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THEOLOGIZING AT THE SERIVCE OF LIFE

The Contextual Theological Methodology
of the Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences (FABC)
by
JonaTHAN YUN-KA TAN

Looking back at the 1970 Asian Bishops’ Meeting in Manila which
gave birth to the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences (FABC)', it
would certainly be an understatement to say that the FABC has made a
highly significant impact on the development, orientation and growth of
the spiritual and theological life of the Asian local churches during these
past thirty years (1970-2000). Writing in 1996, Stephen Bevans has ob-
served that “the FABC could look back on twenty-five years of activity
which had yielded an impressive body of documents that are incredibly

I am extremely grateful to Dr. Peter C. Phan, the Warren-Blanding Professor of
Religion & Culture at the Catholic University of America for his constructive criticisms
and valuable suggestions on this essay. All of the important documents of the Federa-
tion of Asian Bishops’ Conferences (FABC) have been collected and published in a
convenient two-volume collection; GAUDENCIO B. RosALES & C.G. AREVALO, eds., For
All the Peoples of Asia: Federation of Asian Bishops' Conferences Documents from
1970-1991 &arylmoll: Orbis Books, 1992, hereinafter referred to in this essay as FAPA
Vol. 1) and FrRANZ-JOSEF EILERS, ed., For All the Peoples of Asia. Volume 2: Federation
gﬂm‘an Bishops' Conferences Documents from 1992 to 1996 (Quezon City: Claretian

blications, 1997, hereinafter referred to in this essay as FAPA Vol. II). Unless other-
wise indicated, all references to the documents of the FABC are taken from this two-
volume collection.

! The Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences (FABC) is a transnational body
comprisin%;4 full members conferences: Bagfladesh. India, Indonesia, Japan, Korea,
Laos-Cambodia, Malaysia-Singapore-Brunei, eﬁranmmr (Burma), Pakistan, Philippines,
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Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Macau, Mongolia, Nepal, Siberia, Tadjikistan, Turkmenistan and
Uzbekistan. The FABC convenes in Plenary Assembly, the higﬂest body, with the partici-
pation of all presidents and delegates of member conferences once in every four years.

A brief overview of the hi 2 imqact and achievements ‘of the FABC may be
found in C.G. AREVALO, “The Time of Heirs”, in FAPA Vol. I, xv-xxii; and FELIX WILFRED,
“The Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences (FABC): Orientations, Challenges and
Impact”, in FAPA Vol. I, xxiii-xxx.
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rich, amazingly visionary, and truly worth careful reading and study’™.
These “impressive body of documents” are the result of seven Plenary
Assemblies*, consultations, congresses and colloquia’, several Bishops’
Institutes on Lay Apostolate (BILA), Missionary Apostolate (BIMA), In-
terreligious Affairs on the Theology of Dialogue (BIRA), Social Action
(BISA) and Social Communication (BISCOM) and the Faith Encounters
in Social Action (FEISA), as well as important position papers from the
FABC Office of Theological Concerns (formerly known as the FABC
Theological Advisory Commission). An Indian theologian, Felix Wil-
fred, has remarked that “the FABC has created horizontal communica-
tion between the bishops and the bishops’ conferences; it has fostered a
spirit of collegiality, communion and cooperation among them™,

While much has been written on the development, thematic orienta-
tions and impact of the theological endeavours of the FABC' and there-

* STEPHEN BEVANS, “Inculturation of Theology in Asia (The Federation of Asian
Bishupls_‘ Conferences, 1970-1995)”, Studia Missionalia 45 (1996) 2.

"To-date seven plenary assemblies have been held: FABC I: Evangelization in Mod-
emn Day Asia (Taipei, Taiwan, 1974), FABC II: Prayer — the Life of the Church in Asia
(Calcutta, India, 1978), FABC III: The Church — A Community of Faith in Asia

Bangkok, Thailand, 1982), FABC IV: The Vocation and Mission of the Laity in the

hurch and in the World of Asia (Tokyo, Japan, 1986), FABC V: Journeying Together To-
ward The Third Millennium (Bandung, Indonesia, 1990), FABC VI: Christian Discipleshi
in Asia Today: Service to Life (Manila, Philippines, 1995), and FABC VII: A Renew
Church in Asia on a Mission of Love and Service (Sampran, Thailand, January 2000),

* These include the Colloquia on Ministries in the Church (Hong Kong, 1977), Social
Doctrine of the Church in the Context of Asia (Pattaya, 1992) and the Church in Asia in
the 215t Century (Pattaya, 1997), an International. Theological Colloquium entitled “Being
Church in Asia: Journeying with the Siriril into Fuller Life' (Pattaya, 1994), an Interna-
tional Congress on Mission (Manila, 1979), and a Consultation on Christian Presence
Among Muslims in Asia (Varanasi, 1983).

¢ FeLIx WiLFRED, “The Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences (FABC): Orienta-
tions, Challenges and Impact”, in FAPA Vol. I, xxix. ;

7 Some of the more important works in English include the following: PETER C.
PHAN, “Human Development and Evangelization (The first to the sixth ple assembl
of the federation of Asian bishops’ erences)”, Studia Missionalia 47 (1998) 205-227,
PELIX WILFRED, et al, “Document; What the Spirit Says to the Churches. A Vademecum on
the Pastoral.and Theological Orientations of the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Confer-
ences (FABC)”, Vidyajyoti 62 (1998) 124-133; Jaco KavunkaL, “Local Church in the
FABC Statements”, Jeevadhara 27 (1997) 260-271; SEBASTIAN PAINADATH, “Theological
Perspectives of FABC on Interreh;ﬁi.p“?s Dialogue”, Jeevadhara 27 (1997) 272-288;
STEPHEN BEVANS, “Inculturation of logy in Asia Federation of Asian Bishops’
Conferences, 1970-1995)”, Studia Missionalia 45 (1 1-23; Lucas THUMMA, “The Dy-
namics of Evangelization in"Asia: A Shift In Methodology”, Indian Theological Studies
33 (1996) 193-232 (Part I) and 309-355 (Part I); L. StanisLaus, “The Responses of the
Church to Human Development: An Overview from FABC Documents”, East Asian Pas-
toral Review 31 (1994) 95-118; LaDpisLav NEMET, “Inculturation in the FABC Docu-
ments”, East Asian Pastoral Review 31 (1994) 77-94; Ferix WILFRED, “Images of Jesus
Christ in the Asian Pastoral Context: An Interpretation of Documents from the Federation



fore needs no further recapitulation in this essay, one looks in vain for any
in-depth discussion on the theological methodology of the FABC other
than brief allusions and references within the discussion of other theolog-
ical and doctrinal issues®. In fact, one thing which strikes anyone plough-
ing through the official documents of the FABC is the lack of any explicit
or systematic presentation of a theological methodology’®. This is not to
say that the FABC lacks a coherent theological methodology, because in
the first place theological methodology is usually not something which is
systematically articulated a priori, i.e., at the very beginning before one
embarks on any theological endeavour. On the one hand, from a theoreti-
cal perspective, one might want to argue that logically, method ought to
precede content. On the other hand, from a practical and pragmatic per-
spective, one cannot but acknowledge the fact that theological endeay-
ours are often carried out primarily based on particular issues, or in re-

of Asian BishoPs’ Conferences”, Concilium (1993/2) 51-62; JacQues Dupuis, FABC Focus
on the Church’s Evangelising Mission in Asia Today, FABC Pa&crs no. 64 (Hong Kong:
FABC, 1992), reprinted in Vidyajyoti 56 (1992) 449-468; Archbi ANGELO FERNANDES,
“Dialogue in the Context of Asian Realities”, Vidyafyoti 55 (199?})545-560; FELX WIL-
FRED, “Fifth Plenary Assembly of FABC: An Interpretation of its Theological Orientation”,
Vidyajyoti 54 (13335 583-592; and JuLto X. LABAYEN, “Dialogue of Life: The Experiences
of the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences”, Concilium (1990/4) 126-130.

¢ Perhaps the most helpful, albeit brief reference to the theological methodology of
the FABC is the following observation by Stephen Bevans: “What is clearly evident as
one reads the various FABC documents is the employment of a method that starts from
experience, from lived, actnal realities. In every document issued by a plenary assembly
(with the exc?tinn of the third plenary assembly which begins with a theology of church)
and in many documents that result from the various bishops’ institutes, the starting point
for reflection is Asian reality. Asia, say the documents, is a continent in transition, under-
going modernization, social change and secularization. These things threaten traditional
values in Asia, and so the church needs to witness to the rich spiritual heritage that are the
hallmarks of Asian religiosity in all its variety”. In STEPHEN BEVANS, “Inculturation of
Theology in Asia (The Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences, 1970-1995)", Studia
Missionalia 45 (1996) 10. L

* The closest that the FABC came to a systematic articulation of a theological
methodology is BISA VII's four-stage methodology of “pastoral cycle”: (i) Exposure-im-
mersion exposes parties to and immerses them in the concrete situation of the poor (BISA
VI, art. 8, in FAPA Vol. I, 231); (ii) Social analysis focuses on the social, economic, politi-
cal, cultural and religious systems in a particular context, and seeks to discern the signs of
the times with respect to the needs and aspirations of the people within the context of their
life experiences and the events of history which affect their lives, while at the same time
being attentive to the danger of “decepfion either by ideology or self-interest and of in-
completeness” (BISA VII, art. 9, in FAPA Vol. I, 231); (iii) Contemplation brings about “a_
heightened awareness that makes us discover God's presence and activity within social re-
ality”, leading to the discernment of the “mystery of God’s preferential presence and ac-
tivity among the poor” (BISA VII, art. 11, in FAPA Vol. I, 231); and (iv) Pastoral planning,
which seeks to complete the first three stages by formulating tPractical and realistic poli-
cies, sn'atﬁg,ies, and plans of action in favor of integral human development (BISA VII, art.
12, in FAPA Vol. I, 232).



sponse to particular needs. Consequently, as is the case with the FABC,
theological methodology is something which is presumed, articulated or
even improvised along the way in an evolutionary manner as the theolog-
ical content is being developed. Therefore, any reflection of the FABC’s
theological methodology calls for a process of standing back and reflect-
ing on the accomplishments of the FABC’s theologizing efforts.

Hence, this essay will distil and evaluate the underlying theological
methodology of the FABC, as presented in its official documents during
the past three decades of its existence. It will analyze critically each as-
pect of the five-fold theological methodology" of the FABC, viz., (i)
commitment and service to life, (i) dialectical social analysis, (iii) criti-
cal introspective contemplation; (iv) triple dialogue with Asian cultures,
religions and the poor; and (v) quest for harmony in the task of theolo-
gizing in the Asian milieu”. It will highlight certain foundational princi-
ples which undergird this theological methodology, as well as examine
its principal elements, its resources, its interpretive matrix and its criteria
of authenticity and credibility.

Foundational Principles of the Contextual Theological Methodology
of the FABC

From the various official documents of the FABC, one sees the de-
velopment of a new way of doing theology with Asian resources in mul-
tireligious, multiethnic, multilingual and pluricultural Asia”, which may

"" These -documents include the first six FABC Plenary Assembly Final Statements
(1974-1995), as well as relevant documents from the Bishops’ Institutes and the FABC
Office of Theological Concerns. While all these documents have different theological au-
thority, taken together they give a broad picture of the FABC’s development and articula-
tion of a contextual theological methodology which emerges from, and speaks to the
Asian context.

" It must be pointed out that the FABC has also not attempted any systematic de-
scription of its theological methodology. This division of the FABC's theological method-
ology into five stages and the explication of each stage is the author’s own division, clas-
sification and explication for the purposes of this essay.

"* As a comparison, Clodovis Boff divides and classifies the theological methodology
of Latin American liberation theology into three mediations: socio-analytic, hermeneutic
and practical: see CLobovis BoFF, Theology and Praxis: Epistemological Foundations
(Maryknoll: Orbis, 1987). While space does not permit a detailed and critical comparison
between the theological methodologies of Latin American liberation theologians and the
FABC, perhaps the social-analytic mediation may be indirectly correlated with (i) and (i),
the hermeneutic mediation is implicitly paralleled in (iii), and the practical mediation cor-
responds analoEnusly to (iv) (v). )

" Asia is home to some 50 nations and 3.5 billiogiﬁaop]e, numbering two-thirds of
the world’s population, of which some 97 million are Catholics. Geographically, Asia may



be described as the contextualization" of the salvific message of the
Christian Gospel in the diverse and pluralistic Asian Sifz-im-Leben. Im-
plicit in the FABC’s contextual” theological methodology is the ac-
knowledgment and acceptance of a fundamental ontological, soteriologi-
cal and existential relationship between the salvific message of the
Christian Gospel and the Asian peoples with their rich religious and cul-
tural traditions, as well as their daily socio-economic challenges. As a
new way of doing theology in the Asian milieu, the contextual theologi-
cal methodology of the FABC seeks to theologize with Asian resources
in response to the many pressing challenges which arise out of the con-
crete specificity of the diverse and pluralistic Asian life experiences.

be divided into five regions: (i) West Asia (Middle East) which is predominantly Muslim
with pockets of Judaism and Christianity, (i) North Asia, i.e., the so-called Asian Siberia
which is predominantly Muslim, (iii) South Asia oom%r;s;in the Indian subcontinent
which is predominantly Hindu and Buddhist, (iv) South tgsia comprising Indochina
which is predominantly Buddhist/Taoist, as well as the Malay Archipelago which is pre-
.dominantly Muslim, and (v) East Asia which comprises countries such as China, Japan
and Korea, and which is predominantly Buddhist/Taoist.

" The term “contextualization” was first coined by Shoki Coe of the Theulolgical Ed-
ucation Fund of the World Council of Churches. The use of this term arose out of a grow-
ing concern of the need for the Christian Gospel to be made relevant to the. needs and con-
‘cerns of actual human living in the contemporary world. It also arose in reaction against
the universalist—gositivist apgmaches of traditional classicist theoljggca] methodologies.
See SHOKI COE, “In Search of Renewal in Theological Education”, Theological Education
9 (Summer 1973) 233-43, reprinted as “Contextualization as the Way Toward Reform”, in
DouaLas J. ELwoob, Asian Christian Theology: Emerging Themes (Philadelphia: West-
minster Press, 1980) 48-55. The necessity for contextualization has been succinctly ex-
pressed by Douglas J. Hall in the following manner: “Contextuality in theology means
that the form of faith's self-understanding is always determined by the historical configu-
ration in which the community of belief finds itself. It is this world which insinuates the
questions, the concems, the frustrations and alternatives, the possibilities and impossibili-

ties Igoghich the content of the faith must be shaged and reshaped, and finally confessed”.
See GLAS JoHN HaLL, Th:’nking the Faith: Christian Theology in a North American
Context (Minneapolis: Augﬁsburg, 1994) 84. £ _
* Stephen Bevans defines contextual theology as a “way of doing theology in which
one takes mto account; the spirit and message of the gospel; the tradition of the Christian
eople; the culture in which one is theologizing; and social change in that culture, whether
ought about by western technological process or the grass-roots struggle for equality,
justice and liberation™. {nSce STEPHEN BEVANS, Models of Contextual Theology (Mary-
oll: Orbis, 1992), 1). In contrast to classicist theologies which focus primarily on the
two loci theologici of scripture and tradition, Bevans points out that contextual theology
adds a third theological locus, viz., human experience. Accordingly, “theology that is con-
textual realizes that culture, history, contemporary thought forms, and so forth are to be
considered, a.lon,% with scripture and tradition, as valid sources for theological expres-
sion”. (Ibid., 2). For a further discussion on contextual theology, see ROBERT SCHREITER,
Constructing Local Theologies (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1985), STEPHEN B. BEVANS,
Models of Contextual Theology (M aI{[wll, NY: Orbis Books, 1992) and PETER C. PHAN,
“Cultural Diversity: A Blessing or a Curse for Theology and Spirituality?” Louvain Stud-
ies 19 (1994)195-211.



In contrast to-the traditional discursive orientation of classicist theo-
logical methodologies which are invariably metaphysical in orientation,
have traditionally focused upon wisdom (sapientia) or rational knowl-
edge (scientia), and are often detached from the daily living experiences
of its target audience, the contextual theological methodology of the
FABC is primarily pastoral in orientation, seeking both to be shaped by,
as well as to shape daily life experiences in the multireligious, multieth-
nic, multilingual and pluricultural Asian Sitz-im-Leben. In other words,
the starting point of the FABC’s contextual theological methodology is
not the universal precepts of lex aeterna and lex naturalis, or abstract
metaphysical principles pertaining to God, Revelation and the Christian
Gospel, or even conciliar, papal or doctrinal pronouncements, but rather
the life experiences of the Asian peoples. Thus, the contextual theologi-
cal methodology of the FABC explicitly rejects an approach of “doing
theology in Asia” in favour of an approach of “doing Asian theology,”
i.e., a theological methodology which takes the Asian milieu as the start-
ing point for theologizing'®.

The attractiveness of such a theological methodology is clear for
six reasons. First, it recognizes the fact that socio-cultural contexts play a
very important role in all attempts to live and flesh out the soteriological
message of the Christian Gospel within new socio-cultural contexts. The
need for contextualization may be seen in a simple example: historical
time periods such as “Late Antiquity”, “Middle Ages”, “Renaissance”,
and “Enlightenment” are certainly important and significant time periods
in the history of Christianity in Europe, but these periods have no mean-
ing whatsoever for local Christian communities in Asia, e.g., the Dalit
Catholics of India, the Iban Catholics of Borneo or the East Timorese
Catholics. Their socio-religious contéxts have to be determined by
events in their time frame and geographical location, history and tradi-
tion, culture and-language, ethnicity and identity, as well as socio-politi-
cal and economic systems. Second, because it takes a highly nuanced
view of socio-cultural developments (rather than a simplistic positivistic
view), it does not preclude the possibility of the need for the Christian
Gospel to be counter-cultural or transcultural in particular socio-cultural
contexts. Third, it is dynamic because it perceives socio-cultural realities

' For a further discussion on the distinction between "Lheq]ogy in Asia” and “Asian
theology"”, see JAMES A. VEITCH, “Is An Asian Theology Possible?” in EMERITO P. NACPIL
and DoucLas J. ELwoop, eds., The Human and the Holy: Asian Perspectives in Christian
Theology (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1980) 216.



not as closed and static systems, but as constantly in a state of flux as a
result of increasing globalization. Fourth, it aiso insists that the Christian
Gospel cannot be presented as otherworldly, ignoring the suffering, pain
and injustice within particular socio-cultural contexts. Fifth, hermeneuti-
cal issues within any theological methodology are necessarily context
dependent and local, inasmuch as the context determines the characteri-
zation of the issues, their presuppositions and the methodological ap-
proaches for resolving them. Sixth, the hermeneutics of contextualization
seeks to relate and integrate the Christian Gospel and the diverse mosaic
of Asian contexts with each other, because the Christian Gospel is not
manifested merely in abstract, philosophical and intellectual ideas and
concepts, but rather, in a community’s socio-cultural thought forms and
processes, viz., it is always a contextualized Christian Gospel.

The Five-fold Contextual Theological Methodology of the FABC First
Stage: Commitment and Service to Life

The starting point of the FABC’s contextual theological methodolo-
gy is a commitment and service to life which goes beyond a mere per-
sonal, existential, ontological or metaphysical quest for a systematic way
of theologizing. This commitment and service to life arises out of a
holistic view of life together with a traditional sense of reverence which
sees God’s Spirit as active in the diverse and pluralistic Asian milien. In
this regard, one notes that the Final Statement of the 1994 FABC Interna-
tional Theological Colloquium began simply with the following state-
ment: “Life. Vibrant life pulsating in the fecundity of Asia™’. Such a
statement aptly describes the panorama of religious and cultural diversity
in Asia, which comprises a rich and colourful mosaic of many of the
world’s ancient religious, philosophical and socio-cultural traditions. As
the Sixth FABC Plenary Assembly points out:

We Asians are searching not simply for the meaning of life but for life it-
self. We are striving and struggling for life because it is a task and a chal-

" As Jerome Crowe explained succinctly: “The gospel can only be experienced and
communicated in the form of a particular human culture. There is no such thing as a
‘pure’ gospel, untainted by incorporation into a human culture, because the gospel is not a
system of divine truths existing somewhere outside this world and untouched by human
feeling, language, and customs but God’s self-involvement in the concrete circumstapces
of a pcvofle s history and culture”. See JEROME CROWE, From Jerusalem to Antioch: The
Gospel Across Cultures (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1997), 153-4.

" Being Church in Asia, art. 1 (in FAPF Vol. IT, 217).



lenge. But life is a gift too, a mystery, because our efforts to achieve it are
far too short of the ultimate value of life. We speak of life as a becoming
— a growing into, a journeying to life and to the source of life (FABC VI,
art. 9, emphasis in the original text)".

Ours is a vision of holistic life... We envision a life with integrity and dig-
nity, a life of compassion for the multitudes, especially for the poor and
needy. It is a life of solidarity with every form of life and of sensitive care
for the earth... At the heart of our vision of life is the Asian reverential
sense of mystery and of the sacred, a spirituality that regards life as sacred
and discovers the Transcendent and its gifts even in mundane affairs, in
tragedy or victory, in brokenness or wholeness. This deep interiority
draws people to experience harmony and inner peace and infuses ethics
into all of creation (FABC VI, art. 10, emphasis in the original text)™.

In fact, the theme of the Sixth FABC Plenary Assembly was “Christ-
ian Discipleship in Asia Today: Service to Life”” and the first two sec-
tions of its Final Statement are entitled “25 Years of FABC Commitment
to Life” and “A Vision of Life Amid Asian Realities™”. In particular, the
Sixth FABC Plenary Assembly uses the imagery of Jesus’ foot-washing
to underlie its call for commitment and service to life: “We join Jesus in
serving life by washing the feet of our neighbors™ (FABC VI, art. 14.3)*.
In a similar vein, the First FABC International Theological Colloquium
describes the relationship between theology and service to life as follows:

We see the work of theology in Asia as a service to life. It has to reflect
systematically on themes that are important to the common journey of life
with other peoples in Asia, fo.the life of Christians and their churches in
Asia, and to the work of the Asian episcopal conferences. To do this ser-
vice in a way that is pastorally relevant and fruitful to the life, spirituality
and mission of the disciple-community, theology has to start from below,
from the underside of history, from the perspective of those who struggle
for life, love, justice and freedom. The life-long experiences of living the
Christian faith by the various churches in their Asian context are the start-
ing points. Theologizing thus becomes more than faith seeking under-

» FAPA Vol 11, 5.

® Ibid. For the most recent in-depth discussion of this point, see FABC Office. of
Theological Concems, The Spirit and Work in Asia Today, FABC Papers No. 71 (Hong
Kong: FABC, 1998).



standing, but faith fostering life and love, justice and freedom. It is in this
way that theology becomes a dynamic process giving meaning to and fa-
cilitating the Asian journey to life. It becomes part of the process of be-
coming and being Church in Asia (Being Church in Asia, arts. 48-50, em-
phasis added)®.

Thus, one sees clearly that this commitment and service to life re-
veals the communal character of the FABC’s contextual theological
methodology, viz., theologizing is rooted in the local community’s expe-
riences of life, rather than in the intellectual arena of the academy. The-
ology is not something which is being carried out for the benefit of the
community, or even about the community, but rather, together with the
community and in solidarity with their life experiences. As the Indian
theologian, Felix Wilfred explains: “what we are with the people is more
important than what we do for them™”. In particular, such a call for a
personal commitment to, and active solidarity with the life experiences
of the Asian peoples entails more than mere sympathy, empathy or occa-
sional encounters of theologians, bishops and other pastoral leaders with
the daily lives of the Asian peoples, especially the poor and marginal-
ized. Rather, it calls for their personal commitment, deep immersion and
experiential participation in the lives of these peoples, not as outsiders
who drop by to visit, but as insiders who are bound in solidarity with
them. According to the First FABC Plenary Assembly, this “dialogue of
life ... demands working, not for them merely (in a paternalistic sense),
but with them, to learn from them (for we have much to leam from
them!) their real needs and aspirations” (FABC I, art 20)7.

_ Such a commitment and service to life may be understood from a
twofold perspective, viz., an explicit epistemological perspective which
allows one to better understand the Asian peoples and their life experi-
ences, but more importantly, an underlying theological perspective
which recognizes the presence and workings of God in the Asian peo-
ples’ Sitz-im-Leben. This underlying theological perspective is deeply
rooted in the mystery of the Incarnation and the Paschal mystery, both of
which undergird God’s solidarity with humans, especially the poor and
marginalized, as well as God’s participation in the experiences of pain

= FAPA Vol. 1, 226.

* FELIX WILFRED, “What the Spirit Says to the Churches (Rev 2:7). A Vademecum on
the Pastoral and Theological Orientations of the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Confer-
ences (FABC)", Vidyajyori 62 (1998)132.

Y FAPA Vol. 1, 15.



and suffering in their daily lives. Hence, one could say that the experi-
ences of daily living is the privileged locus where God is to be found and
encountered, because God has made a deliberate choice to be identified
with the Asian peoples, especially the poor and marginalized. According-
ly, the FABC is of the view that Jesus Christ is to be encountered in Asia
within the specificity of the Asian peoples’ life realities, and especially in
the midst of the poor and marginalized:

The Christian community, it seems to us, must live in companionship, as
true pariners with all Asians as they pray, work, struggle and suffer for a
better human life, and as they search for the meaning of human life and
progress. Because the human person created in Christ, redeemed by Christ
and united by Christ to himself is the way for the Church, the Church
must walk along with him/her in human solidarity (FABC'V, art. 6.2)*.

The Lord of History is at work in that world of poverty. Seeing the Lord
in the poor, making sense out of his action among them, discerning the di-
rection of his action among them — this we felt deeply within us was the
more specific challenge we have to face (BISA VII, art. 20)”.

Hence, in emphasizing the need for commitment and service to life,
the FABC perceives the myriad of rich and deeply profound experiences
of life as resources for doing theology in the Asian milieu. In particular,
these life experiences are not merely starting points for theologizing, but
also the underlying foundation, framework and continuous referent for
doing theology in the Asian milieu: It goes without saying that these life
experiences are not abstract, metaphysical, intellectual or theoretical
constructs, but rather, they are made manifest in social, political, eco-
nomic and religious dimensions. The effects and implications of these di-
mensions will be critically explored in the second and third stages of the
FABC’s contextual theological methodology, viz., dialectical social
analysis and critical introspective contemplation.

Second Stage: Dialectical Social Analysis

The second stage of the FABC'’s contextual theological methodolo-
gy, viz., the stage of dialectical social analysis, seeks to identify and ana-
lyze the structural causes of, as well as focus attention on the impact of

™ FAPA Vol. I, 283.
¥ FAPA Vol. I, 233,



socio-economic, political and cultural forces on the suffering and margin-
alization of the Asian peoples. This analysis is carried out through read-
ing the “signs of the times™ and confronting “the dark realities in the
heart of Asia™', a continent which is perceived in dialectical terms as “an
arena of conflict and division, the world’s exploited market place, the
continent of suffering humanity,” while at the same time, a “cradle of cul-
ture, birthplace of great religions, a continent awakening to new and gi-
gantic responsibilities™”. It also aims to overcome the destructive forces-
in the life experiences of the Asian peoples and free them from structures
which have created new forms of bondage, so as to foster human dignity,
freedom and a more fully human life, as well as to create a more genuine
communion among the multireligious, multiethnic, multilingual and
pluri-cultural Asian communities®. Therefore, it is not surprising that di-
alectical social analysis is a ubiquitous aspect of the FABC’s contextual
theological methodology, such that the Indian theologian, Felix Wilfred is
able to comment thus: “Every document of the Federation reflects a vi-
brant sensitivity of the bishops to the realities of Asia with which they are
confronted. There is practically no document which does not start from,
or at least include, some analysis of the Asian context*”.

At the same time, it must be pointed out that every effort at dialecti-
cal social analysis by the FABC is often prefaced by its admission of a
double marginalization of both the Christian Gospel and the Asian local
churches. First, the Christian Gospel with its message of the Kingdom of
God has had a marginal impact in the lives of many Asians. Christians
account for only approximately 2% of the total population of Asia, with
a disproportionate number of Christians living in the Philippines®. Sec-

* As the FABC Office of Theological Concerns explains: “Asia is an immense and
extremely complex continent which at present is characterised by rapid social change, by
‘overwhelming poverty in most countries and economic growth in others, as well as by
cultural and religious pluralism. The whole process of modernisation is experienced in
many Asian societies as a crisis for the individual in the search for his own identity and
for society at large. The “signs of the times” point to the necessity for change”. (Spirit At
Work in Asia Today, art. 2.2.1, in FABC Papers No. 81).

- " FABCIV,art. 3.0.1, in FAPA Vol. 1, 179.

2 FABC IV, art. 1.1, in FAPA Vol. 1, 178.

¥ See art. 6 of FABCT, in FAPA Vol. I, 13.

* FELIX WILFRED, “Images of Jesus Christ in the Asian Pastoral Context: An Interpre-
taggan jféj)fslil)ucurj:mnts from the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences”, Concilium
(1 5

. * As the FABC Office of Theological Concerns puts it bluntly: “The Christian com-
munities in this part of the world, taken together, do not make uﬁ more than 2% of the en-
tire population of Asia. Except for the Philippines, of whose 60 million population §3%
are Catholic and 89% Christian, Christians are minorities in every Asian nation. The



ond, the FABC has also acknowledged that the local church in many
parts of Asia has been perceived as a corpus alienum planted by colo-
nial-era missionaries in the local soil*. Such an acknowledgment is also
the acknowledgment of the existence of pervasive Eurocentric ecclesial
structures which may affect significantly the efforts to carry out a mean-
ingful dialectical social analysis™.

It is within such an acknowledgement of a double marginalization
of the Christian Gospel and the Asian local churches that the dialectical
social analysis of the FABC has identified the following socio-economic
and cultural-political challenges facing the Asian Sitz-im-Leben: poverty
and the inequitable distribution of wealth®; economic dependency®; un-
just trade and aid conditions®; unfair economic policies which discrimi-
nates against labour"'; landlessness and the destruction of the rural econ-
omy and small family farms*; unemployment and underemployment®;"

Church in Asia is truly a little flock, pusillus grex, an infinitesimal minority in an ocean of
le who profess other religious faiths or belm;g to other reliigious traditions”. Theses
on rie Local Church, FABC Papers No. 60 (H% ong, FABC, 1991) 4.

. *This point has been e?sressed by the FABC in very blunt terms as follows: “Preju-
dices are very much alive in Asia. As a social institution the Church is perceived as a for-
eign body in its colonial origins while other world religions are not. The lingering colonial
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... The Church remains
foreign in its lifestyle, in its institutional structures, in its worship, in its western-trained
leadership and in its theology” (Theological Consultation, art. 13, in FAPA Vol. I, 337).

* In this respect, the 1991 FABC Theological Consultation points out that “[t]he
Church remains foreign in its lifestyle, in its institutional structures, in its worship, in its
western-trained leadership and in its theology. Christian rituals often remain formal, nei-
ther spontaneous nor particularly Asian. There is a gap between leaders and ordinary be-
lievers in the Church, a fortiori with members of other faiths. The Church has created a
powerful priestly caste with little lay participation. Seminary formation often alienates the
seminarian from the people. Biblical, systematic and historical theology as taught are of-
ten unﬂpastora] and unAsian” (Theological Consultation, art. 13, in FAPA Vol. I, 337).

* ABM, art. 5 (in FAPA Vol. I, 4); FABC V, art. 2.2.1 (in FAPA Vol. I, 276-7); BISA V,
art. 9 (in FAPA Vol. I, 218); Theological Consultation, arts. 2 & 4 (in FAPA Vol. I, 335-6);
and Asian Christian Perspectives on Ha:ma%eart. I.1.1 (in FAPA Vol. I1, 235).

* BISA VI, art. 5 (in FAPA Vol. I, 224); Theological Consultation, art. 4 (in FAPA Vol.
1, 336); and Spirit At Work in Asia Today, arts. 2.2.1 & 2.2.5 (FABC Paper No. 81).

“ BISA VI, art. 5 (in FAPA Vol. 1, 224) .

“ FABC IV, art. 3.7.3 (in FAPA Vol. I, 187-88); and Spirit At Work in Asia Today, art.
2.2.5 (FABC Il’_a‘\PcrNU. 81). ' :

“ FABC IV, art. 3.7.3 (in FAPA Vol. I, 187-88), BISA VI, art. 5 (in FAPA Vol. I, 224);
Theological Consultation, art. 4 (in FAPA Vol I, 336); Being Church in Asia, art. 18 (in
FAPA Vol. II, 220); Asian Christian Perspectives on Harmony, art. 1.1.1 (in FAPA Vol II,
234); and Spirit At Work in Asia Today, art. 2.2.5 (FABC No. 81).

“FABC IV, art. 3.7.3 (in FAPA Vol. 1, 187-88); Theological Consultation, art. 4 (in FA-
PA Vol. 1, 336); Asian Christian Perspectives on Harmony, att. 1.1.1 (in FAPA Vol. I, 233).



poor working conditions and inadequate wages*; dehumanizing plight
of slum dwellers®, landless peasants® and migrant workers”; unjust ex-
ploitation of workers®; child labour®; marginalization of indigenous
people™; unjust exploitation and discrimination of women®; exploitative
tourism (including sex-tourism)™; prostitution®; disintegration of tradi-
tional Asian societal* and family structures®; drug abuse®; unbridled
consumerism”; ethnic minority discrimination®; caste discrimina-

“ Theological Consultation, art. 4 (in FAPA Vol. I, 336).

“BISA I, art. 15 (in FAPA Vol. I, 201).

® FABC IV, art. 3.7.3 (in FAPA Vol. I, 187-88); and Theological Consultation, art. 4
(in FAPA Vol. I, 336).

“ FABC IV, art. 3.7.3 (in FAPA Vol. I, 187-88); FABC VI, art. 7 & 15.5 (in FAPA Vol.
1T, 3-4,11); BIRA V/2, art. 2.2 (in FAPA Vol. IT, 150); BIRA V/3, art. 2(b) (in FAPA Vol 11,
156); Theological Consultation, art. 4 (in FAPA Vel. 1, 336); Asian Christian Perspectives
on Harmony, art. 1.1.1 (in FAPA Vol. II, 235); Spirit At Work in Asia Today, art. 2.2.5
(FABC Paper No. 81); and Journeying Together in Faith with the Filipino Migrant Work-
ers in Asia (in FAPA Vol. II, 47-56).

® FABC'V, art. 6.4 (in FAPA Vol. 1, 284); FABC VI, art. 7 (in FAPA Vol. II, 3-4); BIRA
V2, art. 2.1 (in FAPA Vol. I, 149-50); Theological Consultation, art. 4 (in FAPA Vol. I,
336); and Spirit At Work in Asia Today, art. 2.2.5 (FABC Paper No. 81).

“ FABC'V, arts. 2.2.1 & 2.2.2 (in FAPA Vol. 1, 277); FABC VI, art. 7 (in FAPA Vol. II,
3-4);, BIRA V/2, art. 2.1 (in FAPA Vol. I, 149-50); BIRA V/3, art. 2(b) (in FAPA Vol II,
156); Theological Consultation, art. 4 (in FAPA Vol. I, 336); Being Church in Asia, art. 10
(in FAPA Vol. II, 219); Asian Christian Perspectives on Harmony, art. 1.1.1 (in FAPA Vol
11, 233), and Spirit At Work in Asia Today, art. 2.2.5 (FABC Paper No. 81).

™ FABC VI, art. 7 (in FAPA Vol. II, 3-4).

* FABC IIl, art. 9.8 (in FAPA Vol. 1, 58); FABC IV, art. 3.3.1 (in FAPA Vol. I, 182-3);
FABC V, arts, 2.2,1 and 6.4 (in FAPA Vol. I, 277,284); FABC VI, arts. 7 & 15.2 (in FAPA
Vol II, 3-4; 11); BIRA V/2, art. 2.1 (in FAPA Vol. 11, 150); BIRA V/3, art. 2(b) (in FAPA Vol.
11, 156); Theological Consultation, art. 4 (in FAPA Vol. I, 336); Being Church in Asia, art.
10 (in FAPA Vol. II, 219); Asian Christian Perspectives on Harmony, art. 1.1.1 (in FAPA
Vol. 11, 235); Spirit At Work in Asia Today, art. 2.2.5 (FABC Paper No. 81); Final State-
ment of BILA on Women: Role of Women in Church and Society Toward 2000 (in FAPA
Vol. II, 91-96); and the Report o?rrhe Consultation on Women: Realities and Experiences
of Women in Asia (in FAPA Vol. II, 113-118),

* FABC III, art. 9.8 (in FAPA Vol. I, 58); FABC IV, art. 3.3.1 (in FAPA Vol. I, 182-3);
BISA V1, art. 5 (in FAPA Vol. I, 224); BIRA V/2, art. 2.3 (in FAPA Vol. II, 150); and Final
Statement of the Asian Consultation on Tourism: The Promotion of Human Tourism (in
FAPA Vol. II, 65-73).

" FABC V, art. 2.2.1 (in FAPA Vol. 1, 277); and Asian Christian Perspectives on Har-
mony, art. 1.1.1 (in FAPA Vol. I, 233).

“ FABC, art. 4 (in FAPA Vol. I, 13).

* FABC VI, art. 15.1 (in FAPA Vol. II, 10-11); Being Church in Asia, arts. 10 & 20 (in
FAPA Vol. IT, 219, 220-221); and Asian Christian Perspectives on Harmony, art. 1.1.1 (in
FAPA Vol. 11, 233, 235).

* Asian Christian Perspectives on Harmony, art. 1.1.1 (in FAPA Vol. I, 233).

*" BISA VI, art. 5 (in FAPA Vol. I, 224); BIRA V2, art. 2.2 (in FAPA Vol. 11, 150); Be-
ing Church in Asia, art. 21 (in FAPA Vol. II, 221) and Asian Christian Perspectives on
Harmony, art. 1.1.1 (in FAPA Vol. IT, 234),

* BIRA V/2, art. 2.2 (in FAPA Vol. I1, 150).



tion®; religious strife*; racial strife and communalism®; human rights
violations®; war, increased militarization and nuclear proliferation®; ter-
rorism®; violence arising from religious fundamentalism and fanati-
cism®; the plight of refugees®; unrestrained exploitation of natural re-
sources”; pollution, environmental and ecological damage®; as well as
social and cultural dislocation®.

In turn, these challenges have been attributed to structural factors
such as: secularization™; modernization™; urbanization™; illiteracy™; un-
trammelled market forces of globalization™; non-suitability of Western
laissez faire capitalism™; economic exploitation by huge business con-

* BIRA Il art. 11 (in FAPA Vol I, 121).

“ BIRA V/2, art. 2.4 (in FAPA Vol. II, 150); BIRA V/3, art. 2(c) (in FAPA Vel. II, 156);
Theological Consultation, art. 7 (in FAPA Vol. I, 336); Being Church in Asia, art. 13 (in
g‘;{fz’g{o{. 11, 220); and Asian Christian Perspectives on Harmony, art, 1.2 (in FAPA Vo,

" BIRA V/3, art. 2(d) (in FAPA Vol. II, 156); Theological Consultation, art. 7 (in FA-
PA Vol. 1, 336); and Spirit at work in Asia Today, art. 2.3.f(FABC Papers 81).

? FABC V, art. 2.2.3 & 6.4 (in FAPA Vol. 1, 277, 284); and BIRA V/2, art. 2.1 (in FA-
PA Vol. II, 149-50).

® FABCV, art. 2.2.1 (in FAPA Vol. I, 276; FABC VI, art. 7 (in EAPA Vol. II, 3-4); and
BISA VI, art. 5 (in FAPA Vol. I, 224); BIRA V/2, art. 2.1 (in FAPA Vol. II, 149-50): and
Asian Christian Pemg;ecrives on Harmony, art. 1.4 (in FAPA Vol. 11, 239).

* FABC VI, art. 7 (in FAPA Vol. II, 3-4).

“ FABC VI, art. 7 (in FAPA Vol. II, 3-4); BISA VI, art. 5 (in FAPA Vol. 1, 224); Spirit at
work in Asia Today, att. 2.3.3 (FABC Pa%ers 81).

“ FABC V, art. 6.4 (in FAPA Vol. I, 284); FABC VI, arts. 7 & 15.5 (in FAPA Vol. II, 3-
4,11), BISA V, art. 9 (in FAPA Vol. 1, 218); and BIRA V/2, art. 2.2 (in FAPA Vol. I, 150).

“ BIRA V/2, art. 2.1 (in FAPA Vol. II, 149); BIRA V/3, art. 2(a) (in FAPA Vol. 1T, 156);
and Asian Christian Perspectives on Harmony, art. 1.3 (in FAPA Vol. II, 238).

“ FABCV, art, 2,2.1, (FAPA Vol I, 276); FABC VI, arts. 7 & 15.4 (in FAPA V. I1, 3-
4,11); BIRA V/2, art. 2.1 (in FAPA Vol. II, 149-50); BIRA V/3, art. 2(a) (in FAPA Vol, II,
156); Theological Consultation, art. 4 (FAPA Vol. 1, 336); Being Church in Asia, art. 19 (in
FAPA Vol. II, 220); Asian Christian Perspectives on Harmony, art. 1.3 (in FAPA Vol. II,
238); and Spirit At Work in Asia Today, art. 2.2.5 (FABC Paper No. 81). '

@ Being Church in Asia, art. 14 (in FAPA Vol. II, 219); and Asian Christian Perspec-
tives on Harmony, art. 1.1.1 (in FAPA Vol. IT, 234).

" FABC I, att. 4 (in FAPA Vol. 1, 13); and Asian Christian Perspectives on Harmony,
art. 1.1.1 (in FAPA Vol. 11, 234).

" FABC I, art. 4 (in FAPA Vol. 1, 13); FABC V, art. 2.1.6 (in FAPA Vol I, 276); and
Asian Christian Perspectives on Harmony, art. 1.1.1 (in FAPA Vol. II, 234).

" Asian Christian Perspectives on Harmony, art. 1.1.1 (in FAPA Vol. 11, 234).

" Theological Consultation, art. 4 (FAPA Vol. I, 336).

™ FABC VI, at. 7 (in FAPA Vel. I1, 3-4); BISA VI, art. 5 (in FAPA Vel. I, 224); Being
Church in Asia, art. 9 (in FAPA Vol. I, 218-9); Asian Christian Perspectives on Harmony,
art. 1.1.1 (in FAPA Vol. II, 234); and Spirit At Work in Asia Today, art. 2.2.5 and 2.3.1
(FABC Paper No. 81). ]

% FABC IV, art. 3.8.2 (in FAPA Vol. 1, 189); BISA IV, art. 6 (in FAPA Vol. 1, 212); and
Spirit At Work in Asia Today, art. 2.2.5 (FABC Paper No. 81).
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glomerates and transnational corporations™; export oriented industries
which neglect the needs of the poor™; corruption which is engendered by
a “get-rich-quickly” mentality™; oppressive socio-political structures
such as feudalism®, colonialism®, neocolonialism* communism®; and
dictatorial and totalitarian governments®,

Third Stage: Crifical Introspective Contemplation

Although dialectical social analysis is extremely useful in identify-
ing the social, political, economic and technological factors which have
enormous impact on the daily lives of the Asian peoples, nevertheless the
FABC recognizes that dialectical social analysis per se runs the risk of a
distortive emphasis on the materialist aspects of salvation if it does not
lead to the third stage of its contextual theological methodology, viz.,
critical introspective contemplation. Critical introspective contemplation
begins with an acknowledgment that Asia is “a continent of ancient and
diverse cultures, religions, histories and traditions, a region like Joseph’s
coat of many colors” (ABM, art. 7)*. It also recognizes that the great reli-
gious traditions of Asia are:

significant and positive elements in the economy of God’s design and sal-
vation. 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 (FABC [, art. 14)%,

™ FABC IV, art. 3.7.3 (in FAPA Vol I, 187-88); BISA VI, art. 5 (in FAPA Vol. I, 224);
Being Church in Asia, art. 13 (in FAPA Vol, IT, 219); and Spirit At Work in Asia Today, art.
2.2.5 (FABC Paper No. 81).

T BISA IV, art, 4 (in FAPA Vol. 1, 212); BISA VI, art. 5 (in FAPA Vol I, 224); Theolog-
ical Consultation, art. 4 (in FAPA Vol. I, 336); and Spirit at work in Asia Today, art. 2.3.1
(FABC Papers 81).

™ BISA VI, art. 5 (in FAPA Vol, 1, 224), FABC V, art. 2.2.1 (in FAPA Vol. 1, 277); and
Asian Christian Perspectives on Hannong, art. 1.1.1 (in FAPA Vol. II, 234).

™ BISA IV, art. 4 (in FAPA Vol. I, 212).

* BISA IV, art. 4 (in FAPA Vol. I, 212).

Y Being Church in Asia, art. 9 (in FAPA Vol. I, 219).-

2 BISA IV, art. 13, (in FAPA Vol, I, 213); and BISA V, art. 9 (FAPA Vol. I, 218).

" BISA 'V, art. 9 (in FAPA Vol. I, 218); Theological Consultation, art. 5 (in FAPA Vol.
1, 336); and Spirit at Work in Asia Today, art. 2.2.4 (FABC Paper No. 81).

= FAPA Vol. I, 4. See also art. 7 of FABC Il (in FAPA Vol. I, 30).

= FAPA Vol. 1, 14. .
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In other words, -these religious traditions are still very much alive
and influential because they are able to nourish the present spiritual
needs of millions of Asians. More importantly, these religious traditions
are also very much intertwined within the socio-political and cultural
lives of these Asian peoples, leading one to the inescapable conclusion
that the religiosity of the Asian peoples is not primarily individualistic in
orientation, but rather, it has significant social, public and ecological
consequences. As such, critical introspective contemplation is also a
quest for a holistic understanding of the interaction between these reli-
gious traditions with the cultural and socio-economic dimensions of
Asian societies:

Culture, religion and society are interdependent, interacting and mutually
transforming. In our Asian continent, which is the cradle for all the great
world religions, culture and religion are integrated. Religion is the dynam-
ic element of culture. Together they form the religio-cultural system
which interacts with the socio-economic-political system of society, per-
meating every sphere of human life. Asian poverty is not a purely eco-
nomic concept, neither is its religiosity merely cultural. Poverty and reli-
giosity are interwoven in the Asian ethos, in such a way that at a certain
point they seem to coalesce in order to procreate the specific character of
Asia (BISA VII, art. 6.

In this regard, one could also view critical introspective contempla-
tion as complementing dialectical social analysis in a relational model of
mutual complementarity, balancing: (i) dialectical social analysis’ active
struggle against economic exploitation and oppression with critical intro-
spective contemplation’s innate spirit of compassion and interiority; (ii)
dialectical social analysis’ goal of satisfying unmet human needs with
critical introspective contemplation’s asceticism and renunciation; and
(iii) the formal, logical and structural aspects of dialectical social analy-
sis with the intuitive and mystical aspects of prayer and contemplation®.

In a nutshell, critical introspective contemplation seeks to present a
holistic vision of life in Asia which integrates the liberative action of di-
alectical social analysis within the wider religiousness and spirituality of
the Asian peoples, because this mosaic of rich and deeply profound reli-

 FAPA Vol. I, 230.
* Discussions, as well as direct and indirect allusions to such mutual complementari-
are interwoven throu%hout the Final Statements of FABC II (in FAPA Vol. I, 29-39),
ABC V (in FAPA Vol. I, 274-89) and FABC VI (in FAPA Vol. II, 1-12).



gious sentiments play a very significant role in shaping the life experi-
ences of the Asian peoples®. This holistic perspective of critical intro-
spective contemplation reveals the fact that the contextual theological
methodology of the FABC is more than just a preferential option for the
poor and marginalized: it is also a preferential option for Asian cultures,
spirituality and religiosity, in recognition of the fact that the Asian milieu
is defined by both its varying degrees of economic poverty as well as its
multifaceted religiousness. It seeks to draw upon the spirit of compas-
sion and interiority, asceticism and renunciation, as well as intuition and
mysticism of the religiosity of the Asian peoples to undergird the pursuit
of integral human liberation. Unless liberative action emerges out of, and
is nourished by introspective contemplation, it cannot be truly liberative
and transform the daily lives of the Asian peoples.

Fourth Stage: Triple Dialogue With Asian Cultures, Religions and the
Poor

The FABC has consistently argued that a commitment and service to
life, together with dialectical social analysis and critical introspective
contemplation demands a suitable theological response which enables lo-
cal communities to affirm and build upon the “life-serving” realities in
the Asian milieu while at the same time transforming the “death-dealing”
realities in the Asian milieu. In this respect, the FABC has chosen the
quintessential Asian trait of dialogue as a “manifestation of lived Chris-
tianity™ to form the basis of such theological response. Dialogue is de-
fined as “a process of talking and listening, of giving and receiving, of
searching and studying, for the deepening and enriching of one another’s
faith and understanding” (BIRA I, art. 11)®. The stated objectives of dia-
logue are “to promote mutual understanding and harmony” (BIRA I, art.
15)”, “to promote whatever leads to unity, love, truth, justice and peace”
(BIRA I, art. 16)* and “sharing the riches of our spiritual heritages” (BIRA

* In a similar vein, the Sri Lankan theologian, Aloysius Pieris strongly argues that di-
alectical social analysis is inadequate in and of itself, because by focusing exclusively on
the political and economic dimensions of poverty, it fails to appreciate the spiritual and re-
%glions dimensions of voluntary poverty and renunciation. See ALOYSIUS PIERIS, An Asian

eology of Liberation (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1988) 80-81.

* Archbishop ANGELO FERNANDES, “Dialogue in the Context of Asian Realities”,
Vidyajyoti 55 (1991) 548.

W FAPA Vol. I, 111.

" FAPA Vol. I, 111.

" FAPA Vol I, 111.



I, art. 17)”. This deliberate choice reveals its sensitivity to the non-con-
frontational Asian mindset and worldview, where “truth does not impose
itself, but rather attracts everyone and everything to itself by its beauty,
splendour and fascination™”.

As early as 1970, the Asian Bishops’ Meeting passed a resolution to
engage in “an open, sincere, and continuing dialogue with our brothers
of other great religions of Asia, that we may learn from one another how
to enrich ourselves spiritually and how to work more effectively together
on our common task of total human development” (ABM, resolution
12). Four years later, the First FABC Plenary Assembly developed this
nascent perspective on dialogue into a call for a triple dialogue which
comprises mutually respectful and critical encounters and interactions
between the local Asian churches and the rich, diverse and pluralistic
myriad of Asian cultures, Asian religious traditions and the immense
multitude of the poor (FABC I, arts. 12 & 19)*. This call for a triple dia-
logue has been reemphasized emphatically by both the Fifth FABC Ple-
nary Assembly” and the Sixth FABC Plenary Assembly®. Such a dia-
logue is to be carried out as equal partners with the Asian cultures, reli-
gions and the poor:

We enter as equal partners into the dialogue in a mutuality of sharing and
enrichment contributing to mutual growth. It excludes any sense of com-
petition. Rather, it centers on each other’s values. All the partners in dia-
logue participate in their own culture, history and time. Hence, dialogue
brings the partners more deeply into their own cultures and bears the char-
acteristics of inculturation (BIRA I, art. 12)”.

#

" FAPA Vol I, 111.

* FeLix WiLFRED, “Inculturation As A Hermeneutical Question”, Vidyajyoti 52
(1988) 427.

" FAPA Vol I, 9.

* FAPA Vol. I, 14-15.

" The Fifth FABC Plenary Assembly equated the triple dialogue with the Christian
mission imperative: “mission includes: being with the people, responding to their needs,
with sensitiveness to the presencé 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 Asian'’s poor, with its local cultures, and with
other religious traditions” (FABC V, art. 3.1.2, emphasis added, in FAPA Vol. I, 280).

" The Sixth FABC Plenary Assembly reiterated that “the Church in Asia must foster
a three-fold dialogue: with the many different faiths of Asia, with the cultures of Asia, and
with gla Er ‘}'nIu Ft}lii]es of Asia”. See FABC VI, art. 3 (in FAPA Vol. I1, 2).

bl I, 111.
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The cornerstone of the triple dialogue is the understanding that peo-
ples of other cultures and faiths in Asia were not to be regarded as “ob-
Jects of Christian mission” but rather as “partners in the Asian communi-
ty, where there must be mutual witness'®”. Such an understanding of dia-
logue expresses succinctly the FABC’s profound understanding of dia-
logue as a “dialogue of life” which “involves a genuine experience and
understanding” and which “demands working, not for them merely (in a
paternalistic sense), but with them, to learn from them (for we have
much to learn from them!) their real needs and aspirations, as they are
enabled to identify and articulate these, and to strive for their fulfil-
ment.” (FABC I, art. 20)"". In this context, dialogue is perceived by the
FABC as leading to “receptive pluralism, that is, the many ways of re-
sponding to the promptings of the Holy Spirit must be continually in
conversation with one another. A relationship of dynamic tension may
open the way for mutual information, inspiration, support and correc-
tion” (BIRA IV/3, art. 16)". .

The primary implication for the FABC’s contextual methodology is
clear: through the triple dialogue with Asian cultures, religions and the
poor and marginalized, not only the Asian socio-religious realities may
be enriched by the FABC'’s theologizing efforts, in turn the FABC’s the-
ologizing efforts too may be enriched by the Asian socio-religious reali-
ties. Otherwise, the FABC’s theologizing efforts run the risk of ending
up as a one-way monologue which lays it open to the charge of instru-
mentalization, i.e., appropriating the soteriological elements in Asian so-
cio-religious realities for use as ancillae theologiae without respecting
their integrity within their Asian socio-religious matrix. At the same
time, the Final Reflections of BISA I cautions that this triple dialogue
ought to “be truly Asian, employing the procedures for arriving at con-
sensus for action which our people have themselves elaborated, rather
than alien techniques which may work well enough in other cultures, but
not in our own” (BISA I, art. 9)'®.

In addition, the fourth stage of triple dlalogue also anchors the
FABC'’s contextual theological methodology securely to its ecclesial
moorings, viz., dialogue is “intrinsic to the very life of the church” (BIRA

. '™ Archbishop ANGELO FERNANDES, “Dialogue in the Context of Asian Realities”,
Vzdya_?on 55 (1991) 548.
' FAPA Vol. I, 15.
"2 FAPA Vol. 1, 261.
" FAPA Vel. 1, 200.
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I, art. 9)"™ and “dialogue itself contributes to a deeper rooting of the
Christian faith and to the unfolding of the local church” (BIRA I, art.
13)", In this regard, dialogue also “brings to the local churches in Asia
which are in danger of being ghettos an openness to and integration into
the mainstream of their cultures. Christians grow in genuine love for their
neighbors of other faiths, and the latter learn to love their Christian neigh-
bors” (International Congress on Mission, Consensus Paper ITI, art.
4b)"™. More significantly, it is the overarching vision of the FABC that
“the Church is called to be a community of dialogue. This dialogical
model is in fact a new way of being Church” (BIRA IV/12, art. 48)'". As a
community of dialogue, the local church “is never centered on itself but
on the coming true of God’s dream for the world. It seeks not to exclude
others but to be truly catholic in its concerns, in its appreciation of the
gifts of others, and in its readiness to work with others for a world at once
more human and more divine” (BIRA IV/12, art. 49)", This methodologi-
cal approach results in an ecclesiology which views the local church as a
community which is called to service to the Asian peoples'®.

Dialogue with Asian Cultures

The rationale for local churches engaging in a dialogue with cul-
tures" has been explained by the FABC Office of Theological Concerns
as follows: '

Each culture not only provides us with a new approach to the human, but
also opens up new avenues for the understanding of the Gospel and its
riches. When the Gospel encounters the tradition, experience and culture

"™ FAPA Vol. I, 111.

" FAPA Vol I, 111.

"5 FAPA Vol. I, 142.

" FAPA Vol. I, 332.

" FAPA Vol. I, 333,

' In this regard, the Fifth FABC Plenary Assembly states that “It is the local church-
es and communities which can discem and work (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 les of Asia that the different Christian communities
become truly local Churches” ( V, art. 3.3.1, in FAPA Vol 1, 281). ;

"* For comprehensive discussions on how the FABC understands and develops the
conczpt of culture in its official documents, see LADISLAv NEMET, “Inculturation in the
FABC Documents”, East Asian Pastoral Review 31(1994) 87-88 and Archbishop THOMAS
MENAMPARAMBIL, “The Ch of Cultures”, in Evangelization Among the Indigenous
Peoples of Asia, FABC Papers No. 80. (Hong Kong: FABC, 1997).



of a people, its hitherto undiscovered virtualities will surface; riches and
meanings as yet hidden will emerge into the light. That is why it is so im-
portant to reinterpret the Gospel through the cultural resources of every
people; this reinterpretation truly enriches the Christian tradition"".

‘By living within their particular context according to the “sense of faith

aroused and sustained by the Spirit of truth” (LG 12), the faithful will
learn to express their faith not only in fidelity to the Apostolic Tradition,
but also in response to their cultural situations. This response is the re-
sponsibility of the whole community which discerns God’s Word and
Spirit in its culture and history"?.

This dialogical encounter “facilitates the incarnation of the Good
News in the various cultures creating new ways of life, action, worship
and reflection, so as to help the growth of the local Churches and to realize
the catholicity and fulness of the mystery of Christ” (BIRA IIT, art. 5)'".

Dialogue with Asian Religions

The importance of engaging in a dialogue with the Asian religions
was first recognized by the 1970 Asian Bishops’ Meeting: “We pledge
ourselves to an open, sincere, and continuing dialogue with our brothers
of other great religions of Asia, that we may learn from one another how
to enrich ourselves spiritually and how to work more effectively together
on our common task of total human development” (ABM, resolution
12)". It has been suggested that interreligious dialogue is not merely an
activity of Asian Christians, but rather “it enters into the very definition
of what it is to be a Christian in Asia. To be Christian is not an abstrac-
tion, but a contextual reality”". Hence, the First FABC Plenary Assem-
bly has emphasized that it is only through dialogue that the Asian local
churches are able to give due reverence and honour to these Asian reli-
gions and acknowledge that God has drawn these religions to Godself
(FABC I, art. 15)"S. In giving a privileged place to the religious traditions
of the Asian peoples, the First FABC Plenary Assembly pointed out that:

! Theses on the Local Church, 20-21.

' Theses on the Local Church, 28.

" FAPA Vol. I, 120.

" FAPA Vol. 1, 9.

""* FELIX WILFRED, “Inculturation As A Hermeneutical Question”, Vidyajyoti 52
(1988) 428.

e FAPA Vol I, 14.



In this dialogue we accept them [=the great religious traditions] as signifi-
cant 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 treasuries of the reli-
gious 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)"".

Elsewhere, the FABC has affirmed that “it is an inescapable truth
that God’s Spirit is at work in all religious traditions™ (BIRA IV/12, art.
T)"® because “it has been recognized since the time of the apostolic
Church, and stated clearly again by the Second Vatican Council, that the
Spirit of Christ is active outside the bounds of the visible Church.” (BI-
RA II art. 12)", Hence, interreligious dialogue “is based on the firm be-
lief that the Holy Spirit is operative in other religions as well” (BIRA
IV/2, art. 8.5)"™, because the religious traditions of Asia “are expressions
of the presence of God’s Word and of the universal action of his Spirit in
them” (Theological Consultation, art. 43)™. In particular, the “great reli-
gions of Asia with their respective creeds, cults and codes reveal to us di-
verse ways of responding to God whose Spirit is active in all peoples and
cultures” (BIRA IV/7, art. 12)"2, For the FABC, it is “the same Spirit,
who has been active in the incarnation, life, death and resurrection of Je-
sus and in the Church, who was active among all peoples before the In-
carnation and is active among the nations, religions and peoples of Asia
today” (BIRA IV/3, att. 6)'2.

Hence, “interreligious dialogue flows from the nature of the Church,
a community in pilgrimage journeying with peoples of other faiths towards
the Kingdom that is to come” (BIRA IV/4, art. 2)'*, In particular, “religious
dialogue is not just a substitute for or a mere preliminary to the proclama-
tion of Christ, but should be the ideal form of evangelization, where in hu-
mility and mutual support we seek together with our brothers and sisters

" BAPA Vol. 1, 14,
" FAPA Vol. I, 326.
" FAPA Vol. I, 115.
' FAPA Vol. I, 253.
" FAPA Vol. I, 344
"2 FAPA Vol. I, 310.
" FAPA Vol, I, 259,
'™ FAPA Vol. I, 300.



that fullness of Christ which is God’s pian for the whole of creation, in its
entirety and its great and wonderful diversity” (BIMA I, art. 10)'*, In this
respect, the 1995 FABC Hindu-Christian Dialogue explained:

Beyond the extremes of inclusivism and exclusivism, pluralism is
accepted in resonance with the constitutive plurality of reality. Religions,
‘as they are manifested in history, are complementary perceptions of the
ineffable divine mystery, the God-beyond-God. All religions are visions
of the divine mystery. No particular religion can raise the claim of being
the norm for all others. We religious believers are co-pilgrims, who share
intimate spiritual experiences and reflections with one another with con-
cern and compassion, with genuine openness to truth and the freedom of
spiritual seekers (sadhakas). In this process we become increasingly sen-
sitive to human suffering and collaborate in promoting justice, peace and
ecological wholeness (BIRA V/3, art. 6)". -

Dialogue with the Poor

The First FABC Plenary Assembly explained that the local church-
es have to participate in a “dialogue of life” with the poor which in-
volves a genuine experience and understanding of the poverty, depriva-
tion and oppression of many of the Asian peoples. (FABC I, art. 20)"7.
Here, the term “poor” is understood in a dialectical sense:

Poor, not in human values, qualities, nor in human potential. But poor, in
that they are deprived of access to material goods and resources which
they need to create a truly human life for themselves. Deprived, because
they live under oppression, that is, under social, economic and political
structures which have injustice built into them (FABC I, art. 19),

This gives rise to a genuine commitment and effort to bring about
social justice in the Asian societies (FABC I, art. 21). In so doing, the
FABC affirmed the Statement of the 1971 Special Synod of Bishops on
Justice in the World'” and pointed out that “evangelization and the pro-

* FAPA Vol. 1, 94.

* FAPA Vol. I, 157-8.

T EAPA Vol. I, 15.

" FAPA Vol. I, 15.

™ “Actions in behalf of justice and participation in the transformation of the world
fully appear to us as a constitutive dimension of preaching of the Gosrgel‘.., for we believe
that this, in our time, is part and parcel of ‘preaching the Good News to the poor’.”
(FABC 1, art. 22. In FAPA V. I, 15-16).



motion of true human development and liberation, are not only not op-
posed, but make up today the integral preaching of the Gospel, especial-
ly in Asia” (FABC I, art. 23)™. Hence, the poor is seen as “ultimately the
privileged community and agents of salvation (as has always been the
case in the history of salvation)” (International Congress on Mission, art.
4)"'. The Sixth FABC Plenary Assembly explains succinctly;

Like Jesus, we ‘have to pitch our tents’ in the midst of all humanity build-

ing a better world, but especially among the suffering and the poor, the
marginalized and the downtrodden of Asia. In profound ‘solidarity with
suffering humanity’ and led by the Spirit of life, we need to immerse our-
selves in Asia’s cultures of poverty and deprivation, from whose depths the
aspirations for love and life are most poignant and compelling. Serving life
demands communion with every woman and man seeking and struggling
for life, in the way of Jesus’ solidarity with humanity (FABC VI, art. 14.2).

Fifth Stage: Quest for Harmony in the Task of Theologizing in the
Asian Milieu

The FABC takes very seriously the multireligious, multiethnic,
multilingual and pluricultural character of the Asian milien, as well as
‘the proximity of non-Christians to Christians, recognizing that the task
of doing theology has to take place within a wider context in dialogue
with these non-Christians in a spirit of goodwill, and not merely limited
to a purely confessional undertaking which is targeted exclusively to-
wards Christians. Within the framework of the FABC’s contextual theo-
logical methodology, the fourth stage of triple dialogue with the Asian
cultures, religions and the poor and marginalized presupposes the need
for a common underlying foundation for communication which enables
both the Asian local churches and their non-Christian neighbours to com-
municate with, and understand each other, without which each party
would end up talking past the other, rather than talking to each other. Ac-
cording to the FABC, the notion of harmony' is well-placed to act as

1 FAPA Vol. I, 16.

" FAPA Vol. I, 144.

" BIRA V/2 presents the following useful understanding of harmony which speaks to
both Christians and non-Christians alike: “Harmony can be perceived and realized at vari-
ous levels: Harmony in oneself as personal integration of body and mind; harmony with
the Cosmos, not only living in harmony with nature, but sharing nature’s gift equitably to
promote harmony among les; harmony with others, accepting, respecting and apc‘:rc-
ciating each one’s cultural, ethnic and religious identity, bmlgmg community in freedom
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this common underlying foundation for communication amidst much di-
versity and pluralism in the Asian Sitz-im-Leben, because it is authenti-
cally Christian, yet quintessentially Asian, viz., harmony appears “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/1, art. 13)". Methodologically, this leads to the fifth
stage of the FABC’s contextual methodology, viz., the quest for harmony
in the task of doing theology in the Asian milieu.

The quest for harmony in the task of theologizing in the Asian mi-
lieu is rooted in the FABC’s firm belief that “there is an Asian approach
to reality, a world-view, wherein 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” (Asian
Christian Perspectives on Harmony, art. 6)'*. Within the many Asian
worldviews, harmony is perceived as “the spiritual pursuit of the totality
of reality in its infinite diversity and radical unity” which “evolves by re-
specting the otherness of the other and by acknowledging its significance
in relation to the totality”"*. Harmony is also predicated upon the com-
monly-held view that since “the ultimate ground of being is unity-in-plu-
rality, the divergent forms of reality [in the Asian milieu] are perceived
in the convergent rhythm that harmonizes them™'*.

More significantly, such a quest for harmony in the task of theolo-
gizing in the Asian milieu can also be understood as the FABC'’s theolog-
ical contribution to the “the cause of unity of the peoples of Asia marked
by such a diversity of beliefs, cultures and socio-political structures. In
an Asia marked by diversity and torn by conflicts, the Church must in a
special way be a sacrament — a visible sign and instrument of unity and
harmony” (FABC V, art. 4.2)"%. This is reinforced by the FABC’s ac-
knowledgment that “the way of harmony does not unfold through ag-
gressive indoctrination, which distorts reality” (BIRA V/3, art. 7)".
Rather, the FABC speaks of the experience of harmony within an overar-
ching and holistic vision of unity in the Asian milieu:

aud fellowséng hannony in our collaborations as a means of promoting harmony for all in
the world; ”y harmony with God or the Absolute or whatever we perceive as the
ultimate goal of life” (FAPA Vel 11, 151).

= Vol. I, 249,

% FAPA Vol. 11, 298.

" BIRA V/4, art. 6 (in FAPA Vol. 11, 157).
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In the rich diversity of ancient Asian cultures and faiths is a vision of uni-
ty in diversity, a communion of life among diverse peoples... Ours is a vi-
sion 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... At the heart of our vision of life is the Asian reverential sense of
mystery and of the sacred, a spirituality that regards life as sacred and dis-
covers the Transcendent and its gifts even in mundane affairs, in tragedy
or victory, in brokenness or wholeness. This deep interiority draws people
to experience harmony and inner peace and infuses ethics into all of cre-
ation (FABC VI, art. 10, emphasis added)".

Such an understanding of harmony is also rooted in the foundations
of a cosmic harmony and unity which accepts the pluralism and diversity
of the Asian religio-cultural traditions as a positive and rich expression
of the mystery of the divine plan of creation:

When we look into our traditional cultures and heritages, we note that
they are inspired by a vision of unity. The universe is perceived as an or-
ganic whole with the web of relations knitting together each and every
part of it. The nature and the human are not viewed as antagonistic to each
other, but as chords in a universal symphony. The whole reality is main-
tained in unity through a universal thyme (Rta; Tao). This unity of reality
is reflected in the human person in that his senses, consciousness and spir-
it are organically interlinked, one flowing into the other. When this unity
and harmony are manifested in inter-human relationship of justice, order
and righteousness, it is considered dharmic (dharma, dhamma). Sensitivi-
ty in human relationships, close ties of love and cooperation in families
are highly valued in our cultures. Furthermore, traditionally, the various
groups in Asian societies were held together harmoniously through forces
of syncretism, spirit of tolerance, mysticism and through messianic move-
ments (BIRA IV/11, art. 6)'®,

In a nutshell, despite “religious, ethnic, linguistic and cultural di-
versity, one can perceive a unity of values and perceptions” which is
epitomized in the spirit of harmony: “Harmony, in the created universe,
within the human family, and internalized in the individual person, has

“ FAPA Vel 11, 5. This statement builds on the earlier statement by the Fourth FABC
Plenary Assembly: “Asian religious cultures see human beings, society and the whole uni-
verse as intimately related and interdependent. Fragmentation and division contradict this
vision” (FABC [V, at. 3.1.10, in FAFA Vol. I, 181).

1 FAPA Vol. IT,319.



for centuries been an ideal to which peoples of the region have striven”
(Harmony among Believers of Living Faiths, art. 5)''.

In discussing the Christian perspectives on harmony, the FABC
points out that “Christianity teaches a threefold harmony: harmony with
God, among humans, and with the whole universe. Union with a per-
sonal God is viewed as the source of all genuine harmony” (BIRA V/A4,
art. 5)'“ From the Christian perspective, harmony is also divinely in-
spired, because “God is the source and summit of all harmony. He is
the foundation and the fulfillment of it” (Asian Christian Perspectives
on Harmony, art. 5.1.1.4)"". In this respect, harmony as a theological
notion also draws its inspiration and strength from the harmonious uni-
ty of the Trinity: “The marvelous mystery of unity and communion of
the Trinity is a model-as well as a powerful challenge in our efforts to
create harmony in all areas of life” (BIRA IV/11, art. 7)'*, The trinitari-
an dimension of harmony was further elaborated by the FABC Office
of Theological Concerns in the following manner: “the harmony of the
universe finds its origin in the one Creator God, and human harmony
should flow from the communion of Father and Son in the Spirit, and
ought to be continually nourished by the ‘circumincession’ (perichore-
sis) in divine life” (Asian Christian Perspectives on Harmony, art.
4.11.3)'*, Such trinitarian and cosmic perspectives of harmony give rise
to an understanding of harmony which “acknowledges the sacredness
of nature and invites us to live in harmony with nature and to foster its
growth” (BIRA IV/12, art. 33)'*. This notion of harmony is inspired by
a global and universal concern which is “geared ultimately to the well-
being and peace of the universe and humankind” (BIRA IV/1l, art.
21)"". Such an understanding of harmony also cries out for harmony in
the created world among humans'®, as well as between humans and
their natural environment:

We envision a life with integrity and dignity, a life of compassion for the
multitudes, especially for the poor and the needy. It is a life of solidarity
with every form of life and sensitive care for all the earth. It is thus a life
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