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Indian Society is distinguished for its diversity of cultures, languages and religions. This pluralistic feature has been woven in the very fabric of our nation from time immemorial. We regard the diversity of religions and mutual interaction of religious traditions as a special blessing of our times that can contribute to the building up of an egalitarian society capable of overcoming the caste, creed, class, sex and gender based divisive forces.

.

Despite many positive signs and events, the present Indian scenario is rather bleak. Clashes between religions, conflict, hatred and mass killings have become the order of the day. The recent brutal activities by religious fanatics in Orissa and other parts of the country are an example of this phenomenon.
 Particularly disturbing is the trend towards politicisation of religion and fostering of an aggressive fundamentalism for political and economic ends.
Dialogue and Partnership 
One of the biggest challenges for the Church (applicable to all church groups/denominations) in the 21st century is a paradigm shift from top-down instructions to a genuine dialogue among its members. Equally important is the ministry of fostering dialogue that embraces all areas: intra-church, inter-church and inter-religious. In a multi-religious context of India, intra-ecclesial dialogue is not enough to make the Church truly dialogical, indicating both participation and a sense of equality. The dialogical principle must extend to other religions. 

The word dialogue with its root in the Greek “dialogos” means “converse with”. It implies reciprocity, the ability to listen with an open mind and heart, the sharing of different ideas or sentiments. Dialogue is not consensus of opinions or viewpoints. Consensus seeks agreement; dialogue not only allows disagreement but also respects the different convictions of the other. Genuine dialogue thus presupposes equality, humility, freedom, mutual respect and appreciation. In the words of Cedric Prakash, “it is basically a space where one can be oneself and make others be themselves -- a sense of feeling at home -- with the space and with one another.”

Dialogue became the in-word during Vatican II, which saw the Church essentially as communion. In the midst of the Council proceedings, Pope Paul VI issued his first Encyclical (Ecclesiam Suam, 1964), which developed a theology of dialogue that was highly influential for the Council itself and many subsequent Vatican documents. For example, the Pastoral Instruction on Social Communication (Communio et Progressio, 1971) affirms that “dialogue among Catholics is indispensable”(#354) and that “free dialogue within the Church does no injury to her unity and solidarity”(#357).
 

Interreligious dialogue has in a way been institutionalised in the wake of the Second Vatican Council. The Pontifical Council for Inter-Religious Dialogue (formally known as the Vatican Secretariat for non-Christians) established by Pope Paul VI in 1964 “marks an important turning point in the understanding of this essential dimension of evangelisation.”
 The Vatican II document on Declaration of the Relationship of the Church to non-Christian Religions (‘followers of religions’ is a more friendly term than ‘non-Christians’), Nostra Aetate, clarifies the Church’s position: “The Catholic Church rejects nothing which is true and holy in these religions. She looks with sincere respect upon these ways of conduct and of life, these rules and teaching, which though differing in many particulars from what she holds and sets forth, nevertheless often reflected a ray of the Truth, which enlightens all people” (NA.2). 

Thinking along these lines, the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of India (CBCI) as well as the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences (FABC) committed themselves to “acknowledge, preserve and promote the spiritual and moral goods found among the people of Asia as well as the values in their society and culture.”
 In 1966 the Church in India set up a CBCI Commission for Dialogue with other Religions and with Non-Believers, and appointed a full-time secretary to this Commission in 1973.
  
Located at the CBCI Centre, New Delhi, today this Commission is known as the “Commission for Religious Harmony” and functions as “the official organisation of the Catholic Christian community in India for multi-faith relations.” True to its vision and mission, the Commission makes sustained efforts for promoting harmony among individuals, communities and religions. It monitors diverse schemes for motivating and facilitating people of all religious and social persuasions at the national, regional and local levels.
 
               In spite of making positive statements about other religions, for the Vatican Council and subsequent official documents, Christ is the constitutive mediator of salvation, and the distinguishing feature between Christianity and other religions is the Christ-event. As Dupuis observes, whatever theological interpretation we give to the Council and its context, it is difficult to say that in practice it goes beyond the fulfilment theory, although it may not be the fulfilment theory in its classical form. There is no point in over-optimistically reading into the mind of the Council our pious wishes.  All the values found in other religions are in relation to the Church, as if nothing authentic could be present in them except in relation to the Catholic Church. There is no explicit acceptance of other religions as ways of salvation even necessarily in relation to the mystery of Christ.

Dialogue with people of other religions is not a sort of debate wherein one displays one’s skill at convincing the other. It is not a forum to compare and contrast one’s religion with another. On the contrary, it is a platform to learn from one another’s religious traditions and values, combining deep commitment to one’s faith and openness to others’ experience in a process of sharing. Genuine dialogue fosters communication and makes each other’s faith intelligible. As Samartha says, “Faith cannot be imposed from outside; it emerges out of a long experience.”
  In the words of Amalorpavadass, a pioneer in inculturation theology, “dialogue gradually leads the partners towards the ultimate vision and perfect unification of all that can be discerned in the convergent aspects of the various religious traditions.”

Challenges and Tasks Ahead
Religious pluralism being a fact of history, religious belongingness should not be an obstacle to harmonious living and interfaith partnership. One can discover expressions of pluralism in Biblical texts.
 Describing religion as “a divine-human relationship,” Amaladoss accentuates the need for learning from other religions: “…what I am suggesting is that each religion, while believing in its specificity and uniqueness, can - and does – accept the legitimacy of other religions as facilitating divine-human encounter. Each religion will explain this in accordance with its own faith-vision.”
 Critiquing the people who brand pluralistic approach as “relativization strategy,” Pathrapankal stresses: “It is to be forcefully maintained that when we speak of pluralistic approach, it is not a relativization of one’s own faith in Christ that is proposed, but rather an objective approach to the reality of religions in God’s plan of salvation.”
 

In the present socio-economic, religio-cultural and political context of India, Christians should be encouraged to work with all people of good will in furthering the Reign of God.  Church leaders and Theologians have a great responsibility to educate the laity about the teachings of Vatican II that express openness to the riches of other religions and cultures (Gaudium et Spes 86, 59; Sacrosanctum Concilium 37; Ad Gentes 11) and recognise that they contain the seeds of the Word (Ad Gentes 11; Lumen Gentium 17). The late Soares-Prabhu, a renowned Jesuit scholar has pointed out that the aggressive mission of the colonial period and mission exclusively understood as “Church growth” based on the great commission (Mt 28:16-20) has to be balanced and corrected by mission as witness based on the text of Matthew 5:13-16.
 


The negative role of religions as witnessed in contemporary India does not negate the positive role religions can play in building a better nation and a better world. Examples abound in this regard,
 including my own experience in interreligious ministry. With a view to fostering harmony and solidarity among followers of different religions and cultures, and promoting unity in diversity, I have been conducting interreligious meetings since 1992 in our locality at Bandra, Mumbai. This experience has deepened my conviction that followers of other religions are our partners in our common search for Truth. They are not mere objects of theological discourse. In the process of journeying together, we have learnt the skill of giving and receiving, as well as the art of participatory leadership. 

There are liberative streams or prophetic voices in every religion. There are ample opportunities for networking with all people of good will. What is important is the quality of our involvement, the humility to work with and not merely for people. “Involvement in the struggles of people has to become the source of theology and liturgy; a faith commitment born of this will lead to a spirituality …, of solidarity with and liberation of the poor and the oppressed.”


Every Christian is called to emulate the example of Jesus, who proclaimed the good news of liberation to all (Lk 4:18-21) irrespective of social and religious status. Poor and rich, women and men, sinners and saints, Jews and Gentiles – all received a warm welcome in his company. Jesus abolished distinctions on the basis of ethnic, legal and sexual status. As the Apostle Paul says: “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus (Gal 3:28).  The Church’s proclamation of the uniqueness of Jesus should not be to the exclusion of other manifestations of the divine. On the contrary, it must challenge us to follow the path of Jesus, who acknowledged and appreciated the faith found in others (Mt 8:10-12; 15:28; Lk 10:25-37; 17:17-18; Mk 9:38; Jn 4).

A word about cultural expressions of the Christian faith is in place here. A Church in dialogue with followers of other religions is called to express its faith in and through local cultures which are liberating and empowering. Although the Council documents recognise the legitimacy of plurality of cultural expression in the Church (LG 13; GS 58; AG 9), the Church leaders in India (all denominations), including liturgy experts, by and large still cling to a Western form of Christianity as seen in the architecture of our churches, the atmosphere of worship, postures, gestures, signs, symbols, vestments of priests, music, prayer forms, etc.  Consequently, a majority of the laity too follow an imported spirituality, liturgy, and style of mission, which do not appeal or cater to the needs of the oppressed and exploited section of the Church.  Many have uncritically accepted the Western form of Christianity as normative and universal.

Church leadership, especially at the local level should give due priority to interreligious endeavours not merely at the theoretical level, but in a concrete action plan, rather than leave the job to the initiative of certain individuals of the diocese. Leaders must ensure that dialogue with believers of other religions is the dialogue of life where people of all religions join together to promote unity, love, truth, justice and peace.
 In actual practice, dialogue and partnership entail that together we take up the cause of the least, the oppressed, the exploited and discriminated minority groups. A more creative form of dialogue is expressed as united action for a common cause in society, such as the eradication of social evils. All religions should unite in the fight against poverty, illiteracy, child labour, harassment of women, exploitation of Dalits, communalism, terrorism, environmental destruction and whatever. In short, concern for the poor is the meeting point of religions, and universal compassion (karuna) is the characteristic mark of a religious person. 

 Thus, rising above the narrow confines of religious structures, rituals and traditions, genuine dialogue and partnership enable us to live as children of one God and as responsible citizens of our country. Rooted in God, the ground of our being, we shall move towards the realisation of  a “dialogue of life”, that fosters human dignity, equality, liberty, integrity of creation, harmony and peace with justice. May we be inspired by the prayer of Rabindranath Tagore “Into that heaven of freedom, my Father, let my country awake”!
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