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INTRODUCTION

“Come, Oh Creator Spirit” (Veni Creator Spiritus) today is a hymn
that swells up from the heart of Asia and finds expression on the lips of
millions of its daughters and sons. As we Asians are facing the marvellous
new things unfolding before our eyes today in every realm of life, we
experience the irresistible power of that Spirit “blowing where it wills”
crossing in one divine sweep, across all kinds of barriers and boundaries.
The Spirit moves on, and in its movement it wants us to follow it, so that we
may see, experience and savour the sublimity of the divine realities for
which Asia has always been longing. It leads us, at the same time, to the
arcane mysteries of all life in its every shade and form, filling our quest for
the human and the cosmic with a new vigour and force.

On the face of the Spirit, coming fresh upon us today, we recognise the
power with which generations of our foremothers and fathers have been
familiar during the millennial history of this continent. It is especially, the
life and experience of the poor and the marginalised peoples of Asia that
has been much attuned to the world of the Spirit as we find in their many
religio-cultural beliefs, rites and expression. The Spirit binds us in a marvel-
lous way with all those who have left the indelible imprint of their spirit,
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heart and mind in innumerable forms on our cultures and on our traditions.
It is the same Spirit of God that Asia wants to rely on in shaping its future
destiny. At the threshold of a new millennium, our Asian local Churches
invoke the Spirit, knowing that its transformative and creative power is what
we need most to be able to respond to the new and unprecedented challenges
the continent is facing, and thus become truly Churches of the Spirit.

As disciples of Jesus Christ in Asia, we want to follow his path as one
filled with the power of the Spirit of God. It is the same Spirit which opens
our eyes and leads us to experience and confess its singular presence in the
life, death and resurrection of Jesus. “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me
...7 (Lk. 4: 18). The more we follow the leading of the Spirit, the deeper
and closer will also be our understanding of the mystery of Jesus Christ. It
also helps us to relate in a harmonious and integral way the universal plan
of God manifested in Jesus Christ with our Asian history and experiences.
This broad and open vision is what we find running through the numerous
reflections and statements of FABC.

This modest document of the Office of Theological Concerns is an
attempt to deepen further the insights and orientations of FABC on the
Spirit, with a view to help the Asian Churches in their pastoral commitment
and renewal. In a way, this document continues our earlier work, in as much
it seeks to bring out the implicit pneumatology in our previous documents
relating to inter-religious dialogue, local Church, Church and politics, and
the theology of harmony. During our deliberations on the above themes, we
were often led to widen our horizons so as to be able to follow the working
of the Spirit of God both in our experiences within the Church as well as in
those of our context.

We want our reflections to be in communion with the local Churches
the world over who will all be celebrating the Year 1998 as the Year of the
Holy Spirit, in preparation for the new millennium. On this occasion, it is
our wish that the document serve the Church, particularly the Asian local
Churches, to bring about a renewed awareness, acknowledgement and
experience of the mystery of the Holy Spirit who accompanies our journey
of faith, hope and love.

The first two chapters of the document reflect respectively on the
working of the Spirit in other religio-cultural traditions and in the socio-
political realities of our continent. The third chapter is devoted to the study
of the Spirit as we experience it through the Biblical tradition. It is followed
by a kind of survey of the Spirit’s working in the Church and throughout its
history. In the light of all these reflections, the final chapter highlights
certain perspectives which appear to us to be very significant from an Asian
theological perspective. The document concludes with a few pastoral
recommendations.



1. THE SPIRIT AT WORK IN VARIOUS RELIGIO-CULTURAL
TRADITIONS OF ASIA

The Second Vatican Council spoke of “all people of good will in
whose hearts grace works in an unseen say. For since Christ died for all,
and since the ultimate vocation of humanity is in fact one and divine, we
ought to believe that the Holy spirit in a manner known only to god offers to
everyone the possibility of being associated with this Paschal mystery.” (GS
22) In our reflection on the Spirit at work in various religio-cultural tradi-
tions of Asia, we try to discern the presence of the Spirit as experienced,
believed, imaged and symbolised by believers themselves of these tradi-
tions.

1.1 Hinduism

In this section, we turn first to Hinduism. We briefly review concepts
that are very much part of Hindu belief and practice and which at the same
time evoke resonances with the understanding of the Holy Spirit in
Christianity.

1.1.1  Atman: In Hinduism atman means “the Self”, “the ultimate Divine
subject”. Some point to the meaning of breath contained in afman. This
Hindu concept of afinan rooted in the Vedas, but mostly Upanishadic and
Vedantic, signifies the ultimate Reality, the Absolute, and hence does not
resonate with our understanding of the Holy Spirit in Christian faith.
However, it is interesting to note that Indian Christians, especially in North
India, have used the Hindu term arman, with the adjective pavitra, for the
Holy Spirit.

1.1.2  Prana (Breath): This is an interesting concept that reminds us of the
Hebrew idea of ru’'ah which literally means breath and pneuma in Greek
signifying the same. In the Bible, the latter two terms are used for the spirit.

Prana (used both as singular and plural) means “breath of life™. It is
pre-upanishadic in origin and signifies life. In early Hinduism its meaning is
metaphysical. It is identified with life. Later prana is used in its literal sense
in the yoga exercise pranayama — control of breath. The earlier metaphys-
ical meaning gets lost. There is another word for prana, namely asu. In its
earlier meaning prana evokes resonance with the biblical meaning of the
Holy spirit as breath and as breath of life or life itself. It is strange that
Indian Christian theology did not consider this term in the theology of the
Holy Spirit.

There are four more concepts of Hinduism which evoke rich resonance
with the Spirit as understood in Christianity, namely, antarayamin, ananda,
sakti and agni.



1.1.3 Antarayamin (“the inner controller” or “indweller”). It is an
Upanishadic concept, signifying the being who is immanent. It means
“inner controller” or “inner director”, “inspirer”. one who leads the
individual soul to salvation. Sometimes it is identified with the Supreme
Spirit as guiding and regulating humankind. Antarayami indwells, directs
and regulates all changes and motions in the world. This concept is more
dynamic than atman. It resonates well with Christian understanding of the
Holy Spirit, especially, with the way St. Paul speaks of the Spirit (cf. Rom.
8). This term is used in Christian hymnology (Hindji).

1.1.4 Ananda: Ananda means bliss or joy. In all Hindu religious and
philosophical traditions ananda is ontological, characteristic of Brahman,
the Absolute, with other characteristics such as sar (being) and cit
(consciousness). It is an outflow of reality beyond categories of knowledge.
This concept belongs to the long tradition of the Upanishads. The human
being is supposed to be made up of five coverings or sheaths called koshas
of which the innermost kosha is ananda.

In the Christian tradition, joy is associated with the Holy Spirit. The
spirit is the joy of God (see the writings cf. Brahmabhandav Upadhyaya).
The Christian tradition has accepted the expression saccidananda, as
present in late Vedanta and medieval Hindu bhakti literature, giving it a
fuller meaning to signify the mystery of the Trinity. In this formula sat
(meaning “being of existence™) comes to signify the Father, cit (meaning
“consciousness”) to signify the Word, the Son and ananda (bliss) comes to
signify the Holy Spirit.

Ananda belongs to the Absolute (Brahman) on the ontological level. It
is not contingent on the Absolute. Even in the human being it resides in the
core of his or her existence. Hence ananda resonates richly with the
Christian understanding of the Spirit as joy (cf. Lk, Jn, and St. Paul in
the NT).

The western tradition, both Greek and Christian, concentrated on
bonum: the Indian (Hindu) tradition on ananda. In this sense in the thought
of the Brhadaranyaka Upanishad, creation is participation in ananda.
Ananda belongs to the heart of reality. It is one of the most interesting
concepts of Hindu theology which evoke deep resonance and bring enrich-
ment to the Christian understanding of the Holy Spirit.

1.1.5 Sakti: Sakii means “power”, “energy” and like rua’h is feminine. Its
occurrence is frequent in popular Hinduism, Saivism, Vaisnavism, and also
in the Dravidian and Brahmanic traditions. The origins and development of
the concept of sakri as a cosmogonic and cosmological principle of power
or energy are complex. Its development and articulation as a cosmogonic
and cosmological concept is quite late and is primarily outside the
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mainstream of the Vedic6Brahmanic tradition. In Hinduism, as referred to
above, sakti is often mythologised, but the myth is rich in metaphysics and
theology.

a. Sakti is the female principle or consort or aspect of a male divinity,
particularly manifesting his ability to create. It is creative power, female
consort of Siva and inseparable from the one reality of Siva. Siva-Sakti is
one reality (binitarian).

b. There is also the idea of sak#i as a cosmogonic power possessed by a
single deity (Deva/Isvara). It signifies the embodiment of power, of ability
to create the world without its being identified as female.

c. There is also the notion of sakti being an abstract, all pervasive power
inherent in creation.

In our consideration of Hinduism and the Holy Spirit, sak#i as power
and energy, an inseparable principle (though imaged as a female consort) of
the deity (Siva) is fruitful and evokes a new resonance with our under-
standing of the Spirit. In the Svetasvatara Upanishad (4.1) God, who is one,
is described as bringing about the manifestation of the diverse world by the
application of this power sakti. In the same Upanishad, sakfi is used to
denote God’s power (devatma sakti [1.3]). Though Sakti is mythologised, it
is an inseparable ontological principle of the Deity signifying power which
is dynamic, creative and feminine. In Tantric literature arising out of the
Vedic Brahmanical tradition, a fully articulated conception of sakt#i as a
cosmogonic and cosmological power identified as an omnipresent and
omnipotent goddess develops.

The Absolute is thus polarised as female and male. The female pole is
energy, Sakti. The male aspect of God is conscious, but non-active without
the female energy principle Sakti. It is the supreme Sakti without whom God
cannot act. It is the aspect of the Godhead responsible for the creation of world.

In Saivism, Siva (the male) is united to Sakti, called either Parvati or
Durga forming an inseparable unity. In the Vaisnava tradition, sakti
becomes the female consort, Sri or Lakshmi (Goddess of wealth). In the
same way, Sarasvati , as symbol of learning and wisdom adorns the seats of
learning in general and centres of Hindu educational institutions in India.
The important point is that sakfi as creative power and energy forms insepa-
rable part of the Deity responsible for creation and the activity of God. It
resonates with the creative dynamism of the Holy Spirit in Christianity: for
Paul dynamis is attributed to the Spirit.

In later Saivite bhakti tradition, we have a story of Thiru, Gnanasambandar,
according to which Sakti as Parvati or a Uma comes to fed the hungry child
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Sambandar with the milk of wisdom. Fed by the milk of wisdom,
Sambandar pours out his mystical sentiments in the poetry of Thevaram.
This story evokes in us a resonance with the spirit of wisdom which the
Spirit pours into the heart of believers. Thus the feminine Sakti is not only
creative, liberative energy and power but also source of wisdom finding
expression in the mystic poets of the Saivite tradition.

1.1.6  Agni. At the level of symbols in Hinduism, the concept of Agni
(fire) as pavaka (purifier) is very significant. In Vedic terms, pavaka could
mean both fire and wind. Here we just point to the potential of Agni as
pavaka to symbolise the Spirit in Christian Tradition.

1.1.7 Conclusion

Reflecting on the Holy Spirit and Hinduism, one finds concepts such
as atman, prana, antarayamin, ananda and sakti that evoke resonance in
meaning with the Christian understanding of the Holy Spirit. Of the above
mentioned concepts, antarayami(n), ananda and sakti have deeper
resonance with the Christian concept of the spirit of God.

However, one can ask: was the Spirit (apart form concepts congenial
with the Spirit) present in the Indian Tradition? Yes. If we are able to
discern the signs of the Spirit we can read the history of Hinduism as a Holy
history, where the Spirit has led our brothers and sisters to the depths of the
mystery of God and leads them towards Christ. The Second Vatican council
in Nostra Aetate no. 2. speaks of “that hidden power which hovers over
the course of things and over the events of human life.” (Here see also
Gal. 3:23-26; In. 4:38; Wisdom 1:7; Rom. 11:32-36; Acts 14:16f). The
early nature symbolism and apparent polytheism of the Vedas becomes
purified by the strong affirmation in the Upanishads of the above without a
second (ekam eva advitiyam). The metaphysical depth is imbued by an
ethical concern and a spirit of detachment characteristic of Buddhism and
Jainism. Out of this encounter the monotheistic creeds of a personal God
(Vaisnavism and Saivism) emerge, with a relation of love to the world. The
devotional trend and the monotheistic faith are strengthened by the arrival
of Islam and the later bhakti trends. Meanwhile the knowledge and love of
the name of Jesus was present in India from the earliest century: That name
is received with devotion by the Hindu tradition in the Renaissance of the
19th and 20th centuries. The actual teaching of Jesus enters, more and more,
the centre of the Hindu and national consciousness and finds an articulation
in the Preamble of the Indian Constitution where the people of India affirm
their faith in justice, freedom, equality and fraternity of all citizens.

Surveying the contemporary scene of Hinduism, we see both positive

and negative signs of Hindu revival. Many Hindu religious leaders, thinkers
and artists move in the direction of a humanist renaissance of Hinduism
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suited to the religio-cultural pluralism of India. Christians can discern the
Spirit at work in these movements and aspirations and become open to
generous co-operation with the stirrings of the Spirit who blows where He
wills. Harmony and communion between religious believers is also a fruit
of the Spirit.

1.2 Buddhism
1.2.1 The Approach

One cannot talk about a concept of the “Spirit” in Buddhism and any
attempt to do so, or to try to “find the idea of the Spirit in Buddhism”,
would be an exercise in distortion of the very essence of Buddhism.
Buddhism must be taken on its own terms and understood within the frame-
work of its own concepts. Buddhists insist that one must approach a study
of Buddhism with a Right Motive, and this motive is ultimately desire to
attain Enlightenment. Dharma is a vehicle of emancipation. It has been
compared to a raft that ferries one across of the waters of birth-and-death to
the farther shore of Nirvana, a vehicle which carries one across to the
transcendent. Hence Dharma is something that must be experienced rather
than studied. Ultimately to understand what Buddhism is all about one must
walk the way, one must experience. Yet there is an intellectual content
which can form a legitimate subject of study provided one remembers that
the spatial and temporal forms which one studies are mere pointers veiling
the reality. Further, one must realise that there are important differences
between Christianity and Buddhism which stem not merely from problems
of religious language, but from-deep structural differences; and one must
respect the differences.

Above all one must not approach Buddhism with pre-conceived
theories of the nature of the transcendent and the nature of phenomenal
reality. These would preclude any understanding. As a path to be walked, as
a way to be experienced, Buddhism does not have dogmas; but there are
two basic concepts that run through all of the various schools of Buddhism
and which are essential to even the most rudimentary understanding of
Buddhism. The first of these is anatma, the idea that things have no “own
being”, no permanent identity or unchanging selfhood. The Mahayana
philosophers would use the term a-svabhava for all of phenomenal reality,
that is to say, nothing is “self existent”. This applies to all phenomena,
including the human person, human consciousness and human mental
processes. The Buddha would accept the Brahmanical concept of rebirth
(karma-samsara) but insist that the great illusion is that there is a perma-
nent, enduring self (arman) which passes from one life to the next.
Secondly, Buddhism does not admit a personal God. The Buddha in fact
taught that belief in a personal God and an enduring, unchanging self were
rationalisations of desires, of our craving for love and protection, our
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attachment to our own personalities and our thirst for life. If one sets out to
“find God” in Buddhism, the result will be either frustrated disappointment
or distortion of the tradition.

Where than is the meeting point? Not on the level of these concepts,
but rather on the level of experience of human life and the human quest for
the transcendent. The fact that a Christian also belongs to a tradition which
affirms the transcendent, the existence of a spiritual world beyond the world
of physical senses and the rational mind, should make the Christian open to
a different conception and experience of that reality. A Christian should be
willing to give consideration to the Buddha's claim that he had achieved an
experience of the transcendent himself and that by following his teaching
others too might achieve it. The meeting point will be beyond concepts,
dogmas, symbols and rituals at the level of experience.

1.2.2 The Four Noble Truths

The Buddha’s claim is that as he sat under the tree in Gaya he had an
experience, an awakening or enlightenment in which he experienced the
true meaning of human life. He explained this experience to his followers in
the “Four Noble Truths”. The first of these truths was sarva dukha, “all is
dukha”. Dukha is usually translated as “suffering”, hence human life is
basically “suffering”. The word does mean suffering and would include all
of the things we would ordinarily include under this term: physical
suffering, pain, death, the loss of a loved one, poverty, social and economic’
oppression, etc. But it is much more radical than this. It is the realisation
that human life ends in a kind of existential frustration. One spends one’s
life acquiring, but no matter how fortunate one may be in his or her posses-
sion of material goods, fame, friends, family, intellectual attainments one
never seems to have enough and ultimately one will grow ill, old and finally
lose it all in death. The second truth is the realisation that one experiences
this frustration because there is an all consuming “desire’” burning at the
core of our being which is insatiable. The word the Buddha actually used
was “thirst” (trsna).

Thirdly he said that he realised that this burning desire at the center of
one’s being does finally come to an end. He compared this desire to the
flame of a candle or a small oil lamp. Finally the oil runs out and the flame
simply goes out — nirvana. The term is a negative term and means quite
literally “extinguishing”. Further definition the Buddha refused to give.
People, of course, asked for a definition, and scholars ever since have tried
to give a definition, but the Buddha did not, and this is important to
remember. What happens is that this thirst, which is the root cause of all
human suffering and hence the cause of the series of births, finally comes to
an end. Then there is no more re-birth and no more suffering. People asked
if nirvana was something and he responded “it is not something”. “Ah,”
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people would reply, “then nirvana is nothing.” He responded “No, nirvana
is not nothing.” This second response is often forgotten with the result that
Buddhism is described as “a negative religion”. It is not a negative religion;
the same Buddha who described this ultimate state as “extinguishing” went
on to further describe it:

There is, monks, the stage where there is neither earth nor water nor fire nor
wind nor the stage of infinity or space nor the stage of the infinity of
consciousness nor the stage of neither consciousness nor non-consciousness;
neither this world nor the other world nor sun and moon. There, monks, I say
there is neither coming nor going nor staying nor passing away nor arising.
Without support or going on or basis is it. This indeed is the end of pain.

There is, monks, an unborn, an unbecome, an unmade, an uncom-
pounded; if monks there were not here this unborn, unbecome, unmade,
uncompounded, there would not here be an escape from the born, the become,
the made, the compounded. But because there is an unborn, an unbecome, an
unmade, an uncompounded, therefore, there is an escape from the born, the
become, the made, the compounded.

(Udana, VIII 11 and 3)

There is nothing negative about this; it is rather a middle way between
the affirmation of the absolute existence of phenomena and nihilism. It is
this concept of a “middle way” that would characterise the Buddha’s
teaching and also the practice he would advocate (a “middle way” between
a luxurious life style and an unreasonable asceticism that destroys health).
He has not given a definition of rirvana but rather a description of the
subjective state one experiences when he reaches this state. A definition or
further positive description of nirvana he felt would be pure speculation.
Since one who has attained this state and finally dies does not return; there
is no one who has experienced ultimate nirvana and returned to give a
definition. Why speculate about what one has no experience of?

The fourth truth he experienced was the fact that there is a way, a path
one can follow to attain this enlightenment or experience of nirvana. This is
the famous “Eight-Fold Path” of Buddhism, so called because there are
eight aspects to the practice. These eight can be summarised under three
headings: knowledge (prajna), discipline or morality (sila), meditation
(samadhi). Hence one needs experiential knowledge of these four truths and
of the transitory nature of all phenomena, a good moral life, and a disci-
plined mind leading to ultimate realisation of these truths in meditation.

This is what one might call basic or essential Buddhism; and all
Buddhists of whatever school will accept these “Four Noble Truths” and
“The Eightfold Path” as the bedrock of Buddhism. Differences are mainly
differences in the means used to attain the ends of Buddhism and the under-
standing of some of these key concepts.



First and foremost, then, Buddhism is a way of liberation. It is not a
way that disdains or contemns this material world or “the flesh™, but rather
a way which leads one to a realisation of the essential transitoriness of all
phenomena and hence frees one to engage life, to come to grips with the
world, freed from the need to ever acquire and hence free from the compul-
sions which ordinarily cloud one’s mind and judgement. It is not a flight
from the world but an invitation to reach out to the world. The Buddha''s
life was a long one, and he spent the next forty years or so after his enlight-
enment, not secluded in a monastery, but walking the whole of North India
to share with others, to point out to any who were interested the way which
leads to this ineffable experience.

1.2.3 The Four Sublime States

As one walks the way one begins to experience upeksa (a tranquillity,
a peace of mind, an equanimity) which frees one of the habit of blind
reaction flowing from desire. Then one can take positive action which is
creative, productive and beneficial for oneself and for all others. Along with
this peace of mind arise three other qualities of a pure mind: good will, a
love (mmaitri) that seeks the benefit of others without expecting anything in
return, karuna (compassion) for others in their failings and sufferings and
mudita (sympathetic joy) in their success and good fortune. The key is
maitri; for without love, compassion turns to contempt, sympathetic joy to
vicarious satisfaction, and equanimity to heartless indifference.

This active aspect of Buddhism reached its deepest expression in the
Mahayana tradition which evolved the ideal of the bodhisattva (“enlight-
ened being”), one who is bent on attaining Supreme Enlightenment, not
merely for his own sake, but for the sake of all sentient beings. He refuses
to simply enjoy his attainment and pass from this world but returns aeon
after acon to be of service to sentient beings as long as there are those who
need his assistance:

Like a fire his mind constantly blazes up into works for others;
At the same time he always remains merged in the calm of the trances and
formless attainments (Ratnagotravibhaga, 1:73)

The bodhisattva takes a series of solemn promises which are often
summarised as four:

1. To save all beings (from difficulties)

2. To destroy all evil passions

3. To learn the Truth and teach others

4, To lead all beings towards Buddhahood

Though the bodhisattva is usually considered an exclusively
Mahayana concept, it is precisely this concept which provides the link with
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the earlier tradition and its insistence on Compassion as the necessary
compliment to the attainment of wisdom through the practice of the eight-
fold path.

1.2.4 Devotional Buddhism

The later schools of devotional Buddhism, so popular in China, Korea
and Japan, gave rise to a series of transcendent Buddhas and Bodhisattvas to
whom the people have great devotion. The most well known of these
Buddhas, Amitabha (or, Amida Buddha) is addressed in the following
terms:

Oh Amitabha, incomparable light,
Oh Amitabha, infinite splendour
$0 pure, so tranquil,
so sweet and consoling,
Oh how we desire to be reborn in thine abode!

Thou whose power is limitless
Thou to whom the beings of every world have recourse,
How beautiful is thy Kingdom,
Where the wind strews flowers beneath the fees of the blessed!
Oh how we desire to be reborn in thin abode!

How beautiful is thy kingdom,
Where sweetest music is heard
Where most precious perfumes emit their fragrance
‘Where all beings are holy!
Oh how we desire to be reborn in thine abode!

Madly, through countless existences
Have we renewed the karman which binds us to earth
Oh look upon us, kindly light, Henceforth!
That we may no longer lose wisdom of heart!

We exalt thy knowledge and thy works,
We desire that all things may progress towards thee!
That no obstacle may prevent any being
From being reborn in peace and happiness in thy abode!
We offer thee all that we have, all that we are.
In exchange, grant that we may be reborn in thine abode.
Hail, Oh inscrutable splendour!
With all our heart and with all our confidence we bow down before thee!
(see L. Weiger, Historie des croyances, p. 594-5.)

Pre-eminent among the bodhisartvas stands Avalokitesvara, the
embodiment of compassion (karunamaya). He ranks as a great object of
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devotion and as a kind of savior who leads one through the suffering of this
world to the heaven of Amitabha. His origin is traced to the compassionate
gaze of Amitabha Buddha:

The Lord Amitayus [Amitabha] makes a smile of thirty six niyutas of kotis of
rays, which rays having issued from the circle of his mouth light up the
thousand kotis of Buddha countries. And all of these rays having returned
there again settle on the head of the lord; gods and men produce (perceive) the
delight, because they have seen there the light of him. There rises the Buddha-
son, glorious, he indeed the mighty Avalokitesvara. (F. Max Muller, ed., The
Sacred Books of the East Vol. 49, p. 48.)

His two most important characteristics are his compassion through
which he reaches out to help all those who invoke his name and his assump-
tion of different forms according to the needs and dispositions of people in
various places and ages in order to help and lead them to the Truth. In
Avalokitesvara the Mahayana Buddhists have a personal saviour whom they
can invoke and in whom they can take refuge. Devotional works call upon
him to save people from all sorts of dangers: arson, murder, captivity and
slavery, forest fires, enraged animals, snakes, shipwreck, disease and death.
Wherever Mahayana Buddhism spread he is found. In Cambodia the king
was once looked upon as an incarnation of Avalokitesvara. At Angkor Tom
the images of Avalokitesvara bear the face of the King Jayavarmana VIL
The rulers of Yunan from the tenth to the thirteenth century worshipped
Avalokitesvara whom they believed to have been incarnate in the Indian
monk of the seventh century credited with the introduction of Buddhism
into that country. They firmly believed that Avalokitesvara puts on the
cloak of flesh and blood, and walks the earth in human form for the sake of
suffering humanity.

To this very day, throughout the far east, he ranks as an object of
devotion second only to Amitabha. Chinese Buddhism emphasised the
maternal characteristics of Avalokitesvara to such an extent that he was
eventually metamorphosed into a female figure known as Kwan Yin. In
Japan he is known as Kannon — the “Regarder of the Cries of the World”.
In Tibet, of course, he is paramount as Chen-ra-zi. The Dalai Lama himself
is a manifestation of the form of Avalokitesvara known as Sadaksari
Lokesvara, the personification of the constantly repeated prayer “Om mane
padme Hum.”

1.2.5 Conclusion

For so many centuries Buddhism has nourished the spiritual life of
almost the whole of Asia bearing the fruits of sympathetic love, compas-
sion, joy, and peace of mind in the lives of millions of Asia’s people. As
Christians come to share something of the vision and experience of the
Buddha as lived out in the lives of the people with whom they share the
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Asian heritage, what can they perceive but the work of the Spirit which they
too have experienced?

1.3 Confucianism-Taoism
1.3.1 Confucianism
1.3.1.1 Master Confucius (551.479)

Confucius lived in the Chou dynasty which shaped the characteristics
of the Chinese empire but which was weakened in Confucius’ time by the
division of the empire into several powerful states. Master Confucius was
convinced that if he became a minister of one of these states he had the
necessary qualities and preparation to restore the Chou dynasty, but no head
of state wanted to give him such power and dignity. Then he went his way
of educating people for government office. According to the Se Machien’s
book Shih Chi (“Record of History”) Confucius had 3000 disciples among
them 72 closely related to him. These disciples had long and extensive
contact with the Master and later on recorded their conversations with him
in a book called today Analecta Confuciana (Lunyu). The most important
contribution of Confucius to Chinese culture has been the education of
every kind of people and the spread of learning not only of morality, but
also of liberal arts, history, poetry and human behaviour. The famous
eulogy attributed to Confucius in most Confucius temples consists of four
Chinese characters you chiao wu lei, i.e. teaching any one without discrimi-
nation. The respect and veneration paid by Confucius’ disciples after the
Master’s death surpassed by far all other school founders. In this sense
Lunyu is similar to the Christian gospels both in content, mainly the
relationship of a master with his disciples, and in the way of becoming a
book, a living memory of deeds and words recorded and preserved by a
group of faithful disciples. That is why a reading of Lunyu in a way similar
to the reading of the gospels is inspiring and mutually enriching. It is
mutually enriching in the sense, that as the Old Testament is not only
fulfilled by the NT, but also illuminates and complements the NT (Vat. I,
Dei Verbum), so Lunyu is saying many things about teacher-disciples not
said in the gospels. This is made possible because the same Spirit was and is
working in the OT, in the Gospels and in the ancient sages, especially
before the Christian era.

When Confucius reached the age of seventy he said, with a little pride
but much sincerity, that he was able to act according to the dictates of his
heart without transgressing any commandment (Confician Analects or
Lunyu 11 4. Recall St. Augustine’s “Ama et fac quod vis”.) Confucius’ life
and teaching have influenced China’s history for 2,500 years and its influ-
ence has somehow spilled over into the neighbouring countries also. It is
unthinkable that such a human spirit did not have the Spirit working in him.
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1.3.1.2 Confucius’ Sense of Mission

In his lifetime Confucius twice narrowly escaped being killed.
Precisely in such critical moments of life and death he expressed the
fearless confidence that he would be saved because of the mission entrusted
to him: “If Heaven has given me power, what can this man called Huen
Tuei do to me.” (VII 22) Or again, “After the death of Wen Wang, is not
wen (the spirit) here in me? If Heaven wanted wen to perish, then posterity
would not see wen. If Heaven doesn’t want this to happen what can the
people of Kuan do?”. (IX 5) Happily in both cases Confucius played the
role of a true prophet; he and his disciples came safely out of the danger.

1.3.1.3 Confucius” Openness to a Continuous Process of Learning

The first three sentences of Lunyu are quite revealing. The Master
says: “1) What a joyful thing to learn and to repeat what one has learned
from time to time. 2) What a pleasure to have a friend coming from afar. 3)
What a gentle person is that man who is ignored but bears no resentment at
all.” The first sentence can be interpreted as referring to oneself, the second
to one’s relationships with others, and the third to Heaven, because, in
another passage, Confucius says: “It is Heaven who know me.” (XIV 37)
Again, in another context, he says, “In a village of ten families it is not hard
to find someone as faithful as I, but not easy to find one so eager to learn as
Iam.” (V 28)

1.3.1.4 Confucius’ Humility in Acknowledging his Limitations

One of his most famous sayings goes: “When you know something,
say you know it. When you do not know something, say you do not know it,
That is wisdom.” (I 117) In fact that was what Confucius did himself as, for
example, when a disciple asked about the service of ghosts and spirits. His
answer was, “If I am not able to serve human beings properly, what use is it
to speak about service of ghosts and spirits.?” The disciple insisted, “What
about death?” The Master answered, “I have not sufficient knowledge of
life, how can I have it about death?” (XI 11) One of Confucius’ aspirations
was expressed in this way, “If in the morning I hear the Tao (way) , in the
evening I shall die peacefully.” (IV 8) This statement shows his conscious-
ness of and acknowledgement that he had not yet heard the Tao, and at the
same time his readiness to depart from the world once he has heard the
“way”, like old Simeon of Luke’s Gospel.

1.3.1.5 Confucius’ Discernment of Spirits among his Disciples and his
Utter Honesty in Dealing with Them

In countless conversations with his disciples and in answering
questions addressed to him, Confucius revealed himself as an accomplished
master in discerning the spirits within himself and in his disciples. It is not
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hard to discover similarities between the disciples of Confucius and those of
Jesus. Tzu Lu is like Peter: courageous and outspoken but with a tendency
to speak before reflecting. He became a minister later and was killed, as
foretold by the Master. (XI 12) Yen Yuan was like John, often praised by
the Master as a perfect disciple but unfortunately he died young. There was
even a Judas among his disciples, Jan Qiu, who was the financial adminis-
trator for a rich minister. He was repudiated by Confucius because of his
lack of compassion towards the poor (XI 16).

1.3.1.6 Confucius’ Respect for Divinity and the Afterlife

Confucius spoke seldom about divinity, because he was conscious
of not having direct revelation from God (after the manner of the Old
Testament prophets). Hence, he usually avoided the issue, but on some ten
occasions, when he could not avoid speaking about Heaven, he showed
great respect. We have seen this twice when he was in danger of death.
Once when he was sick and close to death, his disciples told him they were
praying for him. He answered, “Is that so? I have been praying now for a
long time.” (VII 34) Self6othersoHeaven are interrelated in the following
saying of the Master, “I want to stand by myself and make others stand; I
want to reach the goal myself and help others reach the goal; learning here
below and reach the goal above, I am known only by Heaven.” (XIV 37) A
minister had a beautiful wife who was sick and Confucius visited her and
talked with her. The disciples gossiped about the master, and Confucius
said, “If 1 had some ulterior motive, Heaven punish me, Heaven punish
me!” (VI 26) When his beloved disciple Yen Yuan died, Confucius cried
bitterly, “Such a man died at such an age! It is Heaven who makes me
perish! It is Heaven who makes me perish!” (XI 8) Regarding the afterlife
Confucius said nothing; but he paid great respect to the dead and composed
himself duly when he saw a funeral passing by (X 160). He helped finan-
cially for the burial of a poor man in the neighbourhood (X 15). Such a
humble and open Spirit was all ready to receive One who is “Way, Truth
and Life” (Jn 14:6). No wonder Matteo Ricci and his companions found
Confucianism most adaptable to Christianity. Master Confucius can be seen
as an agent of the Spirit before the coming of Christ.

1.3.2 The Taoist Tradition1!
1.3.2.1 The Founder

According to tradition, Taoism originated with a man named Lao Tzu
born about 604 B.C. However, the historicity of Lao Tzu is uncertain

1 All quotations from the book of Tao Te Ching are taken from Herrymon Maurer,
Tao The Way Of The Ways: Translation/Commentary (England: Wildwood House
Limited, 1986), pp. 45-81.
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because all we have is based on legends about him. He was a solitary
recluse and remained practically unknown. Nevertheless, his influence has
been enormous. His ideas are contained in the book Tao Te Ching which
continues to inspire those who seek for an authentic spiritual liberation
through a different way of looking at life. The philosophy of Taoism
reflects the workings of the Spirit in humankind’s attempts to seek for
harmony and meaning in existence.

1.3.2.2 The Way Of The Tao

The opening verse of Tao Te Ching, reads “If Tao can be Taoed, it’s
not Tao. If its name can be named, it’s not its name.” (Ch 1) Indeed, “He
who speaks does not know. He who knows does not speak.” (Ch 56) Thus,
the first difficulty in speaking about the Tao is the problem of language and
meaning. The Tao which is the ineffable and the ultimate is beyond
language. At best, it can only be described in imagery, metaphors,
paradoxes and in cryptic terms.

What then is the Tao? The word Tao literally means the Path or the
Way. But more specifically, it is the Way of the Cosmos. It has a twofold
aspect, namely, Wu (non-being) and Yu (being). Hence Tao is the Mystery,
both transcendent and immanent.

Being transcendent, Tao as the Wu is first and foremost the way of
Ultimate Reality. Being formless and hidden, it cannot be conceived. It is
also fathomless and beyond human understanding. Nevertheless, this
nameless, ineffable and transcendent Tao is the ultimate source of all, the
ground and origin of everything and the Unoriginated. This is expressed
thus: “Tao bore one, one bore two, two bore three; Three bore the ten
thousand things.” (Ch 42) It is the Mystery of all mysteries.

Being immanent, Tao as the Yu manifests itself in the universe. As the
manifestation of Tao in form, Yu is derived from Wu. It incarnates itself in
the world by giving life to all things and hence can be called the Mother of
the World, the Eternal Law of the World and the Spirit of the universe. It must
be noted that the Tao does not ‘create’ but things emerge as a result of Tao.

Yu in turn is the product of two forces or principles, Yin and Yang
which together are called Qi. Hence, we say that the One gives birth to
Two. These forces are complete opposites. In their eternal interaction, they
generate energy (gi) which becomes a life-giving force in the entire
creation, causing all to come to birth. It is of divine origin; it vivifies and
unifies the world. Two then gives birth to the Three, namely, Heaven, Earth
and Humanity. This triad is the form by which all living things come into
actual existence. By understanding this cosmological progression of the
origin of life and by returning to it, the Taoist arrives at the Ultimate. From
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the Taoist cosmology, the whole Taoist approach to the way of life; who we
are and our purpose in life is derived.

1.3.2.3 Living Out The Tao In One’s Daily Life
1.3.2.3.1 Seeking Unity With The Ultimate Reality

Union With The Tao: The Taoist seeks to find the fullness of life by
following the Way of Tao which ultimately leads to a union with the
Ultimate Tao beyond the One. Turning to Tao is innate in every person; it
brings life. On the other hand, separation from Tao would be unnatural; it
brings death. As the Kingdom of heaven and earth, the Tao is both within
and outside us. Since, the Way is within us, we have only to follow the
inner prompting of the Spirit. Being outside us, we must simply travel the
path, for the path is as life-giving as reaching the end of it. By so doing, a
person achieves fullness of life and union with the Tao.

Union With Nature: Since all things are linked to the Tao, the corollary of
this is that all things are inter-related. The fundamental unity of all in and
through the Tao is central to Taoism. Deriving from this truth is the
principle of a harmonious relationship of the world with the Tao. Nature is
not an object to be conquered nor dominated. Rather, nature is our valued
friend which we should be attuned with. The Taoist’s approach to nature is
ecological. By co-operating with the forces of nature, Tao works through
them. Taoism therefore favours the natural and the ordinary.

Union In Immortality: The Taoist is not only concerned about this life but
is equally concerned about the immortality of life. The Taoist idea of
immortality entails the transformation of the whole body into an eternal
vehicle for the soul. Without the body, there could be no immortality. So, the
immortality that is sought is that of the entire human being, body and soul.

Union In Mpysticism: In Taoism, the mystical element is also evident.
Taoist philosophers retreat from the world, not because the material world
is evil but for the sake of freedom and preserving life. The joy of the Taoist
lies within; for it is within that he finds the whole cosmos and the meaning
of life. As such, the Taoist abandons the pursuits of the worldly since they
bring only strife. The Taoist is a reclusive sage who meditates and develops
his/her spirit and lives a life in union with the Tao and the whole universe.

1.3.2.3.2 Living A Life Of Wu Wei (Non-Action)
An Altruistic Life

A real union with the Cosmos, however, requires one to live a life of
wit wei, the way of non-action or selfless action. This entails, a withdrawal
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from the world of temptations and illusions. But wu-wei must not be
misconstrued as a mere physical withdrawal, nor living a life of idleness
and non-involvement. Rather, it is to live life unselfishly and to do things
for purely altruistic motives. Wu wei could be rendered as a life of creative
quietude; a life that is fully active and yet in a relaxed and non-ambitious
way. By surrendering one’s ego and self-will, the Tao works in and through
us in a natural and spontaneous way. Action which flows from being is
always authentic, creative and new. That is why, the way to act is simply (o
be. With such an approach to life, one lives above tensions because one
lives effortlessly responding to the tune of nature.

A Peaceful And Non-Violent Life

As an illustration, water is chosen as the prototype of wu wei. “Nothing
beneath heaven is softer and weaker than water. Nothing is better to attack
the hard and strong, and nothing can take its place.” (Ch 78) The qualities
of water, namely, its flexibility and its softness empower it to overcome all
things hard and inaccessible. These virtues of water are precisely those of
wu wei as well. The persons who adopt such qualities “conquer without
competing”; “answer without speaking™; “attract without summoning” and
“get results without hastening.” (Ch 73) There is indeed great strength in
weakness; and weakness in strength. Consequently, Taoists are basically
peacemakers and averse to violence. This pacifist attitude is reflected in the
following passages: “He who uses Tao to guide rulers does not force beneath-

" heaven with arms. Such things recoil on their users. Where armies are, briars
and brambles grow.” (Ch 30) “Fine weapons are tools of ill fortune; all
things seem to hate them. Whoever has Tao does not depend on them. . . .
Peace and quiet he upholds; Victory he does not enjoy. To enjoy victory is
to like slaughter. Whoever likes it cannot thrive beneath heaven.” (Ch 31)

A Non-Ambitious But Creative Life

Necessarily, Taoists also reject all forms of self-assertiveness,
ambition and competition. “On tiptoe you don’t stand. Astride you don’t
walk. Showing yourself, you don’t shine. Asserting yourself, you don’t
show. Boasting yourself won’t get you credit.” (Ch 24) Instead of
competing, one must live in selfless love and service in humility like the
water. “True goodness is like water; Water benefits the ten thousand things
but does not compete with them . . . . If you do not compete, you will not be
faulted.” (Ch 8) The true values of life are not what the world pursues but
what the world rejects as useless. One tends to see only the superficial and
not the hidden. Indeed, Taoists say that the value of cups, windows, and
doorways lies in their emptiness.

Hence, success for the Taoists is but an illusion since it provides one
with no peace and lasting joy. The search for success is but a vain and futile
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attempt to overcome one's insecurity and to fulfil one’s ego. Rather, real
success is to see the failure of success. Once that is realised, then we can
just simply be and allow the Tao to flow in and through vs. “The great Tao
flows everywhere . . . The ten thousand things draw life from it; and it does
not deny them. It completes its work, but takes no title. It clothes and feeds
the ten thousand things, but does not own them. You can call it small. The
ten thousand things return to it, but it does not own them. You can call it great.
Because it does not seek to be great, its greatness is accomplished.” (Ch 34)

The Relativity Of All Values And The Embracement Of All Values

If a Taoist could give up the pursuit of success and competition, it is
only because all values are seen as relative. This principle of relativity is
expressed by the traditional Chinese yin/yang symbol which sums up all the
polarities of life: good/evil, active/passive, positive/negative, light/dark,
summer/winter, male/female. Taoism teaches neutrality with regard to the
polarities. “When all beneath heaven know beauty as beauty, there is not
beauty. When all know good as good, there is not good. For what is and
what is not beget each other. Difficult and easy complete each other; long
and short show each other; high and low place each other; noise and sound
harmonise each other; before and behind follow each other.” (Ch 2) All
opposites are therefore complementary not competitive. The Yang initiates
but it is the Yin that completes. Both find their wholeness in each other,
producing a harmonious state.

The implication of this principle is that we are mutually inter-depen-
dent. Just like the Yang and Yin which are held in tension, one must not
dichotomise the realities of the world. Nothing is absolute, especially values
and concepts which are conditioned by our environment and interpretations
we give to them. By transcending the distinctions between good and bad;
self and the universe, all are gathered together in the Tao where everything
is one. This is the final vision of reality as well.

Once this realisation is attained, detachment easily follows because
like the sage, one “does not shun the ten thousand things; rears them without
owning them; works for them without claiming them; accomplishes but takes
not credit. Because he does not take credit, it cannot be taken from him.”
(Ch 2) One also learns to trust in divine providence because the Yin and Yang
will somehow achieve its own equilibrium and restore the balance of nature.
Everything in life that happens can then be taken in stride, in an attitude of
equanimity. However, to arrive at this mystical union with the Tao, and to
trust in its graciousness, entails the emptying of the senses and the mind itself.

A Life Of Docility To The Tao

If life is to surrender oneself to the Tao, then peace and contentment
could only come from a life of nothing-doing. Yet, nothing-doing is actually
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a way of getting things done efficaciously and spontaneously. Nothing-
doing is not doing nothing. To do nothing itself is already a doing. It is
adopting an attitude of non-interference and non-manipulation of people
and things and situations. It has nothing to do with self-will or one’s efforts
because that would be violating the process of nature.

Nothing-doing calls for a total openness to all of reality, to the
universe and to the Tao, placing no obstructions but always co-operating
with the flow of the Qi. And because one responds to the rhythm of nature
totally, one becomes a powerful instrument of nature. Nothing-doing thus
surpasses doing something because it is the work of Tao not the vain efforts
of man. Such is the hidden and dynamic power of Tao for “the softest things
beneath heaven overcome the hardest. Nothing alone penetrates no space.
Hence I know the use of nothing-doing.” (Ch 43)

Furthermore, docility equally demands an attitude of nothing-wanting,
that is, an attitude of non-attachment and non-desire. “Keep to simplicity.
Grasp the primal, reduce the self, and curb the desire.” (Ch 19) This virtue
is necessary lest our involvement with people and their affairs spring from
our ego-centricity. Attachment is detrimental to our well-being; but so
is attachment to detachment. Instead, we are exhorted to live a life of
simplicity and contentment without any craving of any sort. “No calamity is
greater than not knowing what is enough. No fault worse than wanting too
much. Whoever knows what is enough has enough.” (Ch 46)

However, a life of nothing-doing and nothing-wanting presupposes
that we have become intimate with the Tao. This intimacy with the Tao is
forged not via knowledge but through experience. That is why, “the wise
are not learned; the learned are not wise.” (Ch 81) Experiencing the Tao is
to allow ourselves to be totally absorbed by it, for the Kingdom of Heaven
is both within and without us. “Without going out of the door, you can
know beneath-heaven. Without looking out of the window, you can see
heaven’s way. The farther you go, the less you know. Thus the Sage knows
without walking, sees without looking and does without doing.” (Ch 47)
Truth to be whole cannot simply be the work of the intellect or the will.
Truth is an experiential knowledge. Truth ultimately is an event.

Finally, this basic attitude of docility and emphasis on the yin element
gives rise to the assertion that Taoism favours the feminine over the mascu-
line. “Know the masculine; keep to the feminine” (Ch 28) Such claims can
be further substantiated for the Tao is spoken of as the mother of all things
and of the world. “Beneath-heaven has a beginning: The mother of beneath-
heaven. Knowing the mother, we may know the children. Knowing the
children, we may keep to the mother.” (Ch 52) The feminine element of the
Yu indeed highlights the importance of total receptivity to providence, a
receptivity that nurtures natural growth.
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1.3.2.4 Conclusion
The Effortlessness Of Following The Path

To many people, this way of life as proposed by Taoism seems to be
only for the reserved few. Nay, this way of life is available to all. If the path
of Tao is perceived as difficult if not impossible, it is because one has not
come to the realisation that such is the truth of life. The path can easily be
followed when one comes to an experiential realisation that the world’s life-
style cannot offer true peace and freedom. In order to give up worldly
pursuits, one must come to the realisation of the vanity and emptiness of
such pursuits. Indeed, to follow the path of Tao, the effort that is required is
as little as one who instantly moves his hand away from a hot stove. In the
words of Tae Te Ching, “Only by being sick of our sickness, are we not
sick. The sage is not sick. He is sick of his sickness and therefore not sick.”
(Ch 71)

Such awareness leads one to the true emptiness of Tao, an emptiness
that liberates. “Tao is empty! Use it and it isn’t used up.” (Ch 4) Tao liber-
ates because Truth liberates. Joy and freedom does not come to the self-
centred person but to a self-less person who follows the Way. “Therefore
the sage puts himself last, finds himself first; abandons his self, preserves
his self. Is it not because he has no self that he is able to realise his self?”
(Ch7)

The Way Of Divine Providence And Love

In recapitulation, to follow the Tao is to simply trust in the Way, or the
Way of the Cosmos, as shown to us in the natural operations of the
universe. When we align ourselves to the Way, we walk the way of a
selfless love. “The sage has no fixed heart. He finds his heart in the hundred
families’ heart. He is good to the good; He is also good to the not-good, for
virtue is good. He is faithful to the faithful; He is also faithful to the
unfaithful, for virtue is faithful.” (Ch 49)

To walk the Way is to live the Kingdom of Heaven in our lives,
not only at the end of time, but already as we journey along. Indeed, we
will always be on the Way for the Way is eternal and inexhaustive. The
Way is the Tao and the Tao is the Way. The Way is the Goal and the
Goal is the Way. Comprehending this sublime truth will free us from
undue anxiety about our life; enabling us to live in utter trust and
simplicity. Indeed, Taoism is a remedy for the sickness of humankind
today. By following the Path, people can recover their innocence and
enjoy a newness in their ordinariness because the Tao makes all things
new,
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Confucianism And Taoism As Complementary Paths

Just like the yin and yang, Taoism and Confucianism represent two
opposite but complementary ways of looking at life. Taoism being more
akin to the yin element stresses the virtues of docility, receptivity and
withdrawal; whereas Confucianism as the vang element gives emphasis to
social responsibility and action. Still yet another difference is that whilst
Lao Tzu promotes ordinariness and spontaneity, Confucius teaches disci-
pline and character. Thus, if Confucius forms our human spirit, then Lao
Tzu leads us beyond our human spirit to the universal spirit. Indeed, the
Chinese says that Confucius roams within society but Lao Tzu wanders
beyond.

Confucianism And Taoism As Human Attempts To Live The Life Of The
Spirit

In the light of the above study on Confucianism and Taoism, we
cannot but recognise the lofty moral and spiritual values that these two
philosophies of life offer to humankind’s search for peace, harmony and
meaning. In many ways, they reflect the workings of the Holy Spirit in the
Cosmos and particularly in humanity and its history. The Taoist virtues of
docility, trust, humility, non-violence, detachment, equanimous love; and
the Confucianist virtues of responsibility, honesty, loyalty and fidelity are
but manifestations of the fruits of the one Spirit of God working in all sorts
of different ways in different people in the world.

1.4 Primal Religions

Primal religions in general have a clear belief in One God or a
Supreme Being, called by different names as the Great Spirit, the Great
One, Heaven, the One who lives above or other designations. There is also a
belief in other beings which are above humankind but are less than the
Supreme Being. They are sometimes called spirits and considered to be part
of the divine world. Cult or worship in primal religions is directed to the
spirits and the ancestors in the form of prayer, worship at shrines and
communal sacrifices. The attitude towards the world of the Supreme Being
and the spirits is on the one hand awe and confidence, but there is the
other element of fear of the evil spirits present as well. Thus we find
different religious rituals of venerating the well-meaning spirits and asking
for their protection and blessings, as well as practices of exorcisms to
ward off the influence of the evil spirits. Primal religions generally do
not have sacred scriptures or theoretical statements about their doctrines
and beliefs. The riches of their traditions and moral values are more often
found in their celebrations, myths and proverbs, and conveyed through
attitudes towards the cosmos, sense of the sacred, customs and codes of
conduct.
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The difficulty in describing the role of the primal religions in Asia
lies in the fact that these religious traditions have been superseded by the
major religious traditions of Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, and Christianity
which have superimposed their traditions, their sacred scriptures and
liturgical/ritual practices on the many forms of traditional religiosity of
various tribal societies. In many Asian societies the adherents of the primal
religions are not only numerically minorities but are considered to be
culturally inferior, less developed, and, because of the lack of written
sources, their religious traditions and practices are deemed to be of less
value. Indigenous peoples are often referred to as tribals or aborigines,
terms they reject as perpetuating stereotypes depicting them as backward. In
various Asian countries the adherents of primal religions are living in
remote areas, isolated from the urban centres. As regards their possibilities
of having access to education and participation in the economic processes
these people are marginalised and disadvantaged. In most Asian countries
the growing industrialisation and urbanisation, coupled with an exploitation
of the natural resources in mining and ecological destruction of local
forests, seas and wildlife, threatens the existence and livelihood of indige-
nous peoples who are used to traditional ways of life based on symbiotic
relationships with nature.

1.4.1 The Role of Primal Religions

The primal religions normally do not have organised structures such as
education facilities for their ministry, fixed forms of administration and
documentation, and other aspects of organised religious life found in the
major religions. Nor do primal religions have structures to propagate their
beliefs in forms of organised missionary endeavours. Their beliefs and
religious practices are handed down as a matter of custom and way of living
within the family structure among people bound together by community
or kinship ties. With their festivals, cycles of annual observances, rites of
passage, ceremonies of exorcism and the like, primal religions put the
greatest emphasis not on ideas but on rituals. Among the rituals, particularly
numerous are those that serve the aim of securing tangible benefits such as
fertility, growth, prosperity, protection from danger, healing of diseases, that
is, immediate, concrete benefits in this world. The role of primal religions can
best be described as providing the matrix for many phenomena of popular
religiosity. Very often one has only to scratch certain forms of piety and reli-
giosity which are found within the religious life of members of the major
religions to discover the heritage of the primal religion which may no longer
be extant in any organised form, but which exercises a lasting influence on
the religious world of the ordinary people. Many basic ideas regarding the
world, the human condition, the whole realm of the Spirit, or rather the
spirits, the relationship with the dead in ancestor veneration, the role of
religious practices to restore health and prevent sickness can be traced to
images, ideas, concepts, myths originally found in the primal religions.
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1.4.2  Examples of Asian Primal Religions

The cult of the spirits and cosmic forces as the Bons (Tibet), Devas
(South-Asia), Nats (Burma), Phis (Thailand, Laos, Cambodia), the ancestral
spirits (in the Confucian cultures of China, Korea, Vietnam, the Kalash in
Pakistan) and the Kami (Japan) are an essential element of the spirituality of
primal religions. The most persistent influence of primal religions on
religious ideas and popular religious practices can be found in the many
expressions of ancestor worship or veneration in the various Asian
countries. The attitudes towards life and death are heavily influenced by
beliefs which stress the permanent relationship of the living with the dead
and the many obligations which result from it. The belief that the dead
ancestors are actively influencing the fate of their living descendants can be
seen in the many forms of burying the dead and caring for the upkeep of
their graves which have to be selected in strict observance to prescriptions
deriving from geomancy (fengshui). In the home the altars with the name-
tablets of dead ancestors and/or the urns with some of their bones have a
place of honour, and on special days and occasions gifts of food and incense
are made to them. Major events in the lives of the descendants are reported
to the ancestors, and during the feast of the dead (O-Bon-Festival, Spring
Festival) their temporal presence is noted with reverence and fear. The
influence of ancestor veneration can be seen as a work of the Holy Spirit in
as far as it fosters the sense of honouring the parents, of gratitude to former
generations who have made their contributions to the prosperity of their
descendants. The insight that every generation depends on the achievements
of the preceding one is a good simile for the lasting dependence on the
grace of God and the Holy Spirit which is at the essence of Christianity. On
the other hand there are negative elements in ancestor worship which can
enslave people to a conservative outlook on life and bring them into opposi-
tion to the stirring of the Holy Spirit to new forms of life and constant
change. In the history of the Christian mission in Asia the controversy about
ancestor worship has been a major hindering influence, because of the
decision taken by the major authorities in the Church to consider all forms
of ancestor worship as belonging to the realm of superstitious and idola-
trous practices, condemned by the Church as idol worship. The negative
decision regarding the problem of rites and ancestor worship was revised
only in the thirties of our century. The Roman authorities gave permission to
Catholics in Japan and Korea to take part in burial ceremonies and ancestral
rituals, as long as these could be considered as civil ceremonies, common in
the cultural society to express respect and gratitude to the ancestors.

In Asia a widespread form of primal or popular religiosity can be
found in Shamanistic religious expressions, especially in Korea, but also in
Japan, China and other Asian societies. In Korea most of the Shamans are
women (mudang) who are considered to be in contact with the world of the
spirits and who conduct ceremonies (kuf) for healing, for protection against

— 24—



evil spirits and for the rest of the souls of dead relatives. In Japan Shintoism
has had a deep influence on Japanese religiosity and the understanding of
the Holy. As a religious system Shintoism does not have a corpus of defined
tenets of faith. That makes it difficult to discern the traces of the work of the
Spirit in its many forms of worship, prayer, intercessions, divinations and
sacrifices. There are elements like the belief in the uniqueness of the
Japanese people, the special relationship of the Japanese emperor to the Sun
Goddess Amaterasu which have to be seen as idolatrous beliefs or practices.
On the other hand we find precious elements in the sense of awe of nature
and creation, respect for ancestors and elders which can be seen as coming
from the Holy Spirit.

In the Philippines we can find remnants of primal religions among the
indigenous population in the mountainous areas of Luzon, in different parts
in Mindanao and other islands which have had, and still have, a deep influ-
ence on the lives of the indigenous peoples and which influence the popular
religiosity in the whole country. Similarly in various parts of the Indian
subcontinent in the different countries of India, Bangladesh, Pakistan, and
Nepal we find many forms of living primal religions. Among the various
groups of adivasi or indigenous peoples there is a sense of the sacred,
religious forms of world-view and understanding of the destiny of
humankind which preserve age-old traditions and customs which give
witness to the work of the Holy Spirit throughout the ages. In the countries
of Southeast Asia Hinduism and Buddhism have become the dominant
religious forces, but within popular religiosity we find many influences
from the tradition of primal religions, as e.g. the belief in various spirits,
ceremonies of healing, traditions of the sacredness of the earth, ceremonies
for planting and harvesting and other elements which influence the world-
view and the understanding of the destiny of humankind.

1.4.3 The Holy Spirit at Work in Primal Religions?

In the past it has been primarily ethnologists who have taken an
interest in the phenomena of primal religions rather than theologians. In
missionary practice and theory the primal religions, their leaders and adher-
ents were normally considered to have been under the influence of evil
spirits rather than under the influence of the Holy Spirit. The primal
religions were often accused of propagating idolatrous and satanic practices.
Their members were called people living in “darkness and far from God”,
because they were considered to believe in a world full of evil spirits and
powers and to depend on the intercession of dubious magicians, witch-
doctors, healers and exorcists. The Christian message was presented to them
as the liberating force, which, with the power of the Holy Spirit, brought
light into the darkness and delivered these people from an age-old oppres-
sion and slavery to religiously false ideas which could only be called super-
stitious and idolatrous. The new outlook towards other religions and their
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values, advanced in the first place by the Second Vatican Council and then
taken up especially by Asian Christian theologians, brought about a
rescinding of these negative general judgements with regard to the primal
religions and a re-thinking of their beliefs and their religious and moral
practices. In 1995 the Office of Ecumenical and Inter-religious Affairs of
the FABC organised a conference on the Church’s attitude towards the
indigenous peoples of Asia in which Christian theologians from ten Asian
countries, many of them members of indigenous peoples, reflected on the
theological significance of the heritage of Asian primal religions and
proposed new ways of responding to them. For the first time the Christian
churches in Asia acknowledged that in the past the religious traditions and
practices of indigenous peoples were treated unjustly and their adherents
marginalised within the Church.

The need for a new approach was expressed in order to come to a more
profound encounter between the core values of indigenous peoples and the
Biblical faith. The Asian churches reflected on the fact that the Christian
church has grown and continues to grow especially among indigenous
peoples. Christians are not only called to evangelise indigenous peoples but
must be evangelised by them and learn from them new insights in areas
such as ecology, community life and the celebration of life’s joys and
tragedies. Since much of the indigenous people’s world view and ethos is
compatible with the Christian faith, traditional beliefs, rites, myths and
symbols of indigenous peoples provide material for developing indigenous
theologies and liturgical ceremonies. There was a call for a more consistent
way of dealing with the phenomenon of primal religions in Asia by, for
example, setting up a special commission within the Office for Inter-
religious Affairs of the FABC exploring further steps of entering into
dialogue with the religious heritage and values of Asian primal religions. A
demand was made also to make the concerns of indigenous peoples and
their cultural and religious heritage a priority for the Special Assembly for
Asia of the Synod of Bishops to be held in 1998.

1.5 Islam

The Divine Spirit, who works unceasingly to renew the face of the
universe, is also active in the religion of Islam to produce the Spirit’s
inimitable fruits in the lives of Muslims. In recognising the signs of the
Spirit’s activity in Islam, as elsewhere, Christians praise and glorify the
Holy Spirit for its wondrous works.

1.5.1 The Fruits of the Spirit’s Activity
“By their fruits you will know them”, says the Lord. “A good tree does

not bear bad fruit, nor a bad tree good fruit.” St. Paul notes the fruits of the
Spirit in the lives of people, without claiming that his list is exhaustive.
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They are: “love, joy, peace, patience, goodness, kindness, faithfulness,
gentleness, and self-control.” Christians who observe these qualities in the
lives of their Muslim neighbours must ask themselves where Muslims
learned the religious value of these human characteristics and what has
motivated them to produce these traits in their lives.

A study of the Qur’an, the Sacred Book of Islam, shows a constant
effort to sow in the lives of believing Muslims those qualities that
Christians recognise as the fruits of the Spirit. In the Qur’an, love is
mahabha. Joy is sara’, patience is sabr, and musabara is long-suffering
endurance. Kindness is ihsan, faithfulness is sidg, and so on. A few
example’s of Qur’anic teaching must suffice.

“Virtue does not mean that you turn your faces towards the East or the West,
but virtue means to

believe in God, the Last Day, the angels, the Scriptures, and the prophets. And
to give your

wealth away, out of love for Him, to relatives, orphans, the needy, the
traveller, and beggars, and

towards freeing captives. And to keep up the prayer and pay the poor tax. And
those who keep

their word whenever they promise anything and are patient under suffering
and hardship in time

of violence. Those are the people who are loyal to God. They are the ones who
are mindful of His teachings” (Qr 3: 200).

You who believe, be patient, show long-suffering endurance, and hold
yourselves in readiness.

Heed God so that you may prosper” (Qr 28:77).

“Those who act with kindness will find kindness and even more besides, and
neither grief nor any

disgrace will line their faces. They will be inhabitants of the Garden and will
live in it forever (Qr 10: 26).

“Act kindly, just as God has treated you kindly (Qr 28: 76).

“Do not sneer down your cheek at others nor walk arrogantly on the earth.
God does not love swaggering boasters (Qr 31: 18).

Love is evident in Muslim families when family life is lived according
to Islamic teachings. The Qur’an teaches Muslim parents fo raise their
children conscientiously, to pray for them, to be gentle and patient with
them, and to teach them by good example. Children are taught to love and
honour their parents and to care for them in their old age. Love is seen as
well in the self-sacrificing hospitality offered to strangers, in the strength of
friendships, and in the strong commitment to the poor of the community.

Joy can be found in the way Muslims perform the difficult Ramadan
fast without complaining, in the happiness with which the Feast of Breaking
the Fast (Id al-Fitr) is celebrated, in the celebrations to mark sending off and
receiving back the pilgrims to Mecca, and in the calm assurance and faith
with which death of loved ones is faced.
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