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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.
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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-

s=al =



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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very vital for understanding the complex situation of Asia today and the
challenges it presents to the mission of the Church. In Christianity one
could easily draw a distinction between religion and culture, for histori-
cally the religion originated in Palestine and the culture, in the main, de-
rived from the Greco-Roman world.® With Hinduism, Confucianism and
Taoism both the religion and the culture have historically the same root.
Therefore, traditional religion in Asia is much more deeply rooted in the
life of the people and closely interwoven with the fabric of the society.
Even when Buddhism left India’s shores to reach the whole of East, it was
transformed by the culture, ethics and ethos of the people of the East to
become part and parcel of their social, cultural and political life.

Culture in the words of Clifford Geertz “denotes an historically
transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inher-
ited conceptions, expressed in symbolic forms by and of which human be-
ings communicate, perpetuate and develop their develop their knowledge
about and attitude towards life.”* Religion among the Asian people is part
and parcel of their culture and reversely Asian culture has shaped and
continues to give a distinctive character to peoples and nations.

These traditional religions in principle, and, by and large, as a matter
of fact, exhibit a spirit of tolerance and peaceful co-existence. Given the
intimate link between religion and culture, this tolerance in effect means
acceptance of a diversity of culture too. Christianity in the West for many
centuries was identified with one culture and expressed itself as Christen-
dom. In the whole of the Middle Ages there never arose any serious ques-
tion of religious pluralism and diversity, and for the first time, with the
Reformation taking a separate course, Christendom was faced with the
question of finding a framework to accommodate this diversity. The solu-
tion was not in terms of tolerance and co-existence but by assigning ter-
ritories for each religion — cujus regio ejus religio.

It was not until the process of secularization set in that these
frameworks for pluralism were broken up and new foundations were laid
for religious diversity, though it took many more years to make it a con-
sciously accepted reality. In Asia, on the other hand, religious pluralism
existed as part of life without needing a secularizing process. This latter
point is very important for a proper understanding of the encounter bet-
ween the traditional religions and liberal values.

¢) Encounter with New Forces
Another characteristic of Asian religiosity is its trtemendous capacity
to adapt itself. Though there have been here and there reactionary ten-

dencies vis-a-vis the modern scientific and technological outlook and lib-
eral ideals, by and large Asian religions have reacted positively to the
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values they contain. Through this encounter religions have been led to a
fresh understanding of themselves and a re-interpretation of their tenets
in keeping with the wider exigencies and the demands of the time. As for
Hinduism, this process initiated in the 19th century is still underway 5 As
aresult, the democratic values have been undergirded, as Radhakrishnan
has tried to do, through Hindu understanding of freedom, search for
truth, etc.® Similarly, it has been shown by modern interpreters of tradi-
tional Hindu scriptures that the way of action and involvement (karma
marga) is a way to liberation.

All this has not remained at the level of mere religious interpretation
of doctrines but has inspired social reforms, a self-critique of Hindu prac-
tices, and has lent support to social transformations. The words of the
poet Tagore in his Gitanjali are reminiscent of the words of Isaiah, in
chapter one, and an invitation to meet God in history:

Leave this chanting and singing and telling of beads
Whom dost thou worship in this lonely corner

of a temple with doors all shut?

Open thine eyes and see thy God is not before thee!
He is there where the tiller is tilling

the hard ground

And where the pathmaker is breaking stones

He is with them in sun and in shower,

And his garment is covered with dust.

Put off thy holy mantle and even like him

come down

On the dusty soil.”’

Similar developments are evident in Buddhism too, at the historical
root of which was the experience of the Gautama of the realities of human
suffering. No wonder then that Buddhism has developed in relation to
today’s experience of injustices and inequalities a great social thrust.®®
Traditional Buddhist institutions are undergoing change and the monks
and Sangha play important role in social development. Noteworthy in this
respect are the new Buddhist ways of life heralded in Thailand by the
prominent monk Buddhadasa Bhiku in response to the process of moder-
nization.” In Korea the efforts to reinterpret Confucianism, Shamanism
and Buddhism have given birth to popular liberative movements and min-
jung theology — peoples’ theology.

Contrary to what one generally imagines, the non-semitic religions
of Asia are now much more open to change, transformation, and can
fruitfully encounter the new forces of history. One of the reasons for this
is to be sought in the deep sense of mystery these religions cherish. The
mystery of God, world and human beings and the whole universe, accord-
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ing to the vision of these religions, far surpasses what any single individual
or group can comprehend and express. Because of the sense of mystery,
there is no rigidity but a tolerance towards other religions and an accep-
tance of diverse experiences, without undue attachment to fixed formula-
tions of orthodoxy.

d) Antidote to Pragmatism and Utilitarianism

Religions and religious traditions can be enslaving as well as liberat-
ing. Religions can and do play a legitimizing role of the status quo, but
also can be the mainspring of a revolutionary upsurge leading to transfor-
mation of the sociopolitical realities. The process of modernization gave
birth to a critical attitude vis-a-vis certain traditional institutions and have
made people aware of their enslaving nature. At thhe same time, the trad-
itional Asian religions have also adopted a critical attitude to the concep-
tion, nature and scope of the development imported from without and put
into practice in Asia. Against a development in terms of production,
quantity, economic growth, profit, which could all undermine the quality
of human life, Hinduism and Buddhism, Confucianism and Taoism offer
another model of development that will make people more human, create
a spirit of loving kindness and compassion (karuna). True development
will take place when one renounces his or her cravings to accumulate
goods, money and profit. The more such desires are reduced, the greater
will be the development of society and the world. It is a development that
forges ahead, relying on the Four Wheels of Buddhist teaching — sharing
(dana), pleasant speech (piyaraca), constructive action (attacariya) and
equality (samanatata).™

Progress, social justice and social transformation, to the benefit of all
humans, can be achieved only when development is dissociated from
pragmatism and utilitarianism.

The Vedas and Upanishads, but specially the Bhagavat Gita, present
us with the ideal of nishkama karma. It is a way to detoxicate the venom
inherent in our human activities, namely, the desire for fruits. Nishkama
karma is the ideal of committing oneself to action without being attached
to its fruits. Such actions are verily a sacrifice. All this may sound
anathema in a society whose driving force is the profit motive and com-
petition.

The society of today is not called upon to relinquish economic pur-
suits. What is imperative is that the progress of the society be based on no-
bler motivations than profit and egotism. Nishkama karma is action, in-
volvement, decision and planning done not on the basis of the pleasure
and displeasure they bring, but simply because they ought to be done.”
Only in this way the overall welfare of the human community as well as of
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the entire cosmos can be preserved. In acting, one should not betray his
humanity; actions should be performed in conformity with one’s dharma,
which is not possible without being faithful to the universal dharma.

The nishkama karma is not to be viewed as a deterrent to initiatives;
it is not anti-growth. It is meant to make the action free and forceful
through disengagement from the fruits. It is a way to be master of one’s
own actions and not be their slave. Only when a person is master of his
actions through disinterestedness will he or she be able also to contribute
to the well-being of the world or world solidarity — lokasamgraha.

According to Gita, every action performed in the spirit of detach-
ment from its fruits and disinterestedness (a-sakta) is a sacrifice or yajna.
And it is this action-sacrifice which will help to uphold the whole world
and universe in harmony. On the other hand, any activity which is not sac-
rifice, therefore not done in the spirit of freedom from its fruits, harms the
welfare of all, including the doer. In this sense, Gita has deepened the
Vedic conception of sacrifice considered as an exterior ritual action for
sustaining the universe.

The way the Asian religions today try to meet the challenges of de-
velopment is by combining economic and social growth with a vision
“from within” of reality. Human progress cannot take place where one
leaves aside the religious dimension, for the concern with the ultimate
realities, or the interior of the reality, is that which should direct the goal
of development as the welfare, growth of all and not of a few. We could
draw a certain parallel between development in the biological sphere and
in the human sphere. As biological evolution surges forward through the
impulse of nature to reach its climax in the human, so too the further
evolution of the human in freedom, fellowship, justice, equality and par-
ticipation can take place only when the religion, the “spirit” within, is
operative in the various realisms of human life.”

e) Religion and Nationalist Movements

The perennial power of religions in Asian life is exemplified by the
great inspirational role they played in the various nationalist and indepen-
dent movements of Asia.” While in the West the nationalist movements
came into conflict with religion and entered into alliance with secular
movements, in Asia they have been sustained by religious values and
ideas. In Burma Buddhist monks (pongjyis) played an important role in
support of U Nu’s campaign of 1960, 4 and in Indonesia Islamic re-
vivalism coincided with the beginning of the nationalist movement. As
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for India, though the Indian National Congress, which was started in
1885, had at its inception a secular ideology for its inspiration, it remained
a very modest and quite insignificant one until Hindu religious values,
ideals and symbols were associated with it to make it really a nationwide
movement and power with a strong popular base. In keeping with their
long tradition Buddhist monks of Sri Lanka even today seem to deter-
mine very much the political destiny of the country. They were a strong
force behind the overthrow of the Kotelwala regime, and %!oung monks
were very much in the picture in the insurrection of 1975.” One cannot
forget the leading role played by Islam in the anti-Sukarno movement of
1965-1967. In Vietnam during the Diem regime the bonzes were in the
forefront of the political arena and were the determining force in the
overthrow of Diem’s government in 1963.

f) The Crescent on the Asian Horizon — The Growing Power of Islam

The close relationship between politics and religion, which is charac-
teristic of Asia, is exemplified very clearly in the instance of Islam. Today
we assist at a world-wide resurgence of Islam and its great political
power.” The reasons for this are many, and they range from past history
to the present economic control of oil resources. We can list among the
reasons the resentment harboured from the time of the Crusades against
the West, reaction to Western expansionism, reaction to Zionism sup-
ported by the rich and powerful nations. The general and world-wide re-
surgence of Islam in the second half of this century has its echo in the
political and social life of the Asian nations where Muslims are a signific-
ant group.

Islam in the Asian setting of today is a very potent factor, and no one
can afford to disregard it. In Indonesia Muslims constitute an overwhelm-
ing majority, though as to the exact percentage there is dispute between
the official figure and the reality. In Malaysia most of the Malays belong
to Islam and it gives them also, so to say, an ethnic identity. Pakistan and
Bangladesh are Islamic states with 80 million and 73 million Muslims
each, that is 96.8% and 85.9% respectively of the total population of the
countries. The Muslim presence in India too is very significant. There are
as many Muslims in India as in the entire Pakistan, that is, about 11.6%
of the Indian population. In Thailand and on the Mindanao island of the
Philippines Islam is a minority but very active group of Muslims fight for
their rights in these two countries with a predominatedly Buddhist and
Roman Catholic population.



Anyone who thinks of Islam as a religion in the Western meaning of
religion would be mistaken. Islam is a comprehensive way of life and it is
organically and intrinsically related to politics. There is a whole Islamic
conception of state, a legal system, social living and economic pursuits,
education, etc. Therefore, it is understandable why Islam refuses to be
consigned to a private realm as a religion or to coexist with a secular con-
ception of the world.” Tt is interesting to note in this connection how the
“secular” ideal of the Indian constitution, understood as non-discriminat-
ory policies towards religions, was accepted by the Muslim community in
terms of a religious interpretation of the same, namely, that it is a “coven-
ant” among Muslims and non-Muslims for the sake of peace and coexis-
tence.

The world-wide staunch Islamic opposition to Western secularistic
tendencies and to the decline of public morals (night clubs, bars, massage
parlours, sexual promiscuity, obscene motion pictures, etc.) has found
expression also in many Asian states where Islamic radical groups exer-
cise pressure on the governments to remedy the situation.” According to
the testimony of a Muslim scholar,

secularism is a very sensitive issue to the Muslims. The present edu-
cational system tends to perpetuate secular values. All branches of
knowledge are for the Muslims religious in nature. The real di-
lemma for the Muslim is that we cannot separate religion from other
subjects. The dualistic view of life — sacred and secular — is a prob-
lem &?r the Muslims, because the Islamic world view embraces all of
life.

That is why the Muslims want also schools (madrasah) run in the Islamic
tradition and the application of shariah, Islamic laws, in the countries
where they are the majority; and where they are a minority, they want
these laws and traditions to be applied at least to the Muslim community.
Islamic religious ideals are spread by the dak‘wah missionary movement,
and there are also several militant groups who react violently when other
religions or the state impinge upon the rights and distinctive Islamiciden-
tity. We can name the theocratic organization of Darul’l-Islam in In-
donesia, Angkatan Jihad (Holy War League) Pertubuhan Angkatan
Sabillulah (organization of Holy Fighters) of Malaysia, Jamat-e-Islami in
Pakistan and India. The upsurge of these groups often lead to bloody
communal tensions and conflicts.

While mentioning all this, we should not forget that in certain coun-
tries Islam plays a unificatory role, holding together various cultures and
peoples. A typical example is Pakistan where five different groups —
Sarhad, Punjab, Baluchistan, Sind and the immigrants from India — are
held together by a common Islamic identity.® In such states Islam also be-
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comes a political goal. We should note further that, despite the traditional
theocratic thrust of Islam in South and South East Asia, Islam has tried to
accommodate itself to the political and cultural situation of the region.
There are several groups which give a modern and more open interpreta-
tion to Islam, without renouncing its central tenets and ideals. In the
countries where Muslims are the majority, though the whole state and
public life are run with a Islamic thrust and often conflicts between the
state and other religious minorities occur, still the intimate link between
political life and religion is manifest in the fact that the same governments
sometime support other religions in celebrating their religious functions.

g) The Challenge of a Saint in Politics

How politics should be permeated by religious and ethical values if it
is really to serve the public good can be seen in the views and way of life
of Gandhi. The intimate link between religion and political practice in the
life of Gandhi was in keeping with the Asian tradition, which does not viv-
isect the life and its organic unity into different compartments. It isimpor-
tant to note that, far from making him shy away from politics, it was pre-
cisely his deep religiosity which led him into politics. He could declare out
of his personal experience: “I can say without the slightest hesitation and
yet in all humility, that those who say that religion has nothing to do with
politics do not know what religion means.”®

The religion which permeated the whole political life and career of
Gandhi was not a mere sectarian religion. It was not as a Hindu that he en-
tered the political arena; this would have already introduced a communal
element and could have become a source of division and a detriment to
public good. The political realm is not aseptic to religion and religious
realities. Since politics concerns the welfare of man, and the welfare of
the people and nations, and indeed determines very much the lives of
millions of people, no religiously committed person can remain indiffe-
rent to it. Gandhi saw the end and criterion of religiosity in ethics and in
morality. The organizing and governance of the interrelationship of a
group through politics in order to serve the public good would need to be
guided by ethical and moral principles bound up with the religious experi-
ence of human beings.

For Gandbhi the substance and core of morality was truth. Though the
ultimate truth remains beyond our attainment as an ideal towards which
we should move, we participate in truth when we act morally and ethically
in a correct way in every sphere of life. Therefore, the political activity
and involvement which are permeated by morality are a way of experienc-
ing truth, of growing individually and collectively. In a world which in all
realms, and particularly in politics, is driven by achievement and success,
in the process of which the whole question of means is disregarded,
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Gandhi underscored the importance of means in political activity. Politics
can be redeemed only if we are ready to follow the right means for which
we are responsible and which lie in our power. By following ahimsa (non-
violence) and the goal of satyagraha (truth) in politics, he set a high stan-
dard in the political field. If people follow the right means in political ac-
tion, the end will take care of itself. He often compared the means and
end in politics to the seed and tree. The means contain in themselves the
end, or in other words, the means is the goal in its making. “They say
means are after all means. I would say means are after all everything. As
the means so the end ... Realization of the goal is in exact proportion to
that of the means. This is a proposition that admits no exception.”

The kind of resolute and uncompromising political action through
ahimsa and satyagraha, no wonder, became for him a religious experi-
ence, just as religion drove him to enter into politicas. Rightly then did
C.F. Andrews remark, “Gandhi became a saint in politics.” Politics was
for him a mission, the path of whose realization is also the way to self-
realization. The Sermon on the Mount which he loved so much, the
Bhagavad Gita, Koran, etc. were not for him teachings without direct re-
levance on politics; he showed how they could be brought to bear upon
politics for the public good.*

The religious and spiritual roots of politics made Gandhi understand
even an important institution like democracy in a different way from that
of the secular and liberal tradition. Democracy is not merely an affirma-
tion of humanism, the liberty of all. The deeper reason for democracy lies
in the fact that the perception and practice of truth which should be the
goal of politics is not the possession of one single individual or group in
politics.™ No one individual or group in politics has the right to impose
his/her perception of truth on others. The will of all must be taken into ac-
count, and democracy serves this goal.

h) The Ambivalent Role of Religion

The considerations above show the pervasive influence of religions
in Asian societies, politics, culture etc. The point to note here is that relig-
ions can be ambivalent as regards their influence; they can be a very
strong force of legitimation of the situation of oppression, as well as a
powerful force for change and transformation. There is also another am-
bivalence. Religions can exercise a critique on the ways politics, economy
and society operate, and inspire these with ethical and moral ideals. But
they can also be made into political tools to suppress the poor, the weak
and minority groups.

The question today is whether these Asian religions, which once
played an important part in the nationalistic movements leading to inde-
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pendence, could play today a similar role in liberating the poor and op-
pressed, the weak and the minorities, and in defending human dignity and
rights. This challenge applies to Christianity as well. Because they are in-
volved in public and societal life, this challenge is to be met especially by
the Christian laity. Can the laity manifest the prophetic power of their
faith in today's Asian situation?

PART II: TOWARDS MEETING THE CHALLENGES

From what we have said up to now, it should be clear with what pres-
sing problems and challenges the Asian continent is faced. We can single
out certain areas.

1. There is a whole cluster of problems centred on the question of
power and its abuse experienced under dictatorial and authoritarian re-
gimes, militarization, etc. This wielding of power is extending its tentacles
from top to bottom in political, economic and cultural spheres, supported
by feudal and semi-feudal systems.

2. The whole process of modernization, in which the traditional
Asian society and culture react to the “new” realities, and in this process
produce a certain crisis of values the way of life, etc. As with all crises, this
too is a challenge to create something better, by taking what is best in the
“new.” The basic challenge is not how we are going to bring development
into Asia but how we can pave the way for a truly Asian development.

3. A further challenge is posed by conflicting conceptions and
ideologies, which determine how and along what lines development
should take place. Little has been achieved in terms of change in the qual-
ity of life and welfare of all. In the name of development the profit motive
and egoism continue to squeeze out of the poor their lands and their
labour and leave them even poorer.

4. There is another series of challenges deriving from the situation of
inequality in which some continue to profit by the current economic sys-
tem, to enrich themselves with wealth and luxury goods, while the over-
whelming majority of the Asians are consigned to live below the poverty
line, and eke out a miserable existence in the absence of a basic minimum
to meet the necessities of life. The injustice of this situation weighs heav-
ily on the weakest sections — women, children labourers, tribals, etc.

5. Finally, the Asian religions, while containing many enslaving ele-
ments, do nevertheless possess valuable liberative forces. They wield tre-
mendous power over the life of Asians. Any change in the present order
of things has to take into account the religions and the religiosity of the
Asian masses.
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How seriously do the Church and its laity take these problems and
questions into consideration in understanding their mission and voca-
tion? Are the Church and its laity really prepared to grapple with these is-
sues? In the face of all these challenges what role can they play today? We
do not pretend to provide answers or ready-made solutions to these ques-
tions. The following are a few reflections and some suggestions offered
towards meeting the present Asian situation.

A. A DECLERICALIZED ASIAN CHURCH

In the first place we musts admit that there are certain hurdles and
obstacles which impede the Church as a whole, and its laity in particular,
from coping with the Asian situation and its challenges.

a) The Scars of the Past

The missionary expansion of colonial times has left deep marks on
the vision and understanding of the task of evangelization and on the
shape of the Church in Asia. It is understandable that some feel uncom-
fortable when we speak about the colonial times. But we cannot conceal
the facts. The purpose of alluding to these facts is not to offend anyone
but only to understand better the present plight of the Church in Asia and
its conditionings. Historically there may not be much sense in speaking
about Asian local Churches that sprouted from the word of God on Asian
soil. The shape of the Church, its organization, laws, regulation, etc.,
were by and large transported from the West. What we should particu-
larly note is that among other things the rift between the clergy and the
laity which was becoming wider in Europe was also transferred to various
parts of Asia and it has persisted until today. The dominant role played by
clergy and religious in the times of missionary expansion has continued
today, even when local Churches are established. The organization and
(:(J-ndut.:glis of Christian life is for all practical purposes in the hands of the
clergy.

Two important factors need to be singled out which led to a widen-
ing of the gap between clergy and laity and to reinforcing clerical domina-
tion. First of all, the period missionary expansion in Asia coincided with
the time of the Counter Reformation. The reformers, among other
things, questioned seriously the distinction between clergy and laity, and,
as a reaction to it, the Catholic anti-Reformation underscored the distinc-
tion between clergy and laity, and highlighted the privileges and preroga-
tives which marked the clergy off from the simple laity. Secondly, mis-
sion expansion in Asia was also the period when strong anti-clericalism,
secularization and laicism emerged in Europe, particularly starting from
the Enlightenment and the French Revolution (17th-18th centuries).*’
The political vicissitudes, in which the Church was locked with secular
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powers during this period, the power conflicts and the fear of laicism, led
to greater clericalization of the Church. Under these circumstances, fac-
ing the problems and challenges of the sociopolitical realm of the time be-
came the work of the institutional Church, which in practice came to be
identified with the clergy. The laity on their part needed a special man-
date from the hierarchy to act in the world and in the secular realm. The
whole situation of conflicts, in which the Christianity of Europe found it-
self, was mirrored in the attitudes, organizations and way of life of the
Asian missionary Churches.

b) Disciples of Jesus in Asia

Today, therefore, when we speak about the challenges to the laity,
we should not forget the fact that we are very much in the grip of the past.
We start from a Church which is already very much clerically dominated.
The cleric was and is still the symbol and embodiment of the Church in
Asia, and the Church itself is considered present where the priest is. The
clerical domination has certainly affected very much the nature of the
work of evangelization, in that only those aspects have been attended to
which were more or less of interest to the clergy, with the result that many
areas of human life in its complexity have been left out of consideration
in the work of evangelization. Besides, as in the times of colonial and mis-
sionary expansion, it is the clergy and the religious who continue to be the
agents of evangelization work and interpreters of its meaning.

All this explains why the presence and action of the Church in Asia
has been and still continues to be basically an institutional presence.®
Now, as long as the presence of the Church is institutional, with clerical
domination, the Church is bound to be seen by the rest of Asians as a
heritage of the colonial times.

For the Church to be able to encounter the challenges of the complex
Asian situation, the first and foremost prerequisite is that it become truly
declericalized. By declericalization is not meant that the ordained minis-
tries should be abolished, so as to make everyone’s role the same. What
is meant is that the social status, i.e., the character of the ordained minis-
ter as a clerical, social class, domineering over others through the
legitimization of faith, must come to an end. This does not preclude a
legitimate diversity of ministries.

In other words, the first demand which the Asian challenges make on
the Church in Asia is that it become truly a community, a community of
the disciples of Jesus rooted in the soil. Only such a community can be
open to the multifaceted realities of the present Asian experience, per-
ceive in the present moment the action of God who continues to act in
history, and respond to the situation from the dynamism of faith. The
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primary preoccupation of this community is not the distinction of clergy
and laity, not the domination of one group over the other, but acommon
mission in Asia to which all believers are called.

B. SENSE OF THE FAITHFUL IN ASIAN PUBLIC LIFE
a) Faith and Concrete Options

It is fundamental that we start from two unassailable facts: 1) God
acts today in the history of Asia and its peoples; he is present and opera-
tive in the longings and aspirations, pains and groanings of a major por-
tion of humanity that occupies this continent. 2) The Christian believers
who try to answer God’s speaking and call in and through history are led
by the sense of faith.* It should be pointed out that the sense of faith is
not merely a question of the believers’ inherent ability (which itself is a
gift of the same Spirit who evokes faith) to express their consent as re-
gards the orthodoxy of the articles of faith, independent of all concrete
situations. The sense of faith is manifest above all in the capacity to ex-
press from within the lived experience and concrete situations the genui-
ness of one’s faith (or the community’s faith) in terms of life, definite
choices and actions that are at once faithful to the way of Jesus and trans-
formative of the community. For the Christians in Asia growth in faith
should happen through the constant exercise of this sense of faith in rela-
tion to life in Asia and its challenges.

Faith is the work of the S&irit who operates in man, eliciting his re-
sponse and surrender to God.™ This faith should find its embodiment in
concrete deeds and options, in which too the Spirit is at work. When a
community of believers wants to give expression to its faith in the political
and social realms, as warranted by the various challenges, when it dis-
cerns the attitudes and actions to adopt, there is a dialogue taking place
between the Spirit and the community, and this should be respected. As
a fruit of the discernment, the faithful come out with solutions inspired by
faith. The sense of faith sustained by the Spirit is at work also in concrete
choices, options and decisions when the community discerns (the sense of
the faithful). Therefore, imposing imported and ready-made solutions, or
acting on the basis of preconceived and biased ideological positions,
whether left or right, amount to stifling the dialogue of life of the people
with the Spirit.

b) Pluralism in Practice
The process of discernment entails pluralism in principle and in prac-
tice. This is an important requirement today for effective lay involve-

ment. Pluralism is not simply a theoretical admission of diversity of opin-
ions and views. What is meant is primarily the possibility of diverse ways
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of being Christian and responding to the vital issues steming from con-
crete experiences. It should be possible that in similar circumstances
Christian communities could act differently and arrive at solutions which
are different, and yet all of them flowing from the sense of faith. The real
validity of the decisions and actions have to be derived through dialogue
in the community and discernment of God’s work in the present history.

Ttis by giving expression to the sense of faith in the present historical,
sociopolitical and religiocultural context that Christian believers in Asia
will evolve into authentic local Churches. Being a local Church evidently
is not simply a matter of the Church being present in new territories with
the same institutional and hierarchical means and with the faithful profes-
sing the same formulae of faith. Nor is it a matter of adopting, accom-
modating or “inculturating” in new territories the same formulae of faith,
worship and other means. The local Church is the creation of the Spirit,
who by evoking in the hearts of believers the sense of faith which impels
them to respond to the challenges of a particular situation and among a
people, constitutes them as the instrument of God’s Kingdom. In other
words, local Churches emerge when believers in Asia respond to their his-
torical vocation and discharge their mission.

Now, the role of the laity has to be seen in the context of the local
Church, the foundations for which have been laid by Vatican II. When
future generations look back at Vatican IT and try to assess it against the
background of the whole history of Christianity, probably the most strik-
ing thing about this council will be the transition it has managed to effect
from a basically European Christianity to a world-wide Church. The per-
manent significance of Vatican II consists in the fact that through its im-
pulse the Church has begun to exist, as a matter of fact, as a world Church
for the first time, a significance that can be compared perhaps only with
what happened only once before, namely, when the Church, from its im-
mediate Judeo-Christian surroundings and context, became an ecumeni-
cal Church by reaching out to the Gentiles.”!

¢) How Secular is the ‘Secular’ in Asia?

Asia, after centuries of colonization, is today at the threshold of a
new era with tremendous challenges ahead. It is also the time for the
Asian Churches to work towards a new era of Christian presence and in-
volvement.” What the role is of the laity in these Asian Churches cannot
be outlined from a general and ready-made definition of who is a layman.
For example, Vatican II sees the layman’s specific place and vocation in
the secular realm. But it is undeniable that this kind of understanding has
been very much linked with the experience of Christianity in the West.
After some centuries of conflict with the political powers, during which
the sociopolitical and cultural functions of the Church were very much
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undermined while secular forces gathered momentum and became inde-
pendent of the Church’s traditional control, a rupture between the secu-
lar realm and the ambit of the Church’s activities came to be established.
It was the merit of Vatican IT to have affirmed the autonomy of the world
and the independence of secular realities from the traditional control of
the Church. And yet the Church and the world are intimately linked. It is
against this background that the laity were assigned the role of involve-
ment in the secular realm. This helped clearly to demarcate the roles of
-the clergy and the laity, and also to ward off the danger of integralism,
namely, the interference of the clergy in politics.”® In this whole context
Vatican II also recuperated, belatedly though, some of the ideals of the
liberal traditions and reconciled them with the Church in a new synthesis.

For Asia and its history the whole concept of secular in contradistinc-
tion to sacred or religious is quite alien. Earlier we remarked how in Asia
there has always been and even today persists an osmosis between the re-
ligious, political, cultural andsocial realms. They are all part of an in-
separable whole. Further, we should note that, while in the West the
question of the place of the laity is centered around who in the Church is
called through specific vocation to act in the secular field, in Asia the
central question is how can the laity living as a small minority in the midst
of a vast ocean of Asian humanity professing different faiths and
ideologies fulfil his or her Christian vocation and mission. Because of the
whole range of historical background, the place of the laity is negatively
defined as non-clergy, as non-religious, and therefore from an intra-ec-
clesial perspective. The role of the laity in Asia has to be seen starting
from the tremendous problems and challenges which provoke a response
of faith from the small minority of Christian believers. The internal ques-
tion of the clergy versus laity should not be allowed to dominate the scene
but should lapse into the background in front of God’s call in Asia today.

d) A Lamp under the Bushel?

We do not want thereby to ignore or cover up certain serious prob-
lems existing in Asian Churches in the clergy-laity relationship. Our con-
tention is that these questions should be tackled not independently but in
the light of the mission and challenges facing the Church at the micro- and
macro-level in Asia. Often clergy-laity conflicts, as this can be verified in
history, is a sign of the loss of the sense of mission. The Churches in Asia
today cannot continue to be basically an institutional and clerically-domi-
nated Church, while making it clear to the laity that they have to concern
themselves with the secular realm. The social, political, cultural and re-
ligious realities of Asia claim the attention of the whole Church as a com-
munity of believers. Communion, dialogue, participation and a sharing of
responsibility in a spirit of love and freedom among all the believers,
clergy, religious and laity, are then a necessity which the evangelizing
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mission imposes itself on all the local Churches of Asia. There are evi-
dently various ministries in the Church, ordained and non-ordained. By
the fact that a believer is ordained he does not renounce his basic Christ-
ian vocation of responding to situations of injustice, whose roots cut
across the political, social and economic fields. It is quite another thing if
an ordained minister representing, as today, the institutional Church
makes use of his position to drag the whole community to his political op-
tions, without this having undergone a process of discernment with the
community.

In the Asian Churches today, given the historical antecedent of
clericalism, every interference of the clergy representing the institutional
Church in even manifestly unjust things happening in political and social
realms will be interpreted as a perpetuation of colonial times. On the
other hand, if the Churches in Asia act as true communities of faith rooted
in the soil and without clerical domination, with each believer respecting
the charism of others (in which is included also the charism of leadership
of the community), then their actions can be very effective, be transform-
ing, and can become a true proclamation of the Gospel.

In the face of gross injustices and flagrant violations of human rights
and oppression of the poor, the Christian faith of the laity should express
itself in the public life of the locality, region or country. Historically, the
prwatlzatlon of faith has been a consequence of clericalism in the
Church Privatization of faith in Asia would amount to a betrayal of
Jesus’s Good News to the poor, Privatization in effect meant also the dis-
sociation of ethics and morality from public life, absence of justice and
fairness in public dealings. This is something very regretable. The global
context indicates the nefarious effects of this dissociation. Far from being
a private affair, Christian faith in Asia should be alive right in the midst
of the life of the society. We saw how in the Asian traditions religion is in-
dissociably linked to political, social and economic life. Privatizing Chris-
tian faith and reducing it to ritual acts would be putting the light under the
bushel and allowing the powers and principalities of darkness to preside
over the destinies of people.

e) Facing the Beast of Power

For the laity to be faithful to their baptismal calling and to announce
the Good News to the poor in the present context of Asia would entail
their facmg the powers and pnnmpahtles in their various manifesta-
tions.” What is required of them is not submissiveness and resignation. It
is certainly not Christian to reconcile the evil and the good. Far from com-
promising with the evil, the laity are to confront it. We have the example
of the early Christian community. Though politically and socially the
Christians were powerless, they, however, resisted courageously the
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great Roman Empire and refused to worship the Emperor.”® The sheer
powerlessness of the group of disciples who followed the suffering of the
crucified Master marked also their victory over the Roman state, which
according to the Book of Revelation had become through its ruthless
power the servant of the dragon and a beast.

A prophetic resistance to the powers of darkness, to all forms of op-
pression and domination, exploitation and injustice, is a fundamental
Christian responsibility flowing from the reality of baptism.”” Precisely
because various forms of iniquitous powers hold sway over the lives of the
Asian masses today, we need Churches that will renounce power and
divest themselves of all pomp and pageantry. The laity can develop their
prophetic role today only if they act as believers of a servant Church, a
Church that is engaged in confronting the powers that be as a powerless
Church with the powerless Asian masses, sharing their suffering and pain,
sorrow and anguish. It is all, so to say, a “package deal.” The role of the
Asian laity vis-a-vis the Asian challenges is not something independent of
the shape of the Church; it is determined by whether the Asian Churches
are truly servant and prophetic communities. It is the same demand of
Christian prophetic action and witness in the face of Asian challenges that
calls for a Church in which power does not become the monopoly of a few
— bishops, priests and religious, but that there be genuine communities
based on the reality of communion and fellowship and guided by dialogue
and participation.

There will be no room for undue clerical domination if the leaders of
the Church in Asia, its priests and religious, follow the Asian heritage.
The place of a spiritual leader in Asian tradition is not justified by simply
invoking the formal authority and juridical power invested in him. The
leadership has to be authenticated by the moral authority of the person,
the sign of which is precisely detachment from power in the spirit of true
renunciation. This spiritual leadership is required of the bishops and
priests of Asia at a time when there is the whole challenge of power and
its abuse to be faced in the society.

When there is clerical domination and authoritarianism in the
Church, and when the sense of participation, dialogue, legitimate free-
dom, respect for the rights of others and their charisms are absent from its
life, it will tend covertly or overtly to ally itself with authoritarian regimes
and powers. The participation of the laity in the life and mission of the
Church and the recognition of the charisms and rights of the laity would
appear then as essential prerequisites for the local Churches in Asia to
play their prophetic task of confronting the powers afflicting the people.
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C. A DEAF EAR TO THE CRY OF THE POOR?

It is urgent that the laity stand up for justice, freedom and truth in the
public life of their nations. They ought to resist and oppose unjust laws
and ordinances, intrigues and manipulations, bribery and corruption vic-
timizing the people, especially the poor. The distinction between religion
and secular life worked out in the West has been a subtle way of banishing
justice from the public life. This has also made inroads into the Asian
societies. As Asians we cannot subscribe to these dangerous conceptions.

a) Beyond Legitimation and Compromise

One of the reasons often adduced to support not being critical vis-a-
vis unjust government policies and measures is that Christians being a
minority cannot afford to enter into confrontation with the governments.
Such arguments were widely heard during the Emergency Rule in India
from 1975 to 1977, when serious violations of human rights occurred in
the country.®® It is true that the Church cannot afford such confrontation
if it wants to continue as an institution and preserve its institutional in-
terests.

The institutional Church with its rigid structures and clerical domina-
tion is exposed to becoming a legitimizing factor of the status quo and
hence there is the need of the initiatives of the laity living in the world to
bring to bear upon the affairs of their countries the prophetic criticism
flowing from their faith. The will to bring all the initiatives of the laity
under the control of the institutional Church, and worse still, if this will is
animated by some vested interest, could deprive the laity of the necessary
and legitimate freedom which the exercise of their prophetic role requires
today.

The credibility of the Church should derive from its unflinching com-
mitment to the issue of justice and human rights.”® That the minority situ-
ation need not be a motive for compromises and lack of resolute actions
is proved by the case of Christianity in South Korea. Though only an in-
significant minority of 4.5% of the total population of the country, the
clear stand of the Church on many issues of justice, upholding the rights
of workers and the persecution suffered under the Park regime—and now
being continued under the new government — have all catapulted the
Korean Church to the centre of national life as the guardian of justice, de-
fender of the poor and the oppressed. Young men and women, clergy and
religious have suffered for righteousness’ sake, been harassed and impris-
ioned. In Korea we have also the case of a bishop who served a prison sen-
tence for the cause of justice. More than any other Church in the Asian
continent, the Korean Church has merited the greatest credibility among
its countrymen and women, primarily because of its clear stand against
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injustice and the abuse of power.'” It may not be an insignificant fact in
this connection that the Church in Korea does not trace back its origin,
unlike many other Churches, to the time of colonial expansion, or to the
clergy and religious preaching Christianity, but to a group of laity who by
their word, life and witness transmitted the faith to the people of that
country.

b) The Rights of the Poor

The preferential option for the poor is not only to be practised by
clergy and religious but by the laity as well. Such a preferential option for
the poor by the laity in public life is bound to have a great impact for social
transformation. This option should take on the concrete form of the de-
fence of their human rights. Speaking of human rights, we should distin-
guish two trends. First of all there is an understanding of human rights
which originates from the liberal tradition with its focus on civil liberties,
the right to speak, to move about, to form associations, etc. There is
another understanding of human rights which is very close to the Bible
and very significant for us in Asia.’ According to it, human rights are the
rights clngzthe poor to have food, shelter, medical care and other amenities
of life.

The Asian scene presents a situation in which both these forms of
human rights are suppressed. Under authoritarian regimes political free-
dom is curbed and the participation of the people in the political process
is denied. So too, through an unjust system of economy and other social
factors, the rights of the poor are violated. We should note that these two
are very closely interlinked. Liberating the poor and oppressed from their
shackles would call also for action in defence of civil liberties and, re-
versely, a defence of civil liberties will have its echo also in the matter of
the rights of the poor. Be that as it may, as a matter of strategy it is impor-
tant for the Church and its laity to focus attention on the rights of the poor
and in this context also enter into the field of civil liberties.

It is also important that the spirit of what is known as human rights
be practiced in the Asian way. From the Asian point of view human rights
is not a question of humanism but is part of the religious quest. Human
rights would correspond to the Asian thinking on dharma or dhamma
(righteousness) or the Tao (The Way) advocated by the religions. The
dignity and rights of human persons and the well-being of the poor are
guaranteed when the dharma is maintained, for in the dharmic order ev-
erything must have its proper place. The deprivation of human rights and
dignity is a serious disturbance of the dharmic order and therefore a reor-
dering of society is called for. Seen in this way, the whole question of
human dignity and rights will have deeper cultural and religious roots.
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We saw that one of the characteristic of the Asian situationis the pre-
sence of minority groups who are powerless and marginalized, such as the
Harijans, tribals, the Eta, etc. Now, it is these groups, their dignity and
human rights that should become special object of concern on the part of
the Christian laity. The institutional presence of the Church with its in-
built clerical domination tends to adopt the culture of the dominant and
elite section in the society, though it may also be working for the poor
through charitable institutions. A preferential option for the poor should
be also an option for the culture of the poor, the weak and powerless

groups.
¢) Starting from Experience

How are the laity to be trained for the great tasks ahead? Commit-
ment to the poor may not come about simply by conducting training prog-
rammes for the laity or by making them acquainted with the social teach-
ings of the Church. Though it is not impossible, it is generally rare that a
person engages in the upliftment of the poor and the protection of their
rights on the basis of notional knowledge and theological motivations
about justice.'® In that sense, commitment to the poor is an experience
similar to the God-experience, which appeals to the whole person, his or
her heart, mind, emotions, etc., and is not a mere theoretical knowledge.
Therefore, in motivating the laity one should pay attention to training
them to reflect on their experiences, on the events and happenings in soc-
iety and the world around them. The role experience can play in trans-
forming a person, calling for conversion and commitment, can be clearly
seen in the life of Gandhi. If he turned his back on his youthful dream of
becoming the perfect English gentleman and became a half-naked fakir
constantly seeing God in the suffering masses and defending their right,
this all goes back to almost a root experience when on the night of April
4, 1894, he was thrown out of a first-class compartment, humiliated and
left in the cold at the Maritzburg railway station in South Africa, just be-
cause he was an Indian.

D. INTERRELIGIOUS INVOLVEMENT
a) A Turning Point

Ours is a very significant period in the entire history of Christianity
insofar as the encounter with other religions is concerned. There have
been evidently encounters of Christianity with the Greco-Roman and the
Franco-Germanic religions. These religions, to employ a distinction
made by Aloysius Pieris, are “cosmic” religions, namely, related to the
experience of the forces of nature and the spirits operating in the world.'*
Christianity belongs to the “meta-cosmic” religions, namely, religions
which lead men to a salvation beyond the cosmic, to be reached through
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love, knowledge and committed action, with varying emphasis on each of
these. Christianity in encounter with the cosmic religions could absorb
them within its own fold since its own symbol systems and sacraments are
also related to cosmic and material elements. During the missionary ex-
pansion in Asian lands, unlike the period of mission expansion in Europe,
Christianity could not absorb these into its own framework precisely be-
cause these religions — Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism, etc., are meta-
cosmic religions like Christianity itself.

After many centuries of neglect and denigration of Asian religions,
Christianity has entered into a period of dialogue. We should note that
this dialogue is difficult, difficult not only because of many years of suspi-
cion and estrangement but also because we do not have any paradigms
from past history for this new venture. Peter and Paul, John and Mark,
did not know the Hindu, Buddhist and Taoist religious traditions and
scriptures; nor were the fathers of the Church familiar with the experi-
ences of these great religious traditions of humanity. Their knowledge
and evaluation of religions were limited to those of the Mediterranean
and European world. That is why the present period of Christianity’s en-
counter with other great Asian religious traditions represents a very sig-
nificant turning point.'®

b) From Religions to Peoples

Following the teachings of Vatican II and the positive evaluation of
other religious experiences, there have been a spurt of initiatives in inter-
religious dialogue in several Asian countries. Now, dialogue with other
religions has been by and large done by the clergy and the religious and
there seems to be little participation of the laity, the majority of whom are
still left with those attitudes towards non-Christian religions that pre-
vailed in 16th and 17th centuries. Further, the dialogue promoted by the
clergy and the religious tends to centre around the doctrinal and ritual as-
pects of these religions.

The tremendous force which these religions represent in the life of
Asia, and their capacity to effect changes in the prevailing situation, call
for a dialogue not only among religions but among peoples of various re-
ligious traditions. Two reasons could be adduced in favour of this. First of
all, Asian religions are not a mere set of doctrines, a code of morality or
a series of ritual actions. Religions are something embodied in the spirit
of the people, their culture, their way of life. In fact the various -isms with
which these realities have been labelled — Hinduism, Buddhism,
Taoism, etc. — are of a relatively recent origin and coined by Westerners
in the 19th century. Secondly, what affects the people is not the difference
in doctrines and rituals, to which they are accustomed as a legitimate di-
versity, but the way they relate to each other in day-to-day life, and the
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way each religious group asserts its power in the socioeconomic and polit-
ical fields. The slaughter of a cow near a Hindu temple or the playing of
music near a Mosque can cause riots and brutal killings. It has been shown
by many studies that economic disparities and social inequalities lie at the
root of religious tensions and clashes.'%

It is here that the laity have a great role to play in creating under-
standing among members of various religions and entering into a dialogue
of life. They should not only promote harmony in day-to-day life but also
jointly collaborate with followers of other faiths in facing the challenges
posed by the Asian situation at the macro- and micro-levels.

¢) A Common Project

The entire humanity has the same origin and the same goal, and
therefore the Christian laity are fellow pilgrims with people of other relig-
ions towards truth, fulness of life, the Kingdom of God. This ultimate
goal and the spirit of search, coupled with the recognition of the limita-
tions of one’s own traditions, should foster common initiatives and pro-
jects. The building-up of a human community in equality, justice and
freedom is a concern which the laity can share with people of other relig-
ions. Life is a network of human relations and to the extent the Christian
laity contribute in day-to-day living to enhance life, they bear witness to
God, the source of all life. Given the gross violation of human rights and
oppression of various kinds under which the poor suffer, the Christian
laity, together with Hindus, Buddhists, Taoists, Confucianists and others
can direct their joint attention and initatives to these issues.

Fruitful dialogue has to take place in the present political, and social
texture of Asia. As Pope John Paul observed in his address at the inter-
religious prayer service held in Madras during his visit of February, 1986:

the abolition of inhuman living conditions is an authentic spiritual
victory ... The task of bettering the world could not be achieved
without the united efforts of both believers and non-believers. This
could not be done without a sincere and prudent dialogue as
dialogue is a powerful means of collaboration between peoples in
eradicating evil from human life, from the life of the community."

The nature and scope of dialogue cannot be fixed by religious ex-
perts, and that is why the role of the laity becomes indispensable.
Through the active practice of dialogue our theological understanding
and vision will deepen. Further, it is in actually facing together and not so
much talking about it that the followers of various faiths in Asia will dis-
cover the complementarity of each religion. As in a community there is
diversity of charisms and services, so too the various religions in Asia
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have their own specific and inalienable contribution to make to the wel-
fare and progress of the human family.'® Therefore, in dialoguing with
others the Christian laity have to bring out the characteristic love of
neighbour, its incarnational aspect, the social dimension of religious
faith, the dignity of each human person, etc. At the same time they could
learn from the followers of other religions and grow deeply as human be-
ings and as Christians, for whom nothing that is good and beautiful should
be alien.

All this calls for greater openness towards the followers of other re-
ligions and much more serious preparation on the part of the laity. Itis re-
gretable that bishops, priests and religious often keep the laity in the dark
and deprive them — often for fear of scandalizing them — of the know-
ledge about other religions and the positive approach given by Vatican II.
It is important that in every training programme for laity this
dimension of interreligious dialogue find an important place. So too, the
preparation of catechism books in Asian Churches should contain lessons
on other faiths and develop a positive outlook on them.

d) Culture and Catholicity

Closely connected with the interreligious dialogue is the issue of cul-
ture.'” The Asian laity need to rediscover their cultural roots. Asian
Christians have been subjected to a twofold alienation from their culture:
one, through a Christianity that was presented in Medieval, Western
cultural garb; and the other — an alienation common to all Asian —
caused by contemporary Western industrial capitalist and technocratic
culture. The Church in Asia and its laity can meet the challenges of the
times only if they have their roots firmly in the soil. This getting rooted in
the cultural soil cannot be substituted for by any artificial process of incul-
turation but should be the natural fruit of an interaction with the realities
constituting the soil.

In recent years so-called “inculturation” has been mainly centered
on the adaptation of symbols and signs from other religious traditions into
Asian liturgy. Liturgy being predominantly an area of the clergy, the use
of these symbols has been very much related to them. The question of cul-
ture is not exhausted, evidently, by these attempts. The whole Church
and its laity are called upon to relate their Asian culture and tradition with
their faith. In this effort they are today faced with many problems. First
of all, the culture of various Asian countries is undergoing a great deal of
change through the impact of the West and is in danger of being swal-
lowed up by a monolithic cultural imperialism. Since Christian faith is not
opposed to any culture, but every culture is an enrichment of it, the laity
have, in the name of their faith, the duty also to preserve and promote
their cultural heritage. It would be a great loss if, for example, the Chinese
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were to loose their traditional sense of strong family ties and kinship, the
sense of harmony in relationships which Chinese culture values so much.
That the Church is really universal will be clear not in that certain general
things overarching and transcending the particularities are affirmed, but in
that the Church is present among each people and groups of Asia in the most
concrete way.'!” The promotion of culture is then for the laity also a living
in practice the true catholicity and universality of their faith.

E. NEW SPIRITUALITY FROM ANCIENT ROOTS

One of the great challenges before Christianity in Asia and one of the
great demands on the Asian laity is to live their Christianity as a spiritual ex-
perience amidst the religious and cultural traditions of this continent. The
message of Jesus and the ideals he has given to his disciples need to become
a reality in Asia today. How can the Gospel and Jesus’ ideals be lived and
witnessed to through the God-experience of our laity? Here is the real test
of Christianity in Asia. And only this will bring Christianity in Asia closer to
other religions and cultures, which all place such a great emphasis on experi-
ence. Consequently, the Church should invest its energy and time not so
much in organizing the laity, as in leading them to a spiritual, religious ex-
perience. All the works and enterprises of the laity in the field of justice
should be an outflow of this deep experience.

_ Often the great Asian religions have been characterized by the Wester-
ners as otherwordly or world-denying. A closer study of these religions and
their history will reveal how strongly world-affirming they have been, as well
as how much support and motivation they have supplied to many liberative
movements in various countries of Asia.

But what is characteristic of these non-semitic religions of Asia is the
way that the two polarities of earthly and heavenly, material and spiritual,
are dialectically interlinked. If the semitic religious genius sees history as the
meeting point of the divine and the human, the earthly and the heavenly, the
non-semitic religious experience, while fully affirming the earthly realities
and the meaning of involvement, sees the transcendent, the divine, the
heavenly, in the whole attitude of renunciation of the fruits, attitude of disin-
terested involvement devoid of greed and acquisitiveness, or in other words,
in a real attitude of poverty. It is in this way in the midst of secular realities
and pursuits that the dimension of transcendence is preserved and a danger-
ous immanentism averted. Here the Asian laity have a rich source to draw
on for their spirituality, while being engaged in the temporalities.

This whole experience of poverty in the world disposes the laity to fol-
low Jesus and absorb his spirit of sacrifice and abnegation. In the past it has
been customary to associate poverty in general and the poverty of Jesus’
lifestyle in particular and his call to renounce riches as a call addressed only
to the religious section within the Church. We must note that the

— e



call of Jesus is addressed to anyone who wants to follow him. The follow-
ing of Jesus is often misrepresented in spiritual literature offered to the
perusal of the laity. It does not require the renunciation of temporalities,
but the real renunciation and the discipleship of Jesus does require a non-
attachment to riches. This has to be constantly manifested in a readiness
to share, to sacrifice what one has in order to be able to create a new hu-
manity, and a fraternal world after the model of early Christian commun-
ity.

The same spirit of poverty as a spiritual experience, as a non-attach-
ment and as an antidote to greed and accumulation, etc., should be a
great potential in Asia to combat the economic poverty, want and misery
of the poor of Asia created through human sinfulness and structural injus-
tices. To be able to do this, the Asian laity can look to a person like
Mahatma Gandhi who waged relentless war against the evils oppressing
the poor by freeing himself from vested interests, greed and covetous-
ness. He was motivated and inspired by the Christian spirituality of the
Sermon on the Mount, as well as by the Hindu ideal of a combat against
evil without attachment to fruits, as exemplified in Bhagavat Gita.

Similarly, in the spirituality of the Asian laity the streams of Christ-
ian spirituality and the spirituality of non-Christian religious traditions
can merge so as to make them experience the power of love and poverty
in the fight against injustice. Christian love, when interpreted rightly and
not as mere interpersonal love, orin a puritan way, is a transforming force
capable of challenging the present order and all man-made injustices. So
too poverty, when accepted consciously and lived as a spiritual experi-
ence of non-acquisitiveness, can challenge the whole “culture” of a con-
sumerism which deprives millions of their basic necessities of life. But
both love and poverty are also susceptible to being interpreted in other-
worldly ways. Lay spirituality in Asia would require a deepening of the
meaning of Christian love and poverty in the world.

F. SEARCH FOR NEW MODELS

The new challenges and tasks which face the Church in Asia and its
laity need also suitable structural means with the aid of which they can
meet these situations. For various reasons, the traditional parish struc-
ture does not seem to respond to these new demands. Therefore, the re-
sponse of the laity has found spontaneous expression in grassroots com-
munities which offer them wider scope and freedom to act effectively in
their environment.'"!

These communities, among other things, have shifted the emphasis
from the clergy, as was the case in the traditional parish structure, to the
laity. This, however, should not be interpreted as a repudiation or under-
mining of the role of the ordained minister. The concept of ordained minister
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is a theological concept and reality, while clergy is loaded with sociological
meaning as a class or status. In the functioning of parish structures often
it is this social status which is predominant, with the result that the
theological reality of the laity is pushed to the periphery. The basic eccle-
sial communities offer the opportunity to redeem both the legitimate
place of the laity in the Church and the role of the ordained minister in its
theological import.

The basic communities which we envisage should be pluriform and
diverse. Even in this, simply reproducing the models tried in other coun-
tries and continents should be avoided. Our context in Asia is basically a
multireligious one, and it is in this particular context we are called to be
the disciples of Jesus. We should think of a model with certain specific
Asian characteristics deriving from Asia’s religious traditions and cul-
tures. As a community of equals sharing the goods and looking after the
needs of the poor, the Asian model of basic community can draw inspira-
tion from the monastic tradition of Asia. Monasteries in Asia, in general,
are close to the people and the lifestyle of the monk is not very different
from that of the rural population.!”” The Buddhist monasteries, unlike
the monasteries of recent times in the West, are not secluded from the
world and the people, but are centres of social life breathing the life-
rhythm of the people among whom they are situated.'" It is not rare that
the lfffty spend sometime in the viharas to receive instructions on relig-
ion.

The primary value in the basic community is not the accumulation
and pursuit of consumer goods but the fulfilling of the basic needs of one
and all. It is possible to create in Asian villages still imbued with the sense
of sharing basic communities of this type which could be also a counter-
culture movement against the values of competition and profit eroding
the lives of the people. In this way they will not be communities con-
stituted strictly around religious rituals and celebrations, and will have a
great social impact. These communities then will have to be also inter-
religious. Such interreligious basic communities will bear witness to the
truth that the Church exists not for its members alone but that its mission
and scope extend to the unity of the whole of humankind. Through this
kind of communities at the gressroots level, embracing in one unity men
and women of various religious affiliations, the Church in Asia will be
able slowly to transform itself into a really incarnate Church. The religi-
ous experience of the followers of various religions will go to reinforcing
the bond of unity and lead to concrete projects for transforming society.
Common readings from the Koran, Gita, Bible, Dharmapata, Buddha,
etc., will form a regular feature of these communities. One should not
think of these communities as merely experimental or exceptional; they
should become widespread and common in Asia.
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CONCLUSION

David Bell describes a person who runs down the street crying, “I've
got an answer, who's got a question?” Such would be every attempt to de-
fine the laity in Asia independently of the challenges, questions and prob-
lems this continent presents. The life and task of the laity need toundergo
a redefinition in the light of the Asian challenges. Mere applications and
readjustments of already well-defined concepts of laity are quite in-
adequate, and could become irrelevant too, since they remain at the sur-
face of the problems. We have tried to present some of these challenges
and to reflect on the demands they make on the Church and its laity.

The challenges are stupendous and therefore the temptations too are
great. There are two serious temptations that can divert the attention of
the Church and its laity from fulfilling their evangelizing and prophetic
mission. One is a feeling of helplessness and resignation; and the other,
postponement. In the face of the magnitude of the problems one can be-
come fainthearted and wonder whether any significant change could ever
be brought about by the microscopic minority the Christians are among
the vast ocean of humanity in Asia. When one does not know where to
begin and when the feeling of helplessness takes over, the easiest thing is
to succumb to resignation and conformity. Equally serious would be post-
ponement, which results from the failure to perceive the urgency of the
situation.

The complexity of the entire situation makes it necessary that the
local Churches in Asia discern the concrete forms of responses to the
various challenges with confidence and with a sense of urgency. Towards
this goal we wish to make a few suggestions.

1. Pastoral Research Centres

Since the fulfilling of the mission of the Church and its laity calls for
a constant study of the various processes and changes Asian societies are
undergoing, it is highly desirable that pastoral research centres be estab-
lished at provincial, regional and national levels. A few things need to be
clarified in regard to this suggestion.

By pastoral is not meant simply what pertains to the parish, the dio-
cese, etc., within the traditional framework of operation. Pastoral is the
whole way of the Church’s being present in the world, as a sign and in-
strument of unity with God and the whole of humankind.'® We think of
the pastoral Constitution of the Church in the Modern World, —
Gaudium et Spes — of Vatican II. Even pastoral questions and issues
within the Church community should be permeated by the wider concerns
and challenges of the society at large. Such a pastoral research centre will

— B e



offer a broad scope to bring together the expertise and experience of the
laity, to study the various issues, questions, events (which should be
approached in an interdisciplinary way) and to plan suitable actions. The
contribution of the laity would then be very indispensable. Enthusiasm
and zeal, though important, are not a substitute for the serious study and
reflection that are necessary to cope with the complexity of the problems.

Both the formation of the laity and the future priests could be very
profitably related to the continuing study and research done by these
centres. Mere doctrinal formation of the laity and renewal courses on the
teachings of Vatican II are inadequate to help them fulfill their mission
and vocation. So that their faith may be translated into action, it is impor-
tant that their formation be related to what happens to the people around
them. The formation of priests and the theological curriculum in our pre-
sent seminary system suffer seriously from a lack of vital contact with the
concrete realities of life.''® The formation both of laity and seminarians
should be worked out in close collaboration with the study, research and
experiments promoted by the research centres. These centres could func-
tion under the leadership of the laity. All these could help to narrow the
wide gap separating the laity and the clergy through a convergence of con-
cerns in a common pastoral action towards the world.

2. Facilitating the Emergence of Indigenous Lay Movements

The response of the Church and the laity to the various challenges,
to be effective, would obviously require concrete articulations through
the support of certain structural means. Such structural forms should cor-
respond to the demands of the situation and nature of the problems faced
by each local community.

There are several lay associations and apostolic movements engaged
in diverse activities in the Asian Churches. While not denying the merit
of the work done by these movements and associations, we cannot but
pose a few questions regarding their relevance and effectiveness in Asia
today.

It is a fact that many of these associations and movements had their
origin in the West in particular times and circumstances. They activated
the laity and called forth their response to various situations in the West.
We do not need to elaborate this point here. A brief study of the origin
and background of these associations would amply prove this point. It is
true that most of these movements have tried to make adaptations and ad-
justments according to time and place. Even then, they are far from being
able to come to grips with the complex Asian situation. Some of these
movements and associations are but a spent force. Despite the efforts to
reanimate them by their zealous advocates — convinced as they are that their



movements should be valid universally — the divisions and controversies
surrounding many of them are proving their irrelevance to Asia. By and
large, imported lay associations and movements have an individualistic
approach and do not take into sufficient account the fact that Christians
have to respond with imagination and originality to a challenging situa-
tion in which evil is embodied in structures and injustice is in-
stitutionalized. Therefore, there is an urgent need of facilitating the
emergence of indigenous lay movements in Asia, movements that will
have as their context the Asian experience, and so act creatively. Such
movements should be oriented to collective action. These movements
could develop, both within the Christian communities and without, their
own specific approaches and actions in the light of the Christian faith and
Asian tradition. Without the emergence of the indigenous lay move-
ments, structures like parish councils and pastoral councils would remain
intermediary service bodies within the traditional framework and concep-
tion of the pastoral, and lend themselves to being used as instruments for
the administration of the parish, the diocese etc. Lay movements con-
cerned with various vital issues and questions affecting the life of the
people would be indispensable towards widening the perspective of
Christian communities in evangelization and inspiring them with a vision
for action and involvement.

3. Interfaith Action Groups

Given the tremendous influence of religions in political life of Asia
and their ability to contribute to the process of humanization, it is not only
desirable but even necessary today to form, besides Asian models of basic
communities of which we spoke earlier, interfaith groups with specific
goals and action programmes. The approach of these groups will not be
at the level of doctrines but at the level of day-to-day life and on the basis
of common experience of a particular issue. We can think of interfaith ac-
tion groups, with the active participation of Christian laity, operating for
the cause of workers, peasants, especially of the unorganized sector, for
the defence of the dignity and rights of women, tribals, etc. The spirit and
tradition of each religion on these questsions could be brought to bear for
joint action and furnish deeper motivations. Such groups and their ex-
periences could become a wellspring for the development of a proper
theology of religions in Asia.

This paper is being written during the tumultuous days following the
elections in one Asian country — the Philippines. Twenty long years of
Marcos’ regime in that country, with so much ruination of its economy,
the suppression of human rights and the pauperization of the masses, has
now come to an end. There is still a long way to go in rebuilding the coun-
try and setting many things in order. A new beginning has been made, and
it augurs well for the future of many other Asian countries.



The overthrow of an authoritarian government, though only in a
matter of days, was in fact the fruit of long years of active participation by
the mass of believers — men and women in that country who responded
to unjust situations and paid the price of the courage of their convictions.
Over the years, within Christian communities, the laity learned through
their faith-actions what it is to be a Christian in the face of challenges of
every kind. The courageous action of the hundred and four bishops who
discerned in the Spirit and declared invalid the election was no small
encouragement to the laity.

The clouds may conceal the rising sun. But we know that the sun rises
in the East and it will never set there. Behind the clouds of darkness, con-
flicts, contradictions, and turmoils a new Asia is rising on the horizon of
the world, a new Asia is being moulded and shaped.

It is in this process that the Church and its laity are called to partici-
pate and fulfil their mission of announcing the message of hope and wit-
nessing to the Good News of the Kingdom of God. By facing with a resol-
ute will and determined actions the challenges of the present moment, the
Church and its laity will lay the foundations for a new era of Christian pre-
sence in this great continent of Asia.
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