	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
I. Selbstportrait / Selfportrait / Temoignage / Testemonios
Michael Amaladoss SJ
"Faith meets faith".
Living with cross-cultural experiences
Interview with Michael Amaladoss SJ, Delhi (India) 
GE: Thank you for your willingness to give us the opportunity to present some aspects of your work as an Indian theologian for our Yearbook. I suggest to structure the interview upon your priorities, biographic data, specific theological topics, and some other relevant aspects. From my side, I wish to start with your philosophical and theological background, unless you say that in your personal life there is something which migth be a key factor for your future development, something which turned out to be very important.

Amal: As a child I grew up in a Hindu village where there is a very popular temple to the Goddess. That is why, though I am from a Catholic background, with Catholic relations, I was from early on exposed to Hindu religious and social life. My father was working as a teacher in this village. Besides our family, there was only one other Catholic family in the village. That is why all my friends and companions in the village were Hindus. I knew the temple and was familiar with the Hindu calendar and religious feasts. So Hinduism is really part of my life and growth, and when eventually I started to reflect on interreligious dialogue and things like that, I never saw the Hindus as strangers, but as friends and as part of my "roots". That has marked my personality, although I studied from class eight onward in a Jesuit school.
I joined the Society in 1953. As common in those days for Jesuit novices I went for a month out to do some pastoral work. It so happened that for half of that time I was with Father Ignatius Hirudayam SJ, who later founded the Inter-Faith Research and Dialogue Centre, Aikiya Alayam, in Madras. He was the first to talk to me about inculturation, dialogue with Hinduism, the Indian arts and music. He even initiated me into South Indian classical music. Thus he was instrumental to a great extent for my interest in Kar-natic music, inculturation, Indology, and interreligious dialogue. I consider him my Guru, though in later years we did not always agree on the direc-tions that inculturation should take.
GE: How did you develop your interest in and knowledge of Indian music?

Amal: When I was in the Juniorate, Fr. Michael Raj, who had done some karnatic music, gave us a short course on it. After that, I began building up my own knowledge privately, reading and practicing and even teaching others. During Regency, I had two years of full time study in the Tamil Nadu College of Music, Madras, and obtained the title "Sangita Vidwan".
GE: You learned to sing, or to play an instrument?

Amal: I studied vocal music. Although originally I began also playing the violin, I couldn't continue too long. As a Jesuit, given all the other commitments, I had not much time to practice, so I gave it up. After the ordination, I began composing liturgical songs. I must have composed over 200 songs and bhajans. I ran for some years a liturgical music publication with the title Isai Aruvi ("Fountain of music"), which also brought out discs and cassettes. I have also published a small "teach yourself" book with lessons in Karnatic music – Isai Elithu ("Simple music") – introducing 60 ragas to beginners. More recently I have composed some songs with Christian themes for Bharata Natyam (South Indian classical dance).

GE: Where did you do your philosophy? Was Indian philosophy part of your course?

Amal: I did my philosophy at Sacred Heart College, Shembaganur, Kodaikanal. What we were taught was Scholastic philosophy in Latin. There was a brief introduction to Indian philosophy. But some of the professors took up Indian philosophy only under the category of the "adversaries”, and were not really positive to it. But we, a small group of students, studied, on our own, Indian philosophy and culture, especially Tamil culture. Of course, at that stage, our aim in studying Indian philosophy and culture was: How best to proclaim the Gospel in India? That meant that we were studying Indian culture in order to be able to understand the people to whom we are proclaiming the Gospel and also to find a suitable language in which the proclamation could be done. I remember a concrete exercise that a group of us tried: preparing a kind of vocabulary of Tamil equivalents for scholastic categories like forma, materia, substantia, accidens, etc. Now I laugh at this kind of orientation. But at that time we were quite serious about both scholastic and Indian philosophy. I remember that I worked on my own through the five volumes of the "History of Indian Philosophy" by S. N. Dasgupta. I also read every available book of Ananda Coomaraswamy, an expert in Indian philosophy and art, because of my interest in the arts. But at the same time I also read every book of Jacques Maritain and Etienne Gilson on Thomistic philosophy. A deep interest in inculturation began there. For my licentiate in philosophy I wrote a paper which compared C. G. Jung and Yoga.
My studies in Indian music during my Regency, after philosophy, brought me into contact with Hindus again. I was the only Christian student in the music college, you know. Some of my teachers were very devout people. For me it was a revelation to find Hindus who certainly were much closer to God than me as a Christian. When they sang about God they were lost in devotion. I still remember that I borrowed a book from one of my masters to copy a song and I found that every available space in that book was filled with the name of God: Ram, Ram, Ram! Writing, like repeating, the name is a prayer exercise in India.

GE: Like the Jesus-prayer?

Amal: Yes. After music, I did also my Bachelor's degree in education, since the superiors thought that music may not occupy me full time in the apostolate. Then I did my theological studies.

GE: You still did your theology in Kurseong? When?

Amal: Yes, in Kurseong, from 1965 to 1969. Actually, I was asked by my superiors to go to Canada to study theology there. But at that stage, I asked myself: "Well, I am qualified in Indian music and I am interested in Indian culture, so why should I go to Canada for theology?" It was a good deci-sion. By that time, the Second Vatican Council had started and incultura-tion was being encouraged. Pedro Arrupe became General of the Society of Jesus. I got in touch with a group of people interested in Hindu-Chris-tian dialogue, like Abishiktananda (Henri Le Saux), K. Klostermaier, Mur-ray Rogers, R. Panikkar, etc. At that time, I also got very much interested in Indian spirituality on which I wrote one of my major papers. But what marked me most during that time was a pilgrimage experience: with two of my companions – T. K. John, who is still my colleague at Vidyajyoti, and Thomas Nallail, who was teaching in Morning Star College, Calcutta, before his untimely death – we got special permission to go out on a pil-grimage visiting Hindu centres in the North. So we went to Haridwar, Rishikesh, Delhi, Mathura, Brindavan, Varanasi and Bodh Gaya. We passed for Hindus, stayed in Ashrams, observed popular Hindu practices, met and spoke to Sanyasis, etc. So this was a practical exposure to Hindu-ism which at that time normally a Catholic would not have very often. This experience has marked my life very much: we did reach out to true wor-shippers through a lot of commercialization.
At the end of theology, I did want to specialize in Indology. But the Provincial told me: "We have already many Indologists” and suggested that I try something else. Since I had a formation in music, I said that I would go for theology, and specialize in liturgy. So it happened that I went to Paris in 1969 and did a Master’s in liturgy, but at the same time started a Ph.D. programme in sacramental theology.

GE: These studies were done at the Institut Catholique in Paris?

Amal: Yes. On the one hand I was interested in the problem of inculturation. It was immediately after the Council and the question I had was: how does one create an Indian liturgy? But there were certain limitations in dealing with an Indian subject while studying in Paris. So I took up a question which is inevitably raised in the context of liturgical adaptation or inculturation: What are the essential elements in the liturgy which one cannot change while inculturating? Therefore I undertook a study of the texts of Vatican II. Concretely, I commented on No. 21 of the Constitution on the Liturgy, which says that the liturgical rite has changeable and unchangeable elements. I was trying to find out the criteria for distinguishing between the changeable and the unchangeable elements. The Liturgical Constitution of the Second Vatican Council presupposes that there are features in the liturgy which are less harmoninous with its innate nature or less functional, and which could and should be changed. It also speaks of more radical adaptations in different cultural situations. Speaking of the power of the Church to change the sacramental ritual, the Council of Trent spoke of the "substance" of the sacraments that cannot be changed. The Second Vatican Council refers to elements that are divinely instituted. My analysis showed that the substance of a sacrament is the basic meaning that it embodies in symbol. This can be discovered by an analysis of the sacra-mental rite. But divine institution goes beyond the substance, since we know that Jesus had indicated concrete rituals in at least two sacraments: eating and drinking together in his memory in the Eucharist and washing with water in Baptism. The rituals of all the other sacraments have changed in the course of history.
The criterion of "basic meaning" helps us to question whether Jesus meant to impose as obligatory everything that he actually did. The Eucharist offers us an illustration. In celebrating it, we do not repeat everything that Jesus did at the Last Supper. A question raised by contemporary theologians in Africa and Asia is whether it is enough to eat and drink together or whether we should use the same matter that Jesus used, namely bread made out of wheat and wine made out of grapes. There is a growing body of opinion which thinks that eating and drinking cannot be authentic symbols for a people unless they use material that they ordinarily eat and drink. What is important is to eat and drink together in memory of Jesus. This symbolic action will be authentic if what is eaten and drunk is what the people usually eat and drink, and not something imported from else-where for the purpose. Conclusions like this show the importance of the reflection for inculturation.

GE: Who was directing your thesis?

Amal: It was the then director of the Institute of Liturgy, Father Pierre-Marie Gy, a Dominican. But I was also helped by Jean-Yves Hameline for the input from the social sciences. This too has marked my formation as a theologian. Since the aim of my effort was to discover the basic meaning of a ritual action, I could not depend simply on history, but had to develop a tool of analysis of ritual action from the social and the human sciences. I used the science of semiology (or science of symbols), which was just then developing. The study of semiology led me to greater familiarity with structuralism and hermeneutics. I read authors like Paul Ricoeur, Claude Lévi-

Strauss, and Roland Barthes.


This interest in, let us say, an interdisciplinary study in which I made use of the social sciences in the process of theologizing, has also marked my methodology. I think it has had far-reaching influence on much of my work. This implies that to answer any question that deals with life, one always starts with an analysis of the situation (reality) in order to understand the question and to reflect on it. What makes it theology is that the reflection is done from the point view of the faith. But the focus of the reflection is not some abstract statement of the faith, but life-experience. This is the method of theologizing from below, made familiar by the liberation theologians. This method will also guide me later in my efforts at developing an Indian theology. I have also developed a certain expertise in anthropology, sociology and social analysis, which is not common among theologians normally.

GE: So you came back to India at the very beginning of Vidyajyoti in Delhi?

Amal: No, Vidyajyoti was started in 1971, I finished my studies in Paris and came back to India in January 1973. I was immediately made the first Indian Editor of "Vidyajyoti Journal of Theological Reflection", which was at that time called "Clergy Monthly".

GE: So you were still one of the pioneers at Vidyajyoti?

Amal: Perhaps! I was certainly associated with many new developments: changing the focus of the review, reorganizing the courses, introducing the Regional Theological Centres, etc. Actually I began my work in India as a professor of theology in St. Paul's Seminary, in Tiruchirapalli, though I used to come to Delhi practically every month, since I had to look after the journal. I taught some courses in Delhi too. But then, in June 1976, I was made Dean there, and after six months also

became the Rector.


As soon as I returned to India, I became involved in the movements for inculturation. One of the first Seminars I attended was one on reading the Gospel of John from an Indian point of view, organized by Sr. Vandana at the CPS Ashram in Pune. I also spoke in a number of Seminars there on Indian spirituality. I ran the first Prayer Seminar in Tiruchirapalli in December 1973. It was later picked up by D.S. Amalorpavadass. I also got involved with his work at the National Biblical, Catechetical and Liturgical Centre (NBCLC) in Bangalore. I used to lecture in the many courses there regularly, till I moved to Delhi. I was present at all the major research seminars tackling the problems of the Indian Church and Indian theology like the one on the Inspiration of Non-Christian Scriptures, the Ministries, the Indian Church in the Struggle for a New Society, etc. I was involved with the group that prepared the "Indian Rite" for the Eucharist.

GE: This seminar on Prayer and on Indian Spirituality: what kind of structure did it have?

Amal: It had as its aim to introduce people to different methods of prayer, especially Indian methods, and then actually giving them exercises, so it was combining actual praying with lectures on prayer. These seminars were quite successful actually, because they were meeting a need and a new interest widely found in the Indian Church of the time. So given that general interest in and openness to Indian culture and spirituality, there was a search for an Indian theology, both to support the new openness and to answer questions that arose. So Indian theology in the period after the Council arose out of the attempts to answer pastoral questions dealing with inculturation and interreligious dialogue.

GE: Was it during the time when you were in charge of the theological formation of the Indian Jesuits that the Regional Theologates were started? Were you the inventor of this new form of doing theology in contact with local languages and cultures, or at least the one who pushed or developed them?

Amal: I certainly didn't invent them. But given my official position at that time I may have given it a thrust and a shape. As a matter of fact, the whole Indian Jesuit Assistancy was interested in inculturation at the time. Our General Fr. Pedro Arrupe himself came to Bombay to inaugurate the process for a search for an inculturated formation. A commission, made up of Herbert Alphonso, A. M. Varaprasadam and T. K. John, was appointed. They visited the whole of India, met many people and came up with a con-crete plan for inculturating formation.

GE: When exactly was the system of the regional theologates started?

Amal: That was in 1978. The main thrust was on regionalisation, vernacularisation and the rooting of theological formation, reflection and teaching in experience. These three principles governed formation at all levels, from the novitiate to theology. First as Dean of the Faculty at Vidyajyoti and later as Vice-Provincial for formation it was my task to implement this option of the Assistancy. I was instrumental first of all in trying to work out a legal framework in which this could be done. For instance, the new regional centres were seen not as separate, autonomous centres for theology, but as integral parts of the Faculty of Vidyajyoti in Delhi as its extension centres. The Academic Council of Vidyajyoti included also representatives of its extension centres. It was this wider body that took the decisions concerning them. The students from the Regional Centres come for one or two years to the National Centre in Delhi. The Staff were also shared in both directions. I was more directly involved in setting up the Regional Centre in Madras 1979, planning the Syllabus, etc.

GE: What languages are used in the regional theologates?

Amal: They follow a two-language formula: the local language and English. Just now, we have regional theologates in the following Indian languages: Tamil, Malayalam, Gujarati, Hindi, Kannada and Bengali. The Gujarati Regional Theologate is merging into a new Regional Seminary. I hope that they will carry their experience into this new set up. The Carmelites of Mary Immaculate and the SVDs are also following this model in a limited way. The Seminaries in Tamil Nadu have started teaching in Tamil. So I think, the idea of regionalizing theology has caught on. I envy the facility that my students have in reflecting and in conveying their ideas in Tamil. This is obviously very effective pastorally.

GE: Do you think that it has helped with regard to developing some form of Indian theology?

Amal: I think so. Let's say, Indian theology in the sense of a contextual theology that is more liberationist, not Indian in the sense of making much use of Indian philosophy as such. The whole idea is to get involved with the poor in the villages, with their cultural context and so on. So the students tend to identify with subaltern groups. They have started challenging a kind of Indian theology that responds more to the elite culture of Brahminical Hinduism. Their theology seems more relevant, more involving and more questioning. It may be less systematic. But should theology be a system? There are some publications now from this stream. But they are obviously in the local languages.

GE: Have the regional theologates contributed to the development of a theological vocabulary in Indian languages and led to publications in these languages?

Amal: Yes. To give a concrete example, I myself have directed two doctoral theses in theology written in Tamil. This implies that they are able to carry on theological reflection adequately in Tamil. One of them actually did all his papers, at the Bachelor's, Master's and Ph.D. level in Tamil. He has now more than twenty books of popular theological reflection in Tamil to his credit. The second student did his research on the question whether religious ritual can eventually change society. Developing a theological vocabulary does not mean that we are finding terms to translate some traditional dogmatic or theological formulae or treatises in Tamil. We may have to do this some time. But our immediate priority is to be able to ask and reflect on questions that come from lived experience in the light of biblical faith. The Bible is not a dogmatic text, but a narrative. The aim of doing theology in Indian languages, therefore, is not that we are looking for a vocabulary which translates but rather for a vocabulary that makes it possible to reflect and to ask questions. The experience with our regional theologates has been that our local Indian languages have proved to be adequate to convey theological ideas. Besides, we do have a rich theological literature in Tamil itself, in both traditions, Vaishnavite, as well as Saivite. So even at the higher level of reflection we have already a vocabulary, though it is of Hindu origin. Already De Nobili in the 17th century wrote theological treatises in Tamil. I think that this will be true of most of the major Indian languages.

GE: Turning to a different stage in your life, how was your experience of having been Assistant to the General of the Society of Jesus?

Amal: A job like this certainly opens your horizons wide and at the same time reaffirms your identity. In my case, a strange thing happened: almost by accident, that is, without myself wanting it, I became a missiologist. I had no particular formation for this special field of theology. Before I arrived in Rome, about six months earlier, in May 1983, there was a congress of the US Catholic Mission Association in Baltimore. They asked me to talk on interreligious dialogue, with the title "Faith meets faith". When I became General Assistant in Rome, some of the conservative elements in the US picked up this article in order to criticise me. I tried to answer these objections indirecty by writing on the different issues which were raised. That resulted in my writing a number of articles on topics like interrelig-ious dialogue, on a new way of looking at evangelisation and on Christol-ogy. Before I was aware of it, I had written many articles on missiology. Another thing which contributed to this development was that when I was elected as one of the General's assistants, I was also chosen to be on the Executive board of the Documentation and Research Centre (SEDOS) in Rome, which is a service agency for religious congregations interested in mission. This new task again forced me to reflect on questions related to mission, to the encounter of the Gospel with other cultures, especially Indian culture. You see, when I was elected, one of the persons who advised me to accept this position, rather than to choose to remain in India though there was much work to do there, was Tony de Mello. His reason-ing was that, if we do have an Indian General Assistant in Rome, we don't want simply an administrator, but someone who represents India, its cul-ture, its philosophy, someone who can speak for India. I think I did attempt to represent the Indian-Asian approach to theology, to mission, to dialogue when I was in Rome. And my work allowed me enough time to reflect, to talk to various groups and to write.

GE: What were your possibilities to bring in this Asian-Indian perspective while being in Rome?

Amal: It came about by myself responding to invitations by SEDOS and other organisations. I had written several articles on evangelisation, inculturation and dialogue in Asia, as I had said. Then people started inviting me to talk about these and related topics and to write papers and so on. This is how I got involved in missiology and related subjects. Asia was slowly emerging onto the global scene and groups were looking for people who could speak on behalf of Asia. So I got many opportunities. At the same time I used to make it a point to come back to India every year at least for a month, mostly in December. That used to be the time also of the meetings of the Indian Theology Association (ITA). This regular exposure to the Indian situation helped me. Because of this interest in India, I never really became "romanised", though I was in Rome, but remained very much Indian. Even consciously I tried to project an Indian point of view on things. I was further helped in that effort, because at that time there was in the Church, not so much in the Vatican, but among the Religious in Rome, connected with SEDOS, this great interest in inculturation, in the local church, in interreligious dialogue, etc. in the context of mission. These were the groups who were open to this kind of thinking. I must say that I got a lot of encouragement from religious congregations, mission congre-gations in Rome at that time. I was also appointed one of the Vatican's rep-resentatives at the Council for World Mission and Evangelism of the World Council of Churches. This link with the ecumenical group led me into contact with many missiologists and missionary thinking in the ecu-menical circles.

GE: Was it during this period that you came into contact with the International Association of Mission Studies (IAMS)?

Amal: The contact with IAMS was also a surprise for me and came more or less by accident. As I have explained, I never saw myself as a missiologist, because I was not teaching missiology anywhere and I do not have any degree in missiology. But when the IAMS met in Rome in 1988, I was asked to respond to a contribution by Enrique Dussel about "Mission in the year 2000". I accepted this invitation. At the end of the Congress, they had elections and I was chosen Vice-President of the IAMS. I was not even a member at that time. Then there was the tradition that the Vice-President takes over as President at the next Congress. So eventually I became the President of the IAMS.

GE: When did you become Vice-President?

Amal: That was in 1988 and I finished my term in 1994. By that time I had become a sort of recognised missiologist inspite of not having had any formal training in missiology. But my real interest is Indian theology. I do have a strong interest in the dialogue of the Gospel with cultures and religions, but this is due to our Indian situation and experience. Of course, one cannot talk about these without talking on missiology. My interest in dialogue brought me into contact with the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences (FABC) and their Office on Ecumenism and Interreligious Dialogue (OEIA). For the last few General Assemblies of the FABC I have been writing the discussion paper for the group on dialogue.

GE: I recall your part in the Theological Advisory Commission's paper on interreligious dialogue, that you were the main resource person. Turning to India again, what is your part in the development of Dalit theology?

Amal: I have not played any direct part in the development of Dalit theology. Some years ago I felt that I could make a positive contribution to Dalit theology by insisting that one cannot liberate the Dalits unless one transforms the hierarchical caste system of which they are a part. This can-not be done unless everyone who is part of the system is transformed in some way. So I began to do some research on Dalit theology. But soon I heard the Dalit writers saying that only the Dalits can understand Dalits. Non-Dalits who have not gone through their experience cannot really understand them. I do appreciate this point of view. But I felt that, though I am not a Dalit, I do belong to the caste system and I could write about that. So I wrote my book: The Call to Community. The Caste System and Chris-tian Responsibility. In this book I talk mainly of the caste system, but I do speak about the Dalits too as the victims of the system. I am convinced that we cannot liberate the Dalits if we do not abolish the caste system. The Dalits are not like the Tribals, who may be oppressed, but who are outside the hierarchical social system. Some Dalits claim that they are the primi-tive peoples of India. I do not think that they can offer any historical or anthropological proof for this. They are very much part of the system. One can see that in the political game of their leaders. In the Church too the leaders (Bishops) seem happy to fight for economic benefits for the Dalits, but do nothing to tackle the evil caste system itself. I even have the feeling that the Religious and the Priests are more caste-minded than the people, finding in it a kind of group solidarity for mutual benefit.

GE: Is this a reason why your interest seems to be turning recently to liberation theology?

Amal: Some years ago, Lumen Vitae in Bruxelles invited me to offer a course on Asian liberation theology. Though I started looking at Christian liberation theologies like Dalit theology, Minjung theology, etc. it did not take me long to realize that after all Gandhi too was a liberation theolo-gian. So I widened my search and discovered a number of people of other religions writing on liberation themes. My search led to a book Life in Freedom. Liberation Theologies from Asia.

GE: Let us look at the proponents of liberation theology in the other religions. Whom would you name for Islam, for example?

Amal: For Islam I have presented Mawdudi from Pakistan, Ali Shariati from Iran and Ashghar Ali Engineer from India.

GE: Ah, you mention Mawdudi? That's interesting, because I know him more in the line of being a fundamentalist.

Amal: It depends how you understand fundamentalism. Fundamentalism itself is often a defensive reaction to perceived cultural or religious oppression. It then becomes a problem of identity and survival. There would be less fundamentalism in Iran today but for the secularizing Shah and his American supporters. Mawdudi is as fundamentalist as people who speak of a Christian Europe or who make immigration policies in the richer countries. What is important for me is that he highlights the libera-tive aspects of Islam, especially from a socio-political point of view. I think he turned more fundamentalist when he changed his elite movement into a political party in Pakistan. Some Dalits would consider Gandhi as a Hindu fundamentalist because of his attitudes to the caste system, though he was against untouchability, and because of his invocation of Ram and Ramrajya (the Kingdom of Ram), – at least when compared with a more secular person like Nehru. I think that one's view of fundamentalism is proportionate to one's appreciation for secularism, which seeks to restrict the influence of religion to the domain of private life. In my eyes Mawdudi believed, like all Islamic theologians, that the Quran gives you all the directions you need for living. They have all their inspiration from the Holy Quran. In that sense, every Islamic scholar could be seen as a fundamentalist. But every good Islamic scholar believes that the Quran needs to be interpreted in the contemporary context. Mawdudi himself wrote a major commentary on the Quran. There are at least four major interpretative traditions in Islam. But most Islamic scholars reject secularism as an ideology. It is very difficult to find a secular minded Muslim scholar who is taken seriously by believing Muslims. But the real believers think that Islam is adequate for dealing with all questions and problems which might arise. Given this fact, my real interest was, precisely starting with this rootedness in Islam, whether it would be possible for Muslims to find a sense of social solidarity, awareness, option for the poor, and so on, within their tradition. I have come to the conclusion that they do find it. I think that what is important is to take them serious and engage them in dialogue in a pluralistic context rather than set them aside quickly as fundamental-ists. Their openness at the socio-political level may eventually lead them to become more open also at the religious level. Ali Shariati of Iran, for instance, was an admirer of Nehru and Nyerere. Compared to the Hindus and the Buddhists, we Christians have begun to talk about dialogue only after the Second Vatican Council. Muslims therefore can be given some more time to change. I think that once they feel politically and religiously secure they will change. India and Indonesia have some Muslims who are open.

GE: Like Ashgar Ali Engineer here in India ...

Amal: Ashgar Ali Engineer is one of those whom I present in my book. But he does not belong to any mainline Muslim tradition. As a matter of fact all those whom I present in the book are staunch believers in their own religions, though they may not be agressively so. For Buddhism, I speak of A. T. Ariyaratna from Sri Lanka, Bhikku Buddhadasa from Thailand, and Thich Nhat Hanh from Vietnam. Mahatma Gandhi, E. V. Ramaswamy Periyar and Swami Agnivesh represent Hinduism. I present Periyar as a negative theologian. Though he called himself an atheist, he was more anti-brahminical-Hindu than anti-God. People always think that liberation theology is something very specific to Latin America, forgetting that some of the authors like Gandhi, Periyar and Buddhadasa were acting and writing years before liberation theology emerged in Latin America. Every religion, including Christianity, has a conservative, institutional side, and there are individuals or small movements that are liberative, who highlight the liberative elements in every religion. I have tried to select authors who are not only theoreticians, but who led or animated or inspired socio-political movements.

GE: Let us draw a line here. It is time to come to specific theological topics. To start with one which emerges out of your experience of living in the West for some years while preserving with a heightened consciousness your identity of being Indian. I recall that when you were asked to speak on the question of secularisation, whether it is a global phenomenon, you always refused to accept the thesis that secularisation is a universal phenomenon. You were ready to admit that the influence of religions in Asia might be changing, but that it would be wrong to call this process secularisation, and to understand it in the traditional Western way would not be correct. Would you like to comment on that?

Amal: I really think you cannot hold on to the thesis that secularisation is a global process. There is an undeniable impact of science and technology over religious beliefs and practices. One can find this everywhere. But many of the Indian sociologists who have studied the phenomenon of social change more systematically always point out that there are two levels of values: the categorical values that guide life and the instrumental ones which relate to science and technology, unless science is made into an ideology denying transcendence. So normally, a person does not challenge the whole system as such till he or she has a limit experience, like death, for example, when he or she begins asking fundamental questions about traditional values. These are moments where persons ask themselves this kind of basic questions of why and what for. The assessment seems to be that people in Asia are more religious than one would expect, though their religiosity may find expression in various forms, available to them within their tradition, from popular religiosity to discipleship of modern gurus. If we compare this with the specific European situation, it is my conviction that in Europe secularisation is much more an anti-clerical and anti-church-as-institution phenomenon than really anti-God. Of course, you cannot simply make an equation that scientific advancement is equal to a growth in secularisation, because sociologists point out that the religious practice in the US, for instance, which is probably as advanced as Europe, does not show the same degree of secularisation – not to speak of Japan. It is, therefore, not simply a question of scientific advancement being auto-matically linked with a growth of secularisation. In Europe there were special historical reasons which led to secularisation. Every step in the development of knowledge, specially science and technology, was accom-panied by an almost constant fight with the ecclesiastical authorities which saw them as threats to their belief and ecclesiastical system. In the intellec-tual world of Europe, therefore, there is a certain anti-church, anti-institu-tional feeling which manifests itself in the many forms of secularisation. In most Asian countries religions are not so institutionalised and they are not dominant in society in the same way. So we do not find this kind of opposition towards religious institutions. We must not forget the differ-ences in the practice of religion either. In Europe the degree of secularisa-tion is measured by the rate of church attendance: e.g., the lack of practice is taken as an indication of the extent of secularisation. This kind of analysis is possible in an institutional religion like Christianity, where you are supposed to go to mass every Sunday, or at least frequently. Such a criterion cannot be used in Hinduism, for instance. There are people who go to the temple every day. Others may go once a year or not at all, choosing to practice Yoga at home. Buddhism does not strictly need temples at all.

GE: May I interrupt at this point? As far as I understood, the phenomenon of secularisation is only one side of the coin. But the other has very much to do with the whole story of the enlightenment, which was: freeing reason from many restrictions. It has always been claimed, at least in the West, that the evolutionary step of the enlightenment has universal consequences and that it is impossible to go back behind it. In Christian-Muslim dialogue meetings in Europe I have had the experience, that Muslims do admit, that these phenomena have never happened in Islam up to now. I am not sure to what extent, this is the case in India. When you think of Metz' theology of the world, he makes a distinction between secularism and secularisation. He understands secularism as the denial of the existence of God, whereas secularisation is taken as the positive development of freeing humankind of undue fetters and handing over the world, created by God into the hand of humankind. The worldly world, that was the concept Metz used at the time, was seen as a positive development for the whole of humankind. And here the Eurocentric and universalist point of view becomes obvious.

Amal: Yes, my reaction would be twofold. Even in Europe, contemporary ecologists and post-modernists do not see the enlightenment as an unmixed blessing. In India, Buddha was the first "enlightened" person who freed reason from religious ritual and dogma. In China, Confucianism can claim to be a secular ethical system. It is true that secularisation has a positive face in Europe in the growing differentiation between social institutions. In India from ancient times people distinguished between the "vyavaharika" (of this world) and the "paramarthika" (of the Transcendent) levels. Aloysius Pieris calls them the "cosmic" and the "metacosmic" levels. At the level of the world the distinction between the priest (brahmin), the king (kshatriya) and the trader (vaishya) even in social structural terms in India is significant. In Hinduism and Buddhism there is no religious institution with claims to receive and impose a precept from a transcendent authority. So I think that the universalization of an European experience is not warranted.

GE: Could the difference between Christianity on the one side and Hinduism and Buddhism on the other be due to the fact that in both latter religions there is not the concept of creation nor a theocentric view? It struck me that you left out Islam in your analysis, I guess on purpose, because in Islam, like in Christianity, we find the idea that on the one hand God has all the power, and all humankind is subject to Him. But there is on the other side the idea of the stewardship of humankind which means that God has entrusted his creation to men, who can deal with it in a certain free-dom. I guess this idea is one factor for a positive understanding of secu-larisation.

Amal: I am not sure that this is the reason. I think that the comparison should really be between creationism on the one hand and animism and pantheism on the other. I wonder whether simple animist and pantheists exist anywhere or whether they are creations of Christian apologists. I do not know whether Hindus and Buddhists feel less free to deal with nature. The European domination has led to the exploitation of nature, whereas the Hindu tradition makes people responsible to uphold "dharma" or the order of nature. In Islam too there is no religious institution. The Quran is supreme, but it is open to interpretation. If the doctrine of creation leads to such a domination of nature, then may be it should be rethought. As a matter of fact, as an Asian theologian, I would perhaps ask critically, whether that particular understanding of creation is necessarily biblical, or belongs to a particular cultural way of looking at the world and creation.

GE: And what makes you suspicious? Where do you see the difference in your understanding of creation as an Asian theologian?

Amal: I think that according to the biblical tradition, while we have to worship God as creator and to accept the fundamental dependence of the world on God, we do not have to think of God as someone who creates the world as a kind of a big machine which, once created, goes on on its own steam. This idea comes from non-biblical cultural sources. Today one would even say that God's creative act is continuous.

GE: But is the Christian doctrine of creation not stressed to counter pantheism? One makes a clear distinction between the Absolute and creation. On the one hand, the act of creation by this infinitive being brings with it the problem that the creation of finite beings seems to add something to the Infinite. On the other hand I see the Asian position which is normally called pantheism. The problem is real if you make a distinction between finite and infinite being: how do they relate, are they of the same substance, or is there an essential difference? The idea of creation in the West-ern Christian position is giving another possible answer to the same prob-lem, of how they do relate in claiming that they are different, but basically of the same essence. Am I right in this way of looking at the question?

Amal: I think that there is a third way of looking at the question.

GE: You mean the idea of Advaita?

Amal: Yes, Advaita. You see, on the one hand I don't think that pantheism and creationism are the only alternatives. As I have said above, I do not know whether there are any true pantheists anywhere. I think there is another way of looking at the problem, the idea of unity in duality and difference. Process philosophers suggest panentheism as a middle position between theism and pantheism.

GE: And when you mention Advaita, you are referring to your own position and say that you feel at home there?

Amal: Yes, I feel at home there. And when I am referring to Advaita, I am not particularly sponsoring one particular school in the Advaitic tradition like Shankara or Ramanuja. I am interested in the basic approach that looks at reality in terms of unity-in-duality, realized in various ways and at various levels, instead of in terms of dichotomies. Everything is mutually related, though the mutuality is neither symmetrical nor necessary. Freedom also enters into the relationship. One can explore the advaitic relationship between the human person and the world, the spirit and the body, the person and community, God and the world. Of course this relationship has to be more carefully explained than is possible here. I think that the Advaitic tradition poses one of the major challenges for Indian theology in the future, because it is an alternative and a challenge to the basic dichotomic ontology of the Greeks. It could give us the scope to reformulate the basic doctrines of Christianity, developed in a Greek cultural context, in an Indian way.

GE: Could it be possible to find something similar with regard to the whole question of the plurality of religions? Very often the range of posi-tions in this field are expressed with classifying people according to whether they are exclusivist, inclusivist or pluralist? Looking at your writings I have the impression that you refuse to be classified in any of these categories.

Amal: Yes, it is true that I do not want to be so categorised. But if people insist on a categorisation, then I would say that I am holding a position somewhat between pluralism (with regard to the Church as a religion) and inclusivism (with regard to Christ).

GE: Could you spell that out a little bit more precisely? The either-or thinking, normally connected with the Western way of doing philosophy and theology does not allow for a "third way” (non datur tertium). Rahner presented in his theology a strict Christocentric view that all of God’s salvific activity is mediated by Jesus Christ. That does not leave room for any other mediation, so that if humankind wants to participate in divine life this can only happen in coming into contact with the self-communica-tion of God which has happened in Jesus Christ. Following these theologi-cal principles Rahner arrived at his well-know position of anonymous Christianity or anonymous Christians. In his theory there is no room for the view that God is dealing with humankind in many forms, which could be considered to be more or less equal.

Amal: I think that most people would accept today that all the different religions can be means of salvation or divine-human encounter. They might make distinctions as to the quality of the different religions, or between extraordinary or ordinary ways of salvation and the like. John Paul II does this in his Encyclical Redemptoris Missio. That means that a Hindu can be saved through Hinduism, not in spite of being a Hindu. I think even Rahner accepts this. The difference between the Indians and others comes with regard to the role of Jesus Christ. The Indians would accept that all divine-human encounters are mediated by the Word. But the Word has many manifestations in history. Jesus is the incarnate manifestation of the Word. He has a special role in the history of salvation realizing God's plan for the universe. But it is neither an exclusive nor an inclusive manifestation. The Indians use the term "Christ" to refer to the Word. They speak about the cosmic Christ when they refer to the Word that is present and active everywhere and always. They distinguish therefore between the Cosmic Christ and Jesus, who is only one of his manifestations.

GE: Is this what you meant when you were using the phrase: "Jesus is the Christ, but Christ is more than Jesus”, in one of your articles some years ago?

Amal: Yes. Jesus and the Christ are not just reversible terms. With regard to the incarnation, St. Thomas Aquinas defends the possibility of many incarnations, because one incarnation does not really exhaust the infinity of the Word. For that reason he does not in principle exclude the possibil-ity that there could be other incarnations. Please note that we do not have to say that there are other incarnations. Whether a particular person is experienced as an incarnation is an a posteriori judgement. So here we are only affirming the possibility. Jesus therefore is a limited manifestation of the Word. This is even more so because Jesus chose to empty himself in the process of becoming human and chose the way, not of power and domination, but of humility and suffering. I think that many of our affirmations about Jesus Christ look at him as the divine person. We do not really appreciate the real humanity of Jesus, and the limiting historical, cultural and freely chosen kenotic conditionings under which he opted to live and work. There is a hidden monophysitism here.

GE: Is there anything special about Jesus then?

Amal: Our faith is that Jesus is the eschatological manifestation of the Word with the task of bringing to fulfilment the plan of God in and through history. As an eschatological figure Jesus has a prophetic role of directing people's attention to the future which challenges the present. This is a task, not of destroying or negating anything, except sin and evil, but of gathering, reconciling, fulfilling (eschatologically, not necessarily historically). God commits Godself to this task by raising Jesus. The Indians (and Asians) envisage this goal as communion and harmony. The biblical term for this is the pleroma of the Kingdom of God. The Indian tradition speaks of purnam – fullness. Jesus is the sacrament – symbol and servant – of this Kingdom. His service is one of prophecy. He inaugurates the process of gathering up or "reconciliation" with his resurrection. The process is car-ried on by the Church in a dynamism of "already – not yet". But the cos-mic fullness of Christ is in the future, when God will be all in all.

GE: Where does this leave the Church?

Amal: The Church is also, following Jesus, the symbol and servant of the Kingdom. It is not itself the Kingdom, because the Word and the Spirit are also active outside its frontiers. Aware both of its mission of being the concrete historical presence of Jesus (his Body) and of its own historical, cultural and human limitations, it seeks to become the visibility (symbol) of the Kingdom and to promote it everywhere, following the way of Jesus, which is a way of humble service and prophecy.

GE: If you hold this position about Jesus, then it must have repercussions on pneumatology as well? Who then is the Spirit of God? In the traditional Trinitarian theology it is the Father and the Son (filioque) who bring forth the Spirit. The consequence, at least in traditional Western theology, is that wherever the Spirit operates, this Christological quality automatically follows.

Amal: The question is: when you say "filioque", do you refer to the Word-Son or do you simply identify that "filius" with the humanity of Jesus of Nazareth? That is always the problem. Certainly the Spirit existed, before Jesus was born. The Spirit presides over his birth and anoints him specially in the Jordan before he starts his public ministry. Therefore, you do not have to attribute the origin of the Spirit to Jesus. The Son becomes human in Jesus. But we cannot attribute to Jesus whatever the Son does, though we can say that whatever Jesus does the Son does.

GE: This brings us to the difficulty of saying who is this Spirit working in other religions and what is his relationship with Jesus Christ?

Amal: I find more reason to try to distinguish between the divinity and humanity in Jesus than to divide the Trinity to apply some actions to the Spirit and some actions to the Son. God always is God Father, Son and Spirit. It is God who is present and working everywhere through the Word and the Spirit. God's action in Jesus is a particular, incarnate, historical way of acting. It is not the action of Jesus that includes and gives meaning to God's action. On the contrary, it is God's universal action that is inclusive of what God does in Jesus. This is "Theocentrism", distinguished, not from "Christocentrism", because the cosmic Christ or the Word is also God, but from "Jesuscentrism", and even more so from "Ecclesiocentrism".

GE: If I understand this correctly you would go along with Rahner’s position that we have to hold on to the identity of the immanent Trinity with its activity "ad extra”, the "economic Trinity"?

Amal: I think so. According to traditional theology, the actions of God "ad extra" may be attributed to different persons, but they are common to all of them. The only differences between the persons are the relationships, within the Trinity. Therefore, if we have to make a place for other religions in the divine economy, I think we do that more easily by saying that there are other possible mediations of the Word that are not necessarily incar-nate, but which can be real mediations through holy persons or whatever other forms they may take. That provides us enough justification to defend pluralism at the level of religions and unity at the level of God's action. Unity does not mean "unique" in the sense of "only one" or "sameness". It is always "unity-in-pluralism". Here again I find the vision of advaita helpful.

GE: Given this position, does it mean that there is no need for conversion, no need for proclamation? Are you laying yourself open to the objection that you are killing the missionary?

Amal: It depends on what you think are the reasons for proclamation? If it is simply to save people, you know 'save' in the sense of saving them from hell and take them to heaven, then of course, Vatican II (Gaudium et Spes 22) has already said that God has his own way of making sure that salvation is reaching out to every human person in ways unknown to us. That is why we can sleep in peace, because eventually everyone will have a chance of being saved. The question, therefore, really is: Is proclamation necessary only to save people? Or does it have another meaning? Even though God is already present and active in the world, God's Kingdom has to be realized in humanity through a historical process. In this process, the Church, precisely as a symbol and servant of the Kingdom, still has its particular prophetic role to play in history, namely the role that Jesus Christ himself played. The fact that God has manifested Godself through the Word and the Spirit in a variety of ways, does not exclude a special role in history to the incarnate Word and the Church, but at the service of God's own mission. Baptism therefore is not a passport to salvation, but a call to mission. Proclamation, as witness in deed and word, will always sound this call and people will respond to it to become disciples of Jesus, not primarily to get to heaven more quickly and easily, but to be other "Christs" in the world and to live prophetically.

GE: It is now some years that the official Church has given up the restrictive view: "Extra ecclesiam nulla salus". Still the salvific function of the Church is stressed very much, and the question is then, with regard to the other religions: how far do these religions play a salvific role in their own right?

Amal: I think what is salvific is divine-human encounter. It is always God who saves, not religions. Religious symbols and structures may facilitate this salvific encounter. Therefore, I think it is wrong to speak of the salvific role of the religions. May be, we have to rethink the salvific role we attribute to the Church. The problem is one of terminology. When we speak of other religions we know what we are talking about. But when we speak about the Church, we immediately evoke the mystery of the Church as the Mystical Body. The Church is a mystery, not in itself, but precisely because Christ and the Spirit are present and active in its symbols and institutions. But then, if the Word and the Spirit are active also in the other religions, then they too acquire a similar mysteric character, however this may be qualified. This is what the Indian theologians are pointing to, when they speak of the Scriptures of other religions as inspired and when they are positive to sharing worship with other believers.

GE: So you find revelation in the extra-biblical Scriptures! What would it mean for theologizing in India? Could these Scriptures also be considered "sources" (besides the Old Testament/New Testament) for Indian theology? What do Indian hermeneutical tools and exegetical methods (dhvani) add to traditional Christian exegesis?

Amal: If we accept that God is present and active in other religious traditions, then we can see this divine presence in a special way in texts that these traditions consider as having a foundational value for their own religious experience. The value we attribute to other religious Scriptures is consequent upon the value we attribute to other religions. If we accept that God has spoken to other people, then that "Word" is not a matter of indifference to us. It can also inspire and challenge us and nourish us spiritually. Obviously, we will be reading those Scriptures in the context of our own Scriptures which are the sources of our specific experience of God.
Theology is a reflection on our experience in the world in the light of faith. Faith is a response to the self-revelation of God. If we believe that God has been revealing Godself in many ways, then the faith response takes into account the various self-manifestations of God. Since God is one, the presumption is that these various manifestations relate to one divine plan. A discernment of this divine plan is certainly part of our faith response. As a disciple of Jesus, I will obviously be contemplating this plan from the point of view of my experience of God in Jesus. My faith, therefore, while it is rooted in my religious tradition, is open to other traditions. We can say that today the Christian faith, while being Christian in its origin, is inter-religious in its outreach. Our identity has a firm centre in Jesus, but open frontiers – open to God-experience everywhere. Such openness will certainly affect the way I respond to God (faith) and reflect on my experience in the world (theology). The method will obviously be dialogical. This dialogue can take place at two levels. Conscious of my double roots as Indian (Hindu) and Christian, I may search for an integration at a personal level as a Hindu-Christian. I may also reflect together in dialogue with other believers on common problems. While one can theologize purely as a Christian, one can also theologize in an inter-religious manner at the two levels suggested above. The Scriptures of other religions will certainly play an important role in such an inter-religious project.
I do not think that any one has come up with an Indian way of reading and interpreting the Scriptures. The dhvani method is simply a way of reading poetic texts. It may be new to present dominant exegetical methods, not to literary methods of interpretation. I think that it is more important to read and interprete the Scriptures in the Indian cultural and religious context.

GE: Is that why in your own theologizing you seem to make more use of cultural anthropology and the other social sciences rather than of philosophy?

Amal: Yes. It represents a whole shift in methodology from an a priori theologizing from above to an a posteriori theologizing fom below that starts with an analysis of society, in the context of which faith is lived and celebrated and the Scriptures are read. This shift begins with liberation theology in Latin America and is now common also in Africa and Asia. Faith itself is seen as a commitment rather than as an assent to a creed which is explained in philosophical terms. Some Europeans look down on this as "pastoral", rather than "systematic" theology. Of course, we have no use for systems elaborated in the rarefied atmosphere of universities that are not relevant to life. Such "systematic" theologizing may be one more reason for the dechristianization of Europe, where theologians are more busy dialoguing with scholars in the universities rather than with the peo-ple who are seeking to live their faith. On the other hand we are not averse to using philosophy as my effort to invoke the vision of advaita shows. Even the theology from below is not chaotic, but can be built into a system eventually.
GE: If you take culture seriously, would that lead to a certain fragmentation and even conflict? In India are not Dalit theologians opposing the tendency towards "sanskritization" or "brahminization" of Indian theology?

Amal: India is a subcontinent with many cultures. So there would be not one, but many Indian theologies. The cultures are not merely plural. There is also a relationship of domination-subordination. We speak of Dalit and Tribal cultures as subaltern cultures. It is not proper to expect these groups to identify with the dominant cultures. They should theologize in their own cultural contexts. But the non-Dalits and the non-Tribals have also a right to theologize from their own cultural contexts, provided they do not pre-tend that it is the only Indian theology. Their theologizing of course would be critical of the oppressive elements in their own culture. As a matter fact, there have always been critical voices within the dominant mainstream, starting with the Upanishads and the Buddha, through the various Bhakti traditions, to modern social and religious reformers like Ram Mohun Roy and Gandhi. Among the modern Dalit leaders, Narayana Guru reinter-preted classical Hinduism in an egalitarian sense, using precisely the con-cept of advaita, and Ambedkar did not found a new Dalit religion, but chose to remain within the

 mainstream by becoming a Buddhist.


The Kingdom is a vision of communion for the future. While we should take the present fragmentations and oppressions seriously, we should not stagnate there. We should seek to move towards a unity-in-pluralism, that respects and integrates diversity, in a spirit of equality and justice. Such an approach will also respect cultural development, particularly in the field of philosophy and the arts, whichever group may have contributed to it. No one suggests the abandoning of the gains of "Western" culture because of the spirit of colonialism that hangs over it. Cultural pluralism can lead to conflict, particularly because of a history of domination. The solution is neither the imposition of the dominant culture (Hindutva) nor cultural anarchy and continuing conflict, but collaboration and convergence towards a complex society through mutual respect and dialogue. The emergence and affirmation of the subaltern cultures are welcome. Some conflict is inevitable in the beginning. But I suppose that our common socio-political and economic reality will lead us to a convergence, though fundamentalist movements can always play havoc with attempts toward unity. I think that the Church, if it can become a symbol of true communion within itself, can play a catalystic role in this movement towards unity.

GE: Within the FABC the contribution of the Indian Bishops and theologians has been very significant, especially in the field of the theology of religions. As regard the social issues, this influence seems to be less. How do you view the role of the Indian Church and of Indian theology in Asia?

Amal: India has produced one of the two great civilisations of Asia – the other being China. Through Buddhism its influence has reached out across Asia. All that the theology of religions has done is to make us open to Asian cultures and religions. A real dialogue at the religious and theologi-cal level has still to follow. A theology of liberation starting from below has the temptation to limit itself to socio-economic and political problems. But human experience also leads us to pose ultimate questions about life and death and about evil that seems more than human. Reflection at this level can certainly benefit from Hindu and Buddhist insights. I have indi-cated above the perspectives of the advaitic vision. We could explore the ethical vision of the Buddha or the reflection on the problem of evil pre-sented in the great Indian epics, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. As it becomes more Indian, the Indian Church can dialogue with the other Asian Churches in an ongoing process of mutual learning

and enrichment.


I think that India, culturally, stands between the West and the East. Its two cultural traditions – the Dravidian and the Aryan – have Western roots. Its languages are doubly articulated like the Western ones and not pictorial like Chinese or Japanese. So India has many links with the West. But at the same time, Indian culture has developed in the Orient, away from the Greek influence that has dominated Western culture. It has also solid links to the rest of Asia through its Hindu and Buddhist traditions. One can think of the Yoga, for example. Because of its position between the Orient and the Occident, India can play a role of mediation in the cosmic project of gathering all things into a unity, which is the vision of the Kingdom.

GE: Within the Society of Jesus, the Indians will become the biggest national group in a few years. In India also, Jesuits are the largest group among the male religious congregations. What do you think is the contribution of the Jesuits to the Church in India?

Amal: This is a delicate question. I would like to answer it without comparing ourselves to anybody. The Society of Jesus has a strong pastoral-evangelical presence, particularly in the North of India. Its continuing contribution to higher education in the country will be recognized by all. From the 70s, there has also been a thrust towards working for justice, and our two Social Institutes, in Delhi and Bangalore, and many action groups in various places have played pioneering roles. In recent years we are also involved with the refugees, both in the North and in the South. Our involvement in inculturation and dialogue dates back to De Nobili. I could mention a long list of names over the centuries in many different cultural areas of the country, including the Tribals. In the field of theology we have made solid contributions to the Indian Church through our two Faculties in Delhi and Pune. The Regional theologates and theologizing in the vernacu-lar has been a pioneering effort, everywhere in India, except, perhaps, in Kerala. This is significant since any authentic Indian theology will even-tually emerge in the Indian languages and not in English. The Jesuit charism is not to focus on any one area, but to be ready to serve wherever there is a need, especially in the frontier areas of the Church, culturally and apostolically speaking. I hope we will be faithful to this charism in India too.

GE: Finally, what is your impression of the Asian Synod?

Amal: I have no inside information about the Synod. But from what one reads and hears, it looks as if it has been a drawn match. The Asian people were not very much involved in its preparation. So I do not think that it will have any great impact on them. It looks as if the Vatican was trying to push its agenda of promoting Proclamation of the Gospel (and conversions) and of controlling the Asian theologians who are thought to be discouraging this. The Asian Bishops were speaking about the need for dialogue and harmony, the importance of inculturation for the credible witnessing to the Good News and the need for proper autonomy for the local Churches. Both thrusts seem to have been checkmated. The final message does not say anything which the FABC has not said earlier more clearly and powerfully, except for mentions like Jerusalem, Iraq, etc. It is a pity that after twenty centuries the Asian Churches are not trusted enough and free to look after themselves and their mission – of course in communion with the other Churches and the Pope.
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