OPENI NG ADDRESS
TO THE HONG KONG CONFERENCE COF | NTER-RELI G O

Peter LEE
Tao Fong Shan Ecunenical Centre

Not only did the Tao Fong Shan Ecumenical Centre take upon
itself the responsibility of hosting the Second Inter-Religio
Conference, but its Director, Dr. Peter Lee, agreed to prepare
a keynote address on the theme of the Conference. As the report
printed in the previous pages of this bulletin demonstrates,
that address was both foresighted in touching on many of the
interests of the group assembled for the event, and a pivot
around which many of the discussions revolved. We present here
the text of Dr. Lee’s talk in full.

| was not present at the gathering in Manila last year, but | was glad to
have M. Sebastian Shin represent Hong Kong, on behal f of both the Catholic
Conmmi ssion for Non-Christian Religions and the Tao Fong Shan Ecuneni cal
Centre. | later listened with the keenest interest when he reported on the
fell owship he enjoyed at the conference and the birth of Inter—Religio. Wen

the first issue of INTER-RELIGIO canme out, | could not wait to read all the
reports given by the participating organizations. | was sure that the
formati on of the network was a significant step. Wiat inpressed me nost was
that these Christian organizations, all located in Asia, have rich

experiences in neeting religious people outside their own faith.

Thanks to the generous gift of soneone of good wll and the
effectiveness of friends at the Nanzan Institute for Religion and Cul ture,
we now comrence the second neeting of Inter-Religio. Tao Fong Shan consi ders
it an honor to be the host. On behalf of Tao Fong Shan Ecunenical Centre,
| bid you a warm wel cone.

Now that a fellowship of Asian institutions devoted to interreligious
encounter has been fornmed, what comes next? | suppose that is why we have
this neeting.

To help us in our thinking together these few days, a theme has been
chosen: “Facing Religious Pluralismin Asia: Problens, Prospects, Mdels.”
The theme confirnms an obvious fact with which we are confronted: religious
pluralism And we do want to take that fact to heart.

“An obvious fact,” | said. Religious pluralismis an obvious fact in
that Christianity is one anong a plurality of religions in the Asian
settings we know
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well. But the contents and nmeaning of that proposition are by no neans
sel f-evident.

The contents of religious pluralismvary from context to context. In
one country, e.g. Japan, new religions are a lively conpetition to the old
religions, whereas in another, Singapore, no new religions as such appear
and the old religions, given equal protection under the law, seemto cling
to forms only. In Indonesia it is a state policy that all citizens should
believe in a Supreme Being no natter what religion they belong to, whereas
the People’s Republic of China, where the official ideology has no place
for religious beliefs, allows the various religious groups to participate
in the “United Front” (for national construction, etc.). The phenonenol ogy
of religious pluralismin the countries represented here is a fascinating
field of study. We should be glad that there are several case studies at
this conference.

The meani ng of religious pluralismis difficult to arrive at. Fromwhat
perspective do we interpret the neaning of religious pluralismin a given
situation? Many of the Protestant groups in Hong Kong take an attitude of
al oof ness towards the non-Christian religions. Are they justified in having
such an attitude? What are the inplications if they sinply ignore the fact
that they are in a distinct minority (less than 4%of the popul ati on)? These
are questions | would like to put to nmy fellow Protestants in Hong Kong,
but, alas, very few see the point at all. | amtelling you this to show
that the meaning of religious pluralismis not self—evident. You who are
gathered here, however, nobst certainly see that religious pluralism poses
t heol ogi cal questions. W shall have anple opportunities to ook into them

| sense that not only does this group take the religiously pluralistic
situations in stride, but we do not expect uniformtheol ogical answers. If
it is proper to speak of setting the tone for the conference, | nake bold
to suggest that we shall be pluralistic in our approach to the situation
of religious pluralism in Asia. It need not follow that we are so
relativistic that we have nothing to say to one another; on the contrary,
| expect that we have plenty to learn fromone another. And, insofar as we
take our Asian contexts seriously, we may even break new ground, for we need
not be tied to the preoccupations of those who have never really left
Western Christendom

Allow ne to adapt a biblical passage to guide us in our thinking. The
text | have in mind is Matthew 6:31-33:

Do not be anxious.... But seek first the Kingdom of God and Hs
ri ght eousness, and all these things shall be yours as well.

“Do NoT BE ANXIQUS. . . "

Jesus was addressing hinself to those who were worried about whether they
have enough to eat and to wear. These people were wei ghed down by their
everyday concerns w thout putting their lives in proper perspective.
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The fact that in Asia Christians find thensel ves surrounded by religions
other than their own has created problens for some of the theologically
m nded brought up in the traditional nold.

One of the oldest formulae to deal with this kind of situation is to
speak in terns of general and special revelations. Thus it is said that all
religions besides Christianity have “general revelations,” but that only
Christianity has “special revelation.” This formula does not tell us nuch,
even if it may satisfy the mind s need for a neat, |ogical schema.

Anot her common tendency of the Western logical nmind is to set up the
i ssue of wuniversalismvs. particularism Is there any really satisfactory
resolution to this issue? Except for its logical interest, is the issue
valid to begin with? A work of art is always a particular creation, yet it
may have wuniversal appeal. An art critic would not trouble hinmself by
raising the i ssue of universalismuvs. particularism

These are exanpl es of what nmay be called “theol ogi cal hang-ups” which
Western-trained nminds are apt to have in their confrontation with the
probl em of religious pluralism There are also what | call “m ssiological
hang-overs,” which even sone of the enlightened nissionaries fromthe West
cannot easily get rid of, granted they have appreciation for what they find
in Asian religions.

Western nissionaries sent to Asia, upon becom ng acquainted with the
religious background of the people in their mdst, discover that sone data
at their disposal do not square with certain m ssiological assunptions they
inherit; yet they still feel constrained to justify the idea of m ssion.
For exanple, sone evangelical —#i nded mssionaries like to think of certain
affinities between Christianity and non-Christian religions in terns of
preparation for evangelism Supposing | belonged to a religion other than
Christianity, | would resent the way Christian mnissionaries approach ny
religion as a preparation for evangelization. The “fulfilnent theory” does
not reject non—<hristian religions, nor does it treat themas a neans, but
it in effects lords over them and this is bound to arouse resentnent.

Recent mi ssiologies are nore sophisticated than the approaches just
nentioned, but as long as a nmission remains in the shadow of Wstern
expansi oni sm whatever rethinking is done in that context about the
relationship of Christianity to other religions is caught in a bind.

Though there are Western missionaries in our mdst, and even nany of
the Asians anong us have received Western training, yet | believe that all
of us have had enough exposure to Asian religions so that we can hel p one
another shake ourselves |oose from the theological hang-ups and
m ssi ol ogi cal hangovers that keep us from noving forward. Let ne sum up by
rewordi ng the saying of Jesus:

I'n encountering religious pluralismin Asia, do not be anxious about
finding neat theol ogical and missiological formulae as they are wont
to do in the West.
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W need to put ourselves in the proper perspective.

“ Seek FIRST H's Kinebov anD Hi s R GHTEQUSNESS”

That is the perspective in which Jesus wanted his followers to put their
lives. By the sanme token, that is the perspective in which we should see
our relationship with people of other religions.

In giving the injunction, Jesus was earnest in telling his followers
that seeking the ki ngdomof God and H s righteousness is their highest good;
i ndeed Jesus hinself was on hand to open the door, so to speak. By listening
to himintently, we are following a distinctly Christian directive.

W prepare ourselves for entrance into the kingdom of God by attending
to the teachings of Jesus Christ. At the crucial noment, repentance or a
fundanmental change of heart is called for. The saying of Jesus, “Repent,
for the kingdomof CGod is at hand,” is full of crucial inportance.

But all the while, our hunble but active seeking is a requisite. O
course at all times God, through the Holy Spirit, is at work. There will
come nonents when we are conscious of our comunion with God. It is not
just a private relationship but participation in a divine order of things.

Good and righteous is God. The righteousness of God shows Hi s goodness
not to me alone, but to all Hi s creation, including ny neighbors who have
not yet heard the name of Christ. The righteousness of God is an enabling
power, enconpassing all of H's domain.

Pl ease excuse these clumsy words of confession. They do not adequately
express the Christian confession of faith, but | do not apologize for ny
Christian professions, and | do not anticipate any of you will.

| rather like Fr. Yves Raguin’s unbeguiling Christian viewpoint that
spirituality involves attention to relationship with God, and proper
relationship with fellow beings will follow (see his Attention to the
Mystery, New York, Paulist Press, 1982). A Jesuit who has devoted a lifetinme
to the study of Chinese religions, Fr. Raguin is open to Chinese
spirituality and sees benefits fromit for Christian spirituality. He not
only talks and wites that way; he lives this kind of expanded spirituality.

Wth due respect to the professional status of the participants as
theol ogi ans and professors, what natters nbst here is not an academc or
“objective” study of religions but an experiential approach. Unless our
relationship to God is experiential, whatever we say or wite is nere
intellectualization with nothing alive to comunicate. By the same token,
if our relationship with people of other faiths is a living encounter,
words, ideas, and gestures speak from heart to heart. It is not sinply a
per son—to—person relationship, but it involves participation in what God
i s doing, and neeting people of other faiths is just part of the process.

When we come into contact with people of other faiths, either in the
normal course of our community living or in nore deliberately planned inter-
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religious activities (such as dialogue neetings), we still first seek the
ki ngdom of God and His righteousness. If that is a Christian way we are
following, so be it; in fact, we cannot help but do so, and our non-
Christian neighbors or partners know it. Yet this need not require that we
i npose ourselves upon others. W have sonmething to give to them when they
are ready for it, even as we have sonething to receive fromthemif we are
open to them And there will be occasions when we are in a comon effort
or search. In terns of doctrinal beliefs, | would not be surprised if |
found some affinities with others, but | would be equally prepared to
recogni ze dissimlarities between ny religion and theirs. Wat shall we do
then? There is where the opportunity for dial ogue in depth begins. | suspect
that sooner or later we shall cone up against the Christol ogi cal question.
It is not for me to fornulate a Christology here; suffice it to say that
we need a Christology which, while accounting for one's participation in
the ki ngdom of God through Christ, enables one to relate to others in some
way even if they have not heard the nane of Christ or have heard echoes of
it in their religious environnent, as one’s life in the faith would lead
one to do. By enphasizing those final words, | nmean to say that it is the
life of faith that cones before a Christological forrmulation even if we take
the centrality of Christ seriously.

I do not nmean to single out Dr. Paul Casper for merit, but because |
have understood that in his presentation on theological options he wll
bring in newinsights fromnodern physics by Iinking themup with old wi sdom
recalled in Taoism | am excited by his willingness to venture into the
wor | d of natural science when we are supposed to be treading on the familiar
ground of religion only. If our minds are expansive enough, our search for
the kingdom of God ever urges us on to look for new horizons, including
those to which nbdern science may | ead us.

I would like to take up a point with particular reference to Zen
Buddhi sm Buddhism as we all know, does not speak of God. But Fr. J. K
Kadowaki, commenting on Matthew s passage about the birds of the air just
preceding the text | have chosen for this norning, sees close affinity
between the spirit breathing through the passage and Zen. He is one wth
the sages of old who, practising “letting go of mnd and body,” saw great
life in all living things. Fr. Kadowaki avers:

The birds of the air are the life of God; the lilies of the field are
the life of God; our life and death is the life of God. Wat is there
to worry about? To throw off mind and body and fling one’'s self into
the kingdom of God, to put all one's mght into living in whatever
way the life that cones from God inpels us—sn't that the very thing
that Jesus is teaching us...? [Zen and the Bible, (London: Routl edge
and Kegan Paul, 1980), p.107.]

Wienever | share the sane passage with, say, a Taoist with his sense of
wuwei (nonchal ant activity), or one with a touch of Zen, even if they make
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no mention of God, | see how one may nove back and forth with grace from
Christian spirituality to other fornms of spirituality.

“ AND ALL THESE THI NGS SHALL BE YOURS AS VELL. . .

What are “all these things”? As we know, the people to whom Jesus was
speaki ng were anxi ous about such things as what to eat, what to wear, etc.,
i.e. daily necessities. As to thoughtful Christians who are engaged in
interreligious dialogue, they are concerned, as we said, about the
t heol ogi cal and mi ssiol ogical understanding of religious pluralism or
interreligious encounter. These are legitimate concerns, but they wll
reach an inpasse if they are caught in categories which do not fit the
context. We may add other considerations, l|like the social inmpact of
interreligious encounter and contextual theology using Asian resources.

We all look forward to the presentations with theol ogi cal substance
and the discussions that are stimulated thereby. It is ny hope that we can
break away from the theol ogical nold and the missiological framework that
we have inherited fromthe past. Am | being naive or frivolous? In nmy own

theol ogical reflection, | amreally not bothered by religious pluralism
but | have to readjust nmy node of consciousness. Having returned to Asian
soi|l after many years studying abroad, | now regai n the Chi nese appreciation

for the concrete and historical, thanks to ny exposure to Chinese religions
and art. Actually, that makes me feel ever nore at hone in the Biblical
world. Isn't revelation in the Bible always concrete and historical? As a
matter of fact, our Christian tradition cannot but take particularistic
forms. But of course our Christian faith and way of life have universal
neani ng. So what is so intractabl e about the issue of the universal and the
particular, or that of wunity and diversity? To be sure, if we take
hi storical experience seriously, a ot of work needs to be done to relate
history in the Third Wrld to Church history, but that can be done. That |
am now nore historically oriented than ever need not keep nme from
appreci ating the nystical. There are nystical elenments in Chinese religions
as well as in Christianity. Mysticism-#t is not necessarily the same in all
religious traditions—+s still another nbde of consciousness. The fact that
sone people are tuned into such a node of consciousness is all to the good,
for God's sake. If | have the tine and ability, someday | shall wite up a
nice treatise that can weave all these various strands into a theol ogical

pattern. | may or may not ever really get around to doing it, but ny point
is that all such things as our theol ogical concerns over the matter of
religious pluralismwll be anply rewarded if we let go of ourselves and

throw oursel ves heart and soul into the kingdom of God.

If we are concerned about contextual theol ogy, ancient Asian religions
can become rich resource materials. | think Professor Ryu has something to
enlighten us with on that subject. In cooperation with the Association of
Theol ogi cal Education for Southeast Asia, Tao Fong Shan will hold a series of
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wor kshops on Asi an contextual theol ogy, and next year the enphasis will be
on using Asian religious sources. It is fitting that attention be given to

the social inmpact of interreligious dialogue. Wiat will be so helpful is
that the presentations on the subject are based on actual experinents. |
surm se the presenters will be nodest about their achievenents, for only

recently have people involved in interreligious work becone active in
addressing thenselves to social questions. But we should not minimze the
significance of their experinentations, however small in scale. W all have
much appreciation for the Christian-Miuslim reconciliation work that is
being carried on by the Dansal an Research Centre with but a snmall staff and
nodest budget.

Let ne conclude. Jesus did not think of starting a new religion as
such; neither did he intend to dermolish an old religion, the religion of
the Jewi sh people and the only religion he knew. Had he gone beyond the
confines of the Jew sh people, he would have cone into contact wth other
religions, e.g. Geek religions and the religions of the Egyptians. Now
i magi ne that under those circunstances Jesus had conceived of Christianity
as eventual |y conquering the whole world... Well, that would not have been
i magi nabl e—+t woul d have neant dismantling one civilization after another.
But | can imagine that he was still announcing the coming of the kingdom
of CGod: “Seek first H's kingdom and H's righteousness...” | believe that
such woul d have been the right approach.

By the same token, | think that the same approach is workable for us
today as we face a plurality of religions in our world. W wll find
elements in a given non—€hristian religion very different fromthe religion
we know. We nay even find certain beliefs repelling. At the sane tine we
shall see features faniliar enough. But it is not our primary task to judge

or to conquer; rather, it is first and forenpst to take seriously the
injunction of Jesus: seek the kingdom of God and H s righteousness for
ourselves as well as for the rest. Then will come the occasions, working

with people of religious traditions different from Christianity, when we
can argue or erase msunderstandi ng, when we can reflect on the neaning of
the relationship between religions in God' s Providence, and when we can
build up humanity spiritually and materially from where the people are.
There nay be some new converts to the Christian faith, but then Christianity
may al so neet fierce opposition. Wiat | am saying here is nothing new, but
at this noment in Asia, those of us who are not tied down by traditional
approaches to non-Christian religions can do sonething fresh, and it hel ps
if we can strengthen one another.
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