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Preface

“O Lord, our hearts are restless until they rest in you.” “Inquietum
est cor nostrum, donec requiescat in te, Domine” was how Augustine
described a basic human condition to which people respond by
developing a deep spirituality. Mindful of this, the fathers of the
Second Vatican Council described the restlessness people feel, the
questions they have and the existential search they conduct as an
anthropological constant (NA 1). Now, too, at the onset of the third
millennium in the age of post-modernism many people in Europe
experience a longing for spirituality. Sensing that the material world
cannot quench their thirst for life, they set out on the road to spirituality.
For many people in Germany the Indian Jesuit Sebastian Painadath
has become a spiritual mentor. It is to him, on the occasion of his
seventieth birthday, that this commemorative volume in the One
World Theology series is dedicated. It offers theologians from Africa,
Asia, Latin America and Europe an opportunity to put forward their
views on different aspects of spirituality within the universal Church.
The authors’ varying perspectives produce what might be called a
“theological kaleidoscope”. Their thoughts complement each other in
a host of different ways as they attempt to find answers to various
questions relating to a universal Church spirituality.
This fourth volume in the One World Theology series consists of
five chapters, in each of which four theologians from different continents set out their thoughts. The first chapter deals with the theology
of prayer. Anne Béatrice Faye from Africa looks at the interplay
between salvation and health in prayers for healing. Taking the significance of ancestors in traditional African religions as her point of
departure, she looks first at the pastoral / ecclesiological challenge
posed by revivalist churches and their ambiguous spiritual practices.
She then goes on to apply the works of Jesus as a criterion and to
map out perspectives for a theology by the side of the crucified in
Africa. Faye is convinced that prayer assumes the face of poverty and
ix
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that commitment to the poor has a deep spiritual dimension. George
Gispert-Sauch from India examines what people in his country
understand by prayer, under which he subsumes the morning sun
salutation, statements from the Bhagavad Gita and the prayer vocalisation “Om”. He establishes that, with respect to prayer, there is “a
greater convergence between the Eastern and the Christian tradition”
at the level of discursive theology and understanding of the world. In
close adherence to the theology of Gustavo Gutiérrez and Ignacio
Ellacuria, Thomas Fornet-Ponse describes prayer and engagement
as the basis of theology. Starting with Gutiérrez’ dictum whereby “any
true theology is also spiritual theology”, he says that active discipleship
comprises a combination of contemplation and action. Fornet-Ponse
describes the main characteristics of Latin American spirituality as
being solidarity, repentance, the experience of God’s unmerited love,
spiritual childhood through active engagement against inhumane
poverty, and the fellowship of the Church. These characteristics
are crucial because “prayer and the people’s life of faith must take
priority over theology. There must be a connection between contemplation and action, between orthodoxy and orthopraxis.” Finally, Hans
Waldenfels looks at the issue of “Pleasure in Prayer”. He begins by
distinguishing between religion, on the one hand, and religiousness or
spirituality, on the other. He then presents some thoughts on spiritual
animation in Germany before examining the main characteristics of
the spiritual animation offered by Sebastian Painadath. The body, the
breath and the word are three starting points for seekers trying to find
the path to their inner selves. Waldenfels stresses that the spiritual
practices Sebastian Painadath offers do not lead the practitioner out
of the world but towards a changed attitude to the world.
In the following chapter the authors examine the relationship
between spirituality and theology. Boniface Mabanza analyses the
current global challenges facing society and asks what kind of spirituality is appropriate for our time. In the light of consumerism he sees
the need for comprehensive processes of change so that “the image of
mankind, which is characterised by excessive consumption and competition, can be transformed into a new awareness”, thus enabling a
good life to be enjoyed by all. Michael Amaladoss also draws attention
to the connection between orthodoxy and orthopraxis. He points out
that, in the various periods theology went through, orthopraxis initially
held sway, after which it was the turn of orthodoxy, whereas now
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orthopraxis has the upper hand once again. He regards spirituality
as the “experiential dimension of religion” which dialogues with systematic reflection on the religious dimension of reality by “dealing with
the divine, the human and the cosmic and their inter-relationship.”
Crucial importance is attached to this dimension today because
“without spirituality theology may become an irrelevant, secular
vision.” Approaching the topic from a Latin American perspective, Luiz
Carlos Susin posits the primacy of spirituality. Surveying the history
of theology, he focuses on the influences of nouvelle théologie in the
20th century and follows the lines of development leading from that
movement to the liberation theology of today. He examines the challenges posed to theology by contemporary Pentecostal spirituality – a
significant recent development which he deems to be “a major revolution in Christian tradition.” In view of the pneumatological dimension
of spirituality he urges that the Christological and Messianic aspects
should not be neglected but harmonised. Klaus Krämer’s “Thoughts
on a Theology of a Universal Church Spirituality”, in which he
reviews the relationship between theology and spirituality, focus on
a universal attitude of empathy and – rooted in it – a “feeling with the
universal Church” as the foundation of a universal Church spirituality.
Initially, therefore, a universal Church spirituality manifests itself in an
awareness of, and sharing in, the experiences and feelings of others.
In a second step it takes the form of the spiritual reception of what
has been perceived through prayer and meditation, before a universal
Church spirituality finally changes what one does and exerts an
influence on one’s lifestyle. Every kind of spirituality is context-related
and so a universal Church spirituality faces the challenge of establishing “how these different, contextually determined spiritualities can
engage in a beneficial mutual exchange.”
In the third chapter the authors address the relationship between
spirituality and Christology. Roberto Turyamureeba emphasizes the
close ties between faith, spirituality and life and points out that Africans
see the power of God as being present amidst all the joys, challenges and problems of life. In African spirituality special significance
is attached to the incarnation of Jesus, which can be interpreted as
the overcoming of the division between the divine and the human.
This incarnation is of global relevance. The Saviour was born not
just in Bethlehem but also in Africa. In the following article Sebastian
Painadath first addresses the relationship between reason and
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intuition before proceeding, on the basis of his extensive knowledge
of “Western-oriented theology”, to advocate a “rediscovery of the
mystical dimension in Christology and spirituality”. He is concerned
with filling the gap between dogmatic cognition and spiritual experience: “A mystical shift from an objectified image of Christ dominating
dogma and liturgy (without denying its importance) to an experience
of the indwelling presence of Christ in spirituality and Christology is
an urgent task in the Church today.” Ángel Darío Carrero calls for
open-eyed mysticism and considers it to be a specific feature of
Christian spirituality which – as described so vividly in the parable of
the Good Samaritan – does not define personal religious ecstasy as
the supreme goal but rather as a focus on the world and those in need
of help. Christian spirituality constantly treads the narrow line between
action and contemplation. It invites us to “develop the elements of
a mystical-prophetic spirituality as a path that will avoid both the
alienating effects of spiritualist escapism (defying history), and the
escapism of commitment ideologies (defying inwardness) and lead us
into the perichoretic dynamics of Love.” In his article on “Spirituality:
Ways of Walking with Christ and of Coming to Christ” Klaus Vellguth
first analyses spiritual longing in Europe before going on to examine
the relationship between spirituality and Christology with respect to
the aspects of orthodoxy, orthopraxis and orthotherapy. Spirituality
is understood to be a process of breathing in and out, in which one’s
own understanding of Christ is broadened by unfamiliar Christologies,
care for the needy is experienced as an encounter with Christ and one
is encouraged to savour orthodoxy and orthopraxis.
The fourth chapter entitled “Interspiritual Encounter” deals with
the relationship between Christian spirituality and non-Christian
“spiritualities”. Elochukwu E. Uzukwu begins with an African look at
the search for harmony in the indigenous religions of the Igbu and
draws attention to the failure of Christianity in Africa to harness the
life-enhancing rituals that empower the community/society to struggle
against violence. He urges the Church to learn from the ethical
approaches and rites of traditional African religions so that it can help
to promote justice and peace in Africa. Francis X. D’Sa identifies the
concept of intercultural spirituality with Raimon Panikkar’s “cosmotheandric spirituality” and proceeds to show that “intercultural spirituality
is not only possible, not only desirable but absolutely necessary for our
growth and survival.” Ramón Francisco Curivil Paillavil subsequently
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reflects on the opportunities for inter-religious and inter-spiritual
dialogue in the light of the cultural and religious colonisation of the
Mapuche territory. He outlines the problem of standardising religious
concepts and terms by means of idiomatic translations. As a connecting factor he cites the spirituality that can be found in all religions
as “the ability to relate to what is sacred and mysterious” and which
“can be seen as a way of life and a way of being a believer that has as
its principal characteristic a fascination, a veneration and a respect for
the holy, sacred and mysterious.” He concretises this with respect to
the earth and nature-related traditions of the Mapuche, pointing out that
the creation of man from the earth (Genesis 3:19) is also formulated in
metaphorical terms in the Jewish tradition. In the following article Martin
Kämpchen looks at the dialogue between Christianity and Hinduism
in India. He describes the different levels of inter-religious dialogue
and sees in encounters with other religions an opportunity to sharpen
one’s own identity. At the same time he discovers in encounters with
the adherents of other religions a complementarity which is the source
of a fruitful tension that is richer and leads deeper than meetings with
those who share one’s own faith. He sees valuable opportunities for
inter-religious and inter-spiritual encounters in the mystic traditions, in
particular, as well as in the tradition of a “negative theology”.
This volume ends with a chapter on missionary spirituality. First
of all, Pius Male Ssentumbwe reflects on missionary spirituality at a
(Catholic) university. Starting with his own life and field of work, he seeks
theological guidelines in the documents issued by Rome and develops
perspectives on how missionary spirituality can unfold at a (Catholic)
university. Jacob Kuvunkal follows up with an article on missionary spirituality in Asia. He says that Christians in Asia learn from the followers of
other religions, in particular, about the paths that can be taken to open
up to the divine. He classifies the striving for peace, justice and the
preservation of creation as an exploratory spiritual movement and
deems Asian missionary spirituality to be “an invitation to every Asian
Christian to be a presence of God’s self-reaching out, a transforming
presence, transforming the world for the realization of God’s reign,
according to the specific situation where one is.” Victor Bascopé
Caero addresses the question of how we can speak of Christ today
and thus live out a missionary spirituality. He draws on the conceptual
world of the indigenous peoples of the Andes, for whom the life of
the universe, the Pacha, is of central importance. He urges Christian
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theology and spirituality to demonstrate sensitivity towards the Pacha,
for the sources of life in the Pacha, for the spirituality of all the peoples
of the world as well as sensitivity towards the social movements.
Finally, Hermann Schalück looks at modern Eucharistic spirituality.
Taking up the thoughts of Latin American liberation theologians on the
sacraments and the Eucharist, he points to the international character
of the Eucharist which transforms “the whole of history into the body
of the Lord”. Using the murdered martyr, Bishop Oscar Romero as an
example, he shows how the celebration of the sacrament merges with
the essence of the sacrament in such a way that Romero ultimately
becomes the “bread of this sacrament of liberation”. For Schalück a
Eucharist imbued with missionary spirituality is “a sign of hope and
life on the path through history, a symbol of the need for a transformation from shadow into light, for a commitment to peace with justice,
a symbol of peace and reconciliation that no human policies can ever
achieve, because it is the work and the gift of a liberating God himself.”
The different contributions in this volume throw light on various
aspects of a universal Church spirituality and reflect a lively dialogue
within the universal Church. For this we owe a debt of gratitude to
the authors but also to many others. Our special thanks go to the
staff at missio who helped us to put together this volume: Thomas
Arnold, Monika Kling, Dr. Hadwig Müller, Dr. Marco Moerschbacher,
Michael Meyer and Prof. DDr. h.c. Raul Fornet-Betancourt. We should
also like to thank Elisabeth Steffens for the careful compilation of the
manuscripts as well as Christine Bauer and Dr. Klaus Wolf for their
attentive proofreading.
Klaus Krämer
Klaus Vellguth
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Dedicated to Dr. Sebastian Painadath
on his 70th birthday
Dr. Sebastian Painadath SJ – a two-page portrait
Norbert Nagler

Occasion
Sebastian Painadath’s 70th birthday in November 2012 was the
key factor in the decision to go ahead with this book on missionary
spirituality and dedicate it to a long-standing partner and important
friend of missio. As I put the final touches to this thumbnail portrait
of Dr. Sebastian Painadath SJ, it is Whit Sunday 2013, the day on
which he celebrates the fortieth anniversary of his ordination to the
priesthood in Puchheim.

Long-standing and reliable partner
The fact that Dr. Sebastian Painadath SJ, one of missio’s outstanding partners in its domestic activities, has spent almost half his
life – thirty out of seventy years – and three-quarters of his ministry
as a priest – thirty out of forty years – in very close contact and cooperation with missio, indeed spending part of his life with the organisation, is a sure sign that this is a very special relationship and form
of collaboration.

Mediator of Eastern spirituality
Father Painadath’s concern in all his meditation courses has consistently been to bring to people in Germany, Austria and Switzerland
his own authentic experience of Eastern spirituality and to put them in
touch with their own mystical tradition through a productive engagement
with the unfamiliar. Along with the Bhagavad Gita it is the representatives of Christian mysticism, especially Meister Eckhart, along with
the writings of St. Paul and the Gospel according to St. John that
1
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help people to investigate and discover their own Christian spirituality
deep within them. The theoretical explanations and practical exercises
in meditation, which Father Sebastian gives the participants in his
courses, provide them with a new access to themselves and their own
spirituality. Many people in the German-speaking countries of Europe
consider the experience of a deep Christian spirituality enriched by the
universal Church to be the essence of what Sebastian Painadath has
to offer.
And it all requires so few words! The competence and authenticity
of the teacher and the persuasive impact of the experience undergone
during the exercises combine to launch the participants on their
way. The majority of the courses take the form of silent retreats. For
Western Europeans – talkative, as we are, and a bit on the loud side
– this is often a new and unusual experience. For many, too, it poses
a very tough challenge that is hard or impossible to meet – a new kind
of encounter with oneself. All the more exhilarating is the experience if
it ultimately proves possible, under Sebastian’s guidance, to maintain
silence and experience its soothing, therapeutic effect in one’s own
body.

Wanderer through the world
All his life Father Sebastian Painadath SJ has travelled the world
in the cause of God. Others have aptly subsumed his activities under
the heading of “being on the way”.1 And, indeed, throughout his life
Sebastian Painadath has been a tireless traveller, from the time he
underwent his training as a young man right up to the present day.
He has never spared himself and always demanded the utmost
of himself. He is continually on the way: mentally and spiritually,
physically and spatially. He is always flexible and always heading
somewhere. Modern vernacular would probably describe him as
highly resilient, on a perpetual journey between the religions and
philosophies of India and Europe with his biography, his life and his
thoughts. Sebastian Painadath travels the globe, a wanderer between
the worlds, his journeys often taking him from India to Europe and,
in particular, to Germany, where he did his doctorate. Hardly has he
set foot in Europe than he is on the road as a traveller and teacher
Englert, E., Congratulatory speech on 25 years of cooperation between missio and
Father Sebastian Painadath SJ, Würzburg, 10 March 2007.
1
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with his remarkable personality and a very special missionary commitment to dialogue that generates both enthusiasm and conviction.
A Jesuit and representative of the universal Church, his surprising
insights and explanations open up new worlds to the many people
in his courses by virtue of the new ways of accessing religion and
the numinous that he offers. His tremendous discipline and reliability
enable him to handle an incredibly heavy workload as he makes his
way from one course to the next. He also has an astonishing ability to
recuperate very quickly and to concentrate with undiminished energy
on the next group, on the next meeting. He is on the move between
towns and villages, between education centres, academies and
theological faculties, between Protestant Church Conferences and
Catholic Assemblies, where he addresses issues relating to dialogue
in his capacity as an internationally renowned expert for inter-religious
dialogue. In the course of his journeys he serves many people as
a mental and spiritual companion, helping them to understand,
rearrange and realign their lives and providing them with valuable
assistance wherever it is necessary and wherever help is requested.

Search and awakening – dialogue and mediation
The use of the term “on the way” to describe Sebastian Painadath
and his activities is meant not just in spatial terms. It also describes
where he sees himself in scholarly respects; it characterises his faith
and his thinking, his research and his meditation. His being “on the
way” derives from an awareness that our knowledge is never enough
and that our cognitive faculties are limited. Our fellow human beings
can help us to reduce this deficit. Hence his being on the way and
engaging with other people is a great act of solidarity. For all our
common efforts, however, we cannot overcome our limitations. In full
awareness of this Sebastian says: “Jesus Christ is not the answer to our
questions, but the question to our pre-packaged answers. He invites
us to constantly make a new start.”2 By engaging with others, through
an open exchange and the pursuit of dialogue, in encountering other
men and women we find our bearings and acquire insights; religious
growth and extended knowledge are the outcome. This being on the
way with people, this departing and seeking is crucially dependent
upon open-mindedness and a willingness to communicate and engage
Painadath, S., “Ich war immer unterwegs. Über Priestersein heute”, in: Christ in der
Gegenwart 50 (1998) 27, 230.
2
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in dialogue. To gain an ever better appreciation, through other people,
of what I say and how I understand. To discover myself in others,
to be open towards surprising and sometimes irritating insights into
myself and my faith; that is the key underlying pattern for good human
development and a successful dialogue between the world’s cultures
and religions. In response to the frequently asked question about the
necessity and usefulness of dialogue, Sebastian Painadath gives the
following answer based on his experience of dialogue with Hindus in
India: “Hindus help us to see our Holy Scriptures anew from the point
of view of mysticism and to interpret our symbols in harmony with
the cosmos. Through their contacts with Christians, Hindus become
more acutely aware of the prophetic dimension of spirituality and of
the social responsibility it harbours.”3

Biographical highlights
This approach and ability to experience have accompanied
Sebastian Painadath from a very early age. Born in 1942 in Kerala,
he grew up in a family that had belonged for three generations to
the Syro-Malabar Church. His grandfather, who came from a family
of Hindu scholars, exerted a lasting influence on Sebastian’s development as a young person. Even after his conversion to Christianity,
his grandfather, who was a poet and Professor of Sanskrit, maintained
his esteem for the Holy Scriptures of Hinduism, from which he was
able to cite long passages from memory. Sebastian Painadath entered
the Order of Jesuits in 1966 at the age of 24. After taking a degree in
philosophy in Pune, he went on to study theology in Innsbruck and
entered the priesthood in Puchheim near Munich in 1973. He did his
PhD in dogmatic theology in 1978 in Tübingen under Prof. Walter
Kasper, the now retired Roman Curia Cardinal. After returning to India
in 1978, Sebastian Painadath initially worked for a few years at the
Jyothis College for Advanced Studies, a Jesuit centre of religion and
cultural studies, in Cochin. Here he established close ties with Hindus
and Moslems, with whom he carried out study projects and held meditation and prayer meetings. These contacts and experiences proved
extremely valuable when, on behalf of the Jesuits, he founded the
Sameeksha Ashram in 1987 in Kalady in southern India. The name
Sameeksha – “holistic view” – is a programmatic formulation of the
Painadath, S., quoted in Evers, G., “Sebastian Painadath SJ. Theologe aus Indien,” in:
Forum Weltkirche 127 (2008) 2, 28f.
3
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work of the centre, which aims to impart a holistic spirituality. In an
interview he described the aim of his ashram as follows: “In our
ashram we wish to open up the cultural treasures of India for the
Christian faith and have been training young Jesuits for 15 years now.
They learn how to develop a Christian theology and language that
people in India really understand.”4

The man and the priest
In addition to the expertise that Dr. Sebastian Painadath SJ has
to offer as a theologian and missiologist, everyone who has ever met
Father Painadath greatly appreciates his modesty as a person and a
priest. It is this modesty that has left its stamp on his view of himself
and his voluntary commitment as a priest: “A priest is not first and
foremost an office holder or administrator, but a person who is on the
way – a pilgrim journeying with his fellow seekers. His mission does
not consist in tying the faithful to the traditional images of God, but in
liberating them so that they can experience the spirit of God, which
always brings about a new turn in their lives.”5

Thanks and good wishes
We at missio, therefore, hope and wish that, with God’s blessing,
we will succeed for many years to come in communicating the liberating and philanthropic message of God’s Kingdom in a range
of courses held in a spirit of cooperation marked by mutual appreciation, professional competence and human persuasiveness. I would
also very much like to express my personal thanks here to Father
Sebastian Painadath for his consistently inspiring and immensely
valuable friendship, for the enriching theological and intellectual discussions, and for his ever reliable and proficient cooperation in our
world and Church across all continents.

4

Interview with Marie-Luise Ruf, Munich, 26 February 2007.

Painadath, S., “Ich war immer unterwegs. Über Priestersein heute,” in: Christ in der
Gegenwart, 1998.
5
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Interplay of salvation and health
in prayers for healing:
theological places in Africa
Anne Béatrice Faya

Introduction
During a mass at the cathedral of Notre Dame de l’Assomption in
Libreville (Gabon), the intercessions contained the following recurring
petition: “Let us pray for the healing of the family tree of Pauline,
Julienne, André and Georges.” This prompted me to start listening to
the prayers of our Christians and their suggestions for mass intentions,
organised novenas and public or private devotions. There is no doubt
that the search for healing is increasingly becoming a gnawing worry
for many of our believers.
Indeed, Africa has never seen such a demand for holy water, protective medals and scapulars, a quest for health, material and human
happiness – in short, for immediate, consummate salvation. The everincreasing popularity of sacramentals gives cause for reflection. The
problem arises when they are effectively employed as substitutes for
amulets and talismans by believers who resort to their use in order
to attain spiritual goals more effectively than is the case with secular
talismans.
In this context it is interesting to consider the various oils which
are widely available. Imagine the effect elicited by the oils of Saint
Simon, Saint Anthony, Saint Michael and the oil from Nigeria. There
is even oil from Italy, which is said to be highly effective. In the Ivory
Coast the tears of oil shed by the statue of the Virgin Mary, Mother of
Christian Charity (Marie Mère de la Charité Chrétienne), for example,
provoke a series of prayers and solidarity for personal and collective
conversion. Those Christians who only pray the rosary of the Seven
Sorrows of Our Lady or who use holy water from one specific priest
9
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said to have a gift of healing exemplify a similar phenomenon. What
should we say of believers who live out the spirituality of noise, of
“ephphatha worship”, of churches emphasising song and prayer as
opposed to thought and work?
Many are those, for example, who attend seasonal evening
vigils or participate in spiritual battles for the nation, the city or
the restoration of towns and villages.6 These various currents are
the expression of a legitimate struggle for life and the desire to
contend with the same, aspired to frequently by convenient means
(magical rites and other wondrous charms) instead of independent,
responsible action. Prayer as a place of revelation of God’s will
appears to be giving way to the chimerical expression of the same
in the form of dreams dealing with questions of life and death, purification and perdition.
All these forms of prayer demand precise analysis and great
discernment. Moreover, faith has an obligation to be intelligent and
should not content itself with stereotypical formulae and responses.
Questioning the motives which invest these practices with sociocultural and religious legitimacy, returning to the biblical text and
querying theology constitute the three focal points of our inquiry.
First and foremost, African anthropology forms the backdrop to
all these practices, as demonstrated by Marc Augé and Jean Paul
Colleyn.7 They consist largely in cultural models which go hand in
hand with the idea of salvation, symbolic paradigms which explain it
and means of expression which structure its comprehension. Faith
in personal beliefs and religious celebrations is subject to serious
scrutiny and even radical disruption as a result. This forms the subject
of the initial section.
The spiritual enthusiasm, the impressive number of believers
attracted by these practices, coupled with their efficacy and potential
to mobilise, compel theology to restate its position on God, taking
account of the concrete concerns which preoccupy African men and
women. This leads us to the second part of these reflections, namely
the appraisal of these practices on the basis of Jesus’ invitation:
A colloquium entitled: “Charismatic Renewal and Inculturation, the Healing of the Family
Tree” was held in Abidjan from 12-17 March 2006, CERAO, March 2007.
6

7

Augé, M. / Colleyn, J. P., Nkpiti la rancune et le prophète, Paris 1990.
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“Come to me, all you who labour and are overburdened, and I will
give you rest” (Matthew 11:28-30).
Finally, it falls to practical theology to illuminate the Word of God,
Christian prayer and the sacraments. How can we persuade our
theologians to lend their support to the crucified of our continent and
create a space in which health and salvation interact? This will form
the focus of the third section, which will explore ways to consider
prayer as a gift of God, as a covenant and as communion.

I Backdrop to the spiritual quest in Africa: the invisible world
Traditional African religion forms the backdrop to many practices
and finds expression in the prayers of believers. It is, indeed, the case
that man is influenced by multiple links to the invisible world: genies,
spirits, ancestors, the dead, God. The impact of invisible beings on
human affairs is irrefutable. Illness and cure affect individuals in their
entirety, i.e. in the physical, spiritual and social dimensions. In this
context “the Church lives daily alongside the followers of traditional
African religions. With their reference to ancestors and to a form of
mediation between man and Immanence, these religions are the
cultural and spiritual soil from which most Christian converts spring
and with which they continue to have daily contact.”8 Their habitual
environment is populated by gods, spirits, ancestors and occult powers
which require constant placation as they are capable of meting out
punishment for transgressions. The following two examples illustrate
this conviction.
How is it possible to explain, for example, why a devout, pious
young lady with excellent professional qualifications is unable to find
work or get married? Her recurring failures are not deemed natural
and elicit a search for a possible cause. They may be explained by
the fact that one of her ancestors venerated a river deity, a formerly
common occurrence. The pact with the spirit continues to this day and
is transferred to the descendants. As a result, the power of this spirit
is believed to prevent a fortunate outcome for any relationship which
could lead to marriage.
The same applies to the so-called “nocturnal husband”. In several
tribes it is a common belief that a child lived in the afterlife before
8

Benedict XVI, Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Africae munus, Vatican 2011, no. 92.
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being born into this one. Girls were already “promised” to a man in the
afterlife, who reacts with jealousy and disapproval when he sees his
“fiancée” looking for an earthly partner. As a result, he hinders all her
attempts to find happiness. Nowadays, media coverage has ensured
that explanations of this nature, referring to an ancestor’s pact with a
spirit, to “nocturnal husbands” or to diabolical attacks, have become
widely subsumed within public opinion.9 These concrete examples
dovetail with prayers for the healing of the family tree or Healing
of Family Roots (Guérison des Racines Familiale, GRF) and other
prayer movements. According to testimony by participants, they not
only provide an answer to these problems, but simultaneously supply
consolation, peace and hope.
What is surprising, however, is that opinions on this subject are
so sharply divided. Some consider it an intercession for purposes
of healing afflictions caused by genealogical ties. They pray for the
deliverance of relatives who have embarked on injurious alliances
or for ancestors who have caused them suffering. Others wish to
protect themselves from witchcraft. Can one objectively assume that
ancestors are capable of exercising a malevolent influence strong
enough to damage the spiritual health of a living individual? If so, the
question arises of whether there is a need to pray for them or not. In
this respect, it would be interesting to examine their role and position
in the context of atavistic solidarity.

Ancestors and atavistic solidarity: prayer or invocation?
To recollect, ancestors are deceased members of a clan, a family
or a tribe. They epitomise the values and traditions which inspire
and guide the group of living members to which they belonged.
Beneficent powers of intercession on behalf of the community of
the living are ascribed to them. Several African traditions habitually
invoke ancestors to beseech God to bestow his grace upon them and
so that their spirits positively influence those still living on this earth.
They are venerated with prayers and offerings to gain their favour. In
return, the ancestors grant them blessings, fertility, protection, health
and goods of all kinds. Within the confines of their human and spiritual
knowledge, they always want the best for their descendants. This
Trichet, P., Qu’en pensez vous?, in: AfriquEspoir, 2004, 27 (http://www.afriquespoir.com,
5.11.2012).
9
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is demonstrated by the fact that the earth on which the latter reside
and the traditions they practice have been bequeathed to them by
their ancestors. They dedicate to them a unique cult, a veneration of
such magnitude that Max Tertrais deems it the fundamental element
of religious life, “the very place where not a mere belief, but a genuine
faith lives on.” 10
One current of African theology correctly identified Jesus as
ancestor and first-born.11 When Jesus tells Thomas “I am the Way; I
am Truth and Life. No one can come to the Father except through me”
(John 14:6), these words evoke for Africans the image of those who
represent the source of life and inevitable transition to the Supreme
Being: the ancestors. The same applies to the image of the tree (the
vine) used by Jesus in order to illustrate the way in which his life passes
to his disciples. This explains the necessity to maintain permanent
contact with the ancestors in order to perpetuate one’s own life. If
this connection is interrupted, one withers and dries up like a branch
severed from the vine (John 15:5-9).”12 They can intercede with God
on behalf of man and establish harmony between the afterlife and the
physical world. An imbalance arises in the event of this harmony not
being maintained and it may prove disastrous for humanity and nature
alike.
At this juncture, fears resurface and create crippling bonds of
subjugation. Worries about health, well-being, children, the climate
and protection against evil spirits result in individuals resorting to
practices and prayers such as those for the healing of the family tree
or of the sick, for passing an examination, obtaining a degree, for
work, marriage or promotion to a position of political, administrative
or technical responsibility, etc…. In many places, the Church offers
prayers, devotions and liturgies for spiritual healing. I have focused
my attention in particular on the prayer for the healing of the family
tree, popular piety and prayer groups organised in so-called revivalist
churches.

Tertrais, M., “La foi et la croyance dans le culte des Ancêtres’”, in: Pontificium Consilium
pro Dialogo Inter Religiones. Bulletin 70 (1989) 24/1, 84; and also: www.antonianum.eu/
public/pua/dispense/Mutombo_french.pdf, 5.11.2012.
10

11

Boka Di Mpasi Londi, “Les Ancêtres, médiateurs”, in: Telema 82 (April-June 1995) 64.

Kabasele Lumbala, F., Doré, J., Luneau, R. (eds.), Chemins de la christologie africaine.
“Le Christ comme Ancêtre et Aîné”, Paris 2001, 131.
12
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Prayer for the healing of the family tree or Healing of Family Roots
Starting from the simple definition13 of the healing of the family
tree,14 it is important to note that an individual’s present suffering is
the consequence of the faults or wounds of his or her ancestors. As
a result, “any prayer of healing is an attempt to establish contact with
the aim of creating or restoring balanced relations between the two
types of being. It is a continual striving for harmony, which becomes
the elementary principle of existence, both of the individual and of
the entire clan community.”15 These endeavours should be based
on biblical passages such as Exodus 34:6-7: “Then Yahweh passed
before him and called out, ‘Yahweh, Yahweh, God of tenderness and
compassion, slow to anger, rich in faithful love and constancy, maintaining his faithful love to thousands, forgiving fault, crime and sin, yet
letting nothing go unchecked, and punishing the parent’s fault in the
children and in the grandchildren to the third and fourth generation!’”
The sufferer is thus advised to undertake a thorough examination
of the lives of those who preceded him and to pray for deliverance
from a pernicious legacy. As a result the ancestors bear the entire
responsibility for the difficulties and the misfortune.
The Eucharistic offering is one of the forms of healing available to
the baptised. This means that “the Eucharist is the preferred setting
for prayers of this nature, conceived for the benefit of deceased
believers, due to its superior efficacy from a Catholic perspective,
as it is deemed sacramental. However, increased recourse to the
On 19 January 2007, the Bishops’ Conference of France published a doctrine designed
to address the question of the family tree and the healing of family roots. They examined
the phenomenon, albeit with some reservations in the light of the fact that the issue defies
scientific rationality and Catholic doctrine. Cf. Bishops’ Conference of France, Commission
doctrinale. Note Doctrinale n° 6 sur la guérison des racines familiales par l’Eucharistie,
Friday, 19. January 2007.
13

Dr. Kenneth McAll, a British psychiatrist of Anglican faith, was one of the first to ascertain
that patients who were the subjects of precise, sincere prayer during the celebration of the
sacrament of the Eucharist experienced deep physical and spiritual healing from illnesses
which could have been elicited by earlier family traumata such as suicide, abortion, miscarriages, murder, curses, occultism, etc. Healing occurs when the deceased individuals are
committed to God, via Jesus Christ, without regret or recognition, in a prayer formulated
specifically for this purpose. It is necessary to state explicitly that one wishes to celebrate
the Eucharist for someone in need of saving and deliverance, and to pray in order to break
the demonic legacy of the family bloodline by confessing sins related to occultism and
idolatry.
14

Kitewo, M. A., ‘’Les rites de guérison : une réflexion de la pensée religieuse parmi les
Mpangu (R.D. du Congo)’’, in: Telema, (April-September 1999) 101.
15
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Eucharistic offering for the healing of the family tree does involve the
danger of instrumentalising this sacrament, which embodies Christ
the Redeemer.”16 If the Church offers baptism and the Sacrament of
Reconciliation, why nose around in the past? Doesn’t this practice
diminish the strength of salvation and, in particular, of baptism? Would
it not be better to concentrate one’s efforts on developing a familiarity
with the Word of God, on serious study of the Bible and the lectio
divina - the spiritual reading of Scripture (cf. Dei Verbum, 21-22) – to
benefit the spiritual growth of believers?

Returning to the Biblical text: popular piety
according to Tobias

Prayer is entreaty, insight and grace. It is the willingness to
establish a connection with the divine reality which is omnipresent:
in life, on the street, on television, in the newspapers, in those we
meet, in the poor, in the marginalised… Prayer is a dynamic, personal
relationship with the living, true God. It is He who “is watching over
his Word to perform it” (Jeremiah 1:12). The Bible is a living memory
of this, through the faith of our fathers to the heart of life’s events. It
embraces all human feelings, which are delineated with precision.
The divine revelation unfolds in daily life alone; never elsewhere. In
this respect, the contemplation contained within the Book of Tobias
provides guidance and resonates with African souls.
Thus, according to Paul Béré, “the Book of Tobias proves highly
evocative for an African soul: the significance of the family allegiance
with the weighty figure of the father; the parental advice; the links to
the larger family circle; marriage as a family bond; the veneration
of the dead via the tomb; the presence of good (Raphael) and evil
(Asmodeus) spirits; natural medicine (heart, liver and gall bladder of
the fish); providence or the omnipresence of God in the life of the
believer; names as bearers of meaning (Raphael: It is God who heals;
Uzziah: Yahweh is my strength; Asmodeus: Bringer of judgement;
Tobias, Tobit: God is good; Reuel: Friend of God; Edna: Pleasure,
delight). Although the life of the righteous is not free from suffering and
persecution, all obstacles will be overcome provided that adherents
retain a faith in the living God. This book inspires in the reader a
Cf. Note Doctrinale n° 6 sur la guérison des racines familiales par l’Eucharistie, January
2007.
16
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deep-seated trust in divine providence and also invites him to lead
his life under God’s watchful gaze, in prayer.” 17 The door to the Holy
Scripture is open to all believers. New ways must be found to read
the Bible within a working-class environment. Prayer thus becomes
an act of listening to God who speaks to us, of trust, proximity and
perseverance. It is also words addressed to God, as Jesus taught
us: “When you pray, this is what to say…” (Luke 11:2). This leads
us to reconsider the expression of faith in popular piety via specific
devotional practices.

Popular piety, a true meeting place with Christ
Popular piety expresses the awe felt by Christians for the
saints, the Blessed Virgin Mary in the shrines or in special places of
worship. The most recent Synod on New Evangelisation invites us to
acknowledge the value of these experiences of faith and encourage
them as ways of cultivating Christian virtue. “Pilgrimages and shrines
are an important aspect of New Evangelisation, not only for the
millions who continue to undertake such pilgrimages, but because
this form of popular piety is particularly suited to conversion and the
growth of faith in a contemporary context.”18 It is a genuine experience of encounter with the person of Jesus Christ, who truly enters
the life of the faithful, guiding them and bringing them joy and peace.
It is necessary to provide them with more support in the fostering of
inner attitudes rather than engaging in ritualistic acts and practices
and reciting set phrases.

Prayer groups in revivalist churches: a magnet of attraction
Within the context of Africa and elsewhere, the financial crisis
is supplemented by moral, political, religious and cultural crises. To
tell the truth, people no longer know which saint to revere. They are
confused, experiencing an unprecedented type of religious alienation
described in a study published several years ago.19 Indeed, the
Béré, P., Neuvaine à Saint Raphaël Archange. “Présentation du Livre de Tobie”, Rome,
August 2004.
17

Synod of Bishops on the New Evangelisation for the Transmission of the Christian Faith,
(7-28. October 2012) no. 39.
18

Le phénomène des sectes ou nouveaux mouvements religieux : défi pastoral, Kinshasa
1986. A joint study on the presence and activities of “sects”, “religious movements” and “cults”
was commissioned by the Secretariat for the Promotion of Christian Unity, the Secretariat
for Non-Christians, the Secretariat for Non-Believers and the Pontifical Council for Culture in
19

OWT vol.4 (Spirituality of the Universal Church) 305pp.indd 16

5/29/14 2:01 PM

Interplay of salvation and health in prayers for healing: theological places in Africa

17

destruction of rational social structures, cultural models and traditional value systems has left many individuals disoriented, uprooted,
insecure and, as a result, vulnerable. Situations of this nature naturally
precipitate a search for a solution, with often the simplest appearing
the best, simultaneously tempting individuals to accept this as the
single, definitive answer. Ministers gamble with believers’ distress for
personal gain. They sell everything: prayer, faith, salvation, healing, all
the holy sacraments: baptism, marriage, requiem mass, intercession
or deliverance and exorcisms… Prices vary according to the position
occupied by believers on the social ladder: low, mid-range or high.
Paradoxically, these prayer groups function as genuine places
of refuge for those disenchanted with society who see in prayer a
welcome lifeline. These are places in which new links with the sacred
are formed as a result of the intimacy and immediacy of the social
demand. The disappearance of the middle classes, attributable to the
hardship brought on by growing impoverishment, has transformed
religious zeal into a mass phenomenon. Society depicts the sacred
as providing access to a certain concept of citizenship, a type of public
credibility.
For women, for example, revivalist churches20 constitute safe
havens where they find a more attentive ear and answers to problems
they experience on a daily basis, concerning marriage, motherhood,
healing, work, marital harmony, feeding their families, business
success, freedom of expression, access to power, freedom to take
initiatives, to decide, to give orders. In other words, these are places
in which a new feminine cultural identity is in the throes of creation.
An examination of revivalist church attendees reveals that
numerous intellectuals are members. We must not lose sight of the
fact that many educated Africans, even if brilliant physicists, remain
staunch believers and great supporters of tradition. They believe in
God. They believe in witchcraft. They believe in magic. Their perceptions make them predisposed to these convictions. They also
have a strong desire to share in the solidarity which is lived out in
these churches. To tell the truth, they fear for their wealth, which may
response to concerns expressed at Bishops’ Conferences around the world.
20	���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
Mboungou, V./Tonda, J./Missié, J. P. (eds.), Les Eglises et la société congolaise d’au-

jourd’hui. Economie religieuse de la misère en société postcoloniale. “Le profil psychologique
du chrétien des Eglises du Réveil au Congo”, Paris, l’Harmattan, 2006, 56.
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have been acquired fraudulently and threatens to disappear. They
fear for their jobs, which they may not have deserved and on which
others may legitimately have set their sights. They are in need of solidarity and security. Membership in a religious group may enable them
to satisfy their need for symbolic power over others thanks to their
putatively innate knowledge. The triumph of the irrational, the need
for solidarity and the desire for symbolic power over others frequently
drive them to join.
What is particularly striking is that these churches administer
to the well-being of individuals, their relations with the community,
the visible and the invisible. They undertake the entire cultivation of
interpersonal relationships. They fulfil a pivotal desire of the African
individual, namely the cult of life and the continual search for an outpouring of life as a chance for personal development and enrichment.
They offer a more popular form of Christianity, a faith at once devout
and therapeutic, which resorts to prayer and the Bible, as required,
in a more or less mystical manner. Without doubt, many of these
churches present concrete solutions to concrete human problems,
solutions which are frequently based on therapeutic rituals.
People receive the impression that it is a new religion which
ministers to their concerns and their concrete problems. However, the
prophet employs familiar symbols found in local tradition, the play of
colours, the trance, the dance, medicinal plants and traditional therapeutic acts. He draws on tradition, simultaneously utilising modern,
Christian elements like the Bible, holy water, baptism, confession,
communion, the cross, candles and laying on of hands. A particular
characteristic of these groups is their implication that they heal and
provide an immediate response to peoples’ problems.
This brief insight into these three forms of prayerful expression
(healing of the family tree, popular piety and revivalist churches) refers
us to Jesus’ experience in the face of the needs of the multitudes he
encountered during his mission.

II Appraisal of these practices in the light of Jesus’ experience
of active compassion
St. Matthew underlines the importance of the family tree for
the history of mankind and Jesus’ mission at the beginning of his
gospel. He highlights the latter’s historical roots by tracing his fore-
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fathers back as far as Adam (Matthew 1:1-17). By entering human
genealogy in this manner, Jesus takes up the burden of our history
with customary compassion. In his death and resurrection he transformed and shattered the negative solidarity which had weighed
heavily on humanity since the sin of Adam, extending as far as
personal sin. This becomes apparent during his various encounters.
Let us remember, for example, how he called to Peter, Andrew, Jacob
and John as they were working (Matthew 4:18-22), how Zacchaeus
came to share a heartfelt meal with the Master out of pure curiosity
(Luke 19:110), how the Roman centurion asked him to heal his faithful
servant (Matthew 8:5-13), how the man blind from birth begged him
to be released from social ostracism (John 9:1-41) and how Martha
and Mary were rewarded for their hospitality, both in their home and
in their hearts, by his presence (Luke 10:38-42). If we continued our
perusal of the Gospel, we would find many more examples of how,
under various circumstances, people’s lives and hearts were opened
to the humane, compassionate presence of Jesus.
He personally blesses the sick who are unable to receive God’s
blessing in the temple because its doors had been closed to them. He
lays his hands on them, as he wishes to envelop in his loving kindness
those who feel God has chastised them. In the light of the needs of
the crowds of people he meets, he never portrays healing as a simple
cure for suffering, but as a sign which intimates the way in which we
must act in order to establish the Kingdom of God. For this reason he
initiates a healing process at once personal and social, illustrated by
the invalid in John 5:1-47.
Ultimately, “Jesus identifies with those in need: the hungry, the
thirsty, the strangers, the naked, the sick, the imprisoned. “In so far
as you did this for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did it
to me” (Matthew 25:40). The love of God and brotherly love coalesce:
in the most humble, we encounter Jesus himself, and in Jesus, we
encounter God.”21
Today, Africa is inhabited by many in need, and poverty has taken
on new faces: the hungry, the homeless, the infirm, the abandoned,
the drug addicts, the migrants, the marginalised, the political or
“ecological” refugees. It appears as if Africans’ spiritual well-being is
accompanied by a poor physical condition on earth. Is it possible that
21

Benedict XVI., encyclical Deus Caritas est, Vatican 2005, no. 15.
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earthly and spiritual dualism constitutes the principal factor throttling
the overall development of the African continent? It falls to the Church
to exemplify the reconciliation of the earthly and the spiritual.22 In this
regard, Benedict XVI’s appeal to African theologians hits its mark:
“While earnestly desiring to help implement the directives of the
Synod on such burning issues as reconciliation, justice and peace,
I express my trust that theologians will continue to probe the depths
of the trinitarian mystery and its meaning for everyday African life.”23
Theology is prompted to rediscover the manner in which individuals
drew close to Jesus during his lifetime and were called upon by him
to illustrate ways in which these same principles could be applied in
daily life. A selection of pastoral proposals follows below.

III Theology by the side of the crucified of our continent:
health and salvation interact
Engulfed in a plethora of words, we are unaccustomed to listening,
particularly to yielding to internal and external silence in order to be
receptive to what God wishes to tell us. The more we know, love and
follow Jesus, the more we feel the need to linger with him in prayer,
which, in turn, enriches our lives with serenity, hope and strength.
To become better acquainted with the person of Jesus it would be
desirable to create new spaces in order to share life and an analysis
of social and religious situations on the basis of a relevant reading of
the Word of God and the events. People must be guided towards the
discovery of the abundance of values in the Gospel with the aid of
catechesis and thorough inculturation.
In view of the incredible thirst for the Word of God, “the Church’s
theology and pastoral care… must lay the foundations of a suitable
pastoral response to the attraction that these movements and sects
exert. Once again, this points to the need for a profound evangelisation of the African soul.”24 Theology is called upon to dedicate more
resources to the creation of educational centres for (advanced) Bible
study aimed not only at believers, but also at non-believers displaying
an interest in this field.
Ndombe Makanga Maya Nguba, P., Néo-colonialismes politique et religieux: les Africains
face à leur nouvelle indépendance. Essai d’une théologie politique pour l’Afrique, Paris 2011.
22

23

Benedict XVI, Africae munus, Vatican 2011, no. 172.

24

Ibid., no. 91.
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Prayer assumes the face of poverty. Standing by those who
have been ill-treated by life is not a mere exercise in solidarity; it is,
above all, a spiritual act, because the face of Christ himself shines
resplendent in the face of the poor. “In so far as you did this for one
of the least of these brothers of mine, you did it to me” (Matthew
25:40). The poor must be granted a privileged place in our communities, a place which excludes no one, reflecting instead the way
in which Jesus forged bonds with all those he encountered. Their
presence within our communities is invested with a mysterious
power: it changes individuals more than words, teaches loyalty, elucidates life’s fragility, calls to prayer and, ultimately, leads to Christ.
The numerous forms of poverty reveal a host of new opportunities for
the ministry of charity. The proclamation of the Gospel compels the
Church to establish closer ties with the poor and make their suffering
its own, as Jesus did. As St. Paul said, we are the aroma of Christ,
but the quality of the scent we exude depends on the nature of our
relationship with him (Cf. 2 Corinthians 2:15-16). Theology could
help unite the contemplation of the mystery and proximity to the poor
more effectively.
The same applies to caring for the sick. They reflect the light of
Christ and help rediscover the therapeutic dimension of Christianity.
The Gospel illuminates the sense of the suffering linked to sickness.
Similarly, it is important to recapture and cultivate the values and
human qualities which allow us to treat the sick and infirm with the
empathy we all deserve.
In the light of their quest for true liberation from worries, uncertainties and life’s concrete problems, prayer for many believers
becomes a mere repetition of stereotypical formulae and performed
rituals. Physically weakened, disoriented and frightened, the duration
and time expended on prayer means little. This is a common characteristic of places of popular worship. Theologians must help develop
pastoral plans in order to provide pilgrims with adequate guidance
and allow them to experience their pilgrimages as a true period of
grace according to their most heartfelt desires.
Prayer suffuses the everyday lives of men and women in search
of help, forgiveness, reconciliation and consolation. God has communicated with us in his Word made flesh. This divine Word, proclaimed and celebrated in the liturgy of the Church, in particular in the
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Eucharist, provides believers with spiritual fortification, empowering
them to offer authentic witness to the Gospel in their daily lives. This
results in the need to revive the meaning of symbolism in the liturgy.
In Africa there is a deep sense of fecundity, of life, of the meaning of
family and community, and of bonds between the living and the dead.
This is frequently expressed in dreams. We are aware that dreams
and visions played an important role in the actions of Old Testament
prophets and kings (cf. Genesis 28:10-19; Judges 7:1 Kings 3; Daniel
2 and 4). They have also influenced certain decisions in the history
of the Church (Peter’s vision in Jaffa and the striking vision relayed
by the Book of the Apocalypse are just two examples). This poses an
additional challenge for African theologians: to construct a theology
of dreams which would constitute a locus of dialogue between African
believers and African traditions. “It is important to determine the
profound meaning of these practices of witchcraft by identifying the
many theological, social and pastoral implications of this scourge.”25

Conclusion
As we approach the end of this reflection, we can conclude
that God speaks to man and that man, in turn, responds and crossexamines God on the basis of his daily reality. Prayer is an experience
present in all religions, all cultures and all individuals. The latter evince
a thirst for the infinite, a yearning for eternity, a quest for beauty, a
desire for love, a need for light and truth.26 It is in this context that the
connection between Africans and their ancestors makes us receptive
to the afterlife and becomes holistic, including all aspects of life. The
essence of prayer is located in man’s contemplation of God revealed,
who alone is capable of entirely satisfying human longing. Believers
respond to God’s faithful love for man with prayer. A personal relationship develops between them: a bond.
Prayer is the place where God’s yearning meets our own. “…
you would have been the one to ask, and he would have given you
living water” (John 4:10). At some point in each of our lives we will
find ourselves in the same position as the Samaritan woman, by a
well with an empty jug, hoping for the fulfilment of all our innermost
desires, the only ones capable of investing life with its full measure
25
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of significance. The miracle of prayer unfurls precisely there, at the
edge of a well where we draw our water. It is here that Christ comes
to meet each individual: it is he who approaches us first and asks us
for a drink. Our prayers of supplication are, paradoxically, an answer.
A response to the lament of the living God: “They have abandoned
me, the fountain of living water, and dug water-tanks for themselves,
cracked water-tanks that hold no water” (Jeremiah 2:13), the response
of faith to the free promise of salvation (cf. John 7:37-39; Isaiah 12:3;
51:1).
Prayer is also the place of largesse, of striving towards the
invisible, the unexpected and the ineffable. As a result it is contemplation. It is only by gazing in adoration at the divine mystery of God
- Father, Son and Holy Spirit, it is only from the depths of silence
resembling the bosom which receives the single redeeming Word that
credible witness for the world can pour forth. Prayer means living in
a spirit of faith, united with God in each activity, each situation and in
all circumstances. “We do not know how to pray properly” (Romans
8:26). We are only able to pray at every opportunity and give thanks
to the Holy Spirit. “…be filled with the Spirit. Sing psalms and hymns
and inspired songs among yourselves, singing and chanting to the
Lord in your hearts, always and everywhere giving thanks to God
who is our Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Ephesians
5:18-20). Whatever form the language of prayer assumes (words
and gestures), man prays in his entirety. To determine, however, the
place from whence prayer flows, the Scriptures sometimes refer to
the soul or the spirit, and, most frequently, to the heart. It is the heart
which prays. If it is far from God, the prayer is in vain. Prayer is thus
communion.
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Theology of Prayer
George Gispert-Sauch

If I make a phone call to my printer at 9 o’clock in the morning I
am likely to get his wife or daughter informing me that the husband or
father is now doing “pūjā” and therefore not available. ‘Pūjā’ is a ritual
prayer, normally using flowers, among other elements, to worship the
ista devatā or patron divinity ‘chosen’ by the family or by the individual
concerned. An authentic pūjā requires the presence of the image
or symbol of the divinity in the place of worship. However, though
the wife tells me he is doing pūjā, I may very correctly suspect that
perhaps he is not worshipping ritualistically as the word implies, but
simply he is at prayer, possibly just meditating on the Upanishads or
on a Vedic prayer or teaching. In other words, ‘prayer’ may mean in
India any form of exercise meant to put me in conscious contact with
the ‘beyond’, whether an ‘outside’ deity or the Absolute living at the
source and in the core of my personal consciousness.
If I try to translate the title of this book, Theology of Prayer, into
any of the main north-Indian languages I run into difficulties, living
as I do in a world quite different from the world that has worded the
title. ‘Theology’ has a more or less equivalent words, or a homeomorphic expressions, in the language of Panikkar. I could choose the
word ‘mīmāmsā’, i.e., ‘intense thinking’, especially on scriptural texts,
somewhat akin to ‘hermeneutics’; or the word ‘darśana’ or (inner)
‘vision’. But the etymology of the word ‘theology’ is definitively odd in
my context. Sanskrit or Hindi dictionaries give me various translations
but they are quite artificial. When literally retranslated into English
they mean ‘knowledge of God’, ‘ knowledge of Brahman’, ‘teaching of
the Law’, ‘wisdom of the Law’, ‘essence of the Law’, ‘wisdom of the
supreme reality’, ‘spiritual wisdom’…
Actually the role of ‘-logos’ or mental reflection implied in the
meaning of ‘theology’ has been quite important in the Indian spiritual
and philosophical tradition. It comes especially under two forms
25
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deriving from the same verbal root. One is manana or mental thinking;
the other, just mentioned, is mīmāmsā or ‘intense thinking’. In the
influential Sanskrit tradition manana is generally seen as one step
in a complex process of education that needs its complements. On
the basis of a scriptural passage of the Brhadaranyaka Upanishad
2.4.5, the process has generally been summarized in three words,
śravaņa, manana, nididhyāsana, or, listening, thinking, contemplation.
“Listening” refers primarily to the Scriptural word (śruti), and therefore
to a faith attitude towards one’s tradition or foundational text. The
Chāndogya Upanishad (7.19.1) declares that insight or perfect
knowledge (vijñāna) follows faith, not vice versa (śrad-dadhāty atha
manute, nā’śrad-dadhan manute). The theological function is not
autonomous: it must be rooted in ‘hearing’ and must end in a mystical
apprehension of reality, as implied in the word nididhyā.

Prayer as an Attitude
In itself the word ‘prayer’, literally translated in Hindi as prārthanā,
implies a petition from a deity. But this is not the only, nor the most
valued, form of prayer in India. Such prayer supposes a duality between
the deity and the worshipper, and such duality is often considered to
be a false consciousness: concentration exercises are recommended
to help us overcome such ‘false consciousness’. Surely, prayers are
accepted as useful ways to relate to the Divine Power of powers,
but this is generally considered a popular and less valuable religious
exercise because ultimately it is self-centred, or rather ego-centred.
The authentic form of prayer is deemed to be one leading to a higher
form of consciousness of our authentic and deepest reality, beyond
and bypassing the ego. The many forms of concentration deriving
from yoga tradition, like vipāssanā or zen, aim at preparing us for
this higher consciousness. This is probably what many seekers from
the west come to India in search of. As a Christian, I will understand
the many sadhanas or practices of ‘meditation’ to be a search for
a deeper awareness of our link with the Divine, not as an external
Power but more as the Ground of our Being, our innermost self.
The warnings to Christians by the Congregation for the Doctrine
of the Faith about the possible misuse or misinterpretation of “certain
eastern modes of meditation” have value. Guidance in this area is
surely needed, and even the Indian tradition does speak of the pivotal
role of the guru in the seeker’s prayer life. While aware of this, many
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good theologians in Asia think that we must recognize that the issue
of the traditional eastern forms of meditation needs to be rethought
from an Eastern perspective. It involves a specific understanding of
the relation of human persons to the Absolute Being. The personalistic consciousness (I-Thou) characteristic of the Semitic religions,
reflected also in the popular ‘Our Father’, is valid and strongly biblical.
But within the wide spectrum of even the Christian tradition, there is a
place also for a more intimate consciousness of our being in God, and
even in Christ, ‘sharing in the Divine Nature’. Have we satisfactorily
explained consciousness implied in St Paul’s confession that “It is no
longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me” (Gal 2:20)? Possibly
the Semitic and the eastern perceptions on this point may not be
incompatible, but rather each necessary and complementing one
another, just as in good physics we need to hold together the wave
and the particle views of light.
Not every thing in India is yoga or non-dualistic. As everywhere
else, the prevalent consciousness in ordinary people, shared also
by thinkers, is that prayers are no only valid but even the normal
way to link with the Divine. One thing actually characteristic of Asia in
general, and of India in particular, is that personal prayer in public is
not objected to or frowned upon. It is obvious that the sharp division
between the political and the religious is not part of the Asian philosophy: Indian secularism has no objection to prayer or religious
symbols in public schools or even occasionally in Parliament. But we
find often that even in the civil space expressions of personal prayers
are respected. A Muslim group may offer its namaz facing Mecca at
sunset and block the corridors of a running train: the other passengers
will often keep respectful silence or lower their voices. Or it may be
Hindus offer their morning libations to the sun in public beaches while
a few yards away youngsters practice surfing or frolic with the waves.
Neither group will interfere with the other. Generally, prayer is not a
political problem, and when it is, it is not because of religious motivation but because of hidden political agenda.

Concrete Prayers
Perhaps the most often repeated prayer in history is a verse from
the oldest Indian scripture, the Rigveda (3.62.10) that even today
thousands if not millions of Indians recite in the morning facing the
rising sun. It is a prayer that has a universal value and which may be
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fruitfully appropriated by any religious person. Its Sanskrit form, which
is usually used by Hindus, says:
Tat Savitur vareņyam
Bhargo Devasya dhīmahi,
Dhiyo yo nah pracodayāt.
The text will generally be preceded by a cosmic invocation to
the earth, sky and heavenly light (bhuh bhuvah svar) and closed with
the peace invocation OM Shantir Shantir Shantih! The Vedic prayer
proper is addressed to the rising sun: there are several words for
the sun in the Vedas: Savitr stands for the rising sun that early in the
morning awakens the plains to life and activity. It is a cosmic symbol
of the Creator God, to whom clearly the devout Hindu addresses his
prayer. Commonly translated, the prayer says: “Let us meditate on
the holy glory of the God Savitr, that he may stimulate our thoughts.”
Some scholars translate the principal verb “dhīmahi” not as a derivate
of dhyai, to think or meditation (compare dhyāna), but as derived from
the middle form (ātmanepada) of dhā ‘to put on’, which would bring
the prayer closer to the later non-dualistic tradition.27 Whatever the
translation, it is clear that this is a prayer that we in the twenty-first
century may continue to use and one that has a wide relevance and a
very modern thrust, for it prays for that our mind be stimulated for the
tasks of today. It is a kind of the ‘morning offering’.
There is another ancient Indian prayer fairly popular in recent
times. In the Christian world it was made famous by Pope Paul VI who
referred to it in eloquent terms in his pastoral visit to Bombay to attend
the International Eucharistic Congress in 1964. Soon after he landed
in Bombay at the beginning of Advent, on December 3, he said in an
address to the representatives of the religions of his host country:
This visit to India is the fulfillment of a long cherished desire.
Yours is a land of ancient culture, the cradle of great religions, the
home of a nation that has sought God with relentless desire, in deep
meditation and silence, and in hymns of fervent prayer. Rarely has
this longing for God been expressed with words so full of the spirit of
Advent as in the words written in your sacred books many centuries
before Christ: “From the unreal lead me to the real, from darkness
27

Geldner, K. F., Der Rigveda, I, 410, he translates it as “we receive sth.”.
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lead me to light, from death lead me to immortality.” This is a
prayer which belongs also to our time. Today more than ever it should
rise from every human heart.28
The prayer is quoted in the Brhad Aranyaka Upanishad, 1.3.28,
the oldest upanishad that incorporates a very ancient commentary on
the ritual and may date from about the seventh century BCE, if not
earlier. The simple Sanskrit text well known and used in India, is asato
mā sad gamaya / tamaso mā jyotir gamaya / mŗtyor mā’mŗtam
gamaya. In its Vedic Sitz im Leben the invocation is placed in the
mouth of the chief offerer in the jyotishtoma sacrifice and expresses
the purpose and intention of the sacrifice. Apart from any other specific
purpose that the sacrificer may have in his mind, he should not forget
the intention inscribed in the nature of the sacrifice itself, as a kind of
ex opere operato: like an eagle flying to the heights (the Vedic altar
built on the open ground had the form of a bird) the sacrificer has to
fly up and be led from the world of imperfect reality (asat) (sometimes
translated as falsehood), of darkness and of death to truth, light and
immortal existence. The Upanishad itself offers a commentary of this
pre-upanishadic prayer.
Beautiful as this prayer is, one must add that it did not have any
noticeable impact in the ancient classical tradition of India. In the
course of time it probably took the place of an older and more mythical
invocation. The great acharyas and theologians that have left us thick
commentaries on the Upanishads and ancient scriptures practically
ignore this prayer. It was kind of lost when the Vedic worship gave
way to later theistic movements like Saivism and Vaisnavism. But
the prayer was rediscovered by the renascent Hinduism of the 19th
and 20th centuries, and is today often used and sung by Hindus and
Christians alike. In its modern use its tone is clearly theistic, although
there is no mention of the name of the divinity addressed. It can be
presented as a beautiful summary of the second part of the ‘Our
Father’, and is surely an appropriate advent prayer, as Pope Paul VI
said.

Meditative Prayer
One of the most popular books of devotion among Hindus is
of course the Bhagavad Gita. Since most of its 18 chapters contain
28
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much philosophy, ethics, and religious understanding of reality, with a
clear theistic outlook, the book, translated in all the main Indian and
international languages, is often used for spiritual reading, and is a
basis for what we may call meditation. It is not rare, for instance, to
see a taxi driver parked while waiting of his passenger, spending the
time reading some chapter of the Gita in his own language. There
are of course other books of prayers and spiritual doctrine which are
fairly much read in pious Hindu families, but the Gita has a special
place. It was at times said that its popularity is the result of and a
reaction to the presence of the Christian missionaries in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that preached enthusiastically with
the New Testament in their hands. But this is not quite true. The Gita
was popular in India way before the missionaries made any impact
on the country, and translations of it in Indian languages came quite
early. Already in the 8th century, if not earlier, commentators like
Shankaracharya explained it at length. In fact they presented it as one
of the three foundational texts of the Hindu tradition, together with the
Vedas and the Upanishads as summarized in the Brahma Sutras.29
The Muslim community is known of course by its communitarian
attendance to the namaz on Fridays and other Muslim celebrations.
On important feasts days they come together in thousands, especially in the large cities. With the traditional ritual prostrations and
invocations, the worship based on the holy Qur’an normally includes
a sermon by an Iman, which on occasion can be political – for Islam
does not accept the separation of religion and politics. On ordinary
weekdays the attendance at the mosques is moderate. On the other
hand one sees generally much attendance even on working days
and at all hours of the day in the Sikh Gurdwaras. In them there is
a day-long prayer consisting of a continuous reading or chanting of
the hymns of the sacred Scripture, the Guru Granth Sahib. The Sikhs
have also special hours of congregational prayers with special songs
and chants, and also explanations of the sacred Word.
Congregational prayer in Hindu India may take the form of
singing of bhajans, invocations and praises to specific gods sung by a
group: accompanied by musicians playing local instruments, a leader
intones the first line of the bhajan sometimes after an initial prayer
On the ancient Gita translations see Callewaert, W.M. and Hemraj, S., Bhagavadgita
nuvada: A Study in Transcultural Translation, Ranchi 1983.
29
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and explanation, and the congregation repeats the melody in a kind
of antiphonal singing. The leader takes up again and again the same
line or develops the prayer further, musically and textually, and the
congregation follows him with growing intensity of attention, often with
increasing speed leading to an ecstatic end. Such prayers are often
organized in villages or city groups on the occasion of the annual
festivities in honour of the gods or goddesses. A Muslim variation
of the bhajan is he qwwali, which can be religious or also merely
entertaining or even political. Christians in North India make abundant
used of this tradition of congregational prayer, more informal than the
usual sacramental celebrations.
One cannot speak of the sacred Word in India without alluding
to the ubiquitous sacred symbol, the Vedic Syllable OM. It is difficult
to give an explanation of this symbol. Although it is both a vocal
and a graphic symbol, yet it cannot be considered a “word” properly
speaking: directly it does not “mean” any specific thing, but as a
symbol it ‘suggests’ sacredness in general and it at times comes close
to mean the sacred Word, or the communication of the sacred to the
human community. It must be said that the symbol is almost pan-indic.
Though born within the Hindu tradition, it has been adopted by the
Buddhists, especially in Tibetan Buddhism, by Jains, and by Sikhs
who have a high theology of the Word (shabat) and for whom Om-kar,
invoked in the first verse of the Guru Granth Saheb, means simply
God. In recent decades many Christians have adopted this symbol
both in its audible and its elegant graphic form. Very beautiful samples
of the graphic form can be seen in the Wikipedia.
It is difficult to be certain of the origin of the word. The Finnish
scholar Asko Parpola proposes to find its origin in the ancient affirmative Tamil word am, ‘yes’, to which the pundits assigned a sacred
pronunciation as om. Older scholars think that the om arose from
the style of chanting of the Vedic verses that lengthened the end of
the lines or of the stanzas into a long om sound. That is why it is
called also ‘pranava’ or ‘cry’, possibly used somewhat similarly as
‘alleluia’ in Hebrew worship. Known from the times of the Atharvaveda
(around 1000 years BCE), it designates the Lord, and its recitation
leads to final liberation (Yoga Sutra 1.27). It is used as the only object
of personal or collective meditation, as a help to mental concentration.
It is called a “mystical syllable” or sound, quite often referred to even
in Vedic literature. According to Pujol, “it is originally a liturgical inter-
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jection, which from the time of the Brahmanas [around 9th century
BCE?] becomes the sacred syllable par excellence, the essential
sound in the Universe. Its structure itself reflects the structure of the
whole universe. It is pronounced at the beginning and at the end of
every Vedic chanting, and although monosyllabic [even mono-sound],
it is composed of three letters, a+u+m. According to the Mānđūkya
Upanishad the a symbolizes the creation of the universe at the macrocosmic level, and the consciousness of the awakened person at
the microcosmic or personal level where we perceive the external
world through the senses; the u symbolizes the world of ideas or the
subtle creation at the cosmic level, and the dream consciousness
at the individual level; the m symbolizes the universe at its creative
source before creation begins and is still in a potential form, while
at the microcosmic level it symbolizes the state of profound sleep
when one is deep in oneself without any dream. Finally, the sacred
syllable as a whole represents the turīya or fourth state, beyond the
distinctions of being and non-being, where there is the unlimited and
non-conditioned fullness of Brahman, the Absolute Reality. Later
on the three elements of the syllable came to represent the three
principal gods of Hinduism (Visnu, Siva, and Brahmā, or alternatively,
the goddess), or the three Vedas, etc. etc.”30
Reference to the cosmic or historical triads as correlatives of the
three components of OM has been a permanent feature of the Indian
religious literature. Because of it triadic structure, in contemporary
Christian practice OM has been used as a symbol of the Triune God.
But because of its strong association with ‘revelation’, both as the
primordial creative Word and as its articulated expression in the
Vedas, many Christians prefer to take it as a symbol of the revelation
in Christ, the logos, the Word. One can see the symbol designed
either on the lectern or on the tabernacle in some Christian chapels
and churches.

The Pilgrim on the Way
Pilgrimages are of course popular in India as in most religious
traditions. Here I want to speak not of pilgrimages to shrines or sacred
geography but of the pilgrimage of the self to its Divine Source so as to
heal the wound of individuality and enable us, according to a common
30
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Indian perception, to reach the Absolute state. Here is a popular story,
the conversation of the most famous rishi and the younger of his two
wives, as found in the oldest Upanishad.
“Maitreyī,” Yājñavalkya once said. “Look―I am about to depart
from this place. So come, let me make a settlement between you and
Kātyāyanī.” Maitreyi asked in reply: “If I were to possess the entire
world filled with wealth, sir, would it make me immortal?” “No,” said
Yājñavalkya, “it would only permit you to live the life of a wealthy
person. Through wealth one cannot expect immortality.” “What is the
use of getting something that will not make me immortal?” retorted
Maitreyī. “Tell me instead, sir, all that you know.” Yājñavalkya said in
reply: “You have always been very dear to me, and now you speak
something very dear to me! Come and sit down. I will explain it to you.
But while I am explaining, try to concentrate.”
At this point of a fairly long discourse, the rishi explains to her that
at the root of every love for beings there is a love for the absolute ‘Self”
(Ātman). And he ends with this exhortation:
“One holds the Whole dear not out of love for the Whole; rather, it
is out of love for the Self (Ātman) that one holds the Whole dear. It is
the Ātman indeed which one should see and hear, and on which one
should reflect and concentrate. For by seeing and hearing, reflecting
and concentrating on the Ātman one gains the knowledge of the
whole world.”
Note that often the ‘Ātman’ is often translated in English as the
Self. Which causes no little confusion. It really stands for what we may
call ‘the Ground of our being’, the substratum of our very existence,
“intimior intimo meo,” in the words of St. Augustine.
Four verbs form the stepping stones of this our pilgrimage to the
source: seeing, hearing, reflecting and ‘concentrating’. Seeing implies
an initial experience of the Self. No one undertakes the journey who
has not somehow ‘seen’ its goal. Even one’s worldly loves point to
the ultimate goal (St. Augustine?). This ‘seeing’ comes to the seeker
through ‘listening’ (śravanam): this is the classical word in India to
indicate the source of wisdom. The ‘Śruti’, the ‘hearing’, takes place
primarily in the recitation of the Veda, the divine Wisdom that was
‘heard’ supernaturally by the foundational rishis of the tradition and
articulated in the four Vedas. In the later Indian literature the seeing
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and the hearing are collapsed into one initial step that indicates
that the source of our wisdom can only be given to us by the use
of scriptures. Though often used very selectively, most teachers and
preachers do stress the need to learn, i.e., to hear and understand the
Śruti or sacred texts.
After listening, the seeker needs to assimilate the Word by
reflection, manana, thinking. This reflection is more than a purely
logical game. Always respectful of the Word heard, and understood
by reference to other texts of the revealed corpus or of the tradition
in general, manana means thinking it out by referring what is heard
to the actual situations of the individual or of the community. It is by
meditation that the seeker draws the sweet juice from the texts and
stories of the Śruti and assimilates it for his or her spiritual growth.
Manana, however, is not the final end. It must prepare the seeker for
a more peaceful and unified contemplation of the Reality to which
the scriptures point and which is beyond words. Such contemplative
stage is generally called nididhyāsana.
According to Shankaracharya and many teachers, even the
highest degree of unitive contemplation does not by itself produce
the liberating knowledge we seek. Such experience comes rather
as a sudden irruption of a higher consciousness that pervades the
whole being and raises it to a higher level of consciousness. One
text repeated in two Upanishads says: “This Ātman is not obtained
by sermons, by reflection, nor by much hearing of scriptures. It is
obtained by him whom ‘He’ chooses, to whom this Ātman opens his
(her?) body” (Katha Up. 2.23, Mundaka Up. 3.2.3). This has often
been interpreted as a metaphor about the need of ‘grace’, and the
wooing metaphor supports this interpretation. If there is an element of
Pelagianism in the way many yoga or zen teachers seem to promise
liberation by one’s faithful exercise, the more authentic awareness
in the Hindu tradition recognizes a jump of grace to reach ultimate
experience. This understanding of nididhyāsana makes us remember
the traditional teaching in Catholic mystical theology that the mystical
experience can only come as a grace from above, but that it is
prepared in the higher forms of contemplation, the so called ‘prayer
of silence’.
It would thus seem that in explaining the higher forms of prayer
there is a greater convergence between the eastern and the Christian
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tradition that at the level of discursive theology and understanding of
the world. Prayer really unites, and there is no need to “pray separately.” It is not surprising therefore that the Asian churches with their
bishops and leaders hope for a deeper dialogue of religious experience to take place in Asia.
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Prayer and Engagement
as the Basis of Theology
Thomas Fornet-Ponse

Whereas in traditional (Western) European approaches theology
usually precedes practice – despite the well-known principle lex
orandi, lex credendi – many contextual theologians (not just in Latin
America) have effected an epistemological breach, turning practice
into the first act of such theology. They point out that theology must
not be divorced from action but that the Word of God must be interpreted in relation to the reality of one’s own situation.31 Although
practice primarily means engagement in a present-day situation, it
is nevertheless the practice of a life of faith and as such inseparably
connected with the practice of prayer: “The Christian life as an affirmation of the gift of the Kingdom of God is not just a task, but it also
involves prayer. There can be no life of faith without a contemplative
dimension.”32 It should follow that theology comes further down the
line, although without being secondary, and only then should a person
adopt a reflected spirituality as a possible form of discipleship.

The relationship between theology and spirituality
This epistemological breach, however, is not a breach with the
entire theological tradition. Rather, such theologians can trace their
roots to a very important tradition where a reflection upon faith
follows a spiritual perspective, as expressed in a famous dictum
by Anselm of Canterbury: “I believe in order to have insight”, and
which continued to prevail until the Middle Ages. However, from the
Cf. Final declaration of the founding conference of the EATWOT in Dar es Salaam,
Tanzania 1976, in: Herausgefordert durch die Armen – Dokumentation der Ökumenischen
Vereinigung von Dritte-Welt-Theologen 1976-1986, Freiburg i.Br. 1990, 43f. On this epistemological breach see: Küster, V., Einführung in die Interkulturelle Theologie, Göttingen 2011,
55-63.
31
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14th century onwards, there has been a separation of theology and
spirituality which has benefited neither of the two. “Discourse on faith
corresponds to the Christian life of the Church and finds its meaning
within it. Any speculation that does not help a person towards life in
the Spirit is not Christian theology. And so the fact remains: any true
theology is also spiritual theology.”33 Theology is critical reflection of
practice and is founded on it; it does not form the basis of practice
as can be observed in Europe at times. Ultimately, what is seen as
foundational to Christian theology is an encounter with Christ as the
starting point for one’s spiritual experience. This makes it possible
to obtain freedom in an all-embracing sense and gives meaning to
it. As such an encounter always takes place in a specific context (in
time, in history, etc); it is essential not simply to import spirituality from
other contexts but “to drink from one’s own sources”, as Gutiérrez
puts it in his reflections on Bernard of Clairvaux, i.e. our basis must
be our own encounter with Christ. Both in the past and the present,
the many efforts of people in Latin America to achieve liberation have
always been times of solidarity, prayer and martyrdom – “a place of
experience that leads to a new way to live one’s life as a Christian and
thus a new spirituality. This is the characteristic feature of our theology,
backed by the entire spiritual wealth of the Latin American Church.”34
Based on Matthew 25:31-46, an encounter with Christ and the main
characteristics of discipleship are seen as manifesting themselves in a
life of fellowship with the poor and in working with them and for them.
This results in the Gospel-inspired practice of solidarity and liberation
which aims to change history and thus to usher in God’s Kingdom.
Engagement in the process of liberation – resulting from an awakening
of the poor in Latin America – is therefore based on an essentially
spiritual foundation. It acquires a theological dignity whenever the
spiritual life of such Christians precedes their theology and whenever
33

46.

Gutiérrez, G., Aus der eigenen Quelle trinken – Spiritualität der Befreiung, Mainz 1986,

Gutiérrez, op.cit., 47. This reference to the people in one’s theological understanding
puts the focus on the community, so that the “de-privatisation of the subject of understanding”
becomes the central epistemological element in liberation theology. (Fornet-Betancourt, R.,
“Hören auf das Volk” – Theologische Methode oder ideologisches Programm – Überlegungen
zur Denkstruktur der lateinamerikanischen Befreiungstheologie“, in: ibid., Philosophie und
Theologie der Befreiung, Frankfurt am Main 1988, 31-45 and 41.) See also the articles
by Martin Maier and Giulio Girardi in: Fornet-Betancourt, R., (ed.), Befreiungstheologie:
Kritischer Rückblick und Perspektiven für die Zukunft, Vol. II: Kritische Auswertung und neue
Herausforderungen, Mainz 1997, 11-24 and 25-44.
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it becomes the object of their theology. And so, according to Ellacuría,
it is more appropriate to translate the “poor in spirit” in the Sermon
on the Mount as “the poor with the Spirit”, “i.e. the poor who accept
their existing poverty with all its human and Christian potential from
the perspective of God’s Kingdom”.35 Based on a genuine reality of
discipleship, on the experience in Latin America, on reading Scripture
and indeed on reading the entire history of salvation in relation to the
poor, the poor are a “theological place” because “they are the greatest,
most scandalous, prophetic and apocalyptic presence of the Christian
God and thus a privileged place of Christian practice and reflection”36.
In a Latin American context the poor are seen as the most important
sign of the time, revealing the direction of God’s plan, effected through
Jesus, and therefore having a deeply spiritual dimension and connecting spirituality and theology with one another.37
Latin American spirituality is not a matter for a few minorities who
might be restricted to monastic orders and congregations; neither
does it primarily have the purpose of cultivating individual values
in order to approach a personal ideal of perfection. Rather, it is a
matter of active discipleship, of combining contemplation and action
in a resurrection-based spirituality, of refusing to turn a blind eye
on suppression and exploitation mechanisms. It means having the
conviction that life will have the final word. “It is fed by the testimony
of the Resurrection, when death died, and also by the struggle for
liberation fought by the poor in their commitment to their inalienable
right to life.”38 The resulting form of discipleship makes it necessary to
receive from God the spiritual experience of the poor and to obey His
will that all men must be enabled to live. The spirituality of liberation is
nourished by the practice of liberation as experienced by Christians
among the poor and the oppressed, so that it is closely connected
with the faith and the religiosity of the people.39

Ellacuría, I., “Las bienaventuranzas, carta fundacional de la Iglesia de los pobres”, in:
ibid., Escritos teológicos II, San Salvador 2000, 416-437 and 436f. (translation via German).
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Ellacuría, I., „Die Armen als „theologischer Ort“ in Lateinamerika“, in: ibid., Eine Kirche
der Armen – Für ein prophetisches Christentum, Freiburg i.Br. et al. 2011, 201-217 and 208.
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Cf. Lateinamerikanische Bischofskonferenz, Die Kirche in der gegenwärtigen Umwandlung
Lateinamerikas im Lichte des Konzils, Dokument der II. Generalkonferenz des lateinamerikanischen Episkopats in Medellín 1968, chapter: „Pastoral der Führungsschichten“, No. 13.
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Cf. Gutiérrez, G., Die historische Macht der Armen, Munich 1984, 78.
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The spiritual experience of the people
The epistemological breach, mentioned above, shows itself
particularly clearly in the treatment of the spiritual experience of the
poor, e.g. in recognising the evangelistic potential of the poor, “as
it continually confronts the Church with questions by calling upon
it to repent”40 (Puebla 1979). In one’s own practice, however, it is
not just a matter of accepting the questioning and the challenges
that go with this call for repentance, but of genuinely living among
the poor. “Unless one lives in friendship with the poor and shares
one’s life with them, there can be no genuinely liberating practice,
as love is only possible between equals.”41 This also means that we
must not deny them our own spiritual development which we have
experienced, so that the new form of discipleship can receive its
strength from the sources of the Bible and from our spiritual traditions.
Biblically, we must particularly emphasise the Exodus experience of
the Jewish people, i.e. “breaking with death (which stands for slavery
and hardship), approaching Yahweh and repenting in the midst of
His people”42 – a decision which must be repeatedly affirmed and
reinforced, so that the totally new situation of freedom and justice
can become a genuine reality for everyone. The Bible passage which
is seen as being of major importance is Matthew 25:31-46 (about
the sheep and the goats), where a person’s treatment of the poor is
equated with their behaviour towards Christ. Many Latin American
Christians see their experience summed up in the Magnificat: “The joy
about the presence of God’s love widens one’s heart so that we are full
of gratitude and care for others. In this way the Magnificat combines
trust in and dedication to God with the desire to engage with and be
close to his favourite children, i.e. the humble and the hungry.”43 The
main characteristics of a Latin American spirituality that arises from
one’s care for the poor and for the oppressed are solidarity and the
need for repentance, though also an experience of God’s unmerited
love and joy in contrast to situations of suffering, as well as one’s
spiritual childhood through active engagement against inhumane
Lateinamerikanische Bischofskonferenz, Die Evangelisierung Lateinamerikas in
Gegenwart und Zukunft, Dokument der III. Generalkonferenz des lateinamerikanischen
Episkopats in Puebla 1979, No. 1147.
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poverty and, ultimately, the fellowship of the Church as opposed to
the loneliness that comes from suspicion and imprisonment.44 Prayer
primarily has its place in an experience of the unmerited quality of
God’s love – that love without which there could be no contemplation
and no move towards total dedication. It expresses an awareness
that love and peace are ultimately gifts of God, yet without declaring
one’s own human endeavours as obsolete. “Prayer is an expression
of faith and of trust in the Lord; it is an original and specific act of a
believer. Prayer takes place within the context of God’s love which, as
we know, is essentially characterised by its unmerited nature.”45 This
experience of unmerited grace leads to new forms of communication,
particularly silence, which is so typical of prayer whenever words are
no longer sufficient, as well as the language of the symbols used in
the liturgy.
Although the modern mind might easily regard Latin American
prayer as primitive or even superstitious at times and although such
prayer combines some very diverse elements, it must not be seen
as illegitimate. Such a view would be based on a superficial understanding. “Being deeply embedded in this popular piety and at the
same time nourished by its potential for protest against oppression
and its desire for freedom, the prayer life of the Christian churches
engaged in the liberation process is full of extraordinary creativity
and depth.”46 Puebla gives a similarly positive assessment of popular
piety, as it promotes cross-fertilisation between the liturgy and popular
piety, so that, on the one hand, the desire for prayer and charismatic
renewal can be channelled along safe tracks. “On the other hand,
popular religion with its great wealth of symbolism and expression can
also add a creative force to the liturgy. If this force is defined correctly, it
can serve the universal prayer of the Church by providing it with more
and better access to our culture.”47 Both popular piety and the prayer
of the individual are seen as evangelistic values that lead to comprehensive Christian liberation; one special expression of fellowship
and of participation in such evangelisation is the liturgy. Although the
prayer of the individual often arises from purely personal needs and
44

Cf. Gutiérrez, op.cit., 105-149; cf. ibid., Theologie der Befreiung, 261-267.
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Gutiérrez, Aus der eigenen Quelle trinken. Spiritualiät der Befreiung, op.cit., 122.

Gutíerrez, Theologie der Befreiung, 37. Cf. also in detail: Irarrázaval, D., Cultura y fe
latinoamericanas, Santiago de Chile 1994; ibid., Rito y pensar cristiano, Lima 1993.
46

47

Puebla, No. 465e.

OWT vol.4 (Spirituality of the Universal Church) 305pp.indd 41

5/29/14 2:01 PM

42

Theology of Prayer

expresses itself in traditional forms, it is expressly associated with
the call upon a Christian “to engage in morality, social engagement
and evangelisation.”48 Similarly, it is said about popular piety, whose
expression must apparently respect cultural factors of the indigenous
population, that it helps a person “to develop an awareness of their
responsibility for their own destiny”49 and that, over and above this, it
will lead to a Christian lifestyle and to engagement.
The purpose of prayer is by no means to avoid the unpleasantness and hardship of everyday life or to escape into some kind of
spiritualism. Rather, both celebration and prayer are focused on God
who desires all men to live in fullness and in dignity. Whenever fellowship and an encounter with Christ are at the centre of prayer, such
fellowship “must not shrink from the utmost pain of agony”50 which
showed itself in Jesus’ prayer on Gethsemane (Luke 22:45). Prayer
and solidarity with the poor have become inseparable, and practice
means a combination of prayer and engagement.

Prayer and engagement
This close relationship between contemplation and action has its
equivalent in the well-known rule for life devised by Ignatius of Loyola
and formulated in a paradox by Gábor Hevensis: “Trust in God as if
success in all things depended on you and as if nothing depended
on God, but do your utmost as if you could do nothing and God
could do everything.”51 The point of this dialectical formulation is to
express that we should not use our own capabilities and possibilities
without an awareness that, ultimately, our success depends on God
while at the same time not letting our great trust in God stop us from
active engagement. In other words, “I have an important role to play,
but things don’t depend on me.”52 An outstanding example of this
spirituality was Oscar Romero who referred to this saying by Ignatius
on several occasions and who saw the ultimate reason for the close
relationship between contemplation and action in the incarnation of
48

Puebla, No. 909.
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Puebla, No. 935.
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Gutíerrez, Theologie der Befreiung, 38.

Quoted in: Schönfeld, A., „Paradox der geistlichen Fruchtbarkeit – Ignatianisches Jahr
2006“, in: Geist und Leben 79 (2006) 1-10, 7.
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Christ. The unadulterated and inseparable connection between the
two natures of Christ has its equivalent in the connection between
human activity and the work of God, between nature and grace and
between prayer and an active striving for justice. “Romero shows that
spirituality has nothing to do with escapism or an esoteric approach,
but that it is primarily about the lives of the poor. This spirituality can
be summed up as follows: ‘God’s glory means that the poor person
lives.’“53
Like repentance and also solidarity with the poor and the
oppressed, this requires us to have a certain stamina and unshakable
persistence, based on a firm conviction of our cause, knowing what
we want to achieve, putting our hope in the Lord and risking our lives
for others. “Genuine, sound spirituality will prevent us from wavering
in our engagement and in our Christian lives.”54

Orthodoxy and orthopraxis
Prayer and spirituality therefore not only form the foundation of
theology and engagement, but also secure both elements against
opposition and can be recommended as a form of discipleship
once our entire practice has been critically interpreted in the light of
God’s Word. Orthopraxis and orthodoxy are inevitably and fruitfully
connected with each other. “If anyone wanted to be content with
only one of these, then the other would elude them. Orthopraxis
and orthodoxy challenge one another, and either of them would be
nothing without the other.”55 The contribution of theology is precisely
its critical reflection on the close relationship between engagement
and prayer, i.e. Christian practice, and then, on this basis, talking
about God. In view of the living conditions of most people (and in
some sense everyone) in Latin America, the decisive theological and
pastoral question continues to be: “How can we find an appropriate
language about God in the face of the suffering and oppression that
characterises the lives of the poor in Latin America?”56 The required
contextualisation of theology also includes entering into dialogue
with the various cultures of the continent, supported by an under53
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standing of theology as wisdom, as a direct experience of God, of the
people and of the culture. This is where poetry has a major position
as a privileged space for an expression of popular wisdom.57 The
dialogue between faith and culture in Latin America permits a productive dialogue with other contextual theologies and thus with the
dimension of the universal Church. This dimension expresses itself
not in standardisation or uniformity but in real-life solidarity and in
discipleship, forming a fellowship that also manifests itself in people
praying with one another. When theology has its starting point in
the complex, real-life practice of the people in a given place, then it
adopts a serious attitude towards the sensus fidelium of the people of
God. “This understanding of faith arises from the sense of faith among
the faithful who are involved in the basic ecclesial communities while
at the same time being aware of their firm part within the community
of the universal Church and pondering the Christian truths which they
‘consider in their hearts through a deep understanding’ arising from ‘a
spiritual experience’ (Dei Verbum 8).”58
As we saw above, we owe this experience to God’s free and
unmerited initiative – God’s gratuitous impartation of self-revelation,
expressed above all through the silence of prayer. Yet it must not
be limited to that, as it takes place in the close relationship between
prayer and engagement, thus confirming yet again the mutual relationship between orthodoxy and orthopraxis and the significance of
the poor as a theological place: “The mystery of God must be received
in prayer and in human solidarity; this is the moment of silence and of
practice.”59 Such a view helps us to avoid two dangerously one-sided
approaches: A spirituality detached from reality which runs the risk
of not manifesting the grace-filled love of God in history, and a form
of Christianity that is limited to political activism and which fails to
Cf. Scannone, J. C., Teología de la liberación y doctrina social de la iglesia, Madrid 1987,
133-144.
57

Gutiérrez, Theologie der Befreiung, 44; cf. also Espín, O. O., The Faith of the People.
Theological Reflections on Popular Catholicism, Maryknoll 1997, 63-90.
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Gutiérrez, G., Densidad del presente, Selección de artículos, Lima 1996, 350, quoted in:
Maier, M., “Spiritualität und Theologie im Werk von Gustavo Gutiérrez”, in: Mariano Delgado
et al. (eds.), Blutende Hoffnung – Gustavo Gutiérrez zu Ehren, Lucerne 2000, 54-66 and 56.
“But the gift of God the Father Himself tells us when and how this gift can best be received.
In the world of the poor it is received in a form of practice – praxis – that works towards the
grand task of eliminating the sin of the world and thus the death of the world, so that the world
and man will have life in abundance.” (Ellacuría, I., Espiritualidad, in: ibid., Escritos teológicos
II, 47-57, 53, translated via German).
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express the full character of justice. To put it positively, there must
be a spirituality that is primarily expressed in one’s life and deeds
and is only then formulated in theoretical terms, a spirituality that
has its incarnation in the flesh of the poor and oppressed and which
can therefore be found just as much in the lives and songs of the
poor as indeed in the celebrations of basic ecclesial communities. “It
is a spirituality that combines the immanent with the transcendent,
the individual with the community, liberation from structural sin with
liberation from personal sin, freedom from evil and from malicious
powers with the freedom of the children of God.”60
Again, we can see the contours of a theology of prayer from the
perspective of Latin American liberation theology (though without
being restricted to it): Prayer and the people’s life of faith must take
priority over theology. There must be a connection between contemplation and action, between orthodoxy and orthopraxis, as expressed
so aptly in the Magnificat.

Ellacuría, I., “Aporte de la teología de la liberación a las religiones abrahámicas en la
superación del individualismo y del positivismo”, in: ibid., Escritos teológicos II, 193-232, 222,
translated from Maier: Spiritualität, 65.
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“Pleasure in Prayer”?
Hans Waldenfels SJ

Pleasure in prayer and the banana
“May the Holy Spirit help us to find pleasure in prayer, especially
during the holiday period, and thus form an inner relationship with
God, making our lives broader, deeper and richer.”
This was the request with which Pope Benedict XVI ended his
address during the general audience in Castel Gandolfo on 1 August
2012, the feast of St. Alphonsus de Liguori.61
“Pleasure in prayer” is undoubtedly an unusual expression. Can
those who still pray nowadays be said to experience “pleasure in
prayer”? And what about those who do not (or cannot) pray? How are
they to derive pleasure from prayer? What is that pleasure to consist
of? For many people today prayer is a foreign concept.
The following approach may help to provide an answer. In the
summer of 2011 the German weekly newspaper Die Zeit published
an interview with Sri Sri Ravi Shankar, in which the Indian religious
leader drew a fine line between religion and spirituality.62 Asked about
the cause of conflicts in the world today he said: “Most world conflicts
have their origins in religion, so let me draw attention to the fundamental error made by intolerant believers. They lack spirituality. I like
to use a simple metaphor to explain this. Religion is the banana skin
and spirituality is the banana. However, we often throw the banana
away instead of the skin. Religion then consists just of its external
trappings. Lacking universal values, it serves as a breeding ground
for fanaticism.”

61

L‘Osservatore Romano (italian edition), 2. August 2012.

“Harmonie kann man lernen. Ein Gespräch mit dem großen Hindu Sri Sri Ravi Shankar
über Atemtechnik, Atheisten und religiös motivierte Konflikte”, in: Die Zeit, No. 27 (30 June
2011).
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Religion and religiousness are, indeed, not one and the same thing.
For many people religion today is an organisational concept.63
Organisations can be viewed from both inside and outside, however.
Even for many church members, churches today are like political
parties or trade unions, in other words societies or associations
with which it is possible to identify in a number of different ways.
The members pay their dues and occasionally seek to exploit the
advantages membership gives them. Apart from that, their attitude to
the Church is one of neutrality or indifference. As Ravi Shankar puts
it, the external appearance of churches is like the banana skin and
people have no contact with the fruit inside.
Prayer has to do with God. What we see to a large extent today,
however, is that God seems to have disappeared from people’s lives.
If the word God occurs and people make use of it, they may be talking
about God. They explain, for instance, why they think nothing of God
or ask for proof of his existence, where he can be found and so on.
But praying does not mean “talking about God” but “talking to God”.64
But who wants to or, indeed, can talk to God today, let alone get
any pleasure out of doing so? And why should one, after all? Put
differently, people simply don’t feel any inclination to pray. But what
does “getting pleasure out of prayer” actually mean?

Spirituality
Just as we distinguish between a fruit and its skin, so we must
differentiate between religiousness and religion. Nowadays people
tend to talk about spirituality rather than religiousness.65 Like the
Hindu guru, Sebastian Painadath distinguishes between spirituality
and religion.66 For him religion is the “culturally determined and
hence ambivalent expression of spiritual experience.” He describes
spirituality as follows:
“Spirituality is the experience of being touched by the spirit of
God. It is the sense of the absolute, of the all-transcending and all63

Cf. Waldenfels, H., Kontextuelle Fundamentaltheologie, Paderborn 2005, 124-127.

Cf. Schaeffler, R., Das Gebet und das Argument. Zwei Weisen des Sprechens von Gott.
Eine Einführung in die Theorie der religiösen Sprache, Düsseldorf 1989.
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Cf. Waldenfels, H., Löscht den Geist nicht aus! Gegen die Geistvergessenheit in Kirche
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pervasive, of being affected by the holy (Rudolf Otto), by the divine
(Meister Eckhart). Spirituality is the universal experience of being
secure within the principal raison d’être and of being drawn towards
the ultimate goal.”67
At a time in which most people concentrate on enhancing their
material prosperity and increasing their consumption it is essential
to rediscover the taste of things we have been given. We stress the
gift-like nature of experience. This should not be confused with experiments carried out in the field of technology. The experience we are
talking about here involves the perception of things that happen to us
and are revealed to us without our being involved in their occurrence.
It begins with quite simple things and may, indeed, even be
somewhat banal. This is where people like Sebastian Painadath
come to our aid by inviting us to change the manner of our perception.
Only those who perceive and try out the strange fruit acquire a taste
for it and become keen to find out more.

Spiritual animation68
The restructuring of the Church in the Western world today requires
a great deal of time. In our part of the world there is a steady decrease in
the number of priests capable of performing pastoral work. The response
to this development has been to set up new (large-scale) organisational
structures in the belief that this will meet the new requirements. Many
Church leaders are unaware of the fact that in numerous villages people
are regularly confronted with the question of where they have to go on
a Sunday in order to attend a Eucharistic mass. These leaders think
they can solve the problem by introducing large-scale organisational
units. But are they themselves really convinced of what they proclaim
– that the Eucharist is the very heart of Christian life and that convinced
Christians should derive succour from it?
We need a missionary form of spirituality. There is no missionary
witness without a spiritual foundation, however, and no spiritual foundation without spiritual animation. Animation is a new line of work in
67

Ibid., 17.

For what follows (including the literal quotations) see Waldenfels, H., “Unterwegs nach
Emmaus. Diaspora und Mission”, in: Riße, G./Kathke, C. A. (eds.), Diaspora: Zeugnis von
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the leisure industry. It literally has to do with inspiration, with spiritual
influence and in this sense it has its origins in the world of religion.
Spirit and spirits play a key role in all religions; those who follow an
inner calling and/or appointment act as religious intermediaries and
are thus referred to as “spiritual leaders.” It is legitimate to ask to
what extent our “spiritual leaders” are still “spiritual” in a time in which
people in many places are struggling to survive.
Regrettably, many Church leaders are largely unaware of the fact
that the image of the priesthood today is associated much more with
management tasks than with spiritual animation. As a result, genuinely
spiritual people do not regard the priesthood as an ideal worth
striving for. The classical distinction between clergy and laity must be
subjected to a critical review. Basically, “spirituality” is not a mark of
distinction between ordained and non-ordained Christians. For if being
a responsible Christian means that all people in the discipleship of
Jesus ultimately regard themselves as such by virtue of the strength
and guidance of the Spirit of God, they are all called upon to act as
“spiritual leaders”. Moreover, insufficient attention is paid to the fact
that throughout its history the Church has never issued any special
authorisations concerning leadership in spiritual life, although in terms
of spiritual discernment it has taken care to ensure a sound foundation
in the Gospel and a connection with the whole of Church life.
What we call “spiritual animation” begins in families, is taken up
in kindergartens and should continue at school, in church parishes,
religious services and ultimately wherever communion with God is
practised and brought up to date: in a nutshell, where people pray and
the act of prayer is experienced and practised. Nowadays, however,
many people, including members of the churches, find it embarrassing
to be asked whether they pray, learned how to pray or were taught
to do so. As was pointed out earlier, for many people words such as
praying and prayer have become alien concepts.

Spiritual animation in Germany
Nonetheless, there is no lack of invitations to engage in spiritual
animation in our country. Many town centre churches issue invitations
to take a “lunchtime break” and listen to brief organ concerts. Places
of worship open their doors and encourage people to come in and sit
in silence for a while.
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More conspicuous, however, are offers of a non-Church nature
in which people are invited to visit a Buddhist or Hindu temple during
their lunch break or on their way home from work and spend some
time – or at least a few moments – there in quiet contemplation. The
advantage such places have over Christian churches is that they
mostly have designated times for instruction and practice. It cannot
be said that there is a complete lack of such instruction in churches.
There are meditation groups which come together to perform
exercises with experienced teachers, for example Christian groups in
which Zen and, for the most part, other Asian methods of composure
and meditation are practised. There are also “spiritual exercises in
everyday life”.
This commemorative volume is dedicated to Sebastian Painadath,
a Jesuit and master of spiritual animation from India. For many years
now he has been coming to Germany from his Sameeksha Ashram
at Kalady in India to awaken in seekers a new sense of spiritual
perception, of the values dormant within us and of the treasures
to be found in religious traditions. Father Painadath is familiar with
the spiritual treasures of his native India. As an Indian Christian he
can distinguish the inside of a banana from its skin. He sets great
store by living in accordance with this distinction. Of what use are
fine churches, which may even be listed as historical monuments,
if they have been turned into museums and are no longer places of
“edification”, i.e. places in which spiritual life is “built up”?
“Edification” and “edifying”, too, are terms that are no longer
familiar to us; they have virtually disappeared even from religious
vocabulary. Yet Paul says that the Church is “God’s farm, God’s
building” (1 Corinthians 3:9) and he asks the Corinthians: “Do you
not realise that you are a temple of God with the Spirit of God living in
you?” (3:16; cf. Ephesians 2:20ff.; 4:16). And in 1 Peter 2:5 it is said
that “You, too, may be living stones making a spiritual house.” Stone
buildings are like a skin added at some later date. While they are
necessary, as all houses are, for climatic reasons, they are not the
core issue we are addressing here.

Invitation to exercise
For people wishing to perform exercises under his instruction
Sebastian Painadath has provided modules which enable them
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to gradually attain inner knowledge and to progress by using that
knowledge.69 Seekers have told him that they encounter four problems
in particular. They say:
●
●
●
●

I cannot pray because I am unable to sit in inner silence and
concentration.
I enjoy remaining in silent meditation without an object, but
God has disappeared from my spiritual horizons.
I can focus attention on the Divine, but I do not meet Christ
on my inner journey.
I relish meditation, but I cannot relate it with the activities of
my daily life.70

No doubt many people will see their own experience reflected in
these four problems. As a modern-day European, however, I wonder
whether the words “pray”, “God” and “Christ” are not introduced a little
too soon. One cannot insist that the term “to pray” no longer occurs in
everyday language simply because people have become estranged
from God and the word “God” no longer has anything to do with the
reality of many people’s lives.
Painadath, as an Indian Christian, makes it clear from the outset,
however, that his concern is with exercises and that he wishes to
help those performing them to tread the path that leads to a personal
experience of Christ and the experience of one’s own personal God.
He is convinced that there are “ways to discern the movements of the
divine Spirit in the sacred inner space”.71 If one bears in mind that
Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Jesuits, is known not least for
his Spiritual Exercises, it will be clear that his Indian pupil essentially
wishes to teach exercises.
One of the regrettable negative consequences of the Ignatian
Exercises, as they were practised for a long time in our part of the
world, is that they were turned into lectures and hence were frequently
no longer “performed” at all or only far too rarely. The “exercises in
everyday life” offered in many places today only really fulfil their
purpose if they teach people to acquire a perception of their spiritually
Cf. Painadath, S., The Power of Silence. 50 Meditations to Discover the Divine Space
within you, Indian Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge (ISPCK), 2009, Revised
Edition 2011; the following page numbers (in brackets) are taken from this book.
69

70

Ibid., 9.

71

Ibid., 12.
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guided lives. What we are talking about here, therefore, is spiritual
practice, to which theoretical reflection provides no more than a minor
accompaniment.

Starting points
A look at Painadath’s approach reveals the following:
●
●
●
●

He doesn’t use any scientific, philosophical, theological or
religious jargon.
Since his focus is on human life, he concentrates on elements
of life.
What he says is likely to be understood in all human languages
irrespective of any cultural or religious differences.
He finds confirmation of what he wishes to teach among
the wise men of his own people as well as in the Bible and
among Christian teachers, which enables him to underpin his
instructions with short references.72

The inward journey begins on the outside.
●

Painadath starts with physical perception, i.e. with the
body. His aim is to enable the practitioner to accept and
perceive himself in his physicality and rootedness in the
earth. It is important that the right posture be adopted, the
objective here being to practise silence while seated in the
right position so that the practitioner is “in the body” and can
“experience it”.73

●

The spirit (pneuma in Greek, spiritus in Latin) has always been
associated with the breath and breathing (see John 3:8: “The
pneuma blows where it pleases.”). In the Eastern religions
the observation of, and attentiveness to, breathing is one of
the key means of access to the inner world. Inhalation and
exhalation necessarily involve contact with the air, with good
and bad air, and subsequently with the “spirit of the times.”
History and the cosmos coincide here. In the words of Paul

It would go beyond the scope of this brief discussion if I were to deal here with the
psychological analysis of the layers of consciousness that is to be found in the works of
Painadath and other Indian authors and then compare this analysis with the reflections of
Western authors; see inter alia earlier works of mine in: An der Grenze des Denkbaren.
Mediation – Ost und West, Munich 1988.
72

73

Painadath, S. op. cit., 20-31.
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in his Areopagus speech in Athens: “God gives everything –
including life and breath – to everyone …. It is in him that we
live and move and exist.” (Apostles 17:25-28). Those who
wish to return to harmony with the whole are advised to begin
here.74
●

Painadath introduces the word as a third element of access.
Without going into language or the variety of languages in
any detail he attempts to extricate people from “distraction”
by and abandonment to the many words that we say and
hear and enable them to concentrate on a single key word.
He does so in a way that the practitioner can work on this
one word alone. His purpose is to overcome distraction
through “composure” and “concentration” on just one thing.
Painadath cites two references from the realm of Christianity:

		

+

		

+

From the Cloud of Unknowing, 4 “Select a short word
and take it deep into your self.”75
From John Chrisostom, PG. 60, 75: “Remain in the
devout repetition of the name of Jesus Christ, so that
the heart absorbs the divine Lord and the Lord captures
the heart: both become one.”76

Ignatius of Loyola also taught the connection between breathing
and the internal pronunciation of a word in his book of spiritual
exercises77.

Silence
While body – breath – word are the three starting points of the
inward journey, Painadath describes the inner area of experience by
reference to what he calls “symbols of silence.” This designation is
readily comprehensible because (almost) all of them belong to our
natural world of experience:
●
●

the fountain
the tree

74

Ibid., 32-43.

75

Ibid., 47.

76

Ibid., 49.

Cf. The three ways of praying, in: Ignatius von Loyola, Geistliche Übungen. Übersetzt und
erläutert von Peter Knauer. Graz, Vienna, Cologne 1974, 248-260.
77
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the new life
the seed

They all express growth and life processes and yet have an
enigmatic nature. At the beginning there is something awkward about
the naming of the master, who as a human counterpart and leader
initially forms part of the living environment of the practitioner and,
therefore, belongs outside. But he is like a handrail that the practitioner
can use for control purposes perhaps, but which he must ultimately let
go of.
This requirement applies in two respects: both persons need
freedom. The master must embody it and the practitioner must find it.
This means that the “master within me” must ever more clearly replace
the master seated opposite me. Logically enough Painadath does not
deal with the master when he talks of the inward journey; he puts him
instead at the beginning of the chapter on symbols of silence.78
At this stage the Christian seeker may well require more pronounced guidance in recognising in Christ the master who points the
way forward. Both in the Gospel according to Saint John as well as
in Paul the “in-being” occupies a central place. In the final hours of
Jesus’ life he emphatically instructs his disciples about his inner relationship with God the Father, into which he incorporates them (see
John 13:17). In his remarks about baptism Paul talks about “putting off
the old person” and “putting on the new person”, which for him means
“putting on Christ.” There is undoubtedly a strong point of contact here
between Christianity and the Indian religions.

In the world with loving compassion
The key terms selected by Painadath, all of which refer to world
experiences, do not lead the practitioner out of the world but towards
a changed attitude to the world. Therefore he concludes with advice
about the “journey outwards (from inside)” (see 138-151). We are
talking here about “exercises in everyday life.” This means two things:
●

78

We continue on our journey. Life itself is the way. Christians
recall Jesus’ statement: “I am the Way: I am Truth and Life”
(John 14:6), in which three words that are taken from life and
lead back to life – way, truth, life – are bound together with

Painadath, S., op. cit., cf. 58-69.
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the revelation of God in the burning bush – “I am he who
is” (Exodus 3:14). From the religions of Asia we once again
need to learn that “religion” is not primarily a doctrine but a
path. You always have to travel a path.
●

What we have to live is compassion. Sebastian Painadath
concludes his description of the path with the words of Jesus:
“Be compassionate, just as your Father is compassionate.”
(Luke 6:36), and: “Love one another; you must love one
another just as I have loved you.” (John 13:34) Love requires
trust, openness to reconciliation, but also new perception and
attentiveness, and ultimately a changed sensory capacity.

“With heart and the senses”
Hans Urs von Balthasar has drawn attention with great clarity to
the spiritual senses that arise from the physical senses. In the first
part of his major theological trilogy entitled Herrlichkeit (Glory) he
develops a theological aesthetic, the aim of which is to put a stop
to the de-aesthetisization of theology and move from an aesthetic
theology to a theological aesthetic, in other words to a renewed
perception and theory of perception.79 Balthasar deals in detail with
the “spiritual senses”, which found their last practical expression in
the applicatio sensuum, the “application of the senses”, in Ignatius of
Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises.80
Unfortunately, practical access to these exercises has suffered
greatly from modern reflections on the will and the intellect as well
as from the disdain for activities of the senses. Indeed, one might
even assert that it has to a large extent been lost. This is because the
importance of the full range of the emotions and the different senses –
not only sight and hearing, but also smell, taste and touch – has been
deemed insignificant in religious terms. The deeper layers of prayer
and experience of faith, subsumed under the heading of “mysticism”,
have been isolated and privatised.81 The average prayer life has
diminished, which has naturally had an effect on the way Church
services are handled.
See Balthasar, H. U. von, Herrlichkeit. Erster Band: Schau der Gestalt, Einsiedeln 1961;
on the “spiritual senses” 352-410.
79

80

Loyola, I. von, Geistliche Übungen, nos. 121-126, 132, 227.

81

Cf. de Certeau, M., Mystische Fabel. 16. bis 17. Jahrhundert, Berlin 2010.
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One can understand that many people have lost all “pleasure in
prayer.” It is likewise understandable that many non-Christian offers,
especially from Asia, are now readily accepted in the Western world.
People are searching for the inward path – expressed in theological
terms, the way to God. What we need now more than ever before
is spiritual animation that revives the taste for the world of prayer.
But animation of this kind can only be provided by people who are
themselves anchored in God and can sing with hearts full of joy:
“Yahweh is my strength and my song, to him I owe my deliverance.”
(Exodus 15:2; Isaiah 12:2; Psalms 118:14)82

Cf. Schaeffler, R., Kleine Sprachlehre des Gebets, Einsiedeln / Trier 1988; idem., Das
Gebet und das Argument, 139-142.
82
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Mystic Penetration and Prophetic Dynamism
What kind of spirituality is appropriate for our age?
Boniface Mabanza

“The world has enough for everyone’s need,
but not enough for everyone’s greed.”
Mahatma Gandhi

Introduction
Even though the dark shadows cast by the crisis of the capitalist
economic system and its model of society had been apparent for
decades, the true extent of the crisis only began to emerge in the
wake of its escalation in 2008. But even then the attempts to resolve
it amounted to little more than a mitigation of the symptoms. The most
far-reaching dimension of the crisis, which determines everything
else, is rarely considered at all. The current, multiple crisis facing
mankind has a deep-seated cultural and thus a spiritual dimension. In
a nutshell, this crisis cannot be overcome without an appropriate form
of spirituality. In what follows I shall attempt to outline the contours
of this spirituality and what the nature of the relationship between
theology and spirituality might be.

Our times
We are living in a time of crisis. Irresponsibility in business and
politics has unleashed a financial and economic crisis that is claiming
more victims by the day, as is apparent from events in Greece, Italy
and Spain, for example. The U.S.A. is awash with debt and paralysed
by party political controversy. The food crisis brought about by
various factors such as price speculation, land grabbing and the
competition between food production and biofuels has resulted in the
deaths of some one billion people. The over-exploitation of natural
resources to secure the affluence of a few threatens the survival
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of the environment. Climate change is now in full swing and the
window of opportunity for a change of course to rescue the regions
at greatest risk is very narrow. Despite this perilous situation, the
decisions that are being taken are still geared to short-term interests
and the self-service mentality of a few small groups. Hence we are
in the throes of a crisis of morality and the political capacity to act.
This demonstrates that the scarcest raw material in the world today
is not money or a rare resource, such as coltan from the Congo, but
political imagination. Had it existed, the rescue packages agreed for
the industrialised countries might have been used to fend off the
bigger disaster of climate change, for example. The victims of this
lack of imagination are, first and foremost, the poor who contribute
the least to climate change. This global apartheid and the pending
disaster that goes with it highlight the need for a radical change of
direction.
All these crises make a new world order an urgent necessity.
There is a need for political control, the assertion of which depends
on the setting up of new global institutions. For this to happen there
has to be a transformation of the all-pervasive culture of greed and
consumerism (the financial debacle, the explosion in the price of oil
and foodstuffs, and climate change are all attributable to the fact that
the entire economic system rests on excessive consumption that can
no longer be sustained). For a long time this issue was left to the
economists, yet it involves our view of the human being, our concept
of life and our notion of living well.
All the cultural, spiritual and moral resources in the world are
needed to help put an end to the cycle of destruction and death. Only
then will it be possible to put blueprints for a culture of life into practice.
Theology can make a contribution both to the fight against the ruling
disorder in the world and to the elaboration and implementation of
new lifestyles. If it is to do so, it must rediscover the importance
of spirituality in the face of the deep-seated crises of belief in the
meaning of life.

Need for a great transformation
Humankind is currently confronted by pressing issues of existential significance. All the deep-rooted crises referred to above have
their origins in greed, which leads to over-production, over-accumu-
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lation and over-consumption on a scale that humankind can no longer
afford. These crises are, therefore, more far-reaching than analysts
generally assume. They are interconnected and so cannot be seen
in isolation. As Vishwas Satgar says, “On the face of it, conflicts
the world over are fuelled by a capitalist system which, having surrendered to the financial markets, is beset by instability and squeezes
the very last drop out of workers, the poor and nature alike. Driven
by transnational corporations, the globalised market plunders and
consumes finite resources on an irreversible scale. It thus nourishes
the illusion of unlimited consumption and exacerbates the already
dramatic destruction of nature. In systemic terms, therefore, the
financial crisis is closely bound up with maximum global oil production,
the food crisis, the ‘securitisation’ of political life, and global warming.
Everybody knows what is going on; they can see it for themselves.
The global economic civilisation established over the past thirty years
is in the grip of a far-reaching crisis. It poses a serious threat to the
reproduction of society and the conditions under which life on our
planet can be sustained.”83 The dimensions of this crisis will remain
unheeded as long the importance of consumerism expounded by Tim
Jackson is ignored.84
He draws the following lesson from the sociology of consumption:
“Material things are deeply implicated in the social and psychological
aspects of our lives. This role depends heavily on the human tendency
to imbue material artefacts with symbolic values. And this ability of
sheer stuff to take on symbolic meaning provides an extremely influential `osmosis´ between the physical and the cultural world, between
material and `non-material´ aspects of our lives.”85 Tim Jackson
argues that, as a result of the role material goods play in our lives,
consumerism has ultimately taken on functions of theodicy. He sees
this kind of theodicy as extremely seductive because it offers a fleeting
kind of ontological security that requires permanent confirmation in
the form of increased consumption. The consequences of this selfperpetuating logic of destruction for the planet are well known. In the
meantime they have become so serious that voices are being raised
Satgar, V., „Wir sind nur Treuhänder. Man sollte wieder Mahatma Gandhi lesen. Er hilft
uns, den Kapitalismus zu zähmen“, in: http://www.zeit.de/2011/50/Kapitalismus-Satgar/
seite-1, 10.04.2013.
83

Jackson, T., “Where on Earth will it End? - Consumerism as Theodicy”, in: http://www.
sofn.org.uk/sofia/85where_end.html, 10.04.2013.
84

85

Ibid.
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in many quarters calling for a fundamental change of course which,
moreover, must take place within a very short time window.
The GermanAdvisory Council on Global Change (WBGU) describes
this reorientation towards climate compatibility and the sustainability
of the economic system as a ‘great transformation’: “The WGBU
views this worldwide remodelling of economy and society towards
sustainability as a ‘Great Transformation’. Production, consumption
patterns and lifestyles in all of the three key transformation fields must
be changed in such a way that global greenhouse gas emissions
are reduced to an absolute minimum over the coming decades, and
low-carbon societies can develop. The extent of the transformation
ahead of us can barely be overestimated. In terms of profound impact,
it is comparable to the two fundamental transformations in the world’s
history: the Neolithic Revolution, i.e. the invention and spreading of
farming and animal husbandry, and the Industrial Revolution, which
Karl Polanyi (1944) called the ‘Great Transformation’, meaning the
transition from agricultural to industrialised society.”86
The great transformation that is envisaged encompasses different
areas and levels of human and social activity. This demonstrates not
only the complexity of the process ahead, but also underlines the
need to mobilise all conceivable resources to ensure that the process
of change proves a success:
“Adding together all of these challenges involved in the transformation to come, it becomes clear that the upcoming changes go
far beyond technological and technocratic reforms: the business of
society must be founded on a new ‘business basis’. This is, in fact, all
about a new global social contract for a low-carbon and sustainable
global economic system. It is based on the central concept that individuals and civil societies, states and the global community of states,
as well as the economy and science, carry the joint responsibility
for the avoidance of dangerous climate change, and the aversion of
other threats to humankind as part of the Earth system. The social
contract consolidates a culture of attentiveness (born of a sense of
ecological responsibility), a culture of participation (as a democratic
responsibility), and a culture of obligation towards future generations
WBGU, “World in Transition. A Social Contract for Sustainability”, 5, in: http://www.wbgu.
de/fileadmin/templates/dateien/veroeffentlichungen/hauptgutachten/jg2011/wbgu_jg2011_
kurz_en.pdf, 10.04.2013.
86
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(future responsibility).”87 Against this backdrop the question arises of
the contribution theology and spirituality can make.

The challenge of global crisis: The contribution of theology
Christian theology rests on the belief in a God who acts in history,
in which he exerts a redeeming influence. Theology, therefore, must
immerse itself in history in order to bring about the Kingdom of God,
“the hope of whose coming rests upon taking the next step.”88 God
enters history in Jesus Christ, who puts his mission at the service of
life: “I have come so that they may have life and have it to the full.”
(John 10:10). The Second Vatican Council, with its focus on life here
on earth, reflected on God’s entry into human history. Here, human
history is clearly understood to be a place of salvation. Hence it is
emphasised that a central aspect of Christian mission in this world
is to work for the defense and promotion of life, to fight oppression,
exploitation and hunger, promote peace and contribute to the preservation of creation.
These tasks are at the very heart of the proclamation of the
Kingdom of God89, which will come but whose anticipated fragments
must be visible here and now. The strained relationship between the
world as it is and the world as it should be serves to remind Christians
of the relevance of their mission in this world. In the light of the mission
of Jesus Christ, the task of Christian theology is to interpret the signs
of the times, spell out the significance of the dangerous memory and
point to the urgency of its modernisation. The updating of the Christian
message poses a threat to all forces that have a destructive effect on
humankind and nature.
These forces are at work wherever weapons are produced, subsidised and commercialised and strike fear in the hearts of people in
trouble spots around the world. These forces are at work wherever
goods are produced under conditions of exploitation and to the
87

Ibid., 2.

Kertiens, F., „Die Auferstehungsbrücke – oder: Wissen wir eigentlich, was „Theologie der
Befreiung“ ist?“, in: Goldstein, H. (ed.), Befreiungstheologie als Herausforderung, Düsseldorf
1981, 28.
88

Cf. Eicher, P., Solidarischer Glaube. Schritte auf dem Weg der Freiheit, Düsseldorf 1975,
106: “The good news of the Kingdom of God gives priority to the changeability of the real,
to the possibility of a new future; it gives free rein to unconditional hope, from which the
momentum for possible change arises.”
89
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detriment of the environment. These forces are at work wherever
financial and economic crises are resolved in favour of banks and
large companies, resulting in an upward redistribution which only
worsens the situation of the already badly off. Those who confess
Christ undertake to participate in the mission for a peaceful, just,
environmentally compatible and climate-friendly world order, which
Christ proclaimed by virtue of his entry into human history. As Brother
Roger wrote, “In the struggle for the voice of the voiceless to be heard,
for the liberation of every person, the Christian finds his place – in
the very front line”.90 From today’s perspective, given the escalation
of the environmental crisis and climate change, his statement should
be extended to include the struggle for the liberation of the planet.
The crucial question arising from this mission is what the proprium of
theology can be in view of the great transformation as compared to
other debates addressing this issue.
This question deserves close attention, for nothing could be more
disastrous for the practice of theological discourse than to render
oneself superfluous by repeating what has already been articulated –
and possibly in a more concise manner – in other debates. In a nutshell
this means that, in the light of the crisis, the aim of theology cannot
be (solely) to take over the points of criticism raised by researchers,
civil societies and even by political decision makers in order to derive
moral appeals from them. If theology does so, it will wear itself out in
technical and technocratic approaches without being in a position to
make a decisive contribution to the questions that concern people.
In the current historical context theology achieves its proprium by
giving serious consideration to the questions that preoccupy people
and pointing to the necessity of a return to the original visions of
humankind, out of which arises the radicalism that the necessary
changes require.
At the heart of this quest for radicalism stands the question
about life91, its meaning and significance in the unfolding history
90

Roger, F., Struggle and Contemplation, Taizé 1973, 7.

Cf. Mabanza, B., Gerechtigkeit kann es nur für alle geben. Eine Globalisierungskritik
aus afrikanischer Perspektive, Münster 2009, 225: “Who are people? What is their purpose?
These fundamental questions have an important role to play in shaping life. For if man is more
than what the current consumption-based lifestyle makes of him, the ideology-influenced and
economic point of view cannot and must not amount to everything. Thus there is a need for
the art of distinction that rests on a scale in which account is taken of the unfolding of an
integral life. The Christian tradition must make a contribution to this art of distinction.”
91
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of humankind. In respect of this question theology not only draws
on a history of God involving humankind and the whole of creation
that it is worthwhile recounting, but also shoulders the more modern
responsibility entrusted to humankind of carefully administering
God’s creation. Only an appreciation of the significance of life and
the necessary resultant radicalism in both reflection and practice
can transform the current crises into a genuine opportunity to create
something new. To ensure that this happens, theology must be aware
of its creative mission. Given the inherent logic of the Christian faith,
this mission is a duty “because Christianity, as a human utopia, breaks
with the substantialist model of things and develops an ethical model,
in which man, society and the whole of reality consistently have to
be recreated – in accordance with the aspiration of the humane, the
measure – but not the content – of which is outlined in the word of
the Bible (…)”.92 In taking up this creative function, which is intended
to make the Christian responses to the questions people have today
appropriate to the modern context, theology finds itself on the right
track, provided it bears its spirituality within itself and not beside itself.

Theology and spirituality in view of the challenge posed
by the great transformation
Sebastian Painadath, the Jesuit father to whom this anthology is
dedicated, defines the essence of spirituality in a terse and precise
manner: “Spirituality, as the perception of the presence of the divine
spirit in and around us, affects every aspect of our lives: body and
soul, reason and emotion, ratio and intuitio as well as people and
society. In an integrated spirituality all these aspects are incorporated
into the experience of the spirit. Thus the body becomes the fundamental sacrament, the world the place in which we encounter God,
and our history God’s history with us and through us”.93 Based on
this definition, spirituality appears to be a basic dimension of human
experience, without which theology would lack something essential
for the perception and shaping of life. Brother Roger had this basic
dimension in mind when he wrote: “This struggle for and with others
Mana, K., Wiederaufbau Afrikas und Christentum. Afrikanische Theologie für eine Zeit
der Krise, Lucerne 2005, 119-120.
92

Panaidath, S., “An Unsere Freunde”, June 2001, 16-17, quoted from Georg Evers,
“Sebastian Panaidath SJ. Theologe aus Indien“, in: Forum Weltkirche 2 (2008), in: http://
www.forum-weltkirche.de/de/personen/13760.sebastian-painadath-sj.html, 10.04.2013.
93
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finds its source in another struggle that is more and more etched in
his deepest self, at that point in which no two people are quite alike.
There he touches the gates of contemplation.”94 Spirituality, as the
basic dimension that opens up the path to the history of God with
us, and theology, as reflection on this divine history with us, belong
together; they form a productive unity in tension that helps people to
shape their lives, and both can only be transformative95, for the appeal
of Christianity is unambiguous: “It is neither a question of fleeing the
world nor of adapting to it. The crux, rather, is to transform the world
or – yet more radically – to participate in the transformation that God
undertakes.”96
If it is true that far-reaching social changes are impossible without
the transformation of the culture that determines people’s thoughts
and actions, commitment to the great transformation necessarily
commences with a process of rethinking. This rethinking affects
nothing less than our humanity, the way in which we understand and
behave towards each other. The issue here is a fundamental change in
the dominant culture, and this change has a deep spiritual dimension.
If we merely conceive of ourselves as beings condemned to egoism,
competition and accumulation, there can be no interrupting the vicious
circle of inequalities and the destruction of people, the environment
and the planet. That this rests on a reductionist view of humanity goes
without saying, since people also define themselves on the basis of
renunciation and modesty (Gandhi), solidarity (Ubuntu philosophy of
life), compassion and attentiveness (biblical traditions) and affinity with
Mother Earth (indigenous traditions in Latin America and Africa).
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Roger, F., Struggle and Contemplation, Taizé 1973, 7.

Cf. World Council of Churches, “Together towards Life: Mission and Evangelism in
changing landscapes. Proposal for a new WCC affirmation on Mission and Evangelism
submitted by the Commission on the World Mission and Evangelism (CWME)”,, in: “Mission
spirituality is always transformative. Mission spirituality resists and seeks to transform all
life-destroying values and systems wherever these are at work in our economies, our politics,
and even our church. […] Mission spirituality motivates us to serve God’s economy of life, not
mammon, to share life at God’s table rather than satisfy individual greed, to pursue change
to a better world while challenging the self-interest of the powerful who desire to maintain the
status quo”.
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Ela, J. M., Gott befreit. Neue Wege afrikanischer Theologie, Freiburg 2003, 90. Cf.
World Council of Churches, Together towards Life: Mission and Evangelism in changing
landscapes. Proposal for a new WCC affirmation on Mission and Evangelism submitted by
the Commission on the World Mission and Evangelism (CWME): “God’s purpose for the
world is not to create another world, but to re-create what God has already created in love
and wisdom.”
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Seen from a holistic perspective, the question is not whether
those who live in abundance must content themselves with less for
reasons of justice and humanity, but how the image of humankind,
which is characterised by excessive consumption and competition,
can be transformed into a new awareness and, above all, how this
new awareness can be given a political dimension so that a good life
can be enjoyed by all. In this way excessive demands as a result of
inhumane poverty can be resisted, as can insufficient demands as a
result of overabundance. At the heart of Christian spirituality lies the
struggle for the reassertion of humankind’s humanity. This struggle
unites many world religions. Mahatma Gandhi97, viewing life from a
Hindu perspective, warned of the dangers of a civilisation based on
accumulation. For him happiness meant the renunciation of needs
and being there for others. He established that, beyond the minimum
people need to survive, what should serve life actually causes harm.
He used to say that creating needs in order to satisfy them is like
chasing the wind. Sebastian Painadath would agree with Gandhi on
that score, for he too has a strategy of his own to set against the
destructive logic of material accumulation: “To develop a counterculture, invigorate a value system that corresponds with the Gospel
and pursue a lifestyle that gives life spiritual quality. This presumes
an inner freedom which essentially only flourishes through asceticism
and deliberate renunciation. An abundance of possessions deprives
people of their freedom (…).”98 Here, however, we must pay heed
to Tim Jackson’s warning: “Consumerism may be destroying the
planet, but in the final analysis, it is clear that it cannot be countered
by simple exhortation, religious or otherwise. If consumption places
such a vital role in our lives, then asking people to give up material
commodities is asking them to risk a kind of social suicide. People will
resist threats to identity. They will resist threats to meaning. They will
ask quite legitimate questions of the motives of the moral persuaders.
Cf. Satgar, V., Wir sind nur Treuhänder. Man sollte wieder Mahatma Gandhi lesen. Er
hilft uns, den Kapitalismus zu zähmen, in: http://www.zeit.de/2011/50/Kapitalismus-Satgar/
seite-1: “Gandhi believed in the unity of all living things and that meant for him: People are
equipped with reason and morality but that does not make them superior to other forms of
life. We are all mere trustees of a common creation; we are in society’s debt and in the debt
of nature. This indebtedness forms the foundation of our mutual dependence. For Gandhi
this led to the demand for a new ethic, according to which we should only take from nature
what we really need. That does not include consumerist excesses, gluttony and greed.”
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Painadath, S., “Wie glauben – nach dem Terror von Madrid? Eine Herausforderung für
die Christen in Europa. Vorschläge zur Umkehr – aus indischer Sicht“, in: Publik-Forum 9
(Mai 2004), 36.
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So the task of countering consumerism must start with the building of
alternative theodicies: the construction of meaning structures, communities of meaning (…), that lie outside the realm of the market.
This process must also entail a deep re-engagement with ‘theodicy’,
with the ‘problem of pain’ in its wider sense“.99 In other words, an end
cannot be put to consumerism unless there are established practices
paving the way for alternative places where life can be lived on the
basis of different values. Only such alternative places hold out the
prospect of proving attractive and thus of mobilising the masses.
The latter would then encourage the decision makers to provide a
new framework. The Christian faith also needs places of this kind
that offer the practical experience of spirituality if, together with
other world religions and social movements, it is to contribute to the
triumph of the culture of life in the face of a murderous disorder with its
dramatic consequences for both man and nature. It was places of this
kind and their value systems that Sebastian Painadath had in mind
when he wrote: “(…) In future the Church of Jesus will take shape
in the small-scale initiatives that credibly endeavour to translate the
values of Jesus into everyday life. The resulting communities in the
discipleship of Jesus will transcend the boundaries of religions and
cultures and find their way into people’s hearts. We thus come back to
Jesus’ fundamental concern: the implementation and proclamation of
the Kingdom of God as a spiritual reality and not so much the spread
of Christianity as a religious dimension”.100

Jackson, T., Where on Earth will it End? Consumerism as Theodicy, http://www.sofn.org.
uk/sofia/85where_end.html
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Painadath, S., „Wie glauben – nach dem Terror von Madrid? Eine Herausforderung für
die Christen in Europa. Vorschläge zur Umkehr – aus indischer Sicht“, in: Publik-Forum 9
(May 2004), 37.
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Spirituality and Theology
Michael Amaladoss SJ

When we speak of spirituality and theology today there is a
common understanding that spirituality concerns the way we live our
Christian life, while theology refers to the way we think about reality
from a religious point of view. Spirituality has a practical and experiential tone about it focused on an individual, whereas theology has a
theoretical ring centred in a community. Some people may even think
that spirituality is the practical application in life of the knowledge that
we acquire in theology. But the interrelationship between theology
and spirituality is much more complex. A look at history will help us
to understand this complexity. It may also lead us to consider them in
new, more creative ways.
For the first twelve centuries of Christianity people hardly spoke
of spirituality, nor of theology either. The term “spirit” referred to the
Holy Spirit, her activity in the world and in humans, her many gifts that
enabled the people to serve the community in various ways. St. Paul
speaks of this to the Romans and the Corinthians. The Spirit is the
giver of freedom and enables us to become God’s children so that we
can call God “Abba” – Father. (Rom 8:14-17) The Spirit also enables
us to build community through mutual service. (1 Cor 12:1-11) The
distinction/dichotomy between matter and spirit in the human will
come much later in the Middle Ages.

The First 12 Centuries
The Fathers of the Church did proclaim the Good News and
exhorted the people to live according to the Gospel. Their way of doing
it was to read the scriptures and comment on them, drawing lessons
for life. They looked at God, the humans and the world and tried to
understand it in their mutual relationship. They used current philosophical ideas taken from Neoplatonism or Stoicism. But there was
no attempt to develop any systematic view on God, the humans and
71
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the universe based on these philosophies. Fathers like Irenaeus and
Augustine did have grand visions about the plan of God for the world
and the role of Jesus Christ in this plan. We see such visions already in
the New Testament, but specially St. Paul and St. John. The Synoptics
speak about the Kingdom of God. St. Paul talks about gathering up
of all things (Eph 1:10), reaching fullness in Christ (Col 1:19) so that
God will be “all in all”. (1 Cor 15:28) St. John sees everything united
in the Word. (John 1:1-4; cf. 17:21) The Fathers did try to clarify points
of belief in the light of their praxis. For example, a worship of Jesus
as divine leads them to clarify to themselves their understanding of
him as divine and human, without confusion and without separation,
in the Council of Chalcedon. Even earlier in Nicea, their experience of
Jesus as divine and of the Spirit in their lives and ministry leads them
to their vision of God as the Trinity. But these doctrinal clarifications
do not lead them to much speculation, though they tried to explain
the mysteries to the people. It was more mystagogy than theology.
It was known as gnosis – sapientia – wisdom.101 It was an attempt
to understand their experience of their Christian life than the elaboration of an abstract system. There was a desire to understand the
faith – faith seeking understanding. But the explanations were done
in terms of the symbols and stories of the Bible. They spoke of the
four senses of scripture: literal, allegorical, moral and anagogical.
There was a holistic approach to Christian life. Their focus was on
a way of life rather than an explanation of a doctrinal system. It was
“a synthesis of biblical exegesis, speculative reasoning and mystical
contemplation.”102 In contemporary terms one can speak of it as a
‘spirituality’ rather than theology. Orthodoxy followed orthopraxis. This
situation continued for the first twelve centuries of the Christian era.

The Middle Ages
Around the thirteenth century, the scholars in Europe discover the
philosophy of Aristotle. Aristotle shows them not only a scientific way of
looking at the material world (physics), but also a systematic manner of
organizing concepts abstracted from the world in a philosophy (metaphysics). There was then an effort to think of the realities of Christian
life in the framework of Aristotelian metaphysics. It seemed to reach
101

Cf. Vaggagini, C., Doing Theology, Bangalore: IJA Publications, 2003, 33-59.

Sheldrake, P., “Spirituality and Theology”, in: Byrne. P. / Houlden. L.,eds., Companion
Enclyclopedia of Theology, London 1995, 516.
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out to the mysteries in terms of analogy, starting with the concepts
drawn from the material world. The categories of metaphysics –
essence and existence, form and matter, substance and accidents,
the efficient, formal, material and final causes – are used to provide a
framework to understand the mysteries of Christian faith. This is called
theology, which becomes an objective, context and experience free
science about God and other divine realities that are understandable
in and adequate to themselves. Theology has a priori first principles
starting with the nature of God, the humans and the universe from
which the whole meaning system can be logically deduced. Christian
life then becomes an application of this meaning to life. The scriptures
themselves are read through the prism of metaphysics. St. Thomas
Aquinas is the dominant theologian of this period. The head and its
reason dominate. Though there were others like Bonaventure who
sought to speak also of the heart and its emotions, they were not able
to withstand the thrust of reason as something objective, context-free
and therefore universal and normative. Reflection on the faith loses
its character as a holistic commentary on life and becomes a scientific
discourse focused on knowledge deduced from abstract concepts.103
The Bible becomes illustrative material. Moral theology applies the
principles of systematic theology to life in the world and evolves rules
for behavior. Like the universal concepts of systematic theology,
moral theology too acquires universal principles of action. Orthopraxis
follows orthodoxy.
This was also the period when monasticism was flourishing
in the Church. The common people were nourished by the liturgy
which structured their Christian life through the sacraments. But the
religious life of the monks, male and female, was nourished by the
reading of and meditation on scripture. This was called lectio divina.
Some saints did witness, in writing, to their ‘spiritual’ and mystical
experiences of prayer. As a matter of fact, Scholastic philosophy distinguished between the ‘spirit’ and the body in the human. The term
‘spiritual’ no longer referred only to the Holy Spirit, but also to the
human spirit. Methods of prayer and contemplation, always centred
around the scriptures, were taught. Theologians (and the Magisterium)
were always suspicious about these ‘spiritual excercises’. Theology
remained conceptual and dry, though it tried to integrate the spiritual
practices as dimensions of practical theology, grouped around moral
103

Cf. Ibid., 60-75.
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theology. Slowly there were efforts to classify and systematize them
from a theological point of view. The focus was not on the ordinary
people and their liturgical practices, but on the elite in the monasteries
who were seeking perfection in ‘spiritual’ life – as opposed to intellectual reflection. One speaks of the purgative, illuminative and unitive
ways in divine-human relationship. The focus is on the individual. By
the 18th century, ascetical and mystical theology become sections of
moral theology. Later one considers them as spiritual theology. There
is also a growing distinction, if not dichotomy, between the soul and
the body. The soul is the ‘spirit’ in the human. One speaks of saving
or improving one’s soul. Religion is seen as rituals and practices that
concern the soul. The body and matter (the world) are perceived as
burdens on the soul from which it has to be liberated.

Modernity
It is at this time that Christianity is impacted by the Enlightenment
in the 18th century. There is a twofold movement. On the one hand
the physical sciences, in its different branches like mathematics,
physics, chemistry and biology, develop, increasing the body of exact
knowledge concerning the material world. On the other hand, at the
level of philosophy, there is a turn to the subject and an exploration
of the process of knowing with philosophers like Kant. Eventually the
possibility of knowing reality-in-itself – metaphysics – is questioned
and even denied by the post-moderns. The human becomes an individual, focused on him/herself. Experience and emotion is separated
from intelligence and reason. Religion is considered un-scientific and
becomes privatized and subjective.
However, the Romantic movement prizing imagination, emotion
and experience also develops as a counter balance. Side by side,
the human and social sciences like psychology, sociology and
cultural anthropology emerge, thanks to students of human and
social behavior like Sigmund Freud, Karl Marx and Emile Durkheim.
Though they cannot be studied as ‘scientifically’ as the physical
sciences, an objective and systematic study of personal and social
behavior is possible in so far as they are structured in some way
by culture and society. Besides, people also become aware of the
impact of history on knowledge and life. Like the humans they too
are historical. Human knowledge and its expressions are no longer
abstract, universal and eternal beyond space and time. They are con-
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ditioned by contextual as well as personal factors and therefore need
to be interpreted. Scholars would soon realize that this is true also of
scientific knowledge.104

The Development of Spirituality
It is at this time that ‘spirituality’ as a subject of study develops.
It still concerns the relationship between the human person and the
divine or Absolute, the way it is lived and expressed. It concerns no
longer only the ‘spirit’ but the whole human person, body and spirit.
It is not an individualistic pursuit, but reaches out to the others and
the cosmos, besides the divine. It does not derive its inspiration from
systematic theology only, but is a response to the call of the divine
as mediated by the scriptural and religious tradition. The quest is not
limited to a few individuals seeking perfection, but concerns every
one. It is the experiential dimension of religion. As such it interacts
with the sources, namely the scriptures. It dialogues with the systematic reflection on the religious dimension of reality dealing with
the divine, the human and the cosmic and their inter-relationship, that
is theology. As individual and social behavior it relates to the social
sciences like history, psychology, sociology and cultural anthropology.
It becomes aware of its various manifestations at different levels,
popular and elite, male and female, individual and social. In a global
world it realizes that every religious tradition has its spiritual path and
therefore it dialogues with the others in view of mutual knowledge
and enrichment. We can recall here that even today people speak
about the mystical East as different from the more rational West. As
a global religion Christianity will also dialogue with various cultures
leading to many local incarnations and expressions. In this way spirituality becomes an inter-disciplinary and interreligious project. It is
no longer applied theology, though theology remains an essential
partner and as the intellectual reflection on the faith tradition it even
has a prophetic and critical role. But ultimately life is primary and
theological reflection is at the service of life. While spirituality deals
with experience and life rather than knowledge and understanding
(like theology) it need not concern only individuals. It can also deal
with group efforts to relate with each other, with the cosmos and with
the divine.
104
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Spirituality is also liberated from a narrow focus on mysticism. The
Second Vatican Council spoke about the universal call to holiness.
Spirituality is not the preserve of the few but a way of life for all. Depth
in spirituality is not to be judged by paranormal phenomena called
mystical, but by faithfulness to a good Christian life that is open not
only to the divine, but to the others, especially those who need our
love and service, and to the cosmos. The goal of life then becomes
cosmotheandric communion, in the phrase of Raimon Panikkar.105

The Evolution of Theology
Correspondingly, theology also has evolved in new ways in recent
decades. Scholastic theology tried to build up a rationally consistent
system that claimed to be ‘objective’, context-free and universal. In
reaction to the Enlightenment, Scholastic theology had become NeoScholastic.106 This meant that the dogmatic framework of Scholastic
theology in terms of a set of theses was kept and was defended
with sets of proof texts taken from the Bible and the teachings of the
Magisterium. Its source was neither faith-experience nor scripture.
This ‘reification’ of theology may have forced spirituality to reach out
to God on its own, so to speak. Some groups in the Catholic Church
still seem to be holding on to this tradition, though suitably modified.
But theology has changed very much in the field. It is largely
context based and experiential. People speak of Third World, Indian
and African theologies. Most of these have a liberational thrust. One
speaks, for instance, of the pastoral theological cycle.107 One starts
with committed faith experience in a particular context, especially in
favour of the poor and the oppressed people. Such an experience
raises questions to faith which proclaims love and justice as essential
Christian values. The question is then sharpened and made properly
theological, and not economical or political, for example, by an
analysis of reality and experience. For this the human and social
sciences are used. Once the situation is understood and the question
sharpened, the sources of faith, namely scripture and tradition are
read and interpreted in this context. This correlation between the
Cf. Panikkar, R., The Cosmotheandric Experience: Emerging Religious Consciousness,
Maryknoll 1993.
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Cf. Vagaggini, C., op.cit., 76-84. He calls it “Positive Scholasticism”.

Cf. Wijsen, F./ Henriot, P./ Mejìa, R., eds., The Pastoral Cycle Revisited. A Critical Quest
for Truth and Transformation, Maryknoll 2005.
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scriptures and the experiential situation will offer us answers to the
question. Based on this answer one explores action plans to make the
situation better. This is the time for discernment and decision which
lead us to liberative action in view of transformation. The cycle then
starts again. In this pastoral theological cycle the theological moment
is the one of correlation between the questioning experience and the
sources of faith. It is not the drawing of a conclusion from first principles. On the one hand the experience may be transformed in the
light of the faith. On the other hand traditional faith affirmations may
have to be corrected in view of experiential questions. Theology is no
longer a universal system that is handed down and applied to different
contexts. It is dialogical and dynamic. The tensions between liberation
theologians and others are illustrations of these.
Even if we remain within the dominant Euro-American sphere
theologians who have been challenged by the philosophical developments after the Enlightenment and phenomenology find a place for
experience in theologizing.108 Bernard Lonergan, for example, has
developed a method in theology in eight steps, the central moment
of which is conversion. The process is analytical and oriented to
change.109 David Tracy has followed up on this and developed a
method of correlation in which the sources of the faith have to enter
into dialogue with experience. For Tracy, dialogue is an essential
moment of theology.110 Similarly Paul Tillich also exposes a method
of correlation between faith and experience in doing theology.111 Karl
Rahner’s theology does not start with social experience like that of
the liberation theologians; but he also starts with personal faith experience before going on to explore the transcendental conditions of
such an experience in the light of the data of faith.112
But the dominant group in Euro-America still considers its version
of ‘academic’ theology as scientific, context-free and universal. It
seems to consider the contextual theologies of the Third World as
practical, not systematic, theologies. It holds on to the Greek cultural
framework and is critical of inculturation. It is surprising, for instance,
108

Cf. Louth, A., Discerning the Mystery: An Essay on the Nature of Theology, Oxford 1983.
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See Lonergan, B., Method in Theology, London 1971, 125-145, particularly 130-131.
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Cf. Tracy, D., Blessed Rage for Order, New York 1975.
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Cf. Rahner, K., The Practice of Faith: A Handbook of Contemporary Spirituality, Lehmann,
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that spirituality is considered an immature discipline, that cannot be
objective and scientific (as systematic theology is supposed to be),
resembling more the arts than the sciences.113 But compare this with
what Rosemary Haughton says: “Poetry is not ‘illustration’ of prose
by adding imagery; it is rather the most accurate way in which some
inkling of an incommunicable experience can be communicated, and
theology is exactly that also.”114 Everything depends on whether
theology has to be limited to a rational explanation of the mystery
of God. Many modern theologians, not only the anti-metaphysical
post-modern philosophers, would question the possibility of a rational,
‘scientific’ knowledge of the mystery, whether of the humans or of God.

The Asian Traditions
What is significant is that we have always had a similar situation
in Hinduism and Buddhism. In Hinduism the way of realization led
from sravavna (hearing of the scriptures) through manana (reflection)
and nidhidyasana (concentration) to samadhi (realization of union).
It is a spiritual way that includes a moment of reflection followed by
concentration and interiorization. In Buddhism the eight-fold path right view, intention, speech, action, livelihood, effort, mindfulness and
concentration - is often summarized as right knowledge, right life and
the intuitive wisdom of realization. But what is happening in the West
is that theology has become a rational-conceptual ‘science’ which can
be taught and learnt by people who have no faith and/or who do not
live it. For these people spirituality has nothing to do with theology.
It is significant that, in the area of interreligious studies, we are
moving away from comparative religion to comparative theology which
takes the faith of the other seriously. Theologians who are holding on
to a rational system may not be sensitive to contextual questions. This
means that they are not responsive, not only to differing religious,
cultural and social contexts in the world in terms of inculturation, but
also to the differing spiritual needs of different peoples. They may not
also be able to dialogue with other religious traditions like Hinduism
and Buddhism which have other ways of doing theology. For Asian
theologians, however, theology today needs to be dialogical.
Cf. Schneiders, S. M., “Theology and Spirituality: Strangers, Rivals, or Partners?”, in:
Horizons 13 (1986) 269, 273.
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Conclusion
With this historical development in the identity and relatedness
of spirituality and theology in a general way we have returned to
the holistic perspective of the first 12 centuries in the West, but a
perspective that always continued in the Eastern Churches. But at
the same time there has been internal clarification and development.
Just as what used to be called philosophy in the Middle Ages has
broken up into a variety of physical and social sciences, what used
to be called theology has also become an inter-disciplinary project.
Spirituality and theology are two poles of this ensemble indicating
life and knowledge. The one needs the other. As Philip Sheldrake
concludes:
“Theology is an integral part of the study of spirituality because it
is essential to the full interpretation of Christian spiritual experience.
Yet, spirituality is also integral to theology both because it raises
questions which theology must consider and also because, as Karl
Rahner pointed out, the empirical realities of spirituality supply data
that are necessary for theology and not available from purely doctrinal
sources.”115
If we now compare spirituality and theology and look at their
interrelationship, we have to say first that spirituality is not theology.
Spirituality concerns a way of life and experience. Theology is an effort
to see clearly personal and social reality in the light of faith and critically challenge it. Both spirituality and theology are called to become
interdisciplinary. In the past, what was called ‘spiritual theology’ may
have been a practical sub-section of theology. Today spirituality is
an autonomous inter-disciplinary project in which theology also has
an essential role to play. It is a role of clarification, explanation and
prophetic criticism. Theology has its own autonomy as an effort to
understand the faith, but also throwing light on reality and experience
in the light of the faith. But its understanding is not merely rationalconceptual as with Scholastic theology, but may demand today also
intuition and emotional and cultural intelligence. Without theology
spirituality may be blind. Without spirituality theology may become an
irrelevant, secular vision.

Sheldrake, P., op. cit., 532-533. He also refers to Sandra Schneiders, Spirituality in the
Academy, in: Theological Studies 50 (1989), 676–97.
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Cross-fertilisation of Spirituality
and Theology
Luiz Carlos Susin

Introduction
There is an inherent, dialectical relationship between spirituality
and theology. I refer here, above all, to the Christian tradition, because
it inherited rational discourse as “theology” from Greek philosophy.
An examination of different traditions reveals analogous dialectical
relationships. For historical reasons, which I shall deal with in greater
detail in the first part of this paper, I shall confine myself here to
the Christian tradition, in which there is the same creative tension
between spirituality and theology as there is between faith and
reason and, indeed, between the divine and the human, articulated
in the tension between two unmistakable and inseparable natures
in the Christological Confession of the Council of Chalcedon (451)
and, ultimately, in the economy of incarnation and redemption, which
must be understood as emanating from Jesus as the Son of God.
However, the central Christological role of theology as a means of
understanding Christian spirituality calls for redemption from the other
divine “legate”, the Holy Spirit. Although Western theology developed
a certain Christomonism, which had an effect on spirituality, a discreet
and sometimes enthusiastic relationship emerged between Christian
spirituality and its spiritual source, the Holy Spirit. In respect of both
spirituality and theology, therefore, we shall encounter accentuations
or even paths with a more pronounced pneumatological character
and a more mystical “spiritual” theology articulated in a more symbolic
and narrative language: in other words, a theology and spirituality
which concentrate on the “logos” – on understandable expression,
concept and measure – and are more Christological in nature. I shall
revisit these aspects a little later.
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Since it is not merely a question of following the course of history
in the quest for an archaeology of the relationship between spirituality and theology, I shall focus in the second part of this paper on
two important elements of this relationship in the 20th century: the
renouveau théologique, also known as nouvelle théologie, which was
the most significant theological movement to precede the Second
Vatican Council and exerted an influence on it, and liberation theology,
a quite original form of implementation in the Latin American context
of the proposals made by the Council. Both these movements were
associated with spiritual and ecclesial renewal in the course of the
20th century.
The present has been greatly influenced by the Pentecostal
movement. While the theologies referred to above have maintained
Christocentrism in the historicity and discipleship of Jesus, which
would indicate a Christocentric spirituality, the Pentecostal movement
is the biggest spiritual phenomenon of our time. It requires a theology
of the Holy Spirit, which is being elaborated. I shall look into this issue
in the third part of my paper.
One final introductory remark: in a creative dialectic between spirituality and theology, spirituality is the primary point of reference and
departure in the relationship. Spirituality is a platform that tends to be
broader than its theological exposition; it is rooted in a larger historical
context or, to quote Gustavo Gutierrez, it is the “first act”, whereas
theology – and reflection upon it – is the “second act”. The intention
here is not to clarify what spirituality is, although it is important to
stress that it existed prior to theology. Its vital and “experiential” originality, its dimension of “praxis” or “poiesis” even, and its experiential
and creative praxis existed before theological reflection. Nowadays,
theology requires interdisciplinary means that are becoming ever
more complex and extensive in order to consider its task in relation to
spirituality in a pluralistic paradigm.

Lessons of history
Patristic theology originated in the pastoral context of the
episcopal zeal of the first communities, in the apologetic context of
the intellectual Christians confronted by “heathen” thinking and as the
outcome of straightforward reasoning, of a straightforward doctrine
in the face of the pathologies of the liturgical practices and beliefs.
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For that reason both Christian, ecclesial, spiritual life and the social
context of the Christian communities engendered and propelled
theologies. The origins of the term “theology” in Greek philosophy
prevented the nascent theology from using that designation. Even
as a Christian doctrine it heightened the originality of the Christian
experience and the knowledge that derived from that experience.
In his thoughts on the “spiritual feeling” of the post-biblical theological tradition Marcello Bordoni draws on the work of the orthodox
theologian, Vladimir Lossky, and comes to the conclusion that “the
emphasis on the value of this experience of the recognition of God in
Christ, brought about by the actions of the Spirit, clarifies the practical
value of this recognition in that it serves communion with God or “deification” (théosis).”116 Lossky himself is quoted as saying: “One thus
arrives at a conclusion which might appear somewhat paradoxical:
Christian theory is of outstanding practical significance. The more
mystical it is, the more it focuses directly on the supreme goal of
communion with God”.117
The language of theology with its emphasis on the sapiential and
the mystical was more at home in symbology and allegory. Alexandria,
a Greek intellectual centre, where a symbolic and allegorical hermeneutics of mythology and Homer’s tales was developed together with
a new reception of Plato, offered Clement and Origen an environment
that was conducive to the introduction of a theological language and
method that moved away from the literal towards the symbolic, the
metaphorical and the allegorical. Thus the apophatic language of
theology, which was so important to the Orient, was bound up with an
awareness that words are always very far behind and very far beneath
the experience of the mystery; that words and even practical deeds in
life continue to depend on the mystical experience, which can never
be adequately translated into language and practice. Summarising
this path, which came to the fore in the Eastern theology of the first
millennium in particular, Symeon the New Theologian (949–1022
AD) was able to assert that the saint is the true theologian. Symeon
joined a major spiritual movement in the Oriental Greek church that
was called hesychasm. The word hesychia translates as “quiet” or
“stillness” or as the transition of the spirit to the heart through simplicity and renunciation. To be more precise, it is the transition from
116

Bordoni, M., La cristologia nell’orizzonte dello Spirito, Brescia 1995, 81.
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Ibid., 81-82.
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the noise of argumentation to loving silence by the repetition of a
simple technique of praying.
In the Occident, mention must be made of Saint Augustine
(354-430 AD), whose theology is reflected in sermons, letters,
apologetic texts, statements and catechisms. It is from Augustine that
the Scholastics learned, among other things, that theology begins
in prayer and culminates in prayer, no matter how speculative that
might seem. Their intellectual passion and the dialectical relationship
between faith and intelligence (credo ut intelligam et intelligo ut
credam) accorded priority to faith, but a good relationship culminates
in love. A fine example can be found in Augustine’s Confessions,
in which he talks about the purpose and the place of every single
thing in accordance with its weight: “Amor meus pondus meum – my
love is my weight. Wherever I go, it is my weight that guides me”.118
On many occasions Augustine repeats St. Paul’s statement that
“The love of God has been poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit
which has been given to us.” (Romans 5:5). That is a synthesis and
the basis of his pneumatology and his theology of grace. Love is in
fact the tertium between faith and reason, a “third element”, which
overcomes the tertium non datur of Greek dualism and is capable
of summarising and uniting body and soul, heaven and earth. Saint
Augustine thus succeeds in establishing a certain synthesis between
spirituality and theology, which – after Saint Thomas Aquinas, the
“Prince of Scholastics” – endeavours to provide a stricter link with the
Aristotelian categories.
However, the syntheses do not eliminate the tension between
two accentuations which, in the investigation of new profundities,
develop into trends and schools. History teaches us that, prior to
Thomas Aquinas in the West, there was a marked difference between
a more mystical theology, which sprang from spiritual experience,
and a more rational theology, which emerged from work on logic and
concepts. The symbolic theology of the former had a narrative and
poetic background, whereas the latter was carefully elaborated using
dialectics, syllogism and concepts. Classical representatives of the
respective theologies are St. Bernhard of Clairvaux, a monk and a
mystic, and Petrus Abaelardus, a philosopher and incisive logician.
Contemporaries in France, they examined two possible paths, both
118

Augustinus, Confessions, XIII, 9.

OWT vol.4 (Spirituality of the Universal Church) 305pp.indd 84

5/29/14 2:01 PM

Cross-fertilisation of Spirituality and Theology

85

of which were characterised by ever clearer risks of dissociation,
and handed them down. The 13th century saw the formation of the
two schools that were to come to the fore in the late Middle Ages:
the Dominican school, in which St. Thomas Aquinas played such a
dominant role that it ultimately came to be called the Thomist School,
and the Franciscan School, which produced a certain diversity of
thinkers such as Bonaventura and Duns Scotus. While they had a
common link with St. Francis of Assisi, they followed the Augustinian
theological tradition: that of the loving experience. The Dominican
school was also described as “intellectualist”. Its message can be summarised as follows: “You only love what you know”. The Franciscan
school was described as voluntarist, its message being that the will or
“wanting” is the same as loving. In other words, loving is a voluntary
act which matures in free “wanting”. This can be summarised by
reversing the intellectualist statement that “you only know what you
love”. Whereas the Dominican or Thomist School more or less officially took over the leading role in Scholasticism, in which theology
was hallowed as a science and, indeed, as the supreme science, the
Franciscan School emphasised free decisions, loving relationships,
the Good rather than the Being as the place of encounter with God.
Here once again we have a distinction between a more terminological
and more academic theology and a more spiritual and more mystical
theology.
These two accentuations were not continued in the same relationship in the West, and there was no creative dialectic between
them either. Scholastic theology turned into a theology of academic
controversies, into meagre theses in the exercise of logic, in which
the Scripture served as a means to substantiate propositions and
not as a source of spirituality and thought. Mystical theology ossified
into a logical or devoted spirituality in harmony with diverse authors
and collective movements and was taken up by Christian believers
in the following centuries. In some respects, such as with the devotio
moderna or devotion to the heart of Jesus, attempts were made to reestablish the central role played by the discipleship and relationship
with Christ. These remained outside the confines of official Scholastic
theology, however. Luther had every reason to fiercely criticise the
misuse of Aristotle’s Categories to explain the Christian mystery.
Never has there been a time with a greater degree of schizophrenia
between spirituality and Catholic theology than the present day.
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Thinkers like Fénelon and Pascal searched for alternatives, but they
too were marginalised in their time, having succumbed to “Quietism”
and “Jansenism”. This latter form of spirituality, characterised by
moral rigour and socio-political pessimism, inflicted great suffering
on the Psychism of the Catholics, whose pain was mitigated only
by devotion to the heart of Jesus, but no theology provided genuine
assistance in discovering a healthy spirituality. From the mid-19th
century, which saw the emergence of the theological school of
Tübingen in southern Germany and the lucid logic of John Henry
Newman in England, theology and spirituality began to re-converge
in a more personalistic sense. The 20th century continued this
renewed rapprochement.

The contributions made by theological renewal
and liberation theology
There are various reasons for stressing the relationship between
spirituality and theology in the 20th century. This is the relationship
which still concerns us at the outset of the 21st century; it is the
one that paved the way for, and later inspired, the Second Vatican
Council and which holds out the best prospects in the modern age
of globalisation, pluralism and inter-religious dialogue. I shall start
by examining where something genuinely new has emerged in the
relationship between spirituality and theology, firstly in Europe and
then in Latin America.
In the early part of the 20th century a re-reading of the original
texts of Saint Thomas Aquinas gave theology a new impetus, which
was described as Neo-Thomism. This triggered a fresh debate about
the relationship between “natural” and “supernatural”, nature and
grace, and between revelation, redemption and anthropology. Hence
the good Neo-Thomist theologians had no difficulty in embracing the
culture and spirituality that matured in the 20th century: existential philosophy, psychoanalysis, structural and post-structural anthropology,
historicity and hermeneutics. Embedded in this new cultural and
spiritual climate were the “masters of suspicion” and the “anthropological humiliations” – physics and the new cosmology, evolutionism,
the hostage awareness of psychoanalysis and the hostage of the
social class. Finally, nihilism appeared on the scene in the West and
wormed its way into the consciousness of many people. To date, this
“vacuum”, especially a lack of meaning, has proved to be a major
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challenge for theology: how should one live spiritually during the
kenosis and think positively about the vacuum?119
However, there were various developments at this time which
increased in number and helped to renew the quality of the relationship between spirituality and theology in the Catholic sphere. They
included the progress made in archaeology and the historico-critical
methods employed in reading the sources from different points of
view; the Catholic Action groups and the emergence of worker-priests
in the face of the challenges posed by industrial society; Maurice
Blondel’s text on “action” as a place of revelation; the personalism
of Emmanuel Mounier and his call for a mystical pole and political
pole of Christian authenticity; and the dialogical language of Romano
Guardini’s theology.
The movement for a renouveau théologique – theological renewal
– arose during the Second World War, the global impact of which
made it the most tragic period in 20th century, and in the post-war
period, when its consequences were still keenly felt. It had its origins
in France, an article by Jean Daniélou and Henri de Lubac serving as
a programmatic text, and later spread to Belgium, the Netherlands,
Germany and Switzerland. It was frequently referred to disparagingly
as nouvelle théologie. Its three cornerstones were 1) a return to the
sources with a reading and a renewed hermeneutics of the Scripture
and Patristics as the foundation for renewal – ressourcement;
2) consideration of, and dialogue with, contemporary culture or, to
be precise, with existential philosophy, evolutionism, psychoanalysis,
etc.; and 3) pastoral sensitivity, with account being taken of the new
demands of the Catholic Action groups, of the worker-priests, and of
life in societies shaken up by war, the drama of colonialism and the
daily grind in the factories.
Among the outcomes of this renewal of theology were the perception of radical human historicity as a new approach to metaphysics,
the concept of theology as a hermeneutical and not simply a dogmatic
science, and the occupation of lay Christians – who made up the vast
majority of the Church – with the world. The enforced retirement of
a number of the masters of theological renewal from their teaching
posts eased the path towards convergence with the lay movements,
which for their part were obliged to read the Scripture and participate
119
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in a more vibrant liturgy. At that time the theological renewal laid
the ground for a sounder spirituality which was based more on the
sources and was more dialogical and pastoral in character. This was
the atmosphere that paved the way for the Second Vatican Council
and was exemplified by John XXIII: pastoral care, modernisation and
a return to the sources as the programme of the Council.
At the Council, active participation in the liturgy of the Church was
hallowed, i.e. the membership of all as the people of God and as the
sacrament of redemption, based on a new definition of the Church
rooted in the Scripture and not reduced simply to its significance
in ecclesiastical law. The Scripture as the “soul of theology” and of
the Church itself and a Trinitarian reference image for every form of
ecclesial reality also had an impact on biblical and Trinitarian spirituality, which helped to overcome pure devotionalism. Finally, since
that time both spirituality and theology have moved down the road to
reconciliation and coherent unity.
The beginning of the Council in Latin America, led by a group of
bishops and priests who were involved in the disputes over misery,
violence, state dictatorship and the guerrilla movement as well as
the injustices rooted in colonialism that increased in the 1960s – the
golden decade of European optimism and of the Council – was marked
by a tentative appeal: that the Church should minister to the poor and
call itself the “Church of the poor”.120 For the poor to feel at home in
the Church it needed to make itself poor and seek liberation together
with the poor. The fortunate category of “liberation” has matured since
its biblical profile, after a theology of development or revolution was
rejected. Thus “liberation theology” was born, one of whose inspiring
texts is undoubtedly the Document of Medellín drawn up by the Latin
American Episcopal Conference (Celam) in 1968. Moving beyond the
“principle of hope” formulated by Ernst Bloch and Jürgen Moltmann,
liberation theology considered that the “principle of liberation” would
prove decisive, one which also integrates historical practice into the
dream of a diverse society, i.e. there was a need to work to make the
dream come true. The “preferential option for the poor” articulated
At the end of the Council, on the fringes of the official sessions, a group of bishops
concluded what has come to be known as the “Catacombs Pact” in the catacombs of St.
Domitilla. They vowed to live a life of pastoral renunciation, in solidarity, in a common
campaign with lay people and the presbytery. This was an event in a historic setting that
really took place in the catacombs! The text of the pact is short and pithy and can easily be
found on the Internet.
120
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in Medellín, which was confirmed ten years later in Puebla, regards
the poor as being a “theological place“ and an “ecclesial subject”.
Such intuitions are fully valid and not just because reality continues
to be dramatic, but also because they arrive at an understanding of
the Christian sources which cannot be abandoned without committing
treachery: this is how the “discipleship of Jesus” and the original form
of the Church are set out in the New Testament.
Critics who had taken liberation theology out of context accused it
of a lack of spirituality. This interpretation would indicate that spirituality
comes from a different place, i.e. from the charismatic movement in
the Pentecostal atmosphere that flooded the Catholic Church in the
closing decades of the 20th century. A correct and careful reading of
liberation theology, however, makes it clear that the same authors
who produced a powerful theology of social and political commitment
also insisted on a “spirituality of liberation” which, as is the case with
the mystics, originates in an experience of God. But in order to be
really Christian in accordance with the Gospel sources, an experience
is never separated from the poor as a theological place, from outrage
at injustice or from solidarity and prophetic assistance. This is was
what led to martyrdoms, including those of theologians and bishops
together with militant Christians, in the cause of social justice. Since
that time, spirituality in the discipleship of Jesus, of “Kingdom centrism”,
of solidarity, bears the cross, just as in historical terms it was the cross
of Jesus: death and resurrection, for the historical mission. Since that
time, martyrdom has been the characteristic feature of spirituality in
Latin America; the martyrdom of the murdered who were killed not out
of hate for the belief, but out of hate for the Kingdom, in other words
because of Jesus himself. The repetition of these events entailed a
commitment to deepen the spirituality and theology of martyrdom, of
the victims and their future by also heightening the principle of grace
on the side of the principle of liberation.121
The new theological place emphasised by liberation theology
has paved the way for a major step forward in the perception of
the poor as the “others” of the West: the non-Western, black and
indigenous cultures, the women who have not been suppressed, etc.
For a vision of the connection with the evolution of spirituality on which liberation theology
rests see: Casaldáliga, P./ Vigil, J. M., Espiritualidade da Libertação. Coleção Teologia e
Libertação, Vol. III, 4th edition. São Paulo 1994. See
�������������������������������������������
also: Sobrino, J., El principio misericordia. Bajar de la cruz a los pueblos crucificados, Santander 1992.
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have been heeded and produced affirmative contextual theologies.
However, after the deconstruction of the only multi-secular concept of
the Church, what emerged was the perception of a biodiversity rich
in humanity, which made it possible to talk about theologies in the
plural. This was a perception that had arisen from a positive spiritual
sensitivity towards the diversity of every species. Even the protection
of animals and ecology, the different forms of life in the very fabric of
the earth now form part of a new spirituality with a certain biblical and
Franciscan resonance and they hold out the prospect of spiritual and
theological riches. Theology has proved to be not only critical and
deconstructive in respect of the patriarchy and kyriarchy of types and
species; it also offers help in the confirmation of deeply embodied
spiritual life, both through the “Jesuanic” and biblical foundation as
well as through the pneumatological foundation provided for the
understanding of the poor and of ecological biodiversity. The current
Pentecostal movement, on the other hand, will be dealt with in the
next section.

Challenges to theology posed by contemporary Pentecostal spirituality
The latter part of the 20th century witnessed the phenomenon
of Pentecostal spirituality, the turbulent effect of which was felt in
various Christian churches and even in the major non-Christian
religious traditions. It became a real sign of the times: we are in the
Pentecostal era, to put it in positive terms, or we are returning to
Pentecostal pathologies, to put it in critical terms. No exact figures
are available, but it can be assumed that one in three Christians who
practise Christian spirituality to some degree has certain Pentecostal
tendencies.
To facilitate an understanding of such a spiritual euphoria,
reference is made in religious studies to the post-modern context, to
the institutional crisis and the sense of meaninglessness that brings
about many kinds of fragmentation, and to the mediatization, theatralisation and marketing of religion. On the other hand, there is talk
of “holy revenge” after a period of intensive secularisation and the
privatisation of religion. In theology, however, the phenomenon needs
to be understood within the ecclesiological sphere, particularly in the
light of the theology of the Holy Spirit. In Europe, initial studies have
produced criteria for differentiation and a positive theological critique,
exemplified by the works of Heribert Mühlen, Yves Congar and espe-

OWT vol.4 (Spirituality of the Universal Church) 305pp.indd 90

5/29/14 2:01 PM

Cross-fertilisation of Spirituality and Theology

91

cially Jürgen Moltmann with his wonderful ecumenical, Trinitarian and
ecological sensitivity.122 The first charismatic Pentecostal waves to
reach the shores of Latin America and Africa, where they triggered a
fundamentalist reaction, came from the United States. Theology had
previously contributed to this development through a fundamentalist
reading of the sources, a renunciation of contemporary interdisciplinarity and a spiritualist pastoral vision for the resolution of the world’s
problems. This brings us to the other side of the nouvelle théologie
and liberation theology programme.
Leaving aside the Pentecostal pathologies and their contradictions – an emotional spirituality devoid of any context and based
on the principle of authority and institutional protection rather than
a willingness to embrace the principle of reason that is generally to
be found nowadays in the media and the Internet – the assessment
of the Pentecostal phenomenon as a positive sign of the times is
significant. This shows a new kind of sensitivity within Christianity, a
re-establishment of subjectivity, an opportunity for panentheism that
overcomes both Scholastic transcendentalism and pagan pantheism:
God in all things and all things in God. This is, therefore, a major
revolution in Christian tradition and a significant appeal to theology.
Theology is challenged once again by this mystical and pneumatological dimension of faith. As an affirmative function there is a
multiplication of theological endeavours that help to bring about a
positive attitude to this spirituality, since it can be well founded in the
experience of the Holy Spirit and the proximity of the divine. Although
the category of “experience” may perhaps be polysemic and cause
confusion, it is a new fortunate category that harbours the mystical
aspect of faith. A well-crafted Pentecostal theology necessarily goes
hand in hand with the reflection of a critical spirit and with the elaboration of criteria, so that the pneumatological horizon of spirituality
does not neglect the Christological, messianic horizon – that of the
incarnation, discipleship and mission, the passion and the cross – so
that Easter can exist. Theology is once again obliged to address its
two tendencies: firstly, the tendency to remove itself from the realm of
experience and the life of the faith, to turn into an academic Scholastic
Cf. Mühlen, H., El Espíritu Santo en la Iglesia, Salamanca: Trinitarisches Sekretariat,
1998. Heitmann, C./ Mühlen, H., eds., La riscoperta dello Spirito. Esperienza e teología dello
Spirito Santo, Mailand: Jaca Book, 1975. Congar, Y., El Espíritu Santo, Barcelona: Herder,
1983. Moltmann, J., O Espírito da vida. Uma pneumatologia integral, Petrópolis 2010.
122
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exercise, and to bury itself in religious studies; and, secondly, the
tendency to avail itself of an academically articulated language of the
vibrant and experiential belief of the Christian communities, which
indicates once more that its seat in life, its living environment and
its residence is the community of the faith, in which theology participates. Thus the course has been set for the future of liberation
theology, theological renewal and an integrated theology: this creates
an ecclesial space of spiritual intensity.

Conclusion: “Lack of fault”
The conclusion we can draw is that Christian spirituality and
theology, which are elaborated at the heart of the ecclesial community,
are characterised both inside and outside the academic sphere by
tension and cross-fertilisation – such as that which exists between
faith and reason, experience and wisdom, intelligence and mystical
zeal. Thus the history of theology reveals two trends. On the one
hand, a trend in which there is an emphasis on conceptual academic
speculation and, on the other hand, a trend towards an exaltation of
spiritual experience with a more symbolic and narrative expression.
In the West there is what one might call schizophrenia coupled
with pathological reactions. The 20th century witnessed many
instances of the deepening of this relationship in the movements for
theological renewal, which led to the Second Vatican Council and
liberation theology and are now pluralised in contextual theologies,
in eco-theology, in feminist theology, in queer theology. Whereas
some authors have devised a spirituality devoid of religion, which is
a characteristic feature of a radically secular world123, there is in a
situation of abundance an openness towards religious biodiversity in
the globalised world, which leads to a very rich spirituality and a highly
complex, dialogical theology.124 Today, the plethora of spiritualities
requires a commitment to theological pluralism and inter-religious
dialogue. Theology remains the realm of understanding, of the
capacity for distinction and criticism and of a mature confirmation of
spirituality.
See, for example, Corbí, M., Hacia uma espiritualidad laica. Sin creencias, sin religiones,
sin dioses, Barcelona 2007. Comte-Sponville, A., L’esprit de l’athéisme. Introduction à une
spiritualité sans Dieu, Paris 2006.
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See : Gnanapragasam, P./ Schüssler Fiorenza, E., eds., Negotiating Borders. Theological
explorations in the global era, Delhi 2008.
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However, an examination of the statements made by philosophers such as Gianni Vattimo and Giorgio Agamben in Italy
or by theologians of the quality of Jürgen Moltmann in Germany
reveals how far the critique of science and the contemporary postmetaphysical culture has moved in the direction of a universe devoid
of any meaning and thus to a true kenosis – to an “emptying” of the
mystery discovered in the incarnation right up to the cross and to the
descent into hell. The vacuum, the kenosis, must be accepted as
a condition of plenitude. This plenitude can then only be relational:
the meeting with the divine kenosis and its presentation at Easter
through its creative force. If one accepts Agamben’s suggestion
with respect to a work of art, it would be a transition from everyday
praxis to poiesis, the truth of creation.125 Or even the transition from
everyday activity to the act of creation which reveals the truth of
life. But in the sense of theological belief it is not a movement which
human power is capable of achieving: only a God can create, reveal
and redeem. Meanwhile, he creates, reveals and redeems in his own
kenosis, a paradoxical loving poiesis, so that we are not redeemed
by power, but by love in its self-sacrifice for reconciliation. We need
to accept for spirituality and theology what Lacan established as the
centrepiece of anthropology: “fault” (la faute) and “desire” (le désir),
which springs from fault and aims in the direction of the other and the
desire which springs from the other’s fault. Thus the following can be
said of the relationship with the divine: in his kenosis, his abnegation
of self, God becomes fault and desire that moves in the direction
of his creatures, and in this relationship we gain in substance in
his “pure love”, the tertium as the foundation of all spirituality and
theology.126 Meanwhile, in order not to be consumed in spiritualism
Christians must continually revisit the place where such selfless love,
such kenosis, takes place: in the condition of the other, who is poor,
of whom it is said that the Spirit is the father and protector – “the
father of the poor”. In other words, in spirituality, the relationship with
ordinary people, who are the place in which we find our judge and
our redeemer.127

125

See: Agamben, G., O homen sem conteúdo, Belo Horizonte 2012, 115 ff.

See Lebrun, J., Le pur amour. De Platon à Lacan, Paris 2002. This is a comprehensive
study on unconditional love that rejects any reward or self-interest.
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See Mt 25.
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Thoughts on a Theology of a
Universal Church Spirituality
Klaus Krämer

The purpose of this paper is to investigate the relationship
between theology and spirituality with respect to a spirituality of the
universal Church. What is the particular nature of a universal Church
spirituality? Is this a collective term for the variety of spiritualities to
be found in the different regions of the universal Church or is it a
specific kind of spirituality in its own right? An attempt to answer these
questions will be preceded by some introductory remarks on the fundamental relationship between theology and spirituality.

Theology and spirituality
As a living reality, spirituality actually and factually precedes any
theological reflection.128 Spirituality refers to the tangible experience
of faith; it describes a certain form of faith in Christian life. Its focus
is not primarily on theoretical content but rather on the personal
experience of the reality of God and the specific way in which that
experience influences and changes a person’s life. Spirituality is
characterised first and foremost by various devotional practices:
prayers, rituals, forms of Church service, meditation practices and
spiritual texts. Spirituality acquires a distinctive profile as a result of
the special emphasis placed on certain truths of the faith, of their
existential permeation and personal appropriation, thus making them
a part of one’s own life. Beyond the different manifestations of piety in
the strict sense of the word, spirituality is distinguished by a lifestyle
which is in harmony with the experience and practices of faith. To
that extent it is holistic in nature. The constitutive and characteristic
features of faith are woven into people’s everyday life and work, giving
Cf. Fraling, B., „Spiritualität – Systematisch-theologisch“, in: Lexikon für Theologie und
Kirche, 3rd edition, vol. 9, Freiburg im Breisgau 2000, 856.
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them an inner coherence, consistency, credibility and authenticity.
Spirituality generally goes hand in hand with a certain view of the
world and perception of reality. In this reality God’s call is heeded and
given an existential answer. Spiritualities are moulded by specific life
conditions and biographical situations. As a rule they are responses
to certain social and cultural challenges (signs of the times).
As faith tangibly experienced and articulated, every spirituality
has its inherent theological quality. Max Seckler distinguishes three
basic forms in which theology as the “practised correlation between
God and language”129 can give linguistic expression to the reality of
God. In his view, speaking of and bearing witness to God, which takes
place in the speech act of religious source language, constitute the
beginning, foundation and substance of all other forms of theology.
It is in this sense that the word “theologian” is first encountered in
Ancient Greek religion, where it is used to refer to a person talking
about God in mythical and ritual terms. Hence, in ancient times,
Homer, Hesiod and Orpheus could be regarded as theologians, i.e.
as heralds of God, in the way that Moses and the Prophets or Jesus
and the Apostles were.130 A second basic form of theology appears
in Greek antiquity in the guise of philosophical criticism of gods and
religion, i.e. in the use of reason to exercise critical control of religious
talk of God and to gain knowledge of the divine.131 Consequently,
it was possible to expose inner inconsistencies, projections and
erroneous forms of religious speech and action. This second basic
form of theology can be interpreted as philosophical theology,
because here God and religion are the subject of a rationally inspired
endeavour to gain knowledge, with philosophical methods being used
to examine them. The distinguishing feature of the third basic form of
theology, by contrast, is that interest in acquiring knowledge springs
entirely from faith itself. The emphasis is on understanding faith from
within faith itself (fides quaerens intellectum). The intellectus fidei
thus operates entirely within the reality opened up by faith. Faith is
understood by faith itself; it is thus the experiential foundation and
basis of validity for theological discourse.132 This third basic form
Seckler, M., „Theologie als Glaubenswissenschaft“, in: Handbuch der Fundamental
theologie, vol. 4, Freiburg im Breisgau 1988, 180-241, 180.
129
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Cf. Ibid., 182.

131

Cf. Ibid., 184.
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Cf. Ibid., 186f.
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of theology, in particular, harbours a spiritual momentum of its own.
Faith, which is directed per se towards recognition and understanding,
wishes to penetrate deeper into itself and, in so doing, reveals new
insights and internal relationships. Seckler compares this spiritual
momentum with a process of enlightenment: “If the believer were
not in the dark, he would not need to seek understanding; but if the
faith were not enlightening, he would neither wish nor be able to seek
it.”133 In his existential decision to embrace faith the believer follows a
light that initially takes him through the darkness along a path which
gradually enables him to recognize a deeper, hitherto unknown truth.
This wisdom-based – and thus in the proper sense – spiritual understanding of theology is crucial for the writings of the Church Fathers
in particular.134
This brief introductory outline gives some idea of the extreme
complexity and diversity of the relationship between theology and
spirituality. Theology can be seen first of all as an attentive and critical
companion of spiritual life. One of the tasks of theology is to record
and analyse the reality of life in which a specific spirituality develops
and unfolds. While this task precedes theological reflection as such,
it is nonetheless of indispensable importance for the purposes of
adequate theological classification and evaluation. It is closely tied
to an initial descriptive and analytical approach, which enables the
different kinds and manifestations of a specific form of spirituality to
be described and its inner cohesion explained. This makes the form
of spirituality recognisable and comprehensible in conceptual terms.
The critical task of theology as such consists in ascertaining whether a
certain spirituality constitutes a theologically appropriate and coherent
response to the message and claims of Jesus. The legitimacy of a
form of spirituality is thus proven by its conformity with the Gospel. Of
crucial significance here are the testimony of the Holy Scriptures and
a critical comparison with the historically influenced forms of Christian
spirituality (tradition). At the same time, however, a spirituality must
also constitute an adequate and convincing response from within the
faith to the challenges presented by the current period in time. An
assessment of all these aspects makes it clear whether the respective
form of spirituality can be recognised as a legitimate response to the
“signs of the times” that is in conformity with the Gospel. In the broad
133

Ibid., 188.
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Cf. the article by Michael Amaladoss on “Spirituality and Theology” in this volume.
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range of spiritual offers it is thus possible to make a critical distinction
as to whether and to what extent a certain form of spirituality can refer
to an impulse of the Holy Spirit or whether it represents a concession
to the spirit of the times that must be subjected to a critical review.135
To properly determine the relationship between theology and
spirituality it is important that theology should be constantly aware
of its critical “service character” and not unduly elevate itself above
the spiritual form of faith that is practised. After all, theology is also
advanced by the life and reality of faith and repeatedly confronted
with new challenges. If serious theological consideration is given to
the potential attribution of the practised faith of the Church to impulses
of the Holy Spirit, scientific theology – as a science of faith – will pay
careful attention to the people of God’s sense of faith and thus be
the recipient of further valuable and significant stimulus for ongoing
theological reflections. A close look at theological history reveals that
the lived-out faith of the Church and its spiritual movements have
exerted a decisive impact on the development of dogma.136

Spirituality in a global world
Every authentic spirituality springs from a certain experience of
reality. Hence the question about the specific character of a universal
Church spirituality must begin with the experience of the reality of an
increasingly globalised and internationally networked world. People’s
daily lives are increasingly played out in this global context. In contrast
to earlier generations their perception of current developments is no
longer restricted to the limited range of their immediate surroundings.
The Internet and the social communication media offer virtually
boundless opportunities to acquire information about events and
developments in far-flung regions of the globe. The whole world is
thus present in the everyday life of the individual and, as a result, in
his perception of reality.
Hence for many people spirituality, too, is increasingly set in
this global context. The problems, concerns and needs of people
in different parts of the world are no longer far-distant realities that
The teachings of Ignatius of Loyola on the distinction of the spirits are helpful in this
respect; see: Lambert, W., Aus Liebe zur Wirklichkeit. Grundworte ignatianischer Spiritualität,
Mainz 1993, 99-106.
135

On the teaching of the sense of faith of believers see Beinert, W., in: Glaubenszugänge.
Lehrbuch der katholischen Dogmatik, edited by W. Beinert, vol. 1, Paderborn 1995, 167-182.
136
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have only a marginal impact on my own experience of reality. They
can increasingly become the focus of my attention and thus present
an existential challenge to which I must find an appropriate answer.
In the introduction to the Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et Spes the
Second Vatican Council says that “the joys and the hopes, the griefs
and the anxieties of the men of this age, especially those who are
poor or in any way afflicted… are the joys and hopes, the griefs and
anxieties of the followers of Christ.”137 It goes on to state that “nothing
genuinely human fails to raise an echo in their hearts” (in corde
resonet)138, thereby addressing the issue of a comprehensive and,
indeed, universal attitude of empathy – a capacity to identify with the
experience and feelings of all people.139 This special sensitivity to the
cares and concerns of all people in this world can thus be considered
an initial characteristic of a universal Church spirituality; it deliberately
puts spiritual experience in everyday life and work in a global context.
A second aspect can be formulated with a view, in particular, to the
universal Church as a point of reference of a special basic spiritual
attitude. Ignatius of Loyola regarded the ability to adopt a Church
mentality and to learn how to feel with the Church as a key element
of his approach to spirituality.140 Taking up these thoughts and with
a view to a spirituality of the universal Church, one might speak of a
sentire cum ecclesia universalis, which enables the empathy due to
all people as a matter of principle to be devoted in a special way to
those brothers and sisters who are obliged to perform the common
mission in the face of very different conditions and challenges in the
various regions of the universal Church. This “feeling with the universal
Church” could represent a contemporary spiritual appropriation of the
Pauline metaphor of the body, according to which all the parts of the
body share the pain if one part is hurt.141
In consideration of the above, a spirituality of the universal
Church could manifest itself in three consecutive steps. First of all,
there is a need to take cognizance of global reality, remain abreast
137

Gaudium et Spes, 1.
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Ibid.

Cf. Romans 12:15: “Rejoice with others when they rejoice, and be sad with those in
sorrow.”
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Cf. Loyola, I. von, „Geistliche Übungen, Nr. 352-370“, in: Loyola, I. von, Deutsche
Werkausgabe, vol. 2: Gründungstexte der Gesellschaft Jesu, Würzburg 1998, 262-268;
Lambert, W., Aus Liebe zur Wirklichkeit, 161-165.
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1 Corinthians 12:26.
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of important events and developments, ascertain the situation
facing people in different parts of the world and explore their current
problems and challenges. People interested in the universal Church
will take a particularly close look at the situation in the individual
local churches, at the possibility to freely practise and bear witness
to one’s faith, and at important events and developments in the
ecclesiastical life of the various local churches in order to share
in the wealth of their experiences as well as in their concerns and
problems. The different information media are a significant means to
this end. However, face-to-face meetings are of crucial importance,
too. It is not just a matter of acquiring objective information, but also
of sharing experiences and feelings. This awareness, therefore,
always involves a process of dialogue, too, in which attempts are
made to explore and understand the point of view of the persons
directly affected. In this context special importance attaches to
universal Church partnerships and dialogue processes at all Church
levels (community partnerships, diocesan partnerships, meetings at
the level of Episcopal conferences).
The second step requires a spiritual absorption of these perceptions in order to interpret them and see in them the signs that are
capable of providing orientation for the path taken by the Church in
the present. This occurs first and foremost through the incorporation
of these experiences into the realm of prayer and meditation. That
applies to both individual prayer and communal liturgy. Intercessory
prayer, in particular, is a suitable means of communicating to God
the concerns, worries and needs of the people with whom we feel
connected worldwide, thus including them in our community of prayer.
The universal Church communion finds its sacramental climax in the
Eucharistic Prayer which expressly refers in several places to the
worldwide community of the Church. But proclamation is also an
appropriate means of extending the awareness of the faithful to the
concerns of the universal Church and thus to practise sentire cum
ecclesia universalis.
The third step, finally, involves an existential response to what
has been perceived and recognised as spiritually significant; this
finds expression in tangible influences on lifestyle and practical
activities. On the one hand, the latter might be concrete measures
of solidarity wherever a local church depends on the support of the
global community to fulfil its mission in a given situation. Alternatively,
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they could take the form of practical advocacy for people afflicted by
injustice, violence and humanitarian disasters. A fearless commitment
to human rights, religious freedom and justice, in particular, can be one
of the most valuable fruits of a universal Church spirituality. Concrete
effects and consequences also manifest themselves, however, in
ordinary, everyday lifestyles – in dealing with creation, non-renewable
resources and consumer behaviour that takes seriously the conditions
of others and their chances in life.142

Spirituality and contextuality
Even if a sensitive universal Church spirituality is aware of its global
horizon, it nonetheless remains rooted in its specific context. Crucial
factors here are a certain social and cultural environment and specific
social challenges. It is in this setting that the individual encounters very
concrete “signs of the times”, which require a faith-based answer and
attitude and find expression in a spirituality appropriate to this context.
Contextual theologies reflect this situation and place the faith-based
answers and interpretations in a structure that is understandable in
both theoretical and conceptual terms. This specific context is the
place in which an inculturation of the faith must take place. It is in the
process of inculturation that the message of the faith finds a new and
authentic manifestation in the medium of a specific culture. Faith is
integrated into the context of a culture which moulds and determines
the entire attitude to life and the lifestyle of the social community. At
the same time, faith changes this culture from within. The outcome
of this process of inculturation, therefore, is a new, contextually
determined form of Christian faith with a unique, unmistakeable
spirituality of its own. These culturally determined contexts are also
the genuine location of a dialogue with other religions. Here again
this is not primarily an academic dialogue but rather a dialogue that
addresses the common challenges arising from the specific circumstances (dialogue of life) and initiates an exchange on the question of
whether a spiritual answer can be found for these challenges on the
basis of the respective religious conviction and tradition. Of the four
different forms distinguished in dialogue with the followers of other
religions143 it is the dialogue of religious experience which represents
142
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This distinction was first made in the document issued by the Secretariat for NonChristians: The Attitude of the Church Towards the Followers of Other Religions, Vatican
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the highest and most qualified level, because it involves religious
practice as the subject of the dialogue. Here, people rooted in their
respective traditions “exchange their experiences in prayer and contemplation, in belief and action as forms of expression and ways of
seeking for the absolute”.144 The outcome of this exchange through
dialogue is absorbed into the respective, contextually determined
form of spirituality.
A universal Church spirituality has the important task of establishing how these different, contextually determined spiritualities can
engage in a beneficial mutual exchange. Here again it will firstly be
a question of communicating and exchanging experiences that are
capable of giving the members of the one cultural communication
community a general idea and ever better understanding of the
contextually determined nature of a spirituality that has arisen in a
different cultural communication community. This exchange abides
by the rules of an intercultural dialogue.145 It gives the participants a
new perception of things, a deeper understanding and empathy with
a spirituality that is rooted in a different context. As a rule the dialogue
also leads to a deeper and, above all, more conscious understanding
of one’s own spiritual tradition and thus also to a deeper penetration
of the truth of the faith shared by both partners in the dialogue. Within
this dialogue significant help and clarification is provided by the
respective contextual theologies as theologically reflected forms of
these contextual experiences.
In these dialogues the question usually also arises of the extent
to which the different contextual spiritualities can inspire and enrich
each other. Ultimately, therefore, the question concerns the reception
of spiritual forms and practices that have emerged in different
cultural contexts. Here the principle holds that the different culturally
influenced and contextually determined forms of spirituality constitute
a great wealth of the global community of believers which must be
tapped into time and again. However, this may result in unsuitable
forms of appropriation being undertaken too rapidly, which can lead
to an obstruction rather than a promotion of access to the content
City 1984; cf. Krämer, K., Den Logos zur Sprache bringen. ������������������������������
Untersuchungen zu einem dialogischen Verständnis von Mission, Ostfildern 2012, 60-63.
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Dialog und Mission, 35f.; cf: Den Logos zur Sprache bringen, 62f.
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of the faith. Such problematical forms of reception are fostered by
a mentality which tends towards an eclecticist receptive process
because of the pleasure found in the new and exotic – a process
which regards unfamiliar spiritualities as consumer items that can be
combined with other items or replaced by them at will. The critical and
clarifying function of theology is, therefore, of the utmost significance
especially in this field. Of the essence here is a clear and informed
understanding of the different nature of the contexts that enter into
a dialogue with each other through a reception process of this kind.
Only if there is a clear reflection of the correlation between the unfamiliar spirituality and the common ground of faith will it be possible to
ensure that, if foreign cultural elements are incorporated into one’s
own context, this will not result in a shift in importance that can deprive
the form of faith of its authenticity. That applies, in particular, wherever
a different spirituality has legitimately incorporated elements of other
religious traditions into its own spirituality. Wherever the necessary
basic understanding of the correct interpretation and classification of
these elements is missing, an uncritical syncretism can unwittingly
spring from a legitimate inculturated practice.
On the other hand, wherever a fundamental open-mindedness
towards the spiritual diversity of a global community of believers is
linked with a theological reflection that is critical in the best sense
of the word, the outcome can be a new form of spirituality capable
of overcoming the boundaries of narrow, contextually determined
spaces, thus making it possible to gain a deeper experience of the one
shared faith in all its diversity. The unity of the Church thus becomes
palpable in an existential depth that may prove to be a viable foundation – especially in situations in which different positions can spark
tensions.

OWT vol.4 (Spirituality of the Universal Church) 305pp.indd 103

5/29/14 2:01 PM

OWT vol.4 (Spirituality of the Universal Church) 305pp.indd 104

5/29/14 2:01 PM

Spirituality and Christology

OWT vol.4 (Spirituality of the Universal Church) 305pp.indd 105

5/29/14 2:01 PM

OWT vol.4 (Spirituality of the Universal Church) 305pp.indd 106

5/29/14 2:01 PM

How justifiable is it to speak
of a Christ-centered spirituality
from an African perspective?
Roberto Turyamureeba

Introduction
In my mother tongue, Runyankore,146 there is a proverb that says:
“Akaana katagyenda ngu nyina ateeka ebirungi”147 (A house-bound
child believes that its mother is the best cook). In another sense, this
proverb means: “He who travels far, knows much”.148 This applies
to the Church as well which started as a small group of believers in
Jerusalem and has grown today to make 33.39% of the total world
population which is further estimated to comprise of Roman Catholic
18.85%, Protestant 8.15%, Orthodox 4.96%, and Anglican 1.26%.149
Particularly for the Roman Catholic Church, the sharing of experiences and enrichment from the respective local Church remains a
paramount aspect that the Church cherishes and fosters.
The Second Vatican Council in its Dogmatic Constitution of the
Church Lumen Gentium (LG 13) also lays down clearly the essential
nature of the enrichment among the different local churches: “Between
all the parts of the Church there remains a bond of close communion
whereby they share spiritual riches, apostolic workers and temporal
resources. For the members of the people of God are called to share
these goods in common, and of each of the Churches the words of
Also called Nyankore, Nyankole, Nkole, Orunyankore, Orunyankole and Runyankole) is
a Bantu language spoken by the Nkore (Banyankore) and Hema peoples of Southwestern
Uganda in the former province of Ankole.There are approximately 2,330,000 native speakers,
mainly found in the Mbarara, Bushenyi, Ntungamo, Kiruhura, Ibanda, Isingiro, and Rukungiri
districts. (cf. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nkore_language (11.06.2013).
146
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Cisternino, M., The Proverbs of Kigezi and Ankole (Uganda), Kampala 1986, 454.
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_religious_populations, 11.06. 2013.
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the Apostle hold good: According to the gift that each has received,
administer it to one another as good stewards of the manifold grace
of God (1 Pet. 4:10)”.150
It is from the above background that this article wants to limit
itself on the aspect of spiritual riches by focusing on a Christ-centred
spirituality from the African point of view and the implications it has in
the context of the Universal Church.

An attempt to understand the term “Spirituality”
In the first instance, it suffices to take a quick look at the term
“Spirituality” and what it means when we write or speak about it.
Edward Kinerk, S.J, affirms that: “Everyone has a notion of
spirituality, but efforts to pin it down in definition can be frustrating.
It is everywhere yet nowhere; its scope is so vast – potentially as
vast as the sum and depth of all human experience – that workable
content virtually disappears”.151 In this way, one can talk of
Spirituality as a “life-style” which means much more than referring
to the way one dresses, what one eats or the kind of sports he / she
does. It refers rather to the way in which one lives in accordance
with basic values.
This basic understanding of Spirituality has received a more
philosophical formulation from a famous Swiss theologian Hans Urs
von Balthasar who defines it as: “The way in which an individual acts
and reacts habitually throughout his life according to his objective and
ultimate insights and decisions.”152 The strength of such a definition
lies in its completeness; its weakness is that it is too complete.153
For this reason, Matthias Neumann, O.S.B. is of the view that we
need to know the basic elements of any spirituality that refers to the
concrete religious practice of people. Thus, Neumann suggests four
constitutive elements which are always operative, either explicitly or
implicitly, within a given spirituality:

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_
const_19641121_lumen-gentium_en.html, 23.05.2013.
150

Kinerk, E. S.J., “Toward a Method for the Study of Spirituality”, in: Fleming, D. S.J., Ed., The
Christian Ministry of spiritual Direction. The Best of the Review – 3, St. Louis/Mo 1988, 20.
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1.

The point at which God touches people in their daily lives. The
real, generating source of any spirituality is found where the
person or persons sense the presence of Mystery or of the
Transcendent in their everyday lives. Wherever we sense that a
power beyond draws us out of ourselves and gives us a feeling of
awe or of selfless love (the Holy), then a spirituality begins. Those
everyday moments, places, events or persons which join us to the
Transcendent ground the structural origin of any spirituality.154

2.

The supports constructed to protect and nourish this experience
of Mystery. The instinctive reaction to an experience of the Holy
is to surround it with activities, derived from our best abilities,
which are intended to shore up and protect, and thus contribute to
the likelihood that the Mystery will appear to us again. Whatever
form these follow-up activities take, they constitute the intrinsic
devotions of the spirituality.155

3.

A method of focusing one’s attention for the renewed encounter
with Mystery. Such styles of “attending” are, in fact, methods
of prayer. From a phenomenological perspective, every style
of prayer – meditation or contemplation, communal or ritual
movement – reflects a particular way of organizing and stimulating consciousness to prepare for Mystery.156

4.

A method of growth and conversion. Every Spirituality encloses
some plan for extending the benefits and riches of one’s contact
with God into all other areas of one’s life. To meet the Transcendent,
one must rearrange values, and that rearrangement must automatically push itself into all other parts of a person’s total lifeworld. Spirituality, then, inherently implies some kind of spiritual
growth.157

These four elements do apply to all Christians worldwide. Speci
fically and concrete to the African understanding of spirituality in
reference to the above mentioned characteristics, the power of God
is taken to be present amidst all joys, challenges and problems in life.
Amidst all hardships, one will always hear Africans saying: “God is all
154
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Cf. Neumann, M., “Am I growing spiritually? Elements for a Theology of Growth”, in: ibid.,
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the same here. He will make us go through” or “God has helped us to
make it”. Although this may sound to some Christians in the Western
world as sensational spirituality or unreflected theological statements,
this is even what makes up the peculiarity of the strong African
religious basis. The ability to talk about their spiritual experiences in
the daily life and to see the hand of God in all that happens – good or
bad- is the spiritual richness of the African people. Tusingire Frederick
summarizes this basic understanding of the African spirituality with
these words:
“In traditional society of Uganda, as in any other African society,
religion is closely linked with all other aspects of society…
Ordinary aspects of social life such as music and dance as
well as symbols and traditional art are never devoid of religious
meaning. An African does not separate between what others call
the profane and the sacred. The separation of the two tends to
confuse the African mind. The whole being of the person and
what he does are an expression of his religion and they always
have a spiritual meaning attached to them.”158
In this way one can better understand the expression used
by John Mbiti, a famous Kenyan religious scholar, when he summarizes the spirituality of Africans and says that “Africans are
notoriously religious”. Bruno Novelli, an Italian Comboni missionary,
also stresses the religious aspect of the Africans from his long missionary experience in North-eastern Uganda among the Karimojong
when he writes: “Religion is an integral part of culture, since it is a
vision of the unseen world which dominates, in many ways, human
life. Human thought, feelings, ethical codes, social life, political and
economic activities are all geared, in one way or another, around
it”.159

Focus on Jesus Christ in Theology
What we pointed out above is general in reference to the Holy
Trinity and nothing specific to the Son, Jesus Christ. Without going
into any form of treatise on Christology, as that anyway is not the
purpose of this article, it is important to stress that for us Christians
Tusingire, F., The Evangelization of Uganda. Challenges and Strategies. Kisubi
2002,16-17.
158
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we need to keep our aim in front of us on our spiritual journey: the
knowledge and experience of Jesus Christ, who is progressively
unveiled to us as the gift of the Father through the circumstances of
our lives, thanks to the light and power of the Holy Spirit. This means
experiencing God as “the source of life” (Jn 5:26), and Jesus Christ
as “the Way, the Truth and the Life” (Jn 14:6). Indeed, “for just as
the Father has life in himself, so also he gave to his Son the possession of life in himself” (Jn 5:26). Jesus is the main treasure of our
existence. For him it is worth sacrificing everything (cf. Mt 13:46), so
that, in giving up everything for his sake, we may get a hundredfold
(cf. Mt 19:28). For Jesus assures us: “I came so that they may have
life, and have it more abundantly”(Jn 10:10).160 When talking about
him, we cannot forget to know that what he is and what he does
remains in union with the will of his Father through the power of the
Holy Spirit.

Encounter of Africans with Jesus Christ on the African Continent
In the first century [of the Christian era - ed.], the Good News had
reached already the African continent. In the last one hundred years
or so, all the corners of this continent have already had their first
encounters with the Gospel.161
In many African countries, the first missionaries were struck by
the religiosity of the natives as part of their cultural heritage. Although
some of the elements within their religious beliefs and practices did
not conform to those of Christianity, a great number of missionaries
realised that the Africans already had a belief in God in their own way.
Taking an example from Uganda: “They [missionaries] were puzzled
about…traditional practices such as having a rest on a specific day
of the week, belief in the incarnation of a certain divinity, and the
recourse to intermediaries in prayer.”162

Appealing spiritual attributes of Jesus Christ to the Africans
Amidst all the joys, challenges and pitfalls the pioneer missionaries
faced in evangelising Africa, the uniqueness of the personality and
position of Jesus Christ in deepening their religious beliefs was fas160

Cf. Oliana, G., The Gift of Religious Life. Sparks of Lectio Divina, Nairobi 2002, 34.
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cinating to the Africans. There are a number of fascinating spiritual
attributes that we can see directly in him: the way, the truth and
the life; our victorious leader, our redeeming Lord; the healer of all
our weakness and diseases; the good shepherd; symbol of God’s
gratuitous love; the bridegroom of the Church,163 among others. I
want to sum up all these attributes by considering them under three
categories: Jesus as the goal and at the same time an intermediary
between God and us his disciples; his gratuitous love to those around
him; and his disposition to prayer.
In the first instance, as a human being and African, I believe
that the aspect of incarnation must have been very appealing to the
Africans. His human nature of sharing the human flesh right from the
womb, undergoing a fleshly birth and living as any other normal person
must have been an important foundation for the people to understand
him. Much more interesting and meaningful for the people must have
been the realisation that God was fully embodied in this man, Jesus
Christ. This must have been the springboard that Christianity made
over the traditional African religion.
John Knox puts it more clear: “The ´divinity` was not half of his
nature, or second nature, but was that purpose and activity of God
which made the event which happened around him, but also in him
and through him, the saving event it was […]The uniqueness of Jesus
was the absolute uniqueness of God in him.”164
As noted earlier, the idea of a divine being was clear and distinct
for the Africans in their religious beliefs. But this divine being seemed
to be far away from the Africans. The Christian missionaries presented
Jesus Christ as a son of God who replaced all the countless divinities
and spirits that had to be consulted and begged as mediums in order
to come in contact with God. Jesus Christ was now the new short cut
to God. Fortunately enough, he is part of this nature of God (cf. Phil
2, 6-11). The people got a relief in this communication process which
Jesus simplified. “Christ thus opened a new way by which men could
approach God; he was no longer a far-away God but a God who lives
with us in his son. He is…a loving God who opens his hand to receive
163
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his children. This…made many to redirect their search for new values,
identity and security to the incarnate son of God.”165
Connected to the above aspect is Jesus´ disposition to his Father
in prayer. It is a relationship which is filled with unwavering confidence.
He invites us not only to persevere in prayer but also to be comfortable
before God and to `importune this insistently. (cf. Mt 15:21-28; Lk 11:
5ff; Lk 18: 1-8). He assures us also that all we shall ask for in prayer
will be given to us if we pray with this attitude of trust (Mk 11.24; Mt
7. 7-11; Lk 17:5ff; Jn 1:5ff). He himself is the exemplar of all prayer.
The Gospels present the Lord as the prayerful person per excellence.
Before performing a miracle or taking an important decision like
choosing the Apostles, Jesus spends the night in prayer (LK 6: 12ff).
His example prompts one of his disciples to ask him to teach them
how to pray (Lk 11:1).166 He calls God his Father “Abba” that can be
at family relational level equated to “Daddy”, “Papa” “Taata”, Kitaffe”,
“Vater”, “Padre”, among other many names of “Father “ in the various
languages worldwide. The content of the best prayer is in the prayer
“Our Father” that he himself teaches to his disciples (Mt 6:9-13; LK
11:2-4).167 Just as modern Christians find this teaching of Jesus
consoling, rewarding and liberating, this must have been even much
stronger for our African ancestors in faith who encountered Christ first!
It follows, therefore, that prayer is an indispensable part of [the
life of] every Christian. Our prayer culminates in the Eucharistic celebration, which changes bread and wine into the body of Christ, as
we celebrate the mysteries of our salvation. In this sense: “Not only in
community, but also individually, our personal prayer has to be rooted
in the Eucharist which will inspire all our actions, whatever they may
be.”168 This was essential from the beginning of the first encounters of
Christians with Jesus Christ as the centre of the union and encounter
between God and his people. This will last forever.
At the same time, it is the Eucharist that forms the followers of
Christ into a living community. This aspect of commensality touches
165

Ibid, 86-87.

Cf. Bujo, B., The Impact of the Father on Everyday Life. Meditations of an African
Theologian,Nairobi 2002, 14.
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the heart of Africans who can never imagine life without community.
The worst punishment for an African would be exclusion from the
community. Two Runyankore-Rukiga proverbs bring this aspect to the
point: “Omukago gutafiire gucweka efunguro” (An endless friendship
melts into meals); “Obuzaare n´enda” (Sharing food is the most
obvious expression of brotherhood).169
Jesus’ unconditional love and his outgoing character must have
also been an appealing characteristic to the African people in their warm
and active nature! Norman Pittenger points specifically to Jesus´ love
as being positive, outgoing, active, creative and that it is a goodness
which is sharable and is shared.170 The New Testament is rich of
these gestures of the love of Jesus to the people he encountered:
healing the sick (Mk 2:6-12; Lk 5:17-32) and forgiving sins of those
who had already become victims of mockery from those who considered themselves to be holy people (Lk 7:36-8, 3), raising the dead
and bringing them back to life (Lk 8:40-56). I have no doubt that this
understanding of Jesus helped the people to identify themselves with
him. Definitely this did not take place overnight. It had to take its own
course of ups and downs just like any other spiritual journey that other
cultures have taken in leaving aside the religious beliefs they were
accustomed to and embracing the Christian tradition.
On a more day-to-day life experience of the Africans, Jesus’
attention and concern for the people around him with all sorts of
problems, questions and challenges was also noticeable in the life of
the missionaries as they built schools, hospitals, lepers’ settlements
and Churches171 and helped people in different ways to adapt
themselves to a civilisation that would help them to come out of all
forms of slavery, oppression, poverty and human degradation. The
life of the missionaries made the people see for themselves that it
pays to become a Christian! The Africans were invited to share in
this love. They realised that it is rewarding to believe in God who
identified himself with us through the birth and life of Jesus Christ
among us in the world. It must have been a spiritual experience that
the people made that they could share with those around them. It
169

Cf. Cisternino, M., op.cit., 281.

Cf. Pittenger, N., “Christology Reconsidered”, London 1970, 63, in: Chigbogu Okeke, A.,
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must have been a touching spiritual experience in its varied forms that
the converts could identify themselves with the people of Israel, with
the first Christians let alone the full revelation of God through Jesus
Christ. Norman Pittenger sums up this important aspect with these
words: “… when Jesus Christ is known as utterly human and when
his life is seen as intimately one with our own, the God who is active in
him becomes vividly and wonderfully sheer goodness and love, Jesus
Christ becomes to us what the gospels so plainly portray: a genuine
man, not alien from us but one with us.”172
In addition to this, Jesus is seen as a teacher of wisdom who
taught by example. His teaching doesn’t remain a theory but it
becomes a life-style. Amidst the challenges and difficulties of the
African life circumstances, Jesus seems to be telling us: “Look at me,
at my cross and learn from me.” (cf. Mt 11:29-30 and Jn 13:15). He is
telling the many wounded souls to transform their wounds into healing
wounds just as He did. Such spirituality will see Africa through the
many conflicts that people are undergoing, or else spirituality remains
just a theory.

Summary and concluding remarks
In understanding the African people’s spiritual experience, their
relationship to the day-to-day life experiences should be a starting
point even before focusing on the relationship with God. We noted
earlier that God relates to the people in their concrete, experiential
and practical terms in the various events of life. In this way, one
can rightly speak of the whole life being manifested by the spiritual
encounters with God. This is even reflected in all the four constitutive
elements of spirituality that we pointed out earlier. This was the case
in point in the African traditional religious understanding. The same
can be said of Jesus who is portrayed as the Son of God and preacher
of the Kingdom of God. His whole life – birth, preaching, death and
resurrection – had to do with God. Either he was doing God´s will
or he was letting the power of God shine.173 In this sense, we can
see how God reveals himself to all peoples. In reference to Africa in
particular, the foregoing discussion has brought it clearly as well.
172
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A modern African Christian lives to some extent in a two-world situation.
There are some aspects of the African tradition that accompany him
throughout and there are those that he adapts from other cultures
depending on the time in which he lives. A modern African Christian
has to understand the reality of nurturing his spirituality by reading the
signs of the time. Douglas W. Waruta puts this aspect clearly: “If Peter
understood Jesus as the Christ, and the Messiah of his contemporary
Jewish thought, the African response to the above question must
reflect African consciousness:”174The encounter between the Gospel
and the various African cultures must bring about a transformation, for
every human culture entails various life-less aspects that need to be
discovered through the light of Christ.
In the same line of thinking the role of inculturation remains
indispensable in helping to deepen the spiritual experiences of every
culture within the universal church setting. John Mary Waliggo, a
renowned Ugandan theologian sums up this aspect with these words:
“[…] as Christ himself chose to become man in order to save humanity,
Christianity has no alternative but to do the same in every culture and
time in order to continue the salvation brought by Christ.”175 Since five
decades ago, especially after the Second Vatican Council one can
rightly say that: “The Africans show that their old traditional culture
and religion was not godless. In fact, it is the opposite! In the light of
the Gospel and their own history, they realise, how God also led them
through the different epochs until the saviour was born, not only in
Bethlehem – but also in Africa.”176Inculturation thus becomes a concretisation of the Lord’s incarnation and encounter with the Immanuel.
Last but not least, knowing the diverse ways in which God reveals
himself to us and how each culture makes the Gospel find a home
within a given culture, is what brings out the diversity and uniqueness
of our catholicity. As we endeavoured in this article to bring out the
fact that one can talk of a Christ-centred spirituality from an African
perspective, the essential elements of mission today come out as
a result: the universal church as a place that unites us in our local
churches with the whole Church in prayer in its varied character,
Waruta, D.W., “Who is Jesus Christ for Africa Today”, in: Mugambi, J.N.K./Magesa, L.,
eds., Jesus in African Christianity, Nairobi 2003, 40.
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capability of learning from one another and showing solidarity to one
another (cf. LG 13). St. Paul himself emphasizes this complementary
nature within the Church when he uses the symbol of the human body
(cf. 1 Cor. 12:26-27). For spirituality to be what it is be it in Africa or
elsewhere, we all need to believe in God’s transformative SPIRIT who
enables us to differentiate the many lifeless spirits.
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Spirituality and Christology
Sebastian Painadath SJ

Who do you say I am? – Jesus asked his disciples. This is a
foundational question of Christian faith. In fact the entire Christology
is based on this question. Peter´s response was: You are the Son of
the Living God. (Mt. 16, 15-16) Christian spirituality has its foundation
on this experience. In Jesus Christ the first disciples discovered the
compassionate face of God turned towards humanity, the self-giving
of God, the outpouring of grace from within the hidden divine springs.
This encounter transformed their life in the Spirit of Christ. From this
spiritual experience evolved the Church as the community of the
disciples of Jesus.
How do we understand this transformation process? This question
binds Christology with spirituality. In spite of all Christological models
and ways of spirituality Christ remains an unfathomable mystery.
“Knowing the length and breadth, the height and depth of the love of
Christ that surpasses all understanding” is an ongoing process in the
Spirit (Eph. 3, 18-19). There is no finished model of Christology, no
fulfilled way of spirituality. In the last two thousand years the Western
patterns of thought with the Greek categories and the Roman symbols
dominated and determined this theological process. Today however
we live in a new epoch of the Church, in which the experiences of
the local Churches worldwide offer new perspectives for grasping the
mystery of Christ. A mutually enriching dialogue between the East
and the West could be a help to look at the Christ-event from the
perspective of mysticism.177
East and West are not just descriptions of geographical areas,
which lie far apart, nor do they represent contrary cultures which
remain a stranger to each other. East and West in fact point to the
complementary perceptions in the total evolution of human con177

Cf. Le Saux, H., Indische Weisheit – Christliche Mystik, Luzern 1965, 109-141.
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sciousness.178 One could speak of two levels of perception: the
mental and the intuitive.

Mind and Intuition
The mind objectifies everything. We can understand something
through the mind only in as much as it is made into an object. Even
when one tries to understand oneself, one makes oneself into an
object. When one attempts to understand the Divine, it is made into
an object: God is invoked as a personal thou. The conscious relation
with humans – also with God – unfolds in an I-thou structure. This
process is however shaped by several unconscious factors emerging
from the personal and the cultural psyche.
There is in us an organ of intuitive perception deeper than the
mind. The Church Fathers with their Greek background named it
nous. ”The nous purified and elevated above the mind contemplates
the divine process within us.”179 Athanasius finds the nous as the
medium, through which we are „conjoined to God (synaphe).“180
Augustine describes it as the “eye of faith” (occulus fidei). In the
Eastern Religions the intuitive faculty is described as buddhi: “Deeper
than the mind is the buddhi.”181 This intuitive eye is illumined by the
divine light, so that human beings can experience the all-embracing
presence of the Divine within oneself and in the cosmos.182 For the
mystics in the East and in the West this intuitive faculty is like the door
to the heart, the divine space within the human being.183
Perception at the mental level and in the intuitive depth takes
place in different ways. The mind analyses the logic of reality, while the
intuition explores the mystique of reality. The mind notices the duality
between the subject and the object, while the intuition experiences
them in oneness. Through the mind one encounters God as personal
thou; in the nous one experiences the Divine as the transpersonal
Ground of being, as the ultimate Self. Through the reflection process
178
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at the mind level concepts, definitions and norms evolve. But in contemplation at the level of the heart emerge new insights on oneness
with the Divine.

Eastern Mysticism
In the dominant Christology of the Church the emphasis is put
on dogmas and definitions; in the traditional spirituality one stresses
encounter with the person of Jesus in liturgy and in devotions.
The mystical dimension of Christ experience is a deficit in popular
Christian life. Today however most believers in the local Churches
of the West seem to have lost enthusiasm in cultivating a personal
relationship with Christ presented as the object of faith. A rediscovery
of the mystical dimension in Christology and spirituality is an epochal
need. This would mean a theological understanding of Christ as the
true divine subject in us, and the spiritual experience of oneness
with Christ within us and in the cosmic reality. An encounter with the
mystical heritage of the East could unfold the deeper dimensions of
Christian faith. In this regard I would like to emphasize the significance
of the Upanishads (800-400 BCE), which offer the well-springs of the
Hindu and Buddhist mystical experience.184
The Upanishadic sages enter upon an inner contemplative path
with the recurrent question: Who am I? “How can one know the
knower?”185 „Willed and directed by whom does the mind focus on the
objects? Ordered by whom does one breathe? Who is the one who
speaks within our speech?”186 „Who is the seer that is never seen,
the hearer that is never heard, the thinker that is never thought of, the
perceiver that is never perceived…?”187 In certain moments of grace
one comes to the mystical insight: “I am divine!”188 The true self in us
is divine.189 The Divine is like a hidden spring „from which everything
unfolds, through which everything subsists and unto which everything
returns.”190 With the logic of the mental level one shall not label this
184
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contemplative introspection as monism. The mystical insight evolves
at the level of the nous/buddhi, deeper than that of the mind. Let us
now look at the experience of Jesus from this mystical perspective.

Towards a Mystical Christology
Jesus said: ”I come out of the Father.” (Jn. 16, 28) “The Father
has sent me forth.” (Jn. 7, 28-29) “The one who sent me is with me.”
(Jn. 8, 29) “I live through the Father.” (Jn. 6. 57) “The Father who has
life in himself has granted the Son also to have life in himself.” (Jn.
5, 26) “I am in the Father, and the Father is in me.” (Jn. 10, 38) “The
Father and I are one.” (Jn. 10, 30). These words of Jesus´ divine selfconsciousness show that he experienced God as the Father, not as a
person outside of him, but within him. The God whom Jesus in deep
intimacy addressed as Abba (Father) is not a patriarchal male person,
but the mother-base, out of which he came forth and in which he lived.
Using the allegorical method often used by the early Church
Fathers to interpret the Bible we could explore the depth of the divine
consciousness of Jesus. Just as a tree experiences its generating and
nourishing root, Jesus experienced God as the motherly Father. (Jn.
15, 5, 10) Just as a well senses the hidden dynamism of the springs,
Jesus sensed God the Father as the source of his being. (Jn. 4, 13-14;
16, 28) “God brought forth the Word as the root brings forth the shoot,
as the spring brings forth the stream.”191 “The Son is born from the
fountainhead that the Father is.” (Origen, John, 3, 5) “The Father is
the fountain and root of the Son´s being.”192 “The Son comes out of
the Father as water from a fountain. “193All these symbols point out
that the Father is that from which the Son is born, the true subject of
the Son´s being. Ambrose has a powerful symbol for this: “The Son is
begotten from the womb of the Father (de utero patris) (ML. 16, 642)
The Father is the generating mother-base from which the Son is born.
The Spirit is, as the vital sap of the tree, as the inherent current in the
well, the power of this divine life-process; the Spirit is the dynamism
within the divine perichoresis (dynamis tou theou Act. 10, 38).194
191

Tertullian, Adv. Praxeam, 4.

192

Ambrose, Patrologia Latina, 16, 642.

193

Hyppolitus, PG. 10, 817.

Cf. Painadath, S. SJ, Der Geist reißt Mauern nieder. Die Erneuerung unseres Glaubens
durch interreligiösen Dialog, München 2002, 49-66.
194

OWT vol.4 (Spirituality of the Universal Church) 305pp.indd 122

5/29/14 2:01 PM

Spirituality and Christology

123

Jesus lived and spoke from within this divine subject-consciousness: “The word that you hear is not my own; it is the word
of the Father who sent me.” (Jn.14, 24) “What I say to you, I do not
speak of my own accord; it is the Father, living in me, doing his work.”
(Jn. 14, 10) As the trunk is the self-unfolding of the root, as the well
is the self-outpouring of the hidden springs, so did Jesus experience
himself as the self-giving of the Divine, whom he called the (motherly)
Father. Hence he could say: “The one who sees me, sees the Father.”
(Jn. 14, 9) “The one who hears me, hears the Father.” (Jn. 7, 16)
“The one who knows me, knows the Father.” (Jn. 14, 7) “The one who
welcomes me, welcomes the one who sent me.” (Jn. 13, 20) Jesus
knew the Father as the subject of his being: as the one who speaks
and works through him.

Towards a Mystical Spirituality
This is the experience that Jesus wanted to communicate to his
disciples, to all who believe in him. He would say, just as I experienced God, you too should experience God! “Just as the Father
sent me into the world, so do I send you into the world.” (Jn. 17, 18)
“Just as I live through the Father, you will live through me.” (Jn. 6,
57) Just as the Father has loved me, so have I loved you.” (15:9)
“Just as I abide in his love, you will abide in my love.” (Jn. 15, 10)
“Just as I am in the Father, and the Father is in me, so am I in you
and you are in me.” (17:21, 26) “Just as the Father and I are one,
so may you all be one in us.” (17, 21-23). The preposition ‘just as’
(kathos) makes it clear that we are in fact called to partake in the
consciousness of Jesus. If Jesus experienced God as the subject, we
too are to experience God as subject of our being. Let us look at the
two symbols again. We realize that we are like branches on the divine
tree growing out of the divine root (Father) that unfolds itself in the
trunk (Son) through the flow of the vital sap (Spirit). For the branches
the trunk is the supportive and nourishing subject, just as the root is
the generating subject for the trunk. Or, we are like streams which
emerge out of the divine spring (Father) that pours itself out in the
well/ river (Son) through the current (Spirit). For the streams the well
/ river is the nourishing subject, just as the spring forms the mother
base of the well/ river. In a sense this is a vertical way of experiencing
the dynamic divine presence.
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Integration of Christology with Spirituality
When we look at Christ at the mental level he comes across as
a divine person with whom we can have an inter-personal devotional
relationship. When we experience the presence of Christ at the level
of the nous / buddhi we realize in graced moments that Christ is the
trans-personal divine subject of our life. In as much as we recognize
in Jesus Christ the incarnation of the divine presence, we experience
him as the Immanuel, as the God-with-us, the God-within-us. (Other
religions have their symbols through which the believers experience
the salvific divine presence; this we should sincerely respect.) Christ
is God´s presence in us, around us. Christ is the divine well-spring
within us, within the cosmos. Our life evolves not before Christ, but in
Christ, as Paul upholds over 144 times in his Letters. “Our life is hidden
with Christ in God.” (Col. 3, 3) “Christ is in us.” (Rom. 8, 10; II. Cor. 13,
5) “We are in Christ.” (I. Cor. 1, 30) “Christ is being formed in us.” (Gal.
4, 19) “We are being transformed into the image of Christ through the
Spirit.” (II. Cor. 3, 18) “May Christ live in your hearts through faith…so
that you may be filled with the utter fullness of God.” (Eph. 3, 16-19)
Christ is the subject of our being. “It is no longer I that live, but Christ
lives in me.” (Gal. 2, 20)
A mystical shift from an objectified image of Christ dominating
dogma and liturgy (without denying its importance) to an experience
of the indwelling presence of Christ in spirituality and Christology is an
urgent task in the Church today. This becomes clear in the encounter
of Christian faith with the Eastern mystical religions and in the context
of the contemporary crisis in faith.
The experience of union with the indwelling Christ (John) and of
growth into the life of Christ (Paul) is a life-long process. This is not
something that we can achieve through our efforts; rather we can only
develop the consciousness of the transformation process that takes
place within us and in the world as well. The Church Fathers called this
process the divinization of the human (theosis). With the grace of the
Holy Spirit we are being transformed into divine life. In Jesus Christ
God became a human person to awaken the hidden divine dimension
of the human. “God became man, so that humans become God.”195
“The Word became man, so that we humans may become divine.”196
195
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“Christ takes shape in us through the Holy Spirit who reinstates the
divinity in us.”197 “Theosis is participation through grace in that which
surrounds the nature of God.”198 This is a mystical perception of what
is happening deep within us. In a graced moment we should be able
to say: I am divine! This is the grace and fruit of Christian faith. Jesus
came to the consciousness of the divinity within him; should we not
participate in this perception of the divine dimension of our being?
Then we realize that our life evolves not before God, but within the
Divine: within the inner-trinitarian perichoresis. This is the heart-beat
of Christian faith. This is where Christology and spirituality come to
integration.
Here it is not a question of withdrawing to a neurotic interiority.
The one who perceives the divinity in oneself recognizes the divinity in
others and respects them. The one who is conscious of the divinization
process sees God in all things and all things in God. Since “everything
has been created in Christ, through Christ and unto Christ”, one would
perceive the spiritual evolution of humanity and of the cosmos within
the universal process of the creation of the new being, that was
manifested in the risen Christ. In the perception of Christophany one
would understand oneself as an instrument in the restoration of all
things through the Holy Spirit. In this theonomous perspective one
meets every human being with compassion. Compassion is the fruit
of contemplation. The prophetic commitment to peace, justice and
protection of the environment is an integral element of the compassionate outlook. It is all the work of the divine Spirit. Awakening the
mystic and alerting the prophet – this is the concern of an integrated
spirituality that evolves through a mystical Christology.
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Love is not loved:
towards a complete spirituality
Ángel Darío Carrero

Modernity and the eclipse of God
Alongside the now familiar scandals that have beleaguered
our institutions, we are currently witnessing a striking resurgence of
mysticism in societies of very different kinds, and the Church should
take this phenomenon into account as it sets about its task of continually revisiting the most appropriate strategy for its evangelical
mission at any specific time or place.
Under the circumstances, we cannot help inadvertently wondering
whether our contemporary culture is not rather too wondrous an island
for attracting mysticism to its shores.
Jean Daniélou described pre-modern cultures as those where
the values on which collective life is founded carve out a universe
where we are kept in touch with the sacred constantly through the
very structures of our existence. By this same analysis, modern
culture operates a desacralisation as a result of our technical civilisation, which is antithetical or indifferent to the sacred world.199 Martin
Buber provocatively compared the glorious dawn of reason to a mist,
because it encourages a philosophy centred on the objectification of
reality by the individual (I-it), thereby making God unreal to contemporary men and women. In a similar vein, the Jewish philosopher
called this state of affairs the “eclipse of God”.200
199
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Buber, M., Betrachtungen zur Beziehung zwischen Religion und Philosophie, Zürich
1953.
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Tomorrow’s Christian today
Paradoxical as it may seem, it was within and for this context of
desacralisation, eclipse or displacement of religion that the influential
German theologian Karl Rahner formulated one of his best-known
predictions: “ […] the religious soul of the future will either be a mystic,
someone who has had an experience, or else will not exist at all.”201
This future, which began to become the present as soon as the
modern era erupted, is already the most vigorous assertion of the
Here and Now we know.
There is nothing new about the assertion that a secular cultural
environment is extremely unfavourable to the Christian experience –
unlike the pre-modern paradigm, when God was at the root of every
emanation. What clearly is pioneering and visionary is to suggest that
this very same setting, devoid of external cultural crutches, actually
gives us the chance to return to the inner path: that of the intense and
personal experience of Mystery to which mysticism directly alludes.202
The underlying idea is that the dynamics of secularisation, far from
inhibiting the experience of faith, as some secular dogmatisms or
extreme opponents of the modern era would claim, potentially opens
up new possibilities, if not exactly for religion, then at least for mystical
need. Or, to be more precise, mysticism as the purest and most
ancient of religions.
Indeed, Henri Bergson, pushing the point further, saw some
manifestations of institutionalised religion as “crystals of intellectual
frost quenching the fire that mysticism once breathed into the human
soul”. Henri de Lubac was thinking along similar lines when he
argued that “without mysticism, Mystery is externalised and runs
the risk of losing itself in formula”. The formula and the icy crystal,
once they are cut adrift from the experience that originally gave them
birth, sooner or later degenerate into graven images “that cannot
save”. Søren Kierkegaard explicitly warned against this persistent
tendency towards idolatry: “Any god you can point a finger at is an
idol”.203
Rahner, K., “Frömmigkeit früher und heute”, in: Rahner, K., Schriften zur Theologie
(vol. 7), Köln 1966, 22.
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Cf. Rahner, K., “Mística”, in: Rahner, K., / Vorgrimler, H., Diccionario teológico, Barcelona
1966, 440.
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What impresses the mystical journey upon us, then, is not
simply secularisation, but the cold chill experienced, as the laws of
entropy dictate, by many religions as they turn into institutions. If the
Christianity of the future contains a vital grain of salvation, it is not
in the nostalgic seductions of institutional power, but in this mystical
white heat.

Post-Enlightenment mysticism as a challenge
But let us clear some undergrowth from our path. Rahner’s
mystical proposition must not be confused, as so often happens,
with a mimetic reproduction of the mystical spirituality of the past,
with too many neo-platonic pitfalls in so many cases. This is about
a post-Enlightenment update. According to the German theologian,
the theological dynamism required to recover it should derive from a
dual movement: “the creative discovery of its original essence and the
configuration of that essence in a form appropriate to the age”.204
Let us emphatically repeat that the mystic spiritual experience,
while some elements remain unalterable always and everywhere, is
never timeless. Legendary mystics like John of the Cross, Teresa of
Avila and Francis of Assisi are extraordinary inspirations, but they
hardly serve as paradigms for a spiritual path in our own age. It
is said, a little flippantly, that Franciscan spirituality, where I am at
home, is in tune with many signs of our own times and sensitivities
of our day, but even this assertion is only correct if it is subjected
to an in-depth renewal. The radical novelty of our era requires us
to attempt a path towards mystical spirituality that has never yet
been trodden, in a dialogue not only with the sources that gave
birth to it and nourished it (the Gospel of Our Lord Jesus Christ)
and with traditions (Francis, Clare, Teresa, Silesius, and so many
others), but open to contemporary ideas in anthropological (nondualistic) theology (with its emphasis on the Trinity) and also to other
religious traditions (Islam, Judaism, Buddhism …), not to mention
secular offerings which are open, even if critically, to faith (Giorgio
Agambden, Gianni Vattimo, Charles Taylor, Richard Rorty, Slavoy
Zizek, Terry Eagleton, Alain Badiou, Reyes Mate, Enrique Dussel,
Julia Kristeva, Ilya Prigogine).
Rahner, K., “Frömmigkeit früher und heute”, in: Rahner, K., Schriften zur Theologie
(vol. 7), Köln 1966, 19.
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Rahner, specifically, believed that this “sublime and radical”
Christianity of the mystic should be configured in the particular light
of an age characterised not only by its secular environment, but also
“by an awareness of oppression, of death and of political absurdity”.
These days we would have to add cultural and religious pluralism as
an essential hallmark. He may not have realised it, but the German
theologian was combining in a single breath the demands of North
and South, of Modernity and of its very reverse. In fact, there was
to be a parting of the theological ways, marked by two distinct yet
complementary contexts that today require further development:
Europe and Latin America.

Open-eyed mysticism
In 1968, Juan Bautista Metz argued that the theological agenda
should acquire a critical function as a corrective of an excessive
tendency towards privatisation. Taking this function as his point of
departure, Metz went on to postulate, beyond bourgeois religion,
that “the experience of God is not mysticism with its eyes closed,
but mysticism with its eyes open; it is not perception turned solely on
oneself, but a heightened perception of the suffering of others”.205
Although Metz does not explicitly say so, he is doubtless thinking
of the mystical future envisaged by his teacher, which still had to be
reinterpreted within and for a new context. Jürgen Habermas summarised this unprecedented theological focus expressed by Metz as
“containing a political as well as a mystical element”.206
It was Latin American theology that took this perspective of
unjust suffering to its ultimate conclusions, placing itself, as Metz
himself observed, within a radically post-idealist perspective, the very
“reverse” of Modernity.207 This theology revisited the classical tasks
that had been the prerogative of theology and, in the context of extreme
oppression that was Latin America and the Caribbean, it added a
new one, a critical reflection on practice formulated at three levels: a
critique of its own foundations, a critique of the economic and sociocultural conditions where the Christian community lived and pursued
Metz, J. B. (ed.), El clamor de la tierra. El problema dramático de la teodicea, Estella
1996, 26.
205

Habermas, J., Israel o Atenas. Ensayos sobre religión, teología y racionalidad, Madrid
2001, 172.
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Metz, J. B., Dios y tiempo. Nueva teología política, Madrid 2002, 119-139, 141-187.
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these reflections, and finally a critique of society and of the Church.
In this way, spirituality and mysticism were themselves subjected to
a healthy dose of critical doubt, for it is no secret that historically they
had not infrequently operated in the service of oppression, exerting a
soporific effect on the conscience.
Latin American theologians honed in on a fundamental problem:
mysticism will never truly have anything to offer the future if all it can
accomplish is intellectual honesty (K. Rahner, Urs von Balthasar,
Henri de Lubac), without taking on board a sensitivity to the memory
of injustice (J. B. Metz, D. Sölle, J. Moltmann) and, more important
still, honestly liberating the hic et nunc (J. L. Segundo, G. Gutiérrez,
L. Boff, C. de Freitas).

Mysticism as a key to liberation
The dual path indicated by Rahner and pursued by Metz and
Gutiérrez did lead to a critical recovery of spirituality in its original
sense, although much still remains to be done. Ewert H. Cousins
recognised that Francis of Assisi had initiated a mystical innovation that
put aside the traditional neo-platonic template so closely associated
with mysticism, drinking directly of the ancient prophetic and nondualistic fountains of Hebrew thought. Even the Dominican Meister
Eckhart, whose writings exemplify what is known as the mysticism
of introversion, has been reassessed by scholars of spirituality such
as Alois Hass. Eckhart is restored in the light of a message that is
anything but escapist: “If a man were to find himself in the trance of
St Paul and he heard about a sick man who needed a bowl of soup, I
would consider it a far better thing for you, out of love, to give up the
trance and go to the aid of the needy fellow with greater love. A man
should not imagine that by behaving in this way he will lose grace
in some way, because what he willingly gives away in love, he will
receive back in a far nobler form.”208 Similarly, although with decidedly
more theological implications, we might re-read the Flemish mystic
John of Ruysbroeck: “If you are in ecstasy and your brother requires
some remedy, put aside your ecstasy and take the remedy to your
brother: the God you are leaving behind is less certain than the God
you will find”.
Haas, A. M., Maestro Eckhart. Figura normativa para la vida espiritual, Barcelona 2002,
102-103.
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All in all, this recovery of the original matrix from which our spiritualities derive, which demonstrates charity born of faith, called for
a structural update in line with a more complex reading of reality,
able to question and challenge the social structures of sin – in other
words, the causes of poverty and of the misery experienced by twothirds of humanity. It posed the demand for a conversion that was
not only personal, but social. To this end, theology needed the socioanalytical backing not only of philosophy, but of the social sciences,
and something far more central to hermeneutics and praxis: the
theological relevance of Jesus’s practised solidarity with the poor and
the associated Christological and, ultimately, pastoral commentaries.
This process, aided by the humanities, was an important one, and it
still is. Not only must it continue, but it must be widened to include
other perspectives if we wish to participate as stakeholders in the
great Areopagus of contemporary culture.

Closing our eyes to see more clearly
Once the crucial element of practice had been accepted theologically as a substantial component of an experience of Christian faith
which is neither alienated nor alienating, but committed to liberation,
the need arose, symptomatically, to turn the question around. All this
was driven by a desire to overcome the traditional dualism expressed
in the six dichotomies described by Raimon Panikkar: soul and
body, male and female, individual and society, theory and practice,
knowledge and love, eternity and time.209 The same awareness
prompted a warning that this emphasis on social practice should
not run the risk of sacrificing a cultivation of inwardness, because
in the long run that would be equally counter-productive in terms of
social action. Clearly, an attempt is being made here to strike the
right balance when we aspire to a spirituality for our own day, which
is explicitly holistic.
Jürgen Moltmann was one of the first to caution that “there is a
flight from social action into political practice because human beings
cannot bear themselves”.210 The political theologian recognised
that anyone hoping to work on behalf of others “without attuning his
Cf. Panikkar, R., El mundal silencio, Barcelona 1999, 129-130; Keen, S., Apology of
Wonder, 1969.
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Moltmann, J., Gotteserfahrung. Hoffnung, Angst, Mystik, München 1979, 50.
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capacity for love, without encountering a freedom and confidence
towards himself, will not discover anything in himself that he can give
to others”; he will merely “pass on the infection of his own egoism,
the aggressions of his own anxieties and the prejudices of his own
ideology”. Moltmann concludes this critical point in exemplary fashion,
which remains a challenge to 21st-century Christians: “One can only
surrender oneself if one has found oneself first”. Contrary to expectation, Moltmann resolutely distances himself from criticisms of social
and political activity by arguing that it is when embracing these that a
person must establish a stable inner identity, as the spiritual path of
mysticism suggests. When does this happen? “Creation and the ego
see themselves freely for what they are when God is loved for Himself
and enjoyed eternally for Himself.” With axiomatic primacy granted
to the spiritual dimension, as called for by Clodovis Boff, the issue of
transforming society does not lose out to religious preoccupations,
but is elevated to its highest dimension, which is also its original and
definitive dimension.
Thus Juan Martín Velasco, in his extraordinary study of the
mystical phenomenon, remarks that the ultimate mystical experience
never isolates a person from society and the world he lives in. Quite
the reverse: “It is consumed in a transformation of life as a whole: it
takes the form of a mysticism in life and of day-to-day life.”211 In an
amazing desire for synthesis, the Cuban thinker José Martí takes a
step forward by inviting mystical, poetic inwardness as a path towards
recognition of the other: “closing our eyes to see more clearly”.
The father of liberation theology, Gustavo Gutiérrez, felt a similar
need to correct course in the Latin American context. He is guided
in this by St John of the Cross, hazarding the fundamental premise
that “nothing is more demanding than love given freely. This freedom
is understood in its strong sense, as the opposite of duty.” Gutiérrez
understands that only by experiencing freedom in love can we be
transported beyond the realm of duty to unimaginable places in
our life and mission, such as the suffering of Latin America and the
Caribbean during the last century. J. I. González Faus perceptively
insists that the point is not to cast our ethical impulses to the winds
and retreat to a mystical bower, but rather “to discover the undeniable
Velasco, J. M., El fenómeno místico, Madrid 1999, 461. See a critical essay of the same
author about the holy Juan de la Cruz (John) as a modern challenge. “Experiencia mística y
experiencia del hombre y del mundo”, in: Iglesia Viva 161, 1992, 431-158.
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mystical streak that underlies that option, not allowing it to be a mere
ethical imperative (and hence the source of potential sanctimony)”.
Gutiérrez feels obliged to make it absolutely clear that the mystics’
creed of “only God suffices” extends full meaning to our options.
He firmly believes that without mysticism we will not be able to
prevent social justice, the poor, and even theology itself – supremely
important as they all are – from becoming idols. Mysticism and its
poets, with their scalpel of experience and poetry – as this member of
the Academy of Languages suggestively insists – help to cut out the
infected parts that cloud our vision of God.
Gutiérrez thus calls into play the dialectic of double language,
responding in turn to two dimensions of one single movement of the
spirit: “The language of contemplation recognises that everything
stems from parental love freely given. The language of prophesy
condemns the circumstances – and structural causes – of injustice
and deprivation as experienced by the poor of Latin America… Without
prophecy, the language of contemplation runs the risk of losing its bite
in a story in which God is working and we encounter Him. Without a
mystic dimension, prophetic language may find its vision restricted,
weakening our perception of Him Who makes all anew.”212 In the
reciprocity of these complementary languages, we shall gradually
discover, as Hans Urs von Balthasar intuitively realised, that in
Christian spirituality “the difference between mysticism and action
tends in the end to disappear.”213
In the appeals of these post-conciliar theologians who are open
to the prophetic dimension I hear a powerful echo of that disturbing
passage in the Book of Revelation (2:2-4): “I know your activities,
your hard work and your perseverance. I know you cannot stand
wicked people, and how you put to the test those who were selfstyled apostles, and found them false. I know too that you have
perseverance, and have suffered for my name without growing tired.
Nevertheless, I have this complaint to make: you have less love now
than formerly.” That first love is intimately linked to the eternal life that
John so marvellously describes: “to know you, the only true God, and
Jesus Christ whom you have sent (17:3).
212

Gutiérrez, G., La verdad os hará libres, Santander 1990, 75.

Balthasar, H. U. von, La verdad es sinfónica. Aspectos del pluralismo cristiano, Madrid
1979, 93.
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Mysticism and prophesy: new onslaughts
Let us advance a little deeper into the historical thicket. After the
crisis of those utopias in the seventies, excessively linked in their
socio-analysis to economics rather than to anthropology, it was psychology that shed a fresh and deeper light on the basis for spirituality
in the 21st century. The psychotherapist Carlos Domínguez Morano,
among many others, described how mystical experience and identity
can reveal traces of elements in the early relationship between mother
and child, while prophetic experience and identity can reflect elements
in the relationship between father and child.214 Mystic experience is
seen as pivotal in a path towards action and commitment. Domínguez
warns that mystic, spiritual experience is not, as one might mistakenly
assume, “an island of pleasure and satisfaction like confinement to
a mother’s breast”. Rather, it has to function “like an oasis or resting
place along a path towards fulfilling a historical pledge”. This emerging
out of oneself, this intersubjectivity based around solidarity, is the
expression of a desire already structured and organised when we
renounce our infantile omnipotence.
Today, the authenticity of the spiritual experience is called upon to
manifest itself in the prophetic adventure of intersubjectivity, of interculturality, experiencing communion with God as indissolubly linked
to an engagement with history in its most generous diversity. In the
same way, the true prophet will show that the historical mission to
which he has been called is by no means distinct from the intimate
link he experiences of the mystery of the living God Who is Love and
nothing but Love.

Love is not loved
We must draw to a close, but not without having triangulated
afresh the mystical and prophetic challenge raised by two major contemporary thinkers. The sociologist René Girard claims that we are
“about to put one religious meaning behind us only to take up another
that is infinitely more demanding, as it offers no sacrificial crutches.”215
The humanism of the modern era, he says, lasted no longer than “the
moment of a brief interlude between two forms of the religious”. Gianni
214

Cf. Morano, C. D., Experiencia cristiana y psicoanálisis, Santander 2005, 169 ff.

Girard, R., Cuando empiecen a suceder estas cosas. Conversaciones con M. Treguer,
Madrid 1996, 141.
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Vattimo, in a very Heideggerian vein, interprets this modernity as a
transformation of the being towards a depleted kenosis, significantly
translated today as a decline in ontic rigidity, and expressed – among
other phenomena – in an unprecedented religious pluralism. He sees
this development, aside from any metaphysical posturing by believers
and atheists, as an open horizon inclining towards “greater scope
for mysticism and solidarity.”216 Vattimo is Augustinian in proposing
just one precondition or criterion for interpreting or spiritualising the
biblical message and hence for secularisation itself: charity.
The signs of the times continue to manifest in a movement of
history inviting us to develop the elements of a mystical-prophetic
spirituality as a path that will avoid both the alienating effects of spiritualist escapism (defying history), and the escapism of commitment
ideologies (defying inwardness) and lead us into the perichoretic
dynamics of Love. Bruno Forte hit the nail on the head when he said
that whoever wishes to “learn to love and seek the power of love can
no longer tolerate the exile from eternal history of the love that is the
Trinity.”217 We can sense this exile in Vattimo’s reading of Christianity.
St Augustine does not merely make charity his yardstick (“Love, and
do as you will”)218, as Vattimo does in his restrictive terms; he also
talks to us of the relational dynamics that nourish and sustain us all:
“If you see charity, you see the Trinity. For charity is three things: the
Lover, the Beloved and Love.”219
The Franciscan mystic and poet Jacopone da Todi does not
demonstrate so much as illustrate – for that is the task of poetry – the
evangelical tension behind the mystical-prophetic sentiment: “Oh love
that loves and does not accomplish well, I love you.” And no less so
in that other verse which is so profoundly intimate in sparking the
prophetic attitude: “Oh Love, divine Love, Love that is not loved.”220
Anyone who has had the personal experience of feeling and knowing
that he has been overtaken by love must fall silent here, and within
Vattimo, G., “¿Hermenéutica analógica o hermenéutica anagógica?”, in: Beuchot,
M. / Arenas-Dolz, F. eds., Hermenéutica de la encrucijada. Analogía, Retórica, Filosofía,
Barcelona 2008, 425.
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that silence is forged a candid condemnation of all the structures of
unlove and a redeeming, liberating proclamation of that which is Love
alone. Benedict XVI significantly devoted his first official words as
Pope to recalling that: “Being Christian is not the result of an ethical
choice or a lofty idea, but the encounter with an event, a person,
which gives life a new horizon and a decisive direction.”221
In practical terms, I would like to propose a basic exercise: let us
begin by making the Trinity as love the grand topic of conversation
about experience within the Church, rather than narratives and
disguised perambulations of power, for as Pascal so wisely said: “by
talking about love, we fall in love.”222 The mystic Julian of Norwich
helps us to define the truly essential point: “Dwell in this and you shall
know love more and more. But you shall never know it otherwise,
ever.”223 A poetic echo that is not difficult to trace back to its source:
“God is love, and whoever remains in love remains in God and God in
him” (1 John 4:16). Finally, in line with our holistic proposition, we must
fight not to be bogged down by the conversation, however ecstatic
the “dwelling”. Let us make sure that harsh remark penned by the
Russian writer Anton Chekhov can never apply to us as Christians:
“All we do is talk and read about love, but we ourselves love little.”224
And that brings us to our unwavering standpoint, the verification in
praxis of our spiritual authenticity: “Whoever fails to love does not
know God, because God is love” (1 John 4, 8). At the end of the day,
it was St John of the Cross who reminded us: “When dusk falls on our
lives, they will judge us by our love.”225

Benedikt XVI., Enzyklika DEUS CARITAS EST an die Bischöfe, an die Priester und
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Spirituality: Ways of Walking with Christ
and of Coming to Christ
Klaus Vellguth

One of the most famous Coptic icons is “Christ and Saint Menas”.
It originally came from the Monastery of Apollo at Bawit near Antinoe
in central Egypt, a monastic establishment which was founded in the
fourth century and continued until the 12th century. The icon was discovered around 1900 during excavation works among the ruins of this
ancient and traditional monastery. The original is kept at the Louvre,
but the icon became known in the last quarter of the 20th century when
a copy was put on display in a church by the Ecumenical Community
of Taizé, where it appealed to a large number of people, especially
the younger generation.226 The icon, which originally comes from
the African continent, clearly expresses a truth that has been held
about the relationship between spirituality and Christ since the Early
Church.
“Apa Menas” – visible in faint shiny lettering in the top left-hand
corner – tells us who is depicted on the icon. Menas, a third-century
soldier during the reign of the Emperor Diocletian (284-305) was
beheaded for his faith and later venerated as a martyr. What is so
striking about this icon from the Monastery of Apollo is the way in
which the martyr is depicted. Whereas most iconographers show
him either as a soldier on horseback or praying between two camels,
this icon shows him standing next to Christ. The word “Apa” means
“father”, and Menas is also described as a “principal” on the icon, as
he was the first abbot of the Monastery of Apollo. Others, meanwhile,
saw him as a spiritual father who had greatly inspired them. Christ
is shown standing next to Menas and in slightly stronger colours,
wearing an imperial purple robe and bearing a Gospel richly adorned
Cf. Sauter, H., Bilder des Lebens – Ikonen als Antworten auf heutige Glaubensfragen,
Vienna 2012, 206f. Cf. also Wegner, J., Bibel Intensiv Kolleg Neues Testament, Kassel 2012,
150f.
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with precious stones. One important key to understanding this icon
is the position of the two characters’ hands. Menas is pointing to
Christ with his right hand, while Christ’s right hand rests on the
abbot’s shoulder in a gesture of friendship. It is very much because
of these postures that the icon became known under the title “Christ
et son ami”. Hanns Sauter says: “Friendship here means more than
a deep relationship between two individuals or an honourable title
– “Friend of the Emperor” – bestowed by Roman emperors on commendable men or on favourites. In the New Testament, Abraham
is described as a ‘friend of God’ (James 2:23) because of his faith
and unwavering trust in the Lord. ‘Friend of God’ is, therefore, a
statement about a person’s faith. It describes someone who, in all
situations, unswervingly maintains the conviction that God is with
him and will save him even when he – like Abraham – reaches his
limits.”227 The icon picks up this Old Testament account of profound
trust in God so strikingly exemplified by Abraham. However, it relates
the account not (merely) to a remote and otherworldly God but to a
God in the here-and-now who desires to be close to people and who,
through Jesus Christ, has a human face. The iconographer wrote
the words “Jesus, Saviour” in the top right-hand corner, indicating
that Menas had found his friend and Saviour in Christ. The position
of Christ’s hand, however, indicates very clearly what the painter
meant by spiritual companionship: it is Christ who comes alongside
a spiritually hungry person. He Himself is a spiritual companion
for Christians (see Luke 24:15).228 What the icon conveys to us
is precisely this experience of Christ as a reliable companion and
Saviour. As a medium, the icon thus acquires a specific meaning
and has lost none of its relevance right up to the present day. This
is especially true in our media age with its significant transformation
resulting from a focus on iconic imagery. Given that a large part
of our information is now conveyed through images229, depictions
of Christ can serve “as imagery in mission-focused outreach and
as a way to engage more intensively, more creatively, more purSauter, H., Bilder des Lebens – Ikonen als Antworten auf heutige Glaubensfragen,
Vienna 2012, 208.
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posefully and more broadly with people and with representatives of
our culture”.230 In the third millennium such imagery can help us bear
witness to the Christian faith through the specific analogue qualities
that characterise all images.
In this paper an exploration of the distinctive features of a Christfocused spirituality will be preceded by an examination of whether – at
the onset of the third millennium, at a time of diminishing denominational loyalties – there is any spiritual hunger at all in Germany and,
indeed, in Western European societies in general.

Spiritual longing
In 2008, the Bertelsmann Foundation published what it called
a Religious Monitor, a worldwide project in which it evaluated religiousness in the context of globalisation.231 Probably the most
extensive study of its kind on religiousness in different countries, it
was intended as an interdisciplinary analysis tool, looking at religious
dimensions within society. The analysis covered not only sociological
aspects but also cultural and theological dimensions. To gauge the
religiousness of populations in different countries, the study identified
six core dimensions of religiousness: intellect, faith/ideology, public
practice, private practice, religious experience and consequences.
One central conclusion of the Religious Monitor was that the Christian
faith continues to leave its stamp on Europe. About three-quarters of
Europeans (74 per cent) in the countries surveyed were religious and
a quarter (25 per cent) even described as highly religious. Only 23
per cent of Europeans saw themselves as non-religious. Moreover,
the various Christian denominations turned out to be so dominant that
the researchers decided not to draw any representative conclusions
about other religions, as there were not enough cases. The study
showed very clearly that religiousness is particularly prevalent in
areas of intellectual discourse, in studies on faith and in reflections
upon one’s own religiousness. Furthermore, it was found that reliOetterer, P., “Seht, da ist der Mensch” (John 19:5), in: Pastoralblatt 64 (2010) 6, 163-169,
164.
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Bertelsmann-Stiftung (ed.), Religionsmonitor 2008 – Überblick zu religiösen Einstellungen
und Praktiken, Gütersloh 2008. On this section see also Vellguth, K., “Wie religiös ist Europa?
Reflexionen zur religiösen Situation in Europa”, in: Borras, A. / Bressau, L, eds., Pourquoi
proposer la foi? Séduit par Dieu, fascinés par l’Évangile. Actes du 25éme colloque Européen
des Paroisses. Mons, du 5 au 10 juillet 2009, Cahiers internationaux de Théologie Pratique,
série Actes n° 3, Louvain-la-Nueve 2012, 15-23.
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giousness is marked by individual religious practices such as prayer
and other patterns of theist spirituality. As a result, people in Europe
see themselves as being both religious and spiritual, i.e. they have
a religious or spiritual self-image. The conclusions of the Religious
Monitor were not the random results of isolated studies, but largely
matched those of other studies conducted in parallel. Two studies,
in particular, should be mentioned in this context: “Kehrt die Religion
wieder?” (Is Religion Coming Back?)232 and “Church and Religion
in an Enlarged Europe”.233 These studies on different levels of religiousness in society show, however, that people in Europe are less
interested in religious faith as an intellectual starting point. Rather,
they seek forms of religiousness that will give them existential foundations for their lives. The experiential dimension of religion is rated
more highly than the doctrinal dimension; what people are longing
for is not “orthodoxy” but “orthotherapy” – an experience of faith that
touches their own lives and brings healing. This prioritisation should
not come as a surprise. The primacy of an experience of faith over
an abstract knowledge of faith was pointed out some time ago by
Karl Rahner: “Although experience as such and the conceptually
objectifying reflection of such an experience are never completely
separate, neither are these two dimensions – experience and objectifying reflection – ever identical. Reflection can never catch up completely with authentic experience.”234
People yearning for faith long for a religious experience that
gives them orientation in their daily lives in the face of increasingly
confusing complexity. This new yearning for a spiritual anchor at the
beginning of the third millennium can be seen as a reaction to the
changes brought about by post-modernism, in which the individual
experiences an environment without fixtures and where everything
is in a state of flux: “When everything ends up in the whirlwind of
coincidence and randomness, there is a growing desire for ultimate
certainties and authoritative truths. At a time when there is much talk
about the ‘dictatorship of relativism’ there is a renewed quest for the
Zulehner, P. M./Hager I. /Polak, R., Kehrt die Religion wieder? Religion im Leben der
Menschen 1970-2000, Ostfildern 2001.
232

Church and Religion in an Enlarged Europe 2006. The project is funded by the Volkswagen
Foundation and is being conducted by the Chair of Comparative Cultural Sociology at the
European University Viadrina in Frankfurt an der Oder.
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Rahner, K., “Vortrag an der Katholischen Akademie Koblenz vom 22.10.1969”, published
in: Schriften zur Theologie, vol. IX, Einsiedeln 1970, 161-176.
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absolute.”235 It is this yearning which can lead to a Christ-centred
spirituality. In view of social developments in Europe, however, it
may be unrealistic to expect such spiritual searches to take place
primarily or, indeed, exclusively within the churches. At the beginning
of the third millennium it is a sign of the times that spiritual searches
in Europe occur outside the established churches. Incidentally, this
is also a challenge to the self-image of a church as it seeks to define
what forms part of it and what does not (not to mention the question of
how “church” itself should actually be defined). Nevertheless, when
we look at the question of the relationship between spirituality and
Christology, this situation may even represent an opportunity. On the
one hand, people within the Church can embark on a journey involving
the development of a Christ-focused spirituality. On the other hand,
they can also – apparently independently of the Church – seek to get
close to Christ without being obstructed by the Church’s structures,
teachings and failures or, indeed, by its sheer existence.236

Orthodoxy: images of Christ and spirituality
Before enquiring into a given Christ-focused spirituality we need
to ask what image a person has of Jesus Christ. Or, to put it biblically:
How does a person respond to Jesus’ question: “Who do people say
I am?” (Mark 8:27). There are numerous different answers to this
question in the Christian tradition, each of them with its own nuance.
Christ is the “Son of God” (Mark 1:1), the “God” (Philippians 2:11), “the
high priest” (Hebrews 4:14-16), the “Son of man” (Matthew 19:28), the
“crucified Christ” (1 Corinthians 1:2.1f.), the “Messiah” (John 1:41), the
“Saviour” (John 4:42), etc. All these – analogous – images are attempts
to express something in anthropomorphic speech that really goes
beyond the limitations of language, while at the same time meeting
our human need to put it into words so that we can communicate it.237
Fuchs, G., “Zwischen Wellness und Weisheit – Neue Begeisterung für die Mystik”, in: HK
spezial, Renaissance der Religion – Mode oder Megathema?, November 2006, 32-36, 34.
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It does remain questionable, however, whether it is really possible for someone to come
to Christ independently of the Church. Ultimately, any concepts of Christ and any religious
ideas that currently exist in any of the various cultures have been substantially influenced
by the Church or its representatives. If such concepts are taken over on the understanding
that they are independent of the Church, then a given process of inculturation only has the
appearance of happening outside the Church. In reality those concepts actually originate
from and were moulded by the Church.
236

The reason why this is linguistically impossible is that when we talk about Christ, we
establish semantic references which are semantically plausible but ultimately cannot be
verified.
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The images of Christ that people have used have always differed
from age to age, from one context to another and from person to
person. On the one hand, this shows that Christ is clearly the one who
is so strikingly at the centre of the Gospels; on the other hand – and
this is an epistemological challenge – he is also the one whom we
seek to discover in the Gospels. We tend to be rather quick in using
an image of Christ that reinforces our own position or which confirms
our own self-image. In our Christological reflections, therefore, it is
all the more important not to resort to our own pre-fabricated imagery
and prejudices and to refrain from turning our faith into an ideology.
Instead, we should consciously accept the challenge of unfamiliar
images of Christ, as such images may broaden our own – necessarily limited – view and understanding of Christ. “Otherness” thus
becomes a learning experience and an opportunity to widen our
understanding and our own relationship with Christ. After all, it is
precisely through the “category of otherness or the recognition of
otherness, together with a quest for dialogue, that we give equal
dignity to all those involved. This must include matters of faith, which
belong to the most sacred spheres of human existence. Such an
attitude is an essential mark of the new missionary principles of
cultural and religious empathy and thus of peaceful coexistence,
acceptance and cooperation.”238
What may be helpful here is a conscious look at different theological
contexts in which Christians view Christ from different perspectives.
Asian Christians let themselves be inspired by their own religious
context and, based on their understanding of Christ, ask questions
that are influenced by their own cultural and religious context. This
leads them towards answers that would be unthinkable in any other
contexts. It does not mean that they absorb the faith tenets or beliefs
of other religions into the Christian faith. They do, in fact, make a
distinction between transferable and non-transferable facets of faith.
The Indian theologian Michael Amaladoss, for instance, clearly distinguishes between two sets of symbols and characters: on the one
hand, there are the familiar symbols and characters from Hinduism
– e.g. Krishna, Rama and Shiva – characters who are inextricably
linked with that context. On the other hand, however, Amaladoss also
Susin, L. C., “Jesus: ein ‘Ort’ um zu leben”, in: Bünker, A./ Mundanjohn, E./Weckel, L. /
Suermann, T., eds., Gerechtigkeit und Pfingsten – Viele Christentümer und die Aufgabe einer
Missionswissenschaft, Ostfildern 2010, 113-132, 130.
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emphasises that it would be inappropriate to apply those names and
symbols to Jesus.239 Yet he also points out that the cultural context
of Hinduism contains symbols which are equally open to followers
of other religions, and – speaking from an Asian perspective – he
therefore describes Jesus as the teacher of ethics, the avatar, the
satyagrahi, the advaitin, the bodhisattva, the wise man, the guru, the
servant, the fellow-sufferer and the dancer.240 Indian theology, in particular, can teach us openness and help us to derive inspiration from
other religions in our image of Christ so that we can discover ever
new facets of Jesus as the unique incarnation of God.241 For instance,
a group of Indian theologians once commented on the broadening
of their own Christology as follows: “We acknowledge with gratitude
that our experience of the incarnate Jesus leads us to discover the
cosmic dimension of the presence and efficacy of the Word. We are
aware that we must ‘neither mix nor separate’ these different manifestations of the Word in history or in different cultures or religions.
On the one hand, we joyfully confess our own experience of the Word
in Jesus; on the other, we endeavour to relate openly and positively
to other manifestations of the Word, as they, too, are part of a divine
mystery.”242
Separate Christologies also developed in Africa where they
have their own “dignity of otherness”. After the missionary Placide
Tempel had published his Bantu philosophy in the mid-20th century,
African theologians such as Engelbert Mveng and Vincent Mulago
outspokenly opposed forms of Christianity that were one-sidedly
limited to Western perspectives. Instead, they insisted that it was
both possible and necessary to use African cultural and religious
‘points of contact’ to convey Christian truths”.243 This is why African
Christologies describe Christ, for instance, as the chief244, the
239

Cf. Amaladoss, M., Jesus neu sehen – Indische Denkanstöße, Freiburg 2010, 16f.
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Cf. Amaladoss, M., The Asian Jesus, Maryknoll 2006.

Amaladoss, M., Das indische Verständnis Jesu, in: Augustin, G./Krämer, K./ Schulze,
M. eds., Mein Herr und mein Gott – Christus bekennen und verkünden, FS Walter Kasper,
Freiburg 2013, 523-539.
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D´Lima, E./Gonsalves, M., eds., Bangalore 1999.

Moerschbacher, M., Christologien in Afrika, in: Augustin, G./ Krämer, K./Schulze, M. eds.,
Mein Herr und mein Gott – Christus bekennen und verkünden, FS Walter Kasper, Freiburg
2013, 572-586, 573f.
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Cf. Kabasélé, F., Christus als Häuptling, in: Der schwarze Christus – Wege afrikanischer
Christologie, Freiburg 1989, 57-72.
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ancestor, the elder245, the master of initiation246, the healer247, the
liberator248 etc. In the future there will be other Christologies that have
been impacted by African cultures, helping Christians towards a richer
understanding of God’s incarnation in Christ. In respect of African
theologies Marco Moerschbacher predicts that “What we are seeing
now is merely the beginning of a period in which major directions are
being set in Christological terms.”249
At the founding event of the Association des Théologiens Africains
in 2007 Anselme Titianma Sanon from Burkina Faso advocated a
bottom-up Christology in which the hermeneutical approach is based
on the people of Africa and conveys to them the aspect of liberation.
In calling for a liberation Christology he showed that contextually
different cultures can bring forth similar Christologies. This may
happen either in parallel or at different times, and one would need
to ask in each case whether such a Christology has developed independently or whether there has been some mutual impact. During
the second half of the 20th century250 a liberation theology developed
in Latin America whereby Christ was primarily seen as the liberator.
It was a period which can be described as a revival of contextual
Christologies throughout the southern hemisphere. Commenting on
the hermeneutical rationale of this contextual Christology, Leonardo
Boff says: “Jesus Christ can only be referred to as the liberator
under one specific condition. Liberation is inversely proportional to
Cf. Nyamiti, C., Theologe aus Tansania, in: Forum Weltkirche (2007) 1, 29-32; Nyamiti,
C., “Jesus Christ, the ancestor of humankind: methodological and trinitarian foundation”, in:
Studies in African Theology I, Nairobi 2005.
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Cf. Sanon, A. T., Jesus, Master of the Initiation, in: Der schwarze Christus – Wege afrika-

nischer Christologie, Freiburg 1989, 87-107.

Cf. Kolié, C., Jesus – Heiler, in: Der schwarze Christus – Wege afrikanischer Christologie,
Freiburg 1989, 108-137.
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Cf. Ela, J.-M., Mein Glaube als Afrikaner – Das Evangelium in schwarzafrikanischer
Lebenswirklichkeit (Theologie der Dritten Welt 19), Freiburg 1987; Ela, J.-M., Gott befreit
(Theologie der Dritten Welt 30), Freiburg 2003.
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Moerschbacher, M., Christologien in Afrika, in: Augustin, G./ Krämer, K./ Schulze, M.,
eds., Mein Herr und mein Gott – Christus bekennen und verkünden, FS Walter Kasper,
Freiburg 2013, 572-586, 586.
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One major milestone was the so-called Catacomb Pact (cf. Fornet-Ponse, T., “Für eine
arme Kirche! Der Katakombenpakt von 1965 als Beispiel der Entweltlichung”, in: Stimmen
der Zeit 108 (2012), 651-661) and the Latin American Bishops’ Conferences of Medellín and
Puebla (cf. Eckolt, M., Jesus Christus, der Befreier, in: Augustin, G./ Krämer, K./ Schulze,
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Freiburg 2013, 540-571, 544.
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oppression. Anyone who worships and proclaims Jesus Christ as the
liberator thinks and lives out their Christological faith within a sociohistorical context of oppression and domination. In other words,
their focus is on a faith that seeks to cover all the various issues
of structural change within the existing socio-historical situation.
Faith applies an analytical procedure in creating this relevance and
produces a Christology with the main focus on ‘Jesus Christ the
liberator’. In turn, such a Christology implies a specific political and
social form of engagement that seeks to put an end to a situation
of oppression.”251 Boff shows that a different perspective from
another culture becomes a hermeneutically complementary place of
discovery and that the perspective of the oppressed enables us to
gain a direct Christological insight. Outside such a hermeneutical
place this can only be achieved indirectly and in purely intellectual
terms.

Orthopraxis: Christian action as a place of spiritual experience
Liberation theologians, in particular, have concluded that
theology cannot be produced in an ivory tower but only through
reflection upon specific situations. They see theological reflection as
“faith-based reflection on the reality and historical activities of God’s
people who follow the works of Jesus by proclaiming and realising the
Kingdom of God.”252 This awareness leads to a wider understanding
of theology that must cover not only orthodoxy but also orthopraxis:253
Orthopraxis and orthodoxy challenge one another; neither of them
would be anything without the other.”254
In fact, the significance of orthopraxis goes beyond the development of one’s own Christological understanding in that it becomes a
place for an encounter with Christ. After all, it was one of the constant
parameters of Christ’s works that he primarily cared for the poor,
251

Cf. Boff, L., Jesus Christus der Befreier, Freiburg 1986, 21.

Ellacuría, I., “Die Kirche der Armen, geschichtliches Befreiungssakrament”, in: Ellacuría,
I. and Sobrino, J., Mysterium Liberationis – Grundbegriffe der Theologie der Befreiung II,
Lucerne 1996, 761.
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The term orthopraxis can be traced back to the Ecumenical Movement in the first third of
the 20th century, indicating that theological reflection must centre upon questions of the right
doctrine and as well as issues of the right action.
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the sick and the needy.255 Whenever he brought healing, this had a
sigmatic function, pointing towards an eschatological expectation of
salvation which became visible in His own works.256 He then commissioned His followers to do likewise by caring for the poorest and the
lowest. Christian social outreach (also described as “charitable work”)
was, therefore, an essential factor in the missionary attractiveness
of Christianity in late antiquity.257 Mission means proclaiming the
message of God’s Kingdom not only in words but also in deeds. “A
church can only be salt of the earth and bring about improvements to
reality if it ceases to split its Great Commission into so-called ‘spiritual
or religious’ spheres of action, on the one hand, and ‘socio-political’
ones, on the other. Where faith and love grow, social outreach and
identification with the poor will also grow on a worldwide scale. This
makes mission a ‘matrix’ for the Church’s Great Commission and thus
also the most sustainable motivation for all other ministries performed
on behalf of the Church.”258
At this point, however, we must be aware of a potential misconception. Social outreach is not primarily a particularly successful
missionary method or even a soteriological condition for one’s own
salvation, as one might falsely conclude from biblical tradition.
Theologically, it is a specific feature of Christianity that caring for
the poor and suffering – orthopraxis – should become a place of an
encounter with Christ and an experience of God.259 This is strikingly
illustrated in the Parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:30b-35)
which has its own tradition in redaction history and which Luke, the
Gospel author, combined in his narrative with the dual command to
love God and to love one’s neighbour. Luke shows that love of God
manifests itself in active love of one’s neighbour and that this is not
primarily an act of rational premeditation or of any ethical internationCf. Krämer, K., Den Logos zur Sprache bringen. Untersuchungen zu einem dialogischen
Verständnis von Mission, Ostfildern 2012, 128f.
255

256	������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
Cf. Wilckens, U., Theologie des Neuen Testaments, volume I: Geschichte der urchrist-

lichen Theologie, sub-volume 1: Geschichte des Wirkens Jesu in Galiläa, Neunkirchen-Vluyn
2002, 187.
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alisation of pro-social action. Rather, it has its most profound origin in
a moment when a person is touched deeply and existentially in their
emotions and when they experience God.260 This aspect of Christian
social outreach was emphasised by Benedict XVI in his first encyclical
letter, Deus Caritas Est, in which he specified the essential theological
difference between Christian pro-social action and the orthopraxis of
other cultures and religions261: “Jesus identifies with those in need,
with the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the naked, the sick and those
in the prison. ‘As you did it to one of the least of these my brethren,
you did it to me’ (Matthew 25:40). Love of God and love of neighbour
have become one. In the least of the brethren we find Jesus himself,
and in Jesus we find God.” 262

Orthotherapy: spirituality accompanied by both word and deed
Etymologically, the 19th-century neologism “spirituality” comes
from the Latin verb spirare and refers to human breathing. Christian
spirituality derives its inspiration from orthodoxy and orthopraxis which
both have their spiritual roots in it. Faith shows itself in both word
and deed and is therefore, breathed in and out, as it were. Bernhard
Fraling defines spirituality as a living reality that precedes theological
reflection: “It is characterised by devotional practices as manifestations of faith, by an emphasis on specific tenets of faith and by a corresponding lifestyle.”263 It would be a misunderstanding of Christian
spirituality to reduce it to personal devotional practices, contemplation
and mystical exercises. The concept of spirituality goes beyond such
narrow confines and encourages the believer to understand his own
faith as an inextricable combination of his experience of faith, on the
one hand, and faith-based action, on the other. Spirituality also means
an ongoing succession of reflection about one’s faith and of sharing
it with others. Breathing in and breathing out are good metaphors for
a Christian spirituality. It is different from “photographic spirituality”
which only lasts for a short while and is about absorbing or storing
an emotion, keeping it for a later numinous moment. In Christianity,
260

Cf. also Grün, A., “Heiliger Ort, heilige Zeit”, in: Christ in der Gegenwart (2012) 30, 1.

Cf. Gutierrez, G., Nachfolge Jesu und Option für die Armen – Beiträge zur Theologie der
Befreiung im Zeitalter der Globalisierung, Fribourg/Stuttgart 2009, 33.
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Benedict XVI’s encyclical letter Deus Caritas Est to the bishops, priests and deacons,
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by contrast, spirituality means “abiding”, allowing breath to flow in
and out.264 This abiding spirituality thrives on continually reviewing
one’s own image of Christ, widening it (breathing in), sharing Christ
(breathing out), savouring and tasting the moment of an encounter
with Christ (breathing in), accepting Christ, enjoying moments of
closeness with Him, letting oneself be healed through His presence
and (breathing out) bringing healing to others.
Christian spirituality does not centre around orthodoxy, orthopraxis, Christian doctrine or ethical standards in isolation, as if any
of those elements were a monolithic block. Where orthodoxy is
concerned, Christian spirituality primarily means allowing oneself
to be enriched by different Christologies and thus to keep meeting
Christ in a new way. The same process of meeting Christ occurs
in orthopraxis and in encountering and caring for the poor and the
needy. It is one of the hallmarks of Christian spirituality that a person
widens his own image of Christ and, in particular, sees Christ in his
neighbour. This is because, ultimately, Christian spirituality is about
a personal event, an encounter with Christ. “Being Christian is not
the result of an ethical choice or a lofty idea, but the encounter with
an event, a person, which gives life a new horizon and a decisive
direction.”265
This does not mean that Christian spirituality might not also include
specific devotional practices. Such practices have been developed
by believers throughout history – practices to help people savour the
presence of Christ. Silent prayer, for instance, was discovered by the
priest, monk and author John Cassian (360-435) as a way to help the
praying person grow in his relationship with Christ.266 During scholasticism the Carthusian monk Guigo developed instructions for a lectio
divina, based on the monastic tradition of prayer.267 The 20th century
saw the development of a spiritual form of prayer called “sharing the
Bible”, in which Christians dwell on a specific Bible passage and
Cf. Schuhmann, L., Spiritualität beleben. Zurück zu den Wurzeln?, in: Geist und Leben
86 (2013) 2, 148-158, 152.
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See No. 171, Bonn 2005, No. 1.
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savour it through ruminatio, so that they can develop a “taste for
Jesus”.268 Primarily, however, Christian spirituality has nothing to do
with specific devotional practices. Such practices have a subordinate,
subservient function. The main focus in all these practices is always
on an encounter with Jesus Christ and not on the actual practice
itself.
Orthotherapy means inviting oneself and others to abide with
Christ, to widen one’s own narrow understanding of Christ, to get to
know Christ better and better, to act like Christ and to meet Christ
through the healing that we ourselves can bring. Orthotherapy is a
learning process which brings healing and comprises our cognitive
view of the world, based on the person of Jesus Christ (the material
dimension). But orthotherapy also means openly accepting an
encounter with Christ through one’s neighbour, especially the poor
and suffering (the relational dimension). Finally, orthotherapy includes
abiding in the presence of Christ (the modal dimension). This understanding of Christian spirituality is formulated very aptly in the Old
Testament prayer: “One thing I ask of Yahweh, one thing I seek: to
dwell in Yahweh’s house all the days of my life, to enjoy the sweetness
of Yahweh, to seek out his temple. For he hides me away under his
roof on the day of evil, he folds me in the recesses of his tent (…) In
his tent I will offer sacrifices of acclaim. I will sing, I will make music
for Yahweh. (…) Though my father and mother forsake me, Yahweh
will gather me up.” (Psalms 27:4-10)

Christ and Saint Menas
Christian spirituality is not one-dimensional but combines orthopraxis, orthodoxy and orthotherapy. It invites the believer to re-learn
to live, to use a Christian breathing technique and to accept multidimensional transformations. It means allowing our image of Christ to
be modified, allowing ourselves to be changed by Christ, changing the
distressing situations of others and changing our own lack of breath.
Christian spirituality includes the experience that the breath of Christ
becomes part of our own breath. It means standing next to Christ and
looking in the same direction. Such spirituality brings healing. Perhaps
this is what the painter of the icon in Egypt wished to express: Menas
Cf. Vellguth, K., Eine Neue Art, Kirche zu sein – Die Entstehung der Kleinen Christlichen
Gemeinschaften in Afrika und Asien, Freiburg 2005.
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knew and understood Christ (breathing in), he experienced Him and
shared with others his experience of Christ (breathing out). Menas
saw Christ in his neighbour (breathing in) and cared for the suffering
(breathing out). Menas had found Christ as his existential centre and
Saviour.
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Inter-Spiritual Encounter:
Igbo (West African) Indigenous Religious
Search for Harmony and the Christian
Mediation of the Sacred
Elochukwu Uzukwu CSsp

“[…] every scribe who has been trained for the kingdom of heaven
is like the master of a household who brings out of his treasure
what is new and what is old.” (Matt. 13, 52)

Preamble:
The encounter between African communities and Christian
missionaries was an ambiguous encounter like the encounter with
colonialism.269 In eastern Nigeria, for example, Bishop Shanahan
and the missionaries of the Congregation of the Holy Spirit made
no attempt to bring out from the indigenous spiritual treasure house
“what is new and what is old” (Matt. 13:52). The missionary intent
was not to display “the wealth of nations” (Isa 60:5) before the
incarnate Word (the newborn King, cf. Matt. 2:11), as genuine contextual response. Rather, they wanted to radically replace the “old”
with the “old” (European response to Christianity). Consequently,
the church in Africa was born old. True, in many places missionaries
were loved and given hospitality. Oftentimes they reciprocated; social
services such as education and healthcare delivery endeared them
to the people. However, missionary evangelism, hostile to indigenous
religious mediations of the sacred, missed opportunities of creative
inter-spiritual encounter. Missionaries regarded indigenous religions
as the extension of the kingdom of Satan; Satan must be defeated.
For example, Shanahan chose September 29 1908, the feast of
Archangel Michael, as date to erect St Michael’s Parish Ozubulu, in
269

Cf. Kane H., Ambiguous adventure, London 1972.
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the “heart of the interior” of Igbo land. The choice of the date and
the patron saint symbolized “crushing victory over Satan”.270 John
Jordan, Shanahan’s chronicler, enthused, “The Lord of Hell certainly
had many of his possessions contested during 1908.”271 The hostile
and militant language continues today in the relationship between
mainline missionary Christianity, Pentecostalism and indigenous
religious practice.
This essay will first summarize the contours of indigenous
religions practiced in the West African zone. Here religions direct
the community’s search for harmony in the world. Second, the essay
will draw attention to the aberration of the radical and rejectionist
approach of Christian evangelism to indigenous religions. While
Christian evangelism made laudable contribution to the social
imagery of West Africans through denouncing and correcting beliefs
and practices that dehumanized, it failed to harness the life-enhancing
rituals that empowered the community/society to struggle against
violence. Consequently, by demonizing the West African deities,
Christians blunted the opportunity for inter-spiritual encounter. Third,
using limited samples from the Igbo of Nigeria, the essay will highlight
the struggle to overcome the deleterious effects of violence and
warfare within communities and between communities. Igbo ethical
and ritual imagination consecrated life to the point that taking life in
warfare, homicide or manslaughter is morally reprehensible. Finally,
the essay will suggest, as a contribution to the inter-spiritual project,
an alternative ecclesiological viewpoint based on the critique of the
indigenous ethical theory that consecrates human life as absolute
but fails in practice to protect some unfortunates. Christian evangelism challenged the incoherence of the indigenous ethical theory
and practice. The essay will suggest that the new community of the
God-Man, Crucified outside the walls of Jerusalem, at the margin
of Jewish society, must relocate to the margin of African society to
reclaim the strength of the Crucified experienced in weakness. This
new community called Church learns from indigenous ethical theory
and ritology to heal the diseases and infirmities brought by violence
and warfare.

270

Jordan, J. P., Bishop Shanahan of Southern Nigeria, Dublin 1949, 44.

271

Ibid. 45.
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Aspects of the West African Relational Universe
The West African universe is dominated by a dynamic relational
world vision that is anthropocentric and geocentric. Peoples living in
this world-affirming and world-focused universe generate narratives
of origin that declare humans and everything that exist as coming
from God, the creator. Chukwu, Olodumare, Onyame, Mawu-Lisa
(God272) created directly or through demiurges. Humans are a unique
creation. Founding narratives claim a preexistent spiritual self! The
spiritual self is accompanied by a personal deity or spirit, assigned by
God to each. Myths claim prenatal choice of destiny by each self; or,
each self receives a neatly packaged prenatal gift/destiny bestowed
by the creator through the agency of the assigned personal spirit.
Destinies are rarely changed; though they could be modified in the
human world through the special intervention of powerful deities.273
The personal spirit assigned to each self is variously named chi (Igbo,
Nigeria), ori (Yoruba, Nigeria), se (Fon, Benin and Togo), kra or okra
(Asante, Ghana), kla or aklama (Ewe, Togo and Ghana). This deity
accompanies the individual from pre-existence, and returns to God
at the closure of one’s life in this sphere of consciousness. Persons
differ like fingerprints; similarly, personal deities differ. As the Igbo say,
otu nne na-amu ma otu chi adi eke (born of the same mother, but not
created by the same chi).274
The universe of the above-named West Africans is furthermore
populated by powerful deities, divine beings and ancestors. Spiritforces that are unknown, i.e. unnamed, also impact the human world.
They make themselves manifest, often, through possession. They are
named (known) through divination, are grounded and worshipped in

God, as named by the Igbo and Yoruba (Nigeria) Akan (Ghana), Ewe and Fon (Ghana,
Togo, Benin) respectively!
272

Sabine Jell-Bahlsen draws attention to flexibility in laws and customs among the Oguta
Igbo with regard to change of destiny and exposure of twins among others. Cf. Jell-Bahlsen,
S., The water goddess in Igbo cosmology : Ogbuide of Oguta Lake, Trenton NJ 2008, 181-186;
Cf. also Jell-Bahlsen, S., The Lake Goddess, Uhammiri/Ogbuide: The Female Side of the
Universe in Igbo Cosmology, in: African Spirituality: Forms, Meanings, and Expressions, ed.
Olupona, World Spirituality, New York 2000, 48.
273

There is abundant literature on this subject. Cf. Gyekye, K., The Relation of Õkra (Soul)
and Honam (Body): An Akan Conception, in: African Philosophy - an Anthology, Malden
1998. The summary of the discussion and literature is found in my book, Uzukwu, E. E.,
God, Spirit, and Human Wholeness: Appropriating Faith and Culture in West African Style,
Eugene 2012, Chapter 6, especially 152.
274
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shrines as spirits or deities.275 They are loved and served, feared and
propitiated.
Ambivalence and ambiguity characterize this complex religious
world. This is clear from the commerce with the deities and ancestral
spirits that dominate religious practice, for the overall good of the
human community. The ritual function of initiated devotees of deities
is vital to the life of the community. Trained experts play therapeutic
roles in the community. Shrine priests serve their deity and community;
they guard jealously the reputation of their deities. All operate to move
the community towards its destiny: the realization of a full life in a
harmonious community.
During the pre-colonial, colonial and postcolonial periods of
African history, peoples in this region interacted with one another,
traded, fought wars, built cities, and welcomed other religious visions
of the world! The fabled kingdom of Mali (especially under the profligate 14th century CE emperor Mansa Musa I, 1307-32, who literally
spread gold en route to Mecca causing worldwide depression in the
gold market), the famed kingdoms of Benin and Oyo (Nigeria, 13th
century onward) in the equatorial forest, or the smaller kingdom of
Igbo-ukwu (Nigeria, 9th/10th century CE onward) reputed for pacifism
and served by priest-kingship with passion for peace building,
flourished before the tragedy of slavery.276 These peoples never
abandoned their religious vision of the world, even in challenging of
alternative world-visions, Christian and Islamic. Even at the heyday
of the pilgrimage-loving (non-jihadist) Islamic emperor Mansa Musa
I, the overwhelming population of Mali, peasants, retained their
“animistic faith”.277 The persistence of the indigenous religious
Cf. among others, Metuh, E. I., Comparative studies of African traditional religions
Onitsha 1987, 40, 55; Lovell, N., Cord of Blood - Possession and the Making of Voodoo,
London 2002, 42; God,U., Spirit, and Human Wholeness: Appropriating Faith and Culture in
West African Style, 62-65.
275

Cf. Niane, D. T., “Mali and the Second Mandigo Expansion”, in: Niane, D.T., ed., General
History of Africa, vol. IV. Africa from the Twelfth to the Sixteenth Century, New York 1984,
117-171; for the pilgrimage of Mansa Musa, see 148-149. Shaw, T., The Guinea Zone,
Chapter 17 in Muḥammad Fāsī, Ivan Hrbek, and Unesco. International Scientific Committee
for the Drafting of a General History of Africa., Africa from the seventh to the eleventh century,
vol. III, General history of Africa, London 1988, 477-481; Andah B. W./Anquandah, J., The
Guinea Belt, in: ibid., 517-524.
276

Cf. Ki-Zerbo, J., Histoire de l’Afrique noire : d’hier à demain, Paris 1978, 136, cited by
Dramani-Issifou, Z., Islam as a Social System in Africa since the Seventh Century, in: Fāsī,
M., Hrbek, I. and Unesco. International Scientific Committee for the Drafting of a General
History of Africa., Africa from the seventh to the eleventh century, III., 109.
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viewpoint in the postcolonial period led pioneer African theologian,
Bolaji Idowu, to claim that indigenous African religions are strategic
to re-envisioning the future of dignified, satisfied, and flourishing
Africans. He believed that the revitalized indigenous religion with
“its God-given heritage and indigenous spiritual treasures” would
best provide “a satisfying African self-consciousness and dignity”.278
Perhaps the hospitality and tolerance characteristic of African
indigenous religions and the flexibility of its rituals led Idowu to his
conclusion. However, African theologians of evangelical strain, like
Kwame Bediako, disagree.279 Others like Peter Kwasi Sarpong,
former Catholic archbishop of Kumasi, are firmly convinced that the
disappearance of African indigenous religions would be a tragedy for
the whole of humanity280.
In general, mainline missionary Christianity and Pentecostalism,
hostile to indigenous mediations of the sacred, condemn African
religions as extensions of the kingdom of Satan. The violence of
slavery and colonialism supported by an ambiguous Christian evangelism (harbingers of Western modernity) reorganized the peoples of
this region to face the challenge of modernity. In the imperial Christian
discourse of power and domination, the indigenous religions of West
Africa were considered inferior, fetish and demon worship.281 They
never transmitted a genuine religious viewpoint capable of fostering
inter-spiritual encounter. It is noteworthy that not until the Roman
Synod of Bishops of 1974 did African indigenous religions receive
mention in official documents of the Roman Church.
Christian Missionary Rejection of Indigenous Religious World Vision—
Obstructing Inter-Spiritual Encounter
The approach of Christian evangelism to indigenous religions
was negative and radically rejectionist. Christians demonized West
African deities as juju and evil. Some, like the Igbo war deity, Ekwensu,
278

Cf. Idowu, B., African Traditional Religion - A Definition, London 1973, 208.

Bediako, K., Christianity in Africa. The Renewal of a non-Western Religion, New York
1995, 114-116.
279

Cf. Sarpong, P. K., Religion traditionnelle africaine. Le dialogue est-il possible?, in:
Spiritus 23 (1991) 122������������������������������������������������������������������������
, 49. ������������������������������������������������������������������
See the interesting volume, Olupona, J. O. K., ed., African spirituality: forms, meanings, and expressions, vol. 3, World spirituality, New York 2000.
280

281Cf. the critique of Christian discourse in Boulaga, F. E., Christianity without fetishes: an
African critique and recapture of Christianity, New York 1984.
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were transformed into the Christian Devil. The cautious and ethnographically informed opinion of missionary-anthropologist, Alexandre
le Roy (1909), was not heeded. Le Roy noted that “although evil
is regarded as a sort of diffused power that can be controlled to a
certain extent” yet “a supreme power of evil at strife with the supreme
power of good” is a “product of preconceived ideas” that cannot stand
the “observation of facts”.282 Opportunities for fruitful inter-spiritual
encounter were missed.
There were opportunities. The chronicler of Bishop Shanahan
of Southern Nigeria, John Jordan, paints an interesting picture of
Shanahan in intimate physical and benign contact with Igbo deities.
During his many treks from village to village, he took refuge in the
temple of one of them. Shanahan was surprised on a certain day by
tropical storm, and ran to the nearest roof for shelter. The roof was the
shrine of the “town ju-ju”: “an old carved figure blackened by smoke
and age”! The storm was un-abating, so Shanahan decided to sleep
with the deity the whole night: “I lay down beside the ju-ju and slept
there for the night”.283
The unplanned visit to a shrine of a local deity did not stir the
imagination of the missionary. This “hospitality by visitation” was
an invitation for inter-spiritual encounter. The “dumb” image of the
deity spoke volumes about the people and their religion. The “deaf”
Christian missionary was prevented “from recognizing” or perceiving
the density of this discourse (cf. Luke 24: 16). Only those with ears
could hear the speech. “Drop your ear to the ground”, the Igbo say,
“and hear the cry of an ant (or hear the voice of spirits)”. The missionary, whose intent was to move the “new” people from their “old’
way to his “old” way, was tone deaf! He was unable to hear “the
voice of spirits;” and was prevented from chanting with the psalmist,
“How lovely is your dwelling place, O Lord of hosts!” (Ps 84:1) The
opportunity to ponder on and learn from the “new” hospitality was
missed.
Missionaries and their converts generally lacked the analogical
imagination; they failed to gain insight into the complexity of Igbo and
West African indigenous religions that delight in mutuality, multiplicity,
and ambivalence. Rather, they embraced the “old” rejectionist and
282

Le Roy, A./Thompson, N. W., The religion of the primitives, New York 1922, 111.
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Jordan, J. P., Bishop Shanahan of Southern Nigeria, 41.
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exclusivist evangelicalism, dubbing the deities and ancestral spirits
servants of Satan. Catholics and Protestants among the Igbo and
other Nigerian peoples made this negative evaluation as German
Pietists among the Peki-Ewe of Togo and Ghana.284 Today, African
Pentecostalism considers all practices connected with the ancestral
tradition as covenanting with the Devil, the polar opposite of covenanting with Christ.285 Missionary evangelism successfully instilled
in the minds and practices of converts the apocalyptic confrontation
between Satan and God-Christ. This hermeneutic of confrontation
is captured by contemporary African Christian soteriology in the
Christological title, Christus Victor. The triumph of Christian apocalypticism marginalized the indigenous religious struggle at peacebuilding and disarming violence. Contextual Christian theology
needs to relocate to the margin to recover this indigenous treasure,
and develop Christological themes like Christ Prince of Peace,
Christ-Healer, resident at the margins, taking away diseases and
infirmities. Today, the dominant template is the dualistic viewpoint,
Satan-Devil at war with God-Christ. Ironically, what is lacking in the
religious vocabulary/experience of Africans has taken center stage
in mainline Christian and popular (Charismatic and Pentecostal)
theology. What occupied center stage in indigenous spirituality
and ritology, the cleansing and debriefing rituals to keep violence
from consuming the community, was beyond the ethical and ritual
imagination of Christianity. It was incomprehensible to the colonial
order that collaborated with Christian evangelism to destroy African
religious ethics. Nwaokoye Odenigbo, theologian of indigenous Igbo
religion and court historian of the pacificist Nri Kingdom, expressed
frustration at this scenario during an interview with historian-anthropologist, Onwuejeogwu, in 1967-68. He evaluated postcoloniality
vis-à-vis indigenous ethical codes and theology. His views are
pertinent to what we consider crucial for inter-spiritual encounter in
the theology of the one world:
“When the white men came, they asked us to abrogate the codes
of abomination and taboos. They said that they had brought peace
based on different ideas. We agreed and decided to watch them.
Cf. the work of Meyer, B., Translating the Devil - Religion and Modernity Among the Ewe
in Ghana, London 1999.
284

Cf. Kalu, O., The embattled gods: Christianization of Igboland, 1841-1991, Lagos 1996,
Chapter 11.
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Today, we see war everywhere; we see brothers have sex with
their sisters, we see people strangulate others to acquire their
wealth. The white men brought many good things; they brought
peace between Igbo communities but they have not brought
peace within the communities. We Nri brought peace within communities when we ruled. We are doing all we can to bring peace
between communities but the slave trade did not allow us to, and
the white men came and stopped us from ruling. White men have
arms and we do not believe in fighting. Fighting spills blood on
the earth and this is an abomination. The white men that came
started by killing those who did not agree with their rules. We Nri
never did so: we tried to persuade and convince people not to do
so. Okoli Ijeoma of Ndikelionwu and the Edo did what the white
men did – they killed people. We Nri condemn it.”286
Peace within the communities was built around the strict application of codes of abomination and taboos, and periodic cleansing
rituals. The codes of abomination covered immoralities like murder,
suicide, manslaughter, incest, adultery, bestiality, and so on. But it
was a moral universe. Phenomena that were considered abnormal
like twin births, a child cutting the upper tooth first, a dog giving birth
to one whelp, or a cock crowing at midnight; diseases, interpreted
as divine retribution, such as dropsy, leprosy, smallpox, were abominations. Achebe, in Things Fall Apart, commented on one of these
diseases: “swelling in the stomach and the limbs”. The father of
Okonkwo (hero of the novel) had the disease and “was not allowed
to die in the house. He was carried to the Evil Forest and left there
to die.”287 Twin-births that constituted cosmic aporia across West
Africa were abnormal among the Igbo. Most West Africans consider
twin-ness as ontological perfection. Consequently, the Dogon,
Bambara and Malinke of Mali celebrate twins as the incarnation of
perfection; the Ewe (Togo and Ghana) consider twins as contamination with originary disorder and perform rituals to keep twins under
control; but the Igbo expose twins to die in the evil forest.288 The role
Cf. Onwuejeogwu’s second interview with Nwaokoye Odenigbo in: Allo Isichei, E., Igbo
worlds: an anthology of oral histories and historical descriptions, Philadelphia 1978, 27-28.
Okoli Ijeoma was a native of Ikelionwu near Awka; he hired Abam mercenaries (Ada people) to
wage war in order to capture slaves ‑ ibid., 104-107.
286
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Achebe, C., Things fall apart, London 1958, 18.

Cf. the studies of Cartry, M.,Introduction, in : La Notion de la Personne en Afrique noire Colloques internationaux de CNRS no. 544 Paris 11-17 Octobre 1971, Paris 1981, 15-31, esp.
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of the Nri priestly clan among the Igbo was crucial in cleansing all
abominations.289
The preoccupation with cleansing rituals among indigenous
peoples like the Igbo arise, perhaps, from uncertainty and fear for
life lived far from the ethical ideal; and from the ambivalent interrelationships between humans and the sacred. Atonement rituals that
close an old year to open a new one involve cleansing the whole
community. The New Year rituals of the Onitsha Igbo are an indication, according to Henderson, that the society as a whole is dogged
by its inability to live the ethical ideal: “the Onitsha people appear to
assess their yearly activities as requiring profound acts of expiation.
Acts of atonement are prescribed not only for ‘those who had fallen
into gross sins,’ but also for the king himself, as father and symbol of
the community and even the universe. This sense of community contamination appears related to a sense of failure to maintain an ideal
social harmony”.290 Some Igbo communities consecrate slaves (osu)
to perpetually serve a particular deity as atonement, and to favor the
individual and community. Slaves of deities, at the same time “horrible
and holy”, are a living atonement for the failings of the individual and
community; and are denied the rights enjoyed by the freeborn.291
Christian evangelism, as discourse of power and domination
(Eboussi Boulaga), missed the mark in evaluating the indigenous
mediations of the sacred. But Christians firmly drew the line vis-à-vis
the inconsistencies of indigenous Igbo ethical practice. They challenged Igbo ethical assumptions and perhaps expanded their social
imaginary by denouncing beliefs and practices that dehumanized.
On top of the list was twin exposure; then the exclusion of people
suffering from strange diseases (denying them funerals), and the
28-30. Cf. also the detailed study of twins as recapturing evil or satanic traits by Surgy, A. de,
Les Puissances du Désordre au Sein de la Personne Evhé, in : ibid., 91-118; esp. 115-118.
Many have written about this. For the role of the Nri clan see for example, Basden, G. T.,
Niger Ibos, London 1938, 59-60; Arinze, F., Sacrifice in Ibo Religion, Ibadan, Nigeria 1970,
36-37. For the list of abominations and patterns of purification see also Correia, J. A., Le
Sens moral chez les Ibos de la Nigéria, in: Anthropos 18/19, no. Jul-Dec (1923/1924). And
especially, Meek, C. K., Law and authority in a Nigerian tribe; a study in indirect rule, London,
New York 1937 (1970 reprint),125-135, 209-213.
289

Henderson, R. N., The King in Every Man. Evolutionary Trends in Onitsha Ibo Society
and Culture, New Haven 1972, 405.
290

There is abundant literature on this. As a being “horrible and holy”, cf. Green, M. M., Ibo
village affairs, New ed., New York 1964, 50. Cf. also Ezeanya, S. N., “The Osu (Cult-Slave)
System in Igbo Land,”, in: Journal of Religion in Africa I(1967).
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denial of citizen privileges to cult-slaves. It is to the credit of Christian
evangelism that people on the margin formed the bulk of initial
converts. Nevertheless, Christians failed to harness the ritual struggle
against violence in the community and between communities. This is
a fruitful area of inter-spiritual encounter that remains challenging for
Igbo, West Africans and the rest of the continent.
In the next section I give a few samples of debriefing rituals
for warriors that reintegrate into the Igbo community. The ritual is
performed in the temple/shrine of Ekwensu, the deity of war that
Christians named Satan-Devil. Then I conclude by imaging, for fruitful
inter-spiritual encounter, a different Christian God-community, located
at the margin, attentive to indigenous ritology, empowered by the
Crucified-Risen One, healing the “diseases and infirmities” of violence
and war.

The Deity of War and the Search for Harmony
in the Igbo (West African) Universe
Ekwensu: “‘This man went out somewhere and returned with
a head. He is not the first or second to do so. He followed the
ancient practice permitted by Chuku and Ala. Do not kill him,
therefore, and do not permit the ghost (nkporobia or obi) of the
man to pursue him.”292
This prayer was addressed to the war deity during the initiation
and/or ritual cleansing of a warrior. It is not a rite restricted to the far
distant past. During the Nigeria-Biafra war (1967-70), that claimed
perhaps three million Biafran and one hundred thousand Nigerian
lives, an elder from Owerri region, instructed his nephew enlisting in
the war (on the Biafran side) to return home and be ritually cleansed,
if he happened to kill an enemy. The cleansing was necessary to
reintegrate into society. Father Oliver Iwuchukwu who narrated the
story claims that the ritual debriefing was performed before the young
man reintegrated the society.
Why is it necessary to debrief warriors? In Igbo cosmology Chukwu
(Supreme God) and Ala (Earth deity) hold center stage. Chukwu is
Creator, while Ala supervises over morality. The founding ancestor of
the pacifist priest-kingdom of Nri (Eri) concluded a pact with Ala, guar292

Meek, C. K., Law and authority in a Nigerian tribe; a study in indirect rule, 39-40.
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anteeing, on the one hand, food supply through agriculture (domestication and cultivation of yams), and, on the other hand, peace, through
outlawing violence, the shedding of human blood, and dehumanizing
practices. (Slavery never took place within Nri territory; Nri provided
sanctuary to anyone whose life was threatened). All human life was
sacred to Ala; to shed human blood is desecration, requiring ritual
cleansing. Nwaokoye Odenigbo, in conversation with Onwuejeogwu,
stressed:
“Thus there was a covenant between earth and man. The earth
produces the food that man eats. The earth becomes the greatest
supernatural force [alusi]. Eri controlled yam and other food and
the earth that grows them. No person should defile the earth by
spilling human blood in violence on it. This is the covenant. It
must be kept. We Nri keep it. We told other Igbo to whom we gave
yam to keep it.”293
This covenant proposes a world order difficult to uphold. The law,
anchored on the sacred, must have intervened to stop bloodshed and
the cycle of violence294: human life received from Chukwu in mythical
time and protected by Ala in historical time is fragile and under threat.
The command to refrain from all bloodshed in historical time proves
that a breach occurred. By linking the sacredness of human life with
plant domestication, the law proclaims that murder and bloodshed
attack the life and livelihood of the entire community. This calls for
adequate rituals to cleanse the polluted land and to disarm violence.
In Igbo moral and ritual imagination deities that supervise life in
community (Ala, Earth deity assisted by ancestors), food production
(Ahajioku, yam deity), and warfare-violence (Ekwensu) are involved
in the ritual expiation and the struggle to reduce violence.
Cleansing rituals following murder, to appease the menacing
anger of the Earth deity, are well defined: the murderer commits
suicide; only Nri priests are competent to remove the body of the
suicide for burial. Manslaughter has its own rituals: the destruction of
the property of the culprit and 7 year exile. Killing in warfare, or getting
the head of one’s enemy, is more complex: the head-getter joins (is
Recorded by Onwuejeogwu, M. A., cf. Isichei, E. A., Igbo worlds: an anthology of oral
histories and historical descriptions, 21-24. For a history of Nri Kingdom, cf. Onwuejeogwu,
M. A., An Igbo Civilization. Nri Kingdom and Hegemony, London 1981.
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Cf. Girard, R., Violence and the sacred, Baltimore 1977.
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initiated into) the club of warriors (a category of highly respected titled
people among the Igbo). However, warriors dared not reintegrate into
community or carry on normal life after the bloodshed as if nothing
happened. If they dared to have physical contact with their yam-barns
or their farms, they ran the risk of retribution by the yam deity (Ahajioku)
and the earth-deity (Ala); they are unclean, and are still possessed by
Ekwensu that empowered them to kill. That explains the ritual-prayer
at the shrine of Ekwensu cited above.
Warriors constitute a highly respected club or titled (ozo) people
among the Igbo. A rite of purification of the head-getter recorded by
Meek, clarifies the importance of the club, and draws attention to the
importance of cleansing rituals that reintegrate ‘honorable’ killers into
society. In a sample ritual that takes place at the shrine of Ekwensu,
the senior head-getter presides. The procession to the shrine is
led by the head-getter accompanied by other initiated warriors. He
brings as offering a pullet and a “pot of palm-wine, which has not
come in contact with the ground”. At the shrine of the war deity, the
presiding senior head-getter declares: “Ekwêsu, we have come to
offer sacrifice on behalf of this man who has taken the head of his
enemy. We do this in order that his right arm (ikenga) may remain
unimpaired. Grant that nothing of what the relatives of this man’s
enemy would like to do to him may have effect, and do not allow
the dead man’s ghost (obi) to pursue him.” With a single blow, the
head of the pullet is severed and the blood pours out freely on the
ground. The meat is cooked and shared by all. Next, the initiate is
conducted to a river where he washes or throws water over each
shoulder saying, “I wash away the blood of the man I killed. May this
river carry it away.”295
One notes in the ritual the horror for violence and also the
inevitability of violence in an imperfect world. Ekwensu presents in
dark and obscure outline the ambiguity and disruptive dimension of
violence that jeopardizes the sanctity of human life canonized by Igbo
ethical tradition, Omenala (Laws of the Land). War against enemy
clans, justified as self-defense, compromises the radical Igbo ethical
insight into life as absolute. The cleansing ritual of the head-getter
at the shrine of the ambivalent Ekwensu (that incites to violence
and cleanses the stain of bloodshed) represents symbolically “the
295
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ambiguity and conflict in life as lived”,296 and the ambiguity of religion
with its “holy” and “shadow” side. In the unenviable or unavoidable
duty of going to war for the security of the community, the land is
polluted. Cleansing rites acknowledge the sacredness of the enemy’s
head, the wrongheadedness of killing, even an enemy, of bloodshed
and war, even with the intent of protecting the community. Next, the
rite addresses personally the warrior, contaminated with blood. This
protects the warrior and the community from the anger and vengefulness of the beheaded, active from the spirit land (or wandering
in the evil forest). It also protects them from the vengefulness of the
victim’s clan. Finally, the rite protects the warrior and the community
from the anger of Ala, the Earth deity, whose child was slain in war,
and from the threat of Ekwensu, the spirit of violence that possesses
the violent and that could continue to instigate violence within and
against the community.
From the perspective of Igbo ethical imagination and practice, the
failure of the new Christian religion to devise rites to cleanse a society
polluted by bloodshed (through violence and war) is signal of impotent
religion unable to impact society for integral wellbeing.
New Christian Beginning: Bearing Our Diseases and Infirmities
and Transforming our World
Two areas of West African encounter with Christian evangelism
help to describe the project of a new Christian beginning, an experiment
in genuine contextual inter-spiritual encounter. Using the Igbo experience, I evoke, first, the Christian critique of dehumanization in Igbo
society: the marginalization of cult-slaves, the exposure of twins to die
in the evil forest, the dumping of unfortunates to die in the evil forest,
and so on. The practices contradicted the absolute value of human life
canonized in the covenant with the Earth deity. They also contradict
the commandments of the Christian religion.
Second, I suggest that the highly creative ritual debriefing of
socially acceptable killers has no comparative equivalent in Christian
ritology; but indices to develop such ritual exist in the Hebrew Suffering
Servant (Isa. 53)―the Servant that bore infirmities and carried
diseases becomes the Servant-Healer of the whole human race. The
Anyanwu, K. C., A Response to A.G.A. Bello’s Methodological Preliminaries, in: Ultimate
Reality and Meaning 14 (1991), 67.
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Suffering Servant-Healer becomes ritual exemplar of overcoming
suffering in two directions: first, as the one in whom the marginalized
receive new identity; second, the embodiment of God’s maternity and
forgiveness, putting an end to violence and war.
New Life to the Marginalized: Christianity Challenging
and Expanding Igbo social Imaginary
A missionary of the Congregation of the Holy Spirit, Alves Correia,
recorded in the early 1920s an anecdote that presents the novelty that
came with colonial administration and missionary presence. There
was panic in an Igbo village-group (Nteje near Onitsha) because cultslaves serving the local deity (Ne~ngo) abandoned the village: they
abandoned their dwellings located within the precinct of Ne~ngo’s
shrine, thereby refusing to serve the deity (by cleaning its compound,
painting and decorating the walls surrounding the shrine, and other
chores). They relocated to a region under colonial control. Nteje
community could do nothing against the colonial military and police.297
The cult-slaves were under the colonial (and Christian) protective
sanctuary.
The anecdote has bearing on the critique by Christianity and
colonialism of indigenous religious practices that dehumanize. In
Igbo religious thinking, cult-slaves (and their family) belonged to
the deity. As possession of the deity, they are scapegoat sacrifices:
they render services (not as shrine priests who are not slaves) by
serving the deity and fostering the good of the community. During
their ritual dedication, the consecratory prayer pleads with the deity
to accept and protect the offering (slave), bring peace and prosperity
to the family or community dedicating the slave.298 The practice still
impacts Igbo social imaginary: families that trace their ancestry to
cult-slaves continue to suffer discrimination; they do not intermarry
with the “freeborn”. The Instrumentum Laboris (#106) of the 1994
Synod of Bishops for Africa, mentions, among other shortcomings
of African indigenous religions, the ‘practice of “osu” (a certain caste
system) [that] still persists’ in some places. The first Christian communities among the Igbo were made up of the marginalized: repurCf. Correia, J. A., L’Animisme Ibo et les Divinités de la Nigéria, in: Anthropos 16/17, no.
Jan-Jun (1921/1922), 363.
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chased slaves, cult-slaves dedicated to deities, and other excluded
people.
Christianity whose foundation was laid at the margin of Jewish
society, according to the letter to Hebrews, struck a chord with those
on the margin of Igbo society offering them new life of freedom. The
comparison between the cult-slave and the sin-offering of the Jewish
temple worship could not be closer. According to the Letter to the
Hebrews, “the bodies of those animals whose blood is brought into the
sanctuary by the high priest as a sacrifice for sin are burned outside
the camp.” Then Hebrews insists that Jesus’ crucifixion, outside the
city walls, was sin-offering from which emerged the new community of
God: “Therefore Jesus also suffered outside the city gate in order to
sanctify the people by his own blood. Let us then go to him outside the
camp and bear the abuse he endured.” (Heb 13: 11-13) This suggests
a new twist to scapegoat sacrificing: Jesus’ death-resurrection outside
the walls produces a new salutary beginning, but in utter weakness.
For Jewish-Christians, and for the new Igbo Christians, the one who
is “perfected” through being heard (Heb. 5:8-9; 12:9), has become the
sanctifier-scapegoat that has abolished all scapegoating in the new
community.299 According to Hebrews, the margin of Jewish cult has
become the Christian prophetic center. This was momentous for early
Igbo Christianity that started with the marginalized.
Christians among the Igbo (and other West Africans) encountering
the liberating power of the Servant, who identified with their suffering
and secured their freedom by his Death-Resurrection, experience not
only solace, but discover a new imaginative tool to expand the social
effects of their indigenous ethical absolute, namely, the sacredness of
all life. Second, the Evil forest where the weak are dumped and given
no funeral, where twins are displayed to die, where people feared to
approach, is transformed, like the place of the Skull, into the axis of
salvation-healing, protected by “the pioneer of their salvation” made
“perfect through sufferings”—Jesus, the Son, who is not ashamed
to call all marginalized “brothers and sisters” (Heb. 2:9-11).300 Many
Christian churches among the Igbo are located next to the evil forest,
The suggestion by Rene Girard that the sacrifice of Christ puts an end to all scapegoat
sacrifices appears defensible from the letter to the Hebrews.
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rather than within the close-knit village community. Isaiah 53 and
Hebrews 13 are texts that enable further thinking in inter-spiritual
encounter: they help instigate the widening of the horizons of the Igbo
social and ethical imaginary. The prophetic tone challenges today the
exclusions lived in the slums and violence-riddled cities and countries
of modern Africa.
Ending All Wars: From the Indigenous To the Christian Renewal of the World
“Surely he has borne our infirmities and carried our diseases;
… he was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the punishment that made us whole, and by
his bruises we are healed.” (Isa 53:4-5)
Isaiah’s prophecy is soothing for the marginalized; the story of
Jesus on the Cross draws those on the margin to the new community.
In contemporary Africa the slums that dominate megacities like
Lagos, Abidjan and Nairobi are inhabited by those at the margin
of the modern African societies. They cry out for the application of
the indigenous ethical absolute that all human life is sacred and the
Christian prophetic proclamation that the scapegoat, sacrificed at the
margin, has healed all scapegoats and put an end to scapegoating.
More intractable is the generalized state of violence that Kan
tangole describes as “the sacrifice of Africa”: the patrimonial political
economy of the postcolonial state that generates cycles of violence,
plunder, civil wars, international wars, and genocide. These are
structural to the logic of postcolony, the nation-state, and the African
experience of modernity.301 The indictment of modernity (mediated
through slavery, colonialism and Christianity) by Odenigbo, the Nri
theologian of Igbo religion, rings true and challenging: “White men
have arms and we do not believe in fighting. Fighting spills blood on
the earth and this is an abomination. The white men that came started
by killing those who did not agree with their rules. We Nri never did so:
we tried to persuade and convince people not to do so.”
While Christian mission was categorical in their opposition
to dehumanization, they were incoherent about war. The colonial
Katongole, E., The sacrifice of Africa : a political theology for Africa, The Eerdmans
Ekklesia series, Grand Rapids, Mich. 2011. Cf. also Mbembe, A., On the Postcolony, Studies
on the History of Society and Culture, London 2001. Also: Chabal, P./Daloz, J.P., Africa
works: disorder as political instrument, African issues, London 1999.
301

OWT vol.4 (Spirituality of the Universal Church) 305pp.indd 170

5/29/14 2:01 PM

Inter-Spiritual Encounter: Igbo (West African) Indigenous Religious Search …

171

plunder, divide and rule, settler genocide, and massacre of indigenous
peoples hardly drew a whimper from the Christian mission. The
barbaric massacre in the Kongo by Leopold’s Belgium, the genocide
of the Herero by Germany in South-West Africa, the destruction of
the Aro by Britain in Eastern Nigeria, provoked no prophetic Christian
response. Christian mission was not at the margin; rather it belonged to
or colluded with the center of settler violence. In the Christian registry,
war and bloodshed are abominable, but as a last resort one could talk
about just wars. In Igbo ethical imagination, all wars are abominable
because all wars lead to killing. The cleansing ritual for head-getters
(soldiers), which addresses the deity that instigates violence, captures
the complexity and ambiguity of life lived in the breach. Twin-ness or
duality, which in mythical time signified ontological perfection, is experienced in historical time as difference, frustration, agitation, conflict,
strains, wars and killings. The cleansing ritual that attempts to heal
the warrior and his community and to reestablish communication with
the beheaded and his clan is certainly imperfect. But it establishes the
principle that cannot be faulted: negatively, all killing is evil; positively,
one must deploy cleansing rituals to reestablish harmony. The prayer
addressed to the war deity, to protect the warrior and his clan, is an
attempt to repair what has been damaged.
Today, the wars of Africa and the generalized insecurity and
violence in postcolonial Africa, make the Igbo narrative look like ancient
poetry. But the requirement to ritually cleanse society contaminated by
bloodshed remains pertinent. Since the power of evil slumbers within
each individual and the community, debriefing rituals proclaim that the
evil will go away only through the concerted action of the spiritual and
the human worlds. In the inter-spiritual encounter between indigenous
religious narrative and the Christian, the Suffering Servant (Isa 53),
the Dying-Forgiving God on the Cross, dramatizes the exemplar ritual
debriefing impacting, in principle, all warring parties by yielding “his
Spirit” (Jn. 19:30), while the violent soldiers (world) looked upon the
Crucified: “I will pour out a spirit of compassion and supplication on the
house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem, so that, when they look
on the one whom they have pierced, they shall mourn for him, as one
mourns for an only child, and weep bitterly over him, as one weeps over
a firstborn, him whom they have crucified.” (Zech. 12:10; cf. Jn. 19:37)
Vatican II, in Gaudium et Spes, anchors its teaching on war in
the abolition of “hatred” on the Cross: “For by the cross the incarnate
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Son, the prince of peace reconciled all men with God. […] By thus
restoring all men to the unity of one people and one body, He slew
hatred in His own flesh; and, after being lifted on high by His resurrection, He poured forth the spirit of love into the hearts of men.”302
This pronouncement forms the basis for supporting pacificism: “we
cannot fail to praise those who renounce the use of violence in the
vindication of their rights.”303 “Total war” is also condemned as abomination.304 However, nations can still have recourse to legitimate
self-defense.
The contention of this paper is that the Igbo indigenous principle
that all human life is sacred, and that it is abomination to kill even
one’s enemy, is a principle that must be defended; ritual cleansing/
debriefing must be supported. In inter-spiritual encounter, the powerful
Christian symbol of peace calls for local dramatization challenging a
violent world; the reenactment of the story of the Suffering-Dying God,
in a local community, dramatizes the end of hatred and wars. The
captivating story of the Aboke Girls of Uganda, 30 kidnapped children
converted into sex-slaves by the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA),
comes close to the dromenon of the One who “slew hatred in His own
flesh”. As narrated by Katangole305, the parents of the Girls, led by
Angelina Atyam, formed the Concerned Parents Association (CPA).
They met frequently and struggled with God in prayer for the release of
their children. In their prayer they gained extraordinary insight into forgiveness: how could they ask for forgiveness from God (“Our Father”)
without forgiving the LRA that had profoundly wounded them? The
long and short of the story is that the CPA became transformed into
a “little flock” through the practice of forgiveness, through campaigns
of forgiveness in Uganda and the world. They condemned all wars
and killings as abomination, including the Ugandan government
killing of the LRA enemy. Their performative action reenacts locally
Jesus’-God’s forgiveness and enables this community on the margin
to proclaim a new world order. The story of Atyam and the CPA “helps
to birth into existence a new reality that is totally out of place within the
Vatican II, Die pastorale Konstitution über die Kirche in der Welt von heute ‘Gaudium et
spes’, in: Rahner, K. / Vorgrimler, H., eds., Kleines Konzilskompendium. Sämtliche Texte des
Zweiten Vatikanischen Konzils, Freiburg 2008, 537, Nr. 78.
302

303

Ibid., 537.

304

Ibid., 539-540, Nr. 80.

305

Katongole, E., The sacrifice of Africa : a political theology for Africa, Chapter 8.

OWT vol.4 (Spirituality of the Universal Church) 305pp.indd 172

5/29/14 2:01 PM

Inter-Spiritual Encounter: Igbo (West African) Indigenous Religious Search …

173

competing sovereignties of war and terror”. Their “extravagant display
of self-sacrificing love”306 is sacrament: it “interrupts” the normal
understanding of legitimate self-defense, wars, terror, genocide, and
so on.
The story of the inter-spiritual encounter between indigenous
religions/peoples of Africa and the Christian story continues. It is a
promising encounter; Christians relocate to the margin, embrace fully
the indigenous principle of the sacredness of all life, and the dramatic
display of the love of the Crucified-Forgiving God that destroys in his
flesh all hatred and wars. Traumatized by genocide, wars, terrorism,
African Christians birthed from the ethical absolute that “all life is
sacred”, through which they gain insight into the Death-resurrection
of Jesus, stand out as the little flock that proclaims the possibility of a
new world order.

Conclusion: Church-Family-of-God and Mission from the Margin
The first synod of Bishops for Africa (1994) adopted ChurchFamily-of-God as image and message. The Synod in its Message
proclaimed: “We are the Family of God: this is the Good News! The
same blood flows in our veins, and it is the blood of Jesus Christ.”
(#25) The life-blood of the Crucified-Forgiving God creates from the
margins the Church-family which witnesses to the filial love (philia)
of the Trinity and of the brothers and sisters despite the horrors of
the Rwandan genocide. Fifteen years later (2009), the second
special assembly of the Synod of Bishops for Africa clarified that this
Church-Family is entrusted with the mission, to Africa and the world,
of advocacy and of creating the conditions for “reconciliation, justice
and peace”. This task is urgent for Africa where “many of our people
are still left to wallow in poverty and misery, wars and conflicts, crisis
and chaos.” (Message, #5) Attempts are being made throughout the
continent to reconcile warring parties, to heal the wounds of war, or
to take preemptive steps at peace building to avoid the scourge of
war. The Church-Family located at the margin, first looks inwards to
receive healing from the “blood and water [that] came out” (Jn. 19:34)
from the pierced side of the Crucified-Forgiving God-Healer. It is from
this vantage point that the Church-Family bears prophetic witness to
reconciliation, justice and peace.
306
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The urgency of the prophetic mission of the Church-Family as
witness to the Kingdom in Africa and the world was felt soon after the
synod. Before the publication of the papal exhortation, Africae Munus,
134 fieldworkers in justice, peace and integrity of creation assembled
in Mozambique307 and produced the Mumemo Declaration: A New
Pentecost for Africa, proclaiming “a change of attitude and priorities”
in the Church’s witness. In particular, “the Church … should reach
out more to marginalised groups, especially women, young people,
people living with disabilities and the poorest of the poor.” Needless
to say, the “poorest of the poor” at the margins are refugees, child
soldiers, sex slaves, war victims, and other victims of violence. This
decision to relocate to the margin is indeed a kairos moment propelling
the Church-Family to suffer abuses with the Crucified through direct
engagement “in political issues to bring real change”, while avoiding
“being partisan”.308 Peter Henriot, a participant at Mumeno, musing
on the 2009 synod, underlines the “balancing act” required to face the
kairotic moment: neither over-spiritualization nor over-politicization―
metanoia or conversion embraces a pastoral impacting the political
order realistically. For, ultimately, “there is no authentic pastoral
identity without a political mission.”309
In conclusion, the inter-spiritual encounter between African
indigenous religions and Christianity must always have in the foreground the truth that African indigenous religions and African peoples
do not favour a dualistic view of the universe, one political and the
other religious. The involvement of ecclesiastics in peace building and
the service of reconciliation, or in mediating national conferences (in
the 1990s), despite its ambiguities, all show that the religious and
the secular interlace. As the indigenous Igbo community co-acts with
deities to cleanse and reduce the effects of violence; the ChurchFamily that emerged from the pierced side of the Crucified-Risen
Jesus, located at the margin, must always struggle to bear the bruises
and weaknesses borne by the Lord, like accusations of playing
politics, to rid the world of violence.
307
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Is Intercultural Spirituality Necessary?310
The Goal of the Encounter of Cultures
Francis X. D’Sa SJ

“We are not human beings having a spiritual experience.
We are spiritual beings having a human experience.”
Teilhard de Chardin

Introduction
We could begin our reflections with Raimon Panikkar’s dictum:
“Religion gives culture its ultimate content, and culture gives religion
its proper language.” 311 If we take culture as that enduring sum-total
of influences that shapes and forms people’s values and attitudes
diachronically and synchronically in a certain region (at least initially)
then this is not just a haphazard sum-total of influences. It has to be
an organic whole in which its visible aspects do not constitute the core
but on closer look will be found to be embodiments of the core reality.
Admittedly the core reality is distinct, though not separate from the
visible aspects and includes the healthy and the unhealthy aspects as
well. Put succintly, culture is that whole that inundates a people fully,
their living, thinking, acting and interacting, dressing, eating, their
literature, art, music, dance, their ideals as well as their not-so-ideal
behaviour.
Culture is never pure culture including as it does in every case
both positive and negative aspects. Besides culture is never an
isolated phenomenon but is always and already interculture that is
caught up in a symbiotic-and-osmotic process of give and take. Such
an approach focuses on Man’s interaction with nature but it also
includes the interaction of human beings among themselves.
310
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If our understanding of culture is somewhat realistic (moving away
from an elitistic approach which narrows down culture to literature,
art, music, dance, etc.) it is because it is on this background that we
need to put forward what spirituality could possibly mean today.
It is understandable that the expression spirituality is not
everywhere acceptable. Still we need to retain it as it refers to the
realm of the spirit. The traditional tripartite distinction of body, soul and
spirit is pragmatic and so can serve as a good working-hypothesis.
The body is seen to be the realm of matter, the soul the realm of the
mind and the spirit the transcendent dimension, the realm of consciousness. Mind and matter interact within the ambience of the spirit,
not the other way round. While mind and matter can to some extent
be objectified, spirit always serves as the unobjectifiable backdrop.
Obviously we are speaking heuristically since neither mind nor matter
exist and operate as mind and matter. They are abstractions. They
exist and operate in a larger non-material complex.312 Here we are
speaking heuristically in order to focus on them and so highlight one
or another aspect. Thus neglecting the interconnected nature of all
transient things we assert that body belongs to the realm of matter.
We know that neither matter nor body exist by themselves.
Furthermore we can assert heuristically that the realm of matter is
characterized by quantifiability and measurability – we wouldn’t have
been in a position to do so if we hadn’t abstracted matter from its
surrounding world.313 Similarly with mind. The strong point of mind
is that it is led by the logic of reason. Of course we are aware that
reason too is an abstraction. The functioning of reason is undergirded
by a gamut of covert and overt processes which consists of previous
experiences, cultural paranoia and prejudices, misunderstandings,
knee-jerk reactions, – all of which constitute our preunderstanding.
The so-called path of reason differs from culture to culture and, what
is more, its stature and significance change accordingly.
Life would be impossible without the heuristic path. The danger
inherent in this (for all of us) is that in course of time we forget that we
The differences between the Hindu and the Christian cosmovisions begin to appear on
the horizon here. E.g. mind in the Christian cosmovision belongs to the spiritual and in the
Hindu cosmovision it is indisputably part of the transcient world.
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are walking on a heuristic path and come to believe that this is how
reality is!
Today spirit and spirituality do not seem to say much, if at all.
And yet they have such importance in our life’s sojourn. That is why
we need continually to purify our personal system and update our
spiritual software and hardware. There is urgent need to understand
spirituality in a way that makes sense to those who are seeking
meaning in life. These lines are an attempt to move in this direction.

The Cosmotheandric Integration of Reality
Earlier we spoke of body, mind and spirit.314 In such an expression
lurks the danger of a lack of integration between the three, given the
human tendency to reify linguistic shortcuts. The distinction between
the three is bound sooner or later to be converted into a separation.
Since most are unaware of the inherent danger the probablity of falling
prey to it is real.
In this regard what concerns the integration of reality in Panikkar’s
theanthropocosmic or cosmotheandric vision is a genuine trailbrazer.
Both the neologisms express in one word all the three dimensions of
reality (“God, World and Man)”. Reality is pluralistic, that is why it is
experienced differently by different people. But in these differences
there is not only a human invariant (theanthropocosmic experience)
but (perhaps) also a cross-cultural universal (the cosmotheandric
constitution of reality).315 The human invariant refers to the fact that
it occurs in all human beings. The cross-cultural universal appears
in all cultures. Be that as it may, what is important is the thematic
Here I would like to say something that is disturbing (to me) in many spiritual schools
of today. There is no doubt in my mind that there is a tremendous hunger for spiritual food.
But, (here I may be mistaken) their spiritualities appear to me to be built on the sand of mind
and reason which focus on what one wants to or can attain. I state this because it is mainly
concerned with ritual, doing, following prescriptions, reaching some goal, and achieving
some skills, be it with regard to asanas or with other yogic exercises like breath-control, or
even gaining indulgences by saying prayers and visiting etc. I have nothing against all this.
But when the whole focus is set on such goals there is danger of a lack of interiority. This is
a step in the wrong direction.
314
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assimilation of the theanthropocosmic invariant in order to turn it into
a cross-cultural universal.
What does all this mean? For many if not for most of us awareness
is simply terra incognita; it poses neither problems nor opportunities.
It is simply not part of our priorities much less of our quest. It hardly
plays any role in the fields of our curiosity and interest. Interestingly
the same is the case with our understanding of reality - except that
we believe we know what reality is! Not surprisingly spirituality tends
to be other-worldly.
More than two decades ago Panikkar’s book on the cosmotheandric experience saw the light of day.316 For Panikkar reality is
trinitarian, cosmotheandric. Reality cannot be reduced to the perceptible realm alone. There is also the realm of the perceiver. That
is not all. The worlds of the perceptible and of the perceiver are so to
say without end, endless. The perceptible remains perceptible without
ever reaching an end. So too the perceiver’s capacity for perceiving.
That is to say, there is a certain endlessness regarding the world of
perception.
Reality thus discloses the dimensions of the perceiver, the
perceptible and their endlessness. We could also call them the
dimensions of the knower, the known and the unknowable. The
reason why we [have to] take this pluralistic phenomenon seriously is
this: Whatever our stance about reality may be we have to admit that
there is an element of mystery at every step. In no instance can reality
be “described” as we experience it. The distance between experience
and expression can never be adequately covered.
The material and mind dimensions rely heavily on reason.
But reason functions only within the ambience of consciousness.
Panikkar formulated the following theses that “reason is not the whole
of Logos”, that “Logos is not the whole of Man,” and that “Man is not
the whole of Being.”317 The theses are negatively formulated. But we
Panikkar, R., Colligite Fragmenta: For an Integration of Reality, in: Eigo, F. A./Fittipaldi, S.
E., eds., From Alienation to At-One-ness – Proceedings of the Theology Institute of Villanova
University, Villanova 1977, 19-91. This essay together with other essays along these lines
has now appeared in: Eastham, S., ed., The Cosmotheandric Experience – Emerging
Religious Consciousness, New York 1993.
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Panikkar, R., The Myth of Pluralism, in: Cross Currents, Summer 1979, 214-215. These
theses are implicitly critical of the exclusive reliance on reason which ignores the realm of the
mythos.
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can turn them around thus: Logos is more than reason, Man is more
than Logos and Being is more than Man. The champions of reason
have to take note of the hierarchy: Reason, Man, Being! With that
we come back to the same conclusion. Reason cannot comprehend
Being because Being is all-comprehensive. Being and reason are not
on the same level.
Thus we cannot really speak “about” Being. Being is neither
he nor she nor it. Even language comes under Being. The ancient
Taittiriya Upanishad 2.4.1 wisely says, “Whence language and mind
return without reaching [Being].” Neither language nor mind can
encapsulate Being.
With that we are in medias res regarding the integration of reality.
We used to speak of “God, World and Man” – separately. The separate
expressions could erroneously lead us to believe that these three are
separate. But now with the two expressions theanthropocosmic and
cosmotheandric easily available we can speak of them as we experience them, that is, as one theanthropocosmic reality.318 And in our
cosmotheandric experience none of the three is superior or inferior,
none is more important than the others, none is reducible to the other
two, but also none can be without the other two. Each of them is
unique and uniquely different.
Thus reality is experienced as cosmotheandric. The approach
is integral. However this is not a new doctrine; it only implies a fresh
understanding of the real. The real consists of a triple dynamic: The
dynamic of the cosmic, the dynamic of the human and the dynamic
of the divine. This is best illustrated by a simple example. The phenomenon of attraction displays a threefold dynamic: that of being
attractive, that of being attracted and that of the attraction itself. These
three are real perspectives, each is animated by a clearly different
dynamic and none of them is optional. It is one phenomenon with
three real dimensions. More importantly, this phenomenon is not
possible without the three dimensions which are distinct but not
separate. There is no element whatsoever of arbitrariness involved in
the threefold dynamic. On the contrary the trinitarian dynamic is the
manner in which reality reveals itself to us.

318

Cf. footnote 169.
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A Cosmotheandric Spirituality
Accordingly the human response to the real has to be threefold,
that is to say, it has to be holistic. Spirituality today cannot concentrate
only on the Spirit or on “God” alone. It has to respond to the threefold
claim of reality on us, the claim, that is, of the cosmic, the human and
the divine.
We need to labour the point a bit. We do not have three claims here
but a triple claim. This is obvious because of reality’s three integral
and integrating dimensions, not three parts or three aspects. Reality
does not have parts, it is an integral whole. We cannot describe this
integral whole because we are part of this whole. Hence when we
do speak of three dimensions it is a way of evoking the whole, not
describing the whole! In this integral whole “God”, “Man” and “World”
stand out. It is a sort of symbolic expression standing for, making
present, the whole. We recall here St Augustine’s warning: Qui coepit
numerare coepit errare!319
What has the threefold dynamic to do with a cosmotheandric spirituality? The expression threefold dynamic is another way of saying
how reality strikes us and how we experience the three dimensions.
The triple dynamic of reality is again a symbolic attempt to express
(1) the way reality acts and (2) the way we have to respond.
A cosmotheandric spirituality is a response to the triple claim that
reality makes on us. We have now to examine wherein each dimension’s uniqueness consists.
1) Beginning with the depth- or divine dimension we can state
that it is the unmanipulable, non-graspable, ineffable, non-objectifiable
Mystery in which we live, move and have our being and before which
we stand helpless and clueless! Our speaking about it does not bring
us closer to this Mystery but perhaps our speaking to it might do so.
This Mystery is a standing warning not to absolutize anything in life,
not even our beliefs, since they are all contextually, culturally and
historically conditioned! Meaning derives from these three layers: The
context is the first and immediate layer of meaning. It is buttressed
by its cultural background which is the second layer of meaning.
See my “How Trinitarian is Panikkar’s Trinity”, Proceedings, George Mason University,
Fairfax, 2011, in: Centro Interculturale dedicato a Raimon Panikkar. Supplement No.
3-October 2012, 1-16.
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Connected with this is the historical layer which is the store-house
where our past is continuously shaping the present and the future.
The Divine dimension then is not a deus ex machina that is to be
activated whenever we are in trouble or whenever we need something.
Rather it is the centre from which all meaning in life derives. Such
meaning is the foundation of one’s life. Like a light it illumines one’s
mind and as an invisible guide it accompanies one, wherever one may
find oneself.
The way to respond to this Mystery then is to tread the path of
awareness of our total dependence on it. This may be a hard saying.
But there are no two ways about this. We are far from being selfsufficient beings. Whether one believes in God or not, the fact is that
we are dependent beings - dependent in every way. The presence
of the Divine in this world is translated and possibly experienced in
the world of history as awareness of total dependence. Awareness,
acknowledgement and acceptance of our total dependence is the
gateway to a genuine spiritual life. Such awareness, apart from protecting us from hubris, makes us realistic; it offers us the parameters
of being human: our limitedness, our vulnerability, our historical conditioning. This is only a witness to human inadequacy. Accepting this
inadequacy is not only the beginning of wisdom but also the beginning
of an authentic spiritual life.
The other way round, these are in fact the foot-prints of the Divine
in the world! Limited Man can experience the unlimited Mystery only
in a limited way, the way of human beings.320
2) We move on now to the dynamic of the cosmic dimension.
Here the chief characteristics are quantifiability and measurability (two
sides of the same coin). The cosmic dimension is the address of reality
wherein we find the locus of everything that is. The cosmic dimension
is as it were the search machine of reality. Our first encounter with
reality begins with this dimension. Only gradually we move on to the
second dimension and perhaps with the assistance of grace we can
make it to the depth- or divine dimension.
The first meaning of is communicates itself through the dynamic
of the cosmic dimension. Here begins our adventure with reality.
Here one is reminded of the poem “God’s Grandeur” by the English Jesuit Poet Gerald
Manley Hopkins (1844-1889): “The world is charged with the grandeur of God!”
320

OWT vol.4 (Spirituality of the Universal Church) 305pp.indd 181

5/29/14 2:01 PM

182

Inter-Spiritual Encounter

It is the contact (con-tactus) with what is not me that leads to the
realization that what is not me has surprisingly entered that field of
awareness which animates me. In course of time we begin to see
that the farthest galaxies even if they are billions of light years away
from us are gradually entering the same field of awareness - thanks
to the latest sophisticated telescopes. The frontiers of our awareness
[of being-in-the-world] find themselves in the process of being continuously dismantled. The frontiers of our awareness have reached
galaxies which a few decades ago (so to speak) did not exist for us.
Our senses are part of this on-going discovery of new worlds321
– especially in the universe of light years. It is their exigency that
does not permit our scientists to rest satisfied with what has been
discovered but to gird their loins for further discoveries. Our bodies
can neither be reduced to mere matter nor to mere formulae. A greater
discovery seems to me to be this: Our bodies are part of a larger
world body! Our sense of belonging is also being constantly revised.
The whole is greater than the sum of its parts. On the negative side
Man is no more the crown of creation. On the positive side Man has
now to discover the rhythm of the universe if he and his world are to
survive.322
The cosmic dimension is a great revealer – revealing that Man must
make himself at home in this universe if he wishes to enjoy a sense of
belonging. He is part not just of the human family but primordially also
part of the cosmic family. But forgetting this he lets himself be caught
up with possessing the earth, conquering space, going to the moon,
etc. Today Man has great expectations of himself and his skills. This is
part of his enterprise of possessing the earth. Possessiveness, which
in the Asian religions in general and in the Indian religions in particular, is the mother of all that leads to bondage.323 Possessiveness
objectifies the cosmos and all that is connected with it. Objectification
implies blindness to the depth-dimension at work in the universe. The
vehicle of possessiveness is expectation.
3) The human dimension is as indispensable as the divine
and the cosmic dimensions. A genuine cosmotheandric spirituality
Swimme, B./Berry, T., The Universe Story. From the Primordial Flaring Forth to the
Ecozoic Era. A Celebration of the Unfolding of the Cosmos, San Francisco 1992.
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Panikkar, R., The Rhythm of Being. The Gifford Lectures, New York 2010.
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Expectation begets disappointment, disenchantment and frustration.
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shows its effectiveness when Man becomes sensitive to the symbolic
character of the universe.324 The symbolic dimension of reality is the
dimension of wholeness - this is the opposite of the objectification
enterprise. An effective antidote to objectification is the cultivation
of sensitivity to the symbolic dimension of reality.325 To survive Man
has to retrieve his gift for symbolization, not creating symbols but
discovering living symbols. For this he has to deepen his sensitivity
to the world of symbols. This is in fact the core of intercultural spirituality. Every culture has to discover urgently the symbolic dimension
of reality. Jesus reveals this in Mt 6.25-34 where the spiritual exercise
begins with the cosmic dimension. “Look (behold, ) at the birds of the
air…consider the lilies of the field!”
The cosmos is the embodiment of hope, not expectation. The allencompassing Mystery is the source of hope that gives meaning and
purpose to our lives! Faith is not the source for information but is the
ground of our hope.326 Hope is the breath of spiritual life. What breath
is to life, hope is to spiritual life. But hope is not the same as expectation. Hope has to do with the Unseen, not with the future. (Rom
8.24-25) The ground of hope is the unceasing presence of the Divine
in the here and now. In Matthew’s passage where Jesus enjoins his
audience not to worry, his examples are the unceasing presence and
working of his Father in the lilies of the field and the birds of the air.
(Mt 6.25-34) On the fertile soil of hope worry does not stand a chance.
Worry grows wild where there is no hope.
The real enemy of hope is not hopelessness but expectation.
Expectation is concerned with things that pass away. It springs from
possessiveness which in the Indian religions leads to the world of
bondage (Samsāra).327 Possessiveness objectifies the cosmos
Cf. Rahner, K., Zur Theologie des Symbols, in: Schriften zur Theologie, Bd. 4 Einsiedeln
1962, 275-311 [English translation: “The Theology of the Symbol,” Theological Investigations,
Vol. 4, Baltimore, London 1966.] Panikkar has a similar understanding of symbol but his
approach is phenomenological. However he has not thematized his thoughts in one place
but see passim his Myth, Faith and Hermeneutics: Cross-Cultural Hermeneutics, Bangalore
1983).
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See my: Re-Searching the Divine. The World of Symbol and the Language of Metaphor,
in: Kozhamthadam. J., Ed., Interrelations and Interpretation. Philosophical Reflections on
Science, Religion and Hermeneutics in Honour of Richard De Smet, S.J. and Jean de
Marneffe, S.J., New Delhi 1997, 141-173.
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Hope, as Vaclav Havell famously suggested, is not the certainty that all will be well but
the conviction that everything has meaning!
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Expectation begets disappointment, disenchantment and frustration.
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and all that is connected with it. Objectification is blindness to the
depth-dimension at work in the universe. But sensitivity to the depthdimension makes Panikkar speak of ecosophy, not ecology.328
Ecosophy refers to the wisdom of dwelling (subjective genitive). Our
cosmic dwelling has a wisdom of its own which makes a claim on us.
We need to listen to it.329 We need to listen to and observe “nature”
as, for instance, the bush-people of the Kalahari desert did.330 Their
oneness with nature and their sense of belonging to the earth, far from
being romantic, was a witness to their unique talent for adaptation/
inculturation in the arid desert of the Kalahari. Illiterates in today’s
superficial sense they were highly literate with what concerned the
reading and interpretation of nature (liber naturae). In comparison
Man is a total ignoramus vis a vis nature. In objectifying nature he has
killed its soul and in the process has lost an important dimension of his
own life. No amount of romantic “ecology” will be able to make up for
it. Panikkar’s critique of ecology replaces it with ecosophy, listening to
the wisdom of Man’s Dwelling.331
Cosmotheandric spirituality while drawing attention to today’s
objectifying processes also highlights Man’s search for wholeness
practically in all areas of life: religion, prayer, meditation, theology,
philosophy, medicine, arts, food, drink, clothing, life-style, wild-life,
agriculture, horticulture, etc., etc.
Basically cosmotheandric spirituality takes seriously the three
major centres of reality, on the one hand and the wholeness of reality,
on the other. The two are closely related – more than one imagines. The
three dimensions of reality are so to say the three pillars on which our
relationship to reality rests; they are also the connecting poles through
which reality connects with us. This kind of interaction between us and
reality is not optional. It is of the essence because it constitutes all of
reality as cosmotheandric. What is meant is that reality is always and
already cosmotheandric. The cosmotheandric constitution is neither a
derivative event nor an after-thought. Whatever is, is cosmotheandric.
This is the ultimate basis of any kind of cosmotheandric spirituality.
Panikkar, R., Ökosophie, oder: der kosmotheandrische Umgang mit der Natur, in:
Kessler, H., Ökologisches Weltethos im Dialog der Kulturen und Religionen, Darmstadt 1996,
58-66.
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Cf. Panikkar, R., A Dwelling Place for Wisdom, Westminster 1993.
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Post, L. van der, Die verlorene Welt der Kalahari, Zürich 1994.
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The inherent triple dynamic of Spirituality leads towards wholeness and
integration. By its very nature Spirit abhors partiality; wherever there
is one-sidedness the Spirit moves in and brings about wholeness.
One-sidedness emerges wherever one of the three dimensions is
overstressed or overlooked and neglected. In the cosmotheandric
vision wholeness refers to the integration of the three dimensions,
more specifically, the integration of the threefold dynamic.

Hindu-Christian Intercultural Encounter
From these reflections it should be clear that intercultural spirituality and cosmotheandric spirituality are one and the same thing.
The former evokes the intercultural aspect and the latter the three
dimensions of reality. Similarly both are what they are in as much as
they promote wholeness-and-integration.
A discussion like this might give the impression that ultimately
every culture has the same intercultural spirituality in that it promotes
wholeness-and-integration. The objection is well taken. It is here
at the final stage of our reflections that the specificity of a culture’s
spirituality has to be highlighted and stressed. Every culture has to
work out its specific version of a cosmotheandric spirituality. Today
no spirituality can be relevant if it is not cosmotheandric, that is, it
has to respond to the challenges of the threefold dynamic of reality.
Secondly, a spirituality must respond also to the specific challenges of
a culture and its times. At one level there is the cosmotheandric task
and at another is the reading of the signs of the times. Every culture
faces such a dual task. On the one side, the challenge of the triple
dynamic of reality and on the other, the challenges of the times. In
every culture however the integrated response will always be unique.
Can we be more specific? The cosmotheandric concerns of a
specific christian spirituality in India are the following:
(1) Possessiveness leads to objectification of the cosmic
dimension and with it there is the loss of the sacra-mentality
of Man.
(2) Objectification leads to a loss of the sacramentality of our
World.
(3) The World’s loss of sacramentality is tied to the inability of
Man to perceive the sacrum, the depth-dimension, in Man
and World - a condition that leads to meaninglessness in life.
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Reality is symbolic. The world of perception is the symbol, the
depth- or divine dimension is the symbolized reality (= the sacrum)
and Man is the symbolizer, the discoverer (not the creator) of the
world of symbols.
A cosmotheandric approach implies the sacramentality of all
things, events and persons, makes Man aware of his calling to retrieve
his originary sacra-mentality, a mentality that opens his heart to the
depth-dimension, the sacrum in reality. This sacrum is shrouded in
silence beyond all reasoning and calculation. It is only in silence that
one encounters this silent Mystery. The silence of the heart is freedom
from the deafening noises of likes and dislikes. Familiarity with such a
silence of the heart is the need of the hour to change gears from haveattitudes to be-attitudes, from a possessive attitude to a perceiving
attitude.
Next I concretize aspects of developing steps towards an intercultural spirituality by means of a reflection on a (not the) possible
future intercultural spirituality in India.
Not less than 83% of Indians confess their allegiance in some
form or the other to the Hindu fold. This is the context in which I have
lived and which has shaped and formed my intercultural approach.
Any relevant spirituality in such a context will have to take cognizance
of (a) a karmic approach to history and (b) an understanding of truth
that is not bound to history. Expressed briefly, a basic aspect of a
karmic cosmovision implies that everything is really connected to
everything. Reality is a network of interrelationships. In an understanding of history like this there are no events but only happenings.
Every single happening, whether known or unknown, is important
because it is part of the cosmic web. In such a cosmovision there is
no place for salvific events like the suffering and death of Jesus.
On the other hand, the cosmic totality of happenings is a tran
sient phenomenon and as such ultimately not real and not true.
For a believing Hindu only that is ultimately real and true which is
somehow connected to the Absolute, the Absolute Truth. A world
built on likes and dislikes is a world of ontological blindness without
any ontological foundation. Truth that is supported only by historical
facts is suspect because it is irrelevant for definitive release from the
world of birth-and-rebirth. The goal of Hindu spirituality is total and
definitive freedom (Moksha). It resonates with any spirituality that is
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based on renunciation (of all forms of possessiveness) and leads to
inner freedom. It douses the fires of the lust of the flesh and the lust
for power. Such a mentality understands very well the spirit of renunciation, self-emptying, kenosis.
Briefly Hindu schools of spirituality will resonate with any spirituality that is animated by the spirit of kenosis. Indeed the kenotic
Christ would be welcome in any Hindu home.
Such an inculturated version of Indian Christian spirituality cannot
afford to go along with Paul in the indian context when he asserts: “[…]
we preach Christ crucified; a stumbling block to Jews, and foolishness
to Greeks […]” (1 Cor 1:22-24) And “For I determined not to know
anything among you, except Jesus Christ, and him crucified.” (1 Cor
2:2) The crucified Christ is unintelligible to the Buddhists, Hindus,
Jains, Sikhs, etc. in their respective cosmovisions.332
The cultural rhetoric about the crucified Christ is subordinate to
the significance of the Christ to all peoples and cultures. For the Hindu
traditions the kenotic Christ can become a really meaningful bridge.333
What renunciation is for the Hindu, kenosis is for the Christian.334
But such a homeomorphic equivalence is the beginning of a bridge
between the two spirituality traditions. This way the Christ becomes
meaningful in the Hindu world. This is an instance of intercultural spirituality. Not hinduising Christianity, and not christianising Hinduism but
connecting their respective belief-worlds meaningfully. In the process
the Hindu gets a taste of kenosis and the Christian of renunciation.
Both realize that their ways are distinct but not separate.

Conclusion
Intercultural spirituality is neither a syncretistic enterprise nor
a path of irenic compromises. It is about spreading and deepening
awareness that no culture is an island, that other cultures too exist
and that they too have a unique way of being and believing that
For a detailed discussion see my: Continuity and Change. The Task of Contextualizing
Theology in India Today, in: Jnanadeepa. Pune Journal of Religious Studies 12 (2009) 1 & 2,
8-29.
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Panikkar, R., Religion, Philosophy and Culture, in: polylog: Forum for Intercultural
Philosophy 1 (2000), 21-22. Also in: Nandan, K. L. ed., The Earth has no Corner. Felicitation
Volume on the 70th Birthday of Dr. Karan Singh, Delhi 2001, 195-204.
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is specific to them. Besides whether we like it or not osmotic and
symbiotic processes are ceaselessly at work in all cultures irrespective
of human intentionality.
What we see happening all over the globe is the fruit of cultural
ignorance and arrogance. Like in other areas here too it is the strongest,
the rudest and the ruthless who rule the roost. The weak, the helpless
and the poor have little or no chance of survival. A genuine intercultural spirituality cannot afford to overlook this. Interculturality brings
with it intercultural duties and challenges. Look at the way important
movements like Greenpeace and Amnesty International and Human
Rights Movements are fully engaged in networking so that our world
becomes a little more humane and humans a little more committed to
the world.
On the other hand a culture can become aware of some of its
characteristics only through intercultural exchange Only then can it
decide for or against their preservation and cultivation. Indeed it is by
means of such intercultural dialogue that the self-understanding of
cultures can be critiqued, corrected and complemented. From within
a culture it is not easy to do this. In view of this, intercultural spirituality
is not only possible, not only desirable but absolutely necessary for
our growth and survival.335
One must admit however that the encounter of cultures poses
an enormous problem. Cultural chauvinism is far more widespread
than one is willing to admit. Not surprisingly then there is not much
interest in intercultural encounters. Besides there are hardly any pre
cedents regarding approach, method, goal and the how of learning
ways of successful encounters. However difficult all these may be
such encounters are the only way for the survival of our cultures.336
In the last analysis that is why intercultural exchange is indispensable for world-peace – an item sadly neglected by traditional
spiritualities which tend to cater to individuals rather than societies
and cultures.337
Panikkar, R., Cultural Disarmament. The Way to Peace, Louisville/Ky 1995, 102:
“Dialogical dialogue is not dialogue for reaching a solution but is dialogue for being, since I
am not without the other. ‘Esse est co-esse.’”
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Panikkar, R., Begegnung der Religionen: Das unvermeidliche Gespräch, in: Dialog der
Religionen Nr.1 (1991), 9-39.
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Reflections on the potential for
interreligious and interspiritual dialogue
in a context of cultural and religious
colonialism in Mapuche territory338
Ramón Francisco Curivil Paillavil

Facantv mai xaukvleiñ tvfaci
gijatuwe meu,
Chau Dios, Ñuke Dios
Gvnecen fvca, Gvnecen kuse
Mvleimvn tati		
Tvfamu ta mvleiñ
Lukutuleiñ, gijatuleiñ mai
Tamvn pu fotvm ta inciñ
Tamvn coyvm ta inciñ
Tamvn pu yaj ta inciñ
Leliniemuiñ mai
Naqkintuniemuiñ mai
Mogelniemuiñ mai
Facantv.			

Today we gather again in this
gijatuwe
Father God, Mother God
Ancient father who commands and rules
Ancient mother who commands and rules
You are, you truly exist
We kneel here to pray
We are your children
We are part of your family
You gave birth to us
Look upon our situation
See us from on high
Sustain our lives
Now and ever more.339

I have begun my reflections with this opening prayer for a
Mapuche ceremony known as gijatun, which is celebrated in our
rural communities before or after the harvest. This prayer reveals
an important aspect of Mapuche religiosity and the specific way it
relates to divinity. As Marileo (1995) says: “Everything we believe has
been passed down to us by our elders from generation to generation

This paper was written as part of the project Fondecyt Regular 1120995: “Translation and
the Dynamics of Recognition”. I am grateful to Gertrudis Payas for her comments.
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[…]”340 In this paper, therefore, I shall take up the challenge of acting
as an interreligious mediator, with the humble intention of speaking
from my own experience as I set out some fundamental aspects of
the Mapuche religion that might serve as a basis for any future interreligious dialogue. Indeed, the Catholic Church promotes dialogue with
the Jewish, Muslim and Buddhist religions and with other Christian
denominations, although it has not yet given consideration to representatives of the indigenous religions in America.
As to myself, I am not merely an observer of religious practices, for
I play an active part in the cultural and religious rites of rural communities. The area where I live is on Mapuche territory, which has its own
specific history of resistance, different from that of other indigenous
peoples who were colonised and Christianised by the Spaniards. I am
not unaware that Christianity and European culture were imposed in our
lands with the cross and the sword, and that this is the main reason we
are no longer as Mapuche as we used to be, but we continue to uphold
the most important aspects of the religious traditions we inherited from
our ancestors, no doubt with a few symbolic additions drawn from
Christianity, in particular popular – rather than official – Catholicism.
Consequently I can say that, in religious and cultural terms, life in
our territory is woven from elements of different cultures and different
religious traditions, and some scholars of indigenous religiosity would
call this religious syncretism.341 This endorses the claim that our lives
have been clearly influenced by the Christian society of our invaders;
nevertheless, the spiritual vitality that springs from the religion of
our land has fostered an ability to survive over time. Having set out
this firm conviction, rather than engaging in academic reflections on
interreligious and interspiritual dialogue, I shall share some thoughts
based on my own experience, inspired in part by reading the authors
I have mentioned in the bibliography.
My perspective is informed by my close links with the rural world
of the Mapuche. I live in the countryside, in a district where different
Marileo, A., Mundo mapuche, in: Medicinas y culturas en la Araucanía, Santiago 1995,
91-107.
340

“In the context of Ancient Greece, to be syncretic meant to behave like the Cretans, who
overcame their divisions, united and incorporated deities from other cultures. Histories of
the religions have been written since the last century, and here the word signifies a meeting
between different religions. On our continent, the term is above all applied to those of mixed
race, peoples of the Andes, the Caribbean and the Amazon, Afro-Americans…” (Irarrázaval,
1994, 136).
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religious and cultural traditions exist side by side. This is reflected
in the fact that, within a radius of at most a thousand metres from
my house, there is a Catholic church where a Christian congregation
comes together monthly, most of them Mapuche in origin; there is
likewise a Protestant church just 150 metres from my house, where
the congregation that meets each Sunday similarly includes a number
of local Mapuche families (and I know other places where almost the
entire Protestant congregation is Mapuche). About 500 metres from
my house live two machi [wise persons, healers] who, at five or six on
the morning, are already beating their kulxun, reciting their prayers
or preparing remedies to heal the sick. In addition, there are several
centres of the Mapuche rite, known as gijatuwe, where Mapuche communities gather every two or four years. In other words, this district
enjoys a wealth of religious experience, with different spiritualities
mingling and coexisting, expressed in a way of life that is not always
without conflict, given the Christian claim to possess “the truth” in
matters of faith. Alongside these, religious forms have evolved which
not only value both traditions, but where both are actually practised by
people in rural communities and where differences between the rites
are nonetheless preserved. In concrete terms, this means that the
Mapuche rites and prayers are performed in the Mapuche language
(mapucezugun), whereas the Catholic rites and prayers are performed
in Spanish (wigkazugun). This permits a degree of religious autonomy
and independence, aptly expressed in the following analogy: “Having
two religions is like having two wives but each in her own ruka” [house,
hut] (oral account by Florencio Manquilef). However, as faith in God
is the common basis for these religious traditions, in extreme circumstances such as illness or accident people express their solidarity by
not making religious distinctions.

The universality of the religious phenomenon or the omnipresent
experience of the sacred
Certainly, God is not owned by any religion, for ever since
creation He has been ever present in the history of the world and the
human race; He has always and will always reveal Himself not only in
history but in the culture and religion of peoples. In this sense, we can
say that spirituality springs from faith in the Being that transcends all
and that no human language can capture or express faithfully, definitively, clearly and completely. Missionary efforts in Mapuche lands to
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establish Christian symbolic language as the only true language for
referring to the divinity was the keystone in the process of inculturation,
and it is within this context that we should understand the difficulty of
standardising concepts by seeking to translate words that designate
“God”, “Spirit”, “Cross”, “Sin”342 and others. The same problem arose
in other conquered territories and led to different solutions: “If the
concept was completely new in the indigenous language, or if there
was any risk of a disastrous misunderstanding, the word was used in
Spanish, either as a classic loan word or a naturalised one […]”.343 In
the religious world of the Mapuche, it was their own religious leaders
who incorporated religious symbols from Christianity and imbued
them with new meaning. For example, the word “god” is used as a
name for the divinity, but it acquires an attribute of Mapuche religious
significance, clearly illustrated by that opening prayer from the gijatun.
At the same time, in my district most gijatuwe have one or two, and
even four, crosses in the middle. Obviously these symbols do not
have the same meaning as they would in a Christian context.344
For our purposes here, a number of questions spontaneously
arise. Are the Mapuche Christian? If the appropriation of religious
symbols imported from Christianity has served to nourish their own
religious tradition, what would be the basis for dialogue? We might
even wonder, if Christianity and other religions such as Islam consider
themselves to be the only true faith, what sense would there be in
dialogue at all? Does everyone have to be Christian or Moslem?
These questions, rather than impediments to dialogue, are provocations intended to encourage a sincere encounter that will enable us
all to know one another better.
From the perspective of Mapuche religious experience, one route
to approach the Christian world leads via the Jewish religious tradition
described in the Old Testament. In this tradition, the believer invokes
God as Yahweh or Jehovah: “I am he who is” (Exodus 3:14) – in other
words, the one who has always existed, single and eternal; the One
Ricardo, S. A., Reconocimiento, traducción y conflictividad. Las siempre conflictivas y
nunca acabadas relaciones con los otros, in: Puigarnau, G. P/Zavala, J. M., eds., La medicación lingüístico-cultural en tiempos de guerra: cruce de miradas desde España y América,
Temuco 2012, 115.
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Puigarnau, G. P., El revés del tapiz. Traducción y discurso de identidad en la Nueva
España (1521-1821), Temuco 2012, 115.
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The appropriation and resignification of Christian symbols is examined in detail in the
book La fuerza de la religión de la tierra: Una herencia de nuestros antepasados.
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who is without name, just as Jesus calls to his Father, identifying with
Him to the point of becoming one with Him. The One who has existed
since time eternal is invoked in Mapuche tradition as a Divine Couple
(kurewen reke mvleigvn tati…). These differences in how we grasp
the divinity are clear illustrations of the different paths of religious
access to the one and only godhead. Consequently, religious diversity
should not pose an obstacle to respectful rapprochement between
different religious traditions, for in each one there is a spiritual richness
that is vital to humanity. In this respect, we can talk of spirituality as
having a certain universality, inasmuch as spiritual life is a distinctive
trait of human beings, of believers in any religion, because the way
God communicates can by no means be reduced to a single religious
tradition.
Spirituality itself, as the ability to relate to what is sacred and
mysterious, is found in all religions, and in this sense all spirituality
can be seen as a way of life and a way of being of a believer that
has as its principal characteristic a fascination, a veneration and a
respect for the holy, sacred and mysterious. This ability to marvel
and to see life and nature in a different way is what allows us to seek
a relationship with natural powers, forces and energies, to establish
connections with spirits or divinities by way of dialogue (prayer) and
rite, to forge fraternal bonds of solidarity with members of the same
cultural and religious community, and to link with our peers in other
cultural and religious traditions.

A spirituality that connects with the earth and the natural environment
The earth is a crucial element not only in Judaeo-Christian tradition,
but also that of the Mapuche and other ancient cultures. In the Jewish
tradition, God made man from the earth: “Dust you are and to dust
you shall return” (Genesis 3:19). In the Mapuche tradition, men are
born of the earth, are of the earth and belong to the earth. That is what
the word mapuche means: people of the earth. In both these cultural
and religious traditions the two are intricately interwoven. There is no
doubt that the earth – the land and the natural environment – occupy
a special place in the way we think and see as humans. In Mapuche
culture, this mentality gives rise to a philosophy and spirituality rooted
in the earth, mapu, regarded as the home or cradle of life. While it
is true that the earth is an essential crucial element in both Mapuche
and Judaeo-Christian religion, the difference lies in the relationship we
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have with it, and we see this in the passage from the Bible where God,
having created man, tells him to “be fruitful, multiply, fill the earth and
subdue it …” (Genesis 1:28). The conclusion we can clearly draw from
this supposedly divine commandment is that the relationship between
western man and the earth is founded on confrontation and implies a
relationship of power, and so the earth becomes an object for purchase,
manipulation and destruction. Taken to the extreme, this attitude has
encouraged the plundering of natural resources, reflected in pollution
and climate change, and threatening the very survival of the human
race on this planet. In contradistinction to such thinking, the Mapuche
people have learned on their long path through history to relate to the
earth in a rather different way. It is a relationship of respect, because as
the mapuce kimvn (Mapuche philosophy) teaches us, the earth is our
cradle, our habitat. It is our house and home. This religious thinking,
or spirituality in the real sense, has vital consequences for life on the
planet, because it ensures human survival.
This way of relating to the world and the natural environment has
been passed down orally from generation to generation through the
gvlam and rakizuam (advice and thoughts) of our elders. Our young
people (wekece) are traditionally taught to respect nature from childhood
until they are able to experience for themselves how the world and our
natural environment contain something that captures the human spirit.
This something is like a force, a power (newen), present in Mother Earth
(Ñuke Mapu). Among my own personal memories I recall my mother
teaching me to respect nature by saying: “… when you pass this place,
you must always ask permission…” She cautioned me in this manner
about a menoko345 near my house. Now I understand her reasons.
Following Mapuche thinking (mapuce kimvn), the earth (mapu)
produces life: we live and move within it, it feeds us and it receives
us back at the end of our days. It is alive, it is full of life, and in this
sense it is our Mother (Ñuke Mapu). But at the same time, the earth
is the house we share with all living beings, and all of us who live
here are part of a great family: the children of Mother Earth. Like any
mother, she has authority, she has force and power (newen), because
“the earth is not alone … mapu ta kisulelai”. In this context, to talk
about Mapuche spirituality is to talk about a way of living together in a
The menoko is a wetland surrounded by vegetation with an abundance of medicinal
herbs.
345
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relationship of interdependence with the various forms of life and with
the geh, the natural beings who protect us. This way of interpreting
life and the world imposes limits on creativity and on human freedom,
because people cannot simply do anything they feel like to Mother
Earth. In short, they cannot destroy their own home. This means
accepting constraints on human nature and respecting the rights of
other living creatures (az mapu) in this shared house.
More specifically, there is a belief in the Mapuche spiritual tradition
that every element of nature has a particular supernatural being to
protect it. These beings are known as geh. The principal characteristic
of the earth in Mapuche thinking, then, is a kind of enchantment, as
the earth is sacred, mysterious and rich with life. In a way, it is this
earth that engenders religion. In this understanding of the earth, the geh
are seen as the “owners and guardians” of a place or natural element,
and they are manifest in various ways: as animals (birds, snakes) and
even anthropomorphic figures. In the latter case, they usually appear in
dreams and as an elderly couple.
This way of reading and relating to the earth is the main reason why
it never occurred to the Mapuche to build temples, for while a temple
is a concentration of sacred power in one place, in Mapuche religious
tradition nature346 itself is the Temple; this is where the power of God
and of Mother Earth is manifest. That is another difference between the
religious thinking of the Mapuche and the Judaeo-Christian approach,
bearing in mind that the latter explicitly accepts a confrontational attitude
to nature, while the former encourages an attitude of respect, not only
towards Mother Earth, but to everything within her.

A spirituality with rites that respect and acknowledge
the power present in Mother Earth
According to Mapuche spirituality, the geh ensure that the creatures
in this shared space are able to live and interact in harmony and in
respect for the universe as a whole. They remind us continually that
When I was living in Santiago, one of the major problems that religious leaders had to
tackle when performing rites in an urban setting was to counter the traditional rural belief
that the gijatun can only be performed in the country where there is a gijatuwe or sacred
plot of land. For urban Mapuches, this rural logic does not function, because if there is no
gijatuwe, then a football pitch or a park will serve just as well to perform the gijatun, given that
what matters is faith. This topic was addressed in detail in an M.A. dissertation successfully
defended at the Universidad Academia de Humanismo Cristiano entitled “Cultural changes
and re-ethnification processes among urban Mapuches: a case study”.
346
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respect is something we owe not only to other humans, but to every
element of nature. That is why whenever we enter a forest or climb
a hill or mountain, or when we visit a menoko or a xayenko or work
the land, we must ask the permission of the local geh. This request is
performed through a rite known as gvneun. However, although the geh
are the owners and guardians of particular natural domains, they “do
not command of themselves … kisu gvneukvlelaigvn… there is one
who commands them …mvlei ta gehgelu” (oral account by a religious
leader in Santiago). Consequently, the supreme owner and guardian
of nature and of people is the Divine Twosome invoked variously in
prayers by names such as: ancient man and ancient woman who made
us, or ancient man and ancient woman who govern us (Elcen fvcha ‒
Elcen kuse or Gvnecen347 fvcha ‒ Gvnecen kuse).
The rite through which the Mapuche address nature is called
gvneun, meaning custom, way of life, religious life, personal religion
or relationship with nature. This way of life is deeply personal, and in
that sense it resembles a vow similar to the custom found in popular
Catholicism. When gvneun is performed, the prayer is spontaneous.
In other words, it flows from the mind and heart, like the following
example, which was offered in testimony by a religious leader:
“Ince peñi fij liwen wixaiem … I, brother, when I rise in the early
morning,
amuken tañi kujiñ mu … I see my animals
gijatupuken … I say my prayer.
peken tañi kujiñ zoi picilu, … I search for the smallest,
fei nvkefiñ, fei gijatukefiñ … then I pick it up and I say my prayer.
Fei tañi gvneun ta ince … This is my gvneun (custom).
Feimuta kvmelkalen tati … That is why I have many animals
(literally: that is why I prosper)348
For some, the gvneun is a vow, a pledge that must be kept in a
sacred manner. All great individuals, such as the logko (m.), the machi
(m./f.), and all Mapuches in general, have their own gvneun, their own
pledge, their own way of living and expressing their religiosity:

The symbolism of gvnecen, among other concepts, is discussed by Salas R., 1996, 147;
and Curivil, 2007, 75.
347

Oral account by a religious leader in Santiago who originated from the community of Cudico
in Nueva Imperial.
348
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“Maci ta, wixai liwen fei gijatukei:
Wenumapu fvca wenumapu
kuse, mvleimvn tati. Facantv
ta gijatumeken, lelinieafimi
kom ta ñi pu ce, pekanzugu
mvlekilpe, kvmelkalepe tañi
pu familia, tañi pu lof, kom
tañi pu ce, pekankazugu mu
konkilpeiegvn…
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In his/her morning prayer the
machi says: Ancient god of the
land above, ancient goddess
of the land above, you exist.
Today I say my prayer: Watch
over my people, let there be
no division or discord, let my
family, my community, all my
people prosper”349

Although the gvneun is a personal matter, it can also be passed
on to another member of the family, and so a person can inherit the
gvneun, i.e. inherit their religious custom from a father or mother:
“… kisu tañi gvneun
kvpalvn tañi piukemu
mvten, ñi ñukeyem, ñi
cauem kom feipikefuiem.
Fei femgeci gijatukefui
ñi fvca cau em, kom
kujiñ meu. Ufisa pilun,
tukumekefui feici kojeja
meu. Fei gijatukefui: fei
femekeai ñi ufisa, pikefui.
Femgeci fenxen kojeja
mvlekelai anci, feimu
tukumekefui pilun ufisa.
Ince ta ka femken, elutuan
tañi kujiñ Cau Dios,
wenu Cau piken, famgeci
nom-nomai ñi ufisa piken…

I carry my own gvneun in my heart.
The one my father and my mother
taught me. This was how my old
father did his prayer, about his
animals. He would place lambs’
ears in the middle of an ant hill, and
there he did his prayer: May my
sheep multiply like ants, he said.
Because there are many ants. And
so, to make his sheep multiply, he
would cut off an ear (from a lamb)
and leave it on an ant hill. (That’s
why) I do the same. In my prayer
I say: Give me fresh abundance
of animals, Father God, ancient
one of the land above, so that my
sheep multiply like ants…”350

This gvneun is also performed to ask for the protection and
increase of animals, and in this respect it is a kind of greeting or
presentation (calintuku, calintukun):

Oral account by a religious leader in Santiago who originated from the community of Cudico
in Nueva Imperial.
349

Oral account by a religious leader in Santiago who originated from the community of Cudico
in Nueva Imperial.
350
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“Ince calintukuken kom
ta ñi kujiñ Cau Dios mu.
Feipiken: Cau Dios, nien
kujiñ, afkentu sufrin, welu
keju kuidayaen. Kuyiñ ta
zeumagerkelai, nien ta ñi
waka, tañi mansun eimi mi
zuam mu… kom,
kvmelkalepeyegvn… wenu
Cau, wenu mapu Dios,
piken…”

I present and commend to God all
my animals. I say: Father God, I
have my animals, I have suffered
greatly (to keep them), help me to
raise and care for them. Keeping
animals is not just a human
matter. I have my cows, my oxen,
because it is your will… that all of
them should prosper… Father of
the high realm, God of the land
above, I say…”351

These rites are very important in Mapuche spirituality, just like a
vow: “… (It is) a pact with the geh and that is very powerful, but it is not
a malevolent pact. The geh is not malevolent, but it can be capricious.
There is no bad geh, and evil does not spring from the geh. Sometimes
people fall ill, but for some simple reason, because they have gone to
cut down a tree without asking permission, and that is why they are
ill […]”352 So we can say that the gvneun is a way of relating to the
powers present in nature. Such rites put us in touch with powers and
energies that serve a better life. They influence fertility and they grant
us strength and vigour, allowing us to refresh our energies and to find
spiritual solace, because it is from the earth that Mapuches draw the
vitality they need to lead their lives.
Contacts with Christianity, as I mentioned above, are not without
conflict, and that is why some now say that under Christian influence:
“We have abandoned our custom, we have changed our gvneun. The
Catholic gvneun is going to Mass, the Protestant gvneun is attending
worship. These new religious practices have in some ways undermined
Mapuche spirituality. If today, whether we live in the country or in the
city, we still retained and practised our gvneun, we would be stronger,
we would have more fibre to confront any adversity”353 Others say that if
we wish to rise and find spiritual strength, we must recover this religious
practice: “gvneuaiñ […] let us practise the gvneun […]” In other words,
we should return to performing the rite of respect and recognition
for the power of the geh. Let us forge a pact with them, because:
351

Oral account by a Mapuche religious leader.

352

Oral account by a Mapuche religious leader.
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Oral account by a Mapuche religious leader.
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“kisulelaiñ tati taci mapu meu, mvlei ta gehmapu […] we are not alone
on this Earth […] there is a master who commands […]” And so if we
go to an unfamiliar place, we must ask permission by praying.
This same lament will be noted at the end of almost any gijatun354,
just as it was in the community of Yarkenko. There, in a trance, the
machi passed on this message: “Many diseases have come to our land,
people do not believe in Mapuche medicine and that is why they die, the
climate is changing, the weather is not behaving well, people are not
taking part in the gijatun. That is why God no longer hears our pleas.
We are too awinkado.”355
To conclude, in my contribution I have highlighted the importance
of spirituality to human beings, whatever our culture or religion, and at
the same time I have observed how, despite the condition of political,
social, cultural and religious colonialism in which the Mapuche people
find themselves, they have preserved the ability to uphold what is
theirs, appropriating cultural and religious elements from the western
Christian tradition. This means, in practice, that Mapuche society has
undergone Christianisation, while Christianity has been Mapuchised
in both symbolic and practical ways. Nevertheless, the thing that still
remains to be tackled is dialogue.

Gijatún is a sociocultural, political and religious ceremonial, where different communities
of a region come together.
354

Awinkado is a term that refers to adoption of the religion imported by our conquerors. For
many Mapuches, Christianity is still regarded as a foreign religion.
355
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Dialogue between Christianity and Hinduism
Martin Kämpchen

Dialogue has become a fashionable word in recent times.
We consider it progressive to discuss the need for the dialogue of
religions and cultures and how to become competent for dialogue. It
is generally accepted that interaction between human beings, especially between human beings of different origins, leads to a positive
result and is for that reason desirable. This conviction is part of our
European-Christian Enlightenment tradition. It naively assumes that
people who know each other face-to-face are likely to develop an
affinity for each other.
But is the opposite not possible as well? Namely, people who
get in touch with each other and know each other’s views thus create
the opportunity for dissent and conflict, perhaps even violence.
Obviously, more is needed for dialogue than just a coming together
and speaking with each other. This additional feature is called “good
intention”, or the a priori positive inclination towards each other, the
willingness to listen, the expectation of enrichment and the hope for
a personal meeting of minds. Unless good intention exists, dialogue
is impossible. This positive inclination towards each other is an occidental heritage. It is a reflection and a consequence of the Christian
command to love one’s neighbour. It embraces whoever happens to
be near; that is, potentially it includes everybody.
Dialogue reveals a Christian-Enlightenment optimism. It claims
that conversation pays off because and although men are different.
Conversation is useful in order to discover differences and liberate
ourselves from illusions. It is useful because we expect that beyond
those differences there lies something which unites us and which we
are able to discover in our conversations. Whatever we may have in
common does not nullify these differences. However, our Christian
optimism demands that the common features are given more weight,
thereby reducing the perceived differences to insignificance. What
201
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term can be used to describe this common bond beyond all differences? The Human Factor, the Divine in Man, the Holy Spirit, the
atman or divine soul in every man?
Only if this common feature residing in all men can be activated
and put to constructive use does dialogue make sense. This means
that the first condition for dialogue is that it should take place between
two partners with equal rights, i.e. who are equal because God has
equally endowed them with that common heritage. No cultural or
religious superiority can be expressed, not even in innuendoes or by
uttering obsolete clichés. A constant watch over our language, also
body language, is needed to avoid slipping into our clichés of superiority. This means that Christians must not encounter Hindus with a
sense of superiority; neither should Hindus show superiority towards
Christians. Both religions harbour an inherent element of superiority.
The claim that Christianity is the only religion capable of salvation is
countered by the Hindu claim that Hinduism embraces all religions
and therefore other religions have nothing new or different to offer.
This claim of uniqueness of one’s own religion is psychologically
easy to understand. In the Old Testament we encounter a jealous God
who is venerated by a jealously loyal devotee. Neither God nor the
devotee wish to accept somebody equal beside them. God reveals
himself as God when he emerges victorious from the competition with
other gods. This kind of tribalism is inherent in the psyche of all of us.
Distinguishing between different tribes, social groups and economic
strata comes naturally to us. I believe that only enormous efforts can
free us from it. This freedom defines perhaps the quality of saints.
We transfer this group mentality from our human society to God.
Divine revelation of the various religions expresses itself through
languages which are man-made and shaped by history. They speak to
us from a particular historical context into our contemporary context.
God is shown as a God who does not tolerate other gods beside
him. The path towards the realization that there cannot be but one
God, only one Divine Being that reveals Himself/Herself/Itself in each
religion – this path is long and needs prayer, contemplation, dialogue
and, above all, the renunciation of selfishness.

The practical situation of dialogue
Let us consider the practical situation of dialogue between the
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Christian churches and Hinduism developing mainly in India. Since
the Second Vatican Council the Catholic Church has endeavoured to
enter into dialogue with members of those religions whose communities dwell near Christians. In India, Christians constitute a minority
of 2.6%. Their neighbours are mostly Hindus and Muslims. The life
of Christians in India is characterized by their awareness that they
belong to a minority group. Therefore their psychological situation is
fundamentally different from the situation of Christians in most parts
of Europe. A minority group craves for a clear and strong profile which
can be recognized from outside. Those who enter into dialogue,
however, need to be careful and sensitive with their identity. It should
be maintained without making a show of it.
The dialogue between religious communities, especially between
Christians and Hindus, is strongly influenced by the history of their
interaction. After 1500, Portuguese Christians entered India as traders
and conquerors who were later followed by colonizers. Missionaries of
various countries soon entered India. They were motivated by a desire
to convert and “save souls” and began this process by condemning
Hindu beliefs and practices as the work of the devil, sometimes even
stooping to violence. This practice wounded the Hindu psyche which
has not healed until today. Even now the aversion of Hindu fundamentalists is based on the conversion methods of the Christian churches.
Contemporary Christianity in India must accept and manage these
accusations and counteract them by reinventing itself theologically,
culturally and socially. It needs to find a strong Indian identity. It took
several centuries until it was accepted that Hinduism is a religion with
an elaborate philosophy, an exciting and intricate mythology, and
noble scriptures. They can indeed be the material from which to build
a Christian Indian identity.
There are basically three separate levels of dialogue between
Christianity and Hinduism.
1.

The official dialogue. – In a context carefully set up in advance
members of the two religions, mostly “official” members like
priests, teachers of religion etc., come together in order to
discuss a subject which has been decided upon beforehand.
These members are known to be interested in interacting
with members of the other religion. They are willing to learn
and to achieve a consensus. In India, Christian dialogue
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centres have been established by the churches which
foster dialogue of this kind. A good number of enlightened
and faithful Christians and Hindus attend these meetings.
Conversations guided generally by theologians are followed
by joint meditations and prayers. They are meant to deepen
the intellectual consensus reached during these conversations and to continue the atmosphere of togetherness.
2.

The academic dialogue. – Theology and Religious Studies
must lay the foundation on which dialogue can build. They
must identify and analyse what is common and what is
different in Christianity and Hinduism. They must analyse
how far a Christian can accept the teachings and practices
of Hinduism. This level of dialogue derives its value from
the study of the holy scriptures and the traditions of world
religions. It is less geared towards immediate contact with
members of other religions. Here human contact is restricted
to meetings of scholars at conferences and in universities.
Their scholarly work is meant to instruct priests and educated
laymen about the comparability of their own religion with
other religions. It demonstrates how Christians can live their
faith within the context of other religions and about the possibilities and limitations of interaction with other religions.

3.

Dialogue in daily life. – The essential level of dialogue is
the dialogue of everyday life. Here dialogue comes into its
own. The two previous levels are of a preparatory nature.
Everyday life with its hundreds of spontaneous encounters
and unpredictable, unplanned situations is the actual field of
dialogue. It is a challenge to find and maintain a wise balance
between practising one’s own religion and accepting, or even
feeling and showing a real empathy for, the believers of other
religions. People who are in contact with members of other
religions without tacitly or overtly professing their own religion
in conversation or in actions cannot be said to be engaged
in a dialogue. People who impose their religion upon others
without granting them a chance to profess their own religion
are not engaged in a dialogue either.

In the last two decades the barriers of ignorance and ill-will
between Hindus and Christians have been lowered. Fortunately, the
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prejudices and the reservations towards Christians have decreased.
This is the result of education, urbanisation, less aggressive and more
sensitive Christian missionary activities and a greater scope for social
meetings between Christians and Hindus. The enormous prestige of
Christian educational institutions and Christian hospitals has helped
to improve the image of Indian Christianity.
There is also no denying that the efforts by Christians to enter
into dialogue with Hindus and to reduce the prejudices against them
have multiplied. The intellectuals among Indian Christians, even to
some extent among the clerics and bishops and especially within the
monastic orders, have accepted that they have to enter into dialogue
with Hindus and find a greater proximity to them. The bishops and
the monastic orders have built institutes with the aim of initiating a
formal dialogue; courses and seminars on Hinduism are being held.
Members of Christian orders visit and stay in Hindu Ashrams as
guests in order to acquaint themselves with religious life led there.
The openness of Western youth towards Hindu spirituality has had a
positive effect on many educated Indian Christians.
The āshram especially has become important as a space
where Christians and Hindus can meet for spiritual encounters and
exchanges. The ashram is comparable to a Christian monastery, but
it has its special features. A guru gathers his or her disciples together
and leads them towards a spiritual life. Within the atmosphere of
a community life the guru can teach mainly through an exemplary
life, by propounding the scriptures and celebrating the daily rituals.
Ashram life is characterised by a spontaneous and charismatic
community life around the master. The disciples are either monks
tied to monastic vows or they live a family life and visit the ashram
regularly. This kind of ashram life, characterised by spontaneity and
a deeply personal guru-disciple relationship, was first imitated by
European missionaries, although its flexibility had little in common
with a Christian monastic lifestyle. They are the pioneers of the
Christian Ashram Movement which has attracted countless European
guests and meanwhile become popular among Indian Christian communities. External forms of life are adapted to the Hindu ashram life,
while the prayer life remains committed to Jesus Christ. Ashram life
remains one of the important instruments of inter-religious dialogue
and of Christian inculturation in India today, although the appealing
novelty of ashram life has worn off.
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Obstructions to dialogue
There are, however, certain reservations about dialogue on the
part of both Christians and Hindus. Some Hindu groups consider
dialogue as a new method of converting them to Christianity and they
approach Christian offers with suspicion. Hindu theologians consider a
dialogue between their religion and Christianity (or any other religion)
as of little use. They are convinced that, by entering into dialogue,
they cannot learn anything new for their own faith life. They insist
that Hinduism already contains everything that any religion teaches.
Hence Christianity is, essentially, not different from Hinduism. Why,
then, engage in dialogue?!
Many Christians hesitate to enter into dialogue and into the project
of inculturating their Christian way of life according to Indian-Hindu
habits and values because of a fear of syncretism. Basically, they
doubt that Hindus can have a genuine religious experience without
the experience of Jesus Christ. Their suspicion is that Hindus do
not go beyond the veneration of stone figures, animal sacrifice and
pantheism. They are unwilling to respect the high ethical and spiritual
aspirations of many Hindu believers.
Unfortunately, the relatively peaceful atmosphere of religious
cooperation and harmony that prevailed in India so far has been
disturbed over the past two decades by Hindu fundamentalism. This
was made possible by right-wing political parties that gained in strength
and were able to turn many innocent minds against Christianity. Their
dominant reason to reject Christianity is Christian missionary activity
which, according to these groups, diminishes the pride of Hindus in
their own religion.

Principles and aims of dialogue
One virulent question is: Where does inculturation end and syncretism begin? In other words, how far can Indian Christians proceed
with their attempts at inculturating themselves into Hindu ways of life
without harming their Christian faith? Syncretism comes into its own
when Christians indiscriminately mingle and accept Hindu and Christian
elements side by side without careful evaluation and without combining
these elements in a meaningful whole. I will now present a number of
principles of Hindu-Christian dialogue, derived from my own experience,
which aim at giving a more comprehensive response to this vital issue.
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1.

Not everyone is competent to engage in religious dialogue.
Basically, those of us who are ready for dialogue in other
spheres of life – in the family, at the workplace, in school or
college, in social groups and amidst minorities of any kind –
are also equipped to have dialogue on the religious level.

2.

Dialogue is possible and meaningful only when whole
persons address themselves to whole persons. By that I
mean that dialogue must engage persons on all levels of
their humanity. Their strengths and weaknesses, their idiosyncrasies and peculiar difficulties all flow into the process of
dialogue. Those of us who are engaged in dialogue are never
merely the representatives of a certain religion or religious
group. Essentially, we engage in dialogue as individuals.
This means that dialogue is shaped by the particular human
situation which the dialogue partners face at the time. Such
a situation can inspire dialogue, but it may also weigh it
down. Dialogue not only reflects the religious teaching of the
dialogue partners, but it also, and perhaps more seriously so,
reflects the personality and life history of individual religious
believers.

3.

Dialogue must accept the risk that we transform ourselves in
the process. For example, it is quite possible that we begin
to view our religion in a different light and accordingly change
our thought habits and perspectives. Persons who engage in
dialogue are supposed to be mature in their religious beliefs
and present a viewpoint which reflects a mature, lived faith.
However, that does not mean that they are hardened and
inflexible. We must accept this risk of transformation as an
opportunity and a positive result of dialogue rather than
a threat. We must allow ourselves to deepen our faith life
through dialogue and receive new ways of experiencing our
faith.

4.

Inter-religious dialogue goes forever beyond the accepted
theological positions of each religion. Dialogue is prophetic
and experimental; typically, it develops a dynamism which
is spontaneous and intuitive and thus has the propensity to
disregard systematic and dogmatic teaching and conventional
habits. Persons in dialogue may encounter a transformative
experience to such an extent that they, at least for the time

OWT vol.4 (Spirituality of the Universal Church) 305pp.indd 207

5/29/14 2:01 PM

208

Inter-Spiritual Encounter

being, totally inhabit the position of the partner in dialogue.
This may happen “ecstatically”, that is in the sudden rush of
joy at experiencing a deep communion with people of other
faiths.
5.

By its very nature and intent, religious dialogue prefers to
find similarity and harmony between religions. It plays down
the differences and the controversies dividing them. These
divisions may even be temporarily ignored. The aim is consistently to transcend the divisions and find strategies for
peaceful co-existence and co-operation in as many spheres
as possible.

Having formulated some principles of dialogue, we can now
approach the aims of dialogue more easily. Some of them are:
1.

To try to understand and accept the partner in dialogue in his/
her otherness. We must seek a wise balance between appreciating this otherness and maintaining a critical distance from
it. We should not cultivate a possessive and monopolizing
attitude towards the other and his/her religion, robbing him/
her of his/her identity. Equally, every attempt by the other to
monopolize us must be warded off.

2.

To become aware of the sensitive issues and vulnerability
which the other struggles with. These areas should then
be avoided as much as humanly possible and justifiable.
Our aim should be to find and define a common “emotional
field” with a matching language that does not offend. I am
surprised to realize that often a harmonious understanding
between religious groups fails simply because of the use of
insensitive language, while the real issues could have been
resolved.

3.

To foster understanding between religious groups by getting
personally acquainted with as many individuals from the
other group as possible. Many conflicts between religions are
superficial and have nothing to do with religious content at all.
Rather, they reflect the otherness of cultures, regions, professions, educational standards and emphases, family environments and language conventions. Personal friendships
and goodwill can reduce and resolve such conflicts, thus
clearing the way to the deeper religious content.
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To reduce and abandon the hesitation and reserve towards
living together and co-operating with people of other faiths in
all spheres of life.

The experience of God’s mystery in dialogue
Dialogue is first of all meant to celebrate a common belief in God.
Dialogue gathers together the community of believers, of men and
women who confess to God’s greatness and consciously employ this
communality for the spread of peace and justice and love. It is meant
as a visible and powerful sign in a world characterised by injustice and
a lack of faith.
By associating with non-Christian communities for some length
of time we become aware of the fact that they worship their God or
their gods with the same fervour and dedication as we Christians
do, and, indeed, sometimes with greater fervour and dedication.
Dialogue professes the general aim to learn about the experiences
and realizations of other religions and in this way find a new depth and
breadth in our own Christian religion. As has been stated often, we
discover what we are by associating with the other. In India, Christians
habitually live in close contact with Hindus. As a result Christians
feel the psychological urge to set themselves apart. However, such
an identity must never be cultivated for its own sake, i.e. for selfish
reasons. Rather, Indian Christians should emphasize their identity in
order to discover a new depth and maturity in their religion. This may
also mean that Christians absorb certain elements from Hinduism or
other religions and integrate them into their Christian faith life. Like
any other tradition, Christian tradition remains alive and vibrant only
by continuing to develop and grow. It must be involved in a constant
process of self-doubt and self-discovery. Accordingly, Christians in
India must strike a fruitful balance between two seemingly contradictory goals: on the one hand, to maintain an identity apart from the
identity of Hindus and, on the other hand, to learn from Hindus for the
sake of a renewal of their own faith.
Christian theology has reflected a great deal about other religions.
It has formulated several versions of a theology of non-Christian
religions, starting with the proposal initiated by Karl Rahner that
Hindus (and members of other religions) are “anonymous Christians”.
Vatican Council theologians suggested that Christianity “fulfils” the

OWT vol.4 (Spirituality of the Universal Church) 305pp.indd 209

5/29/14 2:01 PM

210

Inter-Spiritual Encounter

other religions which are, so to speak, “pre-Christian”. These were
theological crutches which shied away from formulating a genuine
pluralism of religions. Dialogue cannot but assume such a genuine
pluralism. When they are engaging in dialogue, Christians must take
Hinduism at least as seriously as they do their own faith. If they fail to
do so, they cannot accept and treat their partners in dialogue as full
and equal partners.
Personally, I cannot but take the faith of the Hindu and tribal friends
in India, with whom I have been closely associated for decades, as
seriously as I do my own.
However, there is another, yet more profound reason for
accepting the plurality of religions while engaging in dialogue. The
theological thinking of the past few decades has been filled with a
variety of “negative theologies”. They evoke visions of a “dark God”
who cannot be experienced by the senses or defined by words. God
remains enveloped in “mystery”. The consequence for Christians
engaged in dialogue is compelling: the relationship between the God
or the gods of Hinduism and the God of Christians is equally shrouded
in mystery and cannot be defined. Hindu scriptures have described
the mysterious nature of God in a variety of ways. The eternal verities
cannot be formulated by Hindu theologians in any other way but
by paradoxical evocations. Scripture postulates that God and his
activity in the world is anirvacaniya; that is “beyond the expression of
thoughts and words”. Ultimately, all relationships between religions
and between the faithful members of these religions touch upon
the mystery of God’s inexpressible nature. A joint reverent respect,
pervading all true religions and sincere believers, of the inexpressible
nature of God constitutes the essence of dialogue.
Let me mention two observations as a result of my many decades
of experience in dialogue. Firstly, it is indeed easier to interact and
maintain a harmonious relationship with people of our own faith. Many
basic things in life do not need to be mentioned to a co-religionist.
Many issues on the level of ideas and ideals and in practical life need
not be mentioned either, because they are “understood”.
Secondly, it is more difficult to interact with people of other
religions because this kind of tacit understanding is absent. However,
an inspired communion of two people of different religions can spontaneously evolve to such heights of intimacy that these differences
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become practically void. Then the simple communion of these two
people before God is all that exists. The one is hardly aware of the
religion of the other; the one is totally focussed on the other as a
beloved person (not as a member of another religion).
The dynamics of interpersonal relationships will deal with
religious beliefs in different ways. It is hard to define what should still
be accepted as “Christian”. I should think that as long as Jesus Christ
remains in the centre of our faith life, everything seems to be “allowed”.
However, no rationally unambiguous law can be established in a field
which, in the final analysis, is ruled by the mystery that is God.
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Mission Spirituality: The Centrality of Christ
in the Catholic University
Pius Male Ssentumbwe

Introduction
John Paul II, in his encyclical Redemptoris Missio, emphasized
the millennium we are in as a moment of committing all of Church’s
energies to the new evangelization and to mission ad gentes that is
going out and proclaiming the good news to a world where it has not
reached. “No believer in Christ, no institution of the Church can avoid
this supreme duty: to proclaim Christ to all peoples.”356 For in the
Church’s history missionary drive has always been a sign of vitality,
just as its lessening a sign of a crisis of faith.357 The said statement
brings out the Pope’s vision of both the contemporary world and the
Church. Cognizance of the above enticed me to come up with the
topic about the presence of Christ in the Catholic University and how
the church can continue with its mission amidst the University population, which is made up of people of different faith, background and
origin. What can be done in the university to teach liberal arts, and
at the same time express the faith, and proclaim it. As the church
suggests in her mandate:
“Christian wisdom, which the Church teaches by divine
authority, continuously inspires the faithful of Christ zealously
to endeavour to relate human affairs and activities with
religious values in a single living synthesis. Under the
direction of these values all things are mutually connected
for the glory of God and the integral development of the
356

John Paul II, Encyclical Redemptoris Missio, Vatican, 1990, no. 3.

Burrows, W. R., Redemption and Dialogue: Reading Redemptoris Missio and Dialogue
and Proclamation, New York 1993, 5.
357
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human person, a development that includes both corporal
and spiritual well-being.”358
The Church has the duty to assure students that all they study
has one purpose: to serve humanity by revealing to them the love
of God made manifest in Jesus Christ. Revealed truth must be considered also in connection with contemporary, evolving, scientific
accomplishments, so that it can be seen how faith and reason give
harmonious witness to the unity of all truth.359 Christ is the Lord despite
all circumstances; the mission spirituality which is an expression of
one’s belief in the Redeemer of the whole world, should be lived, and
proclaimed.360
Much has been done, and achieved already about the campus
ministry but much is still wanting and must be addressed. This work
does not repeat what has already been proposed but it seeks to
update the Church’s teaching and adapt it to new circumstances.
The updating brings about, naturally, new elements, new viewpoints
and the way it can be implemented in the current environment, in our
case in the modern Catholic Universities as our study will propose.
After treating what the missionary spirituality and Catholic University
means, the paper will bring out the areas which should be looked
into seriously if our mission, the mission of the Church is to remain
relevant and applicable in the Catholic universities and beyond.361

Missionary Spirituality
Christian spirituality refers to the way an individual chooses to
live and also expresses the belief in the Redeemer of the world,
Jesus Christ the one sent to evangelize the whole world, and in his
work that the church shares. Each missionary activity demands a
specific spirituality, expressed in a particular style of life, prayer, and
apostolate.362
Cf. Vatican II, Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, Gaudium et
Spes, nos. 43ff.: AAS 58 (1966), pp. 1061ff.
358

Vatican II, Declaration on Christian Education, Gravissimum Educationis, 10: AAS 58
(1966) p. 737.
359

360

Cf. Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Nuntiandi, nos. 19-20: AAS 68 (1976) pp. 18f.

Le Guillou,M. Mission as an Ecclesiological Theme, in: Rahner, K., ed., Re-thinking the
Church’s Mission, Vol. 13, New York 1966, 119.
361
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Redemptoris Missio, no. 87.
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“Christian spirituality is essentially one, and is based on the
gospel. What defines a Christian spirituality is not a particular Christian or group of Christians, but the “one faith,
one baptism, one Lord, one Spirit, one God and Saviour
of all. It cannot be denied, however, that differences do
exist within Christian spirituality, and that there are different
patterns of religious conduct and Christian living. There are
also definite schools and trends within Christian spirituality.
If we call these variations “different spiritualities” (cf Eph.
4:4-6)�����������������������������������������������������
, the difference is external and secondary, but nonetheless important. What distinguishes different spiritualities
then, is the way and the means they employ in order to
attain the common goal towards which all Christians are
oriented.”363
David Bosch, one of the great missiologists maintained that,
fundamental to any definition of spirituality, it can never be something
that can be isolated from the rest of our existence. Christian spirituality is one’s response to the supernatural being which is God.
Our involvement in this world deepens our relationship with God.364
Christian spirituality is the lived experience of Christian belief and the
effort to appropriate Christ’s saving work in our lives.365 Spirituality
develops an interior life and taps the deepest sources of desire
revealing our mystical longing for unity with Christ and all of Creation.
(Cf. Col 1:15; Eph 1:10). The Second Vatican Council’s document
Lumen Gentium, teaches that Christ sent the Holy Spirit to all to move
them interiorly to love God with their whole heart, soul, their whole
understanding, and with their whole strength […]366 The love of God
is for all people, not just for the few. The world received a universal
call to holiness; the University students, lecturers and people found in
the institution share in the same calling to holiness and knowing their
creator.

Bouyer, L., Introduction to Spirituality, trans. Perkins Ryan, M., New York 1961, 20-23;
Bouyer, L., A History of Christian Spirituality, Vol. I,, The Spirituality of the New Testament and
the Fathers, trans. Perkins Ryan, M., Kent 1986, ix-xi.
363

364

Bosch, D. J., A Spirituality of the Road, Eugene1979, 13.

McGinn, B., Christ as Savior in the West, in: Christian Spirituality, Vol. 1, New York 1987,
253.
365

366

Lumen Gentium No. 40.
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Catholic University
The establishment of a Catholic University as an oasis of faith
development cannot be overemphasized. The integration and amalgamation of knowledge with faith is a process, one which will always
remain incomplete; moreover, the explosion of knowledge in recent
decades, together with the rigid compartmentalization of knowledge
within individual academic disciplines, makes the task increasingly
difficult. But a University, and especially a Catholic University, has
to be a ‘living union’ of individual organisms dedicated to the search
for the truth. It is necessary to work towards a higher synthesis of
knowledge, in which alone lies the possibility of satisfying that thirst
for truth which is profoundly inscribed in the heart of the human
person.367
Aided by the specific contributions of philosophy and theology,
university scholars will be engaged in a constant effort to determine
the relative place and meaning of each of the various disciplines
within the context of a vision of the human person, and the world that
is enlightened by the Gospel, and therefore by a faith in Christ, the
Logos, as the centre of creation and of human history. In promoting
this integration of knowledge, a specific part of a Catholic University’s
task is to promote dialogue between faith and reason, so that it can be
seen more profoundly how faith and reason bear harmonious witness
to the unity of all truth. While each academic discipline retains its own
integrity and has its own methods, this dialogue demonstrates that
“methodical research within every branch of learning, when carried
out in a truly scientific manner and in accord with moral norms, can
never truly conflict with faith.” For the things of the earth and the
concerns of faith derive from the same God. A vital interaction of
two distinct levels of coming to know the one truth leads to a greater
love for truth itself, and contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of the meaning of human life and of the purpose of God’s
creation.
Many Catholic Universities were founded by Religious Congre
gations, and continue to depend on their support. These Religious
Congregations dedicated to the apostolate of higher education are
John Paul II, Allocution to the International Congress on Catholic Universities, 25 April
1989, n. 4: AAS 81 (1989), p. 1219; cf. also Vatican II, Pastoral Constitution on the Church in
the Modern World (Gaudium et Spes), no. 61: AAS 58 (1966), pp. 1081-1082.
367
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urged to assist these Institutions in the renewal of their commitment,
and to continue to prepare religious men and women who can
positively contribute to the mission of a Catholic University. Such a
Catholic educational institution should educate its students in the
light of the Catholic faith. It should show them how our faith can be
our guide in the intellectual and moral life. After all, liberal education
is ordered towards genuine intellectual freedom. This freedom is
founded on knowing the truth, accepting it, and living according to
it. The Catholic university is not without help for this formation. It has
the riches of divine revelation as manifested in Holy Scripture and the
Tradition of the Church. It has the light-giving patrimony of teachings
of the Church, presented to us by the living Magisterium, the teaching
authority of the Church, concretized in the Pope and the Bishops
in union with him.368 No doubt, the Catholic university has to unveil
for its students a study of the works and inventions of man inherited
for centuries. But the pursuit of truth and wisdom and education to
freedom as envisaged above are specifically distinctive of such an
institution as Catholic, to justify the title “Catholic.”369
“Teachers are invested with very weighty responsibility in
fulfilling a special ministry of the word of God and in being
instructors of the faith for the young. Let them, above all,
therefore be for their students, and for the rest of the faithful,
witnesses of the living truth of the Gospel and examples of
fidelity to the Church.”370
Spirituality is a multifaceted quality that involves an active quest for
answers to life’s “big questions” (Spiritual Quest), a global worldview that
transcends ethnocentrism and egocentrism (Ecumenical Worldview),
a sense of caring and compassion for others (Ethic of Caring) coupled
with a lifestyle that includes service to others (Charitable Involvement),
and a capacity to maintain one’s sense of calm and centeredness,
especially in times of stress (Equanimity).371 The Catholic University
John Paul II, Apostolic Constitution on Ecclesiastical Universities and Faculties, Sapientia
Christiana, Vatican, 1979, no. 70. In studying and teaching the Catholic doctrine, fidelity to
the Magisterium of the Church is always to be emphasized.
368

Homily of His Eminence Francis Cardinal Arinze, Baccalaureate Mass, May 15, 2004.
See http://www.thomasaquinas.edu/news/walking in the light of Christ.
369

John Paul II, Apostolic Constitution on Ecclesiastical Universities and Faculties, Sapientia
Christiana, Vatican 1979, no. 12.
370

Lindolm, J. A. and others, A Guide Book of Promising Practices: Facilitating College
Students’ Spiritual Development; Regents of the University of California 2011, 5.
371
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in this respect is primarily premised on disseminating value-based
education and imparts knowledge rooted on the truth of Christ. It has
over time engaged in the service to the Society courtesy of its mission
as the centre of spiritual and mental development aimed at moulding
a whole-rounded people for the extension of Christ-event on earth.
The ‘values-based professional education’ that has been championed
by the Catholic University, refers to a collection of concepts that are
relevant to the topic, including: religion, beliefs, theology, spirituality,
philosophy, morality, ethics, justice, equity, commitments, attitudes
and values. It draws attention to what can be called the ‘spiritual/
ethical/values dimension’372 to tertiary education intended to prepare
individuals for roles within the professions. For instance, the Catholic
University of Eastern Africa offers common courses such as Christian
ethics and introduction to the Bible among others.
Historically, moral-based education within Catholic institutions is
influenced by Catholic Church documents. Hence, a predominantly
religious/ecclesiastical language was used to describe the purposes
of the programs. This language created some difficulty for Catholic
school Religious Education because of the multiplicity and complexity
of the terms, and because its use tended to overestimate the extent
of the Catholic school’s contribution to the mission of the Church,
as well as its capacity to influence the personal and spiritual development of students.373 Nevertheless, this distinctive religious/ecclesiastical language tended to dominate the discourse about the aims
and purposes of Religious Education and Theology in the University.
It was also significant in relation to the discussion of the Catholicity
and Mission of the University. For those who did not share familiarity
with this language, it could appear as ‘pious Catholic rhetoric’, an
‘exclusively Catholic’ part of the University that did not naturally win
the moral support of all staff and students.
The emphasis on the spiritual and ethical dimension to the
university education of intending professionals stresses that
authentic service of the community through the professions is
not just a matter of relevant, professional knowledge, skills and
qualifications. The work of the professions is a people-engaging,
http://203.10.46.30/ren/ValuesBasedProfEdRE.pdf Australian Catholic University, School
of Religious Education,March 2003; accessed on 5.12.2012.
372

373

Ibid.,2.
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moral activity; it calls for the highest standards of personal integrity,
public commitments and professional ethics. Hence, a program of
education for the professions would be flawed if it neglected the
spiritual and ethical dimension both of the personal development
of the individuals and of their work in a profession. For a university
in the Catholic tradition, it is particularly appropriate that it attends
to this dimension in programs that prepare people for professional
roles in the community and which provide them with appropriate
qualifications and publicly accepted credentials for such service.374
Since the origins of the Catholic Universities, religious education
has been a central concern both in the purposes of the institutions
and in the curriculum. This also reflects the long historical tradition
in Catholic universities that give special attention to studying the
spiritual and moral dimension to life. It is appropriate and consistent
with its Mission to continue giving special attention to Religious
Education, Theology and Philosophy, especially where these form
part of professional education programs.
While this emphasis remains pertinent to the preparation of
educators for Catholic school system it was appropriate for the
University to broaden the notion of a spiritual, ethical, values-based
dimension as appropriate to all its professional education programs.
This respects the Church sponsorship and spiritual traditions, while
at the same time honouring its civic educational commitments as a
publicly funded university that is ‘open to all’. Such an approach that
maintains a prominence for Catholic ethos and intellectual traditions,
while being open and expansive in its academic work can win the
moral support of staff and students of varied religious affiliations and
commitment. This view shows how all University programs might
contribute, in different ways, to the personal and professional development of students. It runs counter to a narrow interpretation that in
a Church sponsored university the values agenda is carried mainly
by units in ethics and religion. Central to the notion of values-based
professional education is change in the values, beliefs and behaviour
of individuals in the direction of a desired set of values believed to be
appropriate for the professions. It implies a professional education
that will not only examine spiritual, ethical values content, but will
bring about personal change in the participants. This needs further
clarification to show that it takes into account the real possibilities and
374

Ibid., 3.
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limitations that teaching and learning activity has to bringing about
personal change.375

The Character and Purpose of a Catholic University
The mandate of a university mostly goes along with its pivotal points
of establishment. The life of a university is dictated by its precepts,
quality of staff, procedures in place and above all the spirituality and
response to the salvific grace of God. For those who give or receive
instruction within a university, who advance knowledge by discovery or
inculcate the habits of mental culture, who govern, lead and deliberate
about such an institution, are continually faced with this problem whether
they choose to pursue it or to ignore it or determining the nature and the
value of what they are doing. This relentless problem is, of course, both
perennial challenge and opportunity for such an institution. A university
is often only a composite of vastly divergent departments, multiple
perspectives, and even insulating specialties. But it can be drawn
beyond these separations into that vital interchange that constitutes
an academic community by a common question native to its life: What
are we doing together? A community exists when human beings share
something in common. An academic community exists when what
they share are the goods of knowledge in instruction, conversation,
development, personal research, and collaborative inquiry. Such a
common, pervasive problem can evoke the discussions that inform
and strengthen an academic community, i.e., the question about the
identity, about the purpose and direction of a university. It only appears
to simplify if confined to a single discipline or, more comfortably, to a
single research project or an individual course. In isolated study, such
questions can be pursued without touching the university as a whole.
This appropriation to a single course or department of issues central
to an entire university, however, does not address these questions. It
actually represses them. For the questions and their resolution are by
their very nature common to all the members of the university.376
The main aim of a Catholic University, apart from being the
melting pot of virtues, has been described as the centre of the whole
truth, as observed by Pope John Paul II, in Ex Corde Eclessia:
375
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“It is the honour and responsibility of a Catholic University
to consecrate itself without reserve to the cause of truth.
This is its way of serving at one and the same time both
the dignity of man and the good of the Church, which has
“an intimate conviction that truth is (its) real ally… and that
knowledge and reason are sure ministers to faith.” Without
in any way neglecting the acquisition of useful knowledge, a
Catholic University is distinguished by its free search for the
whole truth about nature, man and God. The present age is
in urgent need of this kind of disinterested service, namely
of proclaiming the meaning of truth, that fundamental value
without which freedom, justice and human dignity are
extinguished. By means of a kind of universal humanism a
Catholic University is completely dedicated to the research
of all aspects of truth in their essential connection with the
supreme Truth, who is God. It does this without fear but
rather with enthusiasm, dedicating itself to every path of
knowledge, aware of being preceded by him who is “the
Way, the Truth, and the Life”, the Logos, whose Spirit of
intelligence and love enables the human person with his or
her own intelligence to find the ultimate reality of which he is
the source and end and who alone is capable of giving fully
that Wisdom without which the future of the world would be
in danger.”377
The supreme pontiff was categorical that Truth in the Word of God
is the bedrock of our Christianity and informs our faith as a catholic
institution.
Catholic education today faces a major challenge: how to retain
and strengthen its distinctive religious identity while educating students
for life in a world increasingly aware of its pluralism. This challenge
according to David Hollenbach reflects the more general contemporary problem of how Western culture can retain its commitment to
reasoned efforts to understand what is truly human while grappling in
an equally serious way with the different ways of thinking and living of
our world. Jesuit colleges and universities, in other words, are sharply
confronted with the tension between their commitment to sustain and
advance the Catholic tradition’s understanding of the human good
377
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and their efforts to serve the common good of our diverse world.378
Catholic thought has long held that the common good is the overarching end to be pursued in social and cultural life. Since education
is the activity through which culture is sustained and developed, the
success or failure of a society to realize its common good will be
largely dependent on its educational endeavours. But that is the rub.
A pluralist society, by definition, is one in which there is disagreement
about the meaning of the human good. This leads some to conclude
that the idea of the common good and the reality of pluralist diversity
are utterly incompatible. In such a context, the pursuit of the common
good and the existence of educational institutions committed to particularistic traditions may seem self-contradictory.379
This is most evident in John Paul’s discussion of what he calls
“the virtue of solidarity.” This virtue will not be found on the classical
lists that include prudence, justice, temperance, and fortitude.
Nevertheless, the fact that it belongs there is evident from the Pope’s
definition. He calls solidarity “a firm and persevering determination
to commit oneself to the common good; that is to say to the good of
all and of each individual.”380 For Christians, such a commitment is
rooted in the commandment of love of neighbour. Thus “Solidarity
is undoubtedly a Christian virtue…. [There are] many points of
contact between solidarity and charity, which is the distinguishing
mark of Christ’s disciples (cf. Jn 13:35).” It is a recognition of one’s
neighbours as fundamentally equal because they are “living images
of God, redeemed by the blood of Jesus Christ and placed under the
permanent action of the Holy Spirit.” The promotion of the common
good therefore flows from the heart of Christian faith.381
A Catholic University’s enduring endeavour is to remain as the
voice of reason and as an ‘evangelizer of these times’. It is fully
engaged to remain relevant, and a centre of spiritual excellence, as
Vatican Council II states:
“The present Document is addressed especially to those who
conduct Catholic Universities, to the respective academic
Hollenbach, D., The Catholic University and the Common Good, Washington D.C. 1991,
175-179.
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communities, to all those who have an interest in them, particularly the Bishops, Religious Congregations and ecclesial
Institutions, and to the numerous laity who are committed to
the great mission of higher education. Its purpose is that “the
Christian mind may achieve, as it were, a public, persistent
and universal presence in the whole enterprise of advancing
higher culture and that the students of these institutions
become people outstanding in learning, ready to shoulder
society’s heavier burdens and to witness the faith to the
world.”382

Commitment of a Catholic University to Justice
The linkage of solidarity with the demands of Christian charity
should not be mistaken as limiting this virtue to the domain of affectivity. Commitment to the common good requires a hard-nosed recognition of the reality of human interdependence, “sensed as a system
determining relationships in the contemporary world.”383This puts
solidarity in continuity with Thomas Aquinas’s claim that all virtues
are oriented to the promotion of justice. For Aquinas, the premier
moral virtue is justice, which directs a person’s actions toward the
good of fellow human beings. Because all people are both individuals
and also participants in the common life of the civil community.
Virtuous citizens must seek not only their private good but the good
of the community as well. Thomas Aquinas calls such concern for
the common good of the community “general justice.” He contrasts
it with “particular justice,” the virtue that specifies obligations to individuals, for example the obligations of parents to their children or the
duties of employers to pay their employees a just wage. These latter
concerns are of course indispensable in any life that is virtuous. But
they are not the whole of virtue, just as the duties of justice toward
one’s children or employees are not the whole of justice. When one
possesses the virtue of general justice one’s actions will be habitually
directed toward the good of the more encompassing community of
one’s fellow human beings. Justice, therefore, is the virtue of good
citizens.

Vatican II, Declaration on Catholic Education Gravissimum Educationis, no. 10: AAS 58
(1966), 737.
382

383

Ibid., no. 38, emphasis in the original.

OWT vol.4 (Spirituality of the Universal Church) 305pp.indd 225

5/29/14 2:01 PM

226

Mission Spirituality

In Thomas’s words, “the virtue of a good citizen is general
justice, whereby a person is directed to the common good.”384 The
achievement of the common good requires a citizenry nurtured in
ways that enable them both to understand the meaning of justice in
society and to work for its achievement in the systemic patterns of
social organization that shape common life in our cities, in the United
States as a whole, and globally. The Christian spirit of service to others
for the promotion of social justice is of particular importance for each
Catholic University, to be shared by its teachers and developed in its
students. The Church is firmly committed to the integral growth of all
men and women.385 The Gospel, interpreted in the social teachings
of the Church, is an urgent call to promote “the development of those
peoples who are striving to escape from hunger, misery, endemic
diseases and ignorance; of those who are looking for a wider share
in the benefits of civilization and a more active improvement of
their human qualities; of those who are aiming purposefully at their
complete fulfilment.”386 Every Catholic University feels responsible to
contribute concretely to the progress of the society within which it
works: for example it will be capable of searching for ways to make
university education accessible to all those who are able to benefit
from it, especially the poor or members of minority groups who customarily have been deprived of it. A Catholic University also has the
responsibility, to the degree that it is able, to help to promote the
development of the emerging nations.

Catholic University as a Centre for Spiritual Development
The primary mission of the Church is to preach the Gospel in
such a way that a relationship between faith and life is established in
each individual and in the socio-cultural context in which individuals
live and act and communicate with one another. Evangelization
means “bringing the Good News into all the strata of humanity, and
through its influence transforming humanity from within and making it
new… It is a question not only of preaching the Gospel in ever wider
geographic areas or to ever greater numbers of people, but also of
affecting and, as it were, upsetting, through the power of the Gospel,
384
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humanity’s criteria of judgment, determining values, points of interest,
lines of thought, sources of inspiration and models of life, which are in
contrast with the Word of God and the plan of salvation.”387
By its very nature, each Catholic University makes an important
contribution to the Church’s work of evangelization. It is a living
institutional witness to Christ and his message, so vitally important in
cultures marked by secularism, or where Christ and his message are
still virtually unknown. Moreover, all the basic academic activities of a
Catholic University are connected with and in harmony with the evangelizing mission of the Church: research carried out in the light of the
Christian message which puts new human discoveries at the service
of individuals and society; education offered in a faith-context that
forms men and women capable of rational and critical judgment and
conscious of the transcendent dignity of the human person; professional training that incorporates ethical values and a sense of service
to individuals and to society; the dialogue with culture that makes the
faith better understood, and the theological research that translates
the faith into contemporary language. “Precisely because it is more
and more conscious of its salvific mission in this world, the Church
wants to have these centres closely connected with it; it wants to
have them present and operative in spreading the authentic message
of Christ.”388 Through teaching and research, a Catholic University
offers an indispensable contribution to the Church. In fact, it prepares
men and women who, inspired by Christian principles and helped to
live their Christian vocation in a mature and responsible manner, will
be able to assume positions of responsibility in the Church. Moreover,
by offering the results of its scientific research, a Catholic University
will be able to help the Church respond to the problems and needs of
this age.
Every Catholic University, without ceasing to be a University, has
a relationship to the Church that is essential to its institutional identity.
As such, it participates most directly in the life of the local Church
in which it is situated; at the same time, because it is an academic
387
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institution and therefore a part of the international community of scholarship and inquiry, each institution participates in and contributes to the
life and the mission of the universal Church, assuming consequently
a special bond with the Holy See by reason of the service to unity
which it is called to render to the whole Church. One consequence of
its essential relationship to the Church is that the institutional fidelity
of the University to the Christian message includes a recognition of
and adherence to the teaching authority of the Church in matters of
faith and morals. Catholic members of the university community are
also called to a personal fidelity to the Church with all that this implies.
Non-Catholic members are required to respect the Catholic character
of the University, while the University in turn respects their religious
liberty.389
The Catholic University is duty-bound to nourish the spirituality
of its members as it adheres to the call of Bishops who have a particular responsibility to promote Catholic Universities, and especially
to promote and assist in the preservation and strengthening of their
Catholic identity, including the protection of their Catholic identity in
relation to civil authorities. This will be achieved more effectively if
close personal and pastoral relationships exist between University
and Church authorities, characterized by mutual trust, close and consistent cooperation and continuing dialogue. Even when they do not
enter directly into the internal governance of the University, Bishops
“should be seen not as external agents but as participants in the life
of the Catholic University.”390

Faith Formation
Since the Enlightenment, the rhetoric of human advancement has
taken as almost axiomatic the privatization of religion and religious
convictions, and this has worked a destructive influence upon what
was once an intrinsic conjunction between church and university.
According to Michael Buckley 391 the Catholic university increasingly
appeared an anachronism in Europe, perhaps even an offensive
Cf. Vatican II, Declaration on Religious Liberty Dignitatis Humanae, n. 2: AAS 58 (1966),
930-931.
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anachronism. Let the church do its job, if you will, but let it stay out
of the academy, the classroom and the laboratory, as it does out of
the law courts, the federal government, and the stock exchange. In
the heady centuries of the absolute nation-state and the identification
of the body politic or the whole complexes of public society with the
state, this could only mean the separation of the church as such from
all public life; and even in the contemporary, more modified versions
of this tradition it has usually meant its isolation from the university.
Paradoxically, even from within the Catholic Church, arguments also
mount against this conjunction.
The last decade of the twentieth century is one of dwindling
resources and declining numbers of religious and clergy. Should the
church, then, bend its efforts to foster learning that is on the face
of it secular? Buckley states that the church is charged to preach
and reflect upon the gospel of the crucified and risen Christ, to foster
sacramental life and the evolution of the Spirit of God within human
interiority and human history, to become that community in which
the presence of Christ is continued in time and space and through
which the mystery of God approaches each succeeding generation of
human beings. What part does such a religious community have with
the world of the university except in the pastoral care of those within
it and the development of those reflections that are intrinsically theological? Should the church, to be much more concrete, encourage
even nurture as specifically part of its unique mission research into
the physical and biological sciences? Such questions can and must
obviously be extended further into the social sciences, the professions
of law, business, and medicine, even the humanities; but perhaps it
is stated most vigorously, most effectively, in the case of the natural
sciences and can be framed in their terms as the discipline in which
this question about secular knowledge is best instantiated. All of these
tell upon the church’s extensive commitments to higher education.
Should the church, to be itself, field universities in which massive
consignments of time, money, and human energy, of scholarship and
instruction, bear upon knowledge that is not immediate evangelical or
theological? This is not to ask if the church should encourage all forms
of human development; it obviously should. The church should and
must encourage all those forms in which the human being develops
and flourishes. But this question reaches beyond encouragement
into engagement. Should the church, as part of its own responsi-
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bilities for evangelization and sanctification, be vitally engaged in the
assimilation and growth of that knowledge which is neither intrinsically
Catholic nor immediately religious? This question lies at the heart of
the Catholic university.392

The Integrity of the Academic and the Religious Faith Forming Process
A university as a conglomeration of people of diverse cultural
background and traditions normally depicts a uniquely gifted society.
The Catholic university as mandated by the decree on holistic teaching
and learning by the Holy Orders, is involved in faith forming processes.
The fundamental proposition that grounds the Catholic university is
that the academic and the religious are intrinsically related, that they
form an inherent unity, that one is incomplete without the other. What
does this foundational conviction mean? It means that each term of
this dyad and the realities to which they refer the academic and the
religious do not simply exist juxtaposed on one another in influential
contiguity. It means, rather, that one dynamically involves the other.
This proposition, then, stands in need of some explanation.393 Any
academic movement towards meaning or coherence or truth, whether
in the humanities, the sciences, or the professions, is inchoatively
religious. This provocative statement obviously does not mean that
quantum mechanics or geography is religion or theology. It does
mean that the intellectual dynamism inherent in all inquiry initiates
processes or habits of questioning that if not inhibited inevitably
bear upon the ultimate questions that engage religion. Any inquiry
moves to the satisfaction of questions. Any satisfaction of questions
sets in motion further questions, which in their turn open up further
inquiry. Questioning keeps “going on” because the drive to know is
not satisfied. It is looking for something else. The drive of the human
mind is towards an intimacy, i.e., towards a completion or a whole, in
which it can obtain comprehensive sense. The human intellect moves
asymptotically towards the satisfaction of inquiry in this completion.
One keeps asking questions unless this natural drive is repressed,
until they lead to questions about ultimate explanation or intelligibility,
about the truth of the finite itself, “which all human beings call God.”
This relentless inquiry constitutes the natural career of the academic
392
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mind unless the culture arrests its progress by dictating the despair of
its fulfillment. Similarly, the commitments and the instincts of faith are
inescapably towards the academic. This again and obviously does not
suggest that all serious religion is scholarship and academic inquiry. It
does mean that the dynamism inherent in the experience of faith if not
inhibited by fideism is towards the understanding both of itself and of
its relationship to every other dimension of human life. Faith moves
towards its own self-possession in comprehension. The experience
of faith becomes the source of questions that lead naturally into the
sciences and arts, questions that bear upon the meaning and truth of
the commitments of faith and upon the relationship of so universal a
stance towards everything else that falls within human experience.
If allowed their full development, then, the religious intrinsically
engages the academic, and the academic intrinsically engages the
religious granted that this development is de facto always imperfectly
realized at best or often seriously frustrated. One leads into the other.
To assert this fundamental proposition is not to guarantee the realization of this dynamism, but to speak about its direction. Any ideal
such as this will at best remain as much aspiration as accomplishment.

Ecumenism394
Ecumenism, which is described as a quest for the Unity of all
Christians, is an urgent endeavour because it is a task of the moment.
Perhaps there was a time for intensifying differences in theology,
liturgy and enlarging separation between Christian Churches or
denominations for some reasons, known or unknown to us, volatile
or reasons based on materialistic benefits or sometimes reasons
that work for the expansion of Ecclesial Communities; now it is time
to evaluate our history with charismatic eyes and realize that we
have made serious mistakes. If it is human to make mistakes, it is
devilish to persevere in our mistakes. We therefore need to correct
them. These corrections might come through our joint efforts towards
Ecumenical movement. With new ideas, which are in favour of scientific encounters and debates, I believe, this time, more than any
other, is favourable and encouraging. Vatican II Council states:
Some elements of the Roman Catholic perspective on ecumenism are illustrated in the
following quotations from the Council’s decree on ecumenism, Unitatis Redintegratio (UR),
of 21 November 1964; Pope John Paul II’s Encyclical, Ut Unum Sint (UUS) of 25 May 1995.
394
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“The Lord of Ages wisely and patiently follows out the plan
of his grace on our behalf, sinners that we are. In recent
time she has begun to bestow more generously upon divided
Christians remorse over their divisions and longing for unity.
Everywhere large numbers have felt the impulse of this grace,
and among our separated brethren also there increases from
day to day a movement, fostered by the grace of the Holy
Spirit, for the restoration of unity among Christians.”395
Do we know that more or less fifty years have passed since this
initiative started in a very serious note? Remember that the World
Council of Churches was already put in place in 1948; the Vatican II
Decree on Ecumenism was published in 1964. Should we still wait for
another fifty years in order to collaborate with this work of the Holy
Spirit? It seems to me that the Church of the future and the future
of the Church will be a Church seriously involved in the ecumenical
movement. It is what many theologians identify as “dialogue ad intra.”
There should be a dialogue within the Church and among Christians.
I know that significant initiatives have been taken by those
Christian Communities in order to foster this great fact of our time;
some have showed great commitment to it. Conferences and seminars
are organized; ecumenical centres and schools have been built;
exchanges of ideas and evolution of mentalities are taken place. But
how many Christians in the world generally and in Africa in particular
have changed their attitude in such a way that their acts and actions
are now affected and influenced by the desire to promote this unity?
Ecumenism must first and foremost be an attitude that someone
adopts before he expresses it into discernible activity. Ecumenism
should be first considered as a call to conversion, to openness, to love
other Christians and their Churches, to a commitment to the Christian,
to spiritual renewal.396 Having affirmed the urgency of the movement,
we can now look at its necessity. Ecumenism is necessary, for without
it, our hearts will still be divided though we are Christians; the Gospel
will still be foreign to us, the role of the Church will still be minimal;
differences and diversities will still be sources of disunity and hatred;
African solidarity and sharing will still be undermined in our land;
http://www.cuea.edu/mvumbi/images/stories/PDF/ClassNotes/FOSTERING%20
ECUMENICA MOVEMENT.pdf.
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above all, dialogue between Christians and non-Christians will be
more and more complicated. In Edinburgh, at the Faith and Order
Assembly, the Protestant theologians prayed in this way:
“We humbly acknowledge that our divisions are contrary to
the will of Christ, and we pray God in his mercy to shorten the
days of our separation and to guide us by his Holy Spirit into
the fullest unity.”397
In other words, the unity we long for is a necessary one, because
it is essential if we want to remain one with Christ and one with one
another. Our divisions are contrary to the will of Christ and to the
truth of Christianity. The necessity we are highlighting originates right
from the very nature of Christ. Since all Christians belong to Christ
explicitly, there is no reason that we should be divided. It is, therefore,
necessary that we work for both theological and sociological unity of
all Christians. The restoration of unity among all Christians is one of
the principal concerns of the Second Vatican Council. Christ the Lord
founded one Church and one Church only. However, many Christian
communions present themselves to people as the true inheritors of
Jesus Christ; all indeed profess to be followers of the Lord but differ
in mind and go their different ways, as if Christ Himself were divided
(cf. 1 Cor. 1:13).
Such division openly contradicts the will of Christ, scandalizes the
world, and damages the holy cause of preaching the Gospel to every
creature. But the Lord of Ages wisely and patiently follows out the plan
of grace on our behalf, sinners that we are. In recent times more than
ever before, He has been rousing divided Christians to remorse over
their divisions and to a longing for unity. Everywhere large numbers
have felt the impulse of this grace and among our separated brethren
also there increases from day to day the movement, fostered by
the grace of the Holy Spirit, for the restoration of unity among all
Christians. This movement toward unity is called “ecumenical.” Those
who belong to it invoke the Triune God and confess Jesus as Lord
and Saviour, doing this not merely as individuals but also as corporate
bodies. For almost everyone regards the body in which he has heard
the Gospel as his Church and indeed, God’s Church. All however,
though in different ways, long for the one visible Church of God, a
Whalen, W. J., Separated Brethren: A Survey of Non-Catholic Christian Denominations
in the United States, New York 1964, 237.
397
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Church truly universal and set forth into the world that the world may
be converted to the Gospel and so be saved, to the glory of God.
The Sacred Council gladly notes all this. It has already declared its
teaching on the Church, and now, moved by a desire for the restoration of unity among all the followers of Christ, it wishes to set before
all Catholics the ways and means by which they too can respond to
this grace and to this divine call.
What has revealed the love of God among us is that the Father
has sent into the world His only-begotten Son, so that, being made
man, He might by His redemption give new life to the entire human
race and unify it (cf. 1 Jn. 4:9; Col. 1:18-20; Jn. 11:32). Before offering
Himself up as a spotless victim upon the altar, Christ prayed to His
Father for all who believe in Him: “that they all may be one; even as
thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee, that they also may be one in us,
so that the world may believe that thou has sent me” (Jn. 17:21). In
His Church He instituted the wonderful sacrament of the Eucharist by
which the unity of His Church is both signified and made a reality. He
gave His followers a new commandment to love one another (cf. Jn.
13:34), and promised the Spirit, their Advocate (cf. Jn. 16:7), who, as
Lord and life-giver, should remain with them forever. After being lifted
up on the cross and glorified, the Lord Jesus poured forth His Spirit as
He had promised, and through the Spirit He has called and gathered
together the people of the New Covenant, who are the Church, into a
unity of faith, hope and charity, as the Apostle teaches us: “There is
one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope of
your calling; one Lord, one faith, one Baptism.” For all you who have
been baptized into Christ have put on Christ… for you are all one in
Christ Jesus.” It is the Holy Spirit, dwelling in those who believe and
pervading and ruling over the Church as a whole, who brings about
that wonderful communion of the faithful. He brings them into intimate
union with Christ, so that He is the principle of the Church’s unity. The
distribution of graces and offices is His work too, enriching the Church
of Jesus Christ with different functions “in order to equip the saints for
the work of service, so as to build up the body of Christ.”
In order to establish this His holy Church everywhere in the world
till the end of time, Christ entrusted to the College of the Twelve the
task of teaching, ruling and sanctifying. Among their number He
selected Peter, and after his confession of faith determined that on
him He would build His Church. Also to Peter He promised the keys
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of the kingdom of heaven, and after His profession of love, entrusted
all His sheep to him to be confirmed in faith and shepherded in
perfect unity. Christ Jesus Himself was forever to remain the chief
cornerstone (cf. 1 Pet. 2:2S),398 and shepherd of our souls. Jesus
Christ, then, willed that the apostles and their successors -the bishops
with Peter’s successor at their head-should preach the Gospel
faithfully, administer the sacraments, and rule the Church in love. It is
thus, under the action of the Holy Spirit, that Christ wills His people
to increase, and He perfects His people’s fellowship in unity: in their
confessing the one faith, celebrating divine worship in common, and
keeping the fraternal harmony of the family of God.
The Church, then, is God’s only flock; it is like a standard lifted
high for the nations to see it: for it serves all humankind through the
Gospel of peace as it makes its pilgrim way in hope toward the goal
of the fatherland above. This is the sacred mystery of the unity of the
Church, in Christ and through Christ, the Holy Spirit energizing its
various functions. It is a mystery that finds its highest exemplar and
source in the unity of the Persons of the Trinity: the Father and the
Son in the Holy Spirit, one God. In a university setting the missionary
spirituality shall promote, the vision of ecumenism (cf. Jn. 17:21)399
which is Christ the one mediator through whom is fulfilled the plan of
the one God our saviour who desires all people to be saved and to
come the truth (1 Tim. 2:3-6).400

The Practice of Ecumenism
The attainment of union is the concern of the whole Church,
faithful and shepherds alike. This concern extends to everyone,
according to his talent, whether it be exercised in his daily Christian
life or in his theological and historical research. This concern itself
reveals already to some extent the bond of brotherhood between all
Christians and it helps toward that full and perfect unity which God
in His kindness wills. Every renewal of the Church401 is essentially
grounded in an increase of fidelity to her own calling. Undoubtedly
this is the basis of the movement toward unity. Christ summons the
398

Conc. Vaticanum 1, Sess. IV (1870), Constitution Pastor Aeternus: Collac 7, 482 a.
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“That they may all be one… so that the world may believe that you have sent.”

Cf. Kalilombe, P. A., Doing Theology at the Grassroots: Theological Essays from Malawi,
Kachere Book No. 7, 1999, 40.
400
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Cf. Conc. Lateranse V, Sess. XII (1517), Constitutio Constituti: Mansi 32, 988 B-C.

OWT vol.4 (Spirituality of the Universal Church) 305pp.indd 235

5/29/14 2:01 PM

236

Mission Spirituality

Church to continual reformation as she sojourns here on earth. The
Church is always in need of this, in so far as she is an institution of
people here on earth. Thus if, in various times and circumstances,
there have been deficiencies in moral conduct or in church discipline,
or even in the way that church teaching has been formulated – to be
carefully distinguished from the deposit of faith itself – these can and
should be set right at the opportune moment.
Church renewal has therefore notable ecumenical importance.
Already in various spheres of the Church’s life, this renewal is taking
place. The Biblical and liturgical movements, the preaching of the
word of God and catechetics, the apostolate of the laity, new forms
of religious life and the spirituality of married life, and the Church’s
social teaching and activity – all these should be considered as
pledges and signs of the future progress of ecumenism. There can
be no ecumenism worthy of the name without a change of heart. For
it is from renewal of the inner life of our minds (cf. Eph. 4:24) from
self-denial and an unstinted love that desires of unity take their rise
and develop in a mature way. We should therefore pray to the Holy
Spirit for the grace to be genuinely self-denying, humble, gentle in
the service of others, and having an attitude of brotherly generosity
towards them. St. Paul says: “I, therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, beg
you to lead a life worthy of the calling to which you have been called,
with all humility and meekness, with patience, forbearing one another
in love, eager to maintain the unity of the spirit in the bond of peace”
(Eph. 4:1-3). This exhortation is directed especially to those raised to
sacred Orders precisely that the work of Christ may be continued. He
came among us “not to be served but to serve” (Mt. 20:28).
The words of St. John hold good about sins against unity: “If we
say we have not sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in
us.” So we humbly beg pardon of God and of our separated brethren,
just as we forgive them who trespass against us. All the faithful should
remember that the more effort they make to live holier lives according
to the Gospel, the better will they further Christian unity and put it
into practice. For the closer their union with the Father, the Word,
and the Spirit, the more deeply and easily will they be able to grow
in mutual brotherly love. This change of heart and holiness of life,
along with public and private prayer for the unity of Christians, should
be regarded as the soul of the whole ecumenical movement, and
merit the name, “spiritual ecumenism.” It is a recognized custom for
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Catholics to have frequent recourse to that prayer for the unity of
the Church which the Saviour Himself on the eve of His death so
fervently appealed to His Father: “That they may all be one”. In certain
special circumstances, such as the prescribed prayers “for unity,” and
during ecumenical gatherings, it is allowable, indeed desirable that
Catholics should join in prayer with their separated brethren. Such
prayers in common are certainly an effective means of obtaining the
grace of unity, and they are a true expression of the ties which still
bind Catholics to their separated brethren. “For where two or three are
gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them” (1 Jn.
1:10).
Yet worship in common (communicatio in sacris) is not to be considered as a means to be used indiscriminately for the restoration of
Christian unity. There are two main principles governing the practice
of such common worship: first, the bearing witness to the unity of the
Church, and second, the sharing in the means of grace. Witness to
the unity of the Church generally forbids common worship among
Christians, but the grace to be had from it sometimes commends
this practice. The course to be adopted, with due regard to all the
circumstances of time, place, and persons, is to be decided by local
Episcopal authority, unless otherwise provided for by the Bishops’
Conference according to its statutes, or by the Holy See.
We must get to know the outlook of our separated brethren. To
achieve this purpose, study is of necessity required, and this must
be pursued with a sense of realism and good will. Catholics, who
already have a proper grounding, need to acquire a more adequate
understanding of the respective doctrines of our separated brethren,
their history, their spiritual and liturgical life, their religious psychology
and general background. Most valuable for this purpose are meetings
of the two sides especially for discussion of theological problemswhere each can treat with the other on an equal footing-provided
that those who take part in them are truly competent and have the
approval of the bishops. From such dialogue will emerge still more
clearly what the situation of the Catholic Church really is. In this way
too the outlook of our separated brethren will be better understood,
and our own belief more aptly explained.
The way and method in which the Catholic faith is expressed
should never become an obstacle to dialogue with our brethren. It
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is, of course, essential that the doctrine should be clearly presented
in its entirety. Nothing is so foreign to the spirit of ecumenism as a
false irenicism, in which the purity of Catholic doctrine suffers loss
and its genuine and certain meaning is clouded. At the same time,
the Catholic faith must be explained more profoundly and precisely,
in such a way and in such terms as our separated brethren can also
really understand. Moreover, in ecumenical dialogue, Catholic theologians standing fast by the teaching of the Church and investigating
the divine mysteries with the separated brethren must proceed with
love for the truth, with charity, and with humility. When comparing
doctrines with one another, they should remember that in Catholic
doctrine there exist a “hierarchy” of truths, since they vary in their
relation to the fundamental Christian faith. Thus the way will be
opened by which through fraternal rivalry all will be stirred to a deeper
understanding and a clearer presentation of the unfathomable riches
of Christ (cf. Eph. 3:8).402
Before the whole world let all Christians confess their faith in the
triune God, one and three in the incarnate Son of God, our Redeemer
and Lord. United in their efforts, and with mutual respect, let them bear
witness to our common hope which does not play us false. In these
days when cooperation in social matters is so widespread, all people
without exception are called to work together, with much greater
reason all those who believe in God, but most of all, all Christians in
that they bear the name of Christ.
Cooperation among Christians vividly expresses the relationship
which in fact already unites them, and it sets in clearer relief the
features of Christ the Servant. This cooperation, which already has
begun in many countries, should be developed more and more, particularly in regions where a social and technical evolution is taking
place. This may be in a just evaluation of the dignity of the human
person, the establishment of the blessings of peace, the application
of Gospel principles to social life, the advancement of the arts and
sciences in a truly Christian spirit or it may be also in the use of
various remedies to relieve the afflictions of our times such as famine
and natural disasters, illiteracy and poverty, housing shortage and the
unequal distribution of wealth. Through this cooperation, all believers
http://www.crossroadsinitiative.com/library_category/12/pics/library_article.547.doc/
ecumenism.pdf accessed on 6/12/2012.
402
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in Christ can be led to acquire a better knowledge and appreciation of
one another, and so pave the way to Christian unity.403

Inter-religious Dialogue
Ex Corde Ecclesiae posits that a University develops culture
through its research, helps to transmit the local culture to each succeeding generation through its teaching and assists cultural activities
through its educational services. It is open to all human experience
and is ready to dialogue with and learn from any culture. A Catholic
University shares in this, offering the rich experience of the Church’s
own culture. In addition, a Catholic University, aware that human
culture is open to Revelation and transcendence, is also a primary
and privileged place for a fruitful dialogue between the Gospel and
culture. Through this dialogue a Catholic University assists the Church,
enabling it to come to a better knowledge of diverse cultures, discern
their positive and negative aspects, to receive their authentically
human contributions and to develop means by which it can make
the faith better understood by the men and women of a particular
culture.404 While it is true that the Gospel cannot be identified with any
particular culture and transcends all cultures, it is also true that “the
Kingdom which the Gospel proclaims is lived by men and women who
are profoundly linked to a culture, and the building up of the Kingdom
cannot avoid borrowing the elements of human culture or cultures”.405
“A faith that places itself on the margin of what is human, of what is
therefore culture, would be a faith unfaithful to the fullness of what the
Word of God manifests and reveals, a decapitated faith, worse still, a
faith in the process of self-annihilation”.406

403

Ibid., 5.

“Living in various circumstances during the course of time, the Church, too, has used
in her preaching the discoveries of different cultures to spread and explain the message of
Christ to all nations, to probe it and more deeply understand it, and to give it better expression
in liturgical celebrations and in the life of the diversified community of the faithful” Vatican II,
Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World Gaudium et Spes, no. 58: AAS 58
[1966], 1079.
404

Paul VI, Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Nuntiandi, no. 20: AAS 68 (1976), p. 18. Cf.
Vatican II, Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World Gaudium et Spes, no.
58: AAS 58 (1966), p. 1079.
405

John Paul II, Address to Intellectuals, to Students and to University Personnel at Medellín,
Colombia, 5 July 1986, n. 3: AAS 79 (1987), 99. Cf. also Vatican II, Pastoral Constitution on
the Church in the Modern World Gaudium et Spes, no. 58: AAS 58 (1966), 1079.
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A Catholic University must become more attentive to the cultures of
the world of today, and to the various cultural traditions existing within the
Church in a way that will promote a continuous and profitable dialogue
between the Gospel and modern society. Among the criteria that characterize the values of a culture are above all, the meaning of the human
person, his or her liberty, dignity, sense of responsibility, and openness
to the transcendent. To a respect for persons is joined the preeminent
value of the family, the primary unit of every human culture. Catholic
Universities will seek to discern and evaluate both the aspirations and
the contradictions of modern culture, in order to make it more suited to
the total development of individuals and peoples. In particular, it is recommended that by means of appropriate studies, the impact of modern
technology and especially of the mass media on persons, the family,
and the institutions and whole of modern culture be studied deeply.
Traditional cultures are to be defended in their identity, helping them to
receive modern values without sacrificing their own heritage, which is
a wealth for the whole of the human family. Universities, situated within
the ambience of these cultures, will seek to harmonize local cultures
with the positive contributions of modern cultures.
An area that particularly interests a Catholic University is the
dialogue between Christian thought and the modern sciences. This task
requires persons particularly well versed in the individual disciplines
and who are at the same time adequately prepared theologically, and
who are capable of confronting epistemological questions at the level
of the relationship between faith and reason. Such dialogue concerns
the natural sciences as much as the human sciences which posit
new and complex philosophical and ethical problems. The Christian
researcher should demonstrate the way in which human intelligence
is enriched by the higher truth that comes from the Gospel: “The intelligence is never diminished, rather, it is stimulated and reinforced by
that interior fount of deep understanding that is the Word of God, and
by the hierarchy of values that results from it. In its unique manner,
the Catholic University helps to manifest the superiority of the spirit,
that can never, without the risk of losing its very self, be placed at the
service of something other than the search for truth.”
Besides cultural dialogue, a Catholic University, in accordance
with its specific ends, and keeping in mind the various religious-cultural
contexts, following the directives promulgated by competent ecclesiastical authority, can offer a contribution to ecumenical dialogue. It
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does so to further the search for unity among all Christians. In interreligious dialogue it will assist in discerning the spiritual values that
are present in the different religions. In a university set up, where one
finds all people with different views and beliefs, the principle that all
humanity is equal before God is where the missionary spirituality will
start to penetrate the non- Christians. It shows that God is present
within the whole humanity, in different ways, whether through the
agency of the law or through the working of the conscience of others.
Our God wants all to be saved and reach the full knowledge of the
truth. It is well stipulated that:
“The Gospel is intended for all peoples of every age and land
and is not bound exclusively to any particular culture. It is
valid for pervading all cultures so as to illumine them with
the light of divine revelation and to purify human conduct,
renewing them in Christ.”407
Inter-religious dialogue is a part of the Church’s evangelizing
mission. It is a method and means of mutual knowledge and en
richment; dialogue is not in opposition to mission ad gentes; in fact it
has a special link with the mission and its expressions.408

Associations of Christ’s Faithful
What is believed, should be expressed and shared and the best
way possible is expressed in associations of the Christ’s faithful. The
associations within the church started within the University settings
and implies groups of persons not under vows but striving to promote
a more perfect life or to foster public worship or Christian doctrine
and other apostolic works.409 Catholic liturgy is at the centre of the
student life on campus, with the Mass being at the very core. Other
time-honoured traditional liturgical celebrations contribute to Catholic
life, such as Reconciliation, Eucharistic Adoration, Benediction, the
Rosary and other Marian devotions, and the celebration of the feasts
and seasons of the liturgical year.410
John Paul II, Apostolic Constitution on Ecclesiastical Universities and Faculties, Sapientia
Christiana, Vatican 1979, no. 3.
407

Burrows, W. R., Redemption and Dialogue: Reading Redemptoris Missio and Dialogue
and Proclamation, New York 1993, 35.
408
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Code of Canon Law,1983, can. 298 article 1.
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http://www.jpcatholic.com/NCUpdf/Catalog_2011.pdf, accessed on 6.12.2012.
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Pastoral Ministry
Pastoral ministry is that activity of the University which offers
the members of the university community an opportunity to integrate
religious and moral principles with their academic study and nonacademic activities, thus integrating faith with life. It is part of the
mission of the Church within the University, and is also a constitutive
element of a Catholic University itself, both in its structure and in its
life. A university community concerned with promoting the Institution’s
Catholic character will be conscious of this pastoral dimension and
sensitive to the ways in which it can have an influence on all university activities. As a natural expression of the Catholic identity
of the University, the university community should give a practical
demonstration of its faith in its daily activity, with important moments
of reflection and of prayer. Catholic members of this community will
be offered opportunities to assimilate Catholic teaching and practice
into their lives and will be encouraged to participate in the celebration
of the sacraments, especially the Eucharist as the most perfect act
of community worship. When the academic community includes
members of other Churches, ecclesial communities or religions, their
initiatives for reflection and prayer in accordance with their own beliefs
are to be respected.
Those involved in pastoral ministry will encourage teachers and
students to become more aware of their responsibility towards those
who are suffering physically or spiritually. Following the example of
Christ, they will be particularly attentive to the poorest and to those
who suffer economic, social, cultural or religious injustice. This
responsibility begins within the academic community, but it also finds
application beyond it. Pastoral ministry is an indispensable means
by which Catholic students can, in fulfilment of their baptism, be
prepared for active participation in the life of the Church; it can assist
in developing and nurturing the value of marriage and family life,
fostering vocations to the priesthood and religious life, stimulating the
Christian commitment of the laity and imbuing every activity with the
spirit of the Gospel. Close cooperation between pastoral ministry in
a Catholic University and the other activities within the local Church,
under the guidance or with the approval of the diocesan Bishop,
will contribute to their mutual growth.411 Various associations or
411

The Code of Canon Law indicates the general responsibility of the Bishop towards uni-
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movements of spiritual and apostolic life, especially those developed
specifically for students, can be of great assistance in developing the
pastoral aspects of university life.

Conclusion
The Catholic university is that academic community of higher
education which issues out of the church and in which the church,
in the words of the Second Vatican Council, “strives to relate all
human culture to the announcement of salvation.” This is “all human
culture,” comprising whatever passes for significant discourse, for
philosophic, scientific, and humanistic inquiry, etc. What the Catholic
university proposes is a union between the human and the divine, a
union between culture and faith. Perhaps it is here, above all, that
the paradox of the Catholic university emerges into evidence – the
tradition out of which it touch jarringly upon the understanding of
higher education in contemporary world. In a Catholic university, is
Christ a paradigm and paradox? Because if one would understand
the Catholic university, certainly also in its Jesuit character, one must
understand it in terms of Christ – and not Christ simply as a sapiential
teacher out of the history of religion, but as the one in whom God
worked the personal union of the divine and the human, the final
purpose of all things. For the Catholic theological imagination, any
unity between the divine and the human, even as this comprises faith
and human culture, finds its paradigmatic realization in Christ.
But isn’t that all rather speculative, rather tediously abstract? Not
really; ideally, just the opposite. The doctrinal vocabulary may ring
abstract and the long history of the dogmatic debates run into a badly
remembered past, but the basic point is bread-and-butter Christian
belief and piety. Jesus is the union of God and humanity. So also
similar, but also very dissimilar the Catholic university is a union of
faith and all human culture. God becomes incarnate in humanity;
faith becomes incarnate in human culture. Divinity does not become
humanity; faith does not become culture. But if they are not identified,
neither are they separate. The reality of Christ lies in the union of
divinity and humanity; the reality of the Catholic university lies in the
versity students: “The diocesan bishop is to have serious pastoral concern for students by
erecting a parish for them or by assigning priests for this purpose on a stable basis; he is
also to provide for Catholic university centers at universities, even non-Catholic ones, to give
assistance, especially spiritual to young people.” (CIC, can. 813).
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union of faith and human culture. In this sense, one can say that
Christ is the model of the Catholic university.
For the Christian, the wisdom and the revelation of God is above
all in Christ. What does this mean? It means that if one wants to
apprehend something of the incomprehensible mystery that is God
what God thinks and judges and directs, one can find this revealed
above all in Christ even allowing for the infinite difference between
the divine Word and the finite humanity of Jesus. If one wants to
determine what a complete human life is even, what it means to
be a human being – one will find that above all in Christ. Christ is
the revelation of God; Christ is the revelation of the human being. It
was for Blaise Pascal, mathematician and philosopher, scientist and
contemplative to put this Christian conviction so starkly: “Not only do
we understand God only through Jesus Christ, but we understand
ourselves only through Jesus Christ. We understand life and death
only through Jesus Christ. Outside of Jesus Christ we do not know
what life is, nor death, nor God, nor ourselves.412

History as a liberal art did not emerge until the Renaissance transformed the liberal
arts from a command of methods to a command of certain subject matters or fields. For
this change, see McKeon, Freedom and History pp. 166 and 175. See Grendler’s judgment
that “the Renaissance’s most original curriculum innovation was teaching history,” Grendler,
Schooling, 255.
412
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Jacob Kavunkal SVD

Our world, despite the phenomenon of secularization, is witnessing an abundance of religiosities, frequently in conflict with one
another, leading to violence and intolerance. In contrast, what we
need more than ever, is genuine spirituality. The word spirituality is
derived from the Latin root spirare, meaning to breathe. Spirituality,
thus, has to do with life and contributing to life. Spirituality is a way
of life that is foundational and the unifying dimension of the religious
person providing the motivation and vision for life and actions. For the
Christian it is communion with God, the source of life, and the constant
search to contribute to the fullness of life for all. It is the alignment
with the Spirit of God so that we are attuned to God’s presence and
mission in the world.
In Christian terms, spirituality is the constant struggle for the
realization of the divine reign (Mk 1:14-15). For the Christian it is a
life-style of following Jesus who called his disciples to be with him and
to be sent out to cast out the demons and to proclaim the arrival of
the Kingdom (Mk 3:14-15). Hence, Christian spirituality is missionary
by its very nature. No wonder, the apostolic community was known as
the Way, rather than a new religion (Acts 9:2; 19.9, 23; 22:4; 24.14).
In this paper I wish to discuss some of the leading characteristics of
this missionary spirituality especially from an Asian perspective.

Asian Spirituality
After Vatican II there is a genuine search for authentic Asian
Spirituality. In contrast to the pre-Vatican European transplant, liturgy
has become increasingly vernacular and Asian forms of prayer and
meditation aided by breathing techniques, mantras, and mindfulness
are encouraged. This is only natural in so far as Asia is not only the
continent that is the cradle of religions, but also that which sought
God with relentless desire, in deep meditation, and silence and in
245
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hymns of fervent prayer.413 The earnest longing of the continent is
well expressed in the Upanishadic prayer: “From the unreal lead me
to the Real; from darkness lead me to Light; from death lead me to
immortality” (Brahadaranyka Up 1.3.28).
What is characteristic of Asian Spirituality is its search for
wholeness and harmony. In contrast to the western tendency to
dissection, Asians prefer to synthesize, to unite. It is not exactly a
question of either or, but finding a place in the wider spectrum for
everything. The substratum of everything is the inexhaustible and
incomprehensible divine Mystery that cannot be exhaustively or
exclusively understood by any one particular religion. Nor can any
religion claim a monopoly over this divine Mystery, which is like an
immense ocean into which many rivers flow, none of which would be
justified to think itself be the only source of the ocean.
This holistic thinking pattern naturally has an impact on Asian
spirituality as well. It does not lay exclusive emphasis on universality,
but also on cultural feelings which normally are imparted through
cultural media: stories, poetry, dance and other such instruments.
Moral standards are not always guilt driven but also based on shame
and honour. Intuition and direct experience play an equal role with
reason. Art, paintings, sculpture, architecture, all have great concern
for balance, peace and tranquillity, harmony. Not dualism represented
by either or, but harmony represented by both/and, is the Asian mind
set.
In the context of harmony Asian Catholics are not burdened by the
weight of facing other religions and their spiritual patrimony. Rather,
they become part of the Asian search for living in relatedness, with
family members, with neighbours, with the religions and philosophical
traditions of Asia. These religions and traditions go into the making
of the Asian soul. This is represented by the classical symbols of
yin-yang (purush-prakriti, in the Indian world), which are not in conflict
but complement each other in the making of the phenomenal world.
Harmony is the principle of interdependence and the basic unity.

Spirituality of Extensio-Dei
In the light of what has been said, it follows that Christian spiri413

Paul VI, Insegnamenti di Paolo VI, Vol II, Roma 1964, 693.

OWT vol.4 (Spirituality of the Universal Church) 305pp.indd 246

5/29/14 2:01 PM

Asian Missionary Spirituality

247

tuality is a participation in the very divine self-reaching out that we
have in the bible. The whole bible is a narration of the divine love
reaching out. It is God’s going out of God’s self, in love. It is God’s
ecstasy – ex stare. The first moment of the human experience of this
divine self-reaching out is creation, the manifestation of the divine
love, goodness. Diarmuid O’Murchu describes creation as the divine
dance, a spontaneous and graceful movement.414
The bible continues the story of the divine self-reaching out
through the universal and particular covenants, the Exodus, the giving
of the Judges, Kings, Prophets, and through God’s Word Incarnate,
Jesus the Christ. The whole process is a continuous one, without any
interruption or discontinuity. The Exodus movingly narrates the divine
self-reaching out through the twice repeated words: “I have seen their
affliction, I have heard their cry” (3:7 & 9).
When we come to the gospels we see how Jesus is the very
Incarnation of this divine self-reaching- out. In his inaugural address
at the Nazareth Synagogue, according to Luke, Jesus claims how his
mission is good news for the poor, freedom for captives and prisoners,
a comforting presence for the broken hearted and thus the arrival of
the acceptable year of the Lord (Lk 4:16-18). The book of Leviticus,
chapter 25, presented the Jubilee year as the year of the Lord, to
which Isaiah 61:1-2 refers. It is the time the poor and the afflicted
experience the divine nearness. In the New Testament this comes to
be proclaimed in terms of the arrival of God’s reign, the Kingdom of
God.
Missionary spirituality becomes primarily a participation in the
self-expansive nature of God. Even as God’s Word Incarnate, Jesus,
was Emmanuel, God with us (Mt 1:23); a Christian and the Christian
community must be the presence of the God who reaches out to
others. Some speak of the hospitality of God, understood as the divine
unconditionality.415 Hospitality is not assimilation or absorption, but
making room for the other. Mission in Asia is not primarily expansion
or displacement, but a transparent and transformative presence of
the divine reign that Jesus proclaimed. The creative and expansive
O’Murchu, D., Quantum Theology. Spiritual implications of the new physics, New York
2004, 46.
414
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Newlands, G. / Smith, A., Hospitable God: The Transformative Dream, London 2010.
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love of God finds its expression in the Christian community through
its Christomorphic welcome and service. The triumphal ‘ad gentes’
spirituality gives way to‘inter-religiones’ spirituality.
To be caught up in the expansive nature of God’s self-reaching
out makes mission spirituality robust, enabling it to merge with the
present and future mission of the church. Surely, the traditional association of mission as being sent is valid, but it has to be subsumed into
the category of the extensio-Dei, as in the case of Jesus who was sent
to be the actualization of the God who reaches out.

Dialogical Spirituality
A natural consequence of this Christomorphic Theocentrism is the
openness to people of other religions and cultures. Asian spirituality
is one that seeks to integrate the values and spiritual experiences of
other religions, without reducing them to “mere seeds of the Word,”416
and seeks also to witness to others what we have experienced in
Jesus Christ, basically the divine love, divine self-reaching out to
all without discrimination or exclusion, inviting all to the creation of
a community of love, fellowship and freedom based on respect for
human life and human dignity.
Spirituality, in Asia, tends to be more experience based and not
exclusively based on rational knowledge. Asian Christians experience how their neighbours of other religious traditions are also on
a pilgrimage to the Transcendent that they express through prayer,
fasting, pilgrimage, sacramental celebrations, alms-giving and others.
It is this experience that makes Asian Christians to be open to the
followers of other religious traditions as fellow pilgrims. This does
not mean that all religious traditions are equal, for the perception of
and the response to the same divine Mystery can be mixed also with
human selfishness. The Transcendent is at liberty to manifest itself in
ways not always clear to the Christian and this makes Christian spirituality open to integration and enrichment by other religious sources.
Commenting on the Asian Bishops’ appraisal of Eastern spirituality
during their second plenary session at Calcutta in 1978, Thomas C.
There is a tendency among Catholic Theologians to refer the positive values of other
religions only to “the Spirit” or to “the Word” and not as the explicit result of God’s presence
and God’s action. What is important is to realize how God is the author of all and God works
in different ways, inscrutable to the human mind.
416
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Fox writes: “Calcutta marked the first time an international body of
Catholic bishops had come together and “baptized” Asian spirituality,
viewed only a few years before with great suspicion and hostility
within the church.”417
The spirituality of dialogue is not only for the sake of enrichment
but also for the sake of the transformation of society in collaboration
with other religions. Not one of the religions of the world can pretend
to solve all the problems of the world all by itself but it requires the
collaboration of others as well. The Christian collaborates with others
in the light of what the Christian has experienced in Jesus Christ,
and thus in the dialogue spirituality there is the mission also of witnessing to Jesus Christ. Inter-religious dialogue in Asia is different
from a harmonious multiculturalism as we have in the west, in so far
as the Asian Christians, through inter-religious dialogue, seek the
realization of the divine reign, the heart of the mission of Jesus. No
wonder, the Asian Bishops, already in their first meeting at Taipei in
1974, described mission in Asia as a triple dialogue: dialogue with
the religions of Asia, with the cultures of Asia and with the poor of
Asia.418
Needless to say, dialogue spirituality is pluralistic as well.
Plurality is the immediate visible characteristic built into creation and
declared to be “very good” in the bible (Gen 1:31). Asian receptivity
to pluralism is manifested in the colour of the rich diversity. True, in
some cases like China, the diversity has been bulldozed by powerful
political dynasties and in some instances attempts are made by
extremists to impose a particular interpretation of culture to reign
in uniformity, as is the case of the Hindutva ideology of a section of
Hinduism in India.
Recognizing the diversity of religions and cultures as well as the
different socio-economic conditions, the missionary vision of the Asian
church is anchored on the creation of local churches.419 Pluralism is
not just toleration of differences; rather it is the acceptance, appre417

Fox, T. C., Pentecost in Asia: A New Way of Being Church, Maryknoll 2002, 45.

Cf. Rosales, G. B./Arevalo, C. G., eds., For All the Peoples of Asia, Quezon City 1992,
14-15.
418

The Asian Bishops asserted the justifiability of the differences in local churches when
they said at Calcutta: “For the local church is the realization and the enfleshment of the Body
of Christ in a given people, a given place and time.”In: Gaudencio, Rosales /C G Arevalo, For
All the Peoples, 14.
419
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ciation and promotion of differences. Exclusion of differences must
give way to respect for differences at all levels. In this spirit, Asian
Christians refrain from stamping only the Christian response to the
revealing God as faith while regarding others’ responses as merely
belief systems. Judging the faith of others is not our business but
belongs to God alone (Lk 6:37).

A Comparative Spirituality
The foregoing reflections imply how Asian missionary spirituality
is based not only on the basis of our experience of God in Jesus
Christ through the reading of the bible, but also in the light of the
God experience of others through the reading of their own scriptures.
It underlies our thinking inter-religiously and interpreting Christian
tradition in critical correlation with other traditions. For instance, the
Asian Christians experience the many faces of Jesus Christ and not
only that of Jesus as being the only Saviour.420 Michael Amaladass
speaks of Jesus as the Sage, the Way, the Guru, the Satyagrahi and
in other similar images taken from Asian religious experience.421 The
Asian faces of Jesus and the ensuing deeper experience of Jesus is
rooted in the Asian religious and cultural experience.
This implies the willingness to place oneself into the religious
world of other religious traditions, not only intellectually by trying to
understand the reality behind the symbols, but also through an honest
attempt to enter into the religious mindset of the other with a view to
understand the other from within. It expresses empathy on the part of
Asian Christians to enter into relationship and communion with other
religions, evoking a certain reciprocity from these other religions,
wanting to familiarize better with our faith. Thus it becomes a form of
witnessing in our times.

Vulnerable
We are the disciples of the one who could not (did not) come down
from the cross to prove that he was the Christ (Mk 15:32), but was
raised from the dead for his faithfulness (Acts 2:24). Asian Christians
do not shy off being a “little flock,” though they are equally conscious
of the fact that they share the responsibility with the early Christians,
420

Cf. Sugirtharaja, R. S., ed., Asian Faces of Jesus, Maryknoll 1995.
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Amaladoss, M., The Asian Jesus, Maryknoll 2006.
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to serve as an animating source to the Asian world, as the soul to the
body.422
Asian Christians share in the brokenness and lack of grasp of
the disciples as described in the Marcan gospel. Mark presents the
constant failure of the disciples to understand Jesus, which some
have interpreted as the Messianic secret, though wrongly, I am
inclined to think. Despite their rejection of Jesus’ concerns (Mk 8:2710:52), preoccupied with their own places of power (9:34; 10:36-37),
and their fleeing and abandoning of Jesus at the time of the trial and
crucifixion, Mark shows how God’s love and strength persists, and in
the end they believed and some gave up their lives for the gospel.423
Evangelist Mark shows the way for Christians in Asia. It is a way of
surrender and commitment despite the existing contradictions and
failures, contradictions springing from the plurality of religions and
the negligible percentage of the Christian community. As a little flock
Asian Christians are called to make a radical surrender to the Lord,
and be witnesses of the gospel of Jesus Christ (Mk 1:1).

Prophetic Spirituality
To be a Christian in Asia is not an individualistic grab for personal
perfection, but an engagement with God’s creation with a sense of
responsibility to work towards the realization of God’s justice and peace
in line with biblical prophetic tradition. Jesus’ own self perception was
pre-eminently that of the prophet (Mk 6:4; Mt 13:57; Lk 4:24), without
prejudice to his identity as the Son of God. However, true to the Old
Testament tradition, he is the prophet of the human person rather
than God (Lk 4:16-19). His concern for God is expressed through his
concern for humans (Mt 25:31-46).
Their missionary awareness does not make Asian Christians
restless with regard to number or impatient with the lack of expansion,
but with the overwhelming frontier situations of the non-Kingdom
quality of life for humans and nature. One of the outstanding services
that Asian Christians have contributed is through their involvement
with human rights, based on human dignity, enshrined in the bible.
“In a word, what the soul is to the body Christians are to the world,” writes Letter to
Diognetus, 6. The Fathers of the Church, Vol 1, Washington 1969, 362.
422

Cf. Best, E., Disciples and Discipleship: Studies in the Gospel according to Mark,
Edinburg 1986, 128-29.
423
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Asian Christians have been in the forefront for the fulfilment of the
basic human needs and the exercise of fundamental human freedoms,
as well as the protection of essential patterns of human relationships.
Even if Christians have not succeeded in eliminating the dehumanizing
caste system in the Indian subcontinent, through their various humanoriented ministries, they have instilled in the society a sense for the
other, inspiring to walk the extra mile (Mt 5:41). In fact, the major reason
for the persecution of Christians in India is their involvement among the
depressed classes of people and working for the improvement of their
human existence, as happened in the states of Orissa and Gujarat,
and the murder of priests like Thomas Pandipally, CMI or [religious like]
Sr Rany Maria FCC of Indore, central India.
This prophetic involvement is expressed either through active
movements or through working for the dignity of the least, as is done
by the Sisters of Charity and many other similar groups. In the bible
we come across two models of God’s people trying to live a life faithful
to God: the Exodus and the Exile. The former was a sort of resistance
movement leading to liberation and this paved the way for the modern
liberation movements.
We also have another model in the bible that is the exile model
which we come across typically characterized in Jeremiah 29:5-7,
where God’s people submit themselves to the oppressive regime but
pray for the peace of the city, the best they could do, but always
remaining resolutely faithful to their own ideals, forming an alternative
community, with its own orientation.424 We come across both of
these two types of prophetic engagement in the lives of the Christian
community in Asia. Through their efforts of consciousness raising,
many Christian leaders are trying to remove the blindness (Mt 20:32)
of the powerful of the Asian society, so that the dehumanized and
marginalized poor can live be accepted and respected as human
beings. Often it involves the removal of the blindness of the poor as
well in so far as they are resigned to the existing inhuman conditions.

Integral Mission
We can appreciate how the biblical spirituality is integral when
we realize that the Israelites celebrated the Exodus from Egypt, along
Cf. Saayman, W., Alternative community and antibody. A dimension of David Bosch as
public theologian, in: Missionalia 39 (2011), 5-17.
424
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with its promise of freedom, in a deeper dimension with the love poetry
of Song of Songs that expresses the mutual love between God and
Israel.425 Magonet goes on to tell us how sexual intercourse between
a husband and wife is encouraged on the night of Shabbat, as it is
the time of the holy union of the Shechinah, the indwelling presence
of God, seen both as feminine and masculine.426 Only in this context
can we appreciate the fact that Jesus frequently uses the image of the
wedding feast to speak of the Kingdom.
Even as it was true of Jesus’ ministry that most of the time he
was busy with the historical wellbeing of humans, so is it with the
ministry of the Christian community in Asia. The manifold ways in
which Christians busy themselves in their evangelizing mission,
converge on this point: how is God working in this history to transform
it into the anticipation of the Kingdom to come? In this context it is
also to be noted that most of the projects of Missio and other similar
agencies are also working with the same philosophy: transforming
this world into a new world as the projection of the world to come. As
Sebastian Painadath underlined: “The Kingdom of God unfolds the
salvific dimension of historical process and the sacred depth of the
secular. The Kingdom is already in our midst, still its fulfilment is yet
to come.”427 Christian life is an actualization in the present of what
happened in Jesus Christ, but always looking forward to his future
coming.

Rooted in Baptism
In his priestly prayer, according to evangelist John, Jesus prays:
“For their sake I consecrate myself, that they also may be consecrated in truth” (17:19). Jesus’ earthly life and ministry was a proexistence, for the sake of others. Through baptism every Christian
participates in this pro-existence. Baptism should not, and cannot be
seen as a passport to heaven, as it was frequently interpreted in the
past. Christian baptism is a participation in Jesus’ own baptism (Rom
Cf. Magonet, J., Spirituality and Scripture. A Jewish View, in: The Way Supplement, 72
(1991), 96. Magonet points out how the entire Pentateuch is read during the Shabbats of
the year, accompanied by a second reading derived from the Prophetic books, and the five
Megillot (Scrolls) read in association with a particular feast: Song of Songs – Passover; Ruth
– Pentecost; Lamentations – the Ninth of Av; Ecclesiastes – Tabernacles and Esther – Purim.
425
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Painadath, S., We are Co-Pilgrims, Delhi 2006, 71.
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6:3-4) with which Jesus began his ministry (Act 1:22). Through his/
her baptism, every Christian becomes a public person to serve as the
salt and light (Mt 5:13-14) to the world, every action having a bearing
on the world. Each Christian becomes a gospel for the world to read
(2 Cor 3:3).
All these are of immense significance for Asian missionary spirituality. Mission is no more understood primarily as a geographical
endeavour, when missionaries from the west came to proclaim
the gospel and plant the church in Asia. Asian Christians cannot
subscribe to such an exclusivistic understanding of mission. Rather,
they believe every Christian is in mission in so far as the church by
its very nature is called to participate in God’s mission to the world.428
Though inter-cultural mission cannot be ruled out, in the globalized
world of our times, and with the new understanding of the role of other
religions, we must transcend the notion of mission as ad Gentes, but
must recognize that wherever the Christian is, there mission is. Asian
missionary spirituality invites every Asian Christian to be a presence
of God’s self-reaching out, a transforming presence, transforming
the world for the realization of God’s reign, according to the specific
situation where one is.
By way of conclusion, Asian missionary spirituality is no more a
preoccupation with saving souls, with indifference to the body, or to
the concerns of the world. It is a return to the biblical holistic understanding of the human person, which is not restricted to any one area
of human life, but concerns itself with the whole of life, with its various
relationships. It is a historical involvement for integral liberation aimed
at a life of perfect harmony within oneself, with God and with others
and the environment. Through this the Christian community becomes
an Extensio Dei, in and for Asia today.

428

Vatican II’s Mission Decree, numbers 1-5.
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How can we speak of God today?
Víctor Bascopé Caero

The deepest concern of the Indigenous and Native Peoples is the
question of life: the life of the universe (Pacha), the life of the Earth,
the life of Water, the life of the animal world, the life of the plants, and
the life of the human race itself.
Today we share our concern, faced with the obvious fact that the
sources of life are deteriorating. We sense the diminishing vitality of
the Earth as a source of life, and its ability to give life. We sense that
Water as a source of life is also losing its life-giving force.
As time passes, we are witnessing the devastating impact of the
neo-liberal, mercantilist, utilitarian, capitalist project on the sources of
life in our world. Western modernism will be obliged to celebrate the
success of its goals amid the dwindling fountains of life.
To this we must add our own careless neglect, the loss of principles and of the existential foundations of the Indigenous and Native
Peoples. We are partly to blame for what is happening to the sources
of life in our Pacha.
In this light, we shall have to foster a new theological awareness
from the very lives of the Native Peoples. Or rather, it would be more
accurate to say that we must relearn the theological sensitivities of the
Native Peoples as we seek the original fountain of life, that supreme
reality in whom or from whom all life in the Pacha springs.
There is no doubt that the wisdoms experienced by the Native
Peoples will need to be key references in responding to the great vital
challenges of our age.

Awareness drawn from experience of the Pacha
The Native Peoples regard the Pacha (Universe) as a living total
reality. Life in the Pacha is full of sustenance derived from the Primordial
Source. This Source is known by various names, depending on the
255
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culture and language of the Peoples. Among the Andean Peoples, we
know the Great Source as Pachamama and Pachakamaq; it is like the
Mother who gives life and the Father who orders universal existence
in harmony.
And so we are born of the affection of our Father Pachakamaq
and our Mother Pachamama. As Carlos Yujra tells us, “Father Sky
and Pachamama exist for the human beings on this earth. They are
the lives of all […] Father Sky warms our earth, which is the body of
Pachamama. The sweat of Pachamama ripens and nourishes the
food we produce. The two are like a man and a woman who fall
in love and embrace with affection. The seed comes from the belly
of men and in the belly of women the seeds of infants are made,
ripened and born. It is the same with Father Sky and Pachamama.
In the belly of Pachamama all kinds of products are nourished that
ripen and are born with the warmth from Father Sky. That is why we
revere Father Sky and Pachamama […] If our Father Sky and our
Pachamama were to die, we would also die. Nobody can live without
them, which is why we say that they are the lives of each and every
one of us”.429

Earth and Water, life from and in the belly of Pachamama
From an Andean perspective that sees the totality of existence,
we value our Pachamama as the Mother of all universal existence,
as the Mother of the Pacha. In this respect, the name Pachamama
is composed of two basic concepts: Pacha and Mama. The term
Pacha, a proper noun in the Andean languages Quechua and
Aymara, expresses the totality of time and the whole space of the
universe, and it signifies the existential totality of life. The term Mama,
the most widespread word among different peoples and languages,
means no less than the nature of being a Mother. The expression
Pachamama thus refers to the Mother of all vital, universal existence:
Pachamama.
To understand a little more about our Pachamama it is worth
reading the description by our brother, the yatiri Carlos Yujra, wise
man of the Aymara: “All the lands in the world are our Mother,
Pachamama. Mother Earth is the flesh of Pachamama. The hills are
Cf. Mamani, C. Y., Nuestra Cultura Nativa es Impresionante: Jiwassanakana nayra
jakawinakasaxa sarnaqawinakasaxa uraqissaanxa muspakañawa. La Paz 1996, 70.
429
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the head of Pachamama. The wak’as are the ears of Pachamama.
The plants are the clothes of Pachamama. The mountain is the hair of
Pachamama. The winds are the breath of Pachamama. The running
waters are the blood of Pachamama. Labours, thoughts and wisdom
are the hands of Pachamama. The years are the feet of Pachamama.
The foods we grow are the breasts of Pachamama. Life is the belly
of Pachamama. Diseases are the excrement of Pachamama. The
production of seed is the fertile womb of Pachamama. Deaths are
the nails of Pachamama. Weeks are the fingers of Pachamama.
Months are the toes of Pachamama. The rivers are the mouth of
Pachamama. The snow-capped peaks are the teeth of Pachamama.
The stones and rocks are the bones of Pachamama. The clouds are
the hat of Pachamama. The coca plant is the eye of Pachamama.
The rainbow is the wiphala flag of Pachamama. The white rainbow is
the white wiphala of Pachamama. Ice is the pig of Pachamama. The
wild animals are the pets of Pachamama. The worms are the lice of
Pachamama. The bird is the messenger of Pachamama. Humans are
the beloved children of Pachamama”.430
As we see from this description, Water is the vital fluid of
Pachamama, her very blood, flowing throughout her body.
This is our Pachamama, who is and always has been our Mother,
the Mother of our ancestors, the Mother who holds us in her heart,
the memory of our ancient history, the Mother who preserves the spirit
of our ancestors, the Mother who looks after the qarwas (llamas),
the allapachus (alpacas) and all the little creatures of the Pacha, the
Mother who gives us hope and takes care of us in life.
Everything comes from the belly of our Pachamama: time and
space, the old and the new, the visible and the invisible, the present
and the future, the good and the bad. From Her come the wind, the
water and the fire. Everything comes from Her and must return to Her.
We Indigenous and Native Peoples see and feel that we are
in the sacred space that is the Earth. The Earth is our theological
space, where we live deeply our experience of faith in the hands of
Pachakamaq and in the heart of Pachamama. It is in the Earth that we
have the real experience of living Ayllu, of complementary reciprocity
in the community and with nature.
430

Cf. ibid., 141-142.
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It is within this sacred space that our daily lives unfold and where
we firmly uphold our sacred vision of existence as a reality that
emanates from the generosity of Pachamama. For everything that
comes from the entrails of our Pachamama is sacred and for this
reason we must care for it and respect it. “All is sacred” is the phrase
we hear from our native wise men and wise women. The plants, the
animals, the mountains, the water, the rivers, the lakes, the rocks, […]
all is sacred, life is sacred. Our mission is to respect and care for the
life of everything that exists in the Pacha.
The Earth is sacred. It is sacred as a source of life, as a place
of expression for Pachamama. It is through her that life is restored in
the experience of universal harmony: the Pacha. Our Pachamama
cradles everything that exists in her arms and preserves its reason to
be in the Pacha.

Contemplating and savouring life as we experience Pachamama
It is important to grasp the tremendous richness and depth of
the word Pachamama. The dimensions of significance cannot be
exhausted in one single definition. What we shall therefore seek to do
here is draw closer to its perception and meaning, contemplating and
savouring with the mystical heart of the Ayllus Andinos in their lived
experience of Pachamama as Mother of the Pacha. Our Pachamama,
there can be no doubt, manifests and expresses Her nature as a
restoring Mother by means of the Earth, “Mother Earth”. This does
not mean that She herself is the Earth, but the Earth is the ideal place
for Pachamama to be, to reside and to grant life and love. Through
the Earth, She freely offers Herself to give life to all that exists in the
Pacha. Pachamama, as the Source of Life, is continuously breathing
vitality into all the Pacha.
Pachamama is our Mother and giver of life, conserving and recreating the fecundity of all creatures in the Pacha. It is through Her
that life is replenished within the experience of universal harmony.
She, our Mama, holds all her children in Her arms and feeds us from
Her own essence. Outside the arms of Pachamama, we have no
other possibility of living. Objectively, in this sense, one of the vital
foods that Pachamama grants us is Water. Water grants us life.
Pachamama is the Mother who preserves our reason to exist in the
Pacha. She is the reason for all Nature to exist, with all its properties
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and benefits for universal living together in harmony. Pachamama is
our Sacred Mother, because She is nothing but “Divine Vital Energy”,
the divine mystery that makes life in the Pacha evident, fruitful and
full. She is the real presence as Mother of the Pacha, translating into
the Divine Ayni, the Divine Love that is given freely and that cares for
and breathes life into every being in the Pacha.

The duty of repaying Pachamama’s free gift of love: the Ayni
As affirmed above, we receive everything from Pachamama, our
whole life and everything we need to live in abundance. This gift of life
is complete and entirely free.
Pachamama offers herself up, giving life from her very being.
This is the Ayni of Pachamama for her most beloved children. She, as
the essence and expression of the universal Ayni, provides for life in
the Pacha, just as the Pacha serves as an eternal depository for the
constant experience of the Ayni.
In view of this experience of the free gift of love provided by
Pachamama, we human beings cannot remain indifferent or insensitive; on the contrary, feeling deeply loved by her, our mother, we
wish to respond lovingly, from our hearts, in order to repay this free
gift; we wish to respond to this Ayni, the love which she has offered us.
Such is the deep spiritual awareness of the Andean Ayllus: knowing
how to receive freely, while simultaneously knowing how to give freely.
This is our experience of Ayni with Pachamama.
It is precisely in knowing how to receive and to give freely that our
knowledge of how to live is rooted, as a specifically Andean way of
life, based on our experience of Pachamama from whom comes our
experience of the Ayni as a sign of the universal Love for the complete
harmony of life in the Pacha: the knowledge of how to live well.
Pachamama provides the life of the Pacha in Ayni and we feel the
duty to respond and to give continuity to this way of life in the same
Ayni. This involves the repayment of all gifts received in perpetual
donation.
The logic of the Ayni is knowing that Pachamama expects
recompense and receives it appropriately. In this sense the experience of knowing how to give and receive freely converts into a duty
to be and to do for the sake of life.
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In the life of the Andean Ayllus the experience of reciprocity is
practised in a ritual way, in which gifts are symbolic expressions with
real content, representing the intention and gratitude of individuals
and of the Ayllu in thanking Pachamama for the life that we are offered
in Ayni, her Love for us all. In particular we must be thankful for the free
gift of Water, which is life springing from the devotion of Pachamama.

Water contains life and offers life
Our ancestors tell how Water, which is Yaku, Unu, Uma, and so
on is born of the embrace of Tata Chijchi, who is Father Hail, and
Mama Para, who is Mother Rain. And so Water is the fruit of the
loving encounter between the Hail and the Rain. This is the family of
Water.431
There is a specifically Andean vision and perception regarding
the reality of Water as something that has its own life. It is a vision
which goes well beyond the limited conceptions born of materialism
and functionalism.
We can approach this vision more closely from the perspective
of the Indigenous and Native Peoples, which itself derives from
profound experience and sensitivity, than we can through a simplistically rational and cerebral attitude.
From the logic of a communal understanding of how to live and
share life we can say that Water is alive. Water is a living being, just
like the plants, animals, human beings, etc. Water is the provider of
the Pacha’s life and animation. “In the Andean world view the sea
(Mama Cocha), which encompasses and lies beneath the world, plays
an important role. Because it surrounds and underlies everything, it is
connected to the concept of the origins of the earth and consequently
to the past.”432
The principal sources of Water are known as “Qucha Mama”.
In this sense water is seen as the Mother of life. Water provides the
origin of life in the Pacha. Water is the life of plants, animals and even
human beings.
Nothing can live without Water. Every living being that emanates
Cf. oral legends in the Andean tradition as recounted by our grandfathers and
grandmothers.
431
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Greslou, F., Visión Andina y usos campesinos del Agua, La Paz 1990, 12-13.
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from the belly of Pachamama owes its life to the goodness and life of
Water.
Moreover, Water is considered to be the blood of Pachamama, the
blood that confers life on everything that exists in the Pacha. “Water
is everywhere; it is in the pampa, in the river and in the mountains.
Water is like the blood of the human body, and similarly Water is like
the blood of the mountains, living in the mountains and giving them
life”.433
These rivers, and the sacred lakes as well, are considered the
fountains of life (paqarinas). Lakes are also considered sacred places
which provide the origin of human life itself. Such is our Sacred Lake
which today is called Titikaka. “Lake Titikaka, the largest mountain
lake resembling the sea, is the place where Virachocha created the
world and, in particular, the ancestors of all peoples. The world was
populated when Virachocha told the ancestors to walk to the ends of
the earth through the veins of subterranean water. The blood veins of
the hills stretch out from Lake Titikaka and emerge in the lagoons and
springs where they founded their ayllus, distributing land and water to
each and every one of us.”434
Like all living beings, Water has its own family. This family also
has its place wherein it dwells and has its being: Father Hail dwells
and has his being in Janaq Pacha, transformed into perpetual clouds;
Mother Rain lives in Kay Pacha, in the lagoons and rivers. Water lives
in Ukhu Pacha whence it flows as springs and sources to give life to
the sons and daughters of Pachamama.
As a living being Water develops within its own cycle of life. Water
is born, grows, is capable of maturing, but also, at the end of its cycle,
of dying. “During rainy seasons Water matures. We say that the river
is mature. River water has its own strength, because it is mature.
These days the river has little water; it may be maturing too, but there
is not much of it.”435
As a living being Water has its own path to adulthood. It has its own
history, which is why we call it “Granny Water” in relationship to Mama
Oral account by Feliciano Rios Bautista from the community of Chillavi, Ayopaya, 11.April
2010.
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Oral account by Feliciano Rios Bautista from the community of Chillavi, Ayopaya, 11.April
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Qucha, or “Grandpa Water” in relationship to the Apus and rivers.
Water is like the fertilising seed of Mother Earth. Ancient wisdom says
that it lives and has always lived giving life and will continue on this
mission in the times to come and forever.

Water as a living being requires dialogue in great love and respect
Papa Hail, Mama Para (Mother Rain) and Water are, then,
people who should be respected and treated with great love. We must
approach this family always in respectful dialogue and with great love.
The family of Water has its place in the Pacha. They come when
their time is due; but also, as living beings, they can be happy and
cheerful, or they can also suffer and show annoyance; in very difficult
situations they can also die. If nobody looks after Water, it can die.
If Water should die, then it is certain that all the living beings in the
Pacha will also die.
So Water can have many moods; it can be kindly, but it can also
be harmful, causing the death of people, animals and plants; and for
this reason it is important to understand how to live with Water in an
amicable way and in permanent dialogue.
We can converse with Papa Hail, with Mama Para and with
Water. They are able to listen to us and tell us things about life. So,
when the time is right, we can call upon Mama Para to give us a little
rain to sustain the crops. Also, when there is too much, we can ask it
to return to where it came from. We do all this because we know how
to converse and have an understanding with our Mama Para.
We Andeans, being ancient peoples, have much experience of
living, sharing and conversing with other beings: we converse with
fire, with the wind, with the earth, with Water, with hail and with all
other beings.
Often Papa Hail comes when things are not right in our community.
When there are problems, for example, when bad things happen, like
an abortion; Papa Hail gets angry and is capable of destroying crops.
In such circumstances our yatiris (wise men and women) know how to
communicate with Papa Hail in order to appease him, but always and
only when the community has restored the harmony that has been
lost.
In short, Water participates in the eco-communication which we
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experience amongst the whole diversity of existence. The specific
vehicles for this dialogue are rituals.

Festive rituals to celebrate the life of Water
The Andean peoples have a great variety of rites for celebrating
life. Many of these rites are geared towards celebrating the life of
Water.
Satawi qalla phaxsi is the name of the month in which Water is
celebrated in the Aymara world. This is the month of Uma Raymi, the
time when the first rains start, when Water is needed so that the seed
for crops can be sown. During this month our offerings are focused on
the Guardian Spirits of Water, the Achachilas of Water, Qucha Mama.
Let us hear what Guamán Poma de Ayala has to say: “During the month
of Uma Raymi Quilla some hundred white rams were sacrificed to the
uacas, the principal idols and deities, so that they would send water
from the sky, while black rams were tethered in the public square, and
these tethered beasts were denied food in order to make them bleat;
dogs too were tethered and when they saw the people giving voice
and crying out they too started howling and barking, and those that
didn’t bark were beaten, which made them wail loudly, and so too men
and women, children as well, and the sick, the lame and blind, and
also the elderly and every one of these who had dogs brought them
along, making them howl and pleading for water from heaven from the
god Runa Camac, reciting these prayers and doctrine: ayauya uacaylli
ayaulla puypuylli lluto puchac uamrayque uacallasunquim [Ay, ay, we
cry, ay, ay, we sigh, your children are wracked with pain, we can only
cry out to you.]. When these prayers were over, everyone began to
cry and wail and say in a great high voice: runa camac micocpac
rurac uari uiracocha Dios maypimcanqui, runayquiman yacoyquita
unoyquita cacharimouay [Oh Creator of man, what are you doing for
those who eat? Uari Uiracocha God, where are you? Release to your
people your water, your rain to me”]; whereupon they went from hill to
hill shouting and sighing genuinely with all their hearts, begging Runa
Camac, the god of the sky, for water.”436
The festivities around Water are still celebrated, even though in
some communities – some say due to the influence of foreign religions
436
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– these celebrations suggest a mood of waiting and a nostalgia for a
bygone age that was good compared to these difficult times.
It is evident nevertheless that, throughout the Andean region, the
festive events and rituals regarding Water have survived in spite of
calls to stamp out what they called idolatry during and after colonial
rule. “The tributes and rituals of the fiesta form part of a cosmology
that goes beyond water and are the remnants of an archaic religious
cycle, in which not only the huacas of water are venerated, but also
those associated with animal husbandry, potatoes and maize. The fact
that the customs relating to water have survived 400 years of transculturation is significant. The rituals dedicated to water were probably
the most difficult to penetrate, because of the communal nature of
clearing the irrigation channels, and extending these channels, and
the fact that Spanish priests were unable to prohibit these tasks,
being, as they are, so crucial to the productivity of the communities.
Another reason, it seems to us, is that these rites have persisted
because they strengthen communal participation in the tasks of water
management, especially during the festivals. So it is no accident that
the myths, songs, tributes, fiestas and beliefs surrounding water have
survived.”437

Rites celebrating rain
Across the length and breadth of the Andean region, rites associated with rain are quite diverse and very widespread. There are rites
for calling in rain, rites for sending away rain and rites for keeping the
rain. “The rites, there are many rites of reconciliation with water. When
there is drought there are rites for calling the water, the rain. There
are mountains that have the gift of hail, there are mountains that have
torrential rain, there are mountains that have gentle rain. We young
people do not know about these things. The old ones tell us and we
bring hail, and for the time being we have hail. But the people who
know get the water from the right place.
It’s all to do with the frog. This water that we bring, it’s as if we
catch it until the rain falls. But it’s not that we are punishing the frog,
it’s more that we kidnap it so that the water will come and rescue it
(symbolically speaking). The rites are accompanied by songs pleading
for God’s mercy. The ones who sing have been designated by God;
437
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those who have six toes or other physical signs, blind people, deaf
people, mutes, […] these are the ones who have been designated.
People say these are the ones God will listen to so that the rain falls.
They have to pray and sing to the water that has been brought. They
have to wear flowers, chew coca, […] until it rains.
Faced with climate change, what is the point of these rites now?
We can perform many rites, but everything is changing; the role of
these rites are questioned.
We are talking here about coexisting with water, which has its own
spirit Quta Awichu (Granny Lake), also called Quta Mama (Mother
Lake). When there has been a complete breakdown of harmony,
relations of harmony have to be restored. There have been many
times when we forgot to perform these rites. Rites restore harmonious
relations between humans and water.”438

Rites asking for rain
There are two different categories of rites designed to ask for
rain: there are the rites that are celebrated annually according to
the Andean liturgical calendar; and there are the rites which are celebrated when there is an evident threat of drought.
Rites calling for rain are, in general, very complete in the sense
that they contain many symbolic elements. They say that in some
communities they sacrifice twelve sheep and there have even been
reports of sacrificing twenty-four sheep. More traditionally a qarwa is
sacrificed.
Communal participation in these rites is very important, of course,
because it is in the interest of the whole community that the rain should
fall. There were periods in history when the authorities had to insist on
participation in these rites.
It is also worth mentioning that the festivities devoted to asking for
rain started in the sacred places (wak’as) of the community and then
relocated to the Sacred Lake as identified by the same community.
That is where calls for the rain can truly be raised, so that it can rise
up from its original source, the Lagoon.
438
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According to the living testimony of people in the communities,
these rites were very effective. The rains began immediately after
they were celebrated. “We have pointed out that, in the Andes, rites
associated with water are practised very frequently, above all to attract
rain, like the luxchi, a rite celebrated every year in Chari (Charazani)
under the aegis of the local authorities. If the luxchi fails to attract rain,
then the council proposes performing the yapachiy, which is the other
specific, related rite for invoking rain.”439

Rites for sending rain away
We note here that rites are ways of restoring harmony in the life
of the Pacha. When we send the rain away it is not because we are
against the rain, but because we see that strong rains, particularly
those that come as storms, harm the life of the plants, the life of
the animals and, indeed, the life of human beings. Excessive rain
becomes a threat to agricultural production. So then it is important to
send the rain to its rightful place. This experience is expressed in ritual
celebrations with specific elements for sending the rain away.
In Andean ritual practice, these rites for sending the rain away
have the power to alter the behaviour of the weather. That is to say,
they can change meteorological patterns.
Rites for sending the rain away are often designed simply to
appease excessive rain or hail which can damage the productivity
of croplands, as described in the following passage: “Excessive
precipitation (sinchi para) can come in various guises: constant fine
rain which can penetrate deep down into the earth (unu para), hail
(chhijñi), snowfall that covers the fields in a layer of snow (aqarapi
resulting in rit’i), etc. The first kind of rain is more common in the
intermediate zone towards the valleys, while the dry highland
plateau always suffers from hail and snow. The negative potential
for crops in the intermediate zone is minimal, but it increases in
the valley heads and valleys, because the waters concentrate in
hollows. Here it is hail that is most damaging to crops. If it continues
after the sowing, it will inevitably destroy the leaves and stems of
potato plants. Hail also causes rivers of sludge (rilawi) or stony
mudslides to descend the slopes, covering the fields and not just
439
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causing the loss of a few wachu (furrows), but reducing the productivity of the whole plot.”440
In other cases, rites for sending away the rain can also be
employed to prolong sunny periods. This is what happens, for
example, when helpers have to make preparations for the festivities
and need the sun’s heat to dry firewood or to dry wiñapus (maize
kernels) for chicha. These rites may also be accompanied by others
to uncover chullpas of the Sun.
In some communities, such as in Charazani to the north of La
Paz, these rites for exhuming the mummies known as chullpas are
called chullpa uma urqhuchiy, which means removing the skull from
the corpse of the ancient dead.
Chullpas, ancient bodies buried in niches with doors facing the
rising sun, are closely associated with the Sun and its drying effects.
That is why the rites for prolonging dry periods are linked to exhuming
chullpas.

Water has its own knowledge of life as it grows and flows in the Pacha
Water has its own understanding of life. It knows how to live as
Water, to decrease or increase according to its vital cycles.
In its own time Water journeys through the inner veins of Mother
Earth. Water rises to the surface of Mother Earth, giving life to all living
beings.
Water is able to project itself into the firmament, right out to the
Milky Way, known as Mayu or the river of the heavens. There it turns
into rain, which provides Mother Earth with fertility and maintains the
flow of Water through the Pacha. “The black constellation of the llama
(yaqana) drinks the water of the springs and the water of the sea
each night to stop the outflow of the rivers from raising the sea level
too high and causing a flood. The eyes of the yaqana, which are
the stars Alpha and Beta in the constellation Centaurus, reach their
lowest point at midnight on 30 October, just before the rainy season
begins; during this period the head of yaqana is at its lowest point on
the horizon, drinking the waters of the ocean so that the waters can
circulate anew.”441
440
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On this journey, according to its own wisdom, Water nurtures
itself, guaranteeing the flow of life through the rivers and seas of the
Pacha.
The rainbow too is seen as the vehicle whereby Water is helped
on its journey, raising the waters to the heavens, where they are then
converted into rain.
The Moon is also very closely related to Water; she is seen as a
young girl pouring the waters onto the earth from a jug. Her job is to
tend to the fertility of the earth.
Even the movement of the Sun is related to Water. In Andean
theology the Sun is the symbol for Pachakamaq. So Pachakamaq
determines the cycle for providing Water to irrigate the Pacha. For
example, the month of December is when Water is truly ripe to fertilise
the Earth, for it has acquired all its vital power. On the other hand,
during the dry season Water is weak, it does not nourish, it is not
capable of fertilising the Earth.
Water’s journey clearly has its set times and constant places.
Thus Water is the blood of Pachamama, an eternal fluid flowing
through her veins, it is snow like the white poncho of the Achachilas,
or it is ice like the permanent polar caps of the Earth. Water has its
proper time and place to be what it is.

Water lives by the principle of complementary reciprocity
In the Pacha all living beings converge in experiencing the
harmonious coexistence of all things. In order to achieve a totally
harmonious life it is essential to observe the principle of complementary reciprocity. “In the Andean world the concept of reciprocity is
all-encompassing, which is to say that it pertains not just among the
members of the Community, but also between them and Nature in all
her expressions and the forces of the Cosmos, which were misnamed
and, worse, misunderstood by the invaders as deities.
The full realisation of Life implies the full realisation of harmony
in the living world. The fullness of life consists of partaking lightly of
everything, without clinging to it, which is to harm life, but living rather
in sympathy and empathy, in realisation of harmony.
This is why the Andean World is not a world of things, of objects,
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of institutions, but rather a continual occurring, a continual recreation,
a continual flow, a continual dialogue, a continual reciprocity.
In the Andean animal world everything is giving itself continually,
generating and regenerating itself, maintaining and changing its
inner harmony. This is the world of diversity, of heterogeneity, where
everyone, be they man, tree or stone, is a person in that they are in
dialogue and reciprocating as equals with everything else, because
they are constantly relating to equivalents (the equivalence of the
heterogeneous) despite their incompleteness and membership of a
community. (Eduardo Grillo, 1993: 26)”442
Water respects the principle of complementary reciprocity with all
living beings in the Pacha. Not only does Water respect this principle,
but it constitutes a vital part of living beings.
Water enables living beings to connect according to their diversity
and existential differences. As Water is the blood of Pachamama, it
feeds every being that exists. Water is the permanent physical reality
which unites us with all beings in the Pacha.

Water is a sacred being: Yaku Mama
In the Andean spiritual experience of old, Water is recognised as
a sacred being. Water springs from Pachakamaq and is a vital part
of Pachamama, and so it is the very blood of Pachamama. Water is
sacred.
The Divinity itself is connected to the real life of Water, as set out
in the following account by Greslou: “The Quechuan creation deity
Ticsi Viracocha or Wiraqochan, which is closely identified with the
sea, was not, as the Spanish thought, a ‘creator’ god, but the invisible
life force (kamaq or sinchi) which animates life, a force closely linked
to Water, but which exists in everything. Like the fertilising foam of the
rivers, or seed, this deity is associated with the snow-capped peaks
(called Pacha Wira) which reach to the skies and, through their roots,
descend as deep as the subterranean world.”443
The spirit of Water as part of the Divinity is in the lakes, in the
lagoons, in the rivers, in every source of Water and in the sea. It is a
spirit and from its place it gives life and feeds all other beings.
442
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We Andean Peoples have generated and preserved a variety
of symbols, myths and ritual celebrations around our experience of
Water. This is part of the spiritual experience of our Peoples. And so
we live in this relationship with water, which is sacred.
We Andeans live in a direct relationship with the sources of life;
the earth, rain, water, clouds, animals, plants, mountains, lagoons,
slopes. Such is our life as Native Peoples who know how to hold
sacred all the sources from which life emerges.
When one drinks from the source of Water, be it a cascading
stream, well, river or simply a channel, one is drinking the life that
comes from the belly of Pachamama. Moreover, these sources of
Water are related to the lives of the ancestors. Consequently, drinking
this Water means entering into communion with the history of the
ancestors.
We Natives know that the rivers, lakes and woods generate the
rain, the hail and the snow, and this experience is also part of our
spiritual life. The daily life of these Peoples lends concrete expression
to that. That is why the Guardian Spirits are entreated for rain when
it is needed, and why offerings are made to the springs and lagoons.
Water is sacred.

Theological challenges for our times
Any theological exercise in the current times will need to be
founded on the various dimensions of a profound awareness of life in
the Pacha:
1.1 Awareness of the Pacha. This is the ability to perceive true
relationships in accordance with the principle of the universal
harmony of the whole cosmos.
1.2 Awareness of the experience of the Great Source, which is the
Mother and Father of life in the Pacha. God is Mother and Father.
1.3 Awareness of the Sources of Life in the Pacha. Recognition of the
Sources of Life and of the need to take care of them and protect
them.
1.4 Awareness of the spiritualities of the World’s Peoples.
1.5 Awareness of the socio-political aspirations of the World’s
Peoples.
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1.6 Awareness of the Social Movements. Opening paths to justice,
fairness, fraternity and complementary reciprocity between the
World’s Peoples.
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What is the essence of modern
Eucharistic spirituality?
Liberation theology aspects
Hermann Schalück

Change of horizon
“All in all, liberation theology has not reflected a great deal on
the sacraments” (901), says Victor Codina, one of its foremost proponents. Pointing out that it is hardly possible to talk of a sacramental
theology of liberation, he says: “Nonetheless, it would be wrong to
attribute this circumstance to a lack of interest in the sacraments,
as if the endeavours of liberation theologians related solely to the
realm of politics and the sacraments were dismissed as irrelevant. In
actual fact, the authors writing on this subject […] have emphasised
the importance of the sacraments for the liberation perspective. The
liturgy is indispensable to ensure that liberation is not considered to
be purely political in nature and that the unindebted and transcendental dimension of Christian liberation does not fall into oblivion.”444
However, like almost all other liberation theologians Codina
also levels criticism at the customary theology and practice of the
Eucharist: “The Church and theology (are) largely responsible for the
alienation of the people, because they maintained a liturgy that was
frequently a flight from reality and offered a one-sided view of the
sacramental effect ex opere operato, which often led to a mechanical
and magical understanding of the sacraments.”445
At the start of this cursory examination, therefore, I wish to make
it clear that liberation theology as a whole, and in its treatment of the
Codina, C., „Sakramente“, in: Ellacuría, I. / Sobrino, J., Mysterium Liberationis.
Grundbegriffe der Theologie der Befreiung, Vol. 2, Luzern 1996, 901.
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sacraments and of the Eucharist, in particular, is less concerned with
new material ‘content’ and more with structuring and interpretation
from a new horizon of understanding: “Liberation theology does not
develop any sacramental theory ‘parallel’ to that of the Church’s magisterium. Rather it accepts the teaching and the common sacramental
practice of the Church, but like every theology it endeavours to systematise both on the basis of an ultimate principle which arranges
all the data in a coherent form, prioritises them and, in the case of
liberation theology, is in a position to correspond to the cry of the poor
and faithful people.”446

Expansion of the concept of the sacraments
Leonardo Boff provides the most readily comprehensible explanation of the expanded concept of the sacraments in liberation
theology in a little volume entitled Kleine Sakramentenlehre (1984). In
many respects and countless different ways, earthly realities become
“signs which encompass another reality that is distinct from them and
yet present within them, recall it, make it visible and communicate
it.”447 Reality becomes “transparent”. Transcendence resides in
the immanence of earthly things. Seen in this light, everything can
become a sacrament, a symbol or sign of liberating grace. Liberation
theology says, for example, that the real presence of Christ cannot
be limited to the Eucharistic species of bread and wine. The Puebla
Document describes the poor as “God’s favourite children” and so
he is also present in reality in the poor. Leonardo Boff says that the
presence of Christ in the poor is “more intense than in bread and
wine.”448
For most proponents of liberation theology, however, the seven
sacraments are special “intense moments” at the crucial stages in life.
“Against a backdrop of hunger and exploitation, particular importance
attaches to the Eucharist as the sacrament of the bread, since it is
the celebration of God’s reconciliation and solidarity with man.”449 The
concept of the sacramental is also extended in liberation theology in
that, according to all the leading representatives of liberation theology
446
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– as will be explained in more detail below – dedicated practice must
form the horizon of every liturgical and sacramental celebration. In
other words, a truly Christian practice requires celebration or “celebration glorifies practice.”450 Practice without celebration is deadly
serious; celebration without practice is “meaningless”. The discipleship practised in the face of the challenges life presents and the
celebration held in the victories and defeats of everyday life “constitute
the framework in which the sacraments, as understood by liberation
theology, have their roots.”451 To cite Codina again, “What distinguishes a new theology are not so much the new issues it addresses
as the change in its theological horizon. Everything is seen in a new
light, because there is a change in the spiritual paradigm or pattern of
knowledge.” Moreover, liberation theology is not a ‘genitive theology’
dealing with revolution or violence but a “reflection on the whole of
the Christian mystery from the point of view of the liberation of the
poor.”452

The poor – sacraments of the kingdom of God
It is well known that liberation theology has made the “kingdom
of God” the central element as well as the framework or structural
principle of its reflection. As was mentioned briefly above, this
paradigm enables transcendence to be anchored in the history of
reality. Hence it is in a position to address the issues of salvation
and redemption in a given historical context, for instance that of the
Latin American continent. Therefore it can also prophetically accuse
the likewise tangibly effective anti-kingdoms and dedicate itself at the
same time to the liberation of the poor. Its intention is both to respond
to the hopes of the poor while setting in motion a liberating practice
that transforms history in accordance with God’s plan so that his
kingdom may come. This overall horizon of the kingdom itself is then
also described as the “primordial mystery” or “primordial sacrament”.
However, since the kingdom is an incomplete task of history and calls
for successive acts of historical mediation, the Church itself is also
often described in liberation theology as the primordial sacrament
Taborda, F., Sakramente: Praxis und Fest, Bibliothek Theologie der Befreiung: Die
Kirche, Sakrament der Befreiung, Düsseldorf 1988, 55.
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or “sacrament of the kingdom.” The Church itself must “continually
become converted to the kingdom if it is really to be the Church of the
poor and the historical sacrament of liberation.”453
Within the overall framework of the kingdom of God the poor
themselves are now also described as “sacraments”. They are
victims of the anti-kingdom and thus sub contrario sacraments of the
kingdom to the exact extent to which the privation of life, the sin of
the world and the denial of the kingdom are manifested. The cry of
the poor is a cry for the kingdom, a challenge to the whole of society
and, in theological terms, a sign of the times (GS), “the strongest
sign of the times in our modern world.”454 In Clodovis Boff’s words,
“The sacrament of the poor conveys to us the God of will, not the
God of help. Here God is appeal, not consolation; he is questioning,
not justification. In the light of the poor, people are called upon to
show love, service, solidarity and justice. It is a bitter sacrament that
is received here. Nonetheless, it remains the only ‘sacrament’ that
is absolutely necessary for redemption. Ritual sacraments tolerate
exceptions – a great many, indeed. But this one knows no exception.
It is the absolutely universal ‘sacrament’ of redemption. God’s path
leads […] via people, needy people, irrespective of the needs they
may have, be they of bread or the Word.”455 Pedro Casaldaliga has
formulated the inner connection between the dynamic and comprehensive sacramentality of the kingdom of God and its intensification
in the poor as follows:
“It pleased the Holy Spirit
To administer the eighth sacrament:
The voice of the people”456

The real Eucharistic mass in the horizon of the kingdom of God
In its statements on the Eucharist, liberation theology can point
to the fact that numerous symbolic acts in the New Testament refer to
the “utopia” of the kingdom of God, such as the feast in the parables
(Matthew 8:11; 22:1-4; 25:1-13), the multiplication of the loaves (Mark
453
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6:34-44) and Jesus eating with the sinners and tax collectors (Mark
2:16; Luke 15:2; Matthew 11:19). The focus is naturally on the Last
Supper with Jesus and the disciples, here too with a clear reference to
the “table of the kingdom” (z. B. Luke 22:15-18; 1 Corinthians 11:26).
According to representatives of liberation theology, this means that in
the Eucharist we communicate not only with Jesus, but also with his
transforming message of the kingdom of God. Not only is the Church
built up within it; the wedding feast of the kingdom is also anticipated.
For that reason the Eucharist cannot be separated from love and
the liberating ministry, as John noted, for instance, in the gesture of
the washing of the feet (John 13). As Paul wrote to the Corinthians,
a Eucharist without sharing and charitable service is not a “Lord’s
Supper” (1 Corinthians 11:20ff). There is likewise a tendency to resort to
patristic tradition, which has also underlined the social dimension of the
Eucharist, to the gifts of the faithful for the poor, the appeals to release
slaves, the sermon on defending the rights of the poor, the liturgical
excommunication of public sinners and the strict penitential practices or
stringent requirements imposed before public sinners can be readmitted
to the Eucharist. At all events, the Eucharist should never ignore the
Paschal context of the Lord’s Supper. On the one hand, it is determined
by the liberating memory of the exodus from Egypt and, on the other,
by the Paschal mystery of Jesus himself, who was murdered because
of his announcement of the kingdom of the Father and his rejection
of the anti-kingdom. Hence the Eucharist, the gift of the risen Christ,
must be turned into the seed of a new heaven and a new earth in both
liturgical and historical terms. The Eucharist does not celebrate minor
historic victories, but is the announcement and genuine symbol of the
comprehensive apocalyptic liberation of all creation in God’s kingdom.
For that reason it is always a “dangerous memory”, but also a source
of hope and the announcement of change. Tissa Balasuryja, one of the
few Asians to have articulated his views on this subject, considers that
the Eucharist, according to Jesus, is “essentially action-orientated.”457
The epiclesis is not limited to the transformation of the gifts offered. It
transforms the whole of history into the body of the Lord.458
457
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Bread of celebration – bread of justice
A closer look at the specifically “political” dimension attributed
to the Eucharist by proponents of liberation theology reveals the
following. In many parts of the world the “breaking of bread” takes
place in a class-ridden society in which the oppressors and the
oppressed, the exploiters and the exploited, the torturers and the
tortured, the rich and the poor face each other in conflict. This social
breach splits not only society, but also churches and local communities. From a sociological point of view, the Church frequently
offers a mirror image of an unjust society. In liberation theology the
Eucharist, the “conditions of its possibility” and its validity, even, are
discussed from the point of view of whether it expresses the preferred
option of Jesus and/or his Church for the poor. In other words the
Eucharist, according to Jesus, can only be celebrated if the desire
to encounter the Lord is simultaneously articulated in a hunger and
thirst for justice.
This aspect is frequently illustrated by reference to the idea that
the bread used for the celebration of the Eucharist consists of the
bread produced by dint of human activity – a fact that should never
be overlooked. Like the wine, the bread laid on the altar by the congregation is considered to be the “material outcome of labour and
sweat, of production and marketing, of changes wrought on nature
and society, of justice and history.”459
Sirach is frequently cited in this context: “Bread is the life of the
poor” and “Whoever withholds bread from the poor is a bloodsucker
and a murderer” (Sirach 34:25).
Reference is also made to Matthew 5:23-24. Whoever, during
the celebration of the Eucharist, offers to God bread which, under
circumstances of structural injustice, has been “stolen” by starvation
wages, exploitation and the violation of elementary human rights,
offers God the lives of these people as a sacrifice and, in so doing,
practises idolatry. According to Enrique Dussel, in particular, there is
an inner dialectic between political economy and the Eucharist. He
calls this “offering” of gifts, which are not just finished “products”, but
also reflect the prior living, working and human rights conditions under
459
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which they were produced, a “theologically economic act.”460 Dussel
continues: “We are concerned here with the identity between the
bread on the altar and the bread as the product of daily labour, which
is transformed and exchanged, which is respected or stolen as the
product of the other. The economic bread is the Eucharistic bread that
is consecrated. The life of the worker is reified in the bread: his blood,
his thoughts, his intelligence, his efforts, his love, his successes: his
relaxation and his enjoyment, his fortune, the kingdom. It is this very
bread that is unjustifiably snatched away from him so that it can be
offered to God. However, before the bread can become the “body” of
the “sacrificed lamb”, it must be the bread of life, bread that has fed
and satiated, that has denied denial, which is death, need, power and
sin: a bread of justice.”461
To sacrifice stolen bread is to sacrifice the blood of the poor.
Consequently, this would not be a Eucharistic rite, which sacrifices
the bread of justice to the father of goodness, but a “fetishist cult”,
idolatry. By contrast, the true Eucharistic bread is bread that pleases
the Father and is accepted by him, while at the same time being
bread that satiates the needy, brings about communion and is an
expression of solidarity. “Here we are confronted with the original
form of Christian utopia, which is also the utopia of the kingdom in its
final form. This utopia […] is the horizon which gives us the breadth
that permits a critical appraisal of every economic system in history.”
Justice, it is claimed, is the “practical sine qua non for the celebration
of a Eucharist which really saves and redeems.”462
A radical accentuation of this “political” interpretation of the
Eucharist, of which most proponents of liberation theology would not
– or would no longer – approve, is to be found in the work of a representative of the early stages of liberation theology, Rafael Avila. Inter
alia he says that the “only legitimate context” for the celebration of
the Eucharist is that of solidarity with the movement for the liberation
of Latin America, in solidarity with the exploited classes of society.
“It is impossible for genuine Eucharistic communion to come about
when people from radically different political systems are together.
Dussel, E., Das Brot der Feier: Gemeinschaftszeichen der Gerechtigkeit, in: Concilium.
Internationale Zeitschrift für Theologie 18 (1982), 125.
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A Eucharistic celebration with people from contending social classes
is only conceivable if it is steeped in the anonymity that has hitherto
often existed among Church members […] To celebrate a Eucharist
which expressly aims to reconcile antagonistic social classes would
be to use the Eucharist as an instrument of class separation […] It
would be a Eucharist in the service of the status quo […] In a ‘conciliatory’ ecclesiology of this kind, members of all social classes can be
subjects of the Eucharist. But in a Eucharistic mass that takes place
in a class society, the subjects of the celebration can only be the
members of socially exploited classes and their allies, plus ‘converts’
from the exploiter class.”463 Let me state once again that positions
of this kind are not – or no longer – to be found in the mainstream of
liberation theology. I make mention of them here, however, because
they – and others similar to them – persistently resound in the ears of
many Church authorities and do not exactly further reception of the
genuine concerns of liberation theology. Bearing that in mind, I should
therefore like to end these brief remarks by introducing a further ‘traditional strand’ of liberation theology which illustrates the essence of the
Eucharist in a manner that is equally biblical, mystical and political.

Prophets and martyrs in the service of the kingdom of God
In a sermon to mark the first anniversary of the murder of
Archbishop Romero none other than John Paul II said: “He was killed
on 24 March 1980 while celebrating Holy Mass. With his blood he set
the seal on the ministry he offered, which found expression above all
in his concern for the poor and those forced to the fringes of society.
This was a supreme testimony, a symbol of the suffering of a people,
but also a reason to hope for a better future.”464 As was pointed out
earlier, liberation theology raises the issue of the bread which is the
fruit of life and the product of economic activity as well as the bread
which is the subject of the Eucharistic gift. On a different, deeper level
it then takes up the issue of the “bread” which is nothing other than
the body of the prophet who sacrifices himself in the cause of justice
for the building of God’s kingdom.
This is the body of the martyr as the Eucharistic bread. This aspect
463
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is made clear by reference to people like Bishop Romero. To quote
Codina again: “Martyrdom is undoubtedly the clearest prophetic sign
of this new sacramentality […] The extensive martyrology of Latin
America is a martyrdom for the power of the spirit that enables these
vibrant symbols of the kingdom to burgeon and flourish. They are a
living promise of God, of life in the midst of a world of death, a denunciation of injustice and an anticipation of the utopia of the kingdom
[…] The mere fact that many people have been killed by so-called
Christian governments and citizens shows how unsatisfactory it is
simply to refer to ecclesiality for the purposes of distinction. Rather
one should abide by the kingdom and the discipleship of Jesus in
order to be able to really distinguish – in accordance with the Gospel
– what is sacramental. Who can doubt that the life and death of
Archbishop Romero represent a prophetic symbol of the kingdom?
Ordinary people understood that and they visit his grave to ask for his
assistance and to thank him for his help.”465
Seen from this perspective, the appeal to the armed forces to
end the repression, which Romero issued “in the name of God” on the
eve of his murder (23 March 1980), was not an external, illegitimate,
purely political call, but the voice of a prophet and, at the same time,
a clear prophetic orientation of the sacramental towards the kingdom
of God and the justice it proclaims.
The fact that Romero was murdered during the celebration of
the Eucharist made him the “bread” of this sacrament of liberation:
Jesus, too, gave himself up for sacrifice as “life” and “bread”: “Take it
and eat […] this is my body.” (Matthew 26:26): “Now all the physicality,
the carnality, the existence of the prophets in the midst of history,
in the class antagonisms between rich and poor, in a very specific
historical situation, in the risk taken in standing up for the oppressed,
in resistance to the rulers, their armies and their weapons…, now
everything becomes the flesh of the Redeemer, which is offered on
the altar of history.”466
Romero’s person and witness to life – and here I conclude – make
the possible contribution of liberation theology to a modern interpretation of the Eucharist most readily apparent:
Cf. Codina, C., Sakramente, in: Ellacuría, I./Sobrino, J., Mysterium Liberationis. Grund
begriffe der Theologie der Befreiung, Vol. 2, Luzern 1996.
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–

The essence and the origins of the Eucharist set it in the
context of the Exodus tradition… As a sign of salvation it
is embedded in the momentum and conflicting nature of
human history. In every period of history it proclaims a God
who liberates. According to the African liberation theologian,
Jean-Marc Ela, when the Church celebrates the Eucharist
today it itself becomes the “sacrament of justice and
liberation.”467

–

On the one hand, the Eucharist is a ritual expression of thanks
for salvation that has already been granted. In addition, it is
a prophetic sign of the salvation yet to come. It reflects the
ongoing dialectic between mysticism and politics.

–

In his Paschal mystery Jesus became the “bread of history”.
He sacrificed his broken body – itself a sign of his conflict with
the “anti-kingdom” and of his commitment to the “kingdom of
the Father” – for the life of others.

–

The celebration of the Eucharist makes it clear that Jesus, as
the resurrected Christ, is the “sacrament of God” per se: of
a God who can bring the dead back to life. In this he is and
remains the Deus semper major.

–

At the same time, however, in today’s evolutionary, conflictridden world, which longs for reconciliation and liberation, the
Paschal mystery of Christ – and thus the Eucharist of the
Church – is a sacramental sign of the Deus semper minor,
i.e. of a God who is not to be found on the side of the victors
and the strong, but in Jesus and his sacrifice on the side of
the victims of history. The Eucharist is a sign of hope and
life on the path through history, a symbol of the need for a
transformation from shadow into light, for a commitment to
peace with justice, a symbol of peace and reconciliation that
no human policies can ever achieve, because it is the work
and the gift of a liberating God himself.468
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