may seem, at the very
least dialogue presumes some form of contact and relationship. As the Nijmegen
philosopher Wilhelm Dupré puts it, "there is the general condition that a common
presence has to be shared if a dialogue should be possible at all."120 Dialogue,
therefore, is the process by which the Church makes contact with the contextual
realities of Asia, especially its cultures and religions. This process is as much
for the purpose of enabling the Church to become more authentically local as it
is for the purpose of enabling the people of other religions to better acquaint
themselves with the Church. Through this process of dialogue the Church could
hopefully become more acceptable to the people of Asia and be even regarded
as one of Asia's own.
What are the elements of this dialogue? Whom does the Church dialogue
with and why should the Church do so? How does dialogue relate to the making
of an Asian theology and what are the constituents of this theology? What are
the peculiar characteristics which make for a distinctive theology in Asia and

'" Theological Education Fund, Ministry in Context: The Third Mandate Programme of
the Theological Education Fund (London: TEF, 1972), 20-21, cited in Simon Kwan, "A
Discursive History of the Asian Theological Movement: A Critique of its Binarism," JTCA · The
TheologicalJournal of Tlieologies and Cultures in Asia 1 (February, 2002): 104.
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what does a theology of dialogue look like? These are questions to keep in mind
as one attempts to postulate an Asian Theology of Dialogue. To begin the search,
reference is made here to the wisdom of Aloysius Pieris, another one of Asia's
foremost contextual theologians. In his seminal article Toward an Asian
Theology of Liberation, Pieris writes:
Any discussion about Asian theology has to move between two poles:
the Third Worldness οι OUT continent and its peculiarly Asian character.
More realistically and precisely, the common denominator linking Asia
with the rest of the Third World is its overwhelming poverty. The
specific character defining Asia within the other poor countries is its
multifaceted religiousness. These two inseparable realities constitute
in their interpénétration what might be designated as the Asian context,
the matrix of any theology truly Asian.121
5.4.1.3 Evangelization through The Triple Dialogue
The contextual reality referred to in the preceding quote has influenced the Asian
bishops so much that they have come to speak of the evangelizing mission of the
Church as addressing the issues of poverty and attending to the religions of Asia.
Such a mission is the task of the local Church. Hence, the priority is the creation
of a local Church, a task which can be accomplished only through an integral
process of what has come to be known in FABC documents as the "triple
dialogue" (FABC VII, part I, A:8).122 Construing this as the threefold dialogue
of the Church with the cultures, the religions and the poor of Asia, the Asian
bishops state categorically that this dialogue represents the primary means by
which the Church evangelizes in Asia.123 It is through the process of dialogue
that the Church inculturates itself and contextualizes its mode of being and
operating so as to give birth to a truly local Church in Asia.
Advocating the triple dialogue, Aloysius Pieris points out that the process of
inculturation can never be effected by a mere translation or adaptation of
Christian symbol systems. Inculturation, Pieris contends, "happens naturally."
"It can never be induced artificially. The Christian tends to appropriate the
symbols and mores of the human grouping around it only to the degree that it
immerses itself in their lives and struggles. That is to say, inculturation is the byproduct of an involvement with a people rather than the conscious target of a
program of action."124 In the context of Asia, inculturation is effected, first of all,

' : | A Pieris, "Toward an Asian Theology of Liberation," m An Asian Theology of
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through the dialogue with Asia's poor, in view of facilitating their integral
liberation. Secondly, because the other religions have their own views of what
liberation and salvation mean and because the majority of Asia's poor owe their
allegiance to these other religions, the process of inculturation, which entails the
Church's dialogue with the poor, must also include the dialogue with the
religions. In short, inculturation, interreligious dialogue and the process of
integral liberation are mutually involving ministries, all of which are integral to
the evangelizing mission of the Church in Asia.125
That Asia is poor is beyond dispute. The FABC has noted over and over
again that Asia, with its teeming masses and underdevelopment, coupled with
mismanagement and corruption as well as the ravages of conflict and war, is truly
a suffering continent. It is therefore in need of the liberation which Jesus Christ
offers and which the Church can bring, provided it is m tune with the spirit of the
Gospel of Christ. It is precisely in this situation of massive poverty that the
Church's mission of love and service is sorely needed.126 In other words, Jesus
and the Church are necessary in Asia, not so much because the majority of
Asians are not Christians but because they are suffering and poor.
It does not take too much of a socio-historical analysis to realize that the
socio-economic poverty of Asia as well as its political chaos ~ for e.g., the
territorial wars and dictatorial regimes — are to a considerable extent the result
of Asia's colonial history.127 One needs only think of the plunder of Asia's
natural resources, the mass transplantation of people from one country to another
in order to service the colonial exploitation of Asia's lands, and the divide-andrule policies practiced by the imperial powers which have left much of Asia
segregated either by religion or ethnicity,128 to appreciate that Asia's suffering has
a direct correlation to its being colonized. Commenting on the impact of
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See Edmund Chia, "Wanted: Interreligious Dialogue," Studies in Interreligious
Dialogue 12/Ì (2002) 101-110.
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The theme of the Seventh Plenary Assembly of the FABC was "A Renewed Church in
Asia1 A Mission of Love and Service." See FABC VII in For All the Peoples of Asia, vol. 3, 1.
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The case of East Timor exemplifies this political chaos A colony of the Portuguese for
nearly 400 years, civil war broke out when the local resistance fighters declared independence foi
the nation. This was then followed by the neighboring Indonesian invading force, whose
occupation of the nation lasted from 1975 to 1999 at a cost of hundreds of thousands of human
lives. See Georg Evers, Human Rights in East Timor: Vie Difficult Road to Statehood (Aachen
Missio, 2001), 5-8.
'-' In a paper presented at a conference in Berlin, 1 discussed Chnstian-Muslim relations in
Malaysia by looking at its roots in the colonial policies of the British which divided the people in
order to rule better. This partly accounts for the continued racial and religious polarization which
so pervades the country. See Edmund Chia, "Christians Persecuted9 Case Study of Malaysia," in
Persecuted Christians7 : Documentation of an International Conference Berlin 14/15 September
2001 (Aachen: Missio, 2002), 26-34 Sec also Edmund Chia, "The Multifaceted Mission in
Malaysia," in Church in the Service of Asia's Peoples, ed. Jacob Kavunkal, Errol D'Lima and
Malhew Jayanth (Pune. Jnana-Decpa Vidyapeeth, 2003), 99-112.
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European colonization of the Third World, Belgian scholar Francis Houtart had
this to say: "All that v/i can say is that the conditions necessary for their
development were completely overthrown, and that in any case their actual
underdevelopment is the direct result of the growth of the West."129
That is not all. The exploitation and subjugation continues, even to this day.
Reflecting on this, the late George Soares-Prabhu has this to say: "This induced
underdevelopment in Asia continues to be maintained by the more subtle but
equally effective mechanisms of neocolonialism through which the metropolitan
powers and their 'global corporations' maintain a stranglehold on the economies
of the Third World countries, and so perpetuate a system through which the rich
grow richer at the expense of the poor, so that the gap between rich and poor
grows steadily wider."130 In light of this, any Asian contextual theology will have
to take this fact of poverty, oppression and exploitation seriously. More so if it
is a Christian theology, since it was the Christian European West which
committed the injustice of conquest, plunder and domination upon the nonChristian Asian people of the East. By association, the Church has as much a
responsibility as former colonial powers to alleviate the suffering of the poor in
Asia and to address the root causes of injustice and oppression. Such a
responsibility calls for a theology which has a liberative thrust to it, i.e., a
theology which includes the element of praxis, leading to the reality of liberation.
For this purpose, an Asian perspective of interpreting the Bible is a necessary
starting point.
5.4.1.4 Asian Biblical Hermeneutics
To begin this exploration into an Asian perspective of interpreting the Bible, it
has to be clarified first as to who exactly is meant by the poor, since the dialogue
with the poor features prominently in Asian theology. Reference is made here
to the reflections of the late Indian scholar George Soares-Prabhu who is
renowned for his Biblical theology. After searching through the Old and the
New Testaments, Soares-Prabhu came to the conclusion that the poor refers to
three principal concepts: (i) The poor (anawim) in the Bible as a sociological
group. They are those who are deprived of the means or dignity to lead a full
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Francis Houlart, "Underdevelopment. Λη Induced Phenomenon," Vidyajyoti 39 (1975).
62. Elucidating on this with a specific example, Matthew Kurien comments "the tolal wealth
transferred from India by British imperialism has been variously estimated at between 500 million
and 1,000 million pounds." Little imagination is needed to make the connection that Britain's
wealth and developed status might have something to do with India's poverty and
underdevelopment. See Matthew Kunen, "Socio-Economie and Political Reality in Asia," in
Asia's Struggle for Full Humanity, ed. Virginia Fabella (Maryknoll: urbis, 1980), 64.
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George Soares-Prabhu, "Inculturalion - Liberation - Dialogue· Challenges to Christian
Theology in Asia Today," in Biblical Themes for a Contextual Tlieology Today, ed. Isaac
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Fi om Dialogue of Fheologies lo Theology of Dialogue

239

human existence; the economically afflicted, the dispossessed, the marginalized,
the exploited, the oppressed; (ii) The poor in the Bible as a dialectical group.
They are poor because another group determined or caused them to be poor. The
poor, therefore, stand in opposition to this other group. Poverty is an evil and has
to be eliminated. The poor are blessed, but not poverty; (iii) The poor in the
Bible as a dynamic group. The poor are not depicted as a pitiable group which
is of no historical significance. Instead, because of their poverty and
victimization, they are the beneficiaries of salvation as well as the mediators of
this salvation to others.131
The above is a description of one group of people who are poor and not to
be confused with another group who are also poor, viz., those who opt to be poor.
The former are poor by circumstance; their poverty is forced upon them. The
latter, on the other hand, are poor by choice; they embrace poverty voluntarily.
Aloysius Pieris calls those who embrace the evangelical voluntary poverty the
followers of Jesus (Mk. 4:21,28; Lk. 5:28, etc.). They are the disciples of Christ.
The other group who are forced into an anti-evangelical poverty and are poor not
by choice are the vicars of Christ (Mt. 25:31-46; Mk. 9:36-37; 41, etc.). They
represent Christ who said "if you did this to the least of my brethren, you did it
to me." The two groups are necessarily related in that as "Yahweh's proxies on
earth," the forced poor, the vicars of Christ, "share Yahweh's divine prerogative
of making demands" on the followers of Christ, the disciples of Jesus. The poor
by circumstance need the intervention of the poor by choice. The voluntary
poverty of the disciples of Jesus must be oriented towards the alleviation of the
forced poverty of the vicars of Christ as "the evangelical poor receive their
mission through their solidarity with the socially poor." The disciples of Jesus
are the proclaimers of God's Reign while the vicars its inheritors. In other
words, Pieris asserts, there is "no salvation outside God's covenant with the
poor." For, it is through this solidarity with the poor in discipleship praxis that
the "Kingdom Community" is given birth to.132 In the words of the Asian
bishops: "Necessarily, the Kingdom of God confronts the forces of injustice,
violence, and oppression. These forces combined form structures of sin, from
which we need to be liberated. We uphold the preferential option for the poor,
since they are victims of these structures. Hence, solidarity with the poor is a
response to the Good News of God's Kingdom. Where this solidarity exists
there th»* cower of Christ's Spirit is working. The work of the Spirit appears in
die struggle for a better world in all its forms. We see people of all faiths
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Aloysius Pieris, God's Reign for God's Poor- A Return to the Jesus Formula (Kelamya.
Tulana Research Centre, 1999), 42, 60-61.
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participating in that struggle" (BIRA IV/10, art. 8). 1 "
This brings us to the question of how the dialogue with other religions is
related to the dialogue with the poor. How do we integrate interreligious
dialogue with the ministry on behalf of integral liberation? How do we get the
people of other faiths to participate with us in the struggle against mammoni
How is the Church accepted by the people of other faiths in the first place? In
addressing these questions, Pieris draws our attention to the works of
Schillebeeckx, especially the part where he points to the idea that Jesus' baptism
under John the Baptist was Jesus' first prophetic gesture.134 Through this
prophetic act, Pieris discerns four missiological principles relevant for the
Church in Asia. Firstly, John the Baptist was from the Deuteronomic tradition
of prophetic ascetism; one of liberative religiousness. Jesus opted for this brand
of spirituality from among the many available during his time -- the Zealots, the
Essenes, the Pharisees, etc. Secondly, at the Jordan, Jesus came before the
Baptizer as well as those to be baptized. The latter were the anawim, the poor,
the outcast, the lepers, etc. By opting to be baptized instead of to baptize, Jesus
joined the ranks of the latter group, identifying himself with the poor. Tliirdly,
by submitting himself to baptism, Jesus receives his missionary credentials. It
was in his baptism, an event carried out in the presence of the poor, that he
receives his authority: "Hear ye him." Fourthly, the Jordan was a self-effacing
act on Jesus' part. By submitting himself humbly to be baptized, he was losing
his identity. But, it was precisely in this loss of identity that Jesus discovers his
authentic selfhood: the lamb of God, God's beloved Son, the Messiah.135
With his identity clarified and authority bestowed, Jesus set off on his
prophetic mission, a journey which saw him in defense of the poor and in
confrontation with mammon. Pieris speaks of Jesus as God's defense pact with
the poor and in a collision course with mammon.ui It was this, especially his
challenge of the ruling religious elites and colonial powers, that led to Jesus'
death. The journey which began at Jordan in humility was to end on Calvary, not
only in humility but also shame; both the events, incidentally, have been
described in the New Testament by the same word, "baptism" (Mt. 3:13-15; Mk.
10:35-40; Lk. 12:50). "The baptism of the cross, therefore, is not only the price
he paid for preaching the good news, but the basis of all Christian discipleship
(Mk. 8:34)."137
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5.4.1.5 From Church in Asia to Church of Asia
The foregoing reflections clearly show that the task of developing a local Church
has to be through the process of dialogue, where the term "dialogue" is used
loosely to refer to the interactions, relationships and involvement between one
group and another. The dialogue with the contextual realities of Asia, therefore,
demands that the Church takes seriously the people who make up the cultures and
religions of Asia. In particular, the Church, as disciples of Jesus, must also walk
in the footsteps of him who humbled himself in order to serve the poor of his
time. The events which took place at Jordan and Calvary are significant markers
which the Church in Asia can learn from.
Significantly, it was at the river Jordan that Jesus received his first baptism.
This was a baptism into the religiousness of the culture of his time. It was
through this act of baptism that Jesus received the necessary credentials to
exçrcise his prophetic mission. Following in the footsteps of Jesus, the Church
in Asia has to also take this first step, which is to submit itself to a baptism by the
river of Asia's religiousness. In effect, this means that the Church must be
extensively immersed and involved with Asia's other religions. Essentially, this
first step requires the Church to fulfill "the prophetic imperative to immerse
[it]self in the baptismal waters of Asian religions" so that it becomes a local
Church "'initiated' into the pre-Christian traditions under the tutelage of [Asia's]
ancient gurus." Because this is something the Church has hitherto not done in
many parts of Asia, it continues to lack the authority to minister to the people in
Asia. In the words of Pieris, it would mean the Church "will continue to be an
ecclesiastical complex full of 'power' but lacking in 'authority'." In this baptism,
the Church, like her Master Jesus, will have to simply "sit at the feet of Asian
gurus not as an ecclesia docens (a teaching Church) but as an ecclesia discens (a
learning Church)vlost among the 'religious poor' of Asia, among the anawim
who go to their guriis in search of the kingdom of holiness, justice, and peace."138
As Bishop Mansap of Thailand had expressed during the Asian Synod, the
Church must first be "evangelized" by our Buddhist friends and those of the
other religions if it wants to be accepted by the people of Asia (see chap. 2, esp.
2.3.5.2).
The second baptism, the one of Calvary, which Jesus received is even more
significant. In current ecclesial language, one could refer to it as the sacrament
of confirmation. It was a confirmation of all of Jesus' signs, preaching, teachings
and actions which began with the baptism of water at Jordan and which ended
with his execution in what Pieris calls "the baptism of the cross." This was "a
cross that the money-polluted religiosity of his day planted on Calvary with the
aid of a colonial power (Lk. 23: 1-23)." It is not without connection that prior to
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arriving on Calvary Jesus' journey had taken him through terrains where he had
openly challenged the status quo and ruling elites. His was a "calculated strategy
against mammon whom he declared to be God's rival (Mt. 6:24). The kingdom
he announced was certainly not for the rich (Lk. 6: 20-26). It takes a miracle for
a rich person to give up wealth and enter the kingdom (Mk. 10: 26-27). His
curses on the 'haves' (Lk. 6: 24-25) and his blessings on the 'have-nots' (Lk. 6:
20-23) are sharpened by his dictum that it is in and through the poor (the hungry,
the naked, etc.) that he would pass his messianic judgment on entire nations (Mt.
25: 31-46)."139 As the Asian bishops also realize, "opting to be with the poor
involves risk of conflict with vested interests or 'establishments,' religious,
economic, social, political. It also involves for leaders of the Church especially,
loss of security, and that not only material but spiritual [as well]" {BISA I, art.
6).140 But, such is the way to Calvary and, more significantly, such is also the
way by which the Church would acquire its authority. It is in the losing of its
security that the Church will discover its identity, viz., that it is a "Church of the
poor," the same group whom the Church's Master had identified with. This is
the calling which the Asian bishops have been making ever since the 1970 Asian
Bishops' Meeting, reiterated forcefully at the First FABC Plenary Assembly in
1974, and repeated ever since: The Church must become a Church of the poor,
if it is to be relevant to the people of Asia.
It is therefore quite clear that the only way by which the Church in Asia can
discover its identity and acquire its authority is if the Church consciously submits
to the challenge of the other religions and the challenge of the poor. Unless the
Asian Church is baptized in the "Jordan" of Asian religions and confirmed by the
"Calvary" of Asian poverty, it will remain foreign and unacceptable by the
majority of the people of Asia. Such is the process of inculturation and such is
the challenge which the Church knows it has to accept if it wants to become an
authentically local Church in Asia. Realizing this, the Asian bishops are of the
mind that "the primary focus of our task of evangelization then, at this time in our
history, is the building up of a truly local Church.... The local Church is a Church
incarnate in a people, a Church indigenous and inculturated. And this means
concretely a Church in continuous, humble and loving dialogue with the living
traditions, the cultures, the religions"(F/i5C /, art. 9, 12).'41 Implicit in this
inculturation process is the transformation of the Church's image and ways of
functioning so as to embrace what the Asian bishops call the New Way of Being
Church. This "new way" of "being" entails a relinquishing of the Church's

' " Ibid., 47.
' " First Dishops' Institute for Social Action, BISA /(Novaliches, 1974), in For All the
Peoples of Asia. vol. 1, 200.
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image of power and wealth in favor of a Church which is meek and humble and
involved in the lives and struggles of the people of Asia.142 It is the shedding of
the "helicopter" image of Church in favor of the "bullock-cart" image, where the
Church is identified with the religions, cultures and poor of Asia. When that
happens, the Church would have integrated itself into the Asian cultural fabric
and be recognized and accepted as one of Asia's own. When that day comes, the
Church would have moved from being merely a Church in Asia to becoming a
Church of Asia. It would no longer be a European Church in Asia but truly an
Asian Church serving the people of Asia.
5.4.1.6 Theology of an Asian Church
An Asian Church is necessarily accompanied by new ways of thinking and new
methods of doing theology. These new methods will need to take seriously the
views and perspectives of persons of other religions as well as of the poor. Tins
has often been stressed by the FABC and has been the method employed by its
theological commission. In commissioning the Office of Theological Concerns
(OTC) — previously known as Theological Advisory Commission (TAC) -- to
investigate particular issues, the Asian bishops requested that they be explored
by the use of peculiarly Asian methods.143 Since its constitution in 1986, the
OTC has looked at the following issues: Interreligious Dialogue (ICS?)144; Local

"- See Edmund Chia, "New Way of Being Church," in Focus Mil (1997)· 91-104, also
republished in SEDOS30 (April 1998): 106-112.
'43 The OTC is constituted by one theologian from each country (except for the Philippines
and India which have two representatives on account of the size of the Church), all of whom arc
appointed by their respective episcopal conference. Only those theologians who have a "clean"
record are appointed, which effectively means they are almost always mainstream thinkers. Their
work, therefore, are truly representative of the Church in Asia, including the views of its pastoral
magisterium. On the other hand, this is also the shortcoming of the OTC, in that it does not have
the freedom necessary to theologize or that the more liberal but respected Asian theologians are
never appointed. See Georg Evers, 'My Experiences with Asian Theology," in Seeking New
horizons: Festschrift in Honour of Dr. M Amaladoss, S J." (New Delhi ISPCK, 2002), 119-120
'" Theological Advisory Commission of the Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences
(FABC), "Theses on Interreligious Dialogue: An Essay in Pastoral Theological Reflection," in
FABC Papers No. 48 (Hong Kong: FABC, 1987). Also re-published in John Gnanapiragasam
and Felix Wilfred, ed., Being Church in Asia: Theological Advisory Commission (Quezon City
Clarelian, 1994), 7-32.
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Church ( 1990)l4S; Church and Politics ( 1992) "l6; Ilarmony ( 1995)l47; Holy Spirit
(1997)148; Methodology (2000).149 An examination of these six documents150
reveal that every attempt has been made to present a theology which is
authentically Asian and yet authentically Christian.
The last two documents are especially relevant to our present discussion. In
exploring the role of the Holy Spirit in Asia the 1997 document takes up more
than half the number of pages to look at the Spirit at work in the various religiocultural traditions in Asia. Thus, it looks at the Spirit acting in Hinduism,
Buddhism, Confucianism, Taoism, Primal Religions, Islam and also the workings
of the Spirit in the socio-political movements, the modem cultures, etc. Only
then does the document look at the Spirit at work in the Biblical tradition and
Christian history. Likewise, the 2000 document on Asian Christian Theology
also spends more than half the number of pages looking at how hermeneutics is
done in the various Asian religions. Besides, it also explores other forms of
contextual hermeneutics such as people-based hcnneneutics and the use of
cultural resources such as social movements, tribal movements, etc. The
document also significantly extends the meaning and understanding of contextual
resources, the raw material for the task of theology, by the following
unambiguous assertion:
As Asian Christians, we do theology together with Asian realities as
resources, insofar as we discern in them God's presence, action and the
work of the Spirit. We use these resources in correlation with the Bible
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and the Tradition of the Church. Use of these resources implies a
tremendous change in theological methodology. The cultures of
peoples, the history of their struggles, their religions, their religious
scriptures, oral traditions, popular religiosity, economic and political
realities and world events, historical personages, stories of oppressed
people crying for justice, freedom, dignity, life, and solidarity become
resources of theology, and assume methodological importance in our
context. The totality of life is the raw material of theology; God is
redemptively present in the totality of human life.151
On the basis of all these, the document sums up its investigation by
concluding that "the great variety of situations and contexts calls for a pluralism
of theological methods, which is responsive, creative and promising for the
Church in Asia in its mission of love and service of God's Kingdom." The
document concludes by stating very generally the basic principles one would see
in Asian theology:
The Asian way of doing theology is historically rooted and concrete, a
method in which we leam to face conflicts and brokenness, a method
we value as one of hberative integration, interrelatedness and
wholeness, a method that emphasizes symbolic approaches and
expressions, and is marked by a preference for those on the periphery
and Outside the Gate' (Heb. 13: 3). 152
5.4.2

THEOLOGY OF DIALOGUE: M E T H O D

With the preceding theoretical discussion on the Theology of Dialogue as
backdrop, we turn now to look at how this is given form in the actual praxis of
dialogue. The present section explores the Asian Church's praxis of dialogue by
focusing specifically on the dialogue with the religions, i.e., interreligious
dialogue. The section looks at the essential steps which need to be taken for the
Church to move towards a Church of dialogue. The proposed paradigm employs
the foundational elements of the praxis of dialogue taken by the Asian Church
as revealed in FABC's programs and directives over the past thirty years. This
is the praxis component of the Theology of Dialogue. Informed by a Theology
of Dialogue, the praxis of dialogue is effected; reflections on this praxis in turn
leads to a reformulation of the Theology of Dialogue. Just as the theology
informs (or misinforms) the method, the method also refines (or corrupts) the
theology. This is the hermcneutical circle of the theology and praxis of
interreligious dialogue.

"OTC-Methodology," in For All the Peoples of Asia, vol. 3, 355-356
Ibid., 419
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5.4.2.1 Attitude Change: Formation for Dialogue
As pointed out by Schillebeeckx, the Second Vatican 's openness to the world
began with a basic attitudinal change within the Church in the period leading up
to the 1960s. By the same token any dialogue with the religions or the poor also
need to begin with attitude change through a process of attitude formation. Thus,
"formation for dialogue" should precede the actual praxis of dialogue. This is
to enable fear, prejudices, misinformation and apprehensions which Christians
have towards persons of other religions to be addressed and corrected, if not
altogether removed. "Fears, anxieties, and worries, whether real or imaginary,
cannot be tamed by repression and denial, but have to be recognized if we intend
to overcome them."153 If unrecognized and unaddressed, whatever encounters
which take place might turn out to be more negative than positive and hence
detrimental to the cause of interreligious dialogue, which is already a sensitive
and oft-misunderstood ministry.15"
This formation program could include the basic teachings and practices of
the religions to be encountered, so that potential partners in dialogue might have
at least some basic understandings of the religions of their dialogue partners.
Otherwise, one might end up in situations where ignorance makes the dialogue
experience embarrassing. For example, imagine how the other party would react
if the Christian party speaks of Prophet Muhammad as "savior" to Muslims, the
same way Jesus is to Christians, or attempts to correlate the Hindu's
understanding of their many Gods to the Catholic understanding of saints? An
adequate formation would avoid such innocent but disconcerting situations.
Another essential component which the formation program ought to include is
the basic teachings of the Church with regard to interreligious dialogue. This is
important since the teachings of Vatican II are seldom disseminated to grassroots
Christians, many of whom are still schooled in Neo-Scholastic theology and its
derivatives in catechetical materials. Even those who might be knowledgeable
of Vatican II and its summons to dialogue may not have undergone the necessary
"conversion" to the new spirit of dialogue. As Wilhelm Dupré suggests,
"changes in perspectives do not necessarily mean that the mood of previous
thought patterns has ceased to influence our attitudes."155 What is needed
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therefore is a truly integrated and systematic formation capable of assisting the
Catholic to be "personally conversant with [her/his] own faith, especially in a
more mature manner, both theologically as well as spiritually."'56
While there may be truly inculturated materials in Asia, most of these are
available only in "progressive" seminaries or research centers. By and large, the
majority of Asian seminarians, catechists, and theologians are given training from
curricula developed mainly in Rome (or, they have to be approved by Rome) or
from books written in the West. Hence, many Asian Christians continue to
harbor negative attitudes towards other religions or are simply ignorant about
them. The late Indian archbishop Angelo Femandes, one of the stalwarts who
ushered forward the agenda of interrehgious dialogue for the FABC, m
advocating a thorough updating of theological education in Asian Churches, had
this to say: "Among Christians themselves there are some with fundamentalist
attitudes who refuse to accept the Church's new and positive understanding of
non-Christian religions and their place in God's universal plan of salvation....
Other irrational fears are based on centuries of prejudice and/or ignorance of
other rehgions. Someone has summed up the position in two words: arrogance
and ignorance."157
On the level of the FABC this formation for dialogue has seen its expression
in the series of seminars entitled Bishops' Institutes for InterReligious Affairs
(BIRA) which was initiated in 1979. The BIRA seminars were in the main
programs which brought together groups of bishops for the purpose of instructing
them on the key issues which interreligious dialogue entails. Each of the first
few BIRA programs focussed on one religion as the starting point for reflections.
BIRA I looked at Buddhist-Christian dialogue, BIRA II looked at MuslimChristian dialogue, and BIRA III looked at Hindu-Christian dialogue. Aside
from the first three BIRA programs there were also two SIRA (Seminar for
InterReligious Affairs) programs. These were pastoral practice programs which
brought together bishops and priests who were already committed to
interrehgious dialogue with the view that they search together for better ways of
enhancing the ministry of dialogue in the Asian Church.158 Subsequently, a
seven-year BIRA IV series was conceived. These were seminars which focussed
on the general theme of "Theology of Dialogue." Each BIRA IV program was
also given a more particular sub-theme, such as "The Church at the Service of

156
Edmund Chia, "Mission, Dialogue and Missionary Congregations," SEDOS 34
(February 2002): 54.
157
Angelo Femandes, "Dialogue in the Context of Asian Realities," Vidyajyoti 50 (October
1991). 554.
158
Albert Poulet-Mathis, "Ecumenical and Inleueligious Dialogue in Asia: Concerns and
Initiatives of the Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences," in Mission & Dialogue: Tlieory and
Practice, ed. Leonardo Mercado and James Knight (Manila: Divine Word, 1989), 71.
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God's Reign," "Discerning the Spirit at Work in and Beyond the Church in
Asia," and "Living and Working Together with Sisters and Brothers of other
Faiths in Asia." They were designed to help the bishops appreciate interreligious
dialogue in the context of their Christian mission in Asia. In short, the BIRA I IV series, which stretched over a period of more than twenty years, were really
programs for the formation and education of bishops and other key Church
leaders so as to prepare them for the ministry of interreligious dialogue. A later
development from the BIRA series was the FIRA (Formation Institute for
InterReligious Affairs) series. These are formation programs modeled after the
BIRA series except that they cater more specifically to mid-level, grassroots and
other Church leaders.
5.4.2.2

Be With Them: Dialogue of Life

The second step in the praxis of dialogue is for the Christian to have actual
contact and interaction with people of other faiths. No amount of theory or
theology can substitute for this concrete experience of the "other." In most of
Asia this could be regarded as a "given," since Christians live amongst persons
of other religions most of the time. It is thus that Asian Christians have an
environmental disposition towards interreligious dialogue, since it is a common
day-to-day occurrence.15' Not only that, many Christians also have relatives and
spouses who are believers of other religions. A number of bishops and priests
in Indonesia, for example, have family members who are Muslims; some even
have fathers who are imams or leader of their Islamic religious communities.
Such concrete personal experiences "force" Christians to be committed to
interreligious dialogue.160 This reality alone puts many Asian Christians steps
ahead of those who seldom meet with persons of other religions. It is an
experience very different than, for example, the pope meeting with persons of
other religions in formal settings. The meetings which the pope has are no doubt
very necessary lest he never encounters persons of other religions, given that
those whom he is in contact with on a daily basis in the Vatican are probably
Christians. Such meetings, even if somewhat artificial, have certainly
encouraged John Paul II to be concerned about interreligious dialogue, as

" ' In an interview given to a Catholic newspaper of Leuven, Belgium, I suggested that
interreligious dialogue as a specific "activity" is a Western concept. Because religious pluralism
is an existential reality in the daily lives of Asians and since they are already in interreligious
dialogue all the time, they do not regard it as an activity as such. See "Broeder Edmund Chia
over Religieus Pluralisme in Azit. Christendom is godsdienst van blanke man," TERTIO (16
January 2002)· 9.
160
Dr. Astnd Lobo Gajiwala, an Indian Christian with a Hindu husband, points to this as an
existential reality: "Interreligious dialogue is at its most intimate in an interfaith marriage There
is nothing theoretical about the debate -- everything is personal." See "The Spint of Dialogue,"
Vidyajyoti 58/8 (August 1994): 473.
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exemplified by his summoning the three Assisi events to specifically bring
persons of other religions together for common witness. Such events are, for the
pope, extraordinary events. However, this may not be the case for Asian
Christians since most are already in daily contact with persons of other
religions.161 This experience of ordinary day-to-day contact and interaction is
what has been called the dialogue of life.*62 It is an experience which most Asian
Christians share, especially if they live as minorities in multireligious societies.
Having said that, it is also a reality that there exists a kind of "ghetto"
mentality amongst some Christians in Asia. These are Christians who harbor
fears and prejudices about other religions, often in reaction to perceived threats.
They tend to relate with persons of other religions in a rather guarded and
superficial manner. The interreligious relations which they do experience are
generally non-committal and therefore non-witnessing. Whereas, by the dialogue
of life, the Asian bishops refer more to an active and committed relationship
Christians have with their neighbors of other faiths. This includes witnessing to
the values of the Gospel which could take a form as simple as teaching a child to
love a friend of another faith or to respect the worship place of another religion.
Or it could mean an act as mundane as visiting a person of another religion who
is ill or assisting when s/he needs help. The Asian bishops are emphatic that this
witness through the dialogue of life is integral to Christian living. It is part of
Christian mission: "Mission includes being with the people, responding to their
needs, with sensitiveness to the presence of God in cultures and other religious
traditions, and witnessing to the values of God's Kingdom through presence,
solidarity, sharing and word" (FABC V, art. 3.1.2).163
That accounts for why many FABC events take as starting point this
dialogue of life. A concrete positive experience with the "other" can help shape
one's thinking and feeling much more than any number of teachings or lectures

161

Elsewhere, when asked to discuss why Asia does not have something like the Assisi
event which was called by the pope to promote interreligious dialogue, I responded thus: In our
country we have schools which have monthly "Speak English Day." This is important since we
need to promote the use of the English language amongst Malaysian students Now, asking why
Asia does not have a day to promote interreligious dialogue is like asking why schools in England
do not have a monthly "Speak English Day." See Edmund Ghia, "Assisi Peace Meeting Reflects
Everyday Reality in Asia," UCAN (11 January 2002); Also in Asia Focus (18 January 2002)· 3.
10
The phrase "dialogue of life" first came into use in the statement of the 1974 FABC
Plenary Assembly. It first found its way into Vatican documents through the 1984 document
Dialogue and Mission (DKi). See art. 29, "The Attitude of the Church Toward Followers of Other
Religions: Reflections and Orientations on Dialogue and Mission," Document of the Secretariat
for Non-Christians (10 May 1984), found in Francesco Gioia, ed., Inten eligious Dialogue: The
Official Teaching of the Catholic Church: 1963-1995 (Boston: Pauline, 1997), 575.
163
Fifth Plenary Assembly of the Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences, FABC V
(Bandung, 1990), in For All the Peoples of Asia, vol. 1,280.
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can.
Thus, "exposure" programs are common and integral to many FABC
seminars. Most of these take the bishops to a direct encounter with persons or
institutions of other religions so as to provide them a common starting point for
their theological reflection. The Faith Encounters for Social Action (FEISA)' 65
seminars even provide for the bishops to spend a few nights at the exposure sites
before they gather at some retreat center to reflect theologically on their
experience. Some FABC seminars are even held in venues which belong to
religious communities which are other than Christian. For example, FIRA III
was held at a Buddhist monastery. The very venue itself taught the participants
more than any number of lectures could have. They had this to say in their final
statement: "Held in a Buddhist Monastery, FIRA III afforded us an experience
of immersion into a culture with symbol systems and ritual practices much
foreign to our own Christian tradition. Reminded of our role as guests, we were
especially sensitive, appreciative and respectful of what we witnessed of the daily
Buddhist practices and belief systems of the Dong Zen monastics and devotees"
(FIRA III, art. 2.2).166 Thus, concrete experience is an essential step towards the
development of a Theology of Dialogue. It helps create the sensitivity and
respect which is so necessary for the construction of a contextual theology,
especially in multirehgious Asia.
5.4.2.3

Collaborate With Them: Dialogue of Action

The next step, after the initial encounter and dialogue of life, would be to work
together with persons of other religions. This is where Christians are exhorted
to view persons of other religions not so much as competitors but as allies and
partners in the Church's evangelizing mission.167 They are the Christian's

164
The case of John Hick might be instructive here A commilled philosopher of religion
with years of study and exposure to the theories of other religions, Hick continued to affirm the
superiority of the Christian religion which he professed until what is known as his "Birmingham"
experience. For it was when he moved lo Birmingham, a center of immigralion during the 1960s,
that Hick, for the first time, encountered persons of other religions in great numbers These
encounters were to "convert" him permanently to become one of the most liberal scholais today
who advocates a radically pluralistic approach lo the theology of religions. See John Hick, "Λ
Personal Note," in Disputed Questions m Tiieology and Philosophy of Religion (New I laven:
Yale University, 1993), 139-145.
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The FRISA program1; were or' imzed in response to the realization that "mterrcligious
dialogue cannot focus solely on piirch eligious issues but has to take into account the social,
economic, political aspects of a given ociety if it wants to be relevant and effective." Sec Georg
Evers, "Trends and Developments in .ie Field of Interreligious Dialogue," Studies m
Interreligious Dwlogue\2/2 (2002) .40.
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collaborators and together with them the Christian confronts mammon in view
of facilitating the humanum, the Kingdom of God. This collaborative action is
often referred to as the dialogue of action, or in the Vatican's Dialogue and
Mission document as the dialogue of works {DM, art. 31).168 It is a dialogue
which "leads to a genuine commitment and effort to bring about social justice in
our societies" (FABC I, art. 21).169 If a common platform or essence is needed
for this dialogue of action, "the suffering of the masses can constitute that
essence." "The experience of pain, the reality of injustice and oppression and
human rights' transgressed ought to be the starting point as well as the guiding
principle" for this category of dialogue.170
The dialogue of action has as its principal aim the alleviation of the pain and
suffering of humanity and also that of the earth. Felix Wilfred calls this
"liberating dialogue," a blending together of the main concerns of interreligious
dialogue and the ministry for integral liberation. It is a dialogue which insists
that religions can and must play a central role in the liberation of the people and,
more importantly, that they must do it together. It is a dialogue "centered on the
victims," in view of the "common project of humanization" precisely because
"religions have a great liberative potential."171 The bishops of FABC express
similar sentiments: "In the developing, multireligious societies of Asia struggling
towards liberation and wholeness, all religions are called to provide a common
and complementary moral and religious foundation for this struggle, and be
forces for growth and communion rather than sources of alienation and conflict.
They can do this only through dialogue and collaboration" ( TA C-Dialogue, thesis
I).172
Acting together must begin with reflecting together. The Christian and
her/his collaborators of other religions need to reflect together on what
constitutes oppression, who are the suffering, why there is continued injustice,
and what common values form the basis of the collaborative action. Michael
Amaladoss insists that all of these cannot be defined on the basis of "some
presumed natural law common to all or on some abstract rational philosophy
considered universally valid." Instead, "they should evolve from an ongoing
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conversation between the different religious groups."173 The conversations and
reflections, in turn, must begin with experience. This means that a direct
experience with the persons or community in pain is necessary, implying the need
for the dialogue partners to be in direct contact with the suffering persons whose
cause they intend to champion. The important point here is that they do it
together; the Christian together with her/his collaborators of other religions.
Thus, the dialogue of action presupposes the dialogue of life or "being with the
'other'" where the "other" now refers to the poor, the suffering and the
oppressed, as well as the partner of other religions. With time, these dialogue
partners would have fostered such a relationship with the poor that they will not
only be working fer the poor but be poor in spirit themselves.
An integral component of this joint action in favor of the poor is the critical
analysis of the situation of suffering and pain. This entails the social and cultural
analyses of the root causes of suffering in view of discerning the appiopnate
action for the alleviation of the suffering.174 The tools of Critical Theory such as
ideological critique and the hermeneutics of suspicion are invoked here. All of
these imply the need to take seriously the contextual realities of the people,
especially the poor. The FABC theological commission even asserts that the
entire experience of working for the poor and being with the poor — together with
one's dialogue partners of other religions — and the whole contextual reality of
the people and their suffering constitute a locus theologicus. "These victims of
deprivation, dispossession, humiliation, exclusion and oppression, who struggle
for dignity, freedom, solidarity and a life worthy of their humanity, are privileged
resources for theology." The OTC asserts unequivocally: "the anawim are the
175
mediumpar excellence for a God-encounter" (OrC-A/ei/ioi/o/ogy, art. 3.2.4.4).
Aside from the socio-politico, the analysis must include the religio-cultural as the
structures of religion and culture also condition and shape the people's lives and
wellbcing.176
The entire process of being with, working with and analyzing with the
people of other religions, if executed with care and diligence, leads to the
building of relationship between the Christian and her/his dialogue partner, as

' " Michael Amaladoss, Life m Freedom: Liberation neologies from Asia" (Anand:
Gujarat Sahitya Prakash, 1997), 202.
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well as with the poor. These relationships are loosely institutionalized in what
has come to be known as "Basic Human Communities" (an analogue of the
"Basic Christian Communities" of liberation theology which are more suited for
exclusively Christian contexts), a community of believers working for the
transformation and salvation of the world and all its inhabitants (cf. FABC VII,
part 1:4).177 This in no way implies that the Basic Human Communities displace
the Basic Christian Communities. On the contrary, the role of the latter is further
enhanced. Michael Amaladoss captures the reasons for this: "People who are
collaborating with the human community have to find their inspiration and
motivation in their own religious faith, and this they can have only in the
Christian community."178
5.4.2.4

Dialogue With Them: Dialogue of Discourse

It is only after having built relationships in the dialogue oflife and having worked
together in the dialogue of action that one should engage in the dialogue of
discourse. This category of dialogue is variously called dialogue of theology,
dialogue of creeds, or as the Dialogue and Mission document has it, the dialogue
of experts (art. 33).179 As the names suggest, this dialogue is the task of those
who have specific knowledge of theology and especially comparative theology.
It is a dialogue peculiar to trained scholars and happens most often in academic
settings. It is the most published category of dialogue and for that reason is often
mistakenly thought to be the only type of interreligious dialogue possible. That
accounts for why those who perceive themselves as theologically incompetent,
feel they should not be involved in the dialogue ministry.
The dialogue of discourse addresses all areas of religion, from comparing
scripture to clarifying cultic practices to discussing doctrines and beliefs to
analyzing the myths and stories of each other's religious tradition.I80 It presumes
that one engages in inter-faith dialogue not only because people from different
faiths have different perspectives, "but in the understanding that their faiths are
different too." Not only that, but "the awareness of [the] religious differences is
indeed essential to inter-faith dialogue."181 In acknowledging this, the dialogues
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seek to discern and understand where the different faiths are more likely to
converge and/or diverge. In view of the sensitive nature of this category of
dialogue, certain basic principles adhere. Leonard Swidler posits these rules or
preconditions in what has come to be known as the dialogue decalogue:
1. The primary purpose of dialogue is to learn, that is, to change and
grow in the perception and understanding of reality and then to act
accordingly.
2. Inteneligious dialogue and interideological dialogue must be a twosided project — within each religious and ideological community
and between religious and ideological communities.
3. Each participant must come to the dialogue with complete honesty
and sincerity; each participant must assume the same complete
honesty and sincerity in the other partners.
4. In interreligious, interideological dialogue we must not compare
our ideals with our partner's practice.
5. Each participant must define her- or himself; the side interpreted
must be able to recognize itself in the interpretation.
6. Each participant must come to the dialogue with no hard-and-fast
assumptions as to where the points of disagreements lie.
7. Dialogue can take place only between equals.
8. Dialogue can take place only on the basis of mutual trust.
9. As we enter into interreligious and interideological dialogue we
must leam to be at least minimally self-critical of both ourselves
and our religious or ideological tradition.
10. Each participant eventually must attempt to experience the
partner's religion or ideology "from within."182
It is on the basis of these preconditions — often unwritten — that the dialogue
of discourse is engaged in. Because of the sensitivities involved in this activity,
beginners often opt for "safe" issues as the topic for the dialogues. It is thus that
when F ABC first organized such dialogues of discourse, the bishops chose to
discuss the theme of "harmony." This was the BIRA V series, where each
seminar saw the dialogue between Christianity and one other religion. BIRA V/1
was a Muslim-Christian dialogue; BIRA V/2 was a Buddhist-Christian dialogue;
BIRA V/3 was a Hindu-Christian dialogue; and BIRA V/4 was a Confucian183
Taoist-Christian dialogue.
Ideally, these dialogues continue so as to address

" : Leonard Swidler, After the Absolute: The Dialogical Future of Religious Reflection
(Minneapolis. Fortress, 1990), 42-45.
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other issues of concern, including theological issues which may not be as
"harmonious" as harmony. It is through such dialogues that we not only leam
about the religion of the other, but also about our own and, more importantly,
about the expanse of the Mystery of Truth.
The dialogues are important on three counts. Firstly, the very act of being
in dialogue, which effectively means doing theology together with persons of
other religions, significantly shapes the outcome of one's own theology. The
concrete presence of the "other" makes it unlikely that the theological reflection
takes on an orientation which betrays "ignorance of' or "arrogance towards" the
"other" (cf. Archbishop A. Femandes above). To be sure, the theological
statements which issue from such dialogues of discourse are not only extremely
sensitive but also extremely positive. The BIRA V statements testify to this.
Moreover, these statements, issued in the name of the FABC bishops, have
actually been co-authored by persons of other religions, namely, the dialogue
partners from the other religions. This effectively means that the documents of
the Asian Church's magisterium are written by Christians together and with the
dialogue partners of other religions. Secondly, understanding another's religion
through an actual process of dialogue is significantly different from the
understanding one acquires from a process of book-study. In the dialogue of
discourse one leams about the other religion also through its embodiment in the
life, speech and actions of the dialogue partner. The whole being enters the
negotiating table and not merely the doctrines or teachings. Such dialogues are
what Raimon Panikkar terms as "religious" or "sacred" events. These encounters
can never be totally objectified. Faith, hope and love are necessary requisites in
such encounters. In the words of Panikkar:
By faith I mean an attitude that transcends the simple data and the
dogmatic formulations of the different confessions as well; that attitude
that reaches an understanding even when words and concepts differ
because it pierces them, as it were, goes deep down to that realm that is
the religious realm par excellence. We do not discuss systems but
realities and the way in which these realities manifest themselves so that
they also make sense forjnir partner.
By hope I understand that attitude which, hoping against all hope,
is unconscious adhérences, but also over all kinds of purely profane
views and into the heart of the dialogue, as if urged from above to
perform a sacred duty.
By love, finally, I mean that impulse, that force impelling us to our
fellow-beings and leading us to discover in them what is lacking in us.
To be sure, real love does not aim for victory in the encounter. It longs

Hindu-Chnstian Dialogue," (New Delhi.lQQS); BIRA V/4, "Taoist and Confucian Conlnbutions
to Harmony in East Asia," (Taiwan, 1996), in For All the Peoples of Asia, vol 2, 143-165
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for common recognition of the truth, without blotting out the differences
as muting the various melodies in the single polyphonic symphony.184
Thirdly, the dialogue of discourse is a dynamic process. It is constantly
evolving. The more one learns about the "other," the more one self-reflects and
arrives at renewed understandings of one's own religion. This is the self-critique
which is engaged in as a response to the challenge posed by the encounter in
dialogue. It is a response to the challenge upon one's pre-understandings on
account of the new understandings gained through the process of dialogue. The
fusion of horizons which takes place gives rise to a new hermeneusis which in
turn provides the new pre-understandings to apprehend a new hermeneutical
situation. Through the new hermeneutical situation one then encounters the
"other" again in a further dialogue of discourse and goes through the entire circle
all over again. This cycle repeats itself resulting in a reflection process which is
never ending and which impinges upon all other areas of faith and theological
life. One's understanding of other aspects of theology (from the theology of
religions to the theology of God to the theology of the Church to the theology of
redemption to the theology of sacraments to the theology of morality, etc.) keeps
growing and evolving. This means that the more one is engaged in the praxis of
interreligious dialogue the more one will grow in the understanding of one's own
faith.
5.4.2.5

Experience Religion With Them: Dialogue of Spirituality

As if to accomplish Swidler's tenth rule of interreligious dialogue, as outlined in
an earlier section, the next step after the dialogue of discourse is for persons to
have an opportunity to share in the religious experience of the dialogue partner.
Also called the dialogue ofspirituality or the dialogue of religious experience"5
or depth dialogue, this is the spiritual dimension of dialogue. "At a deeper level,
persons rooted in their own religious traditions can share their experiences of
prayer, contemplation, faith, and duty, as well as their expressions and ways of
searching for the Absolute" {DM, 35). How do we pray? Why do we pray?
Who is God for us? What motivates us to live virtuously? These are some of the
questions addressed in this category of dialogue. Our experiences in pilgrimages,
a spiritual insight, a religious vision or a prayer image are some of the contents
of this dialogue. As dialogues of spirituality entail the sharing of personal
experiences which can at times be intimate, it is generally understood that there
will be no arguments nor discussions on what is shared. Instead, each dialogue
partner is encouraged to share about the depths of her/his religious experience,

" 4 Raimon Pamkkar, Vie Intrarcligious Dialogue (New York: Paulist, 1999), 69-70.
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with no direct preoccupational concern for the "nghtness" or "wrongness" of
those experiences This category of dialogue is by no means an occasion for
debates or discussions and neither are they occasions for study or analysis As
shanngs of religious experience, they remain personal and subjective and can
only add to the treasury of how people experience their God and religion What
is important is the ability to accept what Brede Kristensen calls the "belief of the
believer." "If people say that they adore God and trust in revelation, we may be
uncertain about the precise meamng of these words and their implications as
performative utterances, but the 'saying-so' is indisputable."186
The dialogue of spirituality could also include periods of common worship
or prayer where all the dialogue partners participate even if they are of different
religions The implication of this exercise is serious and so has been addressed
very cautiously by Rome, especially in light of its over-sensitivity to doctrinal and
practical syncretism and relativism 187 That accounts for why it created so much
controversy when Pope John Paul II called for the Day of Prayer in Assisi.188
The pope had to specifically announce that the gathering was a coming "together
to pray" and not "praying together " In his own words "Praying together, that
is, saying a common prayer, is out of the question, but it is possible to be present
when others are praying This 'being together to pray' takes on a particularly
deep and eloquent meaning insofar as all will be the ones next to the others to
implore God for the gift that all humankind most needs today in order to survive
peace."189
The above caution notwithstanding, for Asian Christians the idea of praying
together comes naturally. Many do "pray together" with their relatives and
friends who profess other religions, especially during religious festivities and
rites of passage, such as birth, marriage and death. This is not merely out of
respect or filial duty but because Asian Christians have a natural propensity "to
integrate the experiences of Asia, the expenence of their own forebears, and
hence of their own psyche, into their Christian faith" (OTC-Methodology).'90 For
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Asian Christians, their religious tradition refers as much to the Christian tradition
as it does to the tradition of the other religions, of which they are connected
through genetic and cultural inheritance. Therefore, interreligious dialogue
through praying together is a common experience among Asian Christians.
Nevertheless, conscious of Vatican sensitivities, the Asian bishops also express
caution on the matter, but theirs is a caution with a certain degree of openness.
In the second FABC Plenary Assembly on the theme of prayer, they had this to
say: "Sustained and reflective dialogue with them [persons of other religions] in
prayer (as shall be found possible, helpful and wise in different situations) will
reveal to us what the Holy Spirit has taught others to express in a marvelous
variety of ways. These are different perhaps from our own, but through them we
too may hear His voice, calling us to lift our hearts to the Father" (FABC II, art.
35) [emphasis added to highlight Vatican sensitivities].1"
The dialogue of spirituality is most exemplified in the Church through the
Christian spiritual or ashram movements in Asia. These are Christian centers of
the monastic tradition established along the same spirit of the contemporary
Hindu or Buddhist contemplative and ascetic traditions. In the Philippines this
is represented by the Muslim-Christian Silsilah Movement, which is a "Harmony
Chain of Peace" that links people and institutions for the purpose of prayer and
meditation for intercultural and interreligious peace.192 They are privileged
places for interreligious dialogue in view of the ambience the ashrams provide,
which is generally welcoming to all persons, irrespective of religious affiliation.
The contemplative nature of their prayers makes for universal acceptability and
facilitates spiritual bonds between persons even if they may each subscribe to a
different institutional religion."3 At the base of this connectedness with one
another is an openness to the Spirit who knows no religion. This is the
"spirituality of dialogue." The dialogue of spirituality is nourished by a
spirituality of dialogue. The Asian bishops suggest that such a spirituality opens
the Christian "to the presence of the Word in all creation and particularly in the
different cultural and religious traditions." At BIRA IV/12 the bishops elaborate
upon this spirituality of dialogue:
Such openness demands a kenosis modeled after that of Jesus.
Christian spirituality is a spirituality of kenosis - of powerlessness, of
continual purification from self-centeredness, of growing more and

' " FABC Π, in For All the Peoples of Asia. vol. 1,35.
" : G. Evers, "Trends and Conferences," Studies in Interreligious Dialogue 12/2 (2002)·
245-246.
" ' See Jose Kuttiammattathil, Practice and Theology of Interreligious Dialogue
(Bangalore: Knstu Jyoti, 1995), 84-89. One of the major criticisms against the ashram
movements is lhat in their focus on the mystical-spiritual there is often a neglect of the propheticethical aspects of religion.
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more in openness to ourpartners in dialogue. Kenosis implies death and
resurrection, that dying to self which brings fullness of life (Phil. 2: 611). Hence, it is communitarian; it is centered on the eucharist, where
together we experience death and resurrection in Christ.
Spirituality of dialogue is transformative spirituality. Transforming
our life, conforming it more and more to the Image of Christ, it realizes
gradually the transformation of the society, giving birth to the new
humanity in Christ.
In this journey of transformation we walk together with our sisters
and brothers of faith on our way to the Ultimate. We join other
believers on the pilgrimage beyond, celebrating our interdependence
and our oneness before the ever-greater Mystery.
On our journey we seek to discern the movements of the Spirit,
fathoming the depth of love and the demands of life in a situation of
pluralism. We are called to patience and humility in our struggle for
transformation. To discern the Spirit's movements we need the sense
of the sacred. We must search for and find time for silence (BIRA
IV/12, art. 37^1).""

5.5 CONJUNCTURAL ELEMENTS OF ASIAN THEOLOGY
Having looked at the theory and method of an Asian Theology of Dialogue it is
now time to discern the general principles which seem pervasive to it. The
following sections delineate some of the main themes and basic presuppositions
which serve as conjunctural elements for an Asian Theology of Dialogue. The
principles looked at could also be useful to and perhaps resonate with those
found in other Asian and contextual theologies.
5.5.1

HERMENEUTICS OF GRADUALITY

As is evident in the method of doing theology outlined in the foregoing sections,
a Theology of Dialogue progresses slowly, patiently and gradually. One has to
take time to be appropriately prepared for the dialogue, be in contact with
dialogue partners, work together on common projects, and then only should one
engage in an actual dialogue of discourse. There are no short-cuts to this,
dialogue is a tedious and enduring affair. Only if attended to steadfastly will it
produce valuable and positive results. Otherwise, one risks turning it into a
negative experience and hence harm the cause of the already vulnerable

"* Twelfth Bishops' Institute for Interreligious Affairs on the Theology of Dialogue, B/RA
IV/12 (Hua Hin, 1991 ), in For All the Peoples of Asia. vol. 1, 331.

260

From Dialogue of Tlieologies to Tlieology of Dialogue

interreligious relations even more. For example, persons who have not invested
sufficient time in the dialogue of life are more likely to misunderstand or
misjudge the motives and actions of their dialogue partners since the basic
interpersonal relationship is missing in the first place. Renowned Protestant
theologian of dialogue, Wesley Ariarajah, shares an experience when in the wake
of the ethnic conflict in his home-country, Sri Lanka, religious leaders were
summoned to address the crisis only to realize that they did not know one another
enough to be able to work together. Because many were meeting for the very
first time Ariarajah felt that the requisite "homework" had not been done and so
it would be difficult for them to plunge into a dialogue of action. In the words
of Ariarajah: "I felt that there was a yawning gap between how we had conducted
ourselves during peace time and what we were now setting out to do. The effort,
though it had to be undertaken, lacked credibility. We were doing ambulance
service where public health education and immunization were called for long
before the outbreak of the disease!""5
In the same vein the process of mission and evangelization has also to
progress gradually. It can never be rushed. This is what the Asian bishops mean
when they urge for the "principle of graduality" (see 2.3.5.1). Evangelization
must be engaged in one step at a time. The early steps are the most tedious, yet
easiest and most important.196 The Christian witnesses through love, service and
deeds in the dialogue of life. It is through simple acts of caring, sharing and
attending that others see Christ and come to accept the Church and Christianity.
The tangible and practical must precede the abstract and metaphysical. The
Christ of "rice and curry"197 speaks louder than the Christ who is homoousios
with the Father. That accounts for why Mother Teresa has been so well accepted
in Asia. Hers is a mission of touch, of love and of service. That also accounts
for why the Asian bishops stress that evangelization in Asia must begin with the
"way" first before preaching the "truth" (see 2.3.3.5). Presence, deeds, and
service are key words the Asian bishops use most often when speaking about
evangelization (see 2.3.6 and 2.3.9). This was also exactly what Jesus did. He
embraced the lepers, touched the blind, dined with sinners and sat with his
disciples. Such also has to be the way the Church evangelizes, through the
gradual process of relationship building in the dialogue of life.

" 5 Wesley Anarajah, Not Without My Neighbour (Geneva- WCC, 1999), 19-20
'* In responding lo an inquiry from a provincial of a Sisters congregation working amongst
tribal groups in Africa, I urged that they spend time building relationships and serving the people
first instead of rushing into proclamation and conversion The provincial suggested they were
"pressured" into converting the people as fundamentalist groups were doing so and if they didn't
do likewise there would be none lefl for them to convert! Such is the challenge of evangelization.
Sec Edmund Chia, "New Evangelization- A Pastoral Problem," Update (Jan-Mar 2003). 11-13
" ' "OTC-Methodology," in For All the Peoples of Asia. vol. J, 361.
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Likewise, theology must also begin with the concrete and practical. It has
to start with the concrete act of being in dialogue and relationship with persons
of other religions. Only after experiences such as the dialogue of life and the
dialogue of action can the theologian attempt to engage in the dialogue of
discourse and the dialogue of spirituality. More importantly, the latter two forms
of dialogue have to be done together and with the dialogue partner and not
merely in one's study-room or chapel, independent of persons associated with the
religion. It is only after this long and gradual immersion into the religious world
of the "other" that one can then attempt to postulate a theology to understand the
religion of the "other." In other words, a Theology of Dialogue must be done
gradually and the theology which emerges from it must be regarded as at best a
gradual understanding of the Mystery of the Truth.
5.5.2

HERMENEUTICAL SPIRAL

Following from the preceding principle, a Theology of Dialogue has to also take
a hermeneutically spiral route. The more one discovers about the "other"the
more one should return to the dialogue process in order to discover even more.
The five steps delineated in the method of the Theology of Dialogue above (see
5.4.2) are not meant to be linear, but circular and spiral. Upon attending to step
A (Attitude change), one moves on to step Β (Be with Them), after which one
moves on to step C (Collaborate with Them) as well as return to step A
concurrently. This return is for the purpose of renewing one's attitude towards
the "other" after having been through the actual exposure experience of being
with them at step B. Likewise, upon attending to step C, one moves on to step
D (Dialogue of discourse) but at the same time returns to step Β in order to spend
more time to be with the "other" in the daily dialogue of life. In other words,
there needs to be a going back and forth spiraling through the various steps of the
dialogue process. The step-sequence, while intended to move one along
gradually, does not imply a one-way movement. It is a multi-directional circular
and spiral movement. Each step also builds upon an earlier step such that when
one is engaged in the dialogue of action whatever lessons learned from the
dialogue of life also serve to enhance the collaborative venture of the dialogue
of action. More importantly, the earlier steps also need to be refined and
cultivated as one engages in the further steps. The dialogue process creates fresh
and new conditions and dispositions every step of the way and at every point in
time, thus generating new hermeneutical situations for new dialogical encounters.
In the same spirit, a Theology of Dialogue also progresses in a
hermeneutically spiral fashion. It is a theology which is dynamic and constantly
evolving. Shoki Coe speaks of a contextual "theology of change." Every
theological interpretation raises new questions which then constitute the datum
for a new hermeneutical situation. This new situation in turn produces yet
another interpretation and the spiral goes on and on. It is such that theology can
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never claim to have the final word. There is always another word waiting to be
spoken. The Asian bishops share this view by acknowledging Asian theology's
newness and tentativeness: "Asian theology is a new enterprise marked by a
certain experimental character, a certain ambiguity, uncertainty and tenuousness.
It is not yet a finished product, given the dynamic nature of the theological
enterprise envisioned. It is rather a pilgrimage."198
Imbibing the spirit peculiar to a pilgrimage, a Theology of Dialogue is not
caught up mfinitefixations and claims to final truth, absoluteness, defimtiveness
and completeness {cf. Dominus Jesus). Making such claims would contradict the
very nature of dialogue. Dialogue implies an openness to Truth which eacli
dialogue party believes can also be found in the "other." Each religion is a
repository for aspects of the varied manifestations of this Truth. Dialogue
enables the various parties to discover aspects which are not emphasized in their
own but which are more clearly defined in other religions. Since the discovery
of Truth correlates with the discovery of what it means to be human, Dupré has
this to add: "What counts is the idea' that one comes closer to the meaning of
being human and the one truth of all reality by recovering the many
manifestations of truth and true humanity in the peace that confirms and
mutualizes them in their particular forms of concrete universality.""9 By
implication, Truth can no longer be understood as a static deposit of faith,
unchangeable or final. Instead, it is seen as dynamic revelation seeking
relatedness to other bodies of truth. Paul Knitter asserts this bluntly: "Truth, by
its very nature, needs other truth. If it cannot relate, its quality of truth must be
open to question."200 It is through dialogue with other religions that one
discovers these "other truths," or the wider dimensions of the Truth. Dialogue
is a constitutive element in this search for Truth, which, because it is of God, is
Mystery. This relational consciousness sustains as well as justifies the praxis of
dialogue.
A Theology of Dialogue not only informs the praxis of dialogue, it is also
the end result or product of the praxis. It acts as starting as well as end point for
the praxis of dialogue. Where the preposition " o f points to the nature or type
of theology, it serves as starting point. In this case the Theology " o f Dialogue
is an a priori theology which provides the necessary ideas and motivation to
encourage the praxis of dialogue. Where the preposition " o f refers to the result
of the dialogue, it marks the end point, the culmination of the praxis of dialogue.
In this case the Theology " o f Dialogue is an a posteriori theology, a product of
the dialogue activity or reflections attained after the fact of dialogue. In other

198

"OTC-Metì\odo\ogy,"mForAlllhePeoplesof
Asia, voi J, 331
" ' W Dupré, Patterns of Meaning, 222
-'X1 Paul Knitter, No Other Name? A Critical Survey of Christian Attitudes Toward the
World Religions (Maryknoll. Orbis, 1985), 219
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words, as an a prion theology, the Theology of Dialogue serves to promote the
praxis of dialogue. An outcome of this praxis of dialogue is gathered togethei
in the a posteriori Theology of Dialogue. This latter theology then refines and
renews the earlier theology and provides the basis for a new starting point to
promote a new praxis of dialogue. The hermeneutical spiral repeats itself.
5.5.3

HERMENEUTICS OF PRAXIS

As is obviously clear from the present study, the one single element which a
Theology of Dialogue cannot do without is that of the actual praxis of dialogue.
It is in the "do-ing" of dialogue that makes for the theology and it is also the "do
ing" which makes it unique. Dialogue is an active word, a verb which
necessitates some sort of action. Thus, a Theology of Dialogue can only come
about precisely because there has been an act of dialogue. In other words, praxis
is not merely a product or follow-up to some theoretical reflection, instead, U is,
in the words of David Tracy, the "theory's own originating and self-correcting
foundation... praxis sublates theory, not vice-versa " 2 α ι The praxis of dialogue
is, therefore, critical to the formulation of the Theology of Dialogue. Without
dialogue, there will be no theology Dialogue is the dynamic word, not theology
Following liberation theology's assertion that the socio-political praxis of
liberation is a hermeneutics for the discovery of Tmth, theologians of dialogue
also assert that interrehgious dialogue serves the same hermeneutics of praxis 2 0 2
It is a hermeneutics for the discovery of Tmth which is found as much in the
world religions as in our own Christian religion. Through the dialogue partner
one learns about what is found m the "other." More importantly, because of the
dialogue partner one also leams more about what is found in one's own. This
happens as dialogue provides the occasion for a self-critique of one's religion the
way it would never be done if the "other" is not present The presence of the
"other" helps create an extra cntical ambience through which we view the
proclamation of our own faith That is why whenever the pope is in the presence
of leaders of other religions he does not make statements about the Christian faith
which smack of exclusivism. The same cannot be said when these leaders of
other religions are not present 203 It is more than not wanting to offend the

lm

David Tracy, "Theologies of Praxis," in Creativity and Method Essays in Honor of
Bernard Loneigan, ed Matthew Lamb (Milwaukee Marquette University Press, 1981)
χί
This is where theologians of interrehgious dialogue are indebted to their colleagues of
liberation theology See Ρ Knilter, No Other Name, 206 See also Jacob Kavunkal, " Fhc Impact
of Medelhn and Peubla on Asian Theology," SEDOS (February 2000), [www sedos org]
^ At the presentation of the post-Synodal apostolic exhortation Ecclesia in Asia in the
New Delhi Cathedral on 6 November 1999, Pope John Paul II made some seemingly exclusmstic
remarks which angered the Hindus in India This was an exclusively Catholic gathering since the
document was meant for the Church in Asia The very next day, while at a meeting with the
religious leaders of India held at Vigyan Bawan Hall, the pope's remarks were markedly different
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"other", it is also about an extra sensitivity which arises on account of the
"other"'s presence and which in turn gives rise to a broadened perspective-taking.
One consciously attempts to see things not only through one's own eyes but also
through the eyes of the "other " The praxis of dialogue, therefore, is in itself a
disclosure event It is as much a process of discernment as is an event of
revelation God reveals Godself through the dialogical encounter, in and through
the life and words of the dialogue partners, as well as in and through the
dynamics and ambience of the dialogue process itself
This is why the Asian bishops' proclamation that dialogue is the mode by
which the Church in Asia evangelizes is by all accounts a revolutionary stance
When they take that a little further by stating that dialogue is the new way of
being Church it confirms their conviction that it is through dialogue that the
Asian Chui ch exists In so doing, the bishops are acknowledging that the Church
needs the other religions in order to help the Church in understanding what it
means to be Church in Asia Without the "other," Christians cannot fully
understand who they are or why they exist Without the "other," Christianity will
not be able to take root and flourish in Asia "To be religious is to be
inlerreligious" is the clarion call of the Asian bishops during the numerous F ABC
assemblies This position of the bishops is the practical corollary to the thesis of
Aloysius Piens that the Church in Asia must be "baptized" in the Jordan of Asian
religiousness Dialogue is the practical manifestation of this baptism An
authentic praxis of dialogue, therefore, is necessary if the Church desires to be
bestowed the authority to perform its mission in Asia
What are the implications of this baptism or the praxis of dialogue7 How is
one to ensure that the process does not result in the loss of one's Christian
identity17 These are serious questions which need to be taken note of for those
who seriously intend to pursue the path of dialogue in view of achieving the
"right" to preach in Asia The guiding principles for authentic dialogue state that
one need to be, in the first place, grounded in one's own religion before
participating in interrehgious dialogue The Christian is expected to be rooted
in her/his own tradition or there would be no interrehgious dialogue At the same
time, this rootedness must be accompanied by a certain sense of openness where
one is prepared to leam, to change and to grow. Openness and relatedness,
therefore, are the principal ingredients which guide interrehgious dialogue 204

and not only respectful but also accommodating of other religions See Edmund Chia, "Of Fork
and Spoons or Fingers and Chopsticks Interrehgious Dialogue in Ecclesia in Asia," Horizons
28/2(2001) 304
104
Elsewhere I have discussed the importance of being rooted and related by using the
metaphor of the tree rooted in the roots, the foundations of one's faith, while also related to
others, through the leaves and branches, one develops an interrehgious spirituality See Edmund
Chia, "Towards an Interrehgious Spirituality," Japan Mission Journal (Winter 2002), 247-259
Also republished in SEDOS 34 (August-September 2002) 232-239
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What is required is the ability to "pass over" to the "other" in order to learn and
to share, to give and to receive. It is, in the words of John Dunne, a "passing
over from one culture to another, from one way of life to another, from one
religion to another." Dunne's elaboration on this is apt: "The holy man of our
time, it seems, is not a figure like Gotama or Jesus or Mohammed, a man who
could found a world religion, but a figure like Gandhi, a man who passes over by
sympathetic understanding from his own religion to other religions, and comes
back again with new insight to his own. Passing over and coming back, it seems,
is the spiritual adventure of our time."205
Thus, authentic interreligious dialogue is a "passing over" as well as a
"coming back." In passing over, one brings along one's self identity to share
with the "other," and in returning one discovers that one's self identity has been
enriched by the experience of dialogue with the "other." Raimon Panikkar
exemplifies this in his own personal life. Often regarded as the apostle of
intercultural and interreligious dialogue, Panikkar has had the benefit of having
lived in many "worlds." Joseph Prabhu relates that "Panikkar claims to be at
home in four 'worlds': the Christian, in which he was brought up; the Hindu, the
world of his father; the Buddhist; and the modem secular world." He is also
conversant in more than "a dozen languages and of both Western and nonWestem philosophical and cultural traditions."20* He has thus been "baptized"
in both the Western as well as the Eastern rivers. But this was not to waver
Panikkar's faith as a Christian and Roman Catholic priest. In his words: "I 'left'
as a Christian, I 'found' myself a Hindu, and I 'return' a Buddhist, without
having ceased to be a Christian."207 Instead, he has been able to embrace the best
of all worlds, thus expanding his horizons and leading to a wider embrace of the
mystery of God. While Panikkar's experience is unique it represents a useful
paradigm for the praxis of interreligious dialogue. He shares: "Personal
circumstances (of biological, historical and biographical nature) prompted me to
accept the venture of a conversion without alienation, of appropriation without
repudiation, of synthesis without syncretism, of symbiosis without
eclecticism."208 This, then, is the vocation of the Church in Asia; to be able to
"pass over" and then "come back," to be able to accept conversion without
alienation, appropriation without repudiation, synthesis without syncretism,
symbiosis without eclecticism. In short, it is the baptism in the Jordan of Asia's

301
John Dunne, The Way of All the Earth: An Encounter with Eastern Religions (London:
Sheldon Press, 1972), vii.
204
Joseph Prabhu, "Lost in Translation: Panikkar's Intercultural Odyssey," in The
Intercultural Challenge of Raimon Panikkar (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1996), 1.
207
Raimon Panikkar, The Intrareligious Dialogue (New York: Paulist Press, 1999), 42.
^ Raimon Panikkar, "Philosophy as a Life-Style," in A Dwelling Place for Wisdom
(Louisville: Westminster, 1993), 92.
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religiousness, made possible only through an authentic praxis of interreligious
dialogue.
5.5.4

HERMENEUTICS OF PLURALISM

This brings the discussion to the issue of relativism, of which the document
Dominus lesus was written specifically to counter. Would such a "conversion"
or "baptism" lead to the prospect of relativism? How can a person embrace
Christianity and at the same time also Hinduism? Is double-belonging possible
or are they not inherently contradictory?209 Does Christian faith not imply a sort
of exclusivism since it entails claims to finality and to Christianity as the one true
religion? These are pertinent questions and have been the subject of much
theological debate since the rise of the hermeneutical method. They are precisely
the "stuff of interreligious and intercultural theologies. The FABC bishops
were clearly cognizant of such questions. In the document on Methodology, the
members of the theological commission ensured they were addressed from the
very outset lest the discussion on Asian theology be grossly misunderstood. In
fact, because the OTC document addresses many of the same issues which
Dominus lesus raised, one could even say that the FABC document on
Methodology had anticipated the Vatican document or that it was a kind of
response to the questions which issued from Dominus Iesus.2i0
The FABC bishops begin the document on the Methodology of Asian
Christian Theology by distinguishing the notion of pluralism from relativism.
Acknowledging that pluralism can easily slip into relativism, especially when not
rooted, they end the discussion by saying: "just because certain persons and
groups are misled in their search for truth, and just because they tend to perceive
pluralism as relativism, or just because they tend to relativize all reality, we
cannot conclude that all pluralism leads to relativism." Lest it be unclear as to
what their own position is, the bishops then assert unequivocally: "reality is
pluridimensional, and no one can deny the fact."2" In essence, FABC holds to
the view that the notion of pluralism is somewhat more pronounced in Asian
theology on account of the influence of "certain values that are paramount in
Asian cultures arising from the various philosophical traditions and the concrete
social-religious-cultural situations in which Asians live." Furthermore, the
practical day-to-day experience of a socio-political climate which is "charged
with communal tensions" in Asia has resulted in Asians being more concerned
about the value of harmony amidst the sea of pluralism. "What is needed is a

209
See M. Amaladoss, "Double Religious Belonging and Liminality: An AnthropoTheological Retlection," SEDOS 34 (February 2002): 55-61.
:
"' See Edmund Chia, "FABC's 'Response' to Dominus lesus," East Asian Pastoral Review
38/3 (2001)· 231-237. Also republished in SEDOS 33 (November 2001): 297-299.
:
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From Dialogue of Theologies to Theology of Dialogue

267

vision of unity and harmony, and a language of reconciled diversity that will
enable people of different communities to work together for peace and the
building of a more just society."212 Such a vision facilitates the authentic
acceptance of pluralism, including religious pluralism. As Michael Amaladoss
puts it: "People then leam to relativise their own belief systems witliout in any
way relativizing the Absolute to which they are committed and which they
witness to and proclaim."213
This Asian vision of unity and harmony is also often attributed to the
different way in which Asians perceive reality, which in tum impinges upon their
method of doing theology. A distinction is often drawn between the Western
way of knowing and the Eastern or Asian way of knowing.2'4 This is expressed
differently. Felix Wilfred's distinction between the architectonic and organic
worldviews is one. In summary, the former is often associated with the
conceptual, rational, logical, analytical, mechanistic and systematic, while the
latter with the experiential, symbolic, affective, intuitive, and holistic. The
former stresses the distinction between being and hence betrays an immanent
dualism (body-soul, subject-object, human-divine, secular-sacred, world-church,
etc.), while the latter their interrelationship, complementarity and a sense of
psychic-cosmic interconnectedness.2'5 The architectonic worldview portrays
identity as non-contradiction and so espouses a disjunctive "either-or" mindset
which has a tendency for exclusion, while the organic worldview's approach is
one of identity-in-difference with the concomitant conjunctive "both-and"
thought which is wont to being inclusive. The architectonic worldview looks
upon relationship with the divine as an inter-personal encounter and so God is a
personal being whom we encounter in an "I-Thou" relationship and whom we
speak to and receive in Word through revelation. On the other hand, the organic
worldview perceives God as ineffable Mystery whom we experience as the
Divine within the self in an "I-Self ' relationship and whom we come before in

*- Ibid., 330.
!
" Michael Amaladoss, "The Church and Pluralism in the Asia of Ihe 1990s," in FABC
Papers No. 57e (Hong Kong: FABC, 1990), 12.
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This section draws from a variety of sources, guided by the unpublished lecture notes of
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Theological Concerns of the FABC (Lecture at University of Nijmegen, 13 Nov. 2001 ), 3-4. See
also Michael Amaladoss, "An Emerging Indian Theology," Vidyajyoti 58 (Aug. 1994): 473-484,
Jose Kuttianimattalhil, "The Dialogical Method of Theologizing," Vidyajyoti 59 (Jan. 1995) 1124; Felix Wilfred, "Towards a Better Understanding of Asian Theology," Vidyajyoti 62 (Dec.
1998)-890-915.
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This difference of worldview has often been used even to justify human rights abuses in
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the silence of our being in search of an experience of enlightenment. This latter
view regards the God-human relationship as a transpersonal experience.216 The
Western architectonic worldview conceives of religion as a body of truths with
emphasis on doctrines, teachings and beliefs, all of which are on the level of the
intellect and cognitive, while the Eastern organic approach views religion as a
way of life which has to do with right living, right conduct, and right practices,
all of which are on the level of the affective and the will. For the former, the aim
of theology is to foster right thinking or orthodoxy while for the latter it is to
foster right living or orthopraxis.217
Hence, when questions are raised about the umcity of Christ and of the
Church or the priority of proclamation over dialogue or the necessity of salvation
through the Church or the possibility of salvation of those who are not Christians,
one can only conclude that they arose from the Western architectonic worldview.
To Asian ears these questions appear strange, if not totally irrelevant because
from an Asian organic worldview, the distinctions, dichotomies and exclusions
are spurius rather than real. The Asian's answer to the questions would probably
be: Yes, Jesus is unique, but so are other savior figures; Yes, the Church is
necessary for salvation, but so are other religions; Yes, proclamation has priority
over dialogue, but so has dialogue over proclamation; Yes, the Bible is the
inspired Word of God, but so are other sacred scriptures. As Paul Knitter has it:
there can be many onlys}n
This accounts for why the instinctive response from Asian Christians to the
document Dominus lesus was so dismissive (see 1.4.4 and 2.2.3). This also
accounts for why Asian Christians "have to struggle with the contextual reality
of the experience of truth and beauty in the other religions which is then
juxtaposed against their [Western-based] catechism" which teaches that
Christianity is the only true religion.219 By the same token, the questions also
account for why the Vatican seems unduly worried about the direction which
Asian theologies are taking. There is the fear that such spirit of relativism could
relativize the message of Christ and of the Church. The pluralism in theology
engenders a lot of fear reactions. Suffice it to say that all of these are indications
that the different worldviews matter just as the different methods employed in
doing theology also matter. They are often et the root of the East-West conflicts
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and tensions, as made manifest in the tension between the Western Curia and the
Asian Church.
Having said that, it must also be stated that Asian Christians are fully
committed to their faith just as they are very clear about their mission. With
Dominus lesus they believe the Christian's mission is the preaching of the Gospel
of Jesus, "the proclamation of the mystery of God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit,
and the mystery of the incarnation of the Son, as saving event for all humanity"
(DI, 1). But, unlike Dominus lesus, they do not agree on how this preaching is
to be done. Thus, as has been oft-repeated, the crux of the problem is not with
the "who" of mission, but with the "how"220 The answer to the "who" question,
namely Jesus, is not in doubt. Asian Christians are in agreement that Jesus is the
subject of their proclamation and, indeed, he has to be proclaimed. They,
however, are not quite in agreement with the "how" question, namely the
approach Christians ought to take in proclaiming Jesus. As has been established
in the present study, because Dominus lesus espouses the Western architectonic
worldview, its approach to the "how" question differs significantly from the
approach which Asian theologies take. In this regard, as the study also shows,
Schillebeeckx's approach to the same "how" question seems to resonate more
with the Asian approach.'· Since Schillebeeckx is also of the West, in the final
analysis it may not be too appropriate to suggest that the organic worldview is
confined to Asia or that the architectonic worldview is exclusively Western.
Perhaps it is more accurate to suggest that it is probably more typical for Asians
to espouse an organic worldview in view of their experience with the contextual
reality of Asia's pluralism. The organic worldview is more receptive of pluralism
and so accounts for why Asian theology and the Asian Church are more open to
religious pluralism.

5.6 CONCLUSION
5.6.1

REVIEW OF THE CHAPTER

The present chapter looked at the different approaches to doing theology, paying
special attention to the contextual application of such theological methods. The
chapter began by looking at the method employed by the Vatican document
Dominus lesus, recognized as a form of Neo-Scholastic reasoning, in view of
discerning its focus and primary concerns. Looking at the application of this
method of doing theology to address a contemporary issue, namely that of
religious pluralism, the discussion concluded that an inadequate method had been

230
John Prior, "Unfinished Encounter- A Note of the Voice and Tone of Ecclesia in Asia,'
East Asian Pastoral Review 37/3 (2000). 259.
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used The phenomenon of religious pluralism, a reality peculiar to Asia for as
long as anyone can remember, has pervaded the Western world only in recent
decades Thus, any reflection on religious pluralism ought to take into account
the expenence of the Asian Church within its own Asian context Tins is another
way of saying that the Church in Asia is most strategically poised to consider the
issues of religious pluralism, especially given the strides in its experience with
interrehgious dialogue
Before looking at how the Church in Asia addressed this issue of religious
pluralism, the chapter looked first at the theological method which Edward
SchiUebeeckx employed when theologizing m his context of increasing pluralism
and secularization Of significance is the fact that SchiUebeeckx, who himself
had begun his theological career under the influence of Neo-Scholasticism, was
able to make a transition to another theological method which enabled him to be
more responsive to the issues of his time The hermeneutical-critical method of
doing theology which he adopted insists on the need for a re-interprelation of the
Christian tradition in light of the context of the theologian The theological
reflection which results therefore is always a function of the contemporary
hermeneutical situation
With Schillebeeckx's theological method as backdrop, the study then looked
at how the Church in Asia addresses the issues of inculturation, interrehgious
dialogue, and integral liberation Of significance is that this has prompted the
Asian Church to first clarify her identity especially since it continues to carry the
burden of the colonial imprint of being Church Adopting the principle of
dialogue as the mode of evangelization as well as the way of being Church, the
bishops of Asia had made a fundamental option for the Church to integrate
herself with the religions and cultures of Asia Such an option has to be
accompanied by a theology to discover how this dialogue with the religions,
cultures and the poor of Asia can best be realized
In the course of the thirty years of the Federation of Asian Bishops'
Conferences' existence the many assemblies and seminars which addressed these
issues have come up with what the research is calling a Theology of Dialogue
This Theology of Dialogue takes dialogue as its starting point and ends in an
urgent call for more dialogue The method resonates well with Schillebeeckx's
theological method even as the issues which they addressed are significantly
different
The conjunctural elements of both the Asian method and
Schillebeeckx's can easily be transposed from one to the other but the same
cannot be said of Dominus Jesus'" theology
In conclusion, the study showed that the approach or method one employs
has significant impact on one's theology The issues raised by the Vatican
document Dominus lesus are important and warrant further discussion But, the
employment of the Neo-Scholastic method is probably not appropriate since its
worldview and the philosophy which informs it do not coincide with the
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contemporary worldview which is shaping the Church's response to the
phenomenon of religious pluralism. More importantly, for the Vatican to impose
an "answer" to the questions raised in other local contexts raises serious
questions on how the Church is renewing itself. As Georg Evers puts it: "The
more Dominus lesus tried to answer all the questions which arise from the fact
that we live in a religiously pluralistic world and to clarify the theological
problems this poses, the clearer it becomes that this is a 'mission impossible'."221

- ' Georg Evers, 'Trends and Developments in the Field of Interreligious Dialogue," Studies
in Interreligious Dialogue 11/2 (2001): 240.

Conclusion
IN LIEU OF A CONCLUSION

In keeping with the thesis of the last chapter a Theology of Dialogue is
hermeneutically spiral m mode as in operation That means the conclusion of the
present research must remain tentative rather than definitive Having postulated
a Theology of Dialogue, the research must now use this to respond to new
questions which arise as a result of the new perspectives formulated The process
repeats itself as the end of each cycle produces yet newer questions
What the research has seen thus far is a paradigm for a contextual theology
more adept at responding to the phenomenon of religious pluralism This is an
alternative to the Vatican document Dominus lesus, which did not seem to have
been too well received by the people of Asia The document's theological
method, which is of the Neo-Scholastic tradition, was deemed inadequate in
addressing the contemporary challenges posed on Christian identity in religiously
plural contexts
Another method had to be sought and so Edward
Schillebeeckx's hermeneutical-cntical method was explored Schillebeeckx, who
was schooled m the Neo-Scholastic tradition, turned to this new theological
method when confronted with the contextual realities of his time and culture
This method provides a basis for understanding the Theology of Dialogue
advanced by the Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences (FABC) The Asian
Theology of Dialogue appropriately addresses many of the issues raised by the
Vatican Declaration Schillebeeckx's method, therefore, serves as some sort of
"bridge" between Dominus lesus and FABC's Theology of Dialogue
The issues raised by Dominus lesus are better addressed through the
hermeneutical-cntical theological method as it takes seriously the hermeneutical
situation, which vanes from context to context The method is as valuable and
effective for Schillebeeckx's Dutch context as it is for FABC's Asian context
The important element in the hermeneutical-cntical method is that the respective
contextual experience be brought into a mutually critical correlation and
confrontation with the Christian tradition As each new hermeneutical situation
raises new questions and requires new interpretations, to slavishly repeat an old
doctrme and have it applied to a new situation is being unfaithful to the Christian
tradition Putting new wine into old wineskins is at best disingenuous This, by
itself, raises the question of whether there can ever be a universal theology
applicable to all Is it at all possible for one single uniform formula of the faith
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to fit into every context and every era? Can a theology posited in Rome, for
example, be transplanted into an Asian context and implemented as if it was
absolute truth for all people and for all times? Was this not the bold intention of
the Vatican Declaration Dominus lesusT
Following from the thesis of the hermeneutical spiral, the Theology of
Dialogue which has been postulated is also subject to further questioning and reinterpretation. Having arrived at the end of the present research more questions
have probably arisen as have answers been given. For example, the research has
to return to the initial question of whether the Theology of Dialogue does indeed
address the phenomenon of religious pluralism. It has to address the question of
the uniqueness and universality of Christ in relation to other religions and their
savior figures. It has to address the question of the mission of the Church in
multi-religious contexts. While semblance of these critical issues have already
been dealt with while postulating the Theology of Dialogue, it is in the actual
praxis of dialogue that they can be confirmed and verified, if not challenged and
modified. The praxis confirms or disproves the theory, just as the theory informs
or misinforms the praxis. A theory without a praxis, according to Schillebeeckx,
remains an abstract ideology with no critical potent force.
It follows that the present research cannot make any form of definitive and
conclusive claims. It has taken merely the first step, awaiting further steps. The
research has certainly not arrived at the last word. It remains a "prolegomenon,"
in search of the right and final "legomenon." It is therefore still at the
experimental stages. As was suggested in the introductory chapter, it is but an
"experiment" in intercultural theology, much like Schillebeeckx's first major
book, Jesus, was basically an "experiment" in Christology.
TOWARDS A THEOLOGY OF DIALOGUE

This means that the follow-up to the present research, namely, the actual praxis
of interreligious dialogue, must be realized in actual dialogues if more specific
conclusions are to be made. The necessary second step of actual face-to-face
dialogue reinforces the thesis that theology must be "done." It cannot remain
solely on the level of theory. The praxis of dialogue "makes" the Theology of

' Two of my supervisors initially advised against entitling the sections in chapters three and
four as "Schillebceckx's Dominus Jesus" and "FABC's Dominus lesus" respectively. One
suggested I might be giving undue prominence to Cardinal Ratzinger's document Dominus Usus
while the other that it might be perceived as an insult to Schillebeeckx that I associate his
theology with the Vatican Declaration After considerable reflection I decided to retain the
headings. It is but an attempt to re-appropriate the title "Lord Jesus" (Dominus lesus) by
providing alternative understandings to what it means to confess Jesus as Lord. Schillebceckx's
and the l;ADC's confessions of Dominus lesus are certainly more relevant to contemporary
Christians The CDF's is but one version of the confession of faith. Could this be the sort of
"relativism" which the cardinal is so fearful of?!
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Dialogue "come true." The present research is therefore entitled "Towards a
Theology of Dialogue." It makes no pretensions about its limitations nor does
it hide the fact that the praxis of dialogue is still in need of being more fully
actualized. That is why the preposition "towards" is significant in the title. It
points to the shortcoming of the present situation and emphasizes the need to
work towards realizing the fuller meaning of the Theology of Dialogue It
suggests that this theology has to be one aimed at promoting the praxis of
interrehgious dialogue It does not suffice if it remains merely a theory.
This is where the Church in Asia remains essentially lacking: while a
Theology of Dialogue has been developed, the praxis of dialogue is something
which is still in need of greater development. What exists is a vision and
blueprint for the contextualization of the Church in Asia, rather than a history of
interrehgious encounters. Nevertheless, the FABC has been at the forefront of
this vision, thus accounting for why the Asian Church is often viewed as
progressive and prophetic by theologians from all over the world The
implementation of this vision, however, is another matter. It constitutes a serious
problem and challenge for most of the local Churches across Asia Many Asian
Catholics have either not heard about FABC's vision of a dialogical Church or
do not subscribe to it. In this regard they are not in communion with the thinking
and aspirations of the FABC. The Asian bishops are well aware of this The
Sixth FABC Plenary Assembly, held m 1995, had this to say "Yet on this 25'h
anniversary of FABC, we have to confess humbly that our goal of conscientizing
the local Churches and building a communion of our Asian Churches is still far
from being reached, despite the truly remarkable advances made in this regard"
(FABC VI, art. 4).2
This problem is evidence of the deeper reality that despite efforts at
inculturating and contextuahzing the Christian faith, believers continue to resist
the demands of these efforts. This is not surprising as, if we recall, the demands
placed upon Christians who truly desire to live an inculturated faith are
tremendous. Of significance is that one has to adopt a self-effacing attitude
which has no place for any trmmphalistic display of Christianity Such an
attitude also embraces a kenotic spirituality, with the concomitant openness to
learning from and with persons of other religions These are great demands
placed upon those whose Christian faith is in the main narrow and shallow. A
truly mature faith, therefore, is an essential ingredient to developing a truly local
Church which embraces the challenge posed by the Theology of Dialogue. Tins,
unfortunately, is not a reality yet in the Asian Church. The Theology of Dialogue
remains essentially a theory and a vision of the FABC, and hitherto, this vision

- Sixth FABC Plenary Assembly, "Chnslian Discipleship in Asia Today Service to Life"
(Manila, 1995), in For All the Peoples of Asia Federation of Asian Bishops ' Confei ences
Documents from 1992-1996 (Vol II), ed Franz-Josef Eilcrs (Quezon Slly Claretian, 1997), 3
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resides principally in FABC documents.
But, having the vision is itself already a significant accomplishment. Even
if this vision has not been fully imbibed, its very existence is not an unimportant
fact. At the very least, it can be referred to as the preferred direction for the
future of the Church in Asia. The praxis which is to follow the theory may take
longer than desired. Nevertheless, without the theory the Asian Church would
not even have a vision to guide it nor a measure by which to evaluate its
development. One therefore is thankful that the FABC has a Theology of
Dialogue. It points towards the future promise of hope for a truly local Church
which is at once authentically Asian and authentically Christian.
The same can also be said about the vision and directives of the Second
Vatican Council. They too have yet to be fully implemented. Amidst counterforces within the Church actively working to impede its full implementation, the
vision continues to unfold itself. The irruptions coming from the Church's
Periphery are on account of this vision of renewal. As the research has shown,
the Asian Church's contribution to these irruptions is by no means insignificant.
They are informed by the direction and vision which its own Asian Theology of
Dialogue provides. With time, these irruptions from the Periphery would affect
the Church's Center so much that the latter's yielding to the irruptions' demands
is probably inevitable. Dominus lesus, as indicated in the present research, is but
a phase in the Center's response to such irruptions. It is also an indication of the
Center's gradual yielding. While originally intended to arrest non-Roman ways
of apprehending the phenomenon of religious pluralism it might have achieved
the completely reverse effect. Not only has it brought to the fore the critical
issues surrounding the Church on account of the impact of religious pluralism,
it has also evoked a response of "No! It can't be like this; we won't stand for it
anymore" fiom the people of Asia. The Vatican Declaration serves as a kind of
"negative contrast experience" whereby the feeling of negativity towards the
document is accompanied by a sense of positive hope for the future. This hope,
expressed in critical opposition to what Dominus lesus stipulates, has seen the
Asian Church engaging seriously in reflection on what it means to be Church in
Asia. The Theology of Dialogue which inspires such reflection insists that the
Church be in continuous dialogue with all people including those who represent
the religions, cultures and poor of Asia.
SOME TENTATIVE CONCLUSIONS

The preceding remarks, which return to the need for the praxis of dialogue, again
point to the impossibility of postulating any sort of conclusion to the present
research on the Theology of Dialogue. Until and unless the praxis of dialogue
is actualized, the Theology of Dialogue remains inconclusive as it is but the
theoretical component of a larger and integral theology entailing both the
components of theory and praxis. But since the research has to be brought to a
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close, some features need to be discerned from the task of postulating the
Theology of Dialogue. For this purpose a quotation from a passage of
Schillebeeckx's writings is employed to capture at least tentatively the essence
of the theological enterprise:
Theology cannot be simply a question of scholarship pursued within the
walls of one's study, it can only be built up in dialogue with one's
fellow-men, a dialogue which involves our whole lives, whether we shut
ourselves off in anxiety or think together with others in hoping and
seeking openness.... Even for the theologian himself, theology today is
a personal, living struggle. He must try to solve a real, living problem
which no one can wave aside by triumphantly - or is it desperately? brandishing uninterpreted conciliar texts. He has to settle a genuine
living question which has risen to the surface everywhere, and he must
do this without succumbing to current slogans or allowing himself to be
driven into a comer by pressure from those who follow the latest
fashion and automatically dub him either an out-of-date conservative or
a rash progressive. Faithful to the gospel and its vital presence in the
Church and open to the real problem of living people, the theologian
must, without respect of persons, be able to say with Newman: 'I am
going my way.'3
From the passage above and by way of conclusion to the present research,
with Schillebeeckx, one discerns that theology is something to be "done" and that
it is a tedious and exacting enterprise. It is done not by simply positing
theological statements and doctrinal formulas which have no resonance with the
lived reality of the people. It is done not by a simple appeal to authority, be this
the authority of scripture and tradition or the pope and the Church's magisterium.
It is done not by simply reflecting systematically and theologically, especially if
these reflections are performed within the confines of one's study room, or
within the walls of the Vatican City for that matter. Theology is a flesh and
blood affair. It must involve the lives of the people. It must take their human
experience as starting point for theological reflections. The process is inductive,
never deductive. It begins from "below," taking seriously the lived reality of the
people and the context of their world and culture. This is what it means to be
engaged in the process of "dialogue." Dialogue, therefore, refers to the
systematic contacts, interactions, involvements, relationships, and conversations
between the theologian and her/his surroundings.
This dialogue has no limits and entails all the interactions that are possible
with what FABC has termed the "resources of theology" (loci theologici) which,
5
E. Schillebeeckx, "Epilogue: the New Image of God, Secularization and Man's Future on
Earth," in God the Future ofMan (New York: Sheed & Ward, 1968), 170-171.
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it asserts, must "assume methodological importance."4 These resources include
contextual realities such as "the cultures of peoples, the history of their struggles,
their religions, their religious scriptures, oral traditions, popular religiosity,
economic and political realities and world events, historical personages, stories
of oppressed people crying for justice, freedom, dignity, life and solidarity."5 In
short, the theologian has to be in dialogue with the whole of people's lives, their
"joys and hopes" as well as their "griefs and anxieties."6 It is through such
dialogues that theology is done. The theologian's efforts and attitudes are by no
means insignificant. Doing theology is not an easy task. As Schillebeeckx puts
it, it is "personal" and is a "living struggle." Theology entails solving "a real,
living problem" and not abstract reflections on issues with little bearing on
people's existential lives. The theologian comes to the dialogue with little
expectations and, to the extent that is possible, with no preconceived
suppositions. The contextual realities speak and teach while the theologian
listens and leams. God and Jesus Christ are discerned and discovered, rather
than proclaimed and taken for granted. The hermeneutical situation presents
itself while the theologian brings her/his own pre-understandings to it to forge
new understandings. Making sense of these new understandings, the theologian
is discerning God's Word inasmuch as the fruits of the discernment promote new
life.
Theology, therefore, is a life-giving enterprise and is always in the service
of life. It has to move beyond the definition of "faith seeking understanding" to
that of "faith seeking new life." It should not be merely a cerebral, intellectual
or cognitive activity dealing mainly with abstract issues of metaphysics and
doctrinal concerns. Instead, it ought to be an affective and volitional enterprise
dealing primarily with the concrete and practical issues of real life and its
struggles. Theology ought to affect the whole of life and is in that sense an
integral and holistic endeavor. Its main purpose is pastoral and not academic.
It ought to respond to the fundamental questions of Christian faith of "who do
you say that I am?," "what does salvation from God in Jesus mean?," and "what
is the Church's response to this offer of salvation?" but doing so in a practical
and down-to-earth manner. Its answers should then be accessible to,
understandable and applicable by the believing Christian m the concrete
experience of daily life. It effects change and transformation in such a way the
believer becomes more life-giving and more concerned about others and the
world. This is the faith response which results from the theological reflection if
it includes both a critical intention and the element of praxis. Such a theology

4

"OTC-Melhodology," in For All the Peoples of Asia, vol. 3, 355-364.
Ibid, 355-356
6
cf article I of Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modem World, Gaudium et
Spes, in The Documents of Vatican II, ed Walter Abbott (Piscataway: New Century, 1966), 199.
5
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evokes the praxis of Christian living in a practical anticipation of God's kingdom
here on earth.
The passage quoted above comes from the epilogue of the book which
compiles the essays which Schillebeeckx delivered while on his lecture tour in
the United States. One might recall that this was written at about the time
Schillebeeckx was making the momentous shift to the new hermeneutical-critical
method of doing theology. The quotation captures very much the features of
what theology is supposed to be and what the theologian is supposed to do. The
features described aptly correspond to the method of doing theology advocated
by the new way of being Church. This is the Theology of Dialogue postulated
by the FABC as a response to the contextual realities of the Church's experience
in Asia. It is a theology which appropriately informs the evangelizing mission
of the Church in Asia. Its approach is holistic and its aim is the integral
evangelization of Asia and its people. The reflections of this Theology of
Dialogue might prove useful to the Church universal as well. This might well be
the Asian Church's contribution to Christianity in the rest of the world. As the
bishops at the most recent FABC Plenary Assembly put it: "For the whole world
is in need of a holistic paradigm for meeting the challenges of life. In this task,
together with all Asians, the Church, a tiny minority in this vast continent, has a
singular contribution to make, and this contribution is the task of the whole
Church in Asia" (FABC VII, part III).7

7
Seventh Plenary Assembly of the Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences, FABC VII
(Samphran, 2000), in For All the Peoples of Asia, vol. 3,9.
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Summary in Dutch
NAAR EEN THEOLOGIE V AN DIALOOG
Scliillebeeckx's methode als een brug tussen
het Vaticaans Dominus lesus en het Aziatische FABC Theologie

Deze studie neemt als vertrekpunt de Vaticaanse declaratie Dominus Jesus en
speciaal de theologische punten die er uit voortkomen met betrekking tot het
verschijnsel van het religieuze pluralisme Heel speciaal richt deze studie zich
op de voornaamste stellingnamen in Dominus Jesus hun ontvangst, de reacties
die ze opriepen en hun betekenis voor de Kerk in Azië Deze studie gaat
vervolgens na hoe de Aziatische Kerk antwoord geeft op de punten die het
document opriep en haar pogingen een alternatieve weg aan te bieden om de Heer
Jezus te verkondigen in een context van religieus pluralisme Om dit te bereiken
wordt de theologische methode van Edward Schillebeeckx gevolgd Het
onderzoek eindigt met te stellen dat de Theologie van de Dialoog, gebruikt door
de Kerk van Azië beter past bij het benaderen van de punten opgeworpen door
de Vaticaanse declaratie Dominus Jesus
Deze studie begint in zijn eerste hoofdstuk met een globale blik op de declaratie
Dominus Jesus Het is een document van de Vaticaanse Congregatie voor de
Geloofsleer, uitgekomen in het jaar 2000 Zijn bedoeling is de ontwikkeling van
theologieen rond religieus pluralisme te onderzoeken en dit vooral in de context
van interreligieuze dialoog Speciaal is dat het document stelt dat christelijke
theologie trouw moet blijven aan de leerstellingen van de Kerk, in het bijzonder
aan de leerstellingen over het unieke en algemene karakter van Jezus Christus,
evenals van de Kerk Het waarschuwt ook voor de relativistische theorieën die
religieus pluralisme zoeken te rechtvaardigen, en dat niet slechts de facto maar
ook de jure (of in principe) Het document verkondigt dat aan het definitieve en
complete karakter van de openbaring van Jezus Christus en aan de waarheid van
zijn alleenzaligmakend geheim vastgehouden moeten worden Ook moet de
eenheid van de Kerk door Jezus Christus gesticht als een waarheid van het
Katholieke Geloof beleden worden Uit deze stellingen volgt de leer dat het tot
de Kerk behoren noodzakelijk is om gered te worden De interreligieuze dialoog
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moet daarom de zending ad génies als onontvreemdbaar beschouwen en de Keik
moet doorgaan met te verkondigen dat het noodzakelijk is zich te bekeren tot
Jezus Christus en bij de Kerk te behoren door het doopsel
De reacties opgeroepen door Dominus Jesus waren bijna onvoorstelbaar De
overweldigende negatieve commentaren op het document schenen aan te geven
dat zijn theses niet goed ontvangen werden In het bijzonder suggereren de
reacties van de Kerken in Azië dat de Vaticaanse declaratie niet gelijk liep met
de realiteit van het religieus pluralisme, een realiteit waarmee de christenen in
multireligieus Azië dagelijks te maken hebben De meest kritische commentaren
op het document komen van Aloysius Piens, een van de vooraanstaande denkers
van Azië Piens suggereert dat Dominus Jesus slechts een gedeelte is van een
groter schema van het "Vaticaanse Centrum" (lees de conservatieve elementen
m de Vaticaanse curie) als antwoord op de vernieuwde stromingen die komen
van de "Periferie" (lees de plaatselijke Kerken van de Derde Wereld) en dat als
gevolg van het Tweede Vaticaanse Concilie In het bijzonder betoogt Piens, dat
Dominus Jesus werd uitgevaardigd om de ontwikkeling te stoppen van de
theologieen die uit Azië komen Deze studie ncht zich op dit Centrum -Penfene
conflict en onderzoekt waar theologen van religieus pluralisme moeilijkheden
hebben ondervonden met de Vaticaanse Congregatie van de Geloofsleer
Het tweede hoofdstuk van deze studie bekijkt het antwoord van de Kerk van
Azië op de Vaticaanse declaratie Dominus Jesus Dit wordt gedaan door twee
antwoorden te bestuderen, namelijk het antwoord van de grassroots katholieken
of wat genoemd wordt het "grassroots magistenum" en het antwoord van de
Kerkelijke hiërarchie oftewel het "pastorale magistenum " Het antwoord dat de
eerste is ontleend aan de resultaten van een op leefervaring gegrond onderzoek,
dat speciaal voor dit doel werd gehouden De samenvatting ervan maakt
duidelijk hoe Aziatische christenen hun geloof beleven in een pluriforme context
Het tweede antwoord, namelijk dat van het pastorale magistenum, is afgeleid uit
verklaringen van de Aziatische bisschoppen toen ze geconfronteerd werden met
theologische situaties zoals opgeworpen in Dominus Jesus Deze studie
onderzoekt in het bijzonder de geleidelijke stellingname van de Aziatische
synode Daarin kwamen veel van de theologische moeilijkheden opgeroepen door
Dommus Jesus, terecht en ze werden er gedebatteerd door de Aziatische
bisschoppen en de Vaticaanse Curie Uit dit twee stel antwoorden wordt getracht
de sensus fidelium van het volk van God in Azië vast te stellen, speciaal met
betrekking tot zaken als religieus pluralisme, Christus als centrum, de zending
van de Kerk en de relatie van het christendom met andere godsdiensten Een
analyse van deze antwoorden laat een uitgesproken tweespalt zien tussen de
geloofskennis van de Aziatische christenen - die schijnen vast te houden aan de
uniformiteit van de christenheid ~ en hun beleefde ervanng van religieus
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pluralisme waarin ze schijnen te erkennen dat de andere religies ook waar kunnen
zijn. Tegenover de benadering van Dominus Jesus stellen de Aziatische
bisschoppen een alternatief model van evangelisatie voor, en wel dat door middel
van dialoog In het bijzonder spreken zij van de "drievoudige dialoog," namelijk
de noodzaak om in dialoog te treden met de culturen, de godsdiensten en de
armen van Azië Al deze zaken signaleren de onvermijdelijkheid van een
gecontextuahseerde geloofshouding verweven met de culturen en het
gedachtegoed, en begeleid door een daarbij behorende theologie Dit is het
onderwerp van de latere hoofdstukken van deze studie Maar alvorens zich te
wagen om deze contextuele theologie op te stellen moet er een aangepast
theologisch stelsel, of een aangepaste methode, ontwikkeld worden En daarvoor
denkt men aan de theologie van Edward Schillebeeckx
Het derde hoofdstuk van deze studie is daarom een tussentijds hoofdstuk,
gepast genoemd "een korte intermezzo over Schillebeeckx "De titel is aangepast
aan een kort hoofdstuk in Schillebeeckx eigen boek getiteld, Ministry Het
hoofdstuk in Ministry is getiteld "een kort hermeneutisch intermezzo" en gaat
over hermeneutiek als methode om historische teksten zoals de Bijbel te verstaan
Dit hoofdstuk is interessant omdat het de hermeneutische methode van
Schillebeeckx is die deze studie wil adopteren om een Aziatische contextuele
theologie te ontwikkelen De hermeneutische methode onderzoekt hoe het staat
met de geloofsbeleving in de cultuur van deze tijd en wil tegelijk trouw aan de
traditie garanderen Bovendien benadrukt ze het belang van wederzijdse kntische
betrekkingen tussen de christelijke traditie en de hedendaagse ervaring De
sociale achtergrond en de histonsche beleving vormen zo een belangrijke bron
van theologie bedrijven Het derde hoofdstuk begint daarom met te kijken naar
deze achtergronden en samenstellingen, speciaal in de ontwikkeling van
Schillebeeckx's eigen theologie Dit houdt een onderzoek in naar de sociale en
kerkelijke betrekkingen rond Schillebeeckx' s eigen vorming en zijn ontwikkeling
daarna, maar bovendien de voornaamste theologische en filosofische invloeden
in zijn leven In dit opzicht kijkt het hoofdstuk dus naar het Nederlandse
katholicisme en de Nederlandse Kerk evenals naar de vernieuwingen in de
universele Kerk in de periode die leidde naar het Tweede Vaticaans Concilie Er
wordt opgemerkt dat zoals de universele Kerk een grote verandering onderging
in de zestiger jaren, dit ook een stimulans werd voor een uiteindelijke
vernieuwing van de Nederlandse Kerk, en dat Schillebeeckx zelf ook een grote
verandering onderging in zijn eigen benadering van het beoefenen van theologie
Een van de eerste resultaten van deze transformatie wordt duidelijk verwoord in
Schillebeeckx's monumentaal werk over christologie, dat later in drie delen zou
verschijnen Het tweede en voornaamste deel van het derde hoofdstuk van deze
studie onderzoekt zo in deze Christologische Trilogie vooral hoe zij zich ncht op
de meeste van de kntische theologische en ecclesialogische stellingen uitgedrukt
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in de Vaticaanse declaratie Dominus Jesus. Dit onderzoek verschaft de
noodzakelijke achtergrond en ook de context om de hermeneutische methode van
Schillebeeckx te begrijpen. Een onderzoek naar de hermeneutische methode is
de taak van een later hoofdstuk.
Zo wordt het vierde hoofdstuk van deze studie weer een ander tussentijds
hoofdstuk maar deze keer met de nadruk op Azië. Het is de bedoeling om daarin
de samenhang en achtergrond te onderzoeken waarin een Aziatische contextuele
theologie zich zou kunnen ontwikkelen. De historische, wereldlijke en
interkerkelijke factoren die de ontwikkeling van de Kerk in Azië hebben
beïnvloed worden bekeken, speciaal die met betrekking op haar evangeliserende
zending. Dit komt tot stand bij een onderzoek naar de stichting en het
programma van de Federatie van de Aziatische Bisschoppen Conferentie (FABC)
het enige instituut dat met recht kan claimen de katholieke Kerk in Azië te
vertegenwoordigen. Er wordt opgemerkt dat, omdat de FABC een federatie is
van de bisschoppenconferenties, het zo in de meeste programma's
vertegenwoordigers van een doorsnee van de Aziatische Kerk er bij betrekt, met
inbegrip van de lekenstand. Een korte blik op het leven van FABC, zijn visie en
praktijk, kan dus beschouwd worden als een blik op een duidelijke
vertegenwoordiging van het Aziatische katholicisme. De documenten en
verklaringen die FABC uitgeeft worden meestal samengesteld met behulp van de
beste Aziatische theologen. Een studie van deze documenten en verklaringen
vormen het voornaamste gedeelte van dit hoofdstuk. Het is bedoeld om te zien
hoe de Aziatische Kerk antwoordt geeft op de stellingen opgeworpen in de
Vaticaanse declaratie Dominus Jesus. Dit kan tevens beschouwd worden als een
antwoord van het "academie magisterium" van de Aziatische Kerk en van zijn
theologische gemeenschap op Dominus Jesus. Het vierde hoofdstuk heet danook
"F ABC en de Aziatische theologie." Een analyse van deze verkennende studie
toont aan dat de theologie die F ABC bedrijft meer met Schillebeeckx spoort dan
met die van Dominus Jesus. Dit ondanks het feit dat de theologie van
Schillebeeckx in een westerse context ontwikkeld is — evenals Dominus Jesus —
terwijl de theologie van F ABC in een Aziatische samenhang is ontstaan.
Bijvoorbeeld, de er steeds terugkerende thema's van menselijke wezens als
medescheppers en beheerders, evenals het leerling zijn naar het model van de
"menselijke Jezus" of Jezus als "persoonlijk menszijn," alsook de uiterste
belangrijkheid van de theologie van het Koninkrijk van God, de basileia tou
Theou, iets wat herhaaldelijk voorkomt in de theologie van zowel Schillebeeckx
zowel als in die van FABC. In de theologie van Schillebeeckx wordt het
"scheppingsgeloof ' als basis gebruikt. Dit gaat goed samen met het gebruik door
FABC van het begrip "harmonie" als leidend beginsel voor het bedrijven van een
eigen theologie. Zo ook past Schillebeeckx's nadruk op het begrip "extra
mundum nulla salus " goed bij de theologie van FABC die aanzet tot het leerling
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zijn, maar ook tot het dienen van het leven op aarde.
Het vijfde hoofdstuk van deze studie sluit de bevindingen van de vroegere
hoofdstukken in het bijzonder als het gaat over kwesties van theologische
methode. Het maakt duidelijk onderscheid tussen de drie benaderingswijzen van
theologieën die het onderzoek betreffen. De eerste is die van Dominus Jesus, de
tweede die van Schillebeeckx en de derde die van FABC. Dit zijn theologieën
die bestudeerd werden in de eerste vier hoofdstukken met betrekking tot de
manier waarop zij de punten van het tegenwoordige onderzoek benaderen,
namelijk de theologische vragen opgeworpen door het Vaticaanse document
Dominus Jesus. Dit vijfde hoofdstuk gaat in dit onderzoek een stap verder door
de overeenkomsten en/of tegenstellingen tussen deze drie theologische
benaderingswijzen te vergelijken. Het hoofdstuk vat samen wat kan beschouwd
worden als een "dialoog van theologieën." Dit hoofdstuk onderzoekt eerst de
theologische methode die gebruikt werd bij Dominus Jesus, en die
geïdentificeerd kan worden als een uitdrukking van neoscholastiek denken. Dan
bestudeert het die van Schillebeeckx die de hermeneutische kritische methode
genoemd wordt. Ten slotte wordt het denken van FABC onderzocht, waarvan de
methode oriënterend is en die daarom een "theologie van dialoog" genoemd
wordt. Dit hoofdstuk, dat begint met een "dialoog van theologieën," eindigt met
een discussie over de "theologie van de dialoog." Deze vergelijkende studie toont
aan dat zover het punten en vragen betreft opgeworpen door Dominus Jesus, het
de Aziatische Kerk is die vooraan zou moeten staan bij het aanpakken van de
nieuwe uitdagingen, ontstaan door het fenomeen van religieus pluralisme ten
overstaan van Christelijk geloof. Het is als het ware een Aziatische "probleem"
en het kan zodoende het best aangepakt worden door de Aziatische Kerk via een
methode dierbaar aan Azië, namelijk, de methode van de "dialoog." Deze
methode, die benadrukt dat theologie het best gedaan kan worden door het proces
en in de geest van dialoog, met daar aan toegevoegd richtlijnen die dialoog
vergemakkelijken. De theologie van de dialoog is daarom meteen ook een
theologie die begint met dialoog en eindigt met een oproep tot dialoog. Het is
een theologie die in staat is zowel zaken rond de inculturatie, als rond de
interreligieuze dialoog en de integrale bevrijding te behandelen. Het is een
theologie die nadruk legt op hermeneutische geleidelijkheid, hermeneutische
spiraal, hermeneutische praktijk en hermeneutisch pluralisme. Zo'n theologie
staat er op dat dialoog aangegaan moet worden, en begint met het serieus nemen
van de levende realiteit van het volk in de context van zijn leefwereld en zijn
cultuur.

(my grateful thanks to br. Jan Nijssen, br. Ambrosius Dobbelaar and
br. Sjefvan Hoek for facilitating the translation of the above text)

Summary in English
TOWARDS A THEOLOGY OF DIALOGUE
Schillebeeckx's Method as Bridge between
Vatican's Dominus lesus and Asia's FABC Theology

The present research takes as starting point the Vatican Declaration
Dominus lesus, especially the theological issues which it raises in light
of the phenomenon of religious pluralism. In particular, the research
examines the principal theses of Dominus lesus, how it was received,
the reactions which it engendered, and its significance for the Church
in Asia. The research then explores how the Asian Church responds to
the issues raised by the document and attempts to offer an alternative
way by which the Lord Jesus can be proclaimed in the context of
religious pluralism. To accomplish this, the theological method
advanced by Edward Schillebeeckx is adopted. The research ends by
proposing that the Theology of Dialogue espoused by the Asian Church
is more suitable in addressing the issues raised by the Vatican
Declaration Dominus lesus.

The research begins the first chapter by looking at the Declaration Dominus
lesus. Proclaimed in the year 2000, it is a document of the Vatican's
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. Its aim is to check the development
of theologies of religious pluralism, especially in the context of interreligious
dialogue. Specifically, the document posits that Christian theology has to be
faithful to the teachings of the Church, in particular the doctrines of the
uniqueness and universality of Jesus Christ as well as the Church. It warns
against relativistic theories which seek to justify religious pluralism not only de
facto but also de jure (or in principle). It establishes that the definitive and
complete character of the revelation of Jesus Christ and the truth of his salvific
mystery must be firmly adhered to. Likewise, the unicity of the Church founded
by Jesus Christ must also be firmly believed as a truth of the Catholic faith.

308

Summary in English

Following from these theses is the teaching that the Church is necessary for
salvation Interrehgious dialogue, therefore, must entail the mission ad gentes
and, thus, the Church must continue to announce the necessity of conversion to
Jesus Christ and of adherence to the Church through Baptism.
The reactions which Dominus lesus evoked was almost unanticipated. The
overwhelmingly negative comments to the document seemed to indicate that its
theses were not well received. In particular, the reactions from the Church in
Asia suggest that the Vatican Declaration was not in tune with the reality of
religious pluralism, a reality which is existential for Christians living in
multirehgious Asia. Among the most critical comments to the document comes
from Aloysius Piens, one of Asia's foremost thinkers. Piens suggests that
Dominus lesus is but part of a larger scheme of the Vatican's Center (read, the
conservative elements in the Vatican curia) in response to the renewahst currents
coming from the Periphery (read- the local Churches of the Third World) as a
result of the Second Vatican Council. In particular, Piens contends, Dominus
Jesus was issued to arrest the development of the theologies of religious pluralism
coming out from Asia. The research examines this Center-Periphery conflict by
looking at how theologians of religious pluralism have encountered problems
with the Vatican's Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.
The second chapter of the research looks at the response of the Asian Church
to the Vatican Declaration Dominus lesus. It does this by examining two sets of
responses, namely, the response of grassroots Catholics, or what is being called
the "grassroots magistenum," and the response of the Church's hierarchy, or the
"pastoral magistenum " The former's response is discerned from the results of
an empirical survey conducted specifically for the purpose. The survey allowed
for a clarification of how Asian Christians live their faith in religiously plural
contexts The latter's response, namely, the pastoral magistenum's response, is
discerned from statements made by Asian bishops when confronting theological
issues similar to the ones raised by Dominus lesus. Specifically, the research
looks at the proceedings of the Asian Synod as it was an event dunng which
many of the theological concerns raised by Dominus Jesus were addressed and
debated by the Asian bishops and the Vatican Curia These two sets of responses
combine to make up the sensus fidehum of the people of God in Asia, especially
with regard to issues of religious pluralism, the centrahty of Christ, the mission
of the Church, and Christianity's relation with other religions. An analysis of
these responses reveals a pronounced dichotomy between the Asian Chnstian's
knowledge of the faith -- which seems to insist on the uniqueness of Christianity
— and her/his lived experience of religious pluralism -- which seems to advise
that other religions must also be true. Against the approach of Dominus lesus the
Asian bishops propose an alternative model of evangelization, namely, one
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through the mode of dialogue. In particular, they speak of the "triple dialogue,"
namely, the need for the Church to be in dialogue with the cultures, religions and
poor of Asia. All of these signal the need for an inculturated and contextualized
expression of faith, with the concomitant theology to guide it. This is the task of
the later chapters of the research. But, before venturing to establish this
contextual theology, an appropriate theological paradigm or method must be
adopted. For this purpose the theology of Edward Schillebeeckx is considered.
The third chapter is an interim chapter, duly entitled "A Brief Schillebeeckx
Intermezzo." The title is an adaptation of a brief chapter in Schillebeeckx's own
book, entitled Ministry. The chapter in Ministry, entitled "A Brief Hermeneutical
Intermezzo," deals with hermeneutics as a method for understanding historical
texts such as the Bible. The chapter is of interest as it is Schillebeeckx's
hermeneutical method which the present research intends to adopt for the purpose
of developing an Asian contextual theology. The hermeneutical method, which
seeks to explore the relevance of the faith in contemporary culture while ensuring
its faithfulness to tradition, emphasizes the importance of a mutually critical
correlation between the Christian tradition and contemporary experience. The
social setting and living historical context constitute an important source for
doing theology. The third chapter, therefore, begins by looking at these settings
and contexts, especially in light of the development of Schillebeeckx's own
theology. This includes an exploration of the social and ecclesial contexts
surrounding Schillebeeckx's formation and development, as well as the principal
theological and philosophical influences in his life. In this regard, the chapter
looks at Dutch Catholicism and the Dutch Church, as well as the renewal in the
universal Church during the period leading up to the Second Vatican Council.
It is noted that just as the universal Church was undergoing a transformation in
the 1960s, which provided the impetus for the eventual renewal of the Dutch
Church, Schillebeeckx himself was also undergoing a transformation in his own
approach to doing theology during the same period. One of the first results of
this transformation was explicated in Schillebeeckx's monumental work on
Christology, which was to later appear in three volumes. The second and main
part of the third chapter examines this Ckristological Trilogy, especially on how
he addresses most of the critical Christological and ecclesiological issues raised
by the Vatican Declaration Dominus lesus. These explorations provide the
necessary background and context for understanding the hermeneutical method
which Schillebeeckx employs. An investigation into this hermeneutical method
is the task of a later chapter.
Meantime, the fourth chapter is yet another interim chapter, but with the
focus shifted onto Asia. Its aim is to explore the context and background in
which the proposed Asian contextual theology would develop. The historical,
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secular and intra-ecclesia factors which have influenced the development of the
Church in Asia are looked at, especially with reference to her evangelizing
mission. This is accomplished by investigating the foundation and programs of
the Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences (FABC), the only institution
which can rightly claim to represent the Catholic Church in Asia. It is noted that
while the FABC is a federation of the episcopal conferences, most of its
programs involve representatives from a cross-section of the Asian Church,
including members of the laity. A glimpse into FABC's life, vision and praxis
can thus be regarded as a glimpse into Asian Catholicism in its most
representative form. The documents and statements which issue from FABC are
in the main authored with the help of the best of Asian theologians. A study of
these documents and statements constitute the major part of the chapter. Its aim
it to discern how the Asian Church responds to the issues and concerns raised by
the Vatican Declaration Dominus lesus. This can also be regarded as the
response of the Asian Church's "academic magisterium" of the theological
community to Dominus lesus. The fourth chapter is thus entitled "FABC and
Asian Theology." An analysis of the explorations reveals that the theology which
FABC espouses seems to correlate more withSchillebeeckx's than with Dominus
lesus'. This is despite the fact that Schillebeeckx's theology developed within
a Western context -- as did Dominus lesus'— while FABC's theology developed
within an Asian context. For example, the recurring themes of human beings as
co-creators and stewards, as well as of discipleship after the model of the "human
Jesus" or Jesus as "personally human," as well as the ultra-significance of the
theology of the Kingdom of God, the basileia tou Theou, abound in
Schillebeeckx's as well as in FABC's theology. Schillebeeckx's, whose theology
employs the "creation faith" as basis, resonates well with the FABC's
employment of the notion of "harmony" as guiding principle for its theological
enterprise. Likewise, Schillebeeckx's insistence on the principle of extra
mundum nulla salus chimes in extremely well with FABC's theology which
insists on discipleship^as in the service of life on earth.
The fifth chapter integrates the findings of the earlier chapters as it looks
specifically at the issue of theological method. It distinguishes clearly the three
approaches or theologies under investigation. The first is that of Dominus lesus,
the second is that of Schillebeeckx, and the third is that of the FABC. These are
the three theologies explored in the first four chapters in relation to the way they
address the issues of the present research, namely, the theological questions
raised by the Vatican document Dominus lesus. The fifth chapter takes this
investigation a step further by comparing the convergences and/or divergences
between these three approaches of theology. The chapter engages in what can be
regarded as a "dialogue of theologies." This dialogue examines first the
theological method employed by Dominus lesus, which is identified as an
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expression of Neo-Scholastic thinking. It then examines Schillebeeckx's,
identifying it as employing the hermeneutical-critical method. Finally, the
chapter examines FABC's thinking, whose method is dialogical in orientation
and therefore called a "theology of dialogue." The chapter, which begins with
a "dialogue of theologies," ends with a discussion on the "theology of dialogue."
Chapter Five is therefore entitled "From Dialogue of Theologies to Theology of
Dialogue." The comparative study reveals that, as far as the issues and questions
raised by Dominus lesus are concerned, it is the Asian Church which should be
at the fore-front in addressing the new challenges posed by the phenomenon of
religious pluralism to the Christian faith. It is an Asian "problem," as it were,
and so is best addressed by the Asian Church through a method dear to Asia,
namely, the method of "dialogue." This method, which insists that theology has
to be done through the process and in the spirit of dialogue, culminates with
guidelines which are facilitative of dialogue. The Theology of Dialogue,
therefore, is at once a theology which begins with dialogue and ends with the call
for dialogue. It is a theology capable of addressing the issues of inculturation,
interreligious dialogue and integral liberation all at once. It is theology which
emphasizes the hermeneutics of graduality, the hermeneutical spiral, the
hermeneutics of praxis and the hermeneutics of pluralism. Such a theology
insists that dialogue has to be "done" and begins by taking seriously the lived
reality of the people and the context of their world and culture.
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All around us we see how the plurality of testimonies and truth claims
causes undoubtedly deep tensions between religions. But at the same time
it poses a pervasive challenge to find ways and structures which make it
possible for us to live peacefully and in dignity with each other in one and
the same world, with the truth of being human as common focus of all
religiosity.
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Vatican Declaration Dominus Jesus, which was issued on 5 September
2000 to inform Roman Catholic Christians about their position amidst
other religions, and by placing the document in the context of Asian
Christianity
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