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SUNSET IN THE EAST?

THE ASIAN REALITIES CHALLENGING THE CHURCH
AND ITS LAITY TODAY
by
Felix Wilfred

A mighty wind of change sweeps through Asia. Changes are not new
in this ancient continent. Empires and kingdoms, invasions and migra-
tions of peoples, religions and cultures have in the past changed the Asian
scene over and over again. And yet there is something unique about the
mutation which Asia is undergoing today: It is the complexity of a change
in which more than ever before politics, economy, society and religion in-
teract to determine the destiny of the teeming millions of Asians living in
poverty, misery, bondage and oppression. The situation is pregnant with
possibilities for bounteous life but also contains seeds of destruction and
death.

Christianity cannot afford to be a mere spectator or uninvolved ob-
server in this “Asian Drama.”' The whole situation is a tremendous chal-
lenge to the Church and an opportunity to unleash the inner potencies of
its message and bring them to bear upon the present scenario. It is at this
juncture that the commitment and involvement of all Christian believers,
particularly the laity, assume great significance. The laity are called today
by God, who lets himself be encountered in history and through the signs
of the times, to live their Christian faith and manifest it through their
action, and witness its transforming power in every sphere of Asian life.

What these challenges are and what demands they make on the
Church and its laity is the object of our consideration in the following

pages.

This position paper has been prepared for the Fourth Plenary As-
sembly of the Federation of Asian Bishop’s Conferences (FABC), con-
vening at the Major Seminary, Tokyo, Japan, September 16-25, 1986.
The theme of the Plenary Assembly is: “The Vocation and Mission of the
Laity in the Church and in the World of Asia.”
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PART I: THE SPECTRUM OF ASIAN CHALLENGES
A. FROM DEMOCRACY TO AUTHORITARIANISM
a) Emergence of a New Consciousness

In Asia we are living through a period of serious conflicts and con-
tradictions. They are provoked by an unprecedented awakening to
human dignity and rights, on the one hand, and domination and oppres-
sion of every kind, on the other. The rise of nationalism among the Asian
nations freed the people from the yoke of colonial powers and gave birth
to new nation-states during the years 1940-1960.% The aspirations of the
people were not over with decolonization. Asians began to realize pain-
fully not only how they continued to be dominated through a subtle neo-
colonialism, but also within the nations were controlled by powerful
groups. This led to the rise of regionalism all over Asia and to the awaken-
ing of minority groups. It has become clear that people do not want to be
dominated and they resist any unwarranted imposition. And yet what we
experience today is authoritarianism and totalitarianism, evident particu-
larly in the political field.

b. Democracy in Jeopardy

The political freedom from the colonial powers was followed by the
introduction of the Western parliamentary system in most Asian nations.
The newly-gained freedom and the democratic system augured an auspi-
cious future for the millions of Asians. And yet the developments within
the space of a few years proved how freedom, democratic values and
human rights are still a very distant dream. It also revealed the complexity
of the Asian political reality very much conditioned by religion, economy,
the traditional values and organization, social divisions like caste, the pre-
sence of minority groups, etc., and, last but not least, the interference of
imperialist powers. Today the overall political climate of Asia can be
characterized as authoritarianism.> This one single factor of power being
concentrated in one individual or in one party to the suppression of others
seems to be common to most Asian countries. We have martial law, or for
all practical purposes, martial governments, in Pakistan, Bangladesh,
Korea, Singapore, etc., with lip service being paid to democracy. Prom-
ises of democratic elections are never realized, and where they are con-
ducted, they are manipulated through cheating and fraud, as can be seen
in the recent elections in the Philippines.

¢. Reasons for the Decline

There are various reasons which account for the decline of democ-
racy and democratic values in Asia, reasons which should be seriously
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taken into account if we want to meet the challenges of the present-day
Asian political scene. Unlike in Europe, where democracy became a
political system after a long drawn-out struggle and experimentation, pas-
sing through various stages of development (democracy reserved to the
propertied, the educated, upper class, etc.) to reach the system of univer-
sal franchise,* in Asia democracy was something ready-made and offered
immediately after the colonial period. Democracy was thus something al-
most taken for granted and not the fruit of peoples’ achievements and
their participation.® Given the illiteracy of the masses and the traditional
feudal organizations still exerting its influence on Asian societies, it was
easy for the elites and the powerful to undermine the whole democratic
system or bend it to suit their vested interests. Even in countries like
India, where the totalitarian and authoritarian regime is absent, the mas-
ses of people are progressively marginalised and left out of the effective
participation in the democratic process.® People are often converted into
mere vote banks to be exploited at the time of elections by the politicians.
Democracy in effect seems to be a sham.

Another reason for the eclipse of democracy in Asia is the present-
day economic order. The young nation-states of Asia, in their efforts for
developing the overall economic situation, found it necessary that there
be, in the midst of rising opposition and protest of people, political stabil-
ity. Since in the present international world order, dominated by im-
perialist powers vying with each other to win the allegiance of more and
more poor nations and to control technological and scientific means, it
being impossible for the poor Asian nations to develop their own re-
sources and attain a certain amount of economic strength and indepen-
dence, they tend to invite foreign investments and industrial establish-
ments.” In order to allure foreign investments the new nations should
offer some measure of political stability, It is easily understood then that
the first casualty in this is the democratic system within the frame of which
people could assert their rights and pose their demands. On the other
hand, the powerful and affluent nations of the West, which were very
much for the democratic system in their nations, were encouraging, in
general, dictatorial and authoritarian regimes in Asian countries for the
sake of a pax economica in defence of their investments in the poor Asian
countries.

Yet another factor which contributed to the decline of democracy in
Asia is the presence of various minority groups. In most of the Asian
countries there are today multinational, multilingual and multiracial
groups.” South Asia is a mosaic of cultures and races. Malaysia has along
with its seven million Malays also five million Chinese and at least one
million Indians and Pakistanis. Similarly Indonesia, though predomin-
antly Muslim, has various groupings as the Santri or orthodox Muslims
and the Abangan, whose religion is a mixture of Islam, animism, Hin-

.



duism, etc. In South Asian countries, in Thailand, Taiwan, the Philip-
pines, we have several tribal groups. It took several centuries and needed
many wars for the West to consolidate its political unity and weld the var-
ious groups and peoples to form the modern European nation-states.
Similarly, the presence of minority groups and communities, whether
they are tribals, Harijans in India, the Muslims in the Philippines or the
Chinese and Indians in Malaysia, the Chinese in Thailand, etc., has
created many communal conflicts in the course of the last few decades.
With the manifest purpose of maintaining peace and harmony, the lead-
ers of many Asian nations assumed dictatorial powers.

d) Efforts to Legitimize Authoritarianism

The authoritarian governments justify their existence very often in
the name of national unity and national security, against the forces of dis-
ruption from within the country and possible dangers to its security from
beyond its borders.’ A very convenient justification for assuming extraor-
dinary constitutional powers by the authoritarian governments is the
threat of Communism. On this pretext many leaders legitimatize the in-
vesting of special powers on the government.

e) Guns Ahead of Rice

All this goes to explain the horrendous violation of human rights,
tortures and massacres, and the suppression of various sections of people
— the minorities clamouring for their legitimate autonomy, the workers
demanding their rights, the youth frustrated about their future, etc. The
oppressed groups and sections of the people in an effort to assert their
legitimate claims resort to armed struggles. We have thus many militant
tribal movements in various countries, the National Peoples’ Army in the
Philippines and the Tamil Eelam Liberation Movement in Sri Lanka.

In this context, it is not difficult to explain the progressive militariza-
tion in Asia. Enormous amounts of money are being spent by these gov-
ernments for arms and arsenals which contrast with the relatively smaller
amounts spent on other important issues like health and education. South
Korea, for example, spends 6% of its GNP for military expenditure,
while only 2.2% is spent for education and 0.9% for health. The military
expenditure of Taiwan amounts to 7.7% of the GNP, whereas it spends
only 0.9% and 0.2% for education and health respectively."’

f) A Global Crisis

Under these circumstances the question being raised often is
whether democracy is suitable for Asia. In fact, many heads of states in
Asia accept as a foregone conclusion that the Western type of democracy
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is not fit for Asia. They feel it has to be modified. In effect this means
people have to accept an authoritarian and a militarist pattern of govern-
ment for their own development.

We face today a global crisis of democracy. Even in the West, demo-
cracy does not have a long tradition. Franco of Spain, and Salazar of Por-
tugal — not to speak of Hitler and Mussolini—belong to our contempor-
ary history. In Latin America and Africa too there is a serious crisis in
democracy. Asia has few models of democracy to look up to in the rest of
the world. Every nation and people has to discover by itself its own par-
ticular, specific mode of democracy best adopted to its culture and tradi-
tion.!! Only in this way could democratic ideals be sustained in the con-
crete. What is central in the democratic conception is that the dignity,
freedom, rights and equality of persons and groups be safeguarded. This
is the core of the democratic ideal, which should find its concrete transla-
tion in various ways. In the realization of true democratic ideals the relig-
ions too should play a vital role, since the dignity of man, his freedom and
rights touch upon religion.

g. A Question of Power

From what has been outlined above it should be clear how power
constitutes a fundamental challenge in Asia. This is true not only in the
political realm but, as will be clear in the following pages, in every realm
of life — social, economic cultural and religious. The concentration of
power in the hands of a few leaves the staggering millions of Asia a mass
of powerless people. They are not the subjects of their history, but people
whose life, whose destinies, are determined by powers over which they
have no control. The structures, like democracy, which in principle con-
tain the possibility of people freely and jointly determining the course of
their lives, have been done away with by the violence of authoritarianism
and militarism.

The imposition of the whims and fancies of one single individual or
group over the overwhelming majority of people and the growing military
power by which the dissidents are stifled constitute a situation of vio-
lence and leads to a chain of violence. This whole state of things poses a
lot of questions to the Church and its laity. In the face of this challenge of
power what should be the attitude of the Church? What should be the at-
titude of the laity living in the midst of the world? Should the Church in
Asia and its laity join hands with the powers that be in the name of a mis-
construed maintenance of law and order which often conceals in-
stitutionalized disorder and creates a congenial environment for the
exploitation of the masses? The situation, it would seem, can be remedied
and the violence put to an end only by people regaining their legitimate
power and effectively exercising it. What concrete steps, actions and in-

.



itiatives could be taken by the Church and its laity so as to empower the
powerless?

B. THE PROCESS.OF MODERNIZATION

Asia stands in need of undergoing a process of modernization in all
spheres of its life — political, social, religious, etc. In fact, this process is
underway. The understanding and interpretation of this process should
not only be in terms of economic development or new political forms and
social changes, but also should take into account the whole conflict and
struggle that are going on in this process.'

a) Clarifying the Concept

The concept of modernization is open to misunderstanding, and
therefore it is important at the very outset to define its nature and scope.
Generally one takes it for granted that the Asian complex of social
realities is traditional and so the modernization would be the change over
from this situation to new values, cultures and ideals under the “impact”
of the Western culture which is supposed to bring about the collapse of
the old and the traditional. This way of looking at the present realities is
too simplistic. It can neither be justified in principle, nor does it corres-
pond to actual reality.

We should make a clear distinction between modernity and Western
culture. In the words of Wilfred Cantwell Smith the process of moderni-
zation is

that process by which a country becomes conscious of itself and of
its processes and of the kind of country that it is possible for it to be-
come, and by which it finds or constructs the technical means for
executing such choices as it consciously or unconsciously makes.
Modernity in the world at large is the process of rendering feasible
the gradual transformation of human life from what it has been into
what we choose to make it. Our awareness that this is so, our choos-
ing that we will strive for one thing rather than another (whatever
the choice be; but it has to be made) and our ability to implement
our gecisions technically — these are the measure of our being mod-
ern,

b. People Forging Ahead

Modernization, then, is not primarily a matter of changing things;
nor is it a question of adopting what is being done elsewhere (mostly in the
West) but above all, a matter of people consciously participating in a pro-
cess of change whose direction and nature cannot be dictated a priori or
substituted by other models but has to emerge in relation to the encounter
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with new means and forces. In this sense, the contemporary Western cul-
ture is not the modernization of Asia but this culture itself is the fruit of
European process of modernization from a feudal society of Middle Ages
through the industrial revolution to contemporary science and technology.
Such an encounter and process of modernization produced a particular
type of culture which is secularistic in nature with the demise of religion
and morality in public life, and with the production of consumer goods
with the aid of science and technology. But the West will cease to be
modern the moment it moves along this same path and neglects a much
needed serious encounter with other cultural and religious forces of Asia
and other Third World countries.

As as the process of modernization in Asia is concerned, the people
of Asia have already come into contact with the realities of science and
technology which, though they had their initial impetus in the West, can-
not be identified with it, but belong today to the whole of humanity as a
common heritage. There should be a distinctively Asian way of being
modern, a way of making use of the discoveries, inventions and the pos-
sibilities offered by science and technology. Science and technology are
wonderful means of expanding the human and freeing it from many limi-
tations and shackles. The harnessing of the power of these new instru-
ments to transform the material world brings along with it also a transfor-
mation in the consciousness of the human person and a change in his or
her self-understanding.!* They introduce changes in the life of the indi-
vidual and in the way relationships are structured in society. We should
note here that the interaction of the Asian societies with science and
technology does not happen in a neutral field. The transformation which
was effected in the Western society by industrialization, science and
technology to create a secular and liberal tradition is also simultaneously
present, and both science and technology exercise their influence on the
present-day Asian societies. We have to wait and see the shape of Asia
that will emerge out of this interaction with modernity. However, in this
process of modernization certain elements are clearly observable, ele-
ments which constitute the present situation of the Asian society.

¢. Some of the Changes Underway

Rapid urbanization is a crisis into which the process of moderniza-
tion has led the Asian countries. The demographic map of Asian nations,
with villages as the fulcrum of life, is fast changing. There is mass exodus
of peasants, the landless, destitutes and the youth towards the city in the
hope of getting at least some fringe benefits from the colossal industriali-
zation taking place in the cities.’® The situation of insecurity in the villages
and the greater opportunities offered by the urban life attract various
groups to the cities. A simple glance at the percentage of those who were
not born in cities but have made these their homes would give us an idea
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of the magnitude of urbanization taking place in Asia. Of the present in-
habitants of the city of Djakarta 74% was not born there, and the percen-
tage of non-city-born dwellers in the Philippines is 46.9% , 47.7% in Kam-
puchea and 26.6% in Thailand.'®

The fast urbanization of Asia has created innumerable slums and
squatters’ colonies which present a pathetic sight of misery and squalor.
It is estimated that about 37% of the urban population of Asia lives in
slums, and in certain cities, like Bombay, the percentage is alarmingly
high. Apart from the insecurities of daily life, lack of clean water, sanita-
tion, etc., the slum dwellers live constantly with the Damocles’ sword of
evacuation hanging over their heads."” The city life with its highly com-
petitive spirit in every sphere of life does not permit the poor slum dwel-
lers to give any higher education to their children, and generations of
poor are thus consigned to their lot of the slum life.

Since the Asian countries are composed of different linguistic, ethnic
and cultural groups, urbanization affects deeply the pattern of this com-
position. The sudden concentration of certain groups in certain areas fo-
ment communal conflicts and tensions as the Malays-Chinese riots in
Kula Lampur in 1969, the frequent diatribe of Shiva Shena in Bombay
against the immigration of South Indians, etc.'® Furthermore, with focus
on industry and an export-oriented economy, many states tend to neglect
the rural areas and the agriculture often receives only a stepmotherly
treatment from the government and its administrative machinery concen-
trated in the cities. This situation causes frequent peasant revolts and
rural insurgencies. In many countries the rural economy is very much
ruined and the peasants have been forced to give up agriculture as they
are not able to make both ends meet, due to the low pricing of agricultural
goods. Even in a country like Japan where farming is done with modern
equipments, the peasants are more and more forced to undertake some
part-time jobs in industrial sectors."

The process of modernization turns out to be an enormous task when
we consider the whole demographic sphere in Asia. India has according
to the 1981 census 684 million people, which makes it that one out of
every seven in the world is an Indian.”® The projected population for the
end of the century is 1000 million. China has today a population of 889
million, Indonesia 155 million, followed by Japan with 118 million. These
figures, though they are impressive, are nothing strange when compared
to the geographic area covered by Asia. Excepting a few countries like
Japan and Singapore, the density of population per square kilometre in
Asia is still smaller than it is in some of the Western countries. West Ger-
many, for example, has 246 inhabitants per square km. and U.K. 228,
while India has 200 and China 101.* The European nations at the wake
of the industrial revolution had the whole continent of North America,
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South America, Australia and South Africa too expand into, and when
there was a great population explosion in Europe, it was absorbed by
these new continents. Asia was left without such options and today the
huge population still continues to grow, with serious problems such as the
food, shelter, health, education, etc. Despite all modern means of educa-
tion, it is striking that 64% of the Indian population is illiterate.

One of the characteristics of Asian societies is the close humanities,
with emphasis on collective responsibility and interdependence in the
family and in the village. The identity of the individual and the roles to be
played by each one are defined by the group. This characteristic stands in
direct contrast with the values of individualism as developed and prac-
tised in the liberal tradition of the West.

This characteristic tradition in interaction with the liberal tradition
and technological and scientific progress undergoes certain changes.
Similarly, the traditional Asian society, with agriculture as the main occu-
pation of the people, the inequality of status between man and woman,
and the hierarchical organization supported by the spirit of unreserved
obedience and conformity, experiences challenges stemming from the
present-day Western economic system and culture. What had once been
provided by the small village community or by the group is today more
and more being taken over by the state, causing an identity crisis of small
communities, a break in the traditional village or group-solidarity and an
imbalance in the whole process of adaptation to the new situation.*

Modernization in Asia has not only affected very much the tradi-
tional loyalties, but also the relationship to language, culture, caste,
group, etc., which are “primordial sentiments.”” Instead of tending to-
wards unification of the nation-state composed of various peoples, races,
etc., modernization has also caused the divisive forces to affirm them-
selves even more strongly. But that is not reason enough to give up the
process of modernization which, after the crisis of unity which Asia is ex-
periencing today, will ultimately lead towards a reinformed unity.

A real challenge which faces Asia in this respect is to enter deeply
into the process of modernization, without compromising the values of its
social cultural and religious traditions — values which stand in danger of
being swept away by some of the worst elements of the Western culture
trying to make inroads into Asia. There is also another challenge to Asia,
namely, to contribute to the West and the rest of the world certain re-
medies for the many evils that have been caused by the misuse of science
and technology and the adaptation of a liberal and individualistic tradi-
tion.



d) The Way of Yin-Yang and the Vision of Harmony

It is vital today for Asia and for the world at large to have a certain
harmonious vision of life. The Asian vision of reality is inclusive with
pluralism as its natural ally. While the Western thinking, at least from the
time of Descartes, tends to vivisect reality and see it in terms of either ..
or— choosmg one and rejecting the other — the Asian way is the way of
yin-yang,* where things which appear contrary as opposites are seen as
complementary — contraria sunt complementa.

Though science and technology can and should lead towards aug-
menting the quality of human life, yet a fragmentary vision of reality en-
veloping them today in the West has caused also profound divisions and
conflicts in human and societal living. The individual and technocratic
culture as it has developed in the West has made human persons subser-
vient to the machine and has constricted human freedom instead of creat-
ing further space for its expressions. As a result, human thought and ac-
tion have progresswely become, to quote the title of a book of Herbert
Marcuse, “one dimensional.”? Furthennore the relationship of human
persons to nature has been vitiated through ruthless exploitation of na-
ture and its resources. The sophisticatedly-organized industrial and
technocratic society, on whose altar the dignity of persons and their free-
dom are sacrificed to create a smoke of ever new consumer goods and ser-
vices, cannot constitute a paradigm for Asia. In the West, new
ideologues, like H. Marcuse, Theodore Roszak, Erich Fromm, Alvin
Toffler and Schumacher, have strongly denounced the evils of this ad-
vanced 1ndustr1al soc1ety ‘and have laid the foundation for a counter-cul-
tural movement.*® It has been suggested, for example, that one should re-
capture the spirit of the Englightenment (which was at the origin of the
modern industrial revolution), its spirit of freedom, fraternity, equality,
etc. But unfortunately all these efforts have proved to be nothing more
than water off a duck’s back.

It is at this juncture the holistic and organic vision characteristic of
Asia assumes great importance. This vision in encounter with science and
technology can take Asia to new heights of integral human development
and improve the quality of human life and action.

A vision of unity and harmony is the basic intuition of Asian relig-
ions. This is particularly true of Taoism and Hinduism. The very opening
words of Tao Te Ching expresses this profound unity in mysterious terms:

The Tao that can be expressed is not the eternal Tao;

The name that can be defined is not the unchanging name.
Non-existence is called the antecedent of heaven and earth;
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Existence is the mother of all things.

From eternal non-existence, therefore, we serenely observe the
mysterious beginning of the universe.

From eternal existence we clearly see the apparent distinctions.
These two are the same in source and become different when mani-
fested. This sameness is called profundity. Infinite profoundity is
the gate where comes the beginning of part of the universe.”

¢) The Human and the Nature

Hinduism unfolds this intuition in the whole of its scriptures,
whether they be the Vedic hymns or philosophical expositions. This unity
with the entire universe is deep-rooted because it goes back to the very
origins of the human race. In Rig Veda we have a hymn that portrays the
coming into existence of the cosmos from the primordial man — the
purusha. 1t is from the various parts of his body that the universe, the
prakrti, takes its origin.

The Moon was gendered from his mind, and
from his eye the Sun had birth;

Indra and Agni from his mouth were born, and
Vayu from his breath.

Forth from his navel came mid-air; the sky

was fashioned from his head

Earth from his feet, and from his ear the regions.
Thus they formed the worlds.?

While the Bible presents man and woman as the culmination of cre-
ation after the earth, the moon and the stars were brought into existence,
Hinduism sees the whole universe as deriving from the human. That is
why the nature and the universe too have a personalistic dimension. Re-
versely, the human person reflects the nature of nature. Therefore, no
one can relinquish nature and proceed in total contrast with it, but has to
conform to it in a harmonious unity.?® This is something that belongs to
the very being and well-being of the humans. The intimate relationship
between the humans and the nature can be seen also in the doctrine of
karma, according to which every action of a person causes its effects,
good and bad, over the whole universe and these endure. Nothing that is
done by man or woman goes without its reverberation on the cosmos in
terms of its preservation or its destruction.

This conception differs profoundly from the way the relationship be-

tween humankind and nature has been viewed in the modern Western
thought, especially since Descartes and Bacon. The nature is seen here as
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the object of the human person’s domination, ruling and governance.*
We should add also another important reason that accounts for this view
of nature: it is the historical phenomenon of the colonial expansion of
European countries which related themselves to other peoples, their land
and its natural resources as objects and raw materials for the promotion
of industry in their home countries. The exploitation of nature as a quarry
has been the obnoxious consequence of this vision and practice. In recent
times some have tried to correct this view by presenting the idea of
stewardship, namely, that the vocation of man and woman is to cultivate
and preserve the earth. But even this conception remains basically at the
level of management, at the level of considering the earth, the nature and
the universe as objects.

The earth, the nature, the land are more than objects. In the Hindu
view, the earth is part of the human, and one cannot get rid of it as much
as one cannot get rid of one’s body and be alive. The earth is in a way the
flesh of his/her flesh, the bone of his/her bone. The relationship to nature
is neither one of domination nor of mere stewardship but one of collab-
oration.

The intimate bond which unites the humans and the nature at the
level of being is sometimes expressed when the earth is referred to as a
mother, and as such she is praised in several hymns of the Veda. For
example in a hymn of Atharva Veda we read:

Impart to us those vitalizing forces

that come, O Earth, from deep within your body,
your central point, your navel; purify us wholly.
The Earth is mother; I am son of Earth.

The Rain-giver is my father; may he shower on
us his blessings!

All creatures, born from you, move round upon you
you carry all that has two legs, three, or four.

To you, O Earth, belong the five human races,
those mortals upon whom the rising sun

sheds the immortal splendour of his rays.

Mother of plants and begetter of all things,

firm far-flung earth, sustained by Heavenly Law,
kindly and pleasant is she. May we ever
dwell on her bosom, passing to and from.”"

It is to this mother earth that human beings “creep back”** when they
die. The earth which sustains the humans and receives them back into her
bosom is also sometimes seen as the spouse to whom fidelity and care are
due. In short, the nature, the earth, the land is more than an object of
economic exploitation or political configuration.



The intimate bond between humankind and the earth which the
Vedas present was further strengthened in the Upanishads, by grounding
this relationship in Brahman, the one ultimate and all-pervading reality.
It is the same Brahman who is intimately present in every human being
(atman) and in the nature. The inner essence of a person, as well as the
soul of the nature, the universe, is the Brahman. The ultimate reality is
not multiplicity but one, one without a second. Hence, the process of in-
tegration, wholeness, which is salvation, consists in man’s realizing within
his self the Brahman who is the soul of everything, and finding in
everyone and everything one’s very self. In this way the mysteries of
human beings and the universe are bound together with nothing less than
the cords of “being.” The welfare of the one is the welfare of the other.

The whole universe is bound together in unity and harmony when the
cosmic order, or rta, is maintained. Similarly, with the world of human
beings, society lives in justice and concord when the order of righteous-
ness or dharma is preserved. The word dharma derives from the root dhr,
which means to support, hold fast, etc.”® The humanity is supported and
held fast through righteousness. Every human person stands firm and be-
comes genuine when his/her whole being is based on satya, truth. Ria,
dharma and satya are principles of integration which make whole and har-
monious the cosmic order, the human world and the personal self respec-
tively, and they are so mutually interlinked that the attainment of any one
of them is not possible without the other two and the deficiency in one is
automatically the deficiency in the other two.

f) Support from the New Physics

One may wonder whether this holistic and organic vision characteris-
tic of Asia is not something of a bygone age and incompatible with mod-
ern scientific outlook. But strikingly the contemporary new science, from
a strictly scientific point of view, confirms the truth of this vision. Con-
trary to what one generally imagines, the new science is akin to the Asian
organic vision of reality and not to the mechanistic conception of the
world. In fact, the new science, with the theory of relativity and quantum
physics, has superseded the Newtonian mechanistic conception of the
universe that was the underlying principle of science for a few centuries.
Fritjof Capra, a reputable physicist, has clearly shown in two of his sig-
nificant works — The Tao of Physics and The Turning Point — the con-
vergence of the Eastern vision and the new physics.> This should be again
a serious motive why in the process of modernization Asians should take
seriously the organic and holistic vision underlying Asian life and culture.

R - (g—



g) Modernization without Cultural Alienation

The considerations above should lead us to reflect on the nature of
the challenge of modernization Asia is facing and the issues involved. The
real question here is how Asia can find its own model of modernization in
such a way that it does not turn out to be an alienation of the Asians from
their cultural values and traditional vision of the world, society and man.
Genuine modernization and growth in Asia should be endogenous,
namely, it should flow from the heart of Asia itself, stimulated though by
new forces with which it comes into contact. Adapting the Western
paradigm of modernization would inevitably land Asia in a lot of con-
tradictions in various spheres of life and cause a situation of dependence.
If the Church is an ally of human progress and development and if its laity
are called upon to play their role in the cultural life of the world, in what
ways could both the Church and its laity contribute to meet the challenges
of modernization in Asia? The question is not simply what the Church
and its laity could do for the development and modernization of Asia. It
is important to take note of the whole context of the crisis and the whole
dynamic process of change Asia is undergoing. And it is at this juncture
that the Church and its laity are called upon to play their role.

C. A CoOSTLY IDEOLOGICAL DIVIDE IN A CONTINENT OF POVERTY

Asia, the continent in which some of the poorest of the poor of the
world live, needs to move on the path of progress and material welfare,
availing itself of the possibilities opened up by science and technology.
From the time of decolonization of the Asian countries, however, there
have been different ideologies as to how and through what means the de-
velopment and social change should take place. The peoples of Asia have
become divided by the two opposing giant ideologies — capitalism and
socialism — both of which originated in Europe and which today split the
world, from UNO to the village, over every issue. Asia is part of this
global situation of the ideological division of the world, and that is how we
have in Asia today socialistic countries — China, North Korea, Kam-
puchea, Vietnam — and non-socialist countries.

a) Whither Development?

Both these ideologies promise to the teeming millions of Asia a
brighter future, free from hunger and disease. Capitalism places its price
on the economic development to be achieved, and until it is achieved
people may have to be in a situation of want, while they can enjoy certain
political freedom. Communist ideology instead curbs the civil liberties,
while offering a certain amount of equitable distribution of goods by pre-
venting the accumulation of wealth in the hands of a few. The price of
freedom is to be paid, according to the Communists, so that the revolu-
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tion may take place and a new society may be established.” The Asian ex-
perience shows how these two ideologies have not really succeeded but
have betrayed the interests of millions of Asian and have aggravated their
situation of oppression.

In non-socialist countries the model adopted for development has
been Western. The ideology of capitalist development concentrates on
economic progress, and its principles of rugged individualism, profit and
money create in Asia affluence for an elite class, misery and desperation
for the overwhelming majority of its peoples. The economic development
and planning envisioned by capitalism have increased incredibly the
GNP, (the Gross National Product), but the benefits of growth have not
trickled down as expected to the poor masses. The measurement of a
country’s growth, therefore, by GNP can be very misleading. Besides, in
some of the advanced non-socialist countries of Asia, such as Japan and
Hong-Kong, the economic growth has not been matched by the improve-
ment in the social condition, so that many people have to live in small and
crowded spaces and in shanty homes with little privacy and with lack of
other basic facilities. In less developed non-socialist countries, the
capitalist system was superimposed on a long-standing feudal, semi-
feudal or tribal society,* with the result that powerful traditional elites
have taken into their hands the course of development and draw benefits
for themselves from the introduction of science and technology. This has
happened both in the agricultural and industrial sectors of the Asian
economy. In the 1960’s there took place an accelerated modernization in
the agricultural field in order to increase production. In India, for exam-
ple, the Green Revolution transformed a situation where there was star-
vation and death due to lack of food materials to a situation of such a
growth that India is today exporting grains. And yet, if today there are
millions of poor people living below the poverty line, this is evidence
enough to show how mere economic development envisaged by
capitalism does not deliver the goods. This notion of development has not
paid attention to other basic questions like land reform, the traditional
structure of the society and its organization, etc. Kusum Nair, in her well-
known Blossoms in the Dust, writing of her experiences in many villages
in India, has shown that true development does not take place where so-
cial and cultural conditions of people and their attitudes and values are
ignored.”

Though on principle many of the non-socialist Asian governments
would not dispute the need to take into account social and cultural factors
in development strategy and speak of the equitable distribution of the
fruits of development, yet in practice it is the GNP’ism, or the drive for in-
creasing gross national product and augmenting foreign exchange, which
determines the concrete economic policies and planning.



b) Adding Insult to Injury — the Multinationals

It is in this context that we have to understand the proliferation of
multinational corporations in many Asian countries. In the years follow-
ing independence many countries tried to produce for themselves the
goods needed instead of importing them (import-substitution), a policy
which in the course of years proved unsustainable due to various factors
which are global and beyond the control of the individual countries. Sub-
sequently, they went in for an economy oriented to the manufacturing of
export-goods. Investments from foreign governments and multinational
companies are being more and more encouraged in several Asian coun-
tries which are already under the grip of neo-colonialism, and they vie
with each other in offering the cheapest labour force and protection
against strikes, worker-problems, etc. In countries like Sri Lanka and
Malaysia the so-called Free Trade Zones are offered to allure foreign in-
vestments.*

A host of evils has been generated by the multinationals, not only i in
the economic, medical and social fields but also in the environment.”
They drain the natural resources and pollute the atmosphere with great
health hazards to the population of the locality, who often are powerless
to take retaliatory steps. The tragedy that struck Bhopal on the night of
December 3, 1984, with a death toll of over 2500 people and many more
thousands debilitated for life through gas leakage, is only a symbol of the
many not so well-known but equally lethal effects of multinational estab-
lishments.

In the agricultural sector, too, the policies and practices of multina-
tional firms have been very damaging. The so-called “agribusiness,” that
is, “a series of closely related activities that together enable agrlcultural
product to flow from the market place,”® in which multinationals are in-
volved, deprive the poor peasants of their land and their market. Since
the multinationals conducting agribusiness cultivate on their large hold-
ings certain crops needed for industry and force the local peasants to cul-
tivate the same crops, they impinge upon the production of the staple
food of the people, which often runs into short supply leading to the star-
vation of the poor masses. The goal underlying this kind of capitalist food
production is not feeding people but acquiring more profit. The effects of
agribusiness in traditional rural society, in the words of Susan George,
“may be nothing short of catastrophic. There is already plenty of evidence
to suggest that agribusiness is capable of destroying everything it touches:
local employment, patterns of local food crop producnon consumer
tastes, even village and traditional family structures.”*!
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¢) The Worlds in Collaboration for One Model?

As far as the socialist ideology of development is concerned, the data
are so sparse and uncertain that an unambiguous evaluation does not
seem possible. Though it is doubtful whether the picture presented by the
socialist countries of the situation in their respective countries correspond
to reality, yet there is undoubtedly in these countries a greater sense of
equitable distribution of goods, a concern to stabilize prices so as to al-
leviate the condition of the poor, care to improve the condition of the
workers, etc. This contrasts with the growth in unemployment, escalating
prices, growing disparity between the rich and the poor experienced in
non-socialist countries.

The totalitarian tendencies inherent in socialism both in the political
and economic fields make out that planning and execution are concen-
trated in the hands of a strong party bureaucracy which indulges in many
kinds of political repression. In any case, the experiences of Vietnam,
Kampuchea and Laos do not seem to offer any convincing alternative to
capitalism.

It is interesting to note that recent trends in the relationship between
socialist and capitalist countries are reflected also in Asia. In fact, the
capitalist world and the socialist world are no more the two opposing
blocks they are made out to be, at least as far as the problem of develop-
ment is concerned. The socialist countries have opened up to the
capitalist world, forced as they are to acquire modern technology and to
find a market for their products.” Besides, the antagonism within the
socialist world has driven some of them to seek alliances with capitalist
countries. A typical example is China whose bamboo curtain is being
lifted and whose anti-Soviet and anti-Vietnam policies and sympathetic
political overtones with the United States of America are well-known.
The crisis and recession in the capitalist world since 1973 had also their
sinister effects on socialist countries and, ironically, the socialist countries
are interested in helping capitalist countries out of this crisis.

All this shows us that there is evolving a global model of develop-
ment in which both capitalist and socialist countries are involved. But the
real question is whether this model of development really improves the
socioeconomic condition of the people and heightens their quality of life.
Both socialist and non-socialist countries of Asia are still among the
poorest in the world, and all its teeming millions have more or less the
same problems, the solutions for which are not yet in sight.

Though the socialist countries of Asia may not basically give up
their ideology, yet in recent years there has been a growing realization
among them that Marxism does not contain solutions for all their prob-
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lems. We are reminded of an article to this effect in the Peoples Daily of
December, 1984, and the economic decisions by the Central Cormmttee
of the Chinese Communist Party in October of the same year.* There is
a search for greater clarity in the Asian context of the meaning of
socialism. In his speech of June 30, 1984 on “Building Socialism with
Chinese character,” Den Xiaoping asked: “What is socialism? What is
Marxism? Our understanding of these questions in the past was not com-
pletely clear.”*

d) Indigenous Ideologies

We are at a time when Asia is challenged to evolve its own
ideologies, which will keep its various ethnic and linguistic groups in unity
and take the people on the road of an integral development in justice and
equality. Capitalism was developed in modern Europe and got estab-
lished in the period of industrialization at the cost of millions of human
lives. Marx was a European of the 19th century, and though prophetic,
was nevertheless in many ways a son of his times and soil. And yet given
the economic and political power enveloping these ideologies, they exer-
cise hegemony over the Asian nations.

It is not easy for Asia to withstand the weight of these ideologies im-
posed on her. Besides developing pohncally a non-aligned movement
from the 1950’s, in which many Asian countries are members, thus break-
ing the pohtlcal strength of the capitalist world, there have been, how-
ever, efforts to develop indigenous ideologies. Some have tried to modlfy
the two giant ideologies with indigenous characteristics and others have
ventured new ones. We think of Mao Zedong’s call to create a “socialism
with Chinese characteristics,” the Burmese socialism advocated by U Nu,
Sihanouk’s Royal Buddhist socialism, Sukarno’s Naskom ideology, etc.
Indonesia has today as its national ideology the famous Pancasila, or the
five principles; and Malaysia has given to itself the 1deology of
Rukenegra. In India, from the time of Gandhi, in opposition to the perni-
cious effects of the capxtallst model of development concentrated in cities,
the Sarvodya (welfare of all) ideology, with villages as centres, has been
developed. In the Gandhian vision the new society should be based on
freedom, justice and fellowship, and can be reached only by sacrificial
suffering. This new society is not projected as a large structure which in
the way of its functioning may easily deny freedom and justice to the
poor, but as small town and village communities functioning in a spirit of
trusteeship and self-reliance.

e) Developing a New Political Conciousness

When the house is on fire one cannot indulge in conflicts over what
should be saved. The critical Asian situation warrants that we fix on
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people, their human dignity, their real welfare as the most precious thing
to be salvaged. The importation of ideologies and development models,
worked out from without have already cost very much in terms of human
lives. The permeation of forensic ideologies has divided Asia and turned
its people into warring camps. Underlying the situation of ideologies is a
question of domination and manipulation. Asia has become a battlefield
where outside powers play their power games at the cost of Asians. A new
approach to and interpretation of reality and political action need to be
developed from the concrete Asian experiences. By the imposition of
ideologies people are instrumentalized for political purposes and made to
serve others’ vested interests, because the political consciousness of the
people has not been awakened; it is still at a very low ebb. What is the re-
sponsibility of the Church and its laity in this situation? Can Christians sit
back quietly while people are being used, manipulated? What role could
the laity play in shaping a new political consciousness, a new political cul-
ture among the people? How do they relate to various ideologies prevail-
ing in their respective countries? These are questions which we must
realistically face if the Church is to grapple with the existing situation.

D. THE CHALLENGE OF JUSTICE AND HUMAN RIGHTS

From what we have said so far it should be clear how justice and
human rights constitute a serious problem in the Asia of today. Asiais the
home of 75% of the poor of the world and millions of undernourished
children and unemployed youth. It would be fallacious to continue to be-
lieve that all this is a matter of simple lack of development. The number
of poor, despite all development programmes and industrialization
drives, has steadily increased; and the capacity of the people to buy the
commodities essential for their livelihood has diminished in the past two
or three decades. The Asian situation of poverty has to be understood as
a situation of injustice consequent upon many factors: political, social,
cultural, and at different levels, global, national and regional.

a) Jointly Exercised Oppression

At the root of the overall injustice is the subservient dependence of
Asia politically and economically on the outside powers. Asia is not the
subject of her own history and destiny but is made more and more the ob-
ject of the penetration of the imperial and totalitarian powers, with their
political and economic interests. The countries of Asia are, so to say,
made to hang on to the aprons of these outside political and economic
forces, which dictate to and control them in subtle ways, perpetuating a
situation of neo-colonialism. There is a politically well-controlled system
of world economy and trade of which the Asian nations are unequal
partners. This system controls also the aids and loans given by the interna-
tional organizations, like the International Monetary Fund, World Bank,
ete.
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These imperial powers, with their economic interests, operate in
close collaboration with the local elites and dominant sections to aggra-
vate the oppression of the masses. At the time of independence, power
was practically transferred to the dominant and educated section of these
countries to the advantage of the erstwhile colonial powers. The resultant
situation is an unprecedented affluence for a section of Asians, in stark
contrast to the widespread poverty, hunger, misery and deprivation ex-
perienced by the overwhelming majority. As long as this situation con-
tinues, injustice, far from being eradicated, will get rooted even more
deeply. One is at a loss today to discover how to get out of this situation
of oppression jointly brought about by internal and external forces.

This type of injustice of a great disparity in economic conditions is
coupled with the many political injustices and repressions of the au-
thoritarian Asian regimes acting often as stooges of outside powers.
Gross violations of human rights and dignity are being perpetrated by the
Asian regimes functioning with military might. If the socialist world is to-
talitarian, no less are the non-socialist countries of Asia functioning as na-
tional security states with the support of outside powers. The non-
socialist countries with authoritarian regimes are not that “free world” of
which capitalist countries take pride. The violation of human dignity and
rights has been intensified in several Asian countries. Amnesty Interna-
tional, from time to time, brings out cases of political detainees subjected
to inhuman tortures and condemned to death. Any criticism of the regime
and its unjust policies in labeled “subversion” and camouflaged as “com-
munist insurgency.” The suppression of political rights covers almost all
Asian countries, ranging from Pakistan through Sri Lanka, India, Thai-
land to Taiwan and Korea. Not only political opponents but also intellec-
tuals, poets and workers court arrest and are forced to serve long years in
prison for raising their voice against injustice. One thinks of people like
Edicio de la Torre and Kim Chi Ha. The general oppressive mechanism
is vehemently directed against the ethnic minorities, e.g., the Tamils of
Sri Lanka and the Moros of Southern Philippines.

b) The Hold of the Past

There are certain traditional structures in Asian society which nur-
ture the present situation of injustice. Overbearing traditional landlords
and rapacious moneylenders suck out the little posessions and the fruits
of the labour of the poor, who are thrown on their mercy in times of need
only to enmesh themselves in indebtedness and bonded labour. Corrup-
tion and bribery have become part of the political and bureaucratic cul-
ture in almost all Asian countries.” Employment, higher education, a
court verdict, have become commodities obtainable only to those who
have money and who control the levers of power and their attendants.
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In South Asian countries caste is a potent factor of political,
economic and social discrimination and injustice.* The plight of over a
hundred and fifty million Harijans, and the innumerable injustices
heaped upon them present a sordid picture of the violation of human dig-
nity.*” Despite much economic and scientific progress, Japanese society
continues to discriminate against its Eta, proving thereby how deeply in-
grained in the psyche are certain traditional sources of oppression and in-
justice.

¢) Aliens in Their Own Land — the Tribals of Asia

Though injustice is widespread among Asian peoples, still it is im-
portant to take note of some of the groups and sections which are most
vulnerable and easy prey to the systems of domination and injustice.
Among them, we wish to name in the first place the tribals of Asia.* They
are people who have for long centuries lived in the mountains and forests
of Asia, leading a close community life and enjoying the bounteous gifts
of nature. Today the rich and powerful with political support drive them
all out of their natural habitat and usurp their lands, using all kinds of in-
trigues. Profit motives of these aggressors lead to wanton destruction and
denudation of forests. Government projects of irrigation and the
economic interests of multinationals unsettle entire communities of tri-
bals who have become expendable. The tribals of Asia look back at their
lost lands and wonder whether they would ever get them back. Little care
has been taken to improve the plight of the tribals and to offer them op-
portunities for education and employment.

d) The Unsung Heroines

Another group against whom injustice is perpetrated is the poor
women of Asia, the unsung heroines. The injustice begins from birth on-
wards, when female babies are discriminated against and given less nu-
tritious food and medical care than male babies. Precisely for this reason,
in certain countries like India, there is a growing disproportion in the
number of men and women.* The lower social position accorded to them
prevents many Asian women from being educated; there are twice as
many illiterate women as men in Asia.

Itis true that the role a woman plays in Asian families cannot be com-
pared with her counterpart in the West, and as a mother she does have a
certain power in family affairs, distinct from the authority of the father.
Yet many of them, especially from among the poor, undergo a lot of suf-
ferings, through wife-beating, the alcoholism of the husband, the dowry
system, etc.”! The duties of the wife and mother at home, and the neces-
sity to work as day labourers, weigh heavily upon the women. In several
regions women are forced to undertake tasks beyond their physical
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capacity. In the industrial sector, the women employed in the multina-
tional companies — in textile, garment, fibre, etc., factories — are forced
to subject themselves to rigorous conditions and night work. The situa-
tion of poverty and misery drives many young Asian girls to seek work as
domestic servants and as “hospitality girls™ in other countries, at the price
of their human dignity and self-respect.” A case in point is the Philippine
girls working in Japan and in some West Asian countries.

A word must be said about another form of growing injustice to
women's dignity in Asia — the sex-tourism. Many Asian governments, in
an effort to increase foreign exchange, are deeply interested in attracting
more and more tourists to their countries, and in this process unsettle
many poor settlers, like the fishermen, in order to make room for “posh”
hotels, beach resorts, etc.” The poor girls from the villages are recruited
to satisfy the sexual passion of the tourists in hotels and in “massage par-
lours.” There are many sex tours arranged in Asian cities by the tour
agents of the affluent countries. Though many governments prohibit
prostitution by law, they encourage it in practice for the sake of tourism.
Cities, like Colombo, Bangkok, with its “pot pong” area, and Manila,
have become havens of the flesh trade and tourist sexual exploitation of
women.** What is important to note is that many girls involved in this sex-
tourism are from the villages. They are brought to the cities with the
promise of work and finally drawn into prostitution as their work for their
own survival and that of their families.

€) Children and Youth

Yet another group which is the victim of the present systems of injus-
tice consists of the children of Asia. Of the world’s children 56% are
Asians and of all the starving people of Asia 50% are children below five
years of age.” The injustice operating at various levels of Asian society
takes a heavy toll of innocent children and deprives many of them of the
bare minimum of food from their very birth. Famished children with pro-
truding stomachs and a prematurely old look are quite common sights in
the villages and cities of Asia. Injustice is practiced against the poor chil-
dren when they are debarred from access to elementary education, not to
speak of higher education and training. In many parts of Asia children are
a work force, and as such are forced to discontinue their schooling to help
their families.* Asia has the highest percentage of child labourers.

Though not to the same extent, yet in many ways vulnerable too, are
the youth who constitute a very high percentage of the Asian population.
Millions of them are faced with the problem of employment and many are
forced by their situation of poverty to accept to be underpaid. The situa-
tion of the rural youth is deteriorating day by day. Both the urban and the
rural youth are manipulated and instrumentalized by political parties.’’



f) Exploited Workers

Asia being traditionally an agrarian society, the bulk of the popula-
tion are workers employed in farming and in other occupations offered by
the rural setup. In recent years, due to rapid industrialization, the number
of workers in the industrial sector has been on the increase. But the situ-
ation both in the cities and in the rural areas presents a picture of many in-
justices. In some countries there are no proper laws ensuring minimum
wages, compensation in case of accidents, proper sanitary and hygenic
conditions; and where laws exist, they are not enforced or are contravened.
The landless labourers in the rural areas are exploited of their wages, and
the industrial workers are often employed as “permanent casual labour-
ers” to escape the application of labour laws and the payment of wages
due to permanent workers.”® The wages in general are so low and the in-
flation so high that an average Asian worker could meet only 50% of the
normal needs of a family, while the profits of the big landlords and indus-
try owners are constantly on the increase. In many families this situation
forces the mother and children to work as labourers, to the detriment of
their health.

In many countries labour unions do not really function, and they are
so much politicized as finally to betray the real interests of the workers
they are supposed to protect and defend. Some Asian governments do
not allow strikes, especially against the multinational companies operat-
ing in their countries, or frame the laws in such a way as to make strikes
a practical impossibility.” We should add a word about the injustices to
which the defenceless migrant workers are subjected. The migrant work-
ers move not only from one part of the country to another but also from
country to country to seek employment.* In recent years people from
several countries have migrated to the oil-rich West Asia. Many of them
come from the lower strata of society. Poor and uneducated as they usu-
ally are, they are easily cheated by contractors in their own country and
by employers in the country of migration.

g) A Force to Reckon With

Long and painful experiences of injustice and oppression have
awakened many individuals and groups to this harsh situation and have
kindled in them a sense of justice and a determination to fight against op-
pression. In the past few years many movements and groups have sprung
up all over Asia in the cause of establishing justice and alleviating the mis-
eries of the downtrodden. The nature and scope of these groups and
movements differ according to the type of oppression suffered. Faced
with the suppression of legitimate protest, many groups got radicalized
and became militant.%! The rural masses of Asia are no longer the same.
They are today much more politicized and have acquired a sharper sense
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of justice. Their cries and aspirations, articulated through various move-
ments and groups are oriented towards an alternative model of develop-
ment, with justice and peoples’ participation as cardinal principles. Such
movements and groups are gathering momentum and are becoming a
great force to reckon with in the defence of human rights.®

h) The Wasteland of Dehumanization

The considerations above make one thing clear. There is a process of
dehumanization at work in Asia. The political, economic, cultural and
ideological domination of outside powers, in close collaboration with
local oppressive forces, have turned people into objects, commodities.
This is a great tragedy. As there is a mobility of goods and commercializa-
tion of products, so too people are transported from one place to another,
separated from their kith and kin, exported to other countries and their
labour commercialized. Money has become the highest value and it com-
mands the greatest respect in society. Since those who control the
economy create more needs among the masses through mass media, ad-
vertisements, etc., to keep up the market, an easy way of getting money
through bribery and corruption thrives. The process of dehumanization is
so pervasive that it has left no sphere of human life untouched. People
cannot compete sometimes with the value of things. Is not in many of our
Asian countries a car, a tape-recorder, a refrigerator more valuable than
a domestic maid, or a peon? Is not this an indicator of the degree of de-
humanization taking place in our societies? The relevance and validity of
religion in this whole context will depend very much on the contribution
it makes towards humanization. At the root of Christian faith is the mys-
tery of God who became man and assumed thereby the whole of human-
ity into the sphere of the divine. In what ways should the Church and its laity
respond to this challenge of Asian dehumanization from the point of
faith? How do the laity relate the message of the Kingdom of God to this
experience of dehumanization?
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E. RELIGION IN THE TEXTURE OF THE ASIAN LIFE
a) A Perennial Fascination

Practically all the great religions of the world today can claim Asia as
their homeland. The epoch of colonization was not only a time when deep
prejudices were built up against the people of Asia, their way of ife and
culture but also a period when the tenets of the non-semitic Asian relig-
ions were misinterpreted and misrepresented. A negative attitude to the
culture of Asia was in effect a negative attitude to their religions. It is un-
deniable that Christian theology and practice, with rare exceptions, did
play a supportive role in all this. Several factors in the secular world and
developments within Christian theology have awakened the West to the
fact of religious pluralism, though its implications for the life and growth
of humanity are yet to be explored and accepted.

But the values of the great non-semitic Asian religions do not depend
on the evaluation and approval of the West for their inner power to work.
Independently of all such evaluations, Buddhism, Confucianism,
Taoism, etc., have been a permanent source of spiritual energy down
through millenia and centuries. There is practically no realm of life on
which the vision and principles of these religions did not make a dent.
These religions have been so much intertwined with the culture, art,
music and politics, in short, with the spirit of the people, that they have
withstood the tide of time and history with all its vicissitudes. These relig-
ions have survived the great Genghis Khan Empire, the Mogul invasion
and Eastern expansion and the Chinese cultural revolution to narrate
their stories still today.

Some of the basic intuitions of the religions into human life and the
world and the ultimate mystery underlying all existence exercise a peren-
nial fascination on the minds of the Asians in every generation, and sup-
ply fresh and unsuspected energies to meet the challenges of life. It is this
which has given the lie to all predictions that with the advancement of
materialism, secularism, science and technology, the Asian religions will
disintegrate and be swept away. On the contrary, the fruits of modern
technology have been availed of by the traditional religions to get even
more re-invigorated and to exert their influence beyond their traditional
boundaries, if the penetration by Hinduism, Buddhism, Zen and Yoga of
some European and American countries with new followers is an indica-
tion.

b) Tolerant Religious and Pluralistic Cultures

If religiosity is characteristic of Asia today, as at all times, no less
characteristic is the intimate link between religion and culture. This factis
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