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As reported in the last issue, the Second Inter-Religio
Conference was held in September of 1983 at the Tao Fong Shan
Ecumenical Centre in Hong Kong, and devoted to the topic
“Facing Religious Pluralism in Asia.” This issue of | NTER-
RELI G O features four of the papers presented there, the first
attempting an overall perspective, the next three focusing on
particular Asian countries. The remaining papers of the
Conference are to be printed in the next issue.

To claim a perspective as “Asian” is always to run the risk of
sinplification and generalization, especially when it is applied to
religions, cultures, and world views. Therefore, in speaking about an “Asian
perspective” we have first to keep in nmind the limtations of what we are
doing. At the same tinme, however, in order to say anything at all about an
“Asi an perspective,” it is necessary to lay out the main features of Asian
societies. At present the Asian situation is characterized by

1.the emergence of religious consciousness;
2.the struggle of people to overcone m sery, oppression, and poverty.

The phenonenon of the emergence of religious consciousness IS Very
conpl ex, but approaches to the problem often tend to enphasize only one
aspect of the problem This religious energence can be found in various
forms, for exanple the rise of a newinterest in Eastern spirituality with
its accent on nental concentration, contenplation, and a life-style which
hel ps people attain what they call “the really real.” W can see also
various religious novenents giving enphasis to the consciousness of the
political dinensions of religion. This happens mainly in countries or
regions where those novenents have a firm base in the religion of the
masses, as for instance in novenents inspired by the liberation theology in
Latin Anerica and the Philippines. The energence of religious consciousness
is also to be seen in Iran and perhaps in Indonesia, though in sonewhat
different form And there are other forns of religious consciousness, |ike
neo-c onservatism fundanmentalism charisnmatic novenents, and the |ike which
al so belong to this general phenonenon.

It is not easy to explain how these novenents have cone about. One
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explanation tells us that the energence of nysticism was encouraged by an
inner desire of people to widen their consciousness, to nake use of their
own hidden spiritual powers which are not recogni zed by nmodern world. This
accenting of suprarational experience is a protest against rationalized
nmodern technol ogi cal and bureaucratic society. Another explanation would
have it that these phenonena are really reactions against institutionalized,
legalistic, or noralistic religions. Mstical experience is thought to
restore the harnmobny within the universe which has been destroyed by the
devel opment of nodern society. The rise of various small religious
communities is often regarded as a reaction against the anome of an
i npersonal society. It is an effort to overcome the alienation caused by
industrial society. Movenents inspired by the theol ogy of liberation |ike
we find in the Philippines have conme into existence due to a consciousness
of an historical situation in which the majority of the people are living
i n dehumani zi ng conditi ons and due to an awareness of the |iberating nessage
of their own religion.

What is the nmeaning of the emergence of religious consciousness for
this interreligious encounter in Asia?

1. Humans are al ways in search of truth. Truth cannot be possessed and
there is no end for searching it. Looked at fromthis point of view
the Asian interreligious encounter should be truly religious and
existential .

2. Hurman bei ngs understand humanity as “a hernmeneutical undertaking,
i.e. as a task of understanding their own situation,”? including
their religious experiences. An interreligious encounters always
implies a herneneutical process which enables a renewal of
religious experiences. The openness towards a new perspective to
truth is inherent in human nature as a constant drive to interpret
experience and reality.

3. The phenonmenon of religious reformations confirm the historical
di nension of religion. A consciousness of the relativity of
religious expression prevents the human person from ever
absolutizing a particular opinion. An Asian perspective on
interreligious encounter excludes any fundamentalism | would
recall here what Rubem Al ves said of fundamentalists: that they are
peopl e who feel as if they have “reached perfection” in their work,
who want to be free from encountering reality as it is—always
precarious, inconplete, changing, frustrating, and saddening.

The second nain feature of Asian situation is the struggle of people
to overcome misery, oppression, and poverty. The majority of Asian peoples
are living in inhuman conditions caused by unjust social structures. Poverty
and msery are not caused by the nentality of the people, but are a problem
of soci o-economi ¢ structures. New i deologies are also offering solutions in
overcom ng poverty. As A Pieris indicates, there are various forces
involved in the efforts of overcoming msery:
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1. Rel i gious forces: A. Ghostic soteriologies represented by the
hi gher fornms of Hinduism Buddhism
Taoi sm and so forth.
B.Biblical theism Islamand Christianity.
2. Secul ar forces: C. Western technocracy based on the capitalist nodel
of devel oprent.
D. Socialism particularly of the Marxist variety.?

Western technocracy which is supported by the nulti-nationals and
mlitarism has failed to cope with the problem of msery, and has even
created a w dening gap between the rich and the poor. Technology can be
conceived as “technique plus structure.” The techniques have hardware
conponents (tools) and software conponents (skills and know edge). The
structures mainly consist of economc, social, and cultural structures. In
transferring Western technology Asian peoples transfer also Wstern
econom ¢, social, and cultural structures. As Johan Galtung says: “The total
picture, thus, is one of transfer of technology as structural and cul tural
invasion, an invasion possibly nore insidious than colonialism and neo-
colonialism because such an invasion is not always acconpanied by a
physi cal Western presence; often not even the elites with allegiance to the
West are to be found anywhere. The invasion thus becones entirely acceptabl e
to the elites who reject the West in all its aspects — except its
technol ogy. ”*

Socialismwith its various versions has attracted many fol | owers, since
it offers a solution for changing social structures. But the difficulty is
that this socialism has not yet been integrated into the culture and
religion of the people, so that it fails to bring about changes which
pronote social justice. Mreover, capitalistic forces still mintain a
strong grip on nost Asian countries.

Religion in Asia places high value on hunman dignity and shows a deep
concern about human nisery. But unconsciously these religions tend to
legitimze the status quo and hence strengthen the injustice in society.
Here | should like to add a few remarks about the relation between religion
and poverty:

1. Poverty cannot be regarded as having value in itself.

2. Poor peopl e should not be regarded as having no val ue or should not
regard t hensel ves as val uel ess.

3. It is conpletely wong to perceive the poor as having no dignity
at all and the rich as having to share their dignity with the poor.
Al rights flow from human dignity, and there is no separating
human dignity from human persons. It is not sonething that can
“di sappear” or “be recovered.” It is not a matter of one group in
possession of human dignity giving it to “those who do not have
it,” but of acknow edging, affirmng, and enabling expression for
that which belongs to all.

The existing social structure conditions the poor to think about
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their dignity and rights in terms of gifts from those who are nore
privileged. The evil affecting human dignity has its roots in the social
structure, i.e. in the infrastructural |evel (Socio—econom cs) and at the
superstructural |evel (ideology, |aw and value system.

4. Verbal recognition of human dignity is itself not sufficient to
overconme poverty. It nust be acconpani ed by structural change. One
cannot nmintain human dignity without at the same tine changing the
social structure which bars respect from those who are not
respected in a society.

5. W& have said that poverty cannot be regarded as having value in
itself, but part of the problemhere is that religion has nystified
poverty. In the history of religion we observe that poverty is
anbi val ent .

—It is regarded as an opportunity for opening one’s heart to God.
—On the one hand, poverty is regarded as sonething negative, but
on the other hand it has been used as neans for conversion.
—Poverty is considered as sonething to relativize the inportance
of wealth: wealth is not the ultimte end.

—Poverty is seen as an evil to be eradicated.

Due to its anbival ence poverty can be utilized as a legiti mation of
poverty itself. Through its nystification poverty has been regarded
as having value in itself. This nystification has been internalized
by the poor to justify their poor conditions; but it could also be
used by the haves to keep the poor remmining poor. One of the
functions of religion is to interpret reality. In the words of C
Geertz, religion is a system of neaning by which people interpret
di sorgani zed and chaotic phenonena that confronts themin life, at
“points where chaos —-a tumult of events which lack not just
interpretation but interpretability—threatens to break in upon man:

at the limts of his noral insight.” ° Religion reconciles
oppositions experienced in man’s life including man's social life
by justifying the status quo of soci ety. | ndeed, it
“supernaturalizes” rel ationships between the dom nant and dom nat ed
groups. ®

6. In this connection religious ideas should be seen as a system
closely related to other social systems. Accordingly, meaningful
theol ogi cal reflection has to include structural analysis, that is
a nethod which tries to show the interrelationship and interde-
pendenci es between systens. Based on structural analysis and the-
ol ogical reflection religion has to nake deci sions and take action.
This religious involvement should be regarded as an integral
process of reflection and action.

7. Solidarity and identification of believers with the poor can be a
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What

in Asia?

1.

driving force for change. Solidarity is not to be understood as the
wi Il to experience poverty as sonething having value in itself, but
as a neans for affirming that the poor have their value and
dignity. Here religion could be of great help in fostering the
process of conscientization. The poor are generally imrersed in a
cul ture of silence:
—overpowered by their feelings of hel pl essness;
—submi ssive towards the interplay of powers which they perceive as
irrational or magical;
—adjusting to the social order instead of participating actively
init; and
—+gnorant about the interrelationship between nature and hunanity,
culture and humanity, history and humanity.
This irrational perception of reality should be devel oped in the
direction of:
—eonsci ousness as a subj ect;
—di ssatisfaction with stagnancy; and
—awar eness of one's social position in relation to the |arger
soci al system
In other words, a unity should be fostered between action and
reflection that would in turn produce greater creativity.

neaning do these observations have for interreligious encounter

Religion exists not for its own sake but for the sake of people.
It is therefore the primary concern of religion to hel p people and
to defend their human dignity, or, in the words of the thene chosen
at the Theol ogical Conference held in Sri Lanka in 1979: “Asia’s
struggle for full humanity.” This struggle for full humanity, it
seens to ne, ought to be the basis for cooperation between the
various religions of Asia. A dialogue between religions must be
able to inspire a comon commitment to take the side of the weak
and the poor.

A spirit of searching together for the neaning and value of
humanity and human dignity and for naking ourselves deeply
sensitive to humanity should acconpany our common struggle. It is
therefore necessary that religions liberate thenselves fromtheir
narrow and tinme-worn attachments. This neans, anobng other things,
that religion has to devel op an openness towards a hunanistic ethic
that gives priority to the salvation of humanity. This is primarily
inportant in a society in which there is a need to have a basis for
common responsibility.

Religion has to insist on liberating people from the various
determnisnms that result from the devel opnment of nodern society.
Rel i gi on nmust protect people and society frombeing used as a neans
to build a technol ogical society with a conpletely ration-
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alized future. For what is rational does not always coincide with
what is noral.

4. Religion has to exercise its prophetic function vis—a—vis
totalitarian ideologies that tend to determ ne the whole process
of history and to underm ne human freedom and creativity.

From an Asian perspective, interreligious encounter should foster the
deepeni ng of religious experiences and strengthen the unconditional commt-
ment to justice, freedom and peace.
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