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INTRODUCTION

"The contribution of the FABC, since its founding in 1970, to
the renewal of the local Churches throughout Asia, is truly
remarkable. As one searches the FABC documents and imbibes
their creative and inspiring spirit, one discovers the great breadth,
hope and courage they represent.... Indeed, the spirit of the Sec-
ond Vatican Council is 'alive and well' in the Asia of the Third
Millennium."

These few sentences taken from For All the Peoples of Asia
IIT accurately describe the "Asian Pentecost" that has been emerg-
ing and blossoming over the last three decades. Numerous
articles, books, studies and doctoral theses have explored the wide
variety of diverse themes inherent in the ever-expanding corpus
of FABC theological reflection.

A Reference and Resource Paper also for the Eighth FABC Plenary Assembly.



This Paper includes three thematic presentations by one au-
thor on specific topics relevant to the ongoing life of Christian
communities in Asia. The selected bibliographies attached to each
essay are not limited only to the paper itself; they are designed,
using 40-50 authors and sources, to be a current panorama of
some of the best literature on the specific subject under discussion.

The first essay presents the theology of local Church, based
on FABC sources; it includes a thematic recapitulation by an
eminent Asian theologian. The second presentation captures the
Church's growth in interreligious dialogue; FABC consistently
identifies dialogue as the "distinctive mode" of mission in the
Asian continent (FABC V: 4.1). The final essay explores the ques-
tion of "conversion" and its proper place in the Church's mission
today; the topic is explored from a "paschal perspective."

It is the hope of the author that these three modest essays
may contribute to a deeper appreciation of the "Pathways of the
Spirit" in the dynamic life of the local Churches in Asia. JHK*
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I. THE THEOLOGY OF LOCAL CHURCH
FABC Perspectives

Explore any major document that has emerged from the re-
flection of the Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences (FABC)
during its three-decade existence. and you will find creative in-
sights on the local Church in the Asian context. Historically, it
was the 1970 Asian pastoral visit of Pope Paul VI that gave the
impetus for the local Churches to begin formulating a vision of
Church and mission adequate to the "new world being born" in
Asia in the post-colonial period. They asked themselves: "How
would local faith-communities respond to the grace that was the
Second Vatican Council? How would the Churches incarnate a
decisive "turning to history," and a "turning to the Gospel" within
history, "for all the peoples of Asia"?

AN EMERGING THEOLOGY. Consistent, prolonged, pas-
toral and theological reflection on the Church and her mission of
evangelization has enabled the FABC to articulate an overall vi-
sion that captures what "being Church in Asia today" truly means.
The insights have grown out of a belief that the Spirit was speak-
ing to the Churches. Without doubt, many creative FABC
ecclesiological insights center on the meaning, theology, and the
lived experience of local Church.

FABC pastoral-theological reflection is decidedly inductive,
emerging from life's concrete realities. Therefore, an ecclesiology
with local Church as its focal point most adequately captures the
hopes and aspirations of local peoples. As the community of
Jesus' disciples in Asia, the Church consistently links her iden-
tity with Asia's peoples and their life situations. She seeks to be-
in fact —not only in theory —the "Church of the poor," and the
"Church of the young." She shares the vicissitudes of the "Church
of silence" in several parts of Asia. Her pastoral priorities con-
cern the displaced (refugees and migrants), women and the girl-
child, youth, families, the poor, the followers of Asia's great reli-
gious traditions. She actively fosters increasing communion
among Asia's local Churches in filial oneness with the See of Peter,
which presides over the universal Church in love, She promotes
authentic catholicity.



In a word, the theological thematic of local Church provides
an appropriate, integrating center for the life of Asia's faith-
communities. This fact helps explain why internationally some
of the very best theological reflection on local Church has emerged
in Asia and through the FABC. Telling the story of local Church
in Asian/FABC theological reflection — with all its depth, richness,
and inspiration—is the central focus of this modest essay.
Methodologically, this presentation of FABC material on the lo-
cal Church is unfolded chronologically; the format lends itself
to greater clarity. In addition, quoting the FABC materials di-
rectly and extensively avoids diluting the freshness, creativity,
and insightfulness of the original documents.

FABC I. The First FABC Plenary Assembly was held in
Taipei, Taiwan in April 1974; it focused on the theme: "Evange-
lization in Modern Day Asia." (It was also a preparation for the
Synod on Evangelization to be held in Rome later that same year.)
The Asian Churches through their bishops defined the central
and most urgent mission duty incumbent upon them: "The pri-
mary focus of our task of evangelization, then, at this time in our
history, is the building up of a truly local church. For the local
church is the realization and the enfleshment of the Body of Christ
in a given people, a given place and time" (FABC I, 9-10).

"It is not a community in isolation from other communities
of the Church one and catholic. Rather it seeks communion with
all of them. With them it professes the one faith, shares the one
Spirit and the one sacramental life. In a special way it rejoices
in its communion and filial oneness with the See of Peter, which
presides over the universal Church in love" (FABC I, 11).

"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-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. It seeks to
share in whatever truly belongs to that people: its meanings and
its values, its aspirations, its thoughts and its language, its songs
and its artistry. Even its frailties and failings it assumes, so that



they too may be healed. For so did God's Son assume the totality
of our fallen human condition (save only for sin) so that He might
make it truly His own, and redeem it in His paschal mystery"
(FABC I, 12).

ASIAN COLLOQUIUM ON MINISTRIES IN THE
CHURCH. Three years later in 1977, during the Asian Collo-
quium on Ministries in the Church (ACMC) held in Hong Kong,
the theme of local church received another impetus: "...the deci-
sive new phenomenon for Christianity in Asia will be the emer-
gence of genuine Christian communities in Asia— Asian in their
way of thinking, praying, living, communicating their own Christ-
experience to others. The consequences will be tremendous, not
only for the ministries the Asian Churches will have to perform,
but also for all aspects of their life. We should beware of seeing
our future mission in categories that belong to the past, when the
West shaped the Churches' history. If the Asian Churches do
not discover their own identity, they will have no future" (ACMC
14).

"Each local Church is determined by her human context and
lives in a dialectical relationship with the human society into
which she is inserted as the Gospel leaven.... Each local Church,
in order to be viable, needs to become fully responsible and must
have the legitimate autonomy which her natural and harmoni-
ous growth demands" (ACMC 25).

"Asian Churches then must become truly Asian in all things.
The principle of indigenization and inculturation is at the very
root of their coming into their own. The ministry of Asian
Churches, if it is to be authentic, must be relevant to Asian
societies. This calls on the part of the Churches for originality,
creativity and inventiveness, for boldness and courage" (ACMC
26).

"Since Christ's mission is universal, all local Churches are
called to live in communion with each other. This bond of unity,
visibly expressed in the college of bishops presided over by the
Bishop of Rome, implies that the search of each Church for min-
istries adapted to her needs is subject to verification and testing



by the other Churches. In this bond of union lies the guarantee of
the true apostolicity and catholicity of each local Church" (ACMC
27).

FABC II. The Second FABC Plenary Assembly (Calcutta,
India, 1978) was organized around the theme: "Prayer —The Life
of the Church of Asia." The bishops-delegate noted that an im-
portant motive for their assembly was "to deepen our knowledge
of our local churches" (FABC 11, 1), And they addressed "the tasks
which the carrying-out of the mission of the Church in Asia
demands: commitment to the upbuilding of Asian communities
in the life of the Gospel, to inculturation of Christian faith and
life, to the endeavor for total human development and authentic
liberation of peoples in justice and love, to interreligious dialogue
and to renewed missionary formation" (FABC I1, 3).

INTERNATIONAL MISSION CONGRESS. The successful
International (though predominantly Asian) Mission Congress
(IMC) held in 1979 in Manila once again strongly affirmed the
centrality of the local Church for a "new age of mission" in Asia.

"What is the newness of this 'new age of mission'"? First, the
realization in practice that 'mission’ is no longer, and can no longer
be, a one-way movement from the 'older churches' to the 'younger
churches,' from the churches of the old Christendom to the churches
in the colonial lands. Now — as Vatican II already affirmed with all
clarity and force —every local church is and cannot be but missionary.
Every local church is 'sent' by Christ and the Father to bring the
Gospel to its surrounding milieu, and to bear it also into all the world.
For every local church this is a primary task. Hence we are moving
beyond both the vocabulary and the idea of 'sending churches' and
'receiving churches,' for as living communities of the one Church of
Jesus Christ, every local church must be a sending church, and ev-
ery local church (because it is not on earth ever a total realization of
the Church) must also be a receiving church. Every local church is
responsible for its mission, and co-responsible for the mission of all
its sister-churches. Every local church, according to its possibilities,
must share whatever its gifts are, for the needs of other churches,
for mission throughout [hu]mankind, for the life of the world"
(IMC 14).



"Once again, what is the newness of this 'new age of mission'?
We believe that the Spirit of the Lord calls each people and each
culture to its own fresh and creative response to the Gospel. Each
local church has its own vocation in the one history of salvation,
in the one Church of Christ. In each local church, each people's
history, each people's culture, meanings and values, each people's
traditions are taken up, not diminished nor destroyed, but cel-
ebrated and renewed, purified, if need be, and fulfilled (as the
Second Vatican Council teaches) in the life of the Spirit" (IMC
15).

Two workshop papers (V and VII) of the Manila Mission
Congress spoke eloquently of the local Church. The participants
of Workshop VII noted: "We recognize that the local church is
the center and source of evangelization" (1). "Just as it is the
responsibility of the Christian to work for the growth and devel-
opment of the local church, in the same way he must become
aware of his responsibility toward churches in other parts of the
world" (9). This means: "Each local church is co-responsible with
its sister churches everywhere, Rome being the foundation and
center, for the building up of the kingdom of God throughout the
world" (9).

The same document of Workshop VII affirms that "Mission-
aries from sister churches are not only living signs of the univer-
sality of the Church and the existence of co-responsibility, but
because of their different cultural and Christian background, they
enrich and fruitfully challenge the local church. The local church
should welcome, accept and help integrate them into its life" (10).

FABC III. The Third FABC Plenary Assembly (Bangkok,
Thailand, 1982) chose "The Church-A Community of Faith in
Asia" as its central theme. Again, one finds enlightening words
on the local Church. The final FABC III statement noted: "We
have seen ... how the local church must be a community of graced
communion rooted in the life of the Trinity, a community of
prayer and contemplation, and of sacramental celebration and
life centered around the Eucharist. It must be defined by its life
of faithful discipleship in the Gospel, patterned on the Paschal
Mystery of Jesus, 'a community for others." We have realized



that genuine participation and co-responsibility must be essen-
tial elements of its existence, and theological reflection and dis-
cernment integral components of its life. It is a community which
strives to remain in unfeigned unity with its pastors, within the
bonds of local and universal communion in the one Church"
(FABC I11, 15).

THESES ON THE LOCAL CHURCH. The centrality of
the local Church in the theological-missiological thought in the
Asian area is highlighted by the FABC commitment to study the
question in depth. The FABC has promoted indigenous Asian
theological reflection since its early years; the formal establish-
ment of the Theological Advisory Commission (TAC) of the FABC
came in the 1980s. A five-year period of extensive study and con-
sultation culminated in a comprehensive document entitled "The-
ses on the Local Church: A Theological Reflection in the Asian
Context" (TLC). This is one of the longest documents ever pro-
duced by the TAC (well over 50 closely printed pages); it was
released in January 1991. In the opinion of this author, world-
wide it is probably the best and most comprehensive document to
date on local Church.

The FABC-TAC document on the local Church contains sev-
eral sections. After a lengthy contextualized introduction and
clarification of terms, the fifteen theses are presented in two the-
matic sections: "Biblical Foundations" (Theses 1-4); and "The
Birth, Life and Mission of the Local Church" (Theses 5-15). Next,
a concluding section follows; finally, a wide variety of practical
"Pastoral Corollaries and Recommendations" are presented. Some
salient quotes serve to capture the spirit of this insightful piece
of Asian theological reflection on the local Church.

"Already, as we have noted, the First Plenary Assembly of
the FABC spoke of building up of the local Church as the present
focus of the Church's mission in Asia. That discernment remains
valid today [1991].... More and more, the local Churches in Asia
must see themselves as responsible agents for the self-realization
of the Church" (TLC: C, 3-4).

"We see the emergence of the world of the Third Millennium



already upon us.... Whether the Gospel shall be present in this
new age with its unpredictable turnings and its manifold diver-
sity will depend greatly on whether local Churches fulfill their
vocation in the historic moment which is now upon them. We
grasp something of the significance of local Church and
inculturation in this context; those who cannot understand this
fail to resonate with the signs of our time, and the heartbeat of
our peoples" (TLC: C, 5).

"We must surely be grateful that we experience today the 'rush
of the Spirit' in our Churches. For it is a privileged moment for
local theological reflection and discernment, for the gathering and
spending of energies, for the upbuilding of authentic local
Churches in our part of the world.... We can only pray that we
may listen and be obedient to the Spirit, that we may be guided
by his creative power and be filled by the commitment and cour-
age which are his gifts" (TLC: C, 6-7).

FABC V. Most major documents of the FABC refer explic-
itly to the role of the local Church in mission and evangelization.
The Fifth Plenary FABC Assembly held in Bandung, Indonesia
(July 1990), with the theme "Journeying Together toward the
Third Millennium," added new clarity and focus by asserting that
it is the local Church which is "the acting subject of mission."

"The renewal of our sense of mission will mean ... that the
acting subject of mission is the local church living and acting in
communion with the universal Church. It is the local churches
and communities which can discern and work out (in dialogue
with each other and with other persons of goodwill) the way the
Gospel is best proclaimed, the Church set up, the values of God's
Kingdom realized in their own place and time. In fact, it is by
responding to and serving the needs of the peoples of Asia that
the different Christian communities become truly local churches"
(FABC YV, 3.3.1).

"This local church, which is the acting subject of mission, is
the people of God in a given milieu, the whole Christian commu-
nity —laity, Religious and clergy. It is the whole diocese, the parish,
the Basic Ecclesial Community and other groups. Their time has
come for Asia" (FABC V, 3.3.2).



FABC VI. The Sixth FABC Plenary Assembly, held in Manila,
Philippines in 1995 in conjunction with the visit of Pope John
Paul IT for the World Youth Day, summarized key themes of the
25-year history of FABC. The final statement entitled "Chris-
tian Discipleship in Asia Today: Service to Life" noted that: "The
overall thrust of activities in recent years has been to motivate the
Churches of 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, 3). "It is the
Spirit of Jesus that creates the [Church as a] disciple-community"
(FABC VI, 14).

Many are the challenges of being an authentic local Church
in Asia. Asian Catholics admit: "We may hesitate because we
are a minority group. Indeed we are a little flock in Asia. But it
is from this position of weakness that God's gift of divine life in
Jesus Crucified, the power and wisdom of God, is most signifi-
cant" (FABC VI, 14.3). Most local Churches in Asia continually
discover and live their identities as minorities within their na-
tional societies.

ASIAN SYNOD ECHOES FABC THEMES. A short
excursus provides interesting insights into key FABC themes
about local Church that resounded in the Special Assembly for
Asia of the Synod of Bishops ("Asian Synod") held in Rome from
April 19-May 14, 1998. As Cardinal Stephen Kim Sou-hwan of
Korea greeted the Holy Father and the Synod participants in his
opening address on April 20, he described the realities of Asia
which "is made up not of various nations but, one may say, many
worlds."

Kim noted the endeavors and accomplishments of the FABC
"for the past 27 years"; in building up a truly local Church in
Asia "continual and quite serious efforts have been made to lis-
ten to, learn from, and reflect and act upon today's lived Asian
realities in faith and prayer. And, we have felt called to an ever
renewed self-understanding of the Church and her mission, not
so much from abstract thought, but in the face of given pastoral
situations and their exigencies" (OR-EE: April 29, 1998: §5).

Bishop Josef Suwatan, MSC, of Indonesia asserted that the
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"peoples of Asia need the witness of 'being Church'." He pointed
out how "the Fifth Plenary Assembly of FABC in 1990 in Bandung
speaks about 'a new way of being Church' in Asia, as a 'commun-
ion of communities'." He reiterated: "Note well, it speaks about
'being' Church!" (OR-EE: April 29, 1998: 15). Again, Archbishop
Petrus Turang of Indonesia echoed the same theme and focused
on the growth of the local Churches: "The Churches of Asia need
to take advantage of the vision of a new way of being Church"
(OR-EE: May 20, 1998: 8). This new approach will also achieve,
according to Bishop John Cummins, "the desired communion
among local Churches"; this means accepting "the Federation of
Asian Bishops' Conferences as a vehicle to do this" (OR-EE: May
20, 1998: 13).

The missionary dimension of the local Churches of Asia
emerged strongly in the Synod. Father Edward Malone, FABC
Assistant Secretary General, emphasized several crucial points:
"Asian Christians and local Churches have a deep sense of grati-
tude for the gift of faith.... With the renewal of ecclesiology a
wide variety of mission initiatives must necessarily emerge from
within each local Church...." Concretely, specific actions must
help promote "the emergence of missionary local Churches"; thus,
"pastoral care is not to derail the local Church's mission effort";
and "the actual foundation of Asian-born missionary societies is
to be fostered in each local Church" (OR-EE: May 13, 1998: 14).

Several Synod interventions focused on the challenges of this
FABC-inspired "new way of being Church." Bishop Pakiam of
Malaysia captured the essence of this commitment to "be witnesses
of the Gospel as a community of the local Church in a multiracial,
multicultural, multilinguistic country"; note that this descrip-
tion reflects the reality of most Asian countries. Bishop Pakiam
recommended following FABC directions so that local Churches
become "a communion of communities, a participatory Church,
a dialoguing and prophetic Church" (OR-EE: June 17, 1998: 8).

In the final session of the Synod on May 13, Cardinal Darmaatmadja
of Indonesia again referred to the task of "being Church in Asia."
For him all local Churches must struggle to be "a Church with an
Asian 'face' [and an] Asian appearance"; they must avoid ap-
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pearing "foreign to Asia's traditions and cultures" (OR-EE: June
17, 1998: 10-11). In a word, they must emerge as truly local
Churches!

FABC THEMES IN ECCLESIA IN ASIA. The Apostolic
Exhortation Ecclesia in Asia, promulgated by Pope John Paul II
in New Delhi, India on November 6, 1999, echoed the ecclesiology
of the Asian Synod Fathers of the FABC region. Although the
document develops the "ecclesiology of communion" extensively,
significant insights on the local Churches of Asia are found within
the papal exhortation.

Ecclesia in Asia notes that "the Synod Fathers were well aware
of the pressing need of the local Churches in Asia to present the
mystery of Christ according to their cultural patterns and ways
of thinking" (20h). It is necessary that "each local Church should
become what the Synod Fathers called a 'participatory Church,’
a Church, that is, in which all live their proper vocation and per-
form their proper role" (25b). The pope's exhortation praises the
Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences by name, because it
has "helped to foster union among the local Churches," and has
"provided venues for cooperation in resolving pastoral problems"
(26Db).

In Ecclesia in Asia Pope John Paul II identifies important
responsibilities of the local Churches in Asia: "where possible
the local Churches in Asia should promote human rights activi-
ties on behalf of women" (34g); "local Churches, for their part,
need to foster awareness of the ideal of the religious and conse-
crated life, and promote such vocations" (44c¢); mission is the
task of each local Church, and the pope recommends "the estab-
lishment within each local Church of Asia, where such do not
exist, of missionary societies of apostolic life, characterized by
their special commitment to the mission ad gentes, ad exteros and
ad vitam" (444).

John Paul II continues: "the local Churches in Asia, in com-
munion with the Successor of Peter, need to foster greater com-
munion of mind and heart through close cooperation among them-
selves" (24d); while unity in the Church is essential, it also re-
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spects "the legitimate diversity of the local Churches and the va-
riety of cultures and peoples with which they are in contact" (25a).

FABC VII. The Seventh FABC Plenary Assembly, the first
major Church gathering of the Jubilee Year 2000, was held in
Samphran, Thailand, January 3-12, 2000. The assembly of 193
participants (cardinals, bishops, clergy, religious, and laity) ex-
plored the theme: "A Renewed Church in Asia: A Mission of
Love and Service." Once again, the integrating theology of local
Church came to the fore in the final statement.

The participants asserted: "from the depths of Asia's hopes
and anxieties, we hear the call of the Spirit to the local churches
in Asia. It is a call to renewal, to a renewed mission of love and
service. It is a call to the local churches to be faithful to Asian
cultural, spiritual and social values, and thus to be truly
inculturated local churches" (FABC VII: Introduction).

The assembly reflected: "The thirty-year history of the FABC
has been a concerted series of movements toward a renewed
Church." Of the eight movements noted, one pivotal initiative
has been the "movement toward a 'truly local Church,' toward a
Church 'incarnate in a people, a Church indigenous and
inculturated'." The assembly statement boldly affirmed: "This is
the vision of a renewed Church that the FABC has developed
over the past thirty years. It is still valid today" (FABC VII: 1-
A).

THEMATIC RECAPITULATION. This presentation has
briefly sketched the development of reflection on the local Church
in Asia over the past three decades. The eminent Asian
theologian, Catalino G. Arévalo, SJ, has reflected on the growth
of Asian local Churches in the Jahrbuch fiir Kontextuelle
Theologien 1995 [1995 Yearbook of Contextual Theologies]. His
insights in this document are worthy of extensive citation.

He notes that since the renewal of Vatican II "the Church in
the FABC region was seeking increasingly to 'become Church'....
It was an exciting time to awaken minds and hearts of Asian
Christians to the real endeavor of the 'self-realization of the
Church' (31). Arévalo asserts: "For me, behind the desire for
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constructing local theologies [ecclesiologies] lies the 'dream of
catholicity.' The catholicity of the Church has been a passion, in
a way, in my mind and heart since my first contacts with
ecclesiology.... It is a consequence of Incarnation and Paschal
Mystery; it is the meaning of Pentecost, that (rightly understood)
the realization of catholicity is the meaning of the Church's mis-
sion" (32).

Arévalo continues: "That means that every people, every
place in Asia, has a vocation to the realization of the catholicity
of the Church. Christ is 'not yet complete' until all of humanity,
each part of it, has made its contribution to the 'Christ of all
peoples.' Every people has its gifts and riches, and the Father
has a place for all these gifts, in the Kingdom, in the Body of His
Son. Equality and participation are a calling for each people in
the human family. Until each people has made the contribution
to the Church's unity-in-diversity, which it has a right and duty
to make, the work of mission of the Church has not been ful-
filled" (32-33).

"My growing conviction has been that each place and region
in Asia has to make its specific contribution to the mosaic which
constitutes the catholicity of the Church, which in my mind is
one of the most important principles of our faith. Every people
has a right to find its place within the church. Every local church
can only contribute to this dream of catholicity when it is given a
status of equality and participation, because every people in the
eyes of the Father is equal to all the others and has a right to be
loved for themselves and for the gifts and particular contribu-
tion it can make" (33).

"Catholicity implies that we all have need of one another.
That is the ultimate meaning of local church for me. A local
church is never a means in itself, but in equality and participa-
tion every local church helps to bring forth the catholic commun-
ion as the ultimate aim of being church" (34).

"The Church catholic is a communion of local churches.
Every local Church is a Church in a given time and place, but it
is also in communion, both diachronically and synchronically,
with the Church in all times and in all the world. Unless every
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local Church shares in the koinonia that is the Church universal,
in true equality, in authentic participation, in the interchange of
gifts and blessings, the dream of catholicity has not yet been
realized. It is part of our deepest duty, as Catholics especially,
to help bring this to pass" (34).

An interviewer framed this question for Arévalo: "You con-
centrate on the local Church in Asia as the operative agent of
mission; ... do you see Asian local Churches living up to the ideal
that every local Church is called to be a missionary, called to be
a 'sending Church'?" (35).

Arévalo responded: "On the local Church, this I believe must
be said again and again: the concrete, operative meaning of
inculturation is the process of letting the local Church be the lo-
cal Church, assuming responsibility, within the koinonia of all
the Churches in the catholica, to 'realize itself' in its own life and
mission.... Until the local Churches see their own self-realiza-
tion as their duty and task, and strive to bring this about, they
have not yet 'become Church' in the truest, fullest sense. Yet
here in Asia, we are still a long way from that!" (35).

"The operative center of the Church's mission today is the
local Church; it must discern for its own time and place what
the concrete tasks of its own mission are.... We will make every
effort at a renewed evangelization, but one that is truly inculturated
and integral (in all dimensions of our common life). Most of our
local communities are far from accomplishing these objectives"
(35).

Arévalo continues in an optimistic vein: "The past twenty
years of the common journey of the Asian Bishops in FABC have
been years of growth for our local churches, hopefully 'in wisdom,
age and grace.' In the years ahead the tasks discerned for mis-
sion remain in front of us as challenges which we have only be-
gun to meet. Their doing remains" (FABC Papers 57b: 20).

CONCLUSION. The experience of the pilgrim local
Churches in Asia since Vatican II has been an exciting and in-
spiring faith-journey. It has been an experience in ecclesiogenesis,
the birthing and development of local Churches. It has verified



the ancient adage that the Church is always in via, on the road,
in process —as she awaits her Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. The
road has not been a well-trodden path; Asian Churches are mak-
ing the pilgrim way in the very process of walking it —under the
guidance 6f the befriending Spirit. Asian Christians are enthusi-
astic pilgrim-disciples; a renewed local Church for a new world
is being born in Asia.

Local Churches, full of vitality through faith and the power
of the Holy Spirit, will engage in reading the "signs of the times"
(GS 4) and responding to concrete social, political, economic,
religious and cultural realities. They will foster their own inner
life (inculturated faith) and be better equipped to dialogue with
other Christians (ecumenism) and the followers of other faith tra-
ditions (interreligious dialogue). In short, they will experience
self-actualization and "see themselves as responsible agents for
the self-realization of the Church" (TLC: C-4). They will expe-
rientially know that they are "the acting subject of mission"
(FABC V, 3.3.1). They will rejoice in their "new way of being
Church" (FABC VI, 3).

Each local Church in Asia has received abundant and diverse
gifts from the Holy Spirit. Each Church is to give freely because
it has received freely (cf. Mt. 10:8). In this manner each local
Church contributes to the realization of the catholicity of the
Church. To cite Arévalo: "Unless every local Church shares in
the koinonia that is the Church universal, in true equality, in
authentic participation, in the interchange of gifts and blessings,
the dream of catholicity has not yet been realized. It is part of
our deepest duty, as Catholics especially, to help bring this to
pass" (Jahrbuch: 34). Thus, the entire Church becomes, as noted
by Vatican II, the corpus ecclesiarum (LG 23), the body of the
Churches, the corporate body of local Churches.

The Church catholic is a communion of local Churches; the
Church catholic is built upon the "principle of communion" as
John Paul II noted in his message to the Catholics of China, from
Manila, in January of 1995 (OR-EE: January 18, 1995: 1). Or
again, in the Catholic experience, the more that each local Church
becomes truly inculturated, indigenized and localized, the more



this same Church through the power of the Holy Spirit becomes
universal. And, the dream of vibrant local Churches within an
authentic catholicity continues to grow and take on flesh. Chris-
tians frequently meditate on the wondrous mystery that in the
power of the Spirit the Church is for believers donum Dei atque
officium nostri, at one and the same time, both God's gift and
our task!
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II. THE CHURCH'S DIALOGUE COMMITMENT
Interreligious Dialogue Milestones

Addressing the entire Church "at the beginning of the new
millennium" which opens "a new stage of the Church's journey,"
Pope John Paul II presented pivotal areas of Church life requir-
ing that she "take up her evangelizing mission with fresh enthu-
siasm" (1, 2). The purpose of the Pope's Novo Millennio Ineunte
(January 6, 2001) focused on enabling the Church to "shine ever
more brightly in the variety of her gifts and in her unity as she
journeys on" (3).

The Pope addresses more than three dozen individual sub-
ject areas in this apostolic letter. Most themes are discussed
rather briefly. However, five topics receive more lengthy treat-
ment —extending to three numbered sections. "Interreligious
Dialogue" is addressed in sections 54-56 under the heading "Dia-
logue and Mission." This comparatively lengthy treatment ap-
pears to emphasize the importance the pope allots to dialogue in
the Church's mission of integral evangelization.

John Paul II asks the faithful to consider "the great chal-
lenge of interreligious dialogue to which we shall still be com-
mitted in the new millennium, in fidelity to the teachings of the
Second Vatican Council.... This dialogue must continue.... [it]
will be especially important in establishing a sure basis for
peace.... The name of the one God must become increasingly what
it is: a name of peace and a summons to peace" (55). This Pope
has clearly renewed the Church's mandate to sincerely engage in
dialogue in fulfillment of her missionary vocation.

LOCAL CHURCH COMMITMENT. The Church in the
Philippines, in her discussions and documents connected with the
Jubilee Year and Church Renewal, reemphasized the importance
of interreligious dialogue. Two sources illustrate this fact; they
are: (a) the Pastoral Letter of the Catholic Bishops' Conference
of the Philippines (July 5, 2000) entitled: "'Missions' and the
Church in the Philippines"; and, (b) the Message of the Na-
tional Pastoral Consultation on Church Renewal (January 27,
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2001) entitled: "Behold I Make All Things New."

The Philippine bishops' "Mission Letter" notes: "Mission in
Asia will call for new consciousness and knowledge regarding
other religious traditions here in this continent in which almost
all the great religions of humanity have been born. One of the
'new things' of mission in Asia will be the demand for a deepened
understanding of other religious communities (specially the
Islamic), their religiosity and their theologies. Attitudes of genu-
ine respect and reverence for others' beliefs and spiritualities must
precede and accompany all interreligious dialogue and all mis-
sion" (IV, 6).

The January 2001 consultation on Church Renewal stated:
"We shall undertake our renewal efforts in fidelity to Jesus' will
for unity among believers. Rooted in Christ, we shall strive to
eradicate prejudices and to grow in deeper understanding and
appreciation of other ecclesial communities and religious
traditions, especially the followers of Islam. We shall engage in
a dialogue of life, faith, prayer and common action with them.
As a way to healing, reconciliation and national unity, we shall
encourage dialogue among all sectors of society" (7-H).

SIGNPOSTS ALONG THE DIALOGUE ROAD. The re-
newed dialogue commitment by the local Church at the turn of
the new millennium has an important history that is worthy of a
brief examination. The Church would never have arrived at its
present appreciation of dialogue without the innovations begun
by Pope John XXIII; in his call for aggiornamento and his con-
vocation of the Second Vatican Council he envisioned a wide and
encompassing renewal of the whole Church. Today, from the
vantage point of nearly four decades of experience after the close
of Vatican II in 1965, a keen observer can readily identify the
"path of dialogue" along which the Spirit has led Christians; lo-
cal Churches can readily discern a "mandate for dialogue" in re-
cent Church experience and reflection.

The Church's forty-year journey on the dialogue road reveals
key milestones where growth and understanding have been
achieved. Each milestone noted in this essay contains a brief
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description of the event itself, the progress it contributed, and
the paths it noted for future growth in dialogue. On the one hand,
the Church's milestones or signposts have been clear and
encouraging; however, on the other hand, the general Church
membership has been a reluctant pilgrim in walking the dialogue
road. This succinct overview of significant milestones aims to
encourage a fuller integration of dialogue within the Church's
mission and ministry, an objective that both recent popes and
local Churches have consistently promoted.

I. Secretariat for Non-Christians. On Pentecost (May 17)
1964, in the climate of the Second Vatican Council, Pope Paul VI
instituted the Secretariat for Non-Christians as an entity distinct
from the Sacred Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples.
Renamed the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue in
1988, it was to serve as an institutional sign and structure of the
Church's desire to meet and relate to the followers of other reli-
gious traditions of the world. Its task, as noted by Paul VI, was
"to search for methods and ways of opening a suitable dialogue
with non-Christians ... in order that non-Christians come to be
known honestly and esteemed justly by Christians, and that in
their turn non-Christians can adequately know and esteem Chris-
tian doctrine and life."

II. Encyclical: Ecclesiam Suam. Pope Paul VI published his
programmatic encyclical letter Ecclesiam Suam on August 6, 1964
(between the second and third sessions of Vatican IT). This "ma-
gna carta of dialogue" introduces the term "dialogue"; this is the
first time that the term is used in an encyclical (over half of the
document is devoted to a discussion of the need, source,
characteristics, modes, partners, challenges and goals of
dialogue): "The Church should enter into dialogue with the world
in which it exists and labors" (67). "The dialogue of salvation
was opened spontaneously on the initiative of God: He [God]
loved us first" (74). We "need to wait for the hour when God may
make our dialogue effective" (79).

"Dialogue is, then, a method of accomplishing the apostolic mis-
sion" (83). "The Church is not unaware of the formidable dimen-
sions of such a mission" (99). It is also directed towards "the
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followers of the great Afro-Asiatic religions" (111). We "recog-
nize and respect the moral and spiritual values of various non-
Christian religions, and we desire to join with them in promoting
and defending common ideals of religious liberty, human
brotherhood, good culture, social welfare and civil order" (112).

ITI. Second Vatican Council. Five documents of Vatican II
contain important elements for understanding the Church's role
vis-a-vis world religions (Nostra Aetate, Lumen Gentium, Ad
Gentes, Gaudium et Spes, and Dignitatis Humanae). Some gen-
eral themes are: the need to recognize within religions "elements
of truth and grace" (AG 9); "treasures which the bountiful God
has distributed among the nations of the earth" (AG 11); "a ray
of that Truth which enlightens all men" (NA 2); recognition of
the work of the Holy Spirit (GS 11; AG 4); the presence of trea-
sures of the ascetical and contemplative life (AG 15, 18); and the
presence of "Seeds of the Word" (LG 17; AG 11).

The Council promotes an attitude of profound respect toward
all world religions (AG 10), specifically primitive and traditional
religions (NA 2), Hinduism (NA 2), Buddhism (NA 2), Islam (NA
3; LG 16), and Judaism (NA 4; LG 16). It encourages dialogue
and collaboration (NA 2); it is through dialogue that Christians
can "receive the inspirations of the Spirit and follow them ar-
dently" (GS 92). The Council challenges all Christians: "we are
obliged to hold that the Holy Spirit offers everyone the possibil-
ity of sharing in the Paschal Mystery in a manner known to God"
(GS 22).

IV. FABC First Plenary Assembly. The Federation of Asian
Bishops' Conferences (FABC) met in Taipei, Taiwan (April 22-
27, 1974) to prepare for the international Synod on Evangelization.
Their landmark document Evangelization in Modern - Day Asia
spoke of "the integral preaching of the Gospel" (23), "the build-
ing up of a truly local church" (9), and the triple dialogue with
peoples, cultures, and religions (12). The Church in Asia espe-
cially needs to engage in "a dialogue with the great religious tra-
ditions of our peoples" (13), which are "significant and positive
elements in the economy of God's design of salvation" (14); "they
have been the treasury of the religious experience of our ances-
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tors" (14). "And how can we not acknowledge that God has drawn
our peoples to Himself through them?" (15). FABC recommended
the need to "evolve a working concept of evangelization that
embraces, as integral to that concept, genuine dialogue with the
great living religions of Asia" (3a).

V. Synod on Evangelization of the Modern World. The short
declaration at the end of the 1974 Synod proclaimed: "Confident
in the action of the Holy Spirit which overflows the bounds of
the Christian community, we wish to foster dialogue with non-
Christian religions, so that we may reach a better understanding
of the Gospel's newness and of the fullness of revelation; and thus
may be in a better position to show to others how the salvific
truth of God's love is fulfilled in Christ" (11).

VI. Apostolic Exhortation: Evangelii Nuntiandi. One year
after the Synod, Paul VI published Evangelii Nuntiandi (December
8, 1975). Evangelization is seen as the "vocation proper to the
Church, her deepest identity. She exists in order to evangelize"
(14). The understanding of evangelization in EN is a broad one:
"evangelizing means bringing the Good News into all the strata
of humanity" (18). "Any partial and fragmentary definition which
attempts to render the reality of evangelization in all its richness,
complexity and dynamism does so only at the risk of impoverish-
ing it and even of distorting it. It is impossible to grasp the con-
cept of evangelization unless one tries to keep in view all of its
essential elements" (17).

EN speaks of the Church's esteem and respect for non-Chris-
tian religions (53), because "they are the living expression of the
soul of vast groups of people ... they have taught generations of
people how to pray ... they are all impregnated with innumerable
'seeds of the Word'; and can constitute a true 'preparation for
the Gospel'." The Church needs "to offer to the missionaries of
today and of tomorrow new horizons in their contacts with non-
Christian religions" (53).

VII. Dialogue and Mission. On Pentecost (June 10) 1984,
the twentieth anniversary of the creation of the Secretariat for
Non-Christians, the Church published "The Attitude of the
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Church towards the Followers of Other Religions: Reflections
and Orientations on Dialogue and Mission." Approved by the
Pope, the document expressly places interreligious dialogue
within the purview of the Church's evangelizing mission: "dia-
logue finds its place within the Church's salvific mission; for this
reason it is a dialogue of salvation" (John Paul II: Introduction,
5; cf. Ecclesiam Suam 74).

The document gives interreligious dialogue a broad
definition: "It means not only discussion, but also includes all
positive and constructive interreligious relations with individu-
als and communities of other faiths which are directed at mutual
understanding and enrichment" (3). Its main concern is "the re-
lationship which exists between dialogue and mission" (5). The
document presents the five dimensions of integral mission / evan-
gelization and notes how they are understood "in the conscious-
ness of the Church as a single but complex and articulated real-
ity" (13). Both local Churches and missionaries are "responsible
for the totality of mission" (14), because "Christian mission em-
braces all these elements" (13). Four forms of dialogue are pre-
sented in detail (25-35).

VIII. World Day of Prayer for Peace at Assisi. In the con-
text of the International Year of Peace, on October 27, 1986, John
Paul II invited representatives of other Christian Churches and
Ecclesial Communities and of the major World Religions to come
on pilgrimage to Assisi to pray and fast for world peace. Ex-
plaining the event, John Paul II noted: "The event of Assisi can
be considered as a visible illustration, a concrete example, a
catechesis, intelligible to all, of what is presupposed and signi-
fied by the commitment to ecumenism and to interreligious dia-
logue which was recommended and promoted by the Second
Vatican Council” (7). He added: "Either we learn to walk together
in peace and harmony, or we drift apart and ruin ourselves and
others" (5).

IX. Theses on Interreligious Dialogue (FABC). In April 1987,
after two years of study and consultation by the Federation of
Asian Bishops' Conferences (FABC) Theological Advisory Com-
mission (TAC), the document Theses on Interreligious Dialogue:
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An Essay in Pastoral Theological Reflection was released. The
aim of the document was to "facilitate a new insight into the iden-
tity of the Church in a religiously pluralistic world and a renewal
of its mission" (0.9). The document presents a comprehensive
vision of interfaith dialogue in seven closely reasoned theses with
extensive commentary. They address important theological-
missiological questions, consistently asserting that dialogue "is
an integral dimension of the mission of the Church, which is the
sacrament of the Kingdom of God proclaimed by Jesus" (Thesis
2). This document is illustrative of the holistic FABC vision that
consistently identifies dialogue as the "distinctive mode" of mis-
sion in the Asian continent (FABC V: 4.1).

X. Encyclical; Redemptoris Missio, John Paul II's mission
encyclical, dated December 7, 1990, addresses the "Permanent
Validity of the Church's Missionary Mandate." Within the fourth
chapter "The Paths of Mission" a specific section addresses "Dia-
logue with our Brothers and Sisters of Other Religions" (55-57).
It is an exceedingly rich section: "Interreligious dialogue is a part
of the Church's evangelizing mission; ... dialogue is not in oppo-
sition to mission ad gentes; indeed, it has special links with that
mission and is one of its expressions; ... the Church sees no con-
flict between proclaiming Christ and engaging in interreligious
dialogue" (55). "Each member of the faithful and all Christian
communities are called to practice dialogue.... I [John Paul II]
am well aware that many missionaries and Christian communi-
ties find in the difficult and often misunderstood path of dia-
logue their only way of bearing sincere witness to Christ and of-
fering generous service to others. I wish to encourage them..."
(57).

X1. Dialogue and Proclamation. On Pentecost (May 19) 1991
the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue and the Con-
gregation for the Evangelization of Peoples jointly issued "Dia-
logue and Proclamation: Reflections and Orientations on Inter-
religious Dialogue and the Proclamation of the Gospel of Jesus
Christ." The document explicitly affirms the holistic and inte-
gral nature of the evangelization process and mentions five prin-
cipal elements of mission (2). Discussing "the relationship be-
tween dialogue and proclamation" (4), the document quotes John
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Paul II; "Just as interreligious dialogue is one element in the
mission of the Church, the proclamation of God's saving work in
Our Lord Jesus Christ is another.... There can be no question of
choosing one and ignoring or rejecting the other" (6). "Both are
legitimate and necessary" (77).

There are many "signs of the times" (social, cultural, reli-
gious and political) and a religious sensitivity and attentiveness
is an important avenue to hear "the Spirit of God [who] is
speaking, teaching, and guiding" (78). "All Christians are called
to be personally involved in these two ways of carrying out the
one mission of the Church, namely proclamation and dialogue"
(82). "Yet more than tasks to be accomplished, dialogue and proc-
lamation are graces to be sought in prayer" (89).

XII. Continental Synods and Apostolic Exhortations. As part
of the celebration of the Jubilee Year 2000, John Paul II con-
voked a series of continental synods. In those areas of the world
where a variety of religious traditions are found and form an in-
tegral dimension of people's indigenous culture and faith, inter-
religious dialogue necessarily became a key dimension in under-
standing the Church's presence and ministry.

On the Feast of the Triumph of the Holy Cross (September
14) 1995, John Paul II released the Post-Synodal Apostolic
Exhortation, Ecclesia in Africa. In reference to dialogue (65-67),
the document notes: "Commitment to dialogue must also embrace
all Muslims of good will" (66). "With regard to African tradi-
tional religion, a serene and prudent dialogue will be able ... to
foster the assimilation of positive values.... They can be seen as
a preparation for the Gospel.... The adherents of African tradi-
tional religion should therefore be treated with great respect and
esteem, and all inaccurate and disrespectful language should be
avoided" (67). This is a task given to the Church in Africa in
fulfillment of "her evangelizing mission towards the year 2000"

(8).

The Church in Asia (home to more than 85% of the world's
non-Christians) celebrated the "Asian Synod" in 1998; the final
apostolic exhortation Ecclesia in Asia was released on November
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