PAGE  
9

Towards Edinburgh 2010

A Consultation on

CHRISTIAN MISSION AMONG OTHER FAITHS

United Theological College, Bangalore

July 17-19, 2009

REPORT CUM STATEMENT
1. The Consultation began with an Opening Worship led by Dr. Lalrinawmi Ralte. Bishop Dr. D.K. Sahu, the General Secretary of the National Council of Churches in India, gave a meditational reflection and inaugurated the Consultation. The reflection was based on 2 Kings 7:5-9 where the protagonists in the narrative are four lepers. The heart of mission and evangelism is about hospitality when one beggar tells another beggar that there is food. It is God who extends the invitation to his dining table for fellowship to those ‘who walk straight, act right, tell the truth"; those who “don't hurt their friends, blame their neighbour, and do not despise the despicable.” Hospitality also includes entertaining new perceptions that shape the mind through intellectual hospitality. Our mission is to taste the joy of hospitality across time and space while in conversation with each other that must end in friendship. It is a fellowship crossing all boundaries where there is inter-play of being both ‘host and guest’. But a genuine concern is, how can we talk of mission among other faiths when we as Christians have not been able to share a meal at the Table (the Eucharist) together with the members of other Christian traditions?  

2. In the Inaugural Session, Dr. Joseph George, the Officiating Principal of UTC, Bangalore emphasized that the holding of this Consultation was the outcome of the ecumenical commitment of several bodies: The Edinburgh 2010 Celebration Committee, the National Council of Churches in India, the Methodist Church of India (South India Regional Conference), Henry Martyn Institute (Hyderabad), the Centre for Contemporary Christianity (Bangalore), and The United Theological College. It is also significant that the United Theological College will be celebrating its centenary in 2010. CISRS and ECC had also participated in the earlier preparatory discussions. 

3. Following the Inauguration in the traditional Indian way of lighting of the lamp, Dr. Daryl Balia, International Coordinator of the Edinburgh 2010 Consultation delivered the Keynote Address. His presentation gave rise to some important thoughts:

· It is significant that there is a change in the name of the Edinburgh project from being merely called “Towards 2010” to focusing now on “Witnessing Christ Today.” 

· It is said that the centre of gravity has shifted to the global south. However power still remains with the global north with access and control over resources. But does mission need to have a centre, since every centre has a margin? In the context of the 21st century all are addressees and agents in mission; unlike in 1910 when the Northerners were the senders and the Southerners were the recipients. There has to be a shift from a centralized bureaucracy to a decentralized network of partnerships.

· In Edinburgh 1910, most of the delegates were men from the North. There was no focus on women and the youth. There were no Catholic or Orthodox representatives. English was the only language of communication. Doctrinal issues were not considered. It was a “How to do mission?” consultation. In Edinburgh 2010 there will be a better representation and concern of the South, of women, youth, the indigenous, the people on the margins.

· The triumphalistic attitude in mission as was evident in 1910 has to pass away. So also the consumer age culture of self-centeredness has to be given up in mission. The idea of  ‘mission as hospitality’ is significant. In the context of a pluralistic society, the phenomenon of migration, etc., we need to discern, “Who is the other?” The poor, the marginalized, the stranger, are the ones who should determine mission. Mission is not so much about the church crossing boundaries but about church transgressing boundaries.

· Edinburgh 2010 is not the only event taking place to commemorate the 1910 World Missionary Conference. For instance there is a global mission consultation in Tokyo during May 11-15, 2010 and Lausanne III in Cape Town during October 16-25, 2010.

4. In the discussion that followed the inaugural address some important views were expressed: 

· Witnessing Christ in India would mean arriving at the very content of the gospel with the help of people of other faiths.

· Christian Mission has largely been patriarchal and politically colonial. Triumphalism still persists. One needs to be cautious about some contemporary missionary movements, which are neo-colonialist.

· In mission there should not be a global centre; the focus should be on particularities. While the thought about mission as hospitality is appealing, mission also should address the ground realities of oppression, injustice, etc. The economic factor, which dominates mission, has to be seriously addressed.

· The theme “Christian Mission among Other Faiths” is a misnomer. Should it be Christians engaged in ‘God’s Mission along with people of other faiths’? For some the word ‘mission’ itself is objectionable. For some, even the term Missio Dei is unacceptable. For some the word ‘other’ was not acceptable; a suggestion was made that we must talk of ‘Witnessing Christ among Faith Communities.’

5. The participants were engaged in the afternoon in respective study groups focusing on different issues related to the theme of the consultation: Interfaith Relations from Jewish Perspectives;  Interfaith Relations from Muslim Perspectives; Interfaith Relations from Hindu Perspectives; Interfaith Relations from Sikh Perspectives; Interfaith Relations from Subaltern Perspectives; Interfaith Relations from Marxist/Secularist/Humanist Perspectives; Interfaith Relations from Feminist Perspectives; and Perspectives and Issues in Mission and Interfaith Dialogue.

The participants tried to identify the objectives for the study process before engaging in respective study groups. One concern raised was: How can we discuss Hindu, Sikh and other religious perspectives on inter-religious relationships without the presence and participation of the representatives of those groups? Another question was: Are we to focus on Christian Mission among people of other faiths or are we to discuss inter-religious dialogue? A third concern was that the focus must be pragmatic and so mission with reference to subalterns should be given priority rather than discussing inter-religious dialogue which has become a static discussion. Another view was that the theme, “Christian Mission among Other Faiths” was controversial, and so it would be better to focus on ‘Witnessing to Christ today in relation to people of other faiths and ideologies’. Yet another suggestion was that the issue of identity should be addressed in the study groups. It was suggested that each study group shall focus on its given sub-theme. Issues of subalterns and women would be addressed in every group. 

6. The First Plenary Session was held after dinner in which brief reports were presented on issues related to interfaith relations from Jewish and Muslim perspectives. The session was moderated by Dr. Siga Arles. The discussion on the report on Christian-Jewish Relations gave rise to the following comments: Why should Jewish-Christian relations be given a privileged position of not seeking Jewish conversion? Is this not once again expressive of a Eurocentric obsession? Why should only Jews be considered as elder brothers and sisters? Not just have Jews suffered the Holocaust, but people in third world countries have also suffered much under 500 years of colonial rule.  ‘mission’ and ‘conversion’ should not be confused; mission need not have conversion as popularly understood as its objective.

The following concerns were raised: Muslims want to be partners with Christians; are we willing to enter into such a partnership? Muslims are often being looked at with suspicion in the context of global events; stereotypes of Muslims are ever increasing. Though in India both Muslims and Christians are considered foreigners, in Europe Christians are ‘at home’ while Muslims are not. However there are possibilities for those Muslims with British passports to experience a sense of freedom and responsibility in the country in which they live. The purpose of dialogue is to continue to be engaged in the liberative mission of God for all creation. This engagement takes place in the day-to-day lives of people in society as people face different challenges of life. The problem of poverty and the situation of Muslim women in India could be two possible areas for inter-religious relations. As mentioned earlier, it was once again reiterated that conversion from one religious community to another is not the focus of dialogue. 
One major concern that was expressed was the problem of intra-Christian disunity on matters of faith and order and cooperation in mission. Unless Christians of different ecclesial traditions are engaged in mutually edifying dialogue, it would be difficult to engage in effective inter-religious dialogue. Whatever be the case, the scandal of the cross of Jesus Christ would be difficult to overcome in Christian-Muslim dialogue.

7. The morning on the second day was led by Dr. Jose Abraham. The meditation based on Matt. 8:5-13. Matt. 15: 21-28, and Lk. 17:11-19 emphasized two thoughts: (1) Christians should not be obsessed with the term ‘People of Other Faiths’; rather should be relating to ‘People of Faith.’(2) Dialogue happens in the encounter with human suffering; dialogue is not a debate about superiority of one’s faith over that of others.

8. The Second Plenary Session on Christian-Hindu Relations was moderated by Rev. Raj Bharath Patta. The following major views were highlighted after the presentation of the report:

It is important to discern the contribution of persons like Krishna Mohun Banerjea, H.A. Krishna Pillai, Brahmabandhav Upadhyaya, A. J. Appasamy, Abhishiktananda and others to Indian Christology: Jesus Christ being presented as Prajapati, Avatara, Cit, etc. Such interpretations offer significant philosophical and religious insights into the significance of the life and work of Christ. It should also be noted that many of the Hindu converts to Christ have rejected the Atonement Theory of the death of Jesus on the cross. Such perspectives are important in witnessing to Christ in the Indian context.

Some of the participants however questioned the validity of discerning the views of Hindus about inter-religious relations from the writings of persons who had converted to Christianity. Furthermore the content of the thought of these writers was derived from Brahmanical Hinduism, which does not reflect the religion of the Dalits, the O.B.C.s and adivasis who constitute the majority of the Indian population and whom the dominant caste Hindus keep politically and constitutionally bondaged within Hinduism. Relatedly, how can one romanticize about Hindu-Christian dialogue when the ground reality in many places is a history and situation of oppression of the adivasis, dalits and others by the upper caste Hindus? A note of caution was sounded about quoting impressive instances of the role of women, tribals and others in society. Dynamic people on the margins can still be co-opted by the patriarchal system. A critical power analysis should be done.

A question was raised whether Christians would be willing to agree with one Hindu view that Jesus could be embraced as an ishta-devata, as Indians belonging to different sections of society have their respective ishta-devatas. A concern was raised about the validity of the question as it implied the possessive domestication of Jesus. According to some, the concept of ishta-devata is not a domestication of Jesus; rather the concept grants space for people to relate to God by an experience and a religion which best suit their respective lives and contexts. It was also noted that the Hindutva movement was having an impact not only on cadres in India, but also among Hindu communities in certain places outside the country. Besides, all efforts at Christian-Hindu dialogue seem to have been initiated by Christians. Are Hindus interested in such dialogue? Have they taken any initiatives?

On the issue of Conversion, a distinction needs to be made between proselytism and disciple- forming conversion. While the former is not acceptable, the latter has a respectful and Indian constitutional validity. While a person’s conversion need not be expressed through the sacramental ritual of baptism, some churches consider it to be a required act of discipleship, leading to responsible participation and growth in the body of Christ.

A note of caution was also sounded about generalizing the terms “Hindu” and ‘Christian.’ For interfaith dialogue to take place meaningfully at the ground level, the particular identities of Hindus and Christians need to be taken into account. It is also possible that a particular Hindu, Christian, Muslim or Buddhist may transcend his or her given religious identity and embrace meaningful and empowering elements from the neighbouring traditions.

9. The Third Plenary Session on Christian-Sikh Relations was moderated by Dr. I. J. Mohan Razu. The study group focused on the theme, ‘Christian Witness in the light of the Sikh-Christian encounter’. A point of significant mention in the report was that Sikhs have started taking initiative for interfaith dialogue, specifically through the programmes of the universities in Patiala and Amritsar, with the objective of discerning the impact of religion on the lives of the people in society. It is also to be noted that the Guru Granth Sahib is an expression of spirituality drawn from various religious traditions. Another important observation was that in relating to people of other faiths, one has to insightfully discern “How ‘other’ is the other?” One may well realize that much of the ‘otherness’ is part of one’s ‘I-ness’. Such discernment would help in strengthening interfaith relations. A concern was expressed whether the church in general and the presbyters in particular are willing and ready to engage in serious dialogue. Such a commitment would require a deep study of Sikhism and Hinduism, rather than depending on the traditional missionary understanding and stereotypes of Hindus and Sikhs.

One important observation was made on certain Christian beliefs. The significance of the death of Jesus on the Cross (the Atonement) may not have any impression on the lives of the Sikhs if it is interpreted in a passive way. However if the death of Christ is interpreted in the context of the battle between the forces of good and evil, the Sikhs would listen. Then again, the Christian doctrine of the unique incarnation of Christ might not be acceptable to the Sikhs; the Sikhs however recognize the ‘presence’ of God among all God’s people. Sikhism is centred around truth, the Ultimate Reality. One must therefore shun self-centredness. We see in the Cross the way to overcome self-centredness. Furthermore Sikh spirituality encourages and pushes Christians to go beyond their domesticated concepts of the kingdom of God. Women play an important role in Sikhism. Many activities are done in partnership with men. Women even lead kirtans, are appointed as trustees, and are on the SGPC. There are also theologically trained women; however no woman is included in the Panch Pyare.  

10. The Fourth Plenary Session which was moderated by Dr. James Massey was focused on Subaltern Perspectives on Interfaith Relations. During the session it was affirmed that that interfaith dialogue is a given reality at the grass-roots level. It is a dialogue of life though at times it does become confrontational. Tribals, adivasis and dalits are subject to much discrimination, oppression, and suffering. While Christian mission has brought the gospel of love, equality and inclusion in society to the subaltern, it has also done harm to them. For instance their religions and cultures have been negated. The church and even the ecumenical movement have engaged only in acts of tokenism in addressing the issue of the subalterns. While scholarships, opportunities, positions and desks are created, power still remains in the hands of the upper castes and classes.

It was also mentioned that the word ‘subaltern’ is not acceptable. It would be better to name them as dalits, tribals, adivasis, and so on. These are indeed subversive groups engaged in the struggle to affirm their identity, reclaim their rights, their lands, their stories, their religions, their spiritualities and cultures. The church has to identify with them; we need incarnational ministries. The subaltern should not be treated as objects of mission who are granted charity. Rather they should be the subjects of mission. It is not simply about securing reservations for them; it is rather a struggle for their fundamental rights. There is much spiritual value in terms of realizing the presence of God in everything, the communitarian solidarity, hospitality, ecological integration, etc., from subaltern traditions. A note of caution was however sounded that in the engagement for justice and the reclamation of subaltern traditions, there could be a danger of false constructs being fabricated.

11. The Fifth Plenary Session on Christian Relationship with Marxist/Humanist/Secular Ideologies was moderated by Dr. P.T. George. There was a brief presentation by Dr. Pieter Verster on “Challenges to Christian Mission in the South African Setting.” The main focus of the presentation was on the struggle against apartheid and the issue of human rights. In the discussion that followed, it was noted that there are a few Marxists in the present South African Government, but it is too early to assess the impact of their ideological stance on the government. A mention was also made that while we in India are quick to condemn colour racism in South Africa, Australia and elsewhere, we are silent about the evil of caste racism in our country. A third thought was, “We have been advocating a pacifist theology for so long; should not violence be used as a deterrent or as a prophetic protest whenever it is required?” 

Dr. Gabriele Dietrich then made a presentation on the struggles for justice in the Indian context, giving a historical overview of forces that have impacted and are presently impacting the region. During the discussion that followed, the conflict between God and Mammon (the ‘god’ of capitalism, globalization, etc) was seriously noted. World structures are being taken over by Mammon (human greed, consumerism, possessiveness, privatization, commercialization, etc.). People on the margins in society particularly the unorganized sector are the worst affected. The phenomenon of global warming, ecological deterioration, etc. is also increasing alarmingly. Another off-shoot of globalization is religious nationalism or fanaticism. After the Cold War ended, Islam became the new ‘enemy’ of the global power-lords. India too has seen the strengthening of religious communalism since the 1990s. The world needs to draw lessons from Karl Marx, Jyotiba Phule and others for an alternate lifestyle of individuals and communities. What is required is a conversion from life-destructive styles to life-affirming ways.

The issue of the use of violence came up again for discussion.  One view expressed was that violence may be required in certain situations. Violent means may even be successful in accomplishing a particular goal, but it must be noted that in general violence breeds violence. Another thought mentioned during the discussion was that just as Jesus was engaged in a movement against Mammon, people following different religious traditions and ideologies are also engaged in similar struggles. Here is an opportunity for working together with them. An observation was also made that no faith expresses itself purely in a vacuum. Every faith tradition is integrated with some ideology. The church has to be careful in integrating its faith expressions with capitalism or globalization. 

12. The Sixth Plenary Session on Feminist Perspectives on Interfaith Relations was moderated by Dr. Varghese Manimala. The Study Group decided to focus on the theme, “Witnessing Christ Today.” The group articulated the struggles of women in patriarchal society. Women are excluded from positions of parity with men, from decision-making authority, from making meaningful use of their lives while partnering their husbands in ministry, and are subject to various oppressions and injustices. The majority of women have internalized and therefore accepted patriarchy. However God and Patriarchy cannot go together. 

In spite of all their problems, women are positively engaged in the day-to-day struggles of life in the society. Women are more interested in “diapraxis” rather than in “dialogue.” A redefinition of ecumenism could be seen in women’s movements where all boundaries are transcended. A suggestion made was that the feminist movement in India should be further sharpened to focus on poor women, dalit women, tribal and adivasi women. Another suggestion was to strengthen the networking among women of different religious traditions.

13. The Seventh Plenary Session on Perspectives and Issues in Mission and Interfaith Dialogue was moderated by Dr. Pieter Verster. During the discussion a serious concern was raised about the nature and source of Christian Mission as practiced by the churches. The Church in India has not progressed beyond the earlier missional commitments to nation building, education, and health. In fact the church has even regressed from such missional commitments. There is an urgent need for relevant indigenous mission theologies. Questions were raised about the relationship of Mission to Dialogue. Questions were also raised about the appropriateness of the term ‘mission’ for Christian commitment to the reign of God because of its colonial and communal overtones. It was mentioned that while being committed to God’s reign, as we engage in dialogue with people of other faiths, we continue to draw identity, inspiration and strength from the Bible, the life and work of Jesus and our Christian tradition; however we are also open to ‘conversion.’ There could be something from the life and faith of our neighbours that could edify us. So we need to have porous identities. We should be ‘at the border’ where new things can happen and where God’s reign could find expression. 

14. There was a special presentation after dinner by Dr. Peniel Jesudasan Rufus Rajkumar on “Murder of Motivation as Motivation for Murder? Caste, Christianity and Kandhamal in Retrospect.” During the discussion that followed one major concern was the role of the church and the ecumenical movement in addressing the problem of politicization of religion, Hindu nationalism, and criminalization of politics, not only in Kandhamal, but also in different parts of India. Christians need to come out of their passivity and their inertia for action. They need to make a power analysis, study the deeper implications of nation and nationalism, democracy and the constitution, etc., conscientize the people, and be engaged in struggles for human rights, justice and peace.

The third day being Sunday, the participants took time out to worship with local congregations in Bangalore. The participants assembled together at 11:30 a.m. for an Open Plenary Session, which was chaired by Dr. Wati Longchar. It was noted that many Indians have questioned why they should celebrate the centenary of Edinburgh 1910 because Indian church leaders were insulted and the whole conference was Western in perspective.  However, it is an Indian responsibility to provide a different perspective.  The following issues were raised during the session:

· Whereas in the global environment Christian-Muslim relations have been given priority, the Indian subcontinent has its agenda. Both these concerns must be taken into consideration.
· Witness to Christ must be at the grassroots level and should not be confined to the academic and intellectual community.
· Both the terms ‘mission’ and ‘witness’ have been questioned due to their limitations and misuse. Likewise the term ‘conversion’ and the language of conversion need further reflection and clarification.

· There are however, expectations that can be made for mission during the 21st century.  These include elimination of oppression and poverty and the establishment of justice and righteousness.

· Any understanding of mission and witness must be rooted firmly in the Bible.

· There is a duty of listening, paying close attention to local realities.  This would mean that theologians and other thinkers may then facilitate the creation of contextual theologies and liturgies.

· Is ‘mission’ to be confined to the church or may it be conducted with people of other faiths in terms of solidarity with the poor and the transformation of the marginalized?

· India is not alone but is in partnership with churches all over the world. Thus, international collaboration is to be encouraged so that we may learn from the experience of others.

· Together with the people of other faiths we share areas of common concerns.  For example, HIV and AIDS, sexual abuse, human trafficking, environmental issues etc. Thus can common projects be established as we struggle against these concerns together?

· Dalit, tribal and subaltern agendas must receive careful attention and be pursued in order to enable the establishment of justice and the renewal of human beings.

· Our experience of dialogue is that our own faith can be enhanced through the questions of people of other faiths. However, there are many Christians who maintain an exclusivist attitude.
· Thus there is an undoubted need for education for life and witness in a pluralistic society to be an inherent part of theological education and preparation for church leadership and ministry both lay and ordained.

· It may be that the challenges we face may be summed up in terms of the sharing of food, water, shelter and good news for the life of the world.

The participants received the Report of the Findings Committee in the afternoon consisting of Dr. John Parry, Dr. Niraj Ekka, Dr. R.L. Hnuni and Dr. Roger Gaikwad as the Convener. There was a suggestion that the Report be followed by issuing a Statement on behalf of the participants of the consultation. Dr. Marina Ngursangzeli Behera, the Coordinator, Bishop Dr. D.K. Sahu, Dr. Siga Arles and Dr. Roger Gaikwad were requested to draft the statement focusing on issues arising from the Consultation and the comments received from the participants in writing within a week. The Consultation concluded with vote of thanks and prayer at 5:00 p.m.

Statement of the Consultation

We the participants of the Edinburgh 2010 preparatory consultation on “Christian Mission among Other Faiths” met during July 17-19, 2009 at The United Theological College, Bangalore. It is significant that The United Theological College, a pioneering ecumenical theological institution in India will also be celebrating its centenary in 2010. 

“Christian Mission among Other Faiths” may be re-looked as the term “Mission” can be viewed in its colonial, triumphalistic and exclusivist implications. The word “other” also can create a distance between a community, which assumes superiority and power, and the rest of humanity and creation leading to their ‘objectification.’ Perhaps Christian mission not to be done among other faiths, but Christ should be witnessed to among people of different faiths. This commitment and relationship is not to be carried out in any isolated academic setting but in the context of the day-to-day life and struggles of the people.

Therefore we commit ourselves to “Witnessing Christ in the context of contemporary challenges in the mutually edifying fellowship of neighbors of living faiths and ideologies.” Such witnessing involves commitment and openness, mutual sharing of our resources and our good news, leading to the conversion of all to God’s purposes, reformation and transformation of society, and the empowerment and growth of all creation. The ultimate goal of witnessing is the realization of the reign of God on earth.
The priorities of Christian witnessing are: 

· to live in solidarity with the poor, the dalits, the tribals and adivasis, women, and all those on  the margins, who would become the subjects of mission;

·  to engage in efforts and movements to eradicate injustices in society;
·  to mend the brokenness of lives and of all creation. 

In committing ourselves to such Christian witnessing, we will have to:

· address the issue of casteism within and outside the church acknowledging that much have been spoken for long about the sin of casteism but efforts in the 21st century have to be made to transcend and eradicate casteism;

· eliminate the evil of patriarchy that has caused much injustice particularly to

women, besides breeding power struggles, corruption, exploitation of creation, and the unbearable suffering of its victims.
· work to ushering a new order of justice, partnership, and growth in society;

· cultivate deeper and stronger bonds of intra-faith and inter-faith fellowship, following the models of Hospitality and Friendship in relations;
· address the conversion issue seriously and urgently taking the global and local discussions on conversion and integrating relevantly in the Indian context with the goal of such conversion being discipleship-commitment to the reign of God on earth;

·  purge the structure and life-style of the church of its affinity to capitalism, the

commercialization of the gospel, and indeed its attraction to Mammon; 
· co-labour with neighbouring faith communities in addressing contemporary challenges affecting the world such as the ecological crisis, dangers of nuclearization, HIV and AIDS,  poverty, disease and death. 
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