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PREFACE

Theological mutations that are discernible in the post-
modern era are partly necessitated by the direct and dynamic
dialogue that is taking place between science and religion,
theology and society and between religions among themselves.
Inter-religious theology, Social theology, Political theology,
theological Anthropology and allied fields are becoming
commonplace in contemporary religious and theological
discourse. The communications and information revolution,
improved air-travel and the increased use of powerful satelites
have accelerated an ever-widening process of globalisation.
These remarkable macro-changes not only affect global
politics, trade and tariff, but they also influence the religious
creeds and convictions of individuals and communities.

Though crushed under the weight of an alarming debt
crisis, many nations of the Third World are slowly awakening
to a new experience of freedom, in what could be termed as
a post-colonial era where decolonization is leading to other
forms of recolonization. |

In many of these countries, particularly in the Asian
and African continents such micro-national realities as ethni-
city, language and culture show vital forms of resurgence
and articulate an assetive kind of consciousness, that
seemingly go counter to the globalising trends. But the
reality is that religion as a powerful and integral social
force cannot afford to ignore these trends and processes.

Seen from the perspective of its global presence, the
Church is one of the trans-national bodies that wields a strong
and powerful influence on social and political issues of many
nations and peoples. Like any other trans-national actor,
the Church too is hierarchically organized, centrally directed
with a net-work of persons performing various specialized
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functions across international borders. This .trans-national
character besides vesting the Church with 1mp9rtance at
global level, requires the Church to be ever conscious of 1ts

universality.

Herein lies the dilemma of the local or particular ch}n'-
ches, especially those that are surrounded by an overwhelming
non-Christian population. In those nations that were
under Western colonial powers, the non-Christians perceive
in the Church the vestiges of colonialism, particularly
in such areas as art, architecture, sculpture, music, dress,
‘community-worship, faith-formulae etc. The universality or
the catholicity ©of Christianity is often invoked by the
ecclesiastical authorities to justify the western cultural identity
of the Church. Such a justification paid scant attention to
the concrete locus of the Church’s existence and growth.

In recent times, two ‘major - factors contributed to the
Church’s contextual self-discovery and consequently to the
re-establishment of its own socio-cultural identity. One being
the audacious openness to change manifested at global level
by the Second Vatican Council (1962-65) and the other is
the post-colonial spirit of socio-cultural and ethno-religious
resurgence that surfaced in many nations of Asia, Africa and
Latin America. It is within this dense backdrop of ecclesio-
logical and sociological permutations that T would like to
Gituate the need for revival and reform spelt out by the
Catholic leadership of Sri Lanka in the past three decades.
With the departure of the last colonial power, viz. the British,
the Christian minority in Sri Lanka had to face a very complex
national situation.

This study seeks to identify this complex national situation
and the manner in which the Catholic leadership responded
to some of the major national issues and problems encountered
by them. An attempt is made here to interpret these responses
within a dynamic frame-work of contextualization, because
the national issues, problems and concerns do have an
evangelical and Christian essence.
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The struggle of a community to live, proclaim and
celebrate its faith, the existential trials of Christian leader-
ship in an emergent State, the yearning to be at the
service of the Kingdom of God through the practice of
justice and the restoration of peace, the enthusiasm to
live in solidarity with the poor and to grow together in a
spirit of dialogue and fellowship with the followers of other
religions, - these are a few among the many basic aspirations
of the Church of Sri Lanka.

In this book I have made an effort to analyse and interpret
the contextual trends that are implicit in the writings of the
Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Sri Lanka in the past three
decades. In order to strengthen my arguments, I have also
made adequate references to similar trends and movements
that are articulated by pastors and theologians from among
the Catholic and Christian churches of Asia and Africa.

It may also be stated that in the last few decades, there
has been a perceptible reversal in the method and content of
theological reflection both among the Catholic and Protestant
churches. Theologians today are less inclined to speak of
theology as a purely speculative or dogmatic science, unrelated
to the life and existence of peoples and communities. Ortho-
doxy is being consciously and cautiously challenged by
ortho-praxis. Instead of deriving theological concepts from
above, there is a sincere search today to explicitate a theology
from below - from the very context of one’s life situation.
Theological pluralism has become an accepted fact. It is
therefore against this dense background of a theological
transition in which the “old is dying and the new is struggling
to be borm”, that I have made an attempt to understand the

vision and orientation of the official Catholic leadership of
Sri Lanka. |

Many persons have helped me and encouraged me in
this venture. I am very thankful to Prof. Richard P. Hardy
of St. Paul University in Ottawa, for his friendly guidance
and wise counsel. His clear perception of the Asian ecclesial
and social realities helped me to develop a: critical view of
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the Sri Lankan ecclesial realities. I have also benefitted from
the comments and suggestions made by Prof. Achiel Peelman,
Dean of the Faculty of Theology at St. Paul U{liversity and
Prof. A. Jeyaratnam Wilson of the University of New

Brunswick.

A public lecture that 1 had the honour to deliver at the
School of Oriental and African Studies of the University of
London in October 1993 on “Religion, Politics and Peace in
South Asia”, and a research paper on Sri Lanka presented
by me in early January 1994 at Somerville College, University
of Oxford, helped me to improve certain relevant sections of
my book. I therefore wish to express my gratitude to Prof.
Andrew Palmer of the University of London and Dr. Barbara
Harrell-Bond of the University of Oxford for their encourage-
ment and support.

I owe a special debt of gratitude to the Rt. Revd. Dr.
B. Deogupillai, former Bishop of the diocese of Jaffna who
gave me the opportunity to pursue my doctoral studies in
Canada; and to his successor the Rt. Rev. Dr. Thomas
Savundranayagam who allowed me to have more than a due
share of my leave from pastoral ministry to work toward
the publication of this book. The friendly hospitality of the
Blessed Sacrament Community in Colombo and the fraternal
encouragement of Revd. Fr. Oswald Firth, Director of SEDEC,
enabled me to complete this work on time. The publication
of this book has been made possible by the generosity of
the Missiological Institute in Aachen. The energetic directors
of that scholarly Institute had also helped me in my earlier
efforts to write and to publish. 1 wish to express my
sincere gratitude to all of them. '

A special word of thanks goes to Mr. R. L. de Alwis of
Arnold’s International Printing House and Mr. Vimalendran
of Unie Arts for their affectionate cooperation in steering
the printing work to its final form.
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When this work was submitted in the form of a doctoral
dissertation at St. Paul University in 1987, it received the
rare honour of unanimous acceptance by the board of
examiners who also recommended strongly its publication.
On my return to Sri Lanka, I felt that certain modifications
in the form and content of the text is necessary to make it
more readable as a book.

The conditions that prevailed in Jaffna and my academic
and administrative responsibilities as Head of the Depart-
ment of Christian and Islamic Civilization since early 1991,
took away a fair share of my time. As a result I had
almost indefinitely postponed the changes to the text I had
envisaged. However, I am glad that a live-in ecclesial experience
of the past six years together with my academic involvements
at several national and international seminars and conferences,
afforded me an opportunity to make substantial and relevant
additions to the text. Such an experience enabled me to be
more convinced of the fact that a meaningful contextual
ecclesiology should grow out of a concerted reflection on
ecclesial practices at work within a living community than
from investigating theological hypotheses. F inally my hope
is that this work will be received as a humble contribution
to the on-going theological search within the church of Sri
Lanka as well as of the larger Asian region.

A.J.V. Chandrakanthan
University of Jaffna 28-12-1993
Thirunelvely
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FOREWORD

The need to contextualize the Catholic Church, its
theology and missionary enterprises in a new State (Sri Lanka)
with its overwhelmingly non-Christian population and their
ancient historic traditions, Buddhist, Hindu, and Islam, is the
subject of this profoundly thoughtful, erudite and well-
researched work. The central problem is, as the author
states in the concluding remarks of his last chapter, for the
Church ‘“‘to convincingly express that Christ the Son of God
who comes to be with his people in Sri Lanka, comes not
from Europe but from the Father..” The Catholic version
of Christianity, as brought originally by the Portuguese nearly
four hundred and fifty years ago, has had to situate itself
in the context of other religions that had acquired an
indigenous ethno-cultural identity of more than two thous-
and years duration. The author has endeavoured to explain
this dilemma and the confrontations encountered. The
continuing theme in this scholarly study is an investigation
of how the Catholic hierarchy coped and the way in which
it spelled out solutions to resolve the many crises in post-
independent Sri Lanka during the dangerous decades,
1960-1990.

The great value of the contents of this book are not
that they are solely theological. In placing the Church in
its context and in its efforts towards contextualization, rich
sources in the socio-history and politics of Sri Lanka have
been investigated, analysed and interpreted so as to integrate
these relevant components to the core of the text. As such,
this book is indispensable not only to the world of religions;
it is useful to political sociologists, and to students of socio-
political affairs as well as to those involved in the study of
South Asian religio-political trends. The author brings in
fresh insights by looking at the island prism from an angle
different from that of social scientists.
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It must be emphasized that the moral that the Catholic
church learned in Sri Lanka during the critical years will
make this text standard required reading for all interested in
contemporary socio-political  theology in Third World
countries. There is meticulous scholarship in this undertaking
and much mathematical precision. The author has integra-
ted . social scientific concepts with contemporary theological
discourse. Dr. Chandrakanthan deserves the commendation
of scholars who are -gpecialists. in Third World theology
and political sociology for this has been a pioneering effort.

Prof. A. Jeyaratnam Wilson, PhD, DSc (Lond.)
Professor of Political Science

University of New Brunswick

Fredericton. CANADA.
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INTRODUCTION

Brought and nurtured under the protection of the
Portuguese, persecuted and purified under the D_u'tch
conquerors, tolerated and later supported by the- British,
Christianity as a faith and a religion has grown and spread
in Sri Lanka with a foreign character and an alien image.
Today, almost after 450 years of its “implantation™ in Sri
Lanka, the Catholic church is the most numerous Christian
denomination with a membership of a little over a million,
spread out across the entire island. The Catholic church has
truly grown in size and stature as well as in pastoral intensity
and missionary fervour.

With the departure of the last colonial power from Sri
Lanka the hostility of a vast number of Buddhists and Hindus
was directed against the Catholic church. In the church’s
well-established institutions, in its socio-political influence
and the western religio-cultural identity, the followers of other
religions perceived a continuation of the colonial legacy.
This enmity reached its climax in 1960-61 when a pro-
Buddhist government decided to nationalize the Catholic
school net work, then the largest in the nation.? Since then
the church has been compelled to re-fashion its identity and
to re-think its missionary and pastoral pursuits, goals and
visions.

For over a quarter century immediately following the
second Vatican Council (1965-1990) the Catholic leadership
in Sri Lanka has consciously embarked upon a serious task
of “re-discovering the true image™ of the church vis-a-vis the
national context. Two major forces one from within and the
other from without the church have considerably accelerated
this new quest of the church. From within the church was
the ecclesial renewal initiated by the second Vatican Council
which provided a powerful catalyst for reform and renewal.
From without was the post-independence trends of ethno-
religious nationalisms that asserted themselves by stirring up
a socio-religious and an ethno-cultural renaissance. This
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spirit of change that surfaced at this period, brought abqut
a change of attitude in intra-ecclesial and extra-ecclesial

relationships.

- The vision of reform introduced by the Council in the
fields of liturgy, missionary activity, ecumenism and inter-
religious unity with other faiths, provided an atmosphere that
was conducive for productive revival and renewal in the life
and ministry of the church. This new vision ushered in a
new approach to theology and pastoral life. For the many
Christian communities scattered across the continents of Asia,
Africa and Latin America this spirit of renewal opened up
new avenues for responsible and relevant forms of theo-
logizing and pastoral practice. It opened up new and varied
dimensions of the church’s life and mission in the different
nations and cultures. In those nations where the church
perceived its missionary presence as a minority group with
a foreign identity, a decisive effort was made to seek a
meaningful form of national integration and contextual
incorporation. It paved the way for a new form of self-
understanding of the church. The church that considered
itself a finished product now began to realize the need for
growth and progress.

In keeping with the Council’s proposal this process of
change was referred to as “adaptation”. But soon the churches
felt the need to broaden the boundaries of the notion of
adaptation. Hence indigenization, inculturation, localization,
contemporization and contextualization were proposed as
more dynamic substitutes.2 The role and function of the
laity received a new and dynamic definition while the
ecclesiological emphasis shifted from a hierarchical church to

a -servant church, with a strong sense of communitarian
service. '

In the 1970s Walbert Buhlmann characterized this new
trend as “the Coming of the Third Church”? and in the late
1970s Karl Rahner pointed to a new historical epoch com-
mencing the birth and growth of a “world church”.4 From
the Asian perspective some theologians viewed this as the
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emergence of a theology with a contextual content and
character.® Assessing these theological trends Robert Schreiter
recently measured this move as a “new shift in perspective”. ®
Examining similar theological movements that were strongly
articulated in the Latin American nations Roger Haight
saw and ‘“An Alternative Vision”.”

In their very essence these trends pointed to an essential
function of theology and proved right the observation that
“a theology which does not draw upon the legacy of the
people to whom it speaks usually exhibits little creativity and
development, it quickly loses relevancy, and gradually alienates
the believer from the social and cultural context in which
he lives.”’® These words echo in a different tone the description
of theology provided by the theologians who gathered in
Belgium at a World Congress of Theology. They said that
“theology is a reflection of Christians upon their faith and
their Christian experience in a particular time and culture.
Hence only Christian communities, involved in the life of
the contemporary world, and taking active responsibility
within their society can fashion the theology of the furure.”?

Our study and analysis is therefore done with the con-
viction that a relevant theology arises out of a meeting and
merging of two realities, namely a community of faith and
the given context in which this community endeavours to
live, proclaim and celebrate its faith. In this respect it should
be granted that the church in Sri Lanka is institutional and
hierarchical. =~ The ecclesial experience and contextual
integration of the Sri Lankan Catholics is largely determined
by the hierarchy. In ecclesial matters they wield a strong
influence and are listened to by a vast majority of the laity.
The traditional sense of religiosity and respect for religious
authorities facilitate further the position of the bishops.

Inspired by the Council and instigated by the growing
sense of alienation felt within the church, the bishops of
Sri .Lanka initiated a process of reform in the post-conciliar
period beginning from 1962. They preferred to name this
process as “adaptation”. They sought to make the life and



mission of the church relevant and meaningful to the concrete
Sri Lankan context. In their joint pastoral letters, messages,
declarations they outlined the method and mode of reform
envisaged by them. We have made an effort to study and
analyse critically the methods and approaches as expressed
by the bishops in their various documents.

Our study follows four steps. In the first chapter we
examine the origin and meaning of contextualization ‘by
situating this concept within the general missio-theological
trends and pastoral programs enunciated by Catholic and
Protestant theologians in the past thirty years. We have
also made adequate references to instances of the past where
traces of such trends are discernible. Our major focus in
the first chapter is to clarify the theological basis of the concept
and process of contextualization. We did this in order to
establish a parameter that can be used to evaluate and to
present a dispassionate critique of the method and approaches
adopted by the bishops of Sri Lanka, who also made explicit
efforts to respond to the ecclesial and socio-political context
of Sri Lanka. |

The positive and negative aspects of the attempts made
by the bishops to contextualize the church in Sri Lanka
should be evaluated against the situation that obtains in Sri
Lanka. It is necessary therefore to analyse the Sri Lankan
context as an integral part of our study. This is done in the
second chapter. We have presented there the Sri Lankan
context in its manifold socio-historical and religio-cultural
aspects. While focussing on the thirty year period covered
by us in this study we have also made an effort to invoke
the relevant historical and other factors that have shaped and
moulded the nation to its present form.

The third and fourth chapters seek to shed light on the
methods and approaches, areas and models of contextual-
ization enunciated by the bishops. In order to sharpen our
focus on the diverse elements that constitute this period and
to discern critically the approaches enunciated by the bishops
we have divided the thirty year period into two phases based
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on the socio-cultural and ecclesial developments that charact-
erize these phases.

In the fifth chapter we have given a theological critique
of the bishops’ approaches to contextualization and suggested
different ways of overcoming some of the deficiencies in
their method of approach.

It is also proper that we state the reasons for choosing
the period beginning from 1960 for our study and critique.
For the universal Church as well as for the local church of
Sri Lanka, the period beginning from 1960 has important
ecclesiological significance. It was from the year 1960 that
the formal preparations for the epoch-making Second Vatican
Council began. A new spirit of ecumenical cordiality began
to make visible signs of intra-ecclesial union from that period
accompanied by many charismatic and humanitarian gestures
of the Great Pope of this century, John XXIII.

For the Sri Lankan nation and especially for the Catholic
Church of Sri Lanka, the year 1960 portended catastrophic
changes in its relationship to the state as well as in its minis-
terial and missionary functions. The bill that was passed in
parliament (1960-61) concerning the nationalization of de-
nominational schools was the greatest blow suffered by the
church. The influence wielded by the church in the colonial
period and in the early phase of the post-colonial era began
to wane away while the hostility directed against the church
from many quarters began to gather momentum. The
expulsion of foreign missionaries from the island and the
alleged implication of the church in the coup d’etat of 1962
further compounded matters. This beleaguered situation
called for a serious self-directed critical analysis of the church
and this was undoubtedly facilitated by the openness and
a new vision for change and renewal expounded by Vatican II.

The Council’s dutiful “return to the sources™ re-discovered
the centre and summit of Christian faith, ministry, liturgy
and mission. Proclaiming the WORD of God by word and
action was given priority. and as a result, the hermeneutical
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task of interpreting the WORD demanded not a mere archaeo-
logical knowledge of the Biblical sitz im leben, but it confront.ed
the pastors and preachers to re-discover their own sitz im
Jeben with all that it implies and with all that it demanc.is.
Thus contextual involvement became an inescapable necessity
of renewal or revival. It wrought in a new way of being
and understanding the church itself. .

For, the Church whether it is local or universal is not
a mere institution that is established to transmit theological
knowledge and salvific information about God and His
Kingdom (or reign) or Jesus Christ and the Paschal Mystery.
Rather it is commissioned by its Lord and Master for an
action-oriented continuation. Involvement and participation
with actual human persons and' other socio-historical realities
become an unavoidable part of Christian communities as
'living and growing organisms.

Theological explicitation of the faith of such a community
that is truly and fully rooted in its historical context cannot
be reduced to an academic exercise of interpreting sources
-and deposits of revelation. It calls for a meaningful articulation
of the praxis of faith in word and deed in such manner, that
it becomes relevant and perceptible to the changing mechanisms
of every historical context. The following pages illustrate as
to how the Catholic church of Sri Lanka, officially represented
by its pastors and leaders, with their frailties and strengths
responded to the needs and exigencies of the Sri Lankan
historical context in the post-colonial era. |

NOTES

‘1. See Tissa Balasuriya, “The Ceylonese Experiénce” in Jeevadhara, 3 (1:973),
No. 13, pp. 82-95. '

2. These terms and their .theological significance are analysed in the first
. chapter of this study.

3. See W. Buhlmann, T7he Comg;ng of the Third Church, Orbis Books,
. Maryknoll, N.Y., 1978, 407p. ... . ) .- _ .
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See John C. England, “Contextual Theology in Asian Countries: A
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on Christianity and Chinese Religion and Culture, 27 (1984), p. 217-232.

R. J. Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies, Orbis Books, MaryknoH,
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Chapter 1

THE 6RIGIN, MEANING AND THEOLOGICAL
BASIS OF THE PROCESS OF
CONTEXTUALIZATION

A. A PARADIGM SHIFT IN CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY

The dawn of the new ecumenical era that ushered in with
the birth of the World Council of Churches in 1948, and the
daring declarations of the Second Vatican Ecumenical Council
that came to a solemn close in 1965, have in the past few
decades brought about a remarkable revolution in the method
and content of contemporary Catholic theology. In addition
to this, the philosophical currents of personalism and human-
ism further accelerated by a neo-existentialist thrust have
contributed toward a relevant and context-centred reformation
and re-formulation of theological sciences. A new quest for a
meaningful inter-locking between, ortho-doxy and ortho-praxis
that characterize the spirit of post-modern religious revivalism
have led both Catholic and Protestant theologians to a re-
scrutiny of the contemporary historical context as a valid
locus of the praxis of faith.’

Such terms as ““adaptation,” “indigenization,” “‘incultur-
ation,” “liberation,” “‘contemporization” and “contextualiz-
ation” that are frequently invoked in contemporary theology
are more indicative of a dynamic search for the locus of theo-
logy than a mere quest for a new method of theologising.
When compared to the theological trends that were prevalent
in the beginning of this century, the depth of meaning shrouded
in these terms quite deliberately point toward a “paradigm
shift” in both the method and content of Christian theology,
as the global ecclesial situation is gearing itself to enter the
threshold of the third millenium of the Christian era.

The whole trajectory of ecclesiastical planning, pastoral
programmes and ministerial structures, envisioned or en-
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compassed by the process of contextualization.has in recent
years been the subject of lively discussions m.theologlcal
circles, especially of the African and Asian continents.?

In fact contemporary trends in Catholic theology attest,
as we shall indicate later, that contextualization as a concept,
vision and process is indicative of the socio-theolqgical evolu-
tion and pastoral maturation of what was initiated nearly
three decades ago simply as “adaptation,” by the Second
Vatican Council.®

This study is geared toward an analysis of the contextual
historico-phenomenological reality of the Catholic church
in Sri Lanka, and its evangelizational and pastoral priorities,
as envisaged collectively by the Catholic Bishops’ in the post
Vatican 1I period. Hence it is appropriate to delineate here
the central concern of this study and its specific relation to the
subject matter that is being examined in this chapter.

1. OUR MAIN CONCERN

As suggested by the title an effort has been made n this
chapter to identify and understand the conceptual origin and
meaning, and to discern the ecclesiological horizon, theo-
logical basis and missiological implications of the process of
contextualization. Such a task is undertaken here as an
initial effort to determine those factors that go to constitute
the rudimentary frame-work for an effective and authentic
contextualization of the church in a particular socio-political
and religio-cultural milieu.

It is our hope that such an examination would help us to
deduce a theoretical frame of reference, which can be utilized
as a parameter, to make a dispassionate critique and an ob-
jective assessment, of the vision and method of contextualiz-
ation as perceived, proposed and planned by the Sri Lankan
Catholic hierarchy since the close of Vatican II. As a matter
of fact, even as early as 1960, the Catholic Bishops’ of Sri
Lanka, as a collective body had addressed themselves to
numerous missio-pastoral issues with a sharp contextual focus.
The bishops deemed certain national issues as vitally import-
ant for intensifying an effective Christian presence and wit-
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nessing in this nation which has an overwhelming non-Christian
population. Particularly, the declarations made by the
bishops at the pre-election period, i.e. 1959-1960 and other
statements issued before and during the nationalization of
Catholic schools, deserve a special mention.4

The long and comprehensive statements made at the
close of the National Synod,5 together with the joint pastoral
letters and other public statements released by the Sri Lankan
bishops, seem to unfold progressively their conscious and
concerted pastoral vision to contextualize the church in Sri
Lanka.® These public documents therefore contain the
programmes visualized, the methods adopted, efforts made
and approaches embarked upon by them towards realizing
this goal. Although the term contextualization is not expli-
citly used in any of these documents, its sense and meaning
permeate almost all their major statements and declarations?
as an inescapable historical exigency.

2. A WIDER BACKGROUND

Viewing this from a wider ecclesial perspective, we find
that the Sri Lankan bishops are not alone in this arduous
enterprise. A similar missio-pastoral motif and thrust are
clearly discernible in the churches of many countries of Asia.8
In fact, the origin and spread of Christianity in the Asian
continent and the current problems of survival and con-
tinuity, coupled with a search for indigenous identity are
among the common traits that the Sri Lankan Catholic
communities share with several other local churches of Asia.

As a vital ecclesiological task, contextualization gained
rapid acceleration in the contemporary Asian missionary
context due to the currents of religiously motivated national-
isms® prevailing there almost at the same time as post-conciliar
renewal began to exude into the ecclesial terrain. Thus, the
socio-political climes warmed up by the indigenous religio-
cultural resurgence provided a salubrious climate for a very
productive ecclesial renewal. Whether the pastors, theo-
logians and missionaries utilized this potential with a right
form of discernment and judgement remains an issue of critical
study and examination.
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Furthermore, certain recent trends in missionary ap-
proaches confirm that contextualization as envi§agefi today
is pastoral in inception, socio-cultural in motivation and
ecclesiological in practical application. Perhaps fqr the same
reasons, contextualization and its popular Catholic counter-
part “‘inculturation”'© have elicited creative responses not
only from the Asian churches but also from those of Africa
and Europe.''

B. CONTEXTUALIZATION: THE EVOLUTION OF
THE CONCEPT

Within the past two decades the concepts of “‘adaptation,”
“accomodation,”  “localization,”  “indigenization,” and
“inculturation” 2 have wielded considerable influence in
Roman Catholic theology. There is also a gradual refine-
ment and evolution as to the pattern of transformation they
demand or signify. As observed by Robert Schreiter, a
leading North American Catholic exponent of contextual
theology, these terms and their contents express a “new shift
in perspective” 3 that is said to be clearly discernible in
contemporary theology.

According to him, this ‘‘shift in perspective” has been
prompted by several factors, not least among them being, the
growing popularity of the Latin American ““theology of liber-
ation,” the inadequacies of Western or North American theo-
logies to respond to the multi-cultural and multi-religious
circumstances of the non-Christian East and the new ques-
tions and concerns vigorously unfolding in the churches of the

Southern hemisphere concerning their cultural, ecclesial and
missionary identity. 4

Terms like adaptation, indigenisation and inculturation,
which preceded the advent of contextualization also confirm,
that the theological process these terms strove to signify are
far more dynamic and complex, than what these terms sought
to contain individually or collectively. This can be further
ascertained from the manifold definitions and descriptions
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attributed to these terms.'®> But what we can infer from
this is that the frequent use of these terms, helped to make
explicit a search and a struggle that was implicit within the
young churches of the mission lands. These churches strove
to re-discover their socio-cultural identity and sought to give
a theological legitimation to their quest for authenticity and
originality. To elucidate our contention we shall briefly
examine here, some of these terms that have become pro-
minent in recent missio-theological writings. After tracing
and establishing the inseparable link between these notions
and the process of ““contextualization,” we shall explain our
reasons for retaining the concept of ‘‘contextualization.”

1. ADAPTATION

“Adaptation” was the foremost pastoral and missionary
programme that dominated the decade immediately following
the council.”® All the changes and reforms introduced
into the liturgical, magisterial, ministerial and missionary
life of the Church during this phase were subsumed under
the notion of “adaptation.” The theological principle of
adaptation is said to lie within the mystery of the incarna-
tion.'” Those who promoted or advocated adaptation in
the early 1960s argued that ‘“adaptation,” as a theological
model for missio-pastoral renewal, has a solid foundation
in both ecclesiology and Christology.’® Both in theory and
practice adaptation pointed to the efforts made by the different
local churches to replace their alien characteristic traits with
elements borrowed from the local cultures. It began with
the translation of the catechetical and liturgical texts into the

vernacular languages. In actual pastoral practice “adapt-
ation” gave the impression of making some temporary adjust-
ments or modifications, in certain aspects of liturgical wor-
ship. Despite the dynamism attributed to this process it did
not aim at making any substantial changes in the pattern of
ecclesial life. In the course of time the notion of adaptation
received a wider significance, in that it paved the way for a
more creative mode of ecclesial presence and missionary
activity by awakening in the local churches a new sense of
social solidarity and cultural identity.
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2. INDIGENIZATION

With the dawn of the 1970s the word adaptation gradually
shrunk into oblivion in the Catholic theological and missio-
logical circles of Asia and Africa and was quickly_ replaced
by a more “land-oriented” notion of “indigenization.”

“Indigenous, indigeneity and indigenization; are derived
from a nature metaphor, that is, of the soil, or taking root
in the soil.” 9 Hence, this term pointed to something ““grow-
ing out of the natural environment,” “native as opposed to
foreign or exotic.”’.20 The process expressed by this term
placed profound emphasis on the critical and respectful
recognition, assimilation and internalization by the local
churches of the social and religio-cultural components of a
specific locus, region or nation, in order that these churches
grounded on the mystery of incarnation may become truly
and fully native—in their life, mission, forms of worship,
expression of faith, theological formulation and other pastoral
enterprises. The political independence attained by several
nations of the third world, from various European colonial
powers added a new impetus to this process of transformation.

Indigenization was systematically initiated by certain
protestant theologians in the early part of the nineteenth
century,2 to ensure the efficiency of their ministry of evangeliz-
ation and to emphasize the need for cultivating a healthy
interaction, between the evangelizing churches and their
host cultures. Hence Christian worship, celebration of the
sacraments, proclamation of the word, catechetical instruc-
tions, ecclesial ministry and spirituality were pointed out as
areas that require a creative cultural integration. In keeping
with the spirit of the times, efforts were also undertaken to

promote indigenous forms of Christian music, literature, art,
decoration and architecture.

In order to strengthen this process, the ‘“‘three self” for-
mula?2 was proposed as an indispensable evangelizational
prelude. This “three-self”’ formula, i.e., “self-support,” “self-
government,” and self-propagation” sums up the motives
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and goals of indigenization and it continues to give elan and
inspiration to those who sincerely seek to promote an indi-
genized church.??

A similar movement towards indigenization was attempted
within the Catholic Church in some parts of Asia around the
early part of the 17th century. This movement, has left
indelible imprints in the ecclesiastical history of this region.
For example the missionary efforts and enterprises of Matteo
Ricci (1552-1610) in China, of Roberto de Nobili (1557 -
1656) and Giuseppe Beschi (1680 - 1746) or Veeramamunivar 2+
in South India are viewed and interpreted today as heroic
attempts at indigenization.2® These missionaries in spite
of their western cultural identity, showed a profound respect
for the native religio-cultural ethos in contrast to the negative
judgements of the institutional church. They manifested a
remarkable openness toward the religious beliefs, rituals and
doctrines and the complex philosophical systems that charac-
terized those religions. Even the audacious missionary
methods employed by the oratorian priests, Joseph Vaz=26
(1651 - 1711) and Jacome Gonsalves?? (1627 - 1742) in many
parts of Sri Lanka during their missionary endeavours in the
mid-seventeenth century are interpreted today as pioneering
efforts toward the process of indigenisation.?®

In recent years, within the Catholic Church, at an official
hierarchical level, the pastoral concern for indigenization
became a subject of serious theological reflection and a vital
missionary pursuit, especially after the Synod on ‘“Evangeliz-
ation in the Modern World” held in Rome in 1974.2° At
this Synod, the bishops of the Afro-Asian continents strongly
underlined the missio-passtoral importance of the process of
indigenization. This has been largely due to the fact that
prior to the synod, this subject was seriously studied and
reflected upon in the continental assemblies such as FABC
and AMECEA.3° Among those factors that enhanced the
quest for indigenization in the Afro-Asian churches are: the
rejuvenation and revitalization of the native and traditional
socio-cultural and religious values, the post-colonial aspiration
for national identity, the pain of social and cultural alienation
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felt by these local churches, the lack qf li\fely dialogue with
other religious traditions, and the growing inadequacy of the
Western monocultural theological systems to respond to
the concrete problems faced by these local ghurches. All
this served as strong incentives for the Afro-Asian bishops to

choose the direction of indigenization.

3. INCULTURATION

In recent years “inculturation,” has become the viable
substitute for “indigenization,” even though one finds these
two terms being used interchangeably,®' in certain missio-
theological writings. It is commonly accepted that this
term is “Roman Catholic in origin and inspiration.” 32 Note-
worthy is also the fact that in recent years the notion of in-
culturation has received explicit approbation by the Roman
Catholic officialdom.23 As a matter of fact the ever growing
theological and missiological literature on issues pertaining
to the different facets of inculturation attests that Catholic
theologians and missiologies have been largely responsible
for the popularity this term currently enjoys.

Inculturation in its pastoral use and application is closely
associated with the different aspects of culture from whence
it derives its basic meaning and significance. The explicit
efforts made by many theologians in the third world to mediate
theological understanding with the help of social and human
sciences34 have also strengthened the process of inculturation.
As for the western and American theologians,3° inculturation
is a lively issue because of their experience of an on-going
cultural transformation that characterises their societies and
nations.

Culture is the pivotal point of the process of inculturation.
Hence one’s understanding and perception of culture, deter-
mines the direction and focus of inculturation. In social
sciences, the concept of culture is given a variety of definitions
;md descriptions all of which “revolve around the fact that
it 1s the totality of one’s way of life in a particular setting.”36
Culture, therefore envelopes the whole gamut of realities
that circumscribe a particular human and social context or
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situation. The notion of culture as employed in the Asian
languages embraces also art, architecture, sculpture, music,
language and literature, as well as the socio-economic and
political structures that go to make a particular social en-
semble. Today, the boundaries of culture(s) are further
expanded by several factors, some of them being, mass-media,
transport, tourism and international trade and commerce.

This dynamic and wholistic view of culture has also
helped to widen the horizon of inculturation and its socio-
religious boundaries so as to embrace and encompass ecclesial
life in all its vicissitudes. Taking all this into consideration,
we could describe inculturation as that process of mutual
interaction by which the liberative message of the Good News
of Jesus Christ enters and perfects the totality of a culture
of a given social or national group, while allowing the con-
stituent elements of that culture to give a visible form and
enfleshed expression to the Gospel message. The mystery
of the incarnation is often invoked as the Christological found-
ation for inculturation, while the Paschal mystery with its
underlying dynamism is seen as the motivating force giving
elan and urgency to the process of inculturation.37

In the Asian nations because of the close affinity that
interlocks religion with a society-based culture, the process
of inculturation has opened new vistas towards inter-religious
fellowship. For the present, it is sufficient to say that the
cultural renaissance sprouting forth in Asia, during the post-
colonial years did serve to buttress the practicable aspects of
inculturation initiated by the Asian churches.

4. CONTEXTUALIZATION

(a) CAUSES AND SOURCES OF ITS ORIGIN

Having made a missio-theological investigation of adapt-
ation, indigenization and inculturation it is appropriate at this
juncture to enumerate the specific contribution made by
these terms in forging and fermenting the meaning and con-
tent of contextualization. As observed by us already, at
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least in the Roman Catholic Church, the process of “‘adapt-
ation” is the primary and the original spark that ignited the
flame of ecclesial renewal that is being nurtured today through
the process of contextualization or inculturation.

The actual implementation of the process of adaptation
in the post-conciliar era, unravelled a host of realities in the
young churches of Asia. Though indispensable to the mission
of the church, these realities, received little or no attention
from the church hierarchy in the past, until the torch of adapt-
ation was flashed on them. Native theologians became
increasingly conscious that their creativity has been stifled
by an uncritical conformism to western theology. Certain
disaffection was expressed towards the blind imitation of the
West by the young churches in matters of liturgy, ministry
and church organization. Besides these, the literal translation
and verbatim repetition of the catechetical and other religious
instructions in its western linguistic categories and thought
patterns, the unquestionable assent to a  western mono-
cultural theological system as universally and everlastingly
valid, and the widening rupture from native socio-cultural
millieu are some of the other poignant findings unearthed as
the process of adaptation penetrated into the life and mission
of the young churches. In Sri Lanka, these deficiencies were
often pointed out by persons from within and without the Sri
Lankan church.®8

Furthermore, this dynamic transformation experienced
by the young churches disclosed that the conceptual connot-
ation of adaptation is blatantly inadequate to cover the en-
tirety of areas that demanded change and modification.
The process of adaptation was not strong enough to penetrate
thf: depths of the socio-cultural layers. Then came indigeniz-
ation with a limited degree of socio-political connotations to
fill this conceptual vacuum. But that too had to be given
up soon because of its political overtones. Herein lie the

practical importance of both contextualization and incul-
turation.
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(b) DEVELOPMENT IN MEANING

As a theological and missiological concept, contextualiz-
ation was first introduced by Shoki Coe, who headed the
team that was entrusted with the Third Mandate programme
of the Theological Education Fund (TEF).3° Contextualiz-
ation as a theological notion came to widespread use following
this team’s publication of two booklets entitled Ministry in
Context (1972) and Learning in Context (1973). Those who
originated this term conceded -that it was the conceptual
limitations cf the existing terms such as indigeneity, indigenous
or indigenization that led them to opt for this comprehensive
term contextualization. Coe remarked that indigenization
was often used in the sense of “responding to the Gospel
in terms of a traditional culture.”4° But contextualization
as described by TEF, “takes into account the process of
secularity, technology, and the struggle for human justice,
which characterize the historical moment of the nations in
the Third World.” 4"

In the recent past, contextualization has helped to stir
up very creative theological reflection and missiological dis-
cussions. Theologians from among the Catholic and several
Protestant denominations have addressed themselves to the
different challenges and problems related to the process of
contextualization.

After having surveyed much literature on the subject,
Krikor Haleblian culled out the following as problems and
concerns most often recurring: (1) the definition of contextu-
alization; (2) its difference from indigenization; (3) the legiti-
mate agents for contextualization; (4) syncretism; (5) the
limits of contextualization; (6) the gospel core; (7) herme-
neutics, 42

His survey discloses two important truths, namely a
major portion of the discussions on contextualization has
deplorably remained theoretical in context, even though the
term came into focus due to pastoral or practical exigencies.
Secondly, very little if any attention is paid to the ecclesio-
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logical dimension of contextualization.or the “coptextuallz-
ation of the church.” Rather a cons1deral?le secz’flon of the
debate has centred around forging and t_avolvmg a “contextual
theology,” little realizing that theology in order to be revelant
and meaningful to a particular context must grow anFl mature
out of the faith experience of a Christian community living

in that context.

The tendency as displayed in many current discussions
seems to assume that “contextual” theology can be pre-
fabricated in theological laboratories and then be transplanted
into different contexts. But we wish to stress the fact that
it is the “contextualization of the church” that should realisti-
cally and chronologically precede the creation of any “con-
textual theology.” In other words, it is the reality of the
local church with its communitarian faith-experience, mission-
ary concerns and pastoral pursuits that should become the
matrix of any theology that claims to be truly contextual.

(¢) CONTEXT

Before we present a description of what we understand
by the terms “contextualization of the church,” a brief examin-
ation of the words such as context and contextuality which
are intrinsically related to contextualization is in order. Ety-
mologically the word context is derived from its Latin kins
contexere and contextus. The former has several meanings
such as to join, to hold or to weave together, while the latter
which is in the noun form refers to ‘“what is woven together,
what is held together as a connected whole.”43 Based on
this etymological sense the word derives a wider significance
at the level of its common use. In relation to a “text,” con-
text is seen as “‘the parts of a discourse that surround a word
or passage and can throw light on its meaning.” 44 Context
also stands for “the inter-related conditions in which some-
thing exists or occurs.”45 This could be more concretely
spelt out as ‘‘one’s socio-cultural, religious, political and
economic environment.”’ 46 Hence one finds the use of such
terms as “situation,” “‘setting,” “‘milien” etc. in contemporary
theological literature as part of the attempts made to approxi-
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mate the elements and dynamism signified by this “‘all-em-
bracing” concept.

A concrete example can be advanced here to illustrate
our point. The ardent concern of liberation theologians,
specially in South America, to understand the religious an.d
theological implications of the socio-political and economic
functions in their societies is undoubtedly prompted by a
context-centred Christian quest. Hence the assertion that
“at the heart of the theology of liberation is the affirmation
of the ‘contextual nature of theology’ 47 is both valid and
well-founded. Because one’s realistic rootedness within the
context is manifested by the fact that the proper content of
theological reflection is culled from the concrete life situation.
It cannot be an arbitrary choice of theologians. Rather it
is thrusted on them by that very same reality within which
they seek to articulate meaningfully the core and content of
their Christian faith-experience.*®

(d) CONTEXTUALITY

When the word contextualization was introduced by
the Theological Education Fund, a distinction was drawn
between “‘contextuality” and ‘‘contextualization,” noting that
“authentic contextuality leads to contextualization.”4®

Contextuality is explained as:

that critical assessment of what makes the context
really significant in the light of Missio Dei. It is the
missiological discernment of the signs of the times, seeing
where God is at work and calling us to participate in it.
It 1s the conscientization of the contexts in the particular
historic moment, assessing the peculiarity of the context
in the light of the mission of the church as it is called to
participate in Missio Dei.5°

Three vital issues to be delineated here are, namely ““criti-
cal assessment,” missiological discernment” and ‘“conscientiz-
ation of the contexts.” In his analysis of his definition
R. D. Tano rightly points out that in the actual practical
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approach, these three levels begin with conscientization.®’
This term with a resonance of liberation theology indicates
a community-centred aspiration for transformation based on
actual involvement and participation in a given social context.

In order to effect a relevant transformation it is necessary
to determine those elements that need to be changed. Hence,
there arises a necessity to critically assess and examine the
mode and method of changes to be effected. In this sense
“contextuality” becomes a guiding force, a regulating principle
and a norm of action leading towards authentic contextualiz-
ation.

Hence as a working definition we understand contex-
tuality as that critical principle which is employed to assess
a particular context in order to determine a suitable and a
relevant missiological and ecclesiological orientation to that
context, which would eventually lead toward the full and
actual realization of the process of contextualization.

5. CONTEXTUALIZATION:
REASONS FOR OUR CHOICE

Our choice of contextualization over other terms used in
contemporary missio-theological writings needs to be clarified
here. We abandon the term adaptation because it gives the
impression of an adjustment that is external or peripheral
without penetrating into the very essence of the reality that is
being modified or changed. It also points to the nature of
change as an external accomodation, rather than a substantial

transformation from within. In this way it gives a only
pretence of change.

We do not wish to employ the concept of indigenization
because it is strongly coloured with elements that seek to
lead the mode of change along nationalistic and provincialistic
lines. When fostered without proper control it may lead
even to narrow-minded parochialism or sectarianism, thus
jeopardizing the universal aspect of the local churches. We
shall demonstrate this with concrete examples when we present
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a critique of the path of transformation opted for by the Sri
Lankan bishops. For the present it is sufficient to note that
indigenization under the guise of promoting the ‘“native
elements™ can easily become an obstacle to progress if it is
allowed unabatedly to resuscitate archaic indigenous elements.

Despite its overwhelming influence on Catholic theology
we also hesitate to use the term inculturation. As a mis-
sionary principle and methodology it has been a popular
slogan in the Asian churches for more than a decade. Our
hesitancy to use this term springs from two factors. The
first one is the complex reality of culture in which inculturation
is grounded, secondly because of the inseparable union that
exists between religion and culture in the Asian countries, the
process of inculturation has been very often counter produc-
tive in the consequences it sought to bring into being. The
basic reason for this failure lies in the disregard shown to the
non-Christian religious symbolism by ardent inculturationists,
who wished only to pluck the cultural meaning from these
symbols without paying any attention to the religious sense
entwined in them.52

This deficiency of inculturation has been virulently pointed
out as a “theological vandalism.”52 As observed by Aloysius
Pieris, “inculturation of this type smacks of an irreverent
disregard for the soteriological matrix of the non-Christian’s
religious symbolism and it easily lends itself to be interpreted
as a disguised form of imperialism.”54 Hence the suggestion
that inculturation be complemented by enreligionisation, 55

Aloysius Pieris also brings out a major theological defi-
ciency entrenched in this form of inculturation by showing
that current approaches to inculturation are only a modified
or modernized version of the “instrumental theory” 56, which
he says is often taken for granted in western theology, and has
been uncritically absorbed in Asia.

Another major weakness that can be attributed to the
process of inculturation as it is currently practised, is rooted
'n1ts exclusively cult-centred approach. To a large extent
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inculturation in theory and practice remained 2 lituljglcal or
worship-centred phenomenon. Pastors and missionaries made
very little efforts to channel this dynamic flow beyopd ic
boundaries of liturgy. Instead of serving as a motivating
force of socio-cultural integration of the pastorate .of the
church, —in many aon-Christian lands, inculturation, 1N
theory and practice was invoked only to justify the intro-
duction of a few elements from the non-Christian religious
rituals and cultural practises into Christian worship. Due
to this narrow, cult-centred approach, the powerful socio-
cultural potential of inculturation remained untapped and
unexploited. The ecclesiological dimensions of inculturation
were cvershadowed or subsumed under these cultic overtones.

As a dynamic process of socio-cultural transformation,
it had very little or no impact on the social and historical
situations of the people. Thus it appeared to be a lop-sided
missionary pursuit. Within the Roman Catholic Church,
for all practical purposes it only adorned a Latino-Roman

liturgical garb with a few indigenous cultural embellishments.

In sum, adaptation, indigenisation and inculturation,
in one way or another, failed to enter into a living and trans-
forming relationship with all the elements that constitute a
“context” and therefore elicited negative reactions, suspicions
and doubts from the non-Christian groups. For instance
the remarks of G. Vitanage, a Sri Lankan Buddhist, are re-
presentative of the fears entertained by his coreligionists.
He states,

The so called indigenization ... appears 1O be a
matter of tactics rather than one of appreciation and
admiration of things indigenous. In other words it
appears to be a camouflage resorted to with a view to
breaking down the aperceptive mass of Buddhists and to
proselytising them by using the vast financial resources
of the Church. It can be likened to the tactics of a
(_:hameleon which takes on the colour of the environment
in order to deceive its prey.®’
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6. CONTEXTUALIZATION OF THE CHURCH

The conceptual limitations, pastoral deficiencies and
missionary inadequacies of the notions preceding contextuali-
zation press for s more comprehensive and an all-inclusive
missio-theological approach. Therefore, as a working des-
cription, we understand “contextualization of the church,”
as that process of creative ecclesial presence in which a local
church or churches as a community of believers with special
emphasis upon the biblical testimony and its subsequent
tradition, express, live, proclaim and celebrate their specific
Christian faith — experience with an authentic rootedness
in the socio-political and religio-cultural millieu of that parti-
cular historical moment in which that Christian community
finds iteself.

The diverse elements implied in this description shall be
explained in the course of our development of the theological
basis and historical exigencies of the process of contextualiz-
ation.

C. CONTEXTUALIZATION: HISTORICAL
CATALYSTS AND THEOLOGICAL BASIS

Certain dominant historical forces to which we have
made partial allusions in the previous section, are undoubtedly
responsible for facilitating the ferment of contextualization
as an indispensable missio-pastoral process in contemporary
ecclesial life, particularly in the Asian continent. It is essential
to demonstrate here, the dynamic role played by these forces
in shaping the form, moulding the meaning, and in condition-
ing the content of the process of contextualization.

For the sake of clarity we shall view the contribution
made by these forces from three inter-related aspects, which
in our opinion have a particular relevance to our study of the
Sri Lankan situation. Our presentation is based on the
descending order of their specific impact on contemporary
ecclesial life within Asia in general and Sri Lanka in particular.
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1. ECCLESIOLOGICAL INCENTIVES

(a) REVIVAL AND RENEWAL AFTER VATICAN II

The ecclesiological revolution characteristic of modern
times derives its energy and inspiration from the Second
Vatican council. It is imperative therefore that the concept
and content of contextualization be viewed, interpreted and
understood against the dense background of the tides of
renewal generated by the Council and the subsequent Synods
of Bishops held in Rome.

The program of aggiornamento inaugurated and initiated
by the Council has been the power-source of renewal for the
Catholic Church in the last two decades. Consequently the
years immediately following the Council have been for the
churches at various levels, namely, local, diocesan, regional,
national and international, years of profound change, refiec-
tion and reform. In its true sense of ‘‘up-dating” this pro-
gram of aggiornamento has been an effective and an influential
catalyst for creative change and transformation in many
areas of ecclesial life, mission and ministry.

Especially in those nations where Christians constitute
the minority, this process of revival, originating from the
Council has not only opened avenues, for new forms of ecclesial
presence and mission but has also given birth to new challenges
and concerns, which were previously left unnoticed.58 From
an ecclesiological point of view, this state of affairs, neatly
confirms the council’s penetrative perception of the Church
as a mystery that unfolds itself in various dynamic models
and imageries.®® As a reality that exists in history, the
Church is inescapably affected by the ebb and flow of history.
As a result, “the self-understanding of the Church has varied
considerably along its journey through different epochs
apd cultures.”8° This evolution in self-understanding while
glving a new elan and urgency to its missionary presence.
inevitably affects the Church’s specific conception of the way
of realizing this same presence, according to the needs and
requirements of the different times and places.
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(b)) THE CHURCH: A SIGN AND SACRAMENT

The profound realization that it is not the Church but
the person of Christ who is the centre and pivotal point of the
mission and activity of the Church in the world is yet another
“self-discovery” of the Church, traceable to the Council.

This discovery led the Church to understand more realistic-
ally that her essential mission is to be a visible sign, and an
instrument of the grace which unites all people to God and
with one another.®” As a community re-created in Christ,
bathed in His Spirit, entrusted with a mission and empowered
with His presence, the Church is described by the Council
as a sacrament, heralding God’s kingdom and summoning
all peoples irrespective of the divisions of race and class,
colour and creed to share the unity and fellowship affirmed,
lived and proclaimed by Christ.

(¢) THE LOCAL CHURCH: A VISIBLE SIGN

The understanding of the Church as a visible ““sign’ and a
“sacrament” has far-reaching theological implications and
consequences for the evalgelizational ministry of the Church
especially in reference to the process of contextualization.
The Church is said to be a visible and perceptible SIGN.
The Universal Church which does not and cannot exist as a
visible and perceptible reality in time and space, cannot also
be a “visible sign and sacrament of salvation” to the world,
but the local churches can and must. And so succinctly
stated by Edward Schillebeeckx, “... people belong to the
universal church because they belong to a local community.” 62

Referring to the reality of the Church, the Council affirms
in no uncertain terms that “this Church of Christ is truly
present in all legitimate local congregations of the faithful
which, united with their pastors are themselves called churches
in the New Testament.” 623

Such an assertion further reinforces the concreteness of
the Church as manifested and made explicit in and through
the numerous local churches. It is not surprising therefore



20 CONTEXTUALIZATION

that contemporary ecclesiology p]af:es a strong emphasis on
the need to rediscover the role and identity qf the Loca.l .Chul‘-
ches as indispensable to an effective missionary activity.

The “SIGN” aspect of the local churchqs unveil an
important dimension of Christian life. A sign 1s some.thmg
that points to a reality other than itself and outsnde; of itself.
Spelt out more concretely, a sign becomes functional and
relevant by not being self-oriented or self-centred. By defi-
nition a sign is directed and oriented toward another. Hence
the sign aspect of the Church places the local churches in a
precarious position. It constantly invites the church for a
kenotic or emptying experience and calls for an undoing of
all forms of self-centred or self-seeking evangelism.

On the other hand, on a more positive note, a sign has an
instructional, directive and orientational function. In order
to perform these functions fruitfully, the Church must cease-
lessly seek to be a genuine representative of humanity in all
its religio-cultural pluriformities and ethno-social diversities.
Being a sign demands of the Church that it should not confine
itself to a single culture, nation or people as it will mar and
mutilate its nature as a “‘universal sacrament of salvation.”’ ¢4

This attitude should summon all local churches to become
a real event, by truly incarnating itself in the soil and by enter-
ing into the mainstream of social life and expressing its faith
and worship from elements drawn from its religio-cultural
heritage. In this way each local church should be willing to
offer a genuine and self-effacing service in full solidarity,

through genuine involvement and participation, in the concrete
context, 65

2. MISSIOLOGICAL EXIGENCIES

(a) CONSCIOUSNESS OF THE WORLD CHURCH

The ecclesiological revolution taking shape in the modern
world, particularly in the non-Christian world, has been
gauged from a dense missiological perspective by Karl Rahner.
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For him, the post-Vatican II Church, in terms of its global
presence and mission has inaugurated a new “epoch” in the
history of theology.66 In his assessment this contemporary
missionary presence of the Church, almost in all corners of
the world is indicative of an emerging consciousness of the
Church as “world-Church.”’¢? By world-church Rahner
points to an aspect of the Church that is more than a mere
geographical presence of the church in all parts of the world.
In fact he contends that the Church must be inculturated
throughout the world if it is to become fully a world Church.®®

In other words, Rahner emphasizes the fundamental
importance of the local churches and the necessity incumbent
upon the local churches to be genuinely incarnated in the
socio-cultural milieu; so that these local churches would be
able re-discover and maintain their specific identity and mis-
sion, and would be able to make an unique contribution
towards an authentic catholicity by realizing what may be
termed as “semiological catholicity” i.e. universality in its
function as “SIGN.” 69

The Church becomes universal not only when the Gospel
is preached to all people and everywhere, but when the spread
of the Gospel permeates, ‘purifies and perfects all the realities
of the temporal order,”° so that with a strong and solid found-
ation in the mystery of the incarnation, the young churches,
may absorb unto themselves in a wonderful exchange all the
riches of the nations which are created, purified and saved in
the Person of Christ.”"

(b) SITUATIONAL RESPONSE OF THE LOCAL
CHURCHES

Many countries of Asia were victims of colonial domin-
ation and control since the early part of the sixteenth century.
It was during this period that Christianity was brought in as
a “potted plant” from Europe and implanted in the Asian
socio-cultural soil with hardly any organic interaction with
the Asian religio-cultural matrix. Thus following the with-
drawal of the colonial powers, i.e. in the post World War TI
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period, many Christian communities particularly in the African
and Asian continents became painfully aware of the glaring
social rupture, the cultural alienation and the drifting away
from the stream of national life imposed upon them as a
result of their membership in the Christian community. These
churches felt the urgent need to remedy this situation. This
awareness also induced a fresh thinking about the church’s
missionary presence and activities and demanded innovative
patterns of nativisation that would ensure the survival and
continuity of Christianity among the teeming millions of non-
Christians. Such a process of creative and contextual inno-
vation is bound to change the self-understanding of the Church
as well as its traditional image.

The impetus provided by Vatican 11 which encouraged
liturgical celebrations and other community worship in the
local idiom and languages and the dwindling numbers of
foreign missionaries further eroded the western image of the
church in Sri Lanka. This opened up new avenues for more
indigenous forms of ecclesial expression.

The leadership exercised by the native bishops and the
growing numbers of native priests and religious also facili-
tated and hastened this process. Within the Catholic church
of Sri Lanka, it has been confirmed even by sociological
analysis that the abovementioned factors did serve as strong
catalysts to the local church in mobilising her to become
“progressively indigenized at all levels.”’> From a theological
point of view such a process may even be construed as the
inescapable consequence of the historical consciousness mani-
fested within the Church in the post-colonial era.

() SOME MISSIONARY AND HISTORICAL
ANTECEDENTS

For the many local churches in the non-Christian lands,
this period of renewal witnessed also an active return to the
past to seek historical justification for promoting the process
of indigenisation.”’® Sri Lanka being the test case of our
study we could cite here a valid example to prove our point.
With the advent of the Dutch (1656 A.D.), and their sub-
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sequent conquest of the maritime provinces of Sri Lanka
from the control of the Portuguese, the indigenous Catholic
communities and their foreign pastors were exposed to a
situation fraught with a double-edged hostility.

Namely, on the one hand these Christians had to face
the antagonism of their cultural kith and kin, and on the
other, the anti-Catholic, Dutch conquerors who brought
along with them the tragic features of their politico-religious
rivalries with the Portuguese.

It was during this period that the courageous Oratorian
missionary, Fr. Joseph Vaz,”* from India — himself an Indian
Brahmin convert to Catholicism, opted for a radical missionary
method that is said to resemble closely the contemporary notion
of contextualization or inculturation.”® Joseph Vaz was not
preaching or theorising on inculturation. He just responded to
the needs and exigencies of his times. Assessing properly the
double-edged hostility of his troubled times, Fr. Vaz resorted to
a pastoral method that enabled the Christian faith to seep deep
into the life of the people. Through his originality in the creative
use of the vernacular languages and the local religio-cultural
expressions, Fr. Vaz pioneered an excellent form of contextualiz-
ation of Catholicism in Sri Lanka. Impressed by the excep-
tional fruits produced by this method, his able successor
Fr. Jacome Gonsalves continued his missionary endeavours
along the steps of his eminent predecessor. It is now claimed
that except for these two audacious missionaries Christianity
would have quickly faded into oblivion in Sri Lanka.?®

But at least in the South Asian region, Joseph Vaz was
not the sole originator of this missionary venture. The way
was already paved by such perceptive pioneers as Matteo
Ricci (1552-1610 A.D.) in China, Robert de Nobili (1557-1656
A.D.) and Giuseppe Beschi or Veeramamunivar (1680-1747
A.D.) in Southern India.”” It is commonplace in contem-
porary missiology to consider their missionary efforts as
audacious attempts at nativisation of the church.

Moreover, the farsighted instructions given to the first
two candidates for the episcopate in Indo-china by the then
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established “Congregation de Propaganda fide” contains very
commendable descriptions of what is referred to today as
indigenization or contextualization. Tt reads i part:

Do not in anyway attempt, and do not on any pretext
persuade these people to change their rites, habits and
customs, unless they are openly opposed to religion
and good morals. For what could be more absurd
than to bring France, Spain, Italy or any other European
country over to China? It is not your country but the
faith you must bring, that faith which does not reject or
belittle the rites or customs of any nation as long as these
rites are not evil, but rather desires that they be preserved
in their integrity and fostered. It is, as it were, written
in the nature of all men that the customs of their country
and especially their country itself should be esteemed,
loved and respected above anything else in the world.
There is no greater cause of alienation and hatred than to
change the customs of a nation, especially when they go
back as far as the memory of ancestors can reach . . .7%

3. SOCIO-POLITICAL AND RELIGIO-CULTURAL
FACTORS

(a) POST INDEPENDENCE NATIONALISM

After a long spell of colonial domination and subjugation
many nations of the Asian continent emerged to a new life of
political and cultural freedom, in the post-World War Il
period. The new sense of nationalism that sustained their
quest for freedom, found diverse forms of articulation follow-
ing the attainment of political independence. In many coun-
trif:s of Asia, the native Christians as a religious group did not
agitate or join in the struggles for political independence.
On the contrary their religious affiliations induced them to
co-operate with the colonial powers, in what was judged by
non-Christians as anti-national activities. It cannot be denied
also that under colonial rule, Christians as a religious group
were able to enjoy a certain amount of state patronage, privi-
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lege and protection — a fact that was acknowledged by the
Sri Lankan bishops nearly two decades after political inde-
pendence.’® But in the social realm this alliance widened
the gulf between the native Christians and the followers of
other religions. The leadership realized the need to con-
sciously dissociate itself from this colonial legacy. Today,
in order to compensate for this “unpatriotic past” of pre-
independent times, Christian leaders and authorities display
a sympathetic attitude toward these nationalistic movements.
Christians have avowed to uphold the national image by
opting to immerse themselves into the national stream with
all its socio-cultural currents of resurgence. This nationalistic
enthusiasm reveals that the church of Sri Lanka sees its
foreign character as something to be shed away in order to
put on a new image and identity.

(b) CULTURAL RESURGENCE

Political independence from colonial rule served as a
strong catalyst for the resurgence and revitalization of native
religions and cultures. Such cultural elements as art, music,
architecture, language, literature, etc. began to develop and
blossom with a new fervour. But in contradistinction to this
attitude, until the post-conciliar period Christian communities
continued to foster the borrowed elements of western cultures.
The music, art, forms of worship, songs and hymns, religious
customs and celebrations openly showed a cultural cleavage.
Now there is a strong tendency to overcome this gulf and to
enter the stream of the native socio-cultural life. Here again
the process of contextualization has a dual role, namely of
enriching the specific Christian content and of enlivening as
well as challenging the local cultures with Christian values.
Those oppressive elements such as caste distinctions, racial
prejudices, inequality of women, dowry system etc. are yet
other areas that need to be challenged and purified by the
Gospel.

(c) REJUVENATION OF OTHER RELIGIONS

In the colonial period the spread of Christianity, with
the tacit or direct support of the Western colonial powers,
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was perceived by non-Christians as posing a formidable
threat to the native religio-cultural traditions of_ Asia. Hence
the religious elite initiated a process of rejuvenation by correct-
ing and modifying some of the malpractices of their respective
religions and reforming them according to the needs and
exigencies of their times. In Sri Lanka, there are ample
evidences to this effect. Both among Buddhists and Hindus,
there emerged religious reformers filled with the fervour of
restoring their respective religions to their rightful place.
They did this by internalizing and integrating into their reli-
gions some of the positive elements found in Christianity.®°
They used these elements to their advantage to reform their

religious practices or to rejuvenate their religious spirit.

For instance, the orderliness of Christian worship, their
organizational efficiency, hierarchical structure, method of
preaching and giving catechetical instructions were among
some of the elements that both Buddhism and Hinduism
absorbed and integrated to a certain degree into their respective
religious professions and practice.

(d) THE NEED FOR DIALOGUE

But today the converse seems to take place. Other
religions feel a sense of firmness and stability, whereas Christi-
anity, because of its perceived Western orientation and its
actual minority status amidst teeming millions of non-Christi-
ans, feels the need for a more meaningful religio-cultural
integration and social incorporation. Inter-religious harmony
and co-ordination supported by a sound form of dialogue in
such a context becomes a practical and situational necessity
rather than a theoretical or scholarly quest. In the case of
Sri Lanka, the Catholic hierarchy came to the realization
that inter-religious dialogue will be ineffectual unless the
church in its efforts and activities entered into full solidarity

with the whole trajectory of the contextual, socio-cultural
ensemble. 8’

The wrongful and condemnatory judgements®? that
had been pronounced by the church against the followers
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of other religions in the past was yet another factor that promp-
ted this positiveinitiative. This unhappy past characterized by
deep scars with hurtful memories is yet to be healed in toto.

D. CHRISTOLOGICAL MODELS OF
CONTEXTUALIZATION: INCARNATION AND
PASCHAL MYSTERY

In seeking to identify the origin and meaning of the
process of contextualization, we explained in the preceding
pages the ecclesiological, missiological and socio-religious
factors as three major catalysts of contextualization. We
stated that these three factors are inter-related to a certain
degree. Now we shall focus our attention on the theological
models and principles from which all these factors derive
their sustenance.

1. THE USE OF MODELS IN THEOLOGY

In the post conciliar era it has become common place
to understand or interpret theological realities by using the
analogy of models. Avery Dulless has successfully demon-
strated in two of his major works, 83 the feasibility of using
models to interpret or understand theological realities. In
the last two decades, many Protestant and Catholic theo-
logians who have expounded the methods and approaches to
contextualization or contextual theology have evolved various
models to justify and substantiate their positions. In the
realm of contextualization, the increasing interest in the use
of models or methodological types in contemporary theology
unveils a significant truth. First of all it indicates a clear
shift in the way of doing theology. Secondly, it indirectly
expresses that the method and content of theology should
be liberated from the confines of monocultural expressions
in order to facilitate its contextual relevance. Thirdly, the
growing concern for contextual theologies has demanded
a praxis-oriented and an inter-disciplinary approach. Fourth-
ly, contextual theologies seek not only a new way of under-
standing theology but with equal emphasis they look for a
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motivation that leads towards transforming action®4 in the
church and in society.8® In recent years, context-centred
theological experiments and reflections have brought in a
laudable wealth of insights on the models and methods of

theology and theologising.8®

2. MODELS IN CONTEXTUAL THEOLOGY

Having surveyed a cross-section of some contemporary
theological literature on contextualization and related issues,
Stephen Bevans considers the following models as largely
representative of and operative in contemporary theologies
on contextualization.

The “anthropological” model, which lays particular
stress on listening to culture; the “translation” model,
which lays stress on the message of the Gospel and the
preservation of Church tradition; the ‘‘praxis” model
which sees as a primary locus theologicus the phenomena
of social change, particularly the change called for by a
struggle for justice; the “synthetic”” model which attempts
to mediate the above three by employment of an *“‘ana-
logical imagination”; the ‘“‘semiotic” model which at-
tempts to listen to a culture by means of semiotic cultural
analysis; the ‘‘transcendental” model, a meta-model
which focuses not on theological content but on subjec-
tive authenticity within theological activity.®”

These manifold models enumerated here bring to light
some of the significant dimensions of the process of contextuali-
ZE.ltiOIl. What is relevant for our purpose here is that while
differing among themselves in their specific emphasis, all
these models possess two common traits. Namely they
portray contextualization as a dynamic meeting and merging
~of Fhe unique faith-content of the church with the concrete
socio-cultural ensemble. Secondly, they illustrate that it is
from this dynamic, dialectical interaction that an authentic
ecclesial contextualization comes to birth.
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3. THE PRINCIPLE OF INCARNATION

Despite the plurality of models proposed or advocated
by Protestant and Catholic theologians there is a remarkable
consensus regarding the basic biblical and theological principle
that underlies these models as their source and support. When
the Council explained the need for adaptation it invoked the
the mystery of incarnation as the dynamic and inspiring
base.2® But the Council did not explore in depth the method
and mode of translating this mystery in a concrete ecclesial
context.

Since the close of the Council, Catholic theologians
who set about to promote the process of indigenization and
inculturation have appealed to the mystery of the incarnation
as a valid theological model and pattern.®°

Protestant theologians who strongly advocated a missio-
theological form of contextualization also sought to ground
their arguments on the intrinsic dynamism of the mystery
of the incarnation. Commenting on the “Contextualization
of the Gospel,”°° René Padilla states that “God has contex-
tualized himself in Jesus Christ,” and he adds that “the incar-
nation unmistakably demonstrates God’s intention to make
himself known from within the human situation.”®' Shoki
Coe, who was among the pioneers who originated the term
“‘contextualization,” asserts that ‘‘incarnation is the divine
form of contextualization.”?2 R. D. Tano understands
contextualization as a theological necessity demanded by the
incarnation of the word.®3

Samuel Rayan’s description of God’s incarnational
presence in Christ as a dynamic model for inculturation is
summarily representative of the views held by many Catholic
and Protestant authors. He explains:

Jesus was not simply God’s Eternal word in a parti-
cular cultural clothing. He was deeply historical, densely
human reality, a sharer in our bodily existence and earthly
conditions, flesh of our flesh, man among men, like us
in all things though never sinning, never closing himself
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to God. His body was of this earth. It was not made
of incorruptible star-dust in heavenly places and then
imported here. In coming to dwell among us Jesus was
not adapting or inculturating anything to anything.
He was just being himself among his people.®?

Reflecting on the principle of incarnation from the con-
text of the Philippine church, José de Mesa states that:

Fidelity to the Lord demands of the Church to
follow the example of the Word of God in becoming
human. This is what, in fact, the Church clearly intends
to do when in her decree regarding missionary activity
she explicitly states that she is acting “'in imitation of the
plan of the incarnation” (A.G. 22). It would violate
the demand that the Word be made flesh if Christianity
were treated as an abstract essence in any culture.®®

The extra-ordinary flexibility evidenced in the early
Christian era with regard to theological, liturgical and minis-
terial expressions clearly reveal that the believing communities
sought to integrate themselves creatively “into the variegated
socio-cultural structures of the Mediterranean world.”®
The examples set by the early Christians bear courageous
witness to their contextual openness and creativity. In his
effort to interpret Christ’s incarnation from a world religious
perspective Paul Knitter argues that for St. Paul, Christ’s
incarnation in Christians was more important than God’s
incarnation in Christ.®7 In this context the mystery of
Christ’s incarnation has a significant ecclesiological implication,
i.e. the unity and oneness of Christianity should be sought
in the person of Christ and should not be reduced to the
mere establishment of a uniformity in such external elements
and expressions as liturgy, culture, language etc.

4. THE DYNAMISM OF THE PASCHAL MYSTERY

Another significant Christological mystery that should
!Je seen as constitutive of the theology of contextualization
is the “‘resurrection” of Christ. The dynamic implications
of the entirety of the Paschal mystery on the process of eccle-
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sial contextualization is hardly developed in theological
writings.®® But those who made an attempt to develop
the inner dynamism of incarnation in the glowing light of
Easter, rightly claim that it is through the mystery of Christ’s
resurrection that his incarnational involvement attains its
completion and fullness. Samuel Rayan explains that “‘by
resurrection, Jesus is released from the confines of local parti-
cularity in order to become really present to the whole of
history. It is the fullness of his bodily commitment to his-
torical human existence.” 2° Briefly it can be said that while
the mystery of Christ’s incarnation provides the principle
and model of contextualization, the mystery of his resurrection
provides the energy and dynamism that is needed to realize
this process.

5. THE DIALECTICS OF CONTEXTUALIZATION:

CHURCH AND CONTEXT

It has been stated by us aiready that our specific focus
in this study deals with the contextualization of the church.
In this connection we also emphasized that any theology
which ciaims to be authentically contextual should emerge
from within the matrix of a contextualized church. From
the perspective of evangelization Rene Padilla enunciated
a similar conviction when he said that “the Contextualization

of the Gospel can never take place apart from the contextualiz-
ation of the Church.”700

Consisting of human individuals the church is constituted
of men and women who share the dynamism and limitations
of a particular social structure, a political system and a cul-
tural heritage. In this sense all churches are by their very
existence ““local” churches, ' i.e. churches “in” a particular
place. But the point at issue is whether they are also local
churches ““of” that place. It is here that the process of eccle-
sial contextualization enters, by inviting the church to evaluate
itself with the principle of incarnation and to examine itself
in the resplendent light of the Paschal mystery. This would
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enable the local churches to recapture their primordial ecclesial
content. It thereby facilitates the church’s rediscovery of its
communitarian image in all its pluriform dimensions. It also
sharpens the church’s intrinsic nature as a community that is
saved and re-created in Christ and strengthens the church’s
extrinsic function as a sign and sacrament of this same sal-
vation promised in Christ. Because the church should
constantly test its realistic relevance by asking itself “whether
it is an institution of the gnostic type, that is, one whose func-
tion is to transmit saving knowledge, or whether it is a people
who continue the saving action” 02 of Christ. When this
saving action is truly manifested by a local church through
its very presence as a “‘sign and sacrament’ and when the same
is rightly perceived, understood and interpreted by those
outside of the church, then it can rest assured that it has
authentically commenced the process of contextualization.
With these ideas at the backdrop we shall now investigate the
diverse components that are constitutive of the Sri Lankan
nation. We shall also draw attention to the contextual and
historical presence and activity of the church in this nation
which has a non-Christian population of over 90 7.
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lChapdter 2

THE SRI LANKAN CONTEXT

A NATION IN CHANGE AND CRISIS

The island nation of Sri Lanka, with all its problems
and crises is the proper locus of this study and reflection. The
attempts and efforts made by the Sri Lankan Catholic hier-
archy, to initiate a pattern of ecclesial renewal along the
direction of contextualization is the central focus of this
study. In order to be well-grounded and relevant in our
analysis and critique of the attempts made by the Sri Lankan
Catholic hierarchy towards realizing this goal, it is necessary
that we make a survey of those diverse components that
constitute the Sri Lankan “‘socio-historical ensemble.”' This
is undertaken here as an essential and integral part of this
study and analysis because it is against such a backdrop that
the pastoral letters and statements of the Catholic Bishops
Conference of Sri Lanka can be rightly understood and mean-
ingfully interpreted.

A. SOME GENERAL OBSERVATIONS

It has been clearly enunciated by us in the previous chapter
that contextualization as a process of creative ecclesial presence
requires an authentic rootedness of the church in a particular
socio-historical milieu. Hence such vital social functions as
politics, economics, culture, education, religion etc. necessarily
fall within the purview of this all-embracing process.

Furthermore, Catholic Christianity which entered into
Sri Lanka in the early part of the sixteenth century with an
European cultural identity and political patronage has since
then been an active agent of social change.2 For the past
four centuries, Catholic leadership with its various missionary
institutions has directly and tacitly exerted a great deal of
influence on the social, political, economic, cultural, edu-
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cational and religious evolution?3 of this non-Christian nation.
Today there is a perceptible decline in this sphere of influence, 4
but over the years this influential position of Catholic Church
has earned the enmity and rancour of other religious and
ethnic groups,® particularly from the Sinhala-Buddhist sectors
of the population.

History clarifies and confirms that the kind of influence
wielded by Christianity was not a mere unilateral affair, It
had its own iInevitable dialectics.

In this process, the Catholic church in Sri Lanka as an
institution has also allowed the diverse components of the
Sri Lankan social context to determine the direction of of the

Church’s missionary pursuits, pastoral priorities and theo-
logical themes. ®

Employing the principle of ‘“Contextuality,” here we
shall draw attention to those socio-historical, religio-cultural
and political elements that have a direct bearing on the mission-
ary and pastoral activities of the Sri Lankan church. Even
though our study seeks to understand the brief span of thirty
years, i.e. 1960 -1990, in the post independence era, this
period cannot be arbitrarily isolated as a ‘“block of time”
without adequate reference to the epochs preceding these two
eventful decades.

It is therefore necessary to maintain a meaningful histori-
cal perspective, by resuscitating an awareness of certain signi-
ficant aspects and events that have contributed to the flow of
Sri Lankan history. Because, as we shall illustrate later, the
root causes of some of the current problems that confront
the church and the nation lie buried in the country’s past.
Hence a cautious and critical revisitation to this past will shed
light on the current national situation.

It should also be admitted that for the contemporary Sri
Lankan Catholic community, this post-colonial, crisis-ridden,
stive-torn, poverty-stricken, nation of Sri Lanka is the direct
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and immediate context of their missionnaire pastorale. Be-
cause it is within this context that the bishops as well as th_e
Christian faithful live their social responsibility, express tl}elr
religious loyalty and search for their cuktural or ethnic identity.

One of the noteworthy factors that characterizes- .Sri
Lankan society is the deep-seated affinity that joins re}lglon
with language, culture and ethnicity. The two major religions
of Sri Lanka, namely Buddhism and Hinduism claim a sym-
biotic relationship to the Sinhala and Tamil cultures respec-
tively.’

In recent years it has become very evident that on the
basis of language, ethnicity and religion, Sri Lanka, has
witnessed and is witnessing progroms of unprecedented magni-
tude that are unbecoming of a civilized nation.® The custo-
mary sense of inter-religious tolerance and inter-ethnic accomo-
dation seems to have come to a grinding halt in an environment
fraught with factionalism, fragmentation and a secessionist
warfare of serious proportions.®

Understandably in such a situation, the church cannot
isolate itself nor can it abdicate its communitarian and societal
responsibility. The very notion of mission which is the
raison d’etre for the existence and continuity of the church
demands that the church be truly and fully present to this
complex context.

Largely motivated by the spirit of service and dialogue,
characteristic of the Second Vatican Council, the Catholic
bishops of Sri Lanka have addressed themselves to problems
and issues arising out of this complex national context. A
year after the close of the Council, the bishops wrote, “The
universal Church has come to far reaching conclusions in
order to adapt its pastoral life to the needs of modern times.
The Church in Ceylon must keep pace with this movement.” 1 ©
They further maintained that “if we are to do this effectively
we must first make a careful survey of our present situation,” 1"
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In seeking to make a ‘“‘careful survey” of the situation
that exists in Sri Lanka, the bishops not only make copious
references to the concrete Sri Lankan context with all its socio-
political and religio-cultural ramifications, ' ? but also endeavour
to evoke this complex context as an indispensable component
of their collective pastoral ministry.

As we shall illustrate later in the recent past more serious
efforts have been made by the bishops to address themselves
to very specific national qmestions and issues.

In the very opening sentence in one of their recent joint
pastoral letters the bishops quite pertinently state their per-
ception of the contemporary Sri Lankan situation as “a time
of grave crisis.”’® With a tone of anxiety they ask, “In
this sad situation what is our responsibility and role as Christ-
ians?” The bishops believe that such questions should be
responded to within the frame work of the contemporary
socio-historical context. Hence they state, “We shall first
recall the background to our crisis and reflect on the basis
of our faith, to draw orientations for our responses to the
crisis.” !4

Before we venture to analyse and critique the bishops’
statements and letters, it is incumbent upon us that we examine
those ingredients that go to make up the Sri Lankan context
in all its diverse ramifications. It remains to be seen whether
the bishops were always successful in grasping, internalising,
interpreting and responding to this reality with justifiable
objectivity and fidelity.

B. THE LAND AND ITS PEOPLE

Sri Lanka is relatively a small island in the Indian ocean,
with a land surface of 25,332 square miles, located around
twenty miles off the southern tip of the Indian sub-continent.
The country was known as Ceylon'® until May 22, 1972,
whence it assumed its present name, adopted a new consti-
tution and became a republic within the British Commonwealth.
Sri Lanka’s population currently stands at 17.2 million with
an annual growth rate of 1.4%.
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The beauty and richness of this palm-fringed island,
lie not only in its ancient ruins, imposing mogntams,_ lush
valleys and evergreen plains, but much more in its pluriform
socio-cultural and ethno-religious mosaic. This mosaic com-
prises of at least four ethnic groups, namely Sinhalese, Tanpls,
Malays and Eurasians’ 6, and four major, living religions, 1.€.,
Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam and Christianity. Thus, the
people of Sri Lanka who are known as Ceylonese or Sri Lan-
kans do not come from the same ethnic or racial stock, nor

do they use a common indigenous language.

As we shall explain later, Sri Lanka’s strengths and
weaknesses, to a large extent are rooted in this multi-ethnic
and multi-religious composition, which has on many occasions
given rise to bitter conflicts charged with ethno-religious
passions. |

As in certain other parts of South Asia, in Sri Lanka too,
religion and ethnicity coalesce together and create a sense
of communal solidarity. Therefore any serious effort to
understand the Sri Lankan social ensemble should pay ade-
quate attention to this ethno-religious symbiosis which has
become a disturbingly dominant factor in the contemporary
history of this island nation. Within the Sri Lankan polity,
this symbiosis is bedevilled further by the numerical strength
of the two ethnic groups. In other words, Sri Lanka’s ethnic
majority, namely the Sinhalese, is also a religious majority i.e.,
Buddhist, and its major ethnic minority, namely the Tamils,
is a major religious minority, 1.e. Hindus. It 1s even correct
to say that in Sri Lanka, all Buddhists are Sinhalese and all
Hindus are Tamils. But the converse is not true, because the
Christian population in the island is interspersed among the
two ethnic communities, i.e., the Sinhalese and the Tamils.
Herein lies the dilemma of the church, inclusive of its leader-
ship, concerning its attitudes to this complex national situation.

The nation’s Muslim community is comprised of people
from both Arabic and South Indian extraction who migrated
to Sri Lanka at various periods. Majority of the Muslim
population use Tamil as their main language at home and are
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also living in the North and East of Sri Lanka.'?” There is
also a sizeable population of Eurasians, who are the descend-
dents of the Portuguese, Dutch and the British. Majority
of them are Christians by religion and their political influence
has almost faded out in the national scene. The table given
in Appendix I has the details of the ethno-religious composi-
tion as presented in the 1992 census. '8

Certain perceptible changes have taken place at least in
some regions of Sri Lanka in the demographic patterns parti-
cularly when compared to the demographic data of pre-
independent times. This area of research needs substantial
data-analysis as this remains one of the thorny issues fuelling
the ethnic conflict.

1. THE SINHALA-BUDDHIST ETHNO-RELIGIOUS
COHESION

The Sinhalese people who occupy the Southern, South-
western and central regions of Sri Lanka, and their language
called “Sinhala” are found only in Sri Lanka. There is
today, a growing concensus among historians and archaeo-
logists that the ancestors of the present-day Sinhalese migrated
from the North of India to Sri Lanka at different periods,
beginning from the fifth or fourth century B.C."® Archaeo-
logical and philological evidences also suggest that the Sin-
hala language and race have evolved to its present stage through
significant intermingling with the South Indian peoples,
cultures and languages.2©

The “origin myth” of the Sinhalese is described with
imaginative embellishments in two ancient mythohistorical
chronicles named Dipawamsa?’ and Mahawamsa22 which
were composed by Buddhist monks, around the 4th and 6th
centuries A.D. respectively in Pali, the scriptual language of
the Buddhists. Some scholars who have made a critical
study of these chronicles are of the opinion that these chroni-
cles were written from a pro-Buddhist, pro-Sinhala stand point,
and therefore, with an ethno-religious bias.?® The current
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relevance of these chronicles lies in the fact that they coptri-
bute even now to fan the flame of ethno-religious passions
and rivalries, by lending credibility to extremist religious

presuppositions and ethnic prejudices.?*

It is necessary to enumerate here some of the adverse
consequences which the contents of these chronicles have
brought into effect. Firstly an ethno-centric interpretation of
these chronicles widen the ethnic and racial division by eulo-
gising the origin of the Sinhala race as descendents of a pure
Aryan breed.?® Secondly they make an attempt to politicize
the advent of Buddhism in Sri Lanka26. In doing this the
authors not only try to strengthen the political base of Bud-
dhism, but also confer on the King the dual duty of “head of
state and defender of the faith.”?’ Thirdly they make a
zealous effort to promote a pro-Buddhist extermism, by
undermining the non-Buddhists as equivalent to animals
and by refering their cultures and religious practices as those
of the “wrong believers.”2¢ Fourthly they tend to exaggerate
the racial and religious divisions between the Sinhalese and
Tamils by “deridding the latter as invaders, vandals, ma-
rauders and heathens.”2? In order to cement the the ethno-
religious identity of the former, these chronicles praise them as
the sole champions, protectors and preservers3© of the Buddha
Sasana.®’

The contemporary relevance of these chronicles rests
on the fact that despite their polemical tone, obvious religious
overtones and mythical character,3? these chronicles are
interpreted even by academic historians as containing “‘a
surprisingly full and accurate account of the island’s early
history.””33 Successive groups of the Sinhala political leader-
ship and militant Buddhist clergy have rejuvenated some
of the contents of these chronicles, by confering on them
historical certitude and by advancing arguments based on these
chronicles to prove the inseparable link between Buddhism
and the Sinhala culture. As pertinently observed by S. J.
Tambiah, these chronicles are “reactivated and recontex-

tualized to give shape to political aspirations in the twentieth
century.” 34
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According to these chronicles Vijaya the legendary founder
father of the Sinhala race and his retinue of 700 men
reached the shores of Sri Lanka, on the very day of Lord
Buddha’s parinibbana, (the passing away).®® By deliberately
grafting these two events, the authors.of these books intend
to give a religious legitimation to an otherwise uneventful
geographical migration. This has become .an unquestionable
ideological base for the contemporary cry of Sinhala-Buddhist
nationalism.36 But an objective analysis would reveal that
underneath this shroud of nationalism lies a fatal form . of

ethno-religious zealotry.3’

 The particular form of Buddhism currently practised
in. Sri Lanka is known as Theravada or Hinayana.3® There
is agreement among scholars that this school of Buddhism
was officially established in Sri Lanka around mid-third
century B.C. by Mahinda, a chosen emissary of the great
Indian Buddhist emperor Asoka, during the reign of Deva
Nambia Theesan.3® The latter’s conversion to Buddhism
enabled the unhindered spread of Buddhism in Sri Lanka.
It was in Sri Lanka that the scriptures and monastic codes of
Theravada Buddhism were first committed to writing. These
scriptures which are known today as “The Pali Canon,”4°
conferred on Sri Lanka an additional prestige as the seat of
orthodoxy, for the Theravada School.4'

Today, Mahinda is remembered as the father of Sinha-
lese culture, as it was the faith that he introduced among
the Sinhalese that sustained their communal solidarity, sup-
ported their cultural traits such as art, architecture, sculpture,
literature, law and morality and served as a bulwark of Sinhala-
Buddhist ethno-religious and political cohesion.4? |

2. THE TAMIL HINDU ETHNO-CULTURAL IDENTITY

Tamils of Sri Lankan and Indian origin43 form the
major minority ethnic group in Sri Lanka,. Contemporary
archaeological excavations seem to support the theory that
the ancestors of the present-day Tamils, who were then
known as Dravydas or Dravidians, migrated to Sri Lanka
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from the Indian mainland, probably in the 6th or 7th cen-
tury B.C. or even before.#* Certain references made 11 the

Mahawamsa to ‘‘Nagas and Yakkshas”“® as an aboriginal
human species, has led some scholars to conclude that t.h(')se
aboriginals were members of the South Indian, Drav*dlan
tribes.46 The geographical proximity of Southern India to
Sri Lanka further strengthens  this theory.”” Even the
religious beliefs and practices that prevailed in Sri Lanka
in the pre-Buddhist period, (some of which were later
assimilated into Buddhism)*42 contain substantial elements of
the religious totems of the protohistoric Dravidian tribes.?

Hinduism5° as a religion and a way of life 1s well
integrated into the mores and ethos of its adherents. In Sri
Lanka, Hinduism was the only religion of the Tamils until
the arrival of the Portuguese. In particular Tamil Hindus
are known as «“Qaivites,” i.e. they worship Lord Siva as the
Supreme Being of the Godhead.®' Because of an under-
lying religio-cultural affinity, Saivism and Tamil have both
contributed towards the promotion and development of a
Tamil cultural identity.5> Temples and shrines dedicated
to the different gods and goddesses of the Hindu pantheon
are the fountainheads of Hindu religiousness and devotion.
As a matter of fact the cultural components such as art,
architecture, sculpture, music, dance, drama, etc. were cen-
tered around the temple. It was the temple that sustained
and supported the development and continuity of these cul-
tural traits until the early part of the twentieth century.

The different religious sects that come under the umbrella
of Hinduism have no institutional religious organization or
priesthood. Those who perform religious rites and rituals
in Hindu temples are considered “priests” not by any form of
iqstitutional or charismatic ordination but by virtue of their
bll‘t.h in a priestly family. There is a significant lay partici-
pation in religious affairs. But very often the temple
administrators and other religious leaders are drawn from the
upper layers of the caste hierarchy. Unlike the Catholics,
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Hindus have no missionaries, parish systems or organizd-
tions, that devote their entire energy on religious and litur-
gical concerns. | A T

It is this organizational deficiency coupled with the
traditional attitude of religious tolerance and caste  strati-
fication that provided a fertile soil for such missionary reli-
gions as Christianity and Islam to win good number of follow-
ers from among the Hindus.

Conversion to Hindusim from another religion is a practi-
cal impossibility because of the caste-system®2 that undergirds
the religious practice. A Hindu is one who is born in a Hindu
family. It is common belief among the Hindus that one’s
birth into a particular caste group is determined by one’s
past actions or karma.®% The religious and social life of the
Hindus are very much influenced by their belief systems,
some of which border on fatalism or predestination.

~ As observed by Satchi Ponnambalam, “The Tamil ethnic
identity remains a linguistic and cultural identity, unlike the
all-inclusive ethno-religious identity of the Sinhalese Bud-
dhists. To the Tamils, it is the language-culture index that is
dominant and commands loyalty, not any particular religious
adherence.” 5% ; | gl gt

3. THE RELIGIOUS IDENTITY OF SRI LANKAN
~ MUSLIMS ' e
- The Muslim community of Sri Lanka, is comprised of
two groups — the “Ceylon Moors®¢ mostly of Arab and
Indian extraction who came as traders to the island during
the seventh to the fifteenth centuries-and inter-married with
the natives, and the Malays, of more recent origin, descend-
ents of Javanese mercenaries brought by the Dutch.”’s7

A vast majority of the Muslim population use Tamil as
their mother tongue “but they do not seek their collective
identity in language or culture but in their religion Islam.”’58
It is their Islamic religion that gives them a collective con-
hess and sustains their communal solidarity. Since they lack
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an ethno-cultural base, the Muslims do not form a distinct
ethnic entity. A fair section of the Muslims engage them-
selves in small-scale businesses and in sucl_'l occupations - as
fishing and farming. Muslims are also fllspfzrsed all over
the island, with a fair section of them living in the Eastern
province, :

4. EURASIANS AND MALAYS

Eurasians and Malays are two other ethnic communities
in Sri Lanka. The Eurasian population is comprised .of
Portuguese and Dutch descendants who embraced English
as their main language after the British conquered Sri Lanka.
As for their religious affiliations they are divided between the
Catholics and Dutch Reformed Church. Although small
in number, in the first decade after independence, Eurasians
or Burghers, as they are popularly known in Sri Lanka, wielded
an influence in political affairs far exceeding their numerical
strength. Subsequent to the introduction of Sinhala as the
sole official language, the influential position of the Eurasians
began to decline. In recent years most of them have migrated
to Australia, Britain, or Canada. Others who remain are
gradually absorbed into the two major ethnic groups. The
census of 1981 registered their population as 37,000.

The Malays who number 47,000 as per census of 1981,
are descendents of Javanese mercenaries brought by the
Dutch.5® Most of them follow the Islamic faith and still
use Malay as their language, while manifesting remarkable
adaptability in learning and using English, Tamil and Sinhala.

C. COLONIAL EXPERIENCE

1. SOME GENERAL REMARKS

It was in the year 1948 that Sri Lanka emerged to a life
of frc?edom, having been under three successive European
colnoial powers, namely the Portuguese (1505-1658), the
Dutch (1658-1796) and the British (1796-1948). History attests
that when the Portuguese set foot on the island, there were
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three independent kingdoms®° in Sri Lanka identified as the
kingdom of Kotte, the kingdom of Jaffna and the kingdom
of Kandy. Buddhism was the religion of the majority in the
kingdoms of Kotte and Kandy, and it was protected and
promoted with state patronage. The Saivite version of
Hinduism was the religion of the people in the kingdom
of Jaffna.

During their period of occupation the Portuguese and the
Dutch exercised their domination over the kingdoms of Kotte
and Jaffna but met with disastrous defeats in their attempts
to conquer the kingdom of Kandy, as a result the Sinhala
Buddhist elite opposed to the rule of Portuguese and Dutch
found a safe haven in the kingdom of Kandy. Having
defeated the Dutch in 1796, the British succeeded also in
conquering Kandy around the year 1815.6" Thus, they
became the first and the only European power to bring the
entire island under their sway. Later, in 1832 the British
unified the three separate kingdoms as a single national
entity®2 for their own administrative convenience.

The colonial period had been a time of political chaos
and social disorder. At times it even resulted in wanton
blood shed, death and destruction. The debilitating conse-
quences of the oppression, maladministration and misrule of
this period are found even today in diverse forms, &3 Nearly
four centuries of colonial occupation has changed or marred
Sri_Lankan history in every aspect, whether it be social,
political, economic, cultural or religious. '

The negative impact of this period continued to wield a
strong influence in contemporary history., Because of the
church’s practical identification with colonial powers and its
religio-cultural affinity with Europe, the Christian communities
have often been the objects of numerous accusations and
charges in the post-colonial era.¢* Hence a critical overview
of this historical period will help to understand some of the
accusations heaped upon the church by other religious groups
and the subsequent measures®5 taken by the successive govern-
ments in the post-independence period. These measures as
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foreseen by the governments had a strong gegqtiv? impact on
the missionary efficiency of the church at institutional levels.
They also served as incentives for the church to guide her
future missionary projects in the right direction without
repeating the errors of the past. |

2. THE ADVENT OF CATHOLICISM AND THE
RESPONSE OF OTHER RELIGIONS

 The advent of Catholicism, its numerical growth, social
integration and cultural distanciation should not be seen in
isolation. In order to have a holistic view of the modern
missionary consciousness of the Catholic church in Sri Lanka
and its relation to other religious groups, the growth of
Catholicism during the colonial era should be seen in the
light of the glowing reforms that revived and re-shaped the
non-Christian religions of Sri Lanka. History attests that
the success of the Portuguese missionaries not only led to
religious conflicts but sparked off a vigorous religious revival
both among the Buddhists and the Hindus. Analysts of the
Buddhist and Hindu religious history and the inter-action
between the different religious groups in the colonial period
find clear traces of ““Catholic” influence on other religions.
A certain Buddhist reformer even openly encouraged other
Buddhists to imitate Christian missionary methods.®°

. -Catholicism entered Sri Lanka, as a religion deeply
embroiled with the expansionist motives of the Portuguese
colonial power. Even though Portuguese expansionism was
guided by political and commercial impulses, “religious goals
provided an explicit and convincing rationale for political
expansionism.”®’ Depite the fact that Portuguese mission-
aries consciously distanced themselves from the political power:
game, they nevertheless enjoyed the protection and patronage
of the Portuguese rulers in their missionary efforts and enter-
prises. 68

Organized missionary activities began in Sri Lanka with
the arrival of the first band of Franciscan missionaries in
1543,8° who were joined by the Jesuits in 1602. Missionary
efforts were initially concentrated in the maritime provinces
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which were, by then, under the direct control of the Portuguese.
Toward the end of the sixteenth century Catholicism managed
to enter the portals of the local royalty.’® This move sounded
a serious alarm to the Buddhists, who looked upon the king
as the chief protector of the Buddhist heritage. To make
matters worse, the Portuguese confiscated lands and properties
belonging to the Buddhists and transferred them to the Catholic
missionaries.”! Catholicism almost replaced Buddhism as the
religion of the State.”’? There is strong evidence that sacred
sites and objects that belonged to the Buddhists and Hindus
were desecrated or destroyed.”® The customs and culture of
the Portuguese were forced upon the natives and indigenous
religious practices were belittled as ‘“‘devil worship”.74

Added to these were the unabated economic and commer-
cial exploitation and the uncontrolled atrocities perpetrated by
the Portuguese military and political powers. Even though
the missionaries dissociated themselves from any political
activity, this unchristian behaviour and the attitudes of their
compatriots did affect the credibility of their evangelizational
task.

3. CONVERSION TO CATHOLICISM AND ITS
SOCIAL IMPACTS

Another important element that antagonized the Buddhists
was the method of education imparted in the schools estab-
lished by the Portuguese missionaries. The educational system
introduced by the Portuguese was seen by the Buddhists as a
mechanism to promote conversions. It is said that “the school
was looked upon as the nucleus of a future congregation.
It was in the schools that baptisms were administered and
marriages were solemnized”.75

The educational mission had some important effects
at the social level too. As in other traditional societies of
South Asia, the caste system is deeply embedded also in the
socio-religious traditions of Sri Lanka.”’¢ The caste hierarchy
was substantially based on the occupations or different social
groups. Since the Portuguese had full control over the mari-
time regions, the missionaries found it easy to gain large
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number of converts in these regions. Fishing was the main
occupation of the residents of these regions. They consti-
tuted the fishing caste which according to Sri Lankan caste
stratification ranks next to the land-owning farmer caste.”?
In the pre-colonial feudal structure the elite of the farmer
caste held an influential and a dominant position.

Conversion to the Catholic faith and the concommittant
allegiance to the Portuguese rule, afforded the fishing caste
the benefit of education, better employment and a swift social
mobility. This enabled them to compete with the dominant
social groups. The increasing number of converts eventually
also contributed toward the creation of a third social class,
or a meta-caste origination thus causing an imbalance in the
social equilibrium. This further exasperated the fears of the
upper caste elites among both Buddhists and Hindus.

It should also be noted here, that the Portuguese mission
aries made efforts to convert communities of caste groups OT
families so that these could stand united and support each
other linked by a sense of caste or family solidarity. Catholic
missionaries did not pay as much attention to individual con-
version as they did to groups. This is seen as one of the
reasons why many Catholics did not relapse to their previous
religious faith even amidst persecutions.”®

Tt is necessary also to state here some of the factors that
were conducive to mass conversions, from among the Sinha-
lese and the Tamils. Besides the benefits of education, em-
ployment and rapid social mobility, the colourful ceremonial-
ism7° and ritualism of Catholic worship was very appealing
and attractive to a people whose traditional religiosity 1is
saturated with pietism, devotionalism and colourful ceremonies
coated with ritualism.

4. THE DECLINE OF RELIGIONS UNDER DUTCH
RULE

The Dutcih. entered the scene in the mid-seventeenth,
century, promising to alleviate the fears of the Sinhala Bud-
dhists of Kandy by helping them to oust the Portuguese.®°
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But with their eyes fixed on the commercial and economic
profits that they were able to reap, they became the second
colonial power to rule the lowlands of Sri Lanka.

Religion had no priority in their list of ambitions. Though
some natives were converted to the Dutch Reformed Church
(DRC), these conversions were said to be elicited by the
desire for obtaining political privileges.®' This was proved
by the fact that subsequent to the defeat of the Dutch by the
British, many of the converts to the DRC either returned to
their previous religious faith or sought membership in the
Church of England to win the favour of the British. Dutch
were more opposed to Catholicism than to any other religion
in Sri Lanka.82 There were several cases of Catholic priests
and faithful who were tortured, persecuted and killed by the
Dutch, for the sole reason of their faith.®3

A noteworthy factor during the Dutch period was the
remarkable service to the Catholics rendered by the Indian
Oratorian missionary Fr. Joseph Vaz who out of fear of the
Dutch came disguised®# as a labourer to Sri Lanka. During
this period when the Dutch rulers had the Catholic priests
officially proscribed, the laity played a significant role in pre-
serving and nurturing their faith without the ministry or
support of ordained ministers.8% This period also witnessed
the birth of the first vernacular Christian literature in the
form of prayers and sermons.®°

In sum, during the period of Dutch administration there
was a general decline of interest in religions on a mass scale,
except for Catholicism which underwent a creative form of
purification®7 largely necessitated by the prevailing political
conditions.

5. RELIGIOUS REVIVAL UNDER BRITISH RULE

The British, who replaced the Dutch as the third colonial
power in Sri Lanka, restricted their activities initially to matters
of political, economic and administrative nature. Their
official policy with regard to religion was occasioned by the
conquest of Kandy which was then considered the seat of
orthodox Buddhism in Sri Lanka.
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Under the Kandyan Convention of 2nd March 1815, the
British gave assurances to the Buddhist monks and chiefs
that they would protect Buddhism and would allow the
latter to practice their religion as warranted by fLradl_tlc_)n.88
The British also promised to guarantee the rights, prlYlleges
and powers which were enjoyed by Buddhist monks in the
pre-Portuguese era. But both sides accused ea.tch other qf
backsliding in keeping the terms of the promises.®® This
was partly due to the revolts and rebellions organised -by
Buddhist chiefs and monks and also due to the realization
by the British that «Buddhism was not merely a faith to
be tolerated but an institutional entity at odds with the
administrative policies of colonialism . ..”?¢ In 1818, the
British issued a proclamation which effectively separated

Buddhism from politics.®'

On the other hand for the Catholic church and other
Christian denominations, British rule provided an atmosphere
that was conducive to productive missionary enterprises.
By the end of the first quarter of the 19th century several
Christian denominations®? were present in the country.
They established an excellent school net-work and educational
system to the envy of the Buddhists and Hindus. Comment-
ing on the pattern of Christian missionary activity at this
period P. A. Saram writes,

Education was the primary medium of diffusing
Christianity, and there was much translation and public-
ation of Christian literary material. Many organizations
and special societies were established for the purposes
of religious propagation. Yet, interestingly enough,
despite the intensive proselytization and fairly systematic
attacks on Buddhism of this period the Buddhist response
tended to be one of uniform astonishment; not only
did the Buddhist appear to have felt that the different
religions could co-exist, but they also appear to have

assisted the missionaries, even to the extent of translating
the Bible.®3
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But this form of co-ordination and cordiality was only
skin deep. By the turn of the 19th century Buddhist monks
and their supporters staged several revolts, and accused the
British of favouritism toward Christians. The British di'_d.
provide financial and other support to the educational insti-
tutions established by the missionaries because these schools
produced the clerks and administrators whom the_ BI‘ltlS.h
colonial system needed in large numbers to intensify their
economic and commercial exploitation.

Fuelled by the growing popularity of Christian educational
institutions and the increasing number of converts to Christian-
ity, the Sinhala-Buddhist resurgence and militancy started
to get itself organized.®4 It began with the foundation of
two Buddhist Training Colleges for monks. These insti-
tutions promoted very liberal forms of Buddhist monastic
training and encouraged the political involvement and acti-
vism of monks.®® This period also witnessed an enthusiastic
Buddhist revival among the Buddhist laity. Anagarika
Dharmapala and his associates carried out this movement
with a crusading missionary zeal. The British rule, its eco-
nomic exploitation, cultural influence and its alignment toward
the church came under severe attack. As Sri Lanka entered
the second half of the twentieth century Buddhist militancy
became more organized.

This militancy ignited several conflicts between Buddhists
and Christians particularly against the Catholic church and
its institutions. Occasionally these conflicts took violent
forms.®¢ For a long period this conflict continued in the
form of verbal abuses, accusations and the publication of
provocative and apologetic religious tracts.®’ The dailies
and weeklies owned and published by the various religious
groups used the press as a weapon of offence and defence, 2
Open confrontations took place also in the form of public
debates, on matters pertaining to the religious doctrines of
Christianity and Buddhism. Since the debates were held in
Sinhala, the Buddhist monks could out do their Christian
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counterparts who found it difficult to master the_ local la.n-
guage.®® Through various other means the Buddhist organiz-
ations attempted also to regain political control reminiscent

of the pre-colonial era.

Christian missionary enterprises came to be interpreted
as attempts to ““disestablish” Buddhism'°° in order replace
it with Christianity. The resurgence that characterized the
attitude of Buddhists in their confrontation with Christianity
has bzen labelled as a form of a “Protestant Buddhism,” 97 —
for two important reasons. One is that it openly protested
against almost every aspect of Christianity, secondly in doing
this it imitated many of the norms, practices and organiz-
ational forms of Protestant Christianity.'°

The rapid spread of Christianity among the Tamils also
provoked considerable reactions from the Hindu leadership.
However it was much less militant in content and character.
It paved the way for very productive Hindu revivalism. The
pioneers in this process were keen on correcting some of the
abuses in Hindu religious practices, particularly those belittled
by Christian missionaries.'®® The Hindu revivalists also
sought to modernize Hinduism in keeping witn the demands
of the times. Arumuga Navalar spearheaded this move-
ment1°4 with undaunted courage and remarkable religious
zeal.

Parallel to this Buddhist and Hindu revival was the
cultural awakening of the English-educated, westernized
native elite and intellectuals, both among the Sinhala and
Tamil ethnic groups. They found a common enemy in the
British and together began agitating for self-government
as a means of recapturing their indigenous cultural heritage,
which they claimed was rapidly deteriorating under foreign
rule. It is observed today that those who demanded self-rule
were motivated more by the desire for power than by a love
for their native culture. This group founded the Ceylon
National Congress (C.N.C.) in 1918 to consolidate under
one banner this plea for self-rule. The British government
responded to this demand by introducing a few constitutional
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reforms at several stages. But finally this agitation did lead
to a partial victory when the British Parliament adopted
the Ceylon Independence Act in December 1947 and on
the 4th of February, 1948 Sri Lanka became once again a
sovereign state.

A significant feature of this period was that the advocates
of independence, though the majority of them were Sinhalese,
did not pay much attention to the simmering problems based
on religion and ethnicity. Their western education coupled
with an European cultural identity prevented them also from
paying heed to several other issues and problems faced by the
Sinhala and Tamil masses. These problems became un-
controllably assertive in the post-independence era.

D. FROM INDEPENDENCE TO THE MODERN
- PERIOD

1. RELIGIO-POLITICAL TRENDS

The post-independence political stage was controlled by
the English-educated, western-oriented native elites . from
among the Sinhalese and Tamils, who together formed the
United National Party (U.N.P.). With its multi - religious
and multi - ethnic composition, this party constituted the
first government of independent Ceylon. The type of govern-
ment and political administration established by this party
was based on the Westminster model. Though the majority
of its members were Buddhists its “attitude towards Buddhism
was- somewhat ambiguous.” 105 - |

This western orientation of the political leadership enabled
the Catholic hierarchy to align themselves with the U.N.P. 106
Even the official political stance of the Catholic leadership
during the times of general elections were publicly known.
A joint pastoral letter released on the eve of the 1952 elections
stated that “no Catholic with even an atom of Christian
conscience can vote for a candidate who subscribes to a poli-
tical creed banned by the Church.. 107 Though this
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instruction was clearly aimed against' the communist party,
it was interpreted as a veiled condemnation of the S.L.F.P.
Some interpreted the admonition of the bishops as indirectly
inviting the Catholics to vote for the UN.P. As Francois
Houtart observed: “The Catholic elite favoured the U.N.P.,
which both defended its social interests and guaranteed at the
same. time the existence of Christian institutions.” 198

Before the close of the first decade of independence,
some serious problems began to surface. Marxist-socialist
ideologies which had their roots in the country already in the
1930s now came out with more force and ferocity. They
held on to a strong anti-Catholic and pro-Buddhist stance
and whipped up the feelings of the Sinhala - Buddhist masses.
A new legislation enacted by the U.N.P. government in 1948-49
“which disfranchised and decitizenised overwhelming numbers
of domiciled Indian Tamil minority”’'°° angered -a. section
of the Tamil leadership,’'° thus paving the way for a pro-
gressive ethnic divide. The measure of support enjoyed by
the Christians, especially the Catholic leadership with the
ruling party created envy among the Buddhist militants and
confirmed ‘a ‘public misconception that the catholic influence
was leading the nation to become “an Eastern outpost of the
Vatican.” """,

_ In 1951, S. W. R. D. Bandaranayake,’'? broke away
from the ruling party and formed the Sri Lanka Freedom
Party (S.L.F.P.), pledging to advance the cause of the Sinhala
language and the Buddhist religion. Despite his promises to
choose the “middle path” without resorting to extreme right
or left ideologies, circumstances forced him to lean heavily
on the leftist groups for political support and stability. His
party sought to win the general election in 1952 and failed.
But it managed to build later on a strong religio-political base
among the Buddhist masses which enabled it to win the general
elections of 1956. The Buddhist clergy played a pivotal
role and the S.L.F.P. was voted into power. During this
election campaign issues related to the Sinhala language and
Buddhist religion became the dominant factors. The tide
of anti-Catholic feclings were very high.''3
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One of the chief factors that unleashed anti - Catholic
animosities among the Buddhists was the publication of a
report entitled The Betrayal of Buddhism in 1954 by a group
which called itself “the Buddhist Commission of Inquiry.”
This commission claimed that they were mandated by the
All Ceylon Buddhist Congress (ACBC) to study and report
on the state of Buddhism in Sri Lanka. However, the com-
mission instead of reporting on state of Buddhism, “actually
reported on the Catholic Church in Ceylon.”''4 The com-
mittee openly advocated effective control on Christian mission
and its educational and other institutions so that Buddhism
could be revived."'® This message received the acclamation
of the Buddhist masses.

Ironically enough Bandaranayake, who championed the
Sinhala-Buddhist cause, was felled by the bullet of a Buddhist
chief-priest in 1959.776 As a result of this murder the Bud-
dhist presbyterium fell into disrepute for a brief period and
was politically less active in the two elections that followed.
But that did not diminish the anti-Catholic feelings already
aroused by various groups of Buddhist laity.

In the general elections of 1960, the widow of the mur-
dered premier, identified herself with the extremist Sinhala
Buddhist elements and launched a vigourous electoral cam-
paign on an anti-Catholic note. P. A. SARAM, observes,

Although anti-Catholic sentiments have been ex-
pressed by Buddhist militants since the early 1950,
it was not until 1960 that these sentiments were translated
by the SLFP into official policy, largely for political
reasons. Buddhist activists had long resented what
they considered to be the unfair privileges enjoyed by
Sri Lanka’s Catholics, 17

When the SLFP came to power and formed the govern-
ment it directed its attention on Christian missionary activities
in general and the Catholic school system in particular. Fur-
thermore, incited by the Buddhist Commission report, the
conviction grew strong among the Buddhists that “What
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Buddhism has to protect itself from today is not the Catholic
Church, but the Catholic school.”''8 Hence “the Budfihlst
activists urged the nationalization of all denomiqatlonal
schools as the single action most effective in reducing the

Catholic advantage.”"'?

The communist parties’2° also served as a strong anti-
Catholic catalyst because of the anti-communist stance openly
advocated by the Catholic hierarchy. Certain pronounce-
ments'2' made by the bishops against the communists pro-
voked the latter. '

As promised in her election campaign, Mrs. Bandara-
nayake had the majority of denominational schools national-
ized in 1960 - 61 by enacting parliamentary legislations. It
was an open secret that the measures taken to nationalize
the school net - work was ostensibly done to curb the influence
of the Catholic church which owned and effectively main-
tained over 750 schools across the island. The Catholic
hierarchy at first advised their faithful to occupy the school
premises as a protest to the take-over. The nationalization
bill was seen by them as a violation of a basic human
right.'22  “The head of the Roman Catholic Church, Arch-
bishop Thomas Cooray, declared that the faithful would
continue to resist ‘even unto blood.’ 123 A potentially
explosive situation was soon averted due to the mediation
of Valerian Cardinal Gracias of Bombay, who acted most
probably on the instructions of the state of Vatican.

Under the S.L.F.P. government, i.c. from 1960 - 1965,
relations between the Catholic church and the government
reached a pitiable nadir. Anti-Catholic sentiments on the
part of the government and of the Buddhists solidified when
an abortive coup d’etat in 1962 disclosed that over two thirds
of the conspirators involved were Catholics.'?4

From the 1960s to date, the Sinhala language and the
Buddhist religion gained great political ground much to the
dismay of the minorities. Even though the U.N.P. was
elected to power in 1965, they did not have the usual cordiality
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towards Catholicism. The Catholic leadership believed that
the U.N.P. would provide a certain measure of assistance
to their privately run schools, but the. government shied away
from its promise.’25 On the contrary, in order to please
the Buddhists, the UNP government introduced poya days'?28
as holidays instead of Sunday and made Sunday a workmg
day. As expected, this move caused many practical diffi-
cuities to Catholics,’27 who were then galvanized by a Pre-
Vatican II Spirituality and liturgy.

2. OFFICIAL CATHOLIC ATTITUDES

It is 1mportant at this Juncture to analyse some of Ihe
actions and attitudes of the Catholic hierarchy which haye
over the years contributed to foment anti-Catholic feelings
among the Buddhist monks and the Buddhlst laity.

First among these is the inflexible claim advanced by
Christians in general and Catholics in particular that their’s
is the one, true religion that possesses the authentic mandate
of the one true God. Secondly Christians and Catholics
considered all other religions, faiths and cultures as products
of the false god or of the devil.?28 Thlrdly they feared that
permitting to teach other rehglons in their schools would
amount to co-operation with something that is idolatrous
and immoral.”2° Fourthly, Christians and Catholics caused
a cultural rupture by belittling the local cultures and by thrust-
ing the European cultural values on the converts. Fifthly,
despite the fact:that’ Buddhists and Hindus were willing to
open their temples to Christian pastors and priests to conduct
religious services, the gesture- was never reciprocated. 20
Often such requests were flatly turned -down.’3' . Finally
with their schools, colleges, hospitals, lands, and other size-
able financial resources, the Christians exerted an: influence
on the socio-political realms, far exceeding their minority
status.

3. BUDDHIST RESURGENCE

-Buddhist religious consciousness in the twentieth century
received an added social prestige subsequent to the .conver-
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sion’32 of certain Europeans and Americans to Bu.ddhism.
An interesting feature of Buddhist resurgence 1n Sri Lanka
was that while opposing the alleged prose]ytlzgtlon 'and the
excessive socio-political influence of Christians, in their efforts
to reform, revive and revitalise Buddhism the Buddhists
resorted to the same mechanism used by the Christian mission-

aries. 33

Besides this, one of the chief ideas that the Buddhists
learnt from their Christian counterparts was the effective
laicization'34 of Sri Lankan Buddhism. It was the active
and unflinching involvement of the Buddhist laity that largely
contributed to its reform and revival. The patterns of Bud-
dhist monastic training, certain aspects of religious worship,
the emphasis on preaching of the doctrines are some of the
elements that Buddhism adopted from Christianity.

The glamourous celebration of the 2500th anniversary
of Buddha Jayanthi (the birth of Lord Buddha) from 1954 -
1956, helped a great deal to heighten the Buddhist - Sinhala
ethno-religious  consciousness’®® with a new vigour and
fervour.

4. RELIGIONS AND THE STATE IN
MODERN TIMES

Issues related to or centred on language and religion
repeatedly surfaced in the first quarter of the post-independence
era. The problems reached a climax in the year 1972 when
the gpvernment in power promulgated a new Republican
C9nst1tution and elevated Buddhism to the level of state reli-
gion. This Republican constitution promulgated on May,
22, 1972 states that ‘“The Republic of Sri Lanka shall give to
Buddhism the foremost place and accordingly it shall be the
duty of the state to foster and protect the Buddha Sasana.” 2
Tl.le provision implies that financial support from the state
will be extended to Buddhism, whereas other religious minori-

ties have to develop their own means of maintenence and
support.
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“In a pluralistic society like Sri Lanka such an action was
bound to cause serious problems. On the one hand it rele-
gated other religions to second class status, thus causing
envy and enmity among other minority groups. Secondly
it violated the secular ideology of the state. Thirdly it has
once again resuscitated the notion that Sri*Lanka was “the
land destined by Buddha for the Sinhala-Buddhists. This
was a consciousness that entailed very serious and formidable
consequences. The constitutional guarantee promised to
Buddhism had also rejuvenated the socio-political role of the
Buddhist clergy. Today no political party can be voted to
power or remain in power without their direct and active
support. - As a result of this politico-religious interpenetration,
the Buddhist religion and the Sinhala culture have acquired a
secure national status. s sils

Today the Sinhala-Buddhist consciousness is so deeply
entrenched in the socio-political system that it is perceived
as a serious threat to the future of non-Buddhist and non-
Sinhala minorities. From the early 1960s to date, the ethnic
divide has widened to such an extent that it has nearly become
impossible for the two ethnic communities to live in a unitary
nation.’3?7 This polarization has been feeding itself on
communal riots, wanton destruction of properties and blood-
spilling progroms. '3

On the other hand the religious minorities especially
the Catholics have taken a different attitude. The Catholic
church and ‘other Christian communities stand seriously
divided by the -ethnic’ conflict. The Sinhalese Catholics
with their hierarchy and the priesthood have progressively
sought to consolidate their identity on ethnic rather than
religious-lines. R. L. Stirrat’s pointed observation is relevant
here. He states, : 1

From being a unified, self-confident and - assertive
body, the Catholic Church as an institution today tries
to keep out of politics and to avoid any actions which
might offend the Sinhalese-Buddhist dominated state.
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Rather than stress a common religious ic?entity, Qathol_ics
today are divided on grounds of enthnicity, a split which
affects not only the laity but also the priesthood."2?

As a matter of fact, the Second Vatican Council’s invi-
tation for indigenization was liberally interpreted to justify
the Sinhala church’s growing tendency toward Sinhala-
Buddhist ethnocentrism. The increasing numbers of local
priests and religious, and the use of the vernaculars in liturgy
served as powerful catalysts along this direction. Quite perti-
nently Prof. Stirrat remarks that “this process of indigenization
eroded the barriers between the Catholics and members of
other religions in Sri Lanka, whilst at the same time creating
new barriers between Sinhalese and Tamil Catholics”."4°
We shall have occasion to return to this point later.

5. INTENSIFICATION OF CRISES AND CONFLICTS

Within the last two decades the crises and conflicts in
Sri Lanka have reached very crucial and critical proportions.
Open and liberal economic policies, free-trade and unlimited
private enterprises have contributed to uncontrolled economic
disasters leading to stages of inflation and devaluation of the
Sri Lankan rupee. The slum dwellers, the estate labourers
and those below the official poverty line are the worst affected.
Infant mortality and malnutrition have reached epidemic
proportions among the poor.

In the post-independence era anti-governement activities
took a violent form when a radical left wing movement based
on the Che Guevera model attempted to capture power in
1971. This insurrection was contained by a ruthless use of
force by the government. Over 20,000 youths, the majority of
whom were Sinhalese were reportedly killed in this conflict.

In present day Sri Lanka the ethnic conflict has reached
a very critical stage with over 409, of the national expenditure
being spent on the so called national security or defence.
A political scientist of international repute recently remarked.
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“Within the next few decades the Tamil problem in Sri
Lanka will determine whether the island is destined to be
involved in the continuing haemorrhage of a Lebanon- or
Ulster-style internecine civil war, or whether it might
end up dividing itself into two separate mini-states.”” 141

In their effort to understand the ethnic conflict and to
propose certain remedies, the Catholic hierarchy published a
joint pastoral letter, the first letter that sought to address the
national problems in a holistic perspective with strong socio-
historical overtones. 42

The periodic anti-Tamil riots and pogroms perpetrated
since 1956 have taken a toll of over 10,000 innocent human
lives, which includes many women and children. Over 2,000
young Tamil males are still in prison and there were a few
hundred cases of “‘disappearances”.’43 Catholic priests and
nuns were not spared either.'4# Catholic schools and church
buildings were among those destroyed by air raids and
artillery shellings.?45

Besides this there are several other simmering problems
based on caste and class segregations and rivalries, ideological
conflicts, increasing state repression and the oppression of
women and other weaker sectors of society.

It is within this complex social ensemble and critical
phase of history that the Sri Lankan Catholic community is
seeking to be truly and fully contextual. A majority of the
Catholics eke out their existence within these social conditions,
Hence, it is this same socio-historical labyrinth that presents
itself as the proper locus of contextualization. It is therefore
this very same situation that can receive any ecclesial efforts
towards contextualization as relevant or reject them as esoteric
theoretical luxuries. It is against the backdrop of this national
situation that we shall endeavour to analyse and critique the
efforts made by the Sri Lankan Catholic hierarchy towards
leading the church in the direction of contextualization.
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In Sri Lanka, the phenomena of religious pluralism

and multiculturalism are interwoven into the social fabric.
Hence a realistic vision of contextualization cannot afford

to ignore this complex and assertive religio-cultural ferment.
In sum the present national situation with its multifaceted
challenges and conflicts, with its problems and prospects,
agonies and achievements should therefore be the proper

matrix of cnotextualization.
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THE CHURCH IN THE NATION:

THE SRI LANKAN BISHOPS’ EFFORTS AT
CONTEXTUALIZATION OF THE CHURCH

A. TOWARDS A CONTEXTUAL THRUST

The Sri Lankan “socio-historical ensemble” with all its
complex and diverse constituent elements is the proper locus
of any meaningful pastoral effort towards contextualization.
Unserstandably the bishops of Sri Lanka often made deliberate
attempts to evoke this multi-faceted national context’ as an
indispensable component of their pastoral planning and
missionary action.

1. SOME PERTINENT ISSUES

Basing ourselves on the pastoral letters, statements and
other official documents published by the Sri Lankan Catholic
hierarchy, we shall examine, in this chapter, the means and
methods of contextualization of the church, propounded and
practised by the bishops. Even a cursory reading of the joint
pastoral letters, declarations of the National Synod, and other
official statements of the Sri Lankan hierarchy would disclose
that the questions and issues addressed by the bishops within
this twenty year period, (i.e. 1965-1985) ecompass the whole
gamut of the “Sri Lankan social ensemble”. The themes and
topics of study chosen by the bishops clearly point toward a
well-knitted contextual thrust. Whether the bishops were
adequately prepared for such a challenging venture, or whether
they were successful in internalising and interpreting the diverse
components of this context, with justifiable objectivity and
fidelity, remains an issue of critical study and examination.
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But what is to be affirmed for the present is that during
this period of thirty years (1960 - 1990) the bishops have
made very specific efforts to study and reflect upon several
contextual issues that have a direct bearing on the fields of
politics, economics, culture, education as well as ecumenical
collaborations particularly with the non-Christian religions.
In the light of the Church’s mission and the Catholic tradi-
tion, they have also striven to redefine the right attitude
that the church as a faith-centred community should adopt
in its living encounter with these inseparable realities of the
Sri Lankan social ensemble.?

The statements of the bishops bear demonstrable evidence
that they were mindful of the changing needs and exigencies
of the Sri Lankan national context and the relevant response
these changes conversely demand from the church.® In other
words, the contextual path decisively chosen by the bishops
was partly prepared by the existing socio-political and religio-
cultural conditions of post-colonial Sri Lanka. While seeking
to establish the process of “‘contextualization of the church”
as envisaged by the bishops, it is fitting that we make also
some relevant references to other issues that are closely related
to this theme. Hence we meet such questions as: What are
the missionary motives and theological basis of contextuali-
zation envisaged by the bishops? What are the means and
methods of contextualization contained in their statements?
What are the possibilities and prospects, obstacles and oppo-
sitions encountered by the bishops in their actual efforts at
contextualization? And what are the perceptible impacts that
the process of ecclesial contextualization has had on the social
ensemble of Sri Lanka? As an integral aspect of the process
of contextualization we shall also identify and illustrate some
of the major areas of contextualization particularly along the
direction of inter-religious dialogue, socio-cultural development
and ethno-political integration.

We shall analyse these and other relevant issues related
to the process of contextualization of the church by having
them situated within the context of the thirty year period which
our study proposes to cover. A relevant methodological
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approach also demands that the contents of the bishops’
statements be studied and analysed against the background of
the concrete socio-historical context of Sri Lanka. Because
the bishops themselves have acknowledged on many occasions
that it is this same socio-historical context that had deter-
mined the method and content, the force and focus of some
of their statements, particularly those directly related to the
Sri Lankan social ensemble.

In order to sharpen our focus on the multifarious elements
that go to constitute the Sri Lankan socio-religious ensemble,
we propose to study these two decades by dividing them into
three phases, based on the major socio-political, ethno-cultural
and religious developments as well as on the eventful trans-
formations found within the Sri Lankan church. It i1s our
hope that such a division would enable us to pay close attention
to the complexity and magnitude of contextual issues treated
by the bishops within this period. Each phase will form a
single but inter-related unit, constituting the following three
chapters.

The first phase covers the period from the year 1965 up
to 1977. These twelve years were as challenging to the nation?
as they were to the church. But looking from within the
church, despite the crises entailed, these years proved to be
an active and productive period. It opened up a period of
intense  intra-ecclesial renewal. These years witnessed
numerous renewal seminars, the National Pastoral Council,
the National Synod and an extensive socio-religious research
conducted by a team of experts under the able direction of
Prof. Francois Houtart,® at the request of the Catholic
hierarchy. It may also be pointed out that the social, political,
ethnic, economic and religious problems of the three phases
have distinct sources and causes.

2. THE PRE-1965 SOCIO-ECCLESIAL CONTEXT

Since our study covers a span of three decades, beginning
from the year 1960, it is proper that we make a relevant
reference to the social ensemble and to the religious climate
that prevailed in the early 1960s. This would enable us to
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compare and contrast critically the gradual shift concerning
the self-understanding of the church and its relationship to
the nation, before and after 1960. It has been observed by
us in the previous chapter, that to the Sri Lankan nation in
general and to the Catholic church in particular, the first half
of the decade that began with the year 1960 was marked by
several challenges and controversies. Political turmoil,
economic stagnation, religious conflict, cultural resurgence,
and violent confrontations over language rights characterized
the national scene at this period.®

It should also be recalled that during this period the
church in Sri Lanka had to accommodate itself to a political
creed and leadership whose policies and programmes were
devised with an open hostility towards the church and its
institutional interests,” thus resulting in a mounting deterio-
ration of relationships between the church and the State.
The nationalization of over 750 Catholic schools, the con-
comittant financial loss incurred by the Catholic church, the
curtailing of the sphere of influence in the socio-religious
fields which the church was able to exert through its efficiently
administered school network, the forced expulsion of foreign
msisionary nuns working in the hospitals and the promulgation
of a law demanding entry permits for foreign missionary
priests, considerably exasperated the strained relationship
between church and State. Even the abortive coup d’etat of
1962 was exploited for promoting political advantages and for
intensifying inter-religious ill-feelings by the ruling parties
which maintained that “Christian officers had sought to over-
throw a pro-Buddhist government”’.®

This beleaguered situation induced the Catholic leadership
to seriously rethink its missionary and pastoral orientations.”
In the course of time the Catholic hierarchy realized the need
to abandon the attitude of conflict and to evolve a workable
compromise. Such an attitude of conciliation was largely
facilitated by the spirit of openness and dialogue promoted

by the Second Vatican Council which was in session from
1962 through 1965.
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3. THE MISSIONARY AND PASTORAL CONTEXT
OF THE CHURCH IN SRI LANKA IN THE 1960s

At this juncture it is important to make a brief survey
of the pastoral tides and missionary trends that prevailed
within the church in the 1960s and later. This is all the more
necessary because the efforts toward ecclesial renewal, leading
to contextualization launched by the bishops were often
““labelled” as pastoral, whether these were really so in their
content and character remains to be seen. Besides, the
bishops took as their starting point the existing reality of the
church, i.e. its pastoral practices, missionary enterprises,
ecclesial structures and other ministerial activities.

These in our view could be broadly classified as con-
stituting three basic pastoral trends, with a certain degree of
interdependence. According to the descending order of
importance given to them by the Sri Lankan church, these
trends are: cultic trend, militant Christian trend and social
development trend.

To date, the cultic dimension of Christianity is given top
priority and primary attention by the bishops, priests and the
laity in Sri Lanka. By cult we mean, all worship-related
activities such as the regular celebration of the sacraments,
religious festivals, novenas, religious processions, pilgrimages
etc. As a matter of fact when the Sri Lankan bishops initiated
the process of adaptation at the post-conciliar period, they
deemed “liturgical adaptation” to be the focal point of
renewal.’© The bishops maintained that “liturgical renewal
will be a sign of renewal in all other sectors”.'' They
stressed that “problems will be solved in the spirit of the
liturgy which is a spirit of dedication to God and fellow
men”.'2 Even the bishops’ conception of the sacraments as
“external signs productive of inward grace”’® manifests a
reified notion of grace, that is unknown to Vatican II.

The cultic-trend did help to consolidate the institutional
dimension of the church. But the risk entailed in such an
approach is that it downplays the role of creative action-
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oriented involvement and tends to dichotomise Chfisti:_m life
and worship as two distinct compartments. In practice all
cultic functions are within the domain of the hierarchy. Hence
it undermines the role of the laity and disregards the charis-
matic aspect of the church. Pastoral experience 1n Sri Lfmka
shows that in the last three decades, an over—emphasis of
cult with an excessive other-worldly spiritualism has led to
passivity, non-involvement and pietistic escapisﬁm_ 1n_matters
that warrant an action-oriented Christian participation.”*

The second trend, namely the militant Christian trend is
manifested in the bishops’ understanding of the ‘Biblical,
Evangelizational and Catechetical apostolate15. Proclaiming
the Gospel to the non-Christian majority with a direct or
indirect intention of drawing them into the institutional church
and expanding the territorial boundaries of the church are
among the basic raison d’etre of this trend. This trend which
is overtly church-centred and was very pronounced during
the  colonial period, became visibly less articulate in the
post-conciliar era.'® While projecting the image of the church
as an affluent society with spiritual and material wealth, this
trend continues to send such uncritical messages like Christi-
anity being the sole possessor of the Ultimate Truth and the
“yera religio” in contrast to other religions as “falsa religio”.
As a result this trend renders inter-religious dialogue or
collaboration next to impossible. To a great extent this trend
served as the indirect motif of the church’s “‘missionary
activities”.'7 This trend not only alienated the church from
the religio-cultural context of Sri Lanka but it solidified the
image of the Sri Lankan church as a western cultural monolith.
It presented Christianity as a foreign doctrine and institution
rather than a Gospel to be lived and experienced within the

Sri Lankan national context, with all that it implies and
contains

The third trend which is geared toward “social develop-
ment” has been inspired by the social encyclicals published
since the beginning of this century and the audacious openness
to the world manifested by the Council. This trend is kept
alive by the prevailing socio-economic conditions and problems
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in Sri Lanka. In the past few years the bishops have sought
to address the importance of the church’s collective and
responsible participation in various socio-economic develop-
ment projects.’® In its essence the social development trend
is a form of social action directed to help in the increase of
economic productivity and improving the country’s multi-
faceted development. The decision by the CBCSL to establish
the *“Socio Economic Development Centre”’ (SEDEC)'9 as
integral to the pastoral pursuit of the church consolidates
this trend as an indispensable aspect of the church’s program
of a context-centred reform. To date these three trends are
present and operative within the Sri Lankan church with
varying degrees of emphasis and intensity. Since these are
some of the basic characteristic traits of the Sri Lankan church,
we shall discuss later the specific impacts these trends have
had on the process of contextualization initiated by the bishops.

4. SOME BASIC FACTORS THAT INFLUENCED THE
PROCESS OF CONTEXTUALIZATION

As a matter of fact, the exigencies that surfaced at this
period, both from within and without the Sri Lankan church
required a relevant reorientation of its pastorale. More
pointedly, the nationalistic resurgence, to which we have
alluded to in the previous chapter, coupled with strong anti-
Catholic sentiments that prevailed during post-independence
times induced the church and its leadership to look for more
cordial and credible forms of pastoral presence. Besides, in
the pre-1960 period the institutional church confined a major
part of its pastoral ministry to the fields of education, social
and charitable services and the promotion of cult. But the
sudden nationalization of the Catholic school net-work, the
eviction of Christian missionaries from hospitals and the
direct control exercised by the government on all welfare
services and still later even abolition of Sunday as a weekly
holiday induced the bishops to seek a new orientation of
the church’s pastoral response. 20

. Fortunately for the church in Sri Lanka, at this critical
period, it did possess the creative potential to make a favourable
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and a positive response to the needs and demand_s of the
times. Because the Catholic community of Sri Lanka
possessed almost all the elements that are enumerated 1n the
Council’s definition of a yibrant “young church”.2' In 1962
there were OVer 525 priests actively engaged in pastoral

ministry, of whom nearly 400 were of native 01‘1.gi.n.22 “qun
within religious communities of European origin the ratio
of native membership was high; 260 out of the 344 Oblates
were Ceylonese, as Were 684 out of the 741 sisters of the Holy
Family of Bordeaux.”’23 Except one bishop all others were
sons of the soil. It is therefore rightly observed that the
growing number of indigenous clergy and religious eminently
facilitated the process of indigenization.?*

In our effort to spell out the origin, theological basis
and the contemporary pastoral import of the process of
contextualization, we stated that in the Catholic Church the
recent attempts at contextualization should be situated within
the ambience of ecclesial reform and renewal sought by the
Council. As a matter of fact the mode of change launched
by the Council provided the vision and spirit for renewal to
the Sri Lankan church.?®

Such Conciliar documents as “The Pastoral Constitution
on the Church in the Modern World”,2° “Declaration on the
Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions™,*’
and the “Declaration on Religious Freedom™?® promoted a
positive and cordial relationship toward the world, and toward
the followers of other faiths and religions. The Council also
redefined the notion of religious conversion and the motivation
for missionary activities and evangelization. The changes
wrought by the Council opened up an entirely new chapter
in the relationship of the church toward other religions. For
the Sri Lankan church this helped in no small measure toward
easing inter-religious tensions?? and in intensifying the right
spirit of self-renewal and church-renewal. The Sri Lankan
church began to recognize the values of dialogue and collabo-
ration with other religions as integral to its life and mission.
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Besides, at that point of time the existing socio-political
conditions were so hostile to the Catholic church®® that the
Council’s tone of cordiality and dialogue prepared the Sri
Lankan church leadership to seek a way of conciliation rather
than that of confrontation. The Catholic leadership came to
the gradual realization that they had to discover their mission-
ary and pastoral role within the confines of the multi-religious
and multi-cultural mosaic of Sri Lanka.

In keeping with the spirit of the Council the Catholic
hierarchy began to recognize the value of religio-cultural
pluralism from a positive perspective. The bishops rightly
felt that they had a duty to rectify the erroneous judgements
of their predecessors and to restore a relationship of trust
and co-operation with the political and non-Christian leader-
ship of the nation.®'" This required a genuine conversion in
the church’s attitudes and approaches concerning the very
fundamental motive of missionary activities. The church’s
militant trend has to be replaced by a mission of service and
co-operation.

B. THE BISHOPS’ DILEMMA:
ADAPTATION OR CONTEXTUALIZATION

In marked contrast to the pre-Vatican II period, the
years stretching forth from 1965-1977 were a time of serious
self-discovery for the church at various levels of its pastorate.
Realizing the adverse effects of the “closed-in and defensive
attitudes”, 2 that had been maintained thus far, the Catholic
leadership, decided to move into the mainstream of national
life with an attitude of openness and service-oriented co-
operation. The bishops asserted that the church “must serve
the world and in particular, the Nation” where it lives.®2

The bishops’ approach to reform did possess certain
important ingredients of contextualization because they sought
primarily to review the mission and pastoral life of the church
in the light of the concrete needs of the nation.®4 But an
absence of a consistent and synthetic missio-theological vision,
coupled with the church’s monarchical form of government
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and a pietistic approach to reform?® seem to have crippled
the relevant dimensions of an authentic ecclesial contextual-
ization, particularly in the decade immediately following the
Council. Besides, the bishops preferred to choose the notion
of adaptation®® to circumscribe their approach to reform.
But we shall illustrate later that in articulating the significance
of this concept within the Sri Lankan context they did go
beyond its narrow limitations. In the following pages Wwe
shall also seek to demonstrate the intrinsic strengths and
weaknesses entailed in the process of contextual reform
embarked upon by the bishops.

1. SOME POSITIVE CATALYSTS FOR REFORM

The winds of change and renewal began to blow with
new vigour and vitality in the Sri Lankan Catholic church
from January 1965. It auspiciously commenced with a
renewal seminar animated by Fr. Riccardo Lombardi,®” which
was attended by over 500 persons including bishops, priests,
religious and members of the laity.>® From then on this
flame of renewal was kept burning by means of renewal
programmes organized for religious men and women at the
Aquinas University College in Colombo, the publication of
theological journals such as Quest and Logos,3° and by
conducting several seminars and conventions at district or
diocesan levels.4° As a result of these activities, a new desire
for change exuded into the Catholic community at the diocesan
or regional levels and prepared the way for a productive and
fruitful ecclesial reform.

In March 1965, a more right wing government was voted
to power. Unlike its predecessor, this government was more
disposed to inter-religous amity and the church leaders showed
a better spirit of accommodation in responding to the policies
and programmes initiated by this government.*' Another
strong impetus for renewal was provided by the fact that
toward the end of 1965 all the bishops of Sri Lanka were in
Rome attending some of the crucial, final sessions of Vatican
I1.42  As to how the bishops disposed themselves individually
and collectively to translate the transforming vision of the
council into reality remains a matter to be assessed.
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3. THE BISHOP’S EFFORTS AT REFORM THROUGH
THE PROCESS OF ADAPTATION

The first collective appeal for an overall renewal of
Christian life came from the bishops after their Easter Con-
ference in April 1966. The bishops announced their decision
“to hold a Provincial Council or Synod”+?® in order to
implement in Sri Lanka, in a more sytematic manner the
decrees and declarations of the Second Vatican Council.“#
In accordance with the conciliar theme of adaptation prevalent
at that period, the bishops sought to gather all the elements
and aspects of renewal under the banner of “‘adaptation”.*®
In their attempt to actualize the process of adaptation the
bishops grappled with the question, *“Where does the so
called “aggiornamento” or adaptation to present times and
conditions come into play?”’4é They resolved to implement
the process of adaptation by assessing and examining the
exigencies of the national situation. Hence they said:

The Universal Church has come to far reaching conclusions
in order to adapt its pastoral life to the needs of modern
times. The Church in Ceylon must keep pace with this
movement. If we are to do this effectively we must first
make a careful survey of our present position.“’

This venture brought to light some unresolved conflicts
in the church’s pastoral practice. In addition to this, the
approaches and attitudes to reform adopted by the bishops
seem also to conceal a crippling dichotomy.“®

Basically this dichotomy surfaced as an immediate result
of the bishops’ attempt to concretise in Sri Lanka the Council’s
decrees and directives for renewal,4°® which were unavoidably
generic, abstract and universal in nature. Plainly, the conflict
faced by the bishops was a test of their fidelity to the context.
On the one hand they desired to be meticulously faithful to
the church of Rome, and in that they looked upon Rome to
give them decrees, directives, endorsements and approvals.5°
On the other hand, they were confronted by the glaring
situation of the national context with all its peculiarities and
complexities that understandably defied any predetermined or
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prefabricated generic solutions. The bishops vainly attempted
to strike a balance.®' Therein lies the dichotomous approach
to the context enunciated by the bishops: a dichotomy that
is blatantly evident in many of their attempts at concretising
and implementing this process of context-oriented ec_clemal
reform.52 Thus, despite the bishops’ expressed intention 10
be faithful to the socio-political, economic, cultural and
religious situation®? that obtains in Sri Lanka, the metho_ds
and approaches employed by them in actual pastoral practice
were rather ineffective in the consequences they sought to
bring into effect. We shall explain this with examples in

the succeeding pages.

3. BEYOND THE LIMITS OF ADAPTATION

The experience of antagonism from other religions coupled
with the age-old socio-cultural rupture, that was perpetuated
directly or tacitly in the Sri Lankan church reminded the
bishops of the need for a radical ecclesial conversion. The
bishops were also motivated by the conviction that in order
to implement effectively, the renewal envisioned by the Council,
and to respond adequately to the exigencies of the national
situation, they must make a clear assessment of the position
of the church in that country.54 They sought to make this
assessment by situating the church and its pastoral and
missionary efforts over against the national context of Sri
Lanka and by evaluating the progress made by the church
vis-a-vis the manifold changes and transformations taking
place in the Sri Lankan nation. The bishops also resolved
that the answers and solutions they come out with, were not
to “remain a dead letter’ but that “they must be put nto
operation.”®¢ In this manner their deliberations manifest a
desire for an action-oriented approach to reform.

The bishops sought to contain and convey all their efforts
toward reform by the limited notion of “adaptation”. Little
did the bishops realize that the whole gamut of issues and
concerns raised or addressed by them far surpassed the con-
ceptual limits of “‘adaptation”. Because in actual pastoral
practice the areas, measures and magnitudes of renewal®®
they had undertaken, far exceeded the narrow boundaries
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normally assigned to the notion of “adapte}tion”. Here
again, the conflict and dichotomy between the bishops’ Fheory
and praxis appear very pronounced. For instance, 1n the
pastoral letter announcing the National Synod, the blsh_ops
claborated the need for a missio-pastoral orientation saying,

The Church is a living organism, like a living tree. It
was first planted in Ceylon some 450 years ago. Since
then, external conditions have changed much - moral,
religious, economic, educational, social, political. Has
the Church had a normal growth under these varying
conditions? Are there incrustations of the past, dead
wood and unproductive branches that must be removed?
Are there new sources of better nourishment, more sun-
shine that will increase its vitality, growth and fruitfulness?
Does it need better safeguards for its production and
security? These and many similar questions will have to
be asked and suitable answers found. Then these answers
or solutions are not to remain a dead letter. They must
be put into operation. In so doing, however, we must
not forget that we are dealing with a living organism.5”

The ecclesiological conflicts and dichotomies we have
referred to above are clearly discernible in this paragraph.
By presenting the birth and growth of the church in Sri Lanka
through the imagery of a “potted plant” the bishops seem
to have endorsed the preconciliar notion of mission, as
planting of a prefabricated entity in an ungodly virgin soil.
This manner of understanding the church, contradicts the
very foundation of ecclesial contextualization, as outlined by
us in this study. In seeking to describe the intrinsic dynamism
of this process, we emphasized that an authentic approach to
this process should promote a creative and enlivening encounter
between a Christian community and the constituent elements
of a given social ensemble, so that an authentically contextual
church may evolve and emerge out of such vital encounter.

The bishops did in fact, recognize the need for a realistic
and meaningful change in the ecclesial realm. Having called
to mind the manifold changes that had taken place in the
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Sri Lankan social ensemble, 58 they also point out the need
to align the ecclesial reforms within the horizon of those
changes. But here again the imageries used by the bishops
smack of sheer external decorations and modifications. Their
efforts as expressed in these imageries do not point toward a
positive change or a substantial integration into the national
stream with all its challenges and concerns. Rather, the
bishops explicate their work more as a decorative under-
taking.5? The bishops’ conception of the church also reveals
a tendency to objectify the church at the cost of overlooking
the need for a subjective self-criticism.

A critical assessment of the bishops’ approach to reform
unfolds two paradoxical aspects. On the one hand they
emphasize the need to be relevant to the situation that obtains
in Sri Lanka and consider the Sri Lankan social ensemble as
the proper “locus” of an authentic ecclesial reform, but on
the other they sought to contain every dimension of ecclesial
reform within the narrow concept of adaptation.

A closer and critical review of the National Synod from
the angle of contextualization would help us to illustrate this
paradox in greater details in the succeeding pages.

C. THE NATIONAL SYNOD AND THE SEARCH FOR
AN AUTHENTIC LOCAL CHURCH

As an important ecclesial event the National Synod
occupied the attention of the hierarchy and to a limited extent
of some members of the clergy and laity of the church of
Sri Lanka, for over a period of three years, i.e. 1966-1969.
One of the chief purposes of this Synod was to redefine the
role of the church in the nation. A critical evaluation of
synodal declarations is important because in them the bishops
sought to articulate the pattern of ecclesial reform as applicable
to the Sri Lankan situation.6® For our purpose here we
shall invoke some of the relevant sections that are directly
related to our area of analysis.
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1. A SEARCH FOR THE TRUE IMAGE

The re-discovery of the “true image of the church” in
Sri Lanka®' was one of the central concerns of the hierarchy
at the National Synod. This can be partly ascertained by
the fact that when the bishops announced their intention to
hold a National Synod, they stated their threefold purpose
for convoking such a Synod in the following manner:

I. To show out better the true image of the Church,
namely what it should be as intended by Christ Our
Lord.

2. To examine ourselves according to this true image as
in a mirror, and bring bout the necessary reforms,
changes, adjustments etc.

3. Thus purified to manifest to the world around us this
true image of the church which is the manifestation
of Christ Himself Who is the Light of the World. 62

Within the general frame of ecclesial contextulaization,
the desire shown by the bishops to recapture and restore the
“true image” of the church in Sri Lanka bears a particular
relevance.  As part of our effort to spell out the ecclesiological
dimension of contextualization, we highlighted in the first
chapter the indispensability of the sign aspect of the church
and its particular relevance in a non-Christian milieu. Tt
may also b2 recalled that the sign aspect of the church was
among the important ecclesiological models emphasized at
the Council. ¢3

There is also another important reaspn as to why the
hierarchy of Sri Lanka began to search for the “true image
of the church”. The current image projected by the church
in Sri Lanka became a topic of criticism in public circles, 64
A leading Sri Lankan English daily, had this to say about
the church on its Christmas day editorial for the year 1965,

. the social pursuits of Christianity have so often
created situations far removed from those which would
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have won the approval of Christ. In a country whose
wide religious and cultural traditions evoke quiet intro-
spection, the extrovert ebullience of the Christian minority
has caused suspicion - perhaps envy? - and dissension.
The Churches in Ceylon for the most part have indulged
in a fair share of good works. But some of this has
become suspect ... too many of the social pursuits of the
Christian minority were alien from beginning to end ...%°

The bishops’ keenness to restore the image of the church
did bring in many good results. The most fruitful among
these was the re-discovery of the church as a communion of
persons with a diversity of service and unity of purpose.©®
The bishops rightly realized that it was not the episcopate
that had the sole monopoly in fashioning the true image of
the church. They saw it was their shared leadership in a
spirit of co-responsibility and collegiality®” that could mould
and galvanize the “true image” of the church®®. The
Council’s understanding of the church in such biblical
imageries as “people of God”, “Body of Christ” and “herald
and servant” underlined the essential role and function of
the laity. This had a profound influence on the communi-
tarian vision of the church envisaged by the Sri Lankan
bishops.©®?

Since the primary purpose of the National Synod was the
restoration of the “true image” of the church, the bishops
accented the need for the “Christian community to become a
valid SIGN to those who come into contact with Bty n s
They affirmed that “the public image of the Church, especially
in her communitarian aspects has a direct bearing on her
mission.”””’ More pointedly, the bishops’ keenness to dis-
cover and restore the right image of the church led them to
re-conceive the missionary function of the church in a manner
that_ is more dynamic, open and far-reaching. Having made
a br{ef but critical survey of the image projected by the church
particularly in the post-independence period, the bishop;
f'soug_ht_to recapture and restore the image of the church in
its biblical roots and in consonance with the national context
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of Sri Lanka. In this way they endeavoured to re-formulate
the missionary role and function of the church in Sri Lanka,

saying:

In recent times the work of the Church, its mission, was
in practice considerably of a functional nature; adminis-
tration of dioceses and parishes .and - within - their
jurisdiction, the administration of Sacraments and other
spiritual benefits and material goods, administration ‘of
schools and other undertakings in the field of social
service. Today the Church finds herself, because of new
orientations given by the Second Vatican Council, trying
to place a vigorously new emphasis on her primary mission
of bringing the challenge and strength of the Word of God

~ to men of our time in our country, and presentmg them
with truth, freedom, brotherhood love, justice and peace
of Christ.”2

The shift in the focus of mission as explicated here cleatly
points toward a major change from an institutional, parochial
and sectarian understanding to one that is prophetic, evangeli-
cal and communitarian. The bishops acknowledged that the
primary duty of the church is to “bring the Word of God
to men of our time in our country”,”3 not in the form of
an information about Jesus Christ but as “challenge - and
strength” to the people. Thie new vision demands that the
church bscomes a herald of the basic values of the Gospel
namesly “truth, freedom, brotherhood, love, justice and
psace™.”#  These values which are constitutive of the new
society envisioned by Christ are also. the .qualities. .of the
Kingdom of God inaugurated in and by ]esus Christ.75 .. -

The bishops’ affirmation pomts also to a radlcal re-
formulation of the motif of ecclesial mission because it brings
out an understanding of the church’s mission in socio-economic
and political categories. In this way it stands for a refashion-

ing of the image of the church in accordance with the “social
ensemble” within which the church finds herself. -
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2. ECCLESIAL CORRESPONSIBILITY

While commenting on the missio-pastoral context of the
Sri Lankan church we observed that the cultic aspect of
Christianity was given priority by the priests and t_he people
in Sri Lanka. One of the chief consequences of this trend is
that it assigns a dominant role to those who occupy the upper
layers of the hierarchical structure. This is all the more
true of the church of Sri Lanka where a major part of church
administration and other ministerial responsibilities lie in the
hands of the bishops, clergy and religious.

It is not surprising, that this pyramidal structure induced
the bishops to see their role as that of the primary movers of
change or reform. Thus, despite the nice words they said
about the laity,7¢ they decided to limit the participation and
the right of deliberative voting at the proposed Synod only
to the members of the hierarchy and other canonical
members.”? As a result of this narrow approach, on the
local level the preparatory stages of the Synod did not receive
anything more than a formal mention from the pulpit.”?
The church leadership also did very little to. disseminate the
views expressed in the various documents of the Council.
Thus the laity and clergy were not properly up-dated about
the reforms proposed at the Council. As a result of all this,
in the early stages of its planning, the Synod failed to create
a climate that would ensure a dynamic and substantial
ecclesial reform in consonance with the needs of the church
and of the nation.

The bishops and those involved in the preparation for
the National Synod overlooked the need to involve general
participation and collaboration, especially of the laity. Already
then this omission was pointed out as indicative of an
impending failure of the Synod. This observation was voiced
through articles, editorial comments and opinion surveys
published in Sri Lankan theological journals.??

The bishops soon realized the need to involve the active
and responsible participation of the laity and clergy in the
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Synodal procedures in order to carry out effectively the
programme of reform which they sought to bring into effect.
Thus .it was decided, “to broaden the base of consultation
so as to include not only the bishops and other canonical
members but the laity, the religious and the priests as well,
at least in the preparatory stages ....”” 8° of the National Synod.
This in fact eventually led to the “calling of a National Pastoral
Convention (NPC),8' as representing the people of God in
Ceylon, reflecting its difficulties, anguishes and aspirations and
participating with the Bishops in the task of Church
renewal.’’ 82 | o2

A significant outcome of the National Pastoral Convention
was that it brought together for the first time, the bishops,
clergy and the laity for the singular purpose of rejuvenating
their ecclesial solidarity and missionary responsibility.®3 In
this manner the NPC provided a fresh ecclesial experience of
communion and corresponsibility.84 It also helped to unlock
the doors of ecclesial ghettoism and opened new vistas for a
fresh and creative relationship at the intra-ecclesial and extra-
ecclesial levels.85 By emphasizing the need for the active
participation of the laity in the mission of the church, the
NPC delineated the importance of redefining the different
dimensions of the local church as a necessary prerequisite for
an effective ecclesial reform.86

Taking their cue form the NPC, the bishops in . their
Synodal declarations developed the notion of inter-ecclesial
solidarity and co-operation. They felt that an authentic local
church is inconceivable without the active collaboration of
the laity, the clergy and religious.8” Their evaluation of the
existing situation revealed that an individualistic spirituality
characteristic of pre-Vatican II times coupled with a juridical
and authority-oriented approach to pastorate had widened
the gulf between the different groups in the church. The
bishops also observed that the church has failed in her mission
to foster community consciousness among Catholics and
Christians at national level. They stated that:
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... just as the Church as a whole has lived in disconnectipn
from the National Community, different units or categories
of persons (clergy, religious, laity) within the Church have
lived more or less in a ghetto with a minimum of dialogue.
Relationships which did exist have been more juridical,
governed by law and authority, than personal and pastoral.
Each diocese lived and worked in splendid isolation ...
It is possible that this was a reflection on the level of
the apostolate of the individualistic and exclusively
vertical-oriented (“God and myself”) spirituality which
was characteristic of that Christian era.®®

In the opinion of the bishops, the pattern of relationship
that links the different communities did not reflect the right
Christian spirit. The bishops pointedly observed that:

... relationships between different categories of persons in
the Church - Hierarchy and Laity, Bishops and Priests,
Superiors and Subjects, etc. - are more often characterized
by commands, prohibitions and sanctions (the language
of authority) than by freedom, responsibility and love
(the idiom of community).®?

Hence they emphasized the need to strengthen the bonds
of dialogue and communion between the different groups
within the church. The bishops stated that “all of us - clergy,
religious, laity - belong to the One Christian Family in which
each and every member must feel at home and be free ‘to be
himself (herself)’ and express himself without fear or un-
easiness”. 20 | '

Against the backdrop of an overwhelming non-Christian
population, the search for an inner unity and communion of
the Sri Lankan Catholic church reveals a special missionary
relevance. In fact the earnestness shown by the bishops in
promoting an intra-ecclesial solidarity cuts across the divisive
barriers of language and culture.®’ The bishops sought this
corresponsibility at inter-diocesan and national levels because
they were convinced that the sense of unity and fellowship
that undergirds the church has a specific symbolic and

witnessing value,®2 within the Sri Lankan ethno-cultural
mosaic. : ?
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3. RE-VITALISING THE LOCAL CHURCH

The re-vitalization of the local church was another im-
portant theme addressed by the bishops at the National
Synod. Within the frame work of ecclesial corresponsibility
the bishops endeavoured to re-define the various dimensions
of the local church in Sri Lanka.®3 Understandably, several
pastoral concerns related to the Sri Lankan church such as
the church’s relationship to the nation®4 its understanding
of mission and worship, its approach to other religions and
their followers etc.  received lengthy treatments at the synod. 5
In order to study these issues from a contextually relevant

erspective, the bishops emphasized the need for intra-ecclesial
unity among Catholics from the Sinhala and Tamil ethnic
communities.®® The bishops maintained that “the whole
church of Ceylon must form one community — the com-
munity that bears witness to Christ before the Nation.”’®?
This affirmation clearly illustrates a communitarian vision of
ecclesial contextualization. This becomes more vivid in the
concept of the church espoused by the bishops. They defined
the church as “the whole community of believers called the
People of God, gathered together in faith and love, committed
to carry out in the world the saving purpose of God the Father
in His Son Jesus Christ Our Lord, in the power of God’s Spirit,”*#
Here the bishops stressed the need for the formation of Christ-
ian communities as visible SIGNS of the saving mission of
Christ and explained that the task of carrying out this mission
is incumbent upon every Christian,99

The bishops attributed the missionary inefficiency of
the local church in Sri Lanka to the sense of socio-cultural
alienation then prevalent within the church. In their assess-
ment of the popular image projected by the church, they
deplored that the church is *. .. regarded as being wedded
to western ways of life and thought, as a community which
does not place enough emphasis on such values as poverty
and simplicity.”°° Hence the bishops maintained that as
a result of this western-oriented attitude, “people find it diffi-
cult to fully accept that the Roman Catholic community is
really interested in being an integral part of the nation,”101
This realization strongly prompted them to work out viable
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means of integrating the church into the national context.
It is for this reason that the bishops stressed the need to re-
discover and restore the “true image” of the local church of

Sri Lanka.

Seen from the perspective of contextualization, the reca-
pitulation of an authentic local church is conceivable only
0 terms of that church’s capacity to integrate itself into
the national stream with all its exigencies and vissicitudes.
The bishops did underline the notion that the church and
its mission in Sri Lanka will become meaningful and relevant
only when the church is able to align itself critically and creat-
ively along the direction of change that animates the social,
economic, cultural, political and religious spheres. But in
seeking to actualize this notion with realistic relevance, the
bishops succumbed again to the same dichotomy to which
we have made allusions earlier.

Despite their strong national consciousness, the des-
cription of the diverse structures and functions of the local
church as enunciated by the bishops made it only a terri-
torial sub-division or an administrative unit of the church
of Rome.'°2 In addition to this a clear lack of a coherent
ecclesiology coupled with a vague evangelizational praxis
seem to compound further this dichotomous notion of the
church expressed by the bishops.'°3 As a result they fail
to see the local church as an event and as a concrete rea-
lization of the mystery of the church in a specific place and
time. They fail to recognize the identity of the local church
as the dynamic and on-going incarnation of the person and
mystery of Christ within a concrete community in a
particular place and culture.

D. SOME POSITIVE TRENDS TOWARD
CONTEXTUALIZATION

In the preceding pages we made an effort to bring together
some of the basic thrusts toward post-conciliar reforms as
enunciated by the bishops of Sri Lanka. At various stages
of our analysis we pointed out that the path of reform opted
for by the bishops contain some of the basic ingredients of
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contextualization. The word, “‘contextualization’ is in fact
not explicitly used by the bishops in any of their statements,
pastoral letters or declarations. But the sense and meaning
of the process of contextualization is clearly implied in the.
expressed motive of the bishops to be authentic to the Sri
Lankan context and in their desire to initiate an ecclesial
renewal from within the concrete national situation. Even
their determination to wipe away the foreign image of the
church and their understanding of the mission of the church
as rooted in the mystery of the incarnation, provide arguable
evidence that in seeking to re-vitalize the pastorale of the Sri
Lankan church, the bishops decisively began to move along
the lines of contextualization.

This is further confirmed by the fact that the bishops of
SriLanka openly acknowledged that even though the initiative
for renewal is largely prompted by the “new orientations
given by the Second Vatican Council”,?°4 the real thrust for
renewal comes from the urgency and complexity of the Sri
Lankan situation. The bishops’ graphic portrayal of the
situation that obtains in Sri Lanka, and their determination
to bring Christ’s message of reconciliation to this fevered
society confirms their approach as one oriented toward a
radical contextualization. The bishops poignantly observe,

In our country today ... there are men in revolt
against social and economic injustices. Masses of less
articulate persons are hungering for true freedom, peace,
equality and fraternity and are struggling to gain their
basic rights and human dignity ... There are rich men
who have lost their perspectives in life indulging in
luxurious and wasteful living, unmoved by the life of
misery around them and indifferent to the cries of the
poor and distressed. Men of every class and condition,
both urban and rural, alienated from their true selves, by
ignorance, sin, frustration and despair are unconsciously
seeking for truth, peace and a meaning to life. To all
these men and to those involved in the economic struggle,
workers and potential workers, the Church wishes to
bring Christ’s message of reconciliation ...195
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The desire of the bishops “to promote human dignity,
human rights and brotherly union in every sphere of life ...””19©
reflected their quest for a contextual approach toward some
of the malevolent malaises of the Sri Lankan society. It is
with a sense of a collective responsibility that the bishops
remark, “We have to be alive to the problems of the rural
situation as well as those created by rapid urbanisation whether
they are of poverty, social degradation or inhuman living
conditions.” 107 By stating that “the Church through her
children wishes to become increasingly one with men of every
condition, especially with the poor and afflicted” 108 the
bishops seek to restore the primordial significance of pro-
claiming the Good News as directed to the poor.'9°

Acknowledging the initiation for remewal extended by
Vatican II as a call to a “new vision”, the bishops emphasize
the need to translate this vision according to the concrete
national context. They maintain that

in seeking to be faithful to this new vision of her

people the Church takes into account not only insights

. provided by the Second Vatican Council, but also the

vastly changed and changing conditions occurring in

Ceylon, the life and aspirations of her people and their

movement in history. She acknowledges the inadequacies

of the past and commits herself to the present with
sincerity. ! °

~ These words very clearly indicate the direction of renewal
envisioned by the bishops. While expressing their determin-
ation, to take into account the prevailing national conditions,
the present quest and aspirations of the people, the bishops
firmly stated their option for ecclesial renewal as partly
dictated by the national situation. '

1. CONTEXTUAL ROOTEDNESS

We have already seen that the bishops’ use of the notion
of adaptation was more open-ended and dynamic than the
meaning usually assigned to this term. The bishops’ attempt
to re-discover the “true-image” and identity of the local
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church in Sri Lanka demonstrates that they set out on this
task with the conviction that an objective understanding of
the Sri Lankan social ensemble is a conditio sine qua for re-
orienting the mission of the church. There is ample evidence
to prove that the bishops strove to understand the pastoral
mission of the church in relation to the nation and vice
versa.’'" This is evident even from the bishops’ use of the
collective noun “We Ceylonese”. They maintain, “we Cey-
lonese live in a developing country. This term must be used
to describe not just a single aspect of our national life, but
the whole of it. We are in via as a people, in search of an
authentic national image.” 2 Such an approach is in contrast
to the isolationist and ghetto attitude of pre-Vatican II times.
It clarifies also an important shift in the self-understanding
of the church. This becomes more vivid as we seek to
establish the areas and agents, the methods and ways of
contextualization envisioned by the bishops.

2. SOME AREAS OF CONTEXTUALIZATION

Recognizing the religio-cultural and socio-ethnic pluri-
formity of Sri Lanka, the bishops stress that unity in diversity
is an essential prerequisite for development and progress in
Sri Lanka. While decrying some of the negative expressions
of this multi-cultural mosaic, the bishops underlined the need
to consolidate a meta-religious unity, saying:

In our transition from a colonial period, in which
all our differences were submerged under the pressure of
a foreign image, to full-blown independent nationhood,

~we have passed through an adolescnt period of self-
~awareness, as Sinhalese, Tamils, Moors, Burghers etc.
This period which is still not over, was marked by an
acute awareness of racial and religious differences and
tendencies to aggressiveness. But we now stand at the
threshold of a more demanding stage of our progress to
nationhood, when we are ready to move out of and
beyond our separate communal and religious identities
into a larger and richer national unity, in which all our

Separate aspirations are caught up into an inclusive
living mosaic,113
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The concern as evidenced in these words reveals an acute
sense of national solidarity that arises out of a sincere search
for an ecclesio-national integration. In order to be realistic
in their method of approach the bishops chose certain specific
areas, as urgently in need of an adequate ecclesial response.
The areas chosen are: culture and language, politics and
economic justice, inter-religious relationships and social

development.

A. CULTURE AND LANGUAGE

Problems related to the two major languages and cultures,
namely Sinhalese and Tamil, have been in the forefront of
the national scene since 1956. Hence a contextual approach
that fails to pay attention to the issues involved in these
spheres would have been counted as an irrelevant effort.
Among the specific and practical issues addressed by the
bishops, “culture and language’ lead the list. ~ The bishops,
while appreciating the cultural progress that was taking shape
in the post-independence period, earnestly entreated that “the
Catholic Community must pledge itself resolutely and
unambiguously to the cause of the country’s cultural

renaissance ... 114

Assessing the velocity of cultural renaissance, that feeds
itself on the spirit of nationalism, the Sri Lankan hierarchy
stressed that the pluralistic nature of the Sri Lankan society
demands that unity be sought not in uniformity but in
diversity.''® An appeal was made to the Christians that
they must identify themselves with the masses of the people
whose cultures and languages are still developing. In this
context the bishops pointed out that “cultural strength is not
a disruptive but an integrative force.”?'¢ Commenting on
the growing alienation due to English education and the
increasing ethnic tensions based on issues related to the
Sinhala and Tamil languages, the bishops observed,

. Language being an integral part of the people’s
identity, has loomed large as a problem in the evolution
of the national consciousness. Language is not a mere
functional aspect of human life; it is inherent in our
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nature as human beings. The native genius of a people
can be expressed in no other tongue without violence to
the character and ethos of the people as a whole. It is,
therefore, a matter for regret that although Sinhala and
Tamil are the languages of 999, of the people of Ceylon,
English had been given undue prominence at the centre
of social, religious and political life of the country.’”

In the post-independence period, Sri Lanka had witnessed
several pogroms that have been ignited by ethno-lingual
conflicts. Against the backdrop of these growing inter-
ethnic animosities, the assessment and advice of the bishops
appear rather general and feeble. Within the Sri Lankan
context, any objective opinion on the issue of language is
bound to have socio-political repercussions, and the bishops
were not willing to undertake what seemed to them fraught
with serious consequences. The bishops therefore eluded the
real problem and blamed it on the English language. There
is a clear lack of a prophetic foresight in the bishops’ attitude.
We shal have occasion to refer to this thorny issue in the next
chapter.

b. POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC STRUCTURES

Despite the minority situation of Christianity and the
precarious nature of the church’s relationship with the political
apparatus, the bishops were quite articulate and forthright in
expressing their concern about the political and economic
structures in Sri Lanka. Having reminded the State of its
basic responsibility toward the society, the bishops, sought to
re-kindle in the Christian faithful their obligation to work
towards the economic development of the community and the
duty to co-operate with the State toward achieving this
goal.118

Evaluating the economic systems that are operative in the
country, the bishops commented saying that they deplore the
existence of the great disparity in wealth that results in
degrading forms of poverty and unemployment. At the same
time they felt that the “use of economic planning, monetary
policy, budgetary policy and fiscal policy towards the achieve-
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ment of a sufficiency of employment opportunities and the
common good”,'1° deserve to be appreciated.

The comments made by the bishops concerning the
economic system in Sri Lanka were largely motivated by the
bishops’ contextual, pastoral concern for the poor and the
underprivileged classes. In seeking to identify the causes that
perpetuate poverty and misery in Sri Lanka, the bishops
rightly point out that the economic crises of Sri Lanka should
be seen within an international context. In this respect they
maintain that it is the duty of Christians, both individually
and collectively, to work for international economic justice.’2°
As a matter of fact the problem of poverty and economic
justice had been addressed by several national episcopal
conferences in Asia. Urged by the overwhelming presence
of poverty in Asia, the Asian bishops at their Manila meeting
emphasized that the Church in Asia must identify itself with
the poor and the marginalized.’?’ The same theme was
discussed with a sharp contextual focus by the Bishops’
Institute for Social Action (BISA) of the FABC."2?

It should also be delineated here that the bishops do not
treat the national economical crises in isolation. Rather they
tried to view these problems within the entire national frame
work that constitutes the Sri Lankan social ensemble. But
the major lacuna here is that the bishops refer to poverty
only as an economic problem. In doing this they also give
the understanding that the Sri Lankan church is a rich church
that has to manifest “some” concern for the poor. It fails
to portray the contextually relevant image that the local
church of Sri Lanka, should be a poor church working not
only for-the-poor but with-the-poor of Sri Lanka.

C. INTER-RELIGIOUS RELATIONSHIPS

Affirming the fact of Sri Lanka’s religious pluralism and
the considerable influence exerted by such ideologies as
Marxist communism, rationalism and secularism'23, the
bishops reiterate the need for an ongoing dialogue, and express
the hope that joint efforts would help to dispel the “existing



THE CHURCH IN THE NATION 109

suspicion, mistrust and hostility.” 124 They do not hesitate
to state that the church of Sri Lanka must initiate this process
by tearing away the self-protective isolation of the past.
Hence the bishops hold that

in order to move out of isolationism, it is important
that we stand together shoulder to shoulder, to build a
society on the enduring foundations of justice and freedom
for all. It is only in so far as we join battle to secure
these ends, share in a common call, carry common
burdens and sufferings, that we shall know the joy of
sharing a common humanity transcending all our petty
differences.’“°® .

The clarion call for unity expressed by the bishops
manifested their keen desire for an amiable form of religious
dialogue. The bishops expounded inter-religious unity as
solidly founded on the principle of universality that brings
together the whole of humanity as one human family.’26
Dialogue in its diverse shapes and shades is characterised by
the bishops as an important way of promoting a meaningful
integration into the national stream. The bishops recommended
that in order

to contribute to the greater good of the larger human
community, it is important to undertake a totally positive
approach to other religions, ideologies and philosophies
since Christ who enlightens all men who come into the
world (Jn. 1:9) is in some way present among them too.
The Church must recognize, preserve and foster the good
- things, spiritual and moral, as well as the social and
cultural values found among the followers of other
religions. 27

These words signify a magnificent theological break-
through. The assertion of the bishops that these religions
too are sanctified with the presence of Christ amidst them,
indicates a radical conversion in the attitude of the bishops
toward non-Christian religions. This becomes more pro-
nounced when one finds that even in the 1960s Catholics ' of
Sri Lanka maintained a cautious isolation from other religious
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communities and the bishops considered the teaching of other
religious faiths in Catholic schools as an ungodly u-nt.:ler
taking.’2® Hence the initiative toward a cordial recognition
and the desire to “‘preserve and foster” the good things found
in other religious traditions stand out as a major step forward

in inter-religious relations.

Having taken cognizance of the growing tendency toward
secularism in Sri Lanka, the bishops made a very pertinent
observation, saying that it is the failure of religious people
to integrate their religious values with their actual lives in a
meaningful way that has expedited the process of secularism. ' 2°
They added that «“Gecularism flourishes most where organized
religion denies in practice what it affirms in theory.”'3°

D. SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT

Caste and class divisions are two major social maladies
that have over the years caused grave social backwardness in
the Sri Lankan societies. In seeking to uproot these social
evils the bishops remarked that Christians must take a firm
stand against these social ills and all other forms of discrimin-
ation, especially the discrimination based on caste divisions. 31
The Sri Lankan caste hierarchy is a complex phenomenon
that impedes social progress and human development. Rooted
as it is on one’s traditional occupation, the caste system has
promoted many forms of injustices and inequalities.

Against the backdrop of numerous discriminations based
on caste stratification, the bishops stress the need to recognize
the dignity of all types of work as a means of overcoming
this anti-social condition.”32 They also emphasize that “the
Catholic Church in Ceylon must be a champion of justice
and human rights against all forms of discriminations, €s-
pecially those based on caste, race, language or religion.
Hence, Catholics must bear witness to the dignity of the

human person in their homes, in places of worship and of
work,2133
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3. SOME POSITIVE STEPS TOWARD
CONTEXTUALIZATION

A clear line of contextual approach is eminently manifest
in some of the pastoral programs collectively advocated by
the bishops. As a practical means of promoting the process
of reform envisaged by them, the bishops opted to choose
“service”” and ‘“‘dialogue” as two basic ways that would help
to strengthen the contextual concern of the church.

As a matter of fact the bishops deemed service and
dialogue as two indispensable forms of responses that can
cure not only the maladies of the nation but can serve also
to restore the right image of the church. They sought to
initiate an effective praxis of service and dialogue as indis-
pensable steps to actualize the process of renewal. These two
approaches are strongly recommended by the bishops to the
laity, priests, and religious, as worthy values of Christian life.
Even though the bishops advocate service and dialogue as
integral to the mission of the church in Sri Lanka, neither of
the two is considered an end in itself. Both approaches are
used as practical modus operandi to activate the process of
post-conciliar renewal which as projected by the bishops
contains all the ingredients of contextualization in the full
sense of the term.’34

A. THE PATH OF SERVICE

The bishops understand that being at the service of the
nation is imperative to the mission of the church. They
emphasized that all Christians “must serve the world and in
particular, the Nation where they live.”” '35 This attitude is
lucidly perceptible in many of the pastoral letters and other
official statements of the bishops.'36 Their notion of service
bears a christological stamp. They envision a pattern of
service whose justifiable praxis is based on the kenosis of
Jesus Christ.’37 Hence the bishops expressed that it is an
important duty of the church to carry out the mission of
Jesus, by self less service to the world and particularly to
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one’s nation.’28 It is here that we hear the echo of an
intrinsic link between the mission of the church and context-

ualization.

As an integral aspect of post-conciliar ecclesial renewal
the theme of service gained a special missionary and pastoral
significance at the level of the universal Church in the mid
1960s.73° This theme did not fail to leave a few realistic
imprints in the church of Sri Lanka.

Speaking in reference to the multi-dimensional mission of
the church in Sri Lanka, the bishops emphasized the need to
relate this mission to the diverse components of the social
ensemble. Here the bishops interject the Christian value of
service as the regulating and driving force. The bishops
delineate the fact that ‘““‘in order to realize her mission the
Church has to adopt the same means as Christ, namely,
poverty, obedience, service and self-sacrifice ...”"4° The
Catholic communities are urged and exhorted by the bishops
to engage themselves in a spirit of “‘selfless service” in the
diverse societal areas of culture, economics and politics.

It is against the backdrop of a context-centred, missionary
understanding of service that the bishops offer the advice that
“Catholics should take an active share in the struggle against
poverty, ignorance, disease and inadequate housing and in the
efforts to develop the resources of the Nation. The faithful
should be willing to offer their services to projects sponsored
b public and privatz organization ....”” 41 '

The bishops also felt that their advice about service will
be ineffectual unless they seek to enkindle the spirit of service
in their own ministry. Therefore invoking the mission. of
Jesus as “‘selfless service, 42 the bishops endeavoured to
portray their own ministry as one of service, modelled on
that of Christ. They explained this saying, ““we are enjoined
by Christ to serve our fellow-men by our help and witness.
We fully commit ourselves to participate in our country’s
development”'4% In this manner “service” not only vivifies
the communitarian dimension of the church but also con-
solidates its contextual concern.
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B. THE PATH OF DIALOGUE

The bishops employed the notion of dialogue as a channel
of entry into the multi-faceted Sri Lankan reality.'4# It is in
a spirit of dialogue that the bishops sought to express their
opinion' 45 on the diverse aspects of the Sri Lankan social

ensemble.

The positive facets of dialogue is also seen by the fact
that the bishops considered their role as chief initiators and
partners in dialogue.

Their inclination to initiate dialogue in the different
spheres of social and religious life indirectly affirms the spirit
of conciliation and collaboration sought by the bishops both
within and without the church. Partly impelled by the con-
ditions and attitudes that prevailed in the past especially
between Catholics and the followers of other faiths, the bishops
felt the urgency for a cordial form of dialogue and co-operation.
In order to remind the Catholic community of the contem-
porary relevance of dialogue the bishops emphasized that “the
development of dialogue and collaboration at the human and
religious levels with the members of other religions in our
country must be one of the deep concerns of the Christian
Community ....”"*46 It is therefore within this atmosphere of
dialogue that we should interpret the open invitation extended
by the bishops: “the Church must recognize, preserve and
foster the good things, spiritual and moral, as well as the
social and cultural values found among the followers of other
religions,” 747 should be interpreted. Seen against the back-
drop of the hostile inter-religious conditions that prevailed
in the 1960s and later, this spirit of openness manifested
by the bishops has a profound contextual significance.

As a practical and realistic way of promoting this spirit
of dialogue the bishops suggested that Christians should
re-evaluate their attitude toward other religions, and must try
to co-operate with them in common social and cultural
projects. They urged Christians to collaborate with the
followers of other religions in fostering human values that
promote mutual understanding and enrich each other in
spiritual growth.148
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Dialogue is also seen by the bishops as 2 powerful means
of overcoming the isolationism or ghetto mentality so con-
sciously practised by the church in the past.’ 40 It also
became a way of rectifying the wrong impressions and images
created in the past. It was in a spirit of sincere dialogue
that the Catholic hierarchy decided to retract some of the
direct and veiled condemnations of the past made by them
or by their predecessors on other religions and cultures.’®°

Three major factors seem to have induced the Sri Lankan
episcopate to choose the way of dialogue as an effective means
of rejuvenating the mission of the church in Sri Lanka. One
is the spirit of dialogue and openness so strongly manifested
by the Council. The second impetus came from the growing
sense of internationalism and the tangible experience of inter-
dependence of nations for trade, commerce and other forms
of economic and national development which made dialogue
the mood and method of the times. The third factor was
dictated by the Sri Lankan church’s own historical experiences
which demanded dialogue with all the constituent elements of
the national context as an indispensable undertaking.

The hierarchy also felt the strong need to install proper
mechanisms for a creative dialogue even within the church.’5’
The bishops as well as the laity, religious, and clergy felt the
pastoral urgency of dialogue as a contextual necessity. In the
same strain the bishops felt that the existing divisions and
differences among the various Christian denominations should

be smoothly overcome by promoting a right spirit of ecu-
menism, ' 52

There is ample evidence to the effect that by paving the
way for dialogue both within and without the church, the
bishops envisioned a relevant and positive mode of integrating
and incorporating the church into the Sri Lankan national
context.’®3 The Catholic church of Sri Lanka is yet to
realize more fully that it is through a process of genuine

dialogue that the strained relationships and misconceptions of
the past can be healed.
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4.  THE LOCAL CHURCH AS AN AGENT OF
CONTEXTUALIZATION

Our effort thus far has been to demonstrate that the
methods of reform and renewal initiated by the Catholic
hierarchy of Sri Lanka has several implicit elements that are
required for the promotion of the process of contextualization.
The need for evolving a church that is truly and fully
authentic in the national context has been explicitly mentioned
at least in some of their statements. In this regard the bishops
have paid careful attention to the task of restoring the image
and identity of the local church as indispensable for the
authenticity of the church’s mission and ministry. Commenting
on the missionary potential of the different groups within
the church, such as the laity, lay apostolate associations,”®*
catechists, 155 priests and religious,’° the bishops underlined
the importance of corresponsibility.

The bishops are conscious of the unavoidable limitations
of the historical situation within which the church is called
to proclaim the Gospel and to live its mission. As an
historical reality in a particular place and time the local church
bears the stamp of the same historical conditions. As a
community of individuals the church too shares all the
predicaments of history. This radical historical consciousness
itself provides a strong argument in favour of the bishops
contextual outlook.

This historical sense is further strengthened by the com-
munitarian notion of the church spelt out by the bishops.
They clearly articulate that the task of implementing and
realizing the vision of reform should be seen as a collective
responsibility of the “entire Catholic Community™."5’

5. THE CONTEXTUAL SIGNIFICANCE OF THE
MYSTERY OF INCARNATION

The bishops understanding of the mystery of incarnation
as the perfect model and pattern for the mission of the church
in Sri Lanka, indirectly brings out the theological principle
of contextual rootedness enshrined in their vision of reform.
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This can be ascertained by the fact that the bishops’ concept
of service pivots around the mystery of incarnation. Thus,
speaking on the fundamental characteristic trait of Christian

mission, the bishops uphold that,

In Christ, Christians believe, the love of F}od for
men was manifested in its highest form .... Christ’s love
for His fellowmen was selfless, self-sacrificing and bound-

less ....158

6. CONTEXTUALIZED CHURCH: A VISIBLE SIGN

The Sri Lankan Catholic church with its diverse functions
and activities, with its racial and cultural distinctions has been
the central focus of the bishops’ concern. As a dialectical
and critical process of creative transformation that links the
church with its historical context, contextualization also has
to begin and mature within the Sri Lankan nation. It is
within this frame of understanding that the “sign” aspect of
the church bears a particular relevance. The bishops con-
sidered the sign aspect as imperative to the church when they
expressed that “in this visible sign, men should see that God
loves the world ....”” 159

Commenting on the sign aspect of the church, we stated
in the first chapter that the notion of the church as a sign
has far reaching consequences for the church, particularly in
a non-Christian milieu. A sign does not exist for itself nor
is it centred on itself. A sign becomes valid only when it
faithfully signifies the reality for which it is meant. Otherwise
it may run the risk of losing its “significance” or even become
a counter sign. This means that those who encounter this
sign must be able to discover the reality signified by this sign.
Therefore the church’s role as a sign of a people who are
justified by God in baptism, as a people who are re-created
and called to a life of salvation in Christ and sent into the
yvorld. as a “sacrament of salvation” should be made visible
in t!1c1r very coming together as “‘church”. Motivated by this
notion of the church as “SIGN”, the bishops attempted to
restore thq right image of the church by correcting some of
the wrong impressions and prejudices. They positively affirmed
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the basic necessity of the church to become a valid and relevant
sign by stressing the witnessing aspect as an important ecclesial
dimension that should be exercised in word and deed.’®°

In this respect the bishops reiterated that the primary
element in the mission of the Church is to develop Christian
witness as “love of Christ in action”, operative in all areas
of human life and activity."®' Here the contextual thrust is
neatly interwoven into the missionary function of the church.
The sign aspect spelt out here calls also for an action-oriented
manifestation of Christian discipleship.

In the context of the sign aspect of the church the bishops
also developed the notion of “proclamation of the Good News
of salvation to all men”.'62 Here the bishops explicitated
the transforming power of missionary witnessing in a given
context. But this witnessing through oral proclamation must
emerge from the church’s contextual rootedness. To do this
in a fitting manner a community should identify itself fully
with the needs and exigencies of its existential milieu. Therefore
the bishops delineated that ““the Gospel has to come to meet
men in their deepest aspirations and pre-occupations and
must be seen as a restoration of full human dignity to men
called to be God’s sons with Jesus Christ”.€3

Another element of mission refers to the dynamic function
of this sign aspect in terms of communitarian service, in a
given context. The bishops pointed out that

to form Christian community which continuously
grows into the sign that Christ meant it to be, accom-
plishing ever better its mission of witness and verbal
evangelization. The members of the Community ex-
perience the Charity of Christ in faith, confidence,
sacramental life and service ... and presenting their own
selves with Christ as dedicated to humble service for the
good of the world.'84

~ The sustained efforts made by the bishops to sharpen the
sign aspect of the church and its mission clearly illustrate
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the bishops’ conviction that it is a community which plunges
into the very heart of culture, and penetrates into all the inner
layers of the socio-political and economic fabric and manifests
a willingness to transform itself while positively challenging
the manifold constituent elements of a particular context,
through a process of dialogue and service, can truly arise as
a contextualized church.

In the next chapter we shall analyse the second Phase of
this contextual reform initiated by the bishops beginning from
the year 1977 to 1990. -

NOTE

1. Two major factors prompted the Catholic hierarchy of Sri Lanka to
view the image, role and function of the church within a unified “national’’
frame-work. The first is that the entire nation of Sri Lanka forms
one ecclesiastical province with the archdiocese of Colombo as the
Metropolis and the other nine dioceses as suffragans. The second factor
was the increaeing opposition faced by the Sri Lankan church from
outside since the 1960s beginning with the schools’ crisis. Within the
church this national consciousness was fostered by the bishops who
at the same time delineated the cultural and linguistic pluralism that
undergirds the national mosaic. A closer reading of the joint pastoral
letters, Synodal declarations and other official statements made by the
bishops since the close of the second Vatican Council also uncovers
that the bisho‘s sought to evoke the diverse elements that constitute
the national context as an indispensable backdrop of their missionary
and pastoral concerns. See for instance, PS, p. 5; also PMAS, p. 1 and
ASPSCC pp. 12-19 ECNE, p. 1.

2. It has been demonstrated by us in the previous chapter that the Catholie
church in Sri Lanka has been very influential in the socio-political scene.
This influence was motivated by a spirit of triumphalism and religious
militancy characteristic of pre-Vatican II times. But in contrast to the
past, the image the Catholic hierarchy sought to evolve since the mid-
1960s was inspired by the post-Vatican II understanding of the Church
as a “‘sign and sacrament’ and as a community called to be at the service
of people in the world. See PS, p. 3, PSM, pp. 78-79; ASPSCC, pp.
13-17 and 24-26.

3. PS, p. 3; PSM, p. 77 and ASPSCC, pp. 14-17.

4. See Satchi Ponnambalam, Dependent Capitalism in Crisis . . ., pp. 52-61
and 93-135.
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At the request of the Catholic hierarchy of Sri Lanka, a team of Socio-
logists from the Centre for Socio-Religious Research of the University
of Louvain conducted a Socio-Religious survey in 1969 - 1970. For a
full report of this survey, see, F. Houtart and T. G. Lemercinier, Opinions
and Attitudes of Catholics in Ceylon, 2 vols., (mimeographed), C.RS.R,,
Louvain, 1970.

A. Jeyaratnam Wilson, Electoral Politics in an Emergent State: The
Ceylon General Elections of May 1970, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, 1975, pp. 24-27 and Satchi Ponnambalam, Sri Lanka: The
National Question and the Tamil Liberation Struggle ..., pp. 119-139.

During this period, certain key cabinet positions of the government
were held by persons who were of the Marxist Communist Party that
was openly critical of the church and its influential position in the Sri
Lankan society. On its part the Catholic hierarchy earned this enmity
as a result of their public remonstration of Communist leaders. See
F. Houtart, Religion and Ideology in Sri Lanka. .., pp. 254-255 and
A. Jeyaratnam Wilson, Elector;l Politics . .., pp. 24-25.

A. Jeyaratnam Wilson, Electoral Politics ..., p. 27 (emphasis mine).

See Tissa Balasuriya, “Examples of Attempts at Reform in the Church
of Ceylon,” in Concilium, 8 (1972), pp. 143-144 ASPSCC, pp. 12-19,
40-43.

See ASPSCC, pp. 50-63, esp. p. 62. See for instance the bishops under-
standing that “mission is one of worship of God and love for all men,”’
Ibid., p. 13.

Ibid., p. 51.
1d.,
Ibid., p. 52.

See Tissa Balasuriya, Eucharist and Human Liberation, Centre for Society
and Religion, Colombo, 1977, pp. 3-4 and his Planetary Theology . . .,

p. 1.

See ASPSCC, pp. 39-49; ECNE, pp. 1-7.

This is largely attributed to the resurgence of native religions in the
post-colonial period and to the Council’s positive recognition of the
spiritual wealth enshrined in the non-Christian religions.

The Sri Lankan Bishops Commission for Missionary Activities, explicitly
or implicitly acknowledges that converting of non-Christians is integral
to the mission of the Church. See ASPSCC, pp. 30-31.
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Ibid., pp. 13, 15-17, 25-26; see also “The Objectives and Activities of the
SEDEC” in Social and Economic Development Centre, (pamphlet),
Colombo Catholic Press, (no date), pp. 1-3.

Ibid., p. 1 SEDEC was established by the CBCSL in 1973 for the purpose
of providing services and co-ordinating the works of the Catholic com-
munity in the field of social action and charities, today it envelopes
the whole gamut of issues related to Justice and Peace.

On several occasions the bishops stressed the need for this re-orientation,
see for instance, ASPSCC, pp. 40-41, ECNE, p. 1, See also Tissa Bala-
suriya, “The National Synod,”” in Quest, 1 (1966), No. 7, p. 185.

Opus plantationis Ecclesiae in determinato hominum coetu certam
attinggit metam, cum congregatio fidelium, in sociali vita iam radicata
culturaeque loci aliquatenus conformata, quadam stabilitate et firmitate
fruitur: propria nempe, etsi insufficienti, instructa copia localium sacer-
dotum, religiosorum et laicorum, iis ministeriis et institutis ditatur
quae ad vitam populi Dei sub ductu Episcopi proprii ducendam ac
dilatandam necessaia sunt. “Decretum de Activitate Missionali Ec-
clesiae’’ in AAS, 58 (1966), p. 969.

See Robrecht Boudens, “Ceylon” in New Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 3,
p. 418-419.

Id., Missionaries from these two religious congregations have been
engaged in various forms of pastoral activities in Sri Lanka since the
1850s and to date these two religious congregations have the largest
membership among the male and female religious congregations respec-
tively, in Sri Lanka. '

See R. L. Stirrat, “The Riots and the Roman Catholic Church...”
p. 201.

See Tissa Balasuriya, “Introduction” in F. Houtart, Summary of the
Socio-Religious Research in Ceylon 1969-1970, Catholic Press, Colombo
1971, pp. 1-3.

See “Contitutio Pastoralis de Ecclesia in Mundo Huius Temporis™ in
AAS, 58 (1966), pp. 1025-1120.

see “Declaratio de Ecclesiae Habitudine ad Religiones Non-Christianas,
in AAS, 58 (1966), pp. 740-756.

See “Declaratio de Libertate Religiosa’ in AAS, 58 (1966), pp. 929-946

See K. M. de Silva, Managing Ethnic Tensions in Multi-Ethnic Societies

Sri Lanka 1880-1985, University Press of America, L
3 ! a
pp. 203-204 and 253-254. nham, 1986
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Sece P. A. Saram, “Sri Lanka: The Evolutionary Dialectics ...”” p. 358
See ASPSCC, p. 22, esp. No. 6, also pp. 27-28.

Ibid., p. 22.

1bid., p. 13 see also pp. 15, 21-55, 26-29.

PS, p. 2; PSM, pp. 76-77, p. ASPSCC, p. 25.

See Tissa Balasuriya, “Examples of Attempts at Reform ...,” p. 143
PS, p. 3; PSM, p. 77; ASPSCC, p. 62.

Fr. Riccardo Lombardi was the founder of the “Movement for a Better
World.” He laboured to promote a spirit of renewal at various levels
such as individual, family, parish, diocese etc. For more on this see
his Hope For a Better World, St. Paul Publications, London, 1958, esp.
pp. 46-63,

See, Tissa Balasuriya, Creative Tensions in the Catholic Church in Sri
Lanka Since 1960, (mimeographed), CSR, Colombo, 1973, p. 4.

See Tissa Balasuriya, “Examples of Attempts at Reform...,” p. 145
It was during this time that more reform minded members among the
laity edited and published periodicals which were very critical of the
Catholic church and of the hierarchy. The names of these journals
published in English, Sinhala and Tamil respectively were Out look,
Jana Handa and Unmai.

See T. Kuriacose and T. Balasuriya, “Is this the Public Image of the
Church in Ceylon Today?,”” in Quest, 1 (1966), No. 2, p. 42.

See Tissa Balasuriya, “Examples of Attempts at Reform...,” p. 145,
Id. “*Creative Tensions ...,” p. 4.

PS, p. 1.

Id.

In fact the reform envisioned by the bishops as spelt out in the “Joint
Pastoral Letter on the Proposed Synod’’ touched upon the whole gamut
of religio-cultural, political, educational and other aspects of national
life, but the bishops endeavoured to accommodate these diverse factors
within the notion of adaptation. See PS, pp. 1-3, and ASPSCC, pp.
14-18, 60-64.
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PS, p. 3.
PSM, p. 77 (emphasis mine).

As a preparation of this process of reform the bishops invited a team
of sociologists from Louvain under the leadership of Francois Houtart
to make a survey of the state of Christianity in Sri Lanka. But when
this survey revealed the darker side of the reality of the church in Sri
Lanka, the bishops totally ignored the survey. Thus it would seem
that the bishops are “in two minds about scientific socio-religious re-
search. Théy' want such research but are uncomfortable when the
reports are challenging.”” See Tissa Balasuriya, ‘“‘Creative Tension

in the Church ...,” p. 7.

The systematic and collaborative effort toward implementing the Council
began with the National Pastoral Convention and the subsequent National
Synod. See DDPNS, pp. 138-230 and ASPSCC, pp. 12-122,

Even though the bishops realized the need to evolve a church that is
truly and authentically local, yet for every small detail of change they
looked to Rome for approval. See PD, p. 3, ASPSCC, p. 8, HY, pp. 1-2,
LHF, p. 1, GLM, 2-3 MM, pp. 1-7.

We shall explain later with examples as to why we consider the bishops
efforts to strike a balance as vain.

In the succeeding pages we shall discuss this point with a few examples
taken from the bishops letters or statements.

See ASPSCC pp. 13-17 and 21-27.
See PSM, p. 77.

ld.,

As we have shown earlier, at least in theory, the program of renewal
envisaged by the bishops enveloped the entirety of national life with its
social, economic, political, educational, developmental and religious
functions. See for instance ASPSCC, pp. 13-26.

PSM, p. 77.
Id.
Id.

PS, p. 3; PSM, p. 76.



66.

67.

68.

69.

70.

il 8

72.

13.

74.

75,

76.

77.

78.

79,

THE CHURCH IN THE NATION . ¥5

PS, pp. 4-5; PSM, p. 81.

.l

See “Constitutio Dogmatica de Ecclesia’ in 4A4S, 57 (1965), art. 1, p. §

See T. Kuriacose and T. Balasuriya, “Is this the Public Image of the
Church...,” pp. 41-48. Here the authors make an effort to present

briefly the image of the church as perceived by the Sri Lankan public.

The Ceylon Daily News, 25th Dec. 1965, p. 4.
ASPSCC, p. 21.

See Ibid., p. 21-23; 107-115.

See Ibid., p. 21-22; 112-114.

See Ibid., pp. 13; 21-23; 26-28.

Ibid., p. 22.

Id.

Ibid., p. 23 (underlining mine).

Id.

Id.

M. George Soares-Prabhu, The Kingdom of God: Jesus’ Vision of a New
Society, NBCLC, Bangalore, 1981, esp. pp. 25-30.

When the bishops made their first announcement about the Provincial
Synod, they wrote about the important role that the laity must play
to realize locally the vision of Vatican II. They even cited the first
Council of Jerusalem as an example to emphasize the indispensable

role of the laity in the affairs of the church. See PS, p. 3 and PSM,
p. 79.

See F. Marcus Fernando, “Introduction’ in After Vatican Il . . . , pp. 1-2
See Patrick Fernando, “Editorial,”” in Quest, 2 (1967), No. 14, p. 98.
See, Tissa Balasuriya, “‘For a Truly National Council”’ in Quest, 1 (1966),
No. 10, pp. 281-283. The entire issue contains a number of articles

by Sri Lankan priests and theologians expressing the different expecta-
tions they had of the Synod, on matters related to Christian Community,



124

80.

81.

82.
83.
84.
85.

86.

87.

88.

88.
89.
90.
91.
92.

93.

95.
96.
97.

98.

CONTEXTUALIZATION

Liturgy, Catechetics, Pastoral Structures, Women, Youth etc. See
esp. pp. 285-313. Also see A. R. Thomas, “On Preparation for the

Synod: Are we Adequately Prepared?”’, in Quest, 3 (1968), No. 23,
pp. 82fF.

F. Marcus Fernando, *‘Introduction... 2w 2

The National Pastoral Convention which was considered the first stage
of the National Synod met in two separate sessions, i.e., from June 2-10,
1968 and August 26-30, 1968. For more details see, DDPNS, pp. 138-250.

F. Marcus Fernando, “Introduction”....,P. 2
DDPNS, p. 148.

Id. pp. 140-144; 238-243.

Id. pp. 142; 160; 238-242.

Id. p. 154.

ASPSCC, pp. 107-115.

Ibid., p. 107.

Ibid., p. 107.

id.,

Ibid., pp. 108-109.

Ibid., p. 114.

Id.

Ibid., pp. 13-19, 107-109.
Ibid., pp. 12-19.

See Ibid., pp. 20-34; 50-67.
See Ibid., p. 114.

Id.

Ibid., pp. 20-21 (emphasis mine).
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See Ibid., pp. 21-22.
Ibid., p. 22.

Id.

This attitude is traceable in the themes and issues addressed by the CBCSL
see for instance CAP, p. 1; GLM, p. 2-4; ECNE, pp. 2-3.

The bishops emphasize the need for a workable intra-ecclesial colla-
boration, at the same time they stress the superior privileges of the hier-
archy over laity, see ASPSCC, pp. 104-105.

Ibid,, p. 23.
Ibid., p. 25.
Ibid., p. 26.
Ibid., p. 27.
ld

See Jon Sobrino, The True Church and the Poor, Trans. M. J. O’Connell
Orbis Books, Maryknoll, N.Y. 1984, pp. 139-141.

ASPSCC, p. 23.

See, PS, p. 3; PSM, pp. 77-78, ASPSCC, pp. 13-17; 22-25; ECNE, p. 1.
ASPSCC, p. 13.

Id.

Ibid., p. 14.

Id.

Id.

Id. Despite the generalities of this statement the fact remains that the
Catholic Church was one of the foremost institutions that promoted

the English language in Sri Lanka, specially through its educational
system.

Ibid., pp. 14-16.

Ibid., p. 15,
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120. Ibid., p. 16.

121. See C. G. Arevalo, (ed.), For All the Peoples of Asia . . ., Pp. 11, 15-16,
19-21.

122. For the texts and a critical analysis of the BISA papers se€, Richard P
" Hardy, Being with the Poor, Office for Human Devglopment, Manila

1986, esp. pp. 3-7.

123, Ibid., p. 18. In seeking to explain the need for dialogue, the bishops
make explicit reference to these ideologies that are present and operative
in Sri Lanka. It may be recalled here that in the 1950s the bishops
openly condemned such ideologies and instructed the Christian faithful
to dissociate themselves from those who advocate them: See F.Houtart

Religion and Ideology . . . , p. 255.
124. ASPSCC, p. 18.
125. Ibid., pp. 18-19.
126. Id.
127, Ibid., pp. 27-28.
128. See F. Houtart, Religion and Ideology . .., P. 256.
129. ASPSCC, p. 18.
130. Id.l
131. Ibid., p. 17.
132.
133. Ibid., p. 29.

134. The conviction that underlies the planning and actual implementation
of the process of post-conciliar ecclesial renewal in Sri Lanka is that
the rays of renewal should touch and transform the entire context within
which the: church is called to live its mission. - See PS, pp. 3-4, PSM,
p. 77, ASPSCC, pp. 13-19, 22-33.

135. ASPSCC, p. 13.
136. Ibid., pp. 13-17, 21-29, PS, p. 3, PMAS, p. 1.

137. See Philippians 2: 6-11.
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See ASPSCC, p. 13.

The servant ecclesiology gained currency at the Second Vatican Council.
Its strong impact on the Asian Bishops is very evident in many of the
statements made by the FABC. See for instance For All the Peoples of
Asia, The Church in Asia . .., pp. 11, 15-16, 19-21. For a systematic
study and critique of the BISA statement on the theme of service to the
poor, see, Richard P. Hardy, Being with the Poor . . ., pp. 3-31. Exam-
ples at the level of the Universal Church can be found for instance in the
pastoral letter “The Servant Church” issued by Cardinal Cushing of
Boston in Advent 1966. The World Council of Churches, Uppsala
Report, Geneva, 1968. The Conclusions of the Second General Conference
of Latin American Bishops at Medellin, 1968. Also Synod of Bishops,
Justice in the World, Vatican Press Office, Vatican City, 1971, pp. 3-10
and see Avery Dulles, Models of the Church, 98-99.

ASPSCC, p. 24.

Ibid., p. 30.

Philip. 2: 6-11; Matt. 20: 28, Mark. 10:45, Luke. 22:27. .
ASPSCC, p. 13.

See Ibid., pp. 18-19, pp. 26-29.

In the past certain comments made by the bishops on issues related to
the socio-political sphere were largely motivated by narrow ecclesial
interests, but in the 1960s and later it was the spirit of dialogue and
the desire to be at the service of the nation that underlined the relation-
ship between the church and the social realm.

ASPSCC, p. 28.

Id.

Id.

Ibid., p. 18.

Ibid., pp. 30-31.

One full document of the National Synod is devoted to the study of
developing ‘“‘Relationships within the Church and Structures for Dia-
logue™. See Ibid., pp. 107-115.

Ibid., p. 24.

Ibid., pp. 26-27, 114-115.
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154. Ibid., pp. 67-73.

155. 1Ibid., pp. 35-38.

156. Ibid., pp. 82-84, 91-96.

157. Ibid., pp. 23-24.

158. [Ibid., p. 20.

159. Ibid., p. 21 (underlining mine).
160. Ibid., p. 21-22, 26.

161. Ibid., pp. 21-23.

162. Ibid. p. 21.

163. Id.

164. ASPSCC, p. 21.



Chapter 4

ECCLESIAL CONTEXTUALIZATION AND
THE EFFORTS AT SOCIO-CULTURAL
INTEGRATION

A. A PERIOD OF GRAVE CRISIS

Having analysed the first phase of the bishops’ attempts
at contextualization we now move on to the second phase
beginning from the year 1977 to 1990.  In the assessment of
historians, political scientists and economists, this brief period
is of crucial significance’ to the Sri Lankan nation, Since
the year 1977 the ethnic conflict has become endemic ‘and has
almost placed the very foundations of the concept of a unitary
state in jeopardy. In the judgement of the Catholic bishops,
the nation is going through' a “time of grave crisis”.? The
- bishops also feel that in the face of this national crisis the
- Catholic community cannot and should not abdicate its
societal responsibility. 3

In keeping with the methodology we have employed so
far, it is also necessary that we evoke the socio-historical
ensemble of this period as a relevant and an integral backdrop
to understand and interpret the reactions and responses of
the bishops to the challenges and crises that characterized this
period. In more concrete terms, the collective reflections and
responses of the bishops to this crisis-ridden situation can be
found in their pastoral letters and other statements. The
growing complexities of the national situation directly and
indirectly urged the bishops to make options and decisions,
some of which have seemingly led to divisions and polarizations
within the Catholic hierarchy along ethnic lines.# This sad
spectacle apparently seemed to threaten even the inner unity
of the Catholic community of Sri Lanka.5 Amidst a popu-
lation of over.Sixteen million non-Christians, this growing
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conflict of the church’s leadership, representing a minority
group of a little over one million Catholics, with its elements
of division and disunity, stands out as a counter sign of
Christian fellowship and ecclesial communion.® It could be
said therefore, that the present time is as much a time of
grave crisis to the church as it is to the nation.

1. SOCIO-POLITICAL DEVELOPMENTS

The socio-political landscape of Sri Lanka underwent
traumatic changes following the general elections of 1977.
The right wing United National Party (U.N.P.), was elected
to power with an unprecedented majority. For the first time
in the parliamentary history of Sri Lanka, the party that was
previously in power (i.e. S.L.F.P.) was so decimated that it
could not even lead the opposition in parliament. This
political vacuum was filled by the Tamil United Liberation
Front, and for the first time in Sri Lanka’s post-independence
history, a leader of a Tamil political party took the reins of
official political opposition in parliament. This unforeseen
development further aggravated the Sinhala-Tamil ethnic
division and conflict to which we have made copious references
in the second chapter of this study. Briefly, the parliamentary
confrontation between the government in office and the
opposition, came to be viewed and interpreted as an insti-
tutionalized conflict between a ‘“Sinhala government” and a
“Tamil opposition”.? In the communal riots of August 1977,

this prejudiced perception received its crude and cruel ex-
pression. 8

In August 1978, with its strength of over two thirds
majority in parliament, the U.N.P. repealed the existing
constitution of 1972 and promulgated a new one. Among
other provisions, this constitution further reinforced the
ethno-religious primacy of the Sinhala language and the
Buddhist religion. The government avowed to establish a
Dharmista (righteous) society, founded on and sustained by
the philosophical and ethical teachings of Buddhism. These
provisions with their entrenched constitutional guarantees in
favour of the majority community further alienated the ethnic
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and religious minorities. The expression of opposition to
this constitution on the part of the Tamil-Hindu minority
was very strong and articulate.? However, the rank and file
of Christian leadership maintained a conspicuous silence even
though there were perceived constitutional discriminations to
the non-Buddhist religious minorities. The bishops who
advocated equal rights to religious and linguistic minorities
at the National Synod a decade ago, now remained passive
about the discriminatory legislation enacted through the
new constitution. ' -

With its characteristic capitalist orientation, the U.N.P.
government abolished the existing restrictions on imports and
encouraged foreign investment and free trade.'® The govern-
ment ventured into massive development projects with the
help of loans and aid from the World Bank and from several
foreign governments.’’ In addition to this the defence budget
grew by leaps and bounds largely accelerated by the Tamil
militancy in the northern and eastern provinces of the
country.’2 All this contributed to “galloping inflation (30%
annually), and a soaring cost of living, increasing income
inequality, poverty, degradation and a miserable existence for
more than 40% who constitute the poorest people in the
country.”®' This harsh economic reality of the nation
continues to fuel the growing discontent among the unem-

ployed youth, the peasants and the labour class.

2. INTER-RELIGIOUS AND INTER-ECCLESIAL
DIMENSIONS OF THE CONFLICT

Political, social, ethnic and economic conflicts reached
their climax within this period which has been described by
the international media as the most critical phase of Sri Lanka’s
post-colonial history."# In the modern history of this nation,
this period has witnessed the most violent forms of ethno-
linguistic conflicts leading to blood-spilling carnages of very
cruel proportions. Though shrouded in an ethno-linguistic
garb, the religious dimensions of these conflicts emerged to
the fo.refront more than once.' In spite of the popular label
that is attributed to the current crisis as a Tamil-Hindu
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radicalism waging war against a Sinhala-Buddhist extremism,
the Catholic church inclusive of its leadership was also drawn
into it, wittingly or unwittingly on several _<_)_cc.';15ions.16 A
previously unforeseen and a decisive phase opened up for the
church with the dawn of the decade in 1980.

Since the year 1980, the ethnic conflict between the
Sinhala and Tamil racial groups began to dominate the
national scene with unprecedented force and ferocity.
Compelled by the peculiar geographical distribution of the
population,’ 7 and the accompanying factor of ethno-religious
identities of the two major ethnic communities the religious
dimension of this conflict came to the surface. This situation
caused serious difficulties for the Catholic church largely due
to its precarious ethnic composition.

Analysts of the Sri Lanka polity who set about to in-
vestigate the interactions of the Sri Lankan socio-religious
ensemble maintain that since the early part of the 1970s,
the Sinhala Catholic communities together with their institu-
tional leadership sought to assert their identity more on
ethnic lines than on religious lines. In the same way 2
sizeable number of Catholics with the support of some of
their priests joined hands with the Hindu-Tamils in voicing
the discriminations suffered by their ethnic kith and kin.
In his well documented article R.L. Stirrat has this -to say
about the present impasse of the Catholic church:

The Catholic community of Sri Lanka is in disarray.
What was once a self-confident united body led by an
aggressive hierarchy is today hopelessly split between the
Sinhalese and the Tamil wings of the Church. Where
once Catholics formed a unified entity in contrast to the
Buddhists and the Hindus, today religion counts for
much less and ethnicity for much more.'8

: Within the Catholic church, this consolidation of ethnic
solidarity overriding ecclesial solidarity, reached its unhappy
climax with the pre-dawn raid and arrest of four Tamil
Catholic priests at the residence of the Oblates of Mary
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Immaculate in Jaffna. Two of the priests were alleged to
have been tortured'® and detained incommunicado under the
newly enacted legislation called the “Prevention of Terro-
rism Act.”20  This incident which was glamourized by the
media sparked off anti-Catholic and anti-Tamil feelings at
national levels.. The Sinhala bishops reacted hurriedly saying
that the “Church does not dabble in politics”,?' and -that
the priests who are arrested must take personal responsibi-
lity for the charges attributed to. them. The bishops’ state-
ments indirectly amounted to disowning the two priests who
were involved. The alleged involvement of the two Tamil
priests inevitably caused a distrust in relationships?2 between
the Sinhala and Tamil Catholics in every level of the
church’s institutional structure. Subsequent to the prolonged
detention of these two priests, the already precarious position
of the church vis a vis the nation became more delicate.
The Sinhala bishops felt that if they emphasized their ec-
clesial solidarity they ran the risk of inheriting the enmity
of the Sinhala Buddhists.23 On the other hand the official
Catholic leadership of the Tamil section felt that the priests
had every right to express their contextual concern for the
Tamil people who are subjected to untold forms of organized
brutality, humiliation, state oppression and discrimination.
This attitude is clearly discernible in the statements and

counter statements made by the bishops from both sides
of the ethnic divide.2®

For our purpose here, this particular incident offers an
interesting point of reference for a theological assessment of
the authenticity of the contextual orientation and ecclesial
unity espoused by the Sri Lankan hierarchy. This particular
event and the incidents that surround it not only dragged the
relevance of the church into public scrutiny but they also
compelled the church to take a definite and unswerving position
in this labyrinthine national conflict.

For the politically oriented Buddhist clergy, the alleged
political involvemeut of these Tamil Catholic priests provided
a strong platform for a joint anti-Tamil and anti-Catholic
campaign. The growing rift along religious lines can also be
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evidenced at the onslaught that :was. directed -against the
institutional symbols in. the ‘Tamil-dominated - areas. For
example, Hindu temples and several Catholic institutions and
churches were among the select targets of air-raids and artillery
shellings.?® Within the past ten years this on-going cycle
of violence and organized brutality has claimed a toll of over
10,000 human lives. The victims were mostly unarmed.
defenceless men, womeén and children, from among the four
major religious groups. Instead of seeking to resolve the
conflict through peaceful means the government intensified
its military action. The government enacted very repressive
laws and reactionary policies. Several International human
rights and humanitarian organizations such as the “The
International Commission . of Jurists and Justice,”?7 and
‘““Amnesty International” have done painstaking document-
ation, studies and assessments of the situation that is brewing
up in Sri Lanka. They have repeatedly condemned the
atrocities inflicted upon many innocent civilians by the nation’s
armed forces and have reported numerous cases of tortures,
murders and disappearances which include professionals such
as doctors, lawyers, teachers, university lecturers and also
Protestant ministers, Catholic priests, catechists and a good
number of civilians.28 d

3. CHURCH’S RESPONSE: INVOLVEMENT OR
INDIFFERENCE

In the face of this internecine communal warfare, fanned
by ethnic, racial, religious, caste and class rivalries, what is
the role and function of the church? Obviously, the church
could not maintain a position of neutrality and indifference,
while its own communitarian fabric was torn to shreds. The
very texture of this situation demanded a decisive and an
unequivocal response from the church. It threw an open
challenge to the church’s contextual presence and vailidity.
At the same time it afforded the church with an opportunity
to re-examine its context-centred missionary and pastoral
involvements vis-a-vis the Sri Lankan nation and society.
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An authentic and relevant approach to the process of
contextualization demands that the church together with its
leadership discerns its evangelizational and missionary presence
amidst and within these struggles. In the light of the Gospel
and of their faith in Jesus Christ the Christian community
must seek incessantly to respond to this gruesome situation
effectively and meaningfully. The church should re-formulate
its missionary involvement without getting embroiled in this
strife with a narrow-minded ethno-linguistic sentimentality.

In a more specific reference to our theme of study, from
the part of the church of Sri Lanka and particularly from the
angle of ecclesial contextualization, there are various urgent
questions that arise from the rapid progression of events
within Sri Lanka as well as from the church’s official or
indirect involvement in them. Some of the pertinent questions
are: How did the rank and file of the Catholic hierarchy
respond to this situation? Did they make the right choices
and options? If so what are the social and political impli-
cations of their decisions? In a society where the poor
peasants and labourers and other weaker sectors are merci-
lessly oppressed, on whose side did the church lean? Whose
interest did the church defend? Did the Church hierarchy
truly recognize the world outside of the church with its conflicts
and complexities as having a theological value for the church?
With what kind of theological worldview (Theologische
Weltanschauung) did the church function? These are among

some of the relevant questions that need to be faced squarely
and answered wholly.

It should also be remarked that when compared to the
previous years, there were many signs of remarkable openness
from the part of the hierarchy. The ecclesiastical leadership
began to express its concern and showed a greater sensitivity
toward issues and problems at the national and global levels.?2°
As an indispensable aspect of their new vision of mission, the
bishops delineated the need of the Sri Lankan church to be
at the service of the nation and of the society with all that
it implies and with all that it demands.3°
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But on the otherhand many non-Chtistians had publicly

accused the Sri Lankan hierarchy of seeking to align’itself
with the powers that be as it responded to the current crisis.
It had been openly charged that at least some members of the

hierarchy had resorted to bartering away the inner unity of

the church for the sake of some vested interests and institutional

benefits.3 As pointed out by us already, it should also be

admitted here that the Catholic hierarchy stood lamentably =~

divided among themselves in their understanding of and
approach to these crises.®? The growing disunity within the
institutional church in Sri Lanka manifested itself in various
ways. The open expression of this disunity ‘complicated
further this already complex situation by marring the relation-
ships between priests, religious and laity of thetwo ethnic -
communities. | e} i7¢ -

We have pointed out elsewhere that the church is among
the few organized groups that-had for centuries straddled the
hazardous divisions affecting the Sri Lankan ethnic communi-
ties. Hence when the church allowed itself to be drowned
by the tidal waves of ethno-cultural extremism, then its
powerful potential as a bridge-builder collapsed to the ground.

It was rather unfortunate that this inner division fed
itself on narrow forms, ethno-linguistic passions and sentiments.
But it was more regrettable that this attitude of segregation

was to some extent consciously permitted by the hierarchy at - E

the cost of corrupting the inner unity of the church. The
public denunciation levelled against the church from within
and without3® confirmed this sordid state of affairs.

The apparently insoluble paradox which is of direct
concern to our theme is that the bishops and priests from
the two ethnic communities had often resorted to justify their

actions and positions as a sympathetic response to the conflict-

prone context in which the church was called to exercise its
ministry. While holding on to two opposing convictions the
bishops and priests of both ethnic communities believed and
acted with the assertion that they were rightly and justifiably
responding to the needs and demands of the ‘“‘context™. A
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valid question’ concerning : the principle --of .“contextuality”
may be raised here. It is necessary to examine whet}ner.-:the
bishops employed any critical principle to determln_e t.he
validity' of ‘their response. * As an essgn'tial aspect of ecclf_:sml
contextualization, : the principle of ‘contextuality calls :for ‘a
“critical assessment™; “missiological discernment” ‘and “‘con-
scientization of the contexts”. In the succeeding: pages: we

shall investigate the method and content ‘of the_ biShops’-_
responses ‘to-the Sri Lankan situation in order to determine.- - -

the contextual authenticity and ecclesial validity of* their
responses. Rt ‘ - ek R il

B. CHURCH’S MISSION IN'AN EMERGENT NATION

1. CONTEXTUAL INSERTION

The mounting conflicts within the nation and the un-
avoidable impact these had on the church at different levels,
intensified the church’s contextual involvement. The church
leadership <believed -that ‘‘issues :that are uppermost in -the

minds of most of the people” 34 must determine the content - -

and character of their contextual response. Conscious of the

forces- of - modernization that are at work in the national ... -

scene, the bishops sought to address the many problems that -
resulted from this process of transformation. These include,
the growing gap between the rich and the poor, 3% the negative
effects of free-trade and tourism,®¢ the breakdown in-family
life®” and the blatant exploitation of women and: children.38
In seeking to address these issues with a sense of Christian .
responsibility, the bishops indirectly asknowledged that it s

by a committed missionary involvement in this situation that

the church will -be able to restore its authentic image and
true identity.3° _ -, ~farde

Another major development that is discernible in the
contextual concern developed by the bishops was their renewed

sense of religiosity. The bishops who had so far placed the

activities related to cult as the primary focus of Christian
life, now considered social action and the promotion of human
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values as an integral aspect of the historical expression of
one’s religiosity.“°

To understand this transition one should look carefull)f
into the sense of religiosity that permeates social life in Sri
Lanka. For centuries the four major religions of Sri Lanka
have shaped and moulded the socio-cultural progress and
manipulated its political and economic structures. Th.e
bishops came to the realization that religious isolationism is
as detrimental to the progress of the nation as ethnic or
linguistic extremism.4' Hence they emphasized the need for
“social concern” as a common platform on which the different
religions could bring in their best to forge a common front
against the evils that affect the Sri Lankan nation and society.*>
A sharper focus on the concept of Sri Lankan religiosity
and its impact on social life would help to perceive the path
of inter-faith dialogue proposed by the bishops.

2. RELIGIOSITY AND SOCIAL ACTIVISM

Religion in its institutionalized and personal aspects
plays a dominant role in the social, political and cultural
spheres of national life in Sri Lanka.4® In many South
Asian societies, religion penetrates and permeates every strata
of life in all its vissicitudes. As a matter of fact there is no
single word in the South Asian languages that can adequately
render the meaning of the word ‘“‘religion” as employed in
the European languages. In South Asia, religion is referred
to by terms like marga (path), marai (mystery), veda (scripture),
samaya neri (ethos) etc. These terms signify either an aspect
of religion or they point at religion as an integral and in-
separable path of one’s life on earth. It has been said even of
the broader Asian context that in many of the Asian nations
and societies religion is given a life-centred meaning. The
underlying identity is so close that some would go to the
extent of saying that “religion is life itself rather than a
function of it”.44 Hence what has been pointed out in the
previous chapters concerning the four major religions of Sri
Lanka, namely, Buddhism, Hinduism, Christianity and Islam
and their impact on the socio-political and cultural evolution45
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of Sri Lanka should be evaluated in this light. That’s why
in spite of many sustained efforts at secularization, the impact
of religion is very strong and powerful among the masses.
Hence many social analysts, whether they are indigenous or
foreign see in this spirit of religiousness of Sri Lanka, a
powerful potential for socio-cultural reform.#¢ Whether the
church has tapped this potential for a creative transformation
remains a matter to be assessed.

It has also been shown that at times of ethno-cultural,

linguistic or political collisions, the major religions of Sri

Lanka have effectively played the role of a mollifying agent
or of an effective peace-broker.4” But in recent years these
religions, Christianity included, have miserably failed to match
their profession with practice.

Partly impelled by the post-colonial nationalist trends, at

least certain sections of the Buddhist and Hindu religious
leadership occasionally orchestrated an intolerant form of
religious militancy. The excessive nationalistic consciousness
presumed or projected by them was an excellent mirror for
the church to see and re-adjust its own process of nativisation
or indigenization.

3. FOCUS ON RE-EVANGELIZATION,
INCULTURATION AND DIALOGUE

A systematic effort to revitalize and rejuvenate the social
consciousness of the church and to re-evaluate its witnessing
value and to re-examine its pastoral praxis at a national levél
was launched in the early part of the year 1979. This effort
culminated in the organization of the “Mission Conscientiz-
ation seminars” 48 held under the auspices of the “National
Episcopal Commission- for Missionary Activities”, at inter- -
diocesan and national levels. In a statement4® that was
released conjointly at the end of this seminar by the bishops’
conference and the major superiors of the Catholic religious
congregations of men and women, the need for re-evangeliz-
ation, inculturation and dialogue with living faiths5° were
delineated as indispensable for consolidating the missionary
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presence of the church. The leadership expressed the need
for a conscious re-evangelization of the entire local church
of Sri Lanka. This approach was significantly different from
the earlier notion of evangelization as a means of conversion
directed toward .non-Christians. . Re-evangelization in its
authentic sense was a reminder to all Christians of their
constant need for.conversion. -

In this statement the bishops and the major superiors
stressed-the notion.of mission as “proclaiming the good news
of freedom, fellowship and justice to our people”.®" They
commented further that true discipleship demands that “we
commit ourselves to serve our fellow men, and to work for
their total liberation from every form of spiritual and social
oppression.”®? In order to pursue these objectives with
practical effectiveness they emphasized the need for ‘‘re-
evangelization, inculturation and dialogue. Re-evangelization
was explained as follows:

Since the whole church is called to a mission which
flows from her own intimate experience of Jesus, she
must constantly renew this experience, ever ready to
recognize anew, and to respond to Him actively as she
encounters Him in the daily struggles of our people.
This encounter will lead us to a new vision of the Church

and enable us to opt for the essential values of the
Kingdom.53

In keeping with the title of the seminar, namely “Mission
Conscientization”, this description of re-evangelization brings
out an ecclesiological vision that is deeply contextual. It has
two important elements that are quite relevant to our theme
of study. First of all, the statement emphasizes that it is
the community’s participation in the “daily struggles of our
people” that can help to evolve a new vision of the church.
It implies that a church is not a ready-made institutional
monolith but that it should result from a living encounter
with the context of its existence. Secondly, the statement
affirms that such an involvement would enable the church to
opt for the essential values of the kingdom. These two
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elements reveal an authentic understanding of the church in
relation to mission. In other words it is mission that precedes
the church, and a church’s origin, continuity, function and
relevance should be constantly tested by its fidelity to mission.

Having emphasized the-importance of re-evangelizatipn,
the bishops and major superiors chose the task of inculturation
as a more concrete way of promoting and realizing this process.
They articulated rather strongly, that “inculturation is essential
for the authentic incarnation of the Church in Sri Lanka”.®#
This assertion points to an ecclesiological vision rooted in a
dynamic Christological mystery. The final goal of the bishops
is to arrive at an ‘“‘authentic incarnation of the church in
Sri Lanka” and in order to reach this aim they envision
inculturation as an ‘“‘essential” means. Even though the
bishops do not spell out clearly as to what they really mean
by “an authentic incarnation of the church”, by the very
fact of employing this Christological mystery of incarnation
as a model and a principle the bishops bring out an essential
aspect ecclesial contextualization. |

They clarified further that as a task of the servant Church,
“true inculturation must grow from deep within our people,
and that it will find its most authentic expression in a genuinely
indigenous liturgy, and in a life-style that truly. reflects the
basic values of our people.”55 The remarkable element here
is that the bishops quite pertinently affirm that inculturation
is not a process to be grafted into the church from. outside,
rather it should grow from within the very people who live,

express and celebrate their faith within a given socio-cultural
ensemble,  {

As we have pointed out in the previous chapter, here
again, the bishops try to narrow down the meaning, spirit
and horizon of inculturation within the realm of the church’s
cultic trend. On the one hand they maintain as imperative,
that inculturation as an essential element to promote an
authentic Sri Lankan church, “must grow from within the -
people”2%.  The term “people™ as used here does not mean
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merely a ‘“‘worshipping group” of human beipgs,-but it em-
bodies the totality of the local church, in all its richness and
pluriformity. Every local church by virtue of its own communi-
tarian structure possesses certain contextual components. In
its visible form, the local church as a community 18 composed
of persons who are members of a society, sharers of a common
vision of life, users of a particular language and bearers of

a specific cultural patrimony.

It is the sum total of all these elements that contribute to
fashion a people as a human and Christian community.
But the stark dichotomy that is traceable in the approach
of the bishops is that while affirming all these aspects as
helpful in producing an authentic Sri Lankan church, they
display a tendency to narrow down all these elements to
the centrality of cult and worship. It is this cult-centred
approach that has over the years been a major obstacle to
the promotion of the right spirit of ecclesial contextuali-
zation. By emphasizing the importance of ritualism this
cultic trend has marred the need for action-oriented par-
ticipation and communitarian involvement.

Another significant feature expressed in the statement
refers to the indispensability of dialogue with living faiths.
In the past two decades several pastoral and practical issues
related to inter-religious dialogue have been of central concern
to the Asian bishops at several plenary sessions of the
FABC.57 Tt is unfortunate that in Sri Lanka, at the highest
level of ecclesial leadership, the theme of inter-faith dialogue
‘has received-only a scant treatment for several years. One
notes with astonishment that in-the ten year period between
the “National Synod” (1969) and the “Mission Conscientiz-
ation Seminar” (1979), the bishops had completely omitted
the topic of “inter-faith dialogue” about which they wrote
eloquently in the Synodal declaration. It appears that the
bishops did not even think it fit to establish a national
episcopal commission for dialogue with non-Christian religions.

~ Hence afte.r- a decade of passive silence on the topic of
dialogue, the bishops mention that “this need for dialogue is
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felt by us not as a tactic but as a need which springs from
our reflection of Scripture in the Asian context, and from the
Church’s own better understanding of herself and of her
mission.”58  Without specifying the theological foundation i:or
this assertion they stated further that “it (dialogue) nec:cssar;ly
leads to genuinely new attitudes towards these living faiths.”5°
The obvious absence of a theological substantiation makes
these positions weak and hollow.

4. THE CHURCH’S ROLE IN SOCIAL
TRANSFORMATION

Within the context of re-evangelization and dialogue, the
seminar on “Mission Conscientization” provided an oppor-
tunity for the bishops to come to grips with some of the
foremost national issues and problems. Referring to the
contextual concern of the church, the bishops affirmed again
that “the Church must incarnate herself in the mainstream
of the life of the country and show effective concern for the
social and political issues that affect it.”’¢° In this connection
they mentioned that “the problem of National Harmony
appears to us to be the most urgent problem in Sri Lanka
today.”¢" In reality they made no effort to design a concrete
plan of action nor did they attempt to implement any of
their suggestions or recommendations.

In comparison to the past, the bishops did manifest a
commendable spirit of openness to the Sri Lankan reality,
and sought to reflect upon some of the serious problems
related to women, children, family life etc. The declaration
of the years 1979, 1980 and 1985 as International Year of
Children, International Year of the Family, and International
Year of Youth, respectively, by the United Nations, served
as inspiring occasions for the bishops to present a pastoral
reflection of those themes, in the form of messages and letters,
In addition to this the General Synod of Bishops in Rome
on “Catechetics” (1978) and the “Family in the Modern

World” (1980) occasioned the release of stitements and
messages on similar or related themes. 62
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. These.statements and messages helped to bring to the
surface several contextual problems and concerns toward
~ which the official church had turned a blind eye in the past.
Issues relating to the unjust exploitation of women and
children, 62 the denial of equal rights to women in employment
and education, problems confronting the youth and the
deprivations suffered by families due to the migration of one
or both' parents for employment abroad, are “pointedly
addressed in these statements.®* '

In seeking to respond to these problems effectively and
meaningfully, the bishops analysed the root causes that
produce  such problems. Having. surveyed the causes that
breed .these problems the bishops emphasized that ‘poverty
and illiteracy which result from the inequalities and injustices
of our, socio-economic system” €5 cannot be eradicated except
through a rigorous implementation of a social order based
“on equality and justice. The bishops pointed out clearly that
_the exploited families and children “are the victims of the
invisible exploitation entrenched in a system which favours
- those who have and oppresses still further the have-nots™.66

In this regard they questioned one of the fundamental aspects
of the policy of development practised by the government in
office. ' They cautioned “that development should take an
integral approach, by taking into account the whole person
with all one’s spiritual; moral and physical dimensions. The
~question they posed to the government was: “Can a Society
" be ‘Dharmista’ (righteous)®” if it is’ not founded on moral
and spiritual values, not just in words but in reality?” 8

In addressing these issues the bishops bemoaned the
- subordinate status given to women in the Sri Lankan society
and they sought to shed light on the social and economic
inequalities and injustices suffered by women. But the dis-
turbing factor is that the bishops examine the problems related
to.women, only from an extra-ecclesial perspective. Little
did they realize that without any exception in almost all the
parishes more women take part in church-related activities
- than men and more women show interest in religion than men.
Numerically there are more women religious in Sri Lanka
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than the clergy and male religious added together. Beside,
the nation wide socio-religious surveys conducted by Francois
Houtart confirmed that Catholic women in Sri Lanka manifest
a greater sense of religiosity than men and that women exert
more religious influence on their families than men.®® These
contextual possibilities seemed to have had very little impact
on the bishops. Women continue to be an untapped missionary
and pastoral potential in the church and are being relegated
to play a subservient role. This is true also of women religious.
Buddhism and Hinduism also assign a secondary role to
women in religious and social affairs, hence a prophetic change
of attitude on the part of the leadership of the church would
have stood out as a powerful example of human equality and
Christian fellowship in the face of these religions.

Through their special pastoral letter on “the Christian
Vision of Marriage and Family Life”, the bishops extolled the
virtues of an ideal Christian family. Here again they blamed the
inefficiency of the social structure that prevents families from
living up to these ideals. In spite of the serious pastoral
concern that is expressed and underlined by the bishops
concerning youth, family life and children, one finds here an
important omission. There is a clear lack of exploration of
the ecclesial dimension of the issues related to youth, family
etc. within a wider frame of the role of laity. Lacking in
this regard is also a clear illustration of the Christian concept
of community. Examined from a contextual and ecclesial
point of view, issues related to women, youth and family
life bear a particular relevance to a local church that seeks
to get itself authentically incarnated into the national stream.

A local church that recognizes in its members the stamp
of equality as flowing forth from their faith and baptism should
find ways and means of manifesting and strengthening this
unity.”® But the bishops fail to clarify the role and function
of the laity at large in the pastoral mission and ministry of
the church. In fact the indispensable role of the laity as
partners and agents of evangelization remains an untapped
and unexploited resource in the Sri Lankan church. The
tone of the bishops’ pastoral on the “Family”7' gives the
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impression that they consider the laity as an app:_andix of the
local church whose ecclesial participation is limited only to
the realm of cult.

Coming as they were from the official leadership of the
church one could rightly anticipate that the bishops would
make at least some practical recommendations that would
mobilise a change in the image of women prevailing within
and without the church. It would not be an exaggeration
to say that discounting some of the pious sentences incorporated
into these two statements, these could have well been written
by any social service agency.

In its present context the church of Sri Lanka would
have benefitted more if the bishops had chosen to address
themselves to such relevant and realistic pastoral issues as
incorporation of women into the ministerial and pastoral
structure of the church in a non-Christian nation. As con-
cerned leaders they could have suggested ways by which the
church can contribute toward eliminating the existing barriers
that prevent the Sri Lankan women from exercising their full
rights with equality and dignity. Nothing is said by the
bishops of the avenues that are open to the youth and to the
families in the on-going evangelizational mission of the church.
In fact very little effort is made by the bishops to spell out
the role and function of the laity. The common priesthood
of the laity and its accompanying functions are not even
mentioned by the bishops. All this seems to reveal a narrow

perception of the mission and ministry of the church by the
bishops.

C. SOCIO-RELIGIOUS DIMENSIONS OF
ECCLESIAL CONTEXTUALIZATION

The contextual approach envisioned by the bishops
reached a decisive phase with the timely publication of a joint
pastoral letter entitled, “Towards the Rebuilding of the Sri
Lankan Nation.”72 1In this letter the first collective effort
was made by the bishops to spell out more clearly the official
position of the Sri Lankan Catholic church on what was
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considered then the crucial problem of the entire nation.
Unlike the messages and letters that were published in the
past, this letter was very pointed and forthright in its message
and content. The chief characteristic trait of this letter was
that the bishops sought to shed light on the present p].lght
of the nation by resorting to the historical, social, political,
economic, cultural and religious facets of the national mosaic.”?
The contextual strength of the letter lies in its critical perception
of the past, an unbiased assessment of the present and the
projection of a hopeful vision for the future.

This lengthy letter with its commendable method of
approach to the national situation received laudable accla-
mation even outside of Sri Lanka.’¢ Firstly, through the
publication of this letter, the bishops illustrated very clearly
that the church’s contextual concern is constitutive of its
mission of proclaiming the Gospel.”s Secondly, by articu-
lating this concern with a deep sense of realism the bishops
resorted to a holistic method.?6 Thirdly, they made an
effort to situate the current and pressing problems of the
country in its proper historical perspective.?7 Fourthly, in
proposing some viable solutions to the existential problems
the bishops expressed their intention to resolve these problems
not in triumphant isolation but in solidarity with other
humanitarian and religious groups.”’® The intensification of
the ethnic conflict since the very beginning of the present
decade and the series of death and destruction that engulfed
the nation and all other turmoils within and without the
church became an integral part of this pastoral letter.

1. CONTEXTUAL INVOLVEMENT AND THE
CHURCH’S RESPONSE-ABILITY

The bishops affirmed that the church’s contextual in-
volvement should be seen as constitutive of its missionary
responsibility. This positive perception fittingly illustrates the
theological strength and the ecclesiological relevance of this
pastoral letter. Ordinarily, responsibility is' understood in
terms of liability, duty or accountability. But there is also
another, more humanitarian or Christian way of understanding



148 CONTEXTUALIZATION

one’s responsibility. Here responsibility is understood in
terms of ability or capability. It is in this sense that the
bishops understand that the church has a responsibility
toward the nation and its people, particularly at this “time
of grave crisis”.

The bishops did not consider the contextual involvement
of the church as an act of arbitration undertaken in a
condescending spirit of charity to resolve a conflict situation.
Rather they viewed their participation in the “re-building of
the nation” as a responsible collaboration. Their central
question was “in this sad situation what is our responsibility
and role as Christians?’7° Their sincere acknowledgement
that ““we as a community of Christians must recognize that
we too in some ways have contributed to bringing about this
situation™8° is also not without any foundation.8' Motivated
by these factors the bishops sought to re-define and re-formulate
the ecclesial “response-ability”” in all its realistic dimensions,
and to vivify the contextual concern of the church in more
practical and plausible terms.

With a strong sense of urgency the bishops drew attention
to the dehumanizing and the debilitating effects that the
present situation has on the Sri Lankan society and lamented
the moral degradation and spiritnal degeneration that results
from this sordid state of affairs,#2 not to mention the hardening
of attitudes among the parties involved. While delineating
the adverse consequences this situation had had on the social,
economic and cultural advancement of the nation they warned
against the geo-political and international implications of this
conflict.®3 The bishops also observed that in comparison to
the past, the emerging sense of cordiality between the different
religions is relatively conducive for a peaceful co-existence. &4

In seeking to respond creatively and critically to this
context, the bishops forcefully stated their task was

to ende.avour to evolve mentalities and relationships,
a way of life and social and political institutions that
ensure to each person and all communities a sense of
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acceptance, security, human dignity, freedom and an
equitable share of economic well-being. This has to be
done with a due respect to the numbers, territorial
distribution, historical consciousness, religious traditions,
languages and cultures of our population.®5

It was the contention of the bishops that an effective
and meaningful response from their part demands that they
do not stop merely with investigating and listing the visible
symptoms of this social malady but that they “attend well to
the causes” 8¢ that produce this malaise. The bishops openly
admitted that neither Christianity nor the Gospels could give
them ‘“ready-made answers’’87 to the contextual questions,
issues and problems that confronted them at the time in their
particular historical context. While maintaining that they
could always look to the Gospel and the Christian tradition
for enlightenment and guidance, the bishops observed that
each situation demands a different form of response.

2. RELEVANT PRESENCE IN HISTORY

Another significant effort undertaken by the bishops was
to highlight the historical roots of the present conflict and
to identify the diverse causes that have over the years intensified
this inter-ethnic hostility and hatred.®® Referring to the
contemporary Sri Lankan context in the second chapter of
this study, we have already shown the dynamic role played
by past history on the psyche of the people. In his critical
study of the present conflict a well reputed Sri Lankan
historian commented recently that in Sri Lanka memories of
events related to ethnic rivalries “assume the immediacy of
the previous weekend, and those of a thousand years, that
of the last year. The country is haunted by a history which
is agonizing to recall but hazardous to forget.”8®

Understandably, the bishops, being aware of this vibrant
sense of history whose positive and negative layers are deeply
imprinted in the minds and hearts of the people of Sri Lanka
today, resolved to invoke that same history to substantiate
some of their reflections and recommendations.2© They
proceeded to interpret the colonial and post independence
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years of the socio-political, cultural and religious evolution
within the national, macro-historical frame.®" Bpt a major
lacuna in their approach is that they failed to 1dent1f){ or
evaluate the role played by the church during those periods
of history, especially in relation to some of the political events
and decisions that have had very adverse effects on the poor
masses.?2 History can be reliably invoked to prove that these
political events and decisions have over the years led the
nation to the present impasse.®?

A critical ecclesiological examination of the church’s
social concern would unveil the truth that despite its influential
position the church in the 1940s and 1950s,°4 at its official
and institutional levels, maintained a passive silence in the
face of these social evils. In the face of flagrant exploitation
of the basic rights of the poor and the defenceless by the
powers that ruled, the bishops recommended more novenas,
prayers and pious pilgrimages.®5

It was only when the flood tide of turmoils began to
flow into the ecclesial mansion that it began to pay attention.
One such event was the nationalization of church owned
schools and colleges. That time the church leadership mobi-
lised public support?® and complained of religious persecution.
Otherwise the church leadership was content with the promo-
tion of cult. Even the present leadership of the church
considered only the moral and spiritual domain as their
chief areas of concern.

The church maintained a deliberate aloofness in regard
to matters pertaining to the social realm. When human life
was made expendable by untold forms of violence and
militancy, the church leadership peaceably recommended
prayer and penance through various forms of lenten cam-
paigns.®” The church leadership offered suffrages for the
victims of violence and eulogised onthe virtues of suffering
and sacrifice. Though important, this pietistic approach
pointed to a sheer escapism from the existential and historical
reality and attempted to substitute devotionalism for action-
oriented positive involvement. | - |
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As a collective body the church refused to launch into
action for justice and peace. It resorted to spiritualizipg action
by inviting its members to multiply their pious practices as a
means of solving problems. But this appraoch was short
lived. When the flood tide of ethnic conflict entered the portals
of the church, the bishops hurriedly began to underline the
importance of human rights, equality, freedom and dignit){ of
human persons.®® Realizing their contextual and hlstO{'lca]
insensitivity, the bishops in this pastoral letter made copious
references to the invaluable aspects of human life in all its
socio-cultural dimensions.®® For the first time they expounded
the profundity of human dignity and the preciousness of
every human person before God.

As a practical response to this critical phase of history,
the official leadership of the church of Sri Lanka espoused
the need to initiate dialogue as a means of peace and con-
ciliation. The church leadership felt that this dialogue should
be fostered at all levels, namely inter-religious, inter-ecclesial,
inter-ethnic, inter-cultural and inter-regional."°® The bishops
emphasized that it is through dialogue that the existing
historical misconceptions, prejudices, ill-feelings, racial hatreds
and other narrow-minded ethno-religious sentiments can be
overocme, ' 01

3. AN INTER-RELIGIOUS VENTURE

Having presented a broad outline of the political, social,
ethnic, economic, cultural, moral and religious problems that
beset the nation, the bishops affirm that the four religions
professed in Sri Lanka have a special responsibility toward
the present crisis.’°2 The bishops emphasize that ‘“‘there is
-an underlying togetherness in the message of our religions
which propose maithriya, compassion, love, service and the

genuine human community, as the path to human fulfilment
and happiness.”103

It is remarkable to find that the existential and contextual
approach to the national situation resorted to by the church
leadership enabled them to reform some of the traditional
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theological stands stubbornly held by them in the past. Quite
prominent among these was the negative and even condemna-
tory forms of judgement pronounced by the hierarchy on the
theological validity of other religions. But within two decades
there is evidenced a striking theological reversal. The church
leadership which officially rejected the salvific value of other
religious traditions began not only to recognize their worth
from a positive angle but claimed also a fraternal sense of
spiritual solidarity with them in a common struggle for peace
and harmony.'°4 An attitude that was absolutely unthinkable
a quarter century ago.’'©°

Another significant development was that the Catholic
hierarchy even threw a positive challenge to other faiths by
inviting them to a deepr metanoia.’®® The bishops urged
other religious leaders that they too must look closely into
their respective religious traditions to find new ways of con-
tributing toward peace and national harmony. In this con-
nection the bishops advised that ‘““the present crisis is a deep
spiritual challenge to all our peoples. Our religions too are
challenged concerning their core values,” 107 They observed
that “the erosion of human values is a result of our being
unfaithful to our religious traditions”.°® Hence they poin-
ted out a common weakness in all religions and appealed
with a sense of acute social concern saying that “unfortunately
there has been a tendency for religion to be thought of
individualistically, with the result that many religious persons
shun their social responsibilities ..””1°® With an unprecedented
tone of inter-religious amity, the bishops advised all Christians
to join hands with the followers of other religions in promoting
peace and harmony.’'© The bishops recommended,

while Christianity gives us the motivation for oux
commitment, action for the transformation of our society
may most often have to be primarily with persons of
other religions and all persons of good will. The common
national crisis faced by all our religions can spur us to
come together to the rebuilding of the Sri Lankan nation
In our time. There is a general agreement on the
purposes and principles of our religions with reference to
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our moral and social life. The message of the religions
and the linkage of persons on the basis of the values of
the religions can be one of the best means for our moral,
social and human development, specially in the context
of our ethnic crisis. We encourage our faithful to join
hands with persons and groups of other religions to
bring harmony, justice and peace in our country.''!

The attitude of inter-religious co-operation espoused here,
indicates the inauguration of an entirely new phase of relation-
ship that the church sought to establish with the non-Christian
religions of Sri Lanka. It is quite ironic, that exactly a century
before these words were written, “in 1883 Buddhists
and Catholics were fighting each other on the streets of
Colombo.”"'? At that time the church leadership over
emphasized the areas that are supposedly “unique” to
Catholicism. The teachings, catechetical instructions and
other religious manuals’’? published from the first quarter
of the present century up until the 1960s played up the
supremacy of Christianity over other religions. There were
open efforts''# to condemn other religions as false religions
and opposed to Christ."'® Seen against this backdrop of
religious bitterness and enmity partly fuelled by the church,
this approach and invitation for collaboration is a giant step
forward. The church leadership which once stressed the
divisive elements now emphasized those that unite religions.
Today at least in theory the church has abandoned the claim
of religious supremacy, and it desires to approach other
religions as equal partners in a common national task, with
an underlying conviction that any “action for transform-
ation” ' 6 must be initiated in collaboration with the followers
of other religions. In other words, the Catholic hierarchy
acknowledged that the witnessing function of the church and
all its efforts toward a context-centred social involvement will
become ineffectual without a significant inter-religious co-
operation. The fraternal invitation extended by the church
to other religions to join hands in the promotion of human
welfare also suggests that the church recognizes the indis-
pensable role of other faiths in this assiduous national task.
In spite of this audacious attitude manifested by the bishops
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among the Christians of Sri Lanka the old pre_judices against
other religions still run deep. Concretely the bishops had not
taken any effort to instruct the Christians on the positive and
worthy elements found in other faiths. The religious in-
structions given in Catholic schools and the catechetlc:'al books
and manuals offer nothing on non-Christian religions. In
sum the misconceptions about other religions instilled into
the minds of the Catholics are yet to be corrected.

4. CHRISTIAN FAITH AND ECCLESIAL PRAXIS

While commending the positive and creative elements in
other religious traditions, the bishops also reminded the
Christian communities of the specific character of the Christian
religious heritage’'7 and its concommitant missionary thrust.
The bishops made an open invitation to the entire “‘local church
in Sri Lanka”''8 to deepen its own missionary spirit and
commitment in light of their faith in the person and message
of Christ. In this connection they also emphasized that faith
must manifest itself in altruistic actions.’"®

A significant development that is discernible in this regard
is the open ended approach to the context suggested by the
bishops. They explained the importance of understanding
the Sri Lankan context in the light of the communitarian
Christian faith or “belief in God”."2° 1In seeking to explicate
the realistic meaning of faith in reference to the local context
the bishops not only affirmed the diverse constituent elements
of a context as having a theological significance but they gave
also a strong affirmation of the inner relationship between
faith and existential action. As the underlying principle of
Christian existence, faith is the invisible bond of Christian.
unity. Faith loses its valour and validity if it fails to animate
every aspect of the religious life of a Christian. ' Hence the
praxis of faith is inextricably interwoven into existential
missionary commitment and contextual pastoral concern of
the church. It is by faith that one would be able to perceive
the presence and manifestation of God in a given human
situation.  For a Christian, faith is not an impersonal surrender
to an abstract Absolute. Rather it is a personal response to
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God. This response is concretely manifested through action
and involvement in the milieu of one’s daily life. The bishops
therefore rightly expounded Christian faith as inseparably
linked to action. In proper reference to a given context, the
dialectics of faith is verified in contextually valid action while

the same action clarifies and confirms the intrinsic dynamism
of faith.

In light of their understanding of faith the bishops
acknowledged that the existential situation with all its com-
plexities has a theological relevance. They endeavoured to
speak of God as one who is involved in the advancement of
human history and stressed the need to recognize the mani-
festation of God in the evolving contexts of human life and
growth.”?' That’s why, instead of affirming the special
spiritual privileges of the church, the bishops spoke of the
entire human race as having its origin and destiny in one
Creator God'22 who invites all persons to share the gift of
“divine filiation”.’23 In this manner the church leadership
decisively proposed to renounce the triumphant or militant
Christian attitude perpetuated in the past.

Invoking the biblical expressions of God’s unceasing
concern for the people, especially for those who are “weak
and humiliated,”"?4 the bishops sought to spell out in more
concrete terms that the “God revealed in the Bible is interested
in and involved in human history.” 25 Developing this notion
further, the bishops also offered a remarkable praxis-centred,
missionary and theological reflection on the content and
character of Christian faith. They did this by focusing
attention on the different dimensions of the Christian under-
standing of community life. The bishops clearly felt that in
the midst of a society that is divided and fragmented in many
ways, the uniquely Christian and evangelical contribution
that the church can make is to express by a living example
the reality of Christian community life.'26 It is the quality
of community life that makes a community into an ekklesia
in the full sense of the term. While other religions consciously
Perpetuate the divisions of caste and creed, culture and language
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it is the Christian community that can truly emerge as a living
and a challenging symbol of unity and togetherness. It is
the members of church who can by their life of unity bear
witness to the fact that amidst all these divisions people can
still rise above and live as a national community in full solidarity
and fellowship.’?7 The bishops sought to reinforce this
notion of unity beyond the boundaries of the church by
attributing it as an essential quality of the human family.
They enunciated the common origin of all humanity saying
that ““God the Creator of the universe and of the entire human
race is the loving Father and mother of all human beings ...” 1 28
Against the backdrop of the current conflict it can be said
in hindsight that if the church is successful in realizing this
singular effort it has already achieved a great deal of what
is described by ecclesial contextualization.

5. TRUE DISCIPLESHIP

It is striking to read that the bishops chose “discipleship”
as the fitting model to explain the missionary presence of the
church in Sri Lanka. Prior to their description of the church
as “community of discipless”, the bishops dwelt on the
exemplary human qualities of the person of Christ. Upholding
the historical person of Jesus as a model and an excellent
exemplar of love, reconciliation, forgiveness, humilty ,fidelity,
justice, sharing etc. the bishops emphasized the duty of all
Christians to follow the path shown by Jesus.?29

The bishops delineated that all these qualities are to be
reflected within the church at least to some measure and the
church as a community must constantly evoke these ideals.
Assessing the present time as “a time of grave responsibility,
spiritual crisis and moral challenge™,”3° the bishops articu-
lated the need for a meaningful rejuvenation and revitalization
of the mission and pastorate of the church. They saw that a
fitting missionary thrust must receive its impetus from the
intensity of active participation and involvement in the context.
In the understanding of the bishops it is the context that
largely determines the priorities of missionary activity. Hence
the bishops urged, “we have to activate our mission to serve
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the nation in truth, peace and love,”12" They further ex-
plained that “in the present situation this includes the liberation
of our selves and our people from fear, suspicion, hate and

violence in order that we may all live in peace and harmony
with justice and love,”132

The bishops explained that the Christian communities
would not be able to fulfil this mission if they were not
appropriately integrated into the very texture of the social
context within which they live, profess and celebrate their
faith. Hence the bishops pointed out this need for contextual
integration as a prerequisite for a meaningful praxis of
discipleship. The bishops said:

The community of Christians must share in the
building of society in such a way as to remove the causes
of hatred, division and conflict, while also attending to
those in immediate need. We must analyse the issues as
objectively as possible, decide on our objectives and
priorities, keeping in mind the guide-lines of our faith
and endeavour to bring about desirable changes in the
minds and hearts of the people and in the relationships
among them. The discipleship of Jesus Christ calls us to
be frank and prophetic in denouncing evil and announcing,
in season and out of season, the Good News of God’s
Love of all and of human liberation for all through
love? 33,

In placing this advice before the Christians the bishops
also welded together the twin notions of “‘community life”
and “discipleship”. Though proposed primarily to ‘the
Christian communities, others are also invited to assimilate
these qualities in the measure to which they are able.

Analysing these two practical regommendation.s qf the
bishops from the perspective of ecclesial C(_)miextuahzatlon it
can be said that if practised in the true biblical sense Fhese
two elements are the ideal ways of entry into the fabric of
the Sri Lankan social ensemble. While professing sevqral
laudable ideals such as renunciation of material wealth, loving
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compassion toward all living beings and espousing virtgqs of
voluntary poverty and simplicity of life, the‘ two major religions
of Sri Lanka, namely Buddhism and Hinduism openly advocate
and even perpetuate factors that are socially harmful and
divisive. For instance the Sri Lankan brand of Buc:lthSIn
limits ultimate religious experience, i.c., nibbana or en.llght.en-
ment only to a chosen religious elite. Buddhism and Hinduism
openly profess and promote caste distinctions. Buddhist
monasteries are founded and continue to function along caste
identities? 34 while Orthodox Hindu leaders insist on caste
segregations even in places of worhsip.’35

In addition to these dehumanizing socio-religious prac-
tices, both Buddhism and Hinduism have no organized
community prayer or worship. They have nothing parallel
to the Christian parish networks or the diocesan adminis-
trative units. There is no organized mission or ordained
ministry. Neither do they have priests ministering full-time
or a trans-national ecclesiastical set up like that of the Catholic
Church. The absence of all these partly contribute to the
existing weaknesses in these religious systems. As for the
Catholic church, despite a few short comings attached to the
institutional apparatus, this very same institutional structure
provides at least the frame work that is necessary to foster a
closely knit community experience. It provides for a healthy
inter-locking of its members and serves as an influential
catalyst for a more organized form of social reform. The
bishops’ repeated insistence on community life and disciple-
ship should be projected and interpreted within the confines
of this understanding of the local church.

6. THE INNER DIALECTICS OF
CONTEXTUALIZATION

A holistic and critical appraisal of the efforts toward a
contextual ecclesial reform inaugurated and implemented by
the bishops unveils very striking elements about the inner
dialectics of the process of contextualization. In the under-
standing of the bishops it is the “creative and response-able
presence” of the church in the given social ensemble that
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forms the kernel of ecclesial contextualization. But neither
the church nor the social ensemble are “finished products”,
They are both subject to growth and development. In the
actual realization of the process of contextualization, these
two realities namely social and ecclesial, with their distinct
but inter-related identities enter into a dialectical meeting and
merging. In this meeting, the church’s function is defined as
an effort of “responding”. A relevant response must meet
the needs and demands of that situation. Such a response
cannot be apriori or arbitrary. It should “correspond” to
the demands of the concrete needs and situation as demon-
strated in the parable of the good Samaritan.”3¢ In articulating
the mission of the church as a task of responding to the nation
the bishops neatly underline that the church’s response is
necessitated by its social and historical consciousness. In the
very act of responding to the context the church also undergoes
a process of transformation.

In other words, contextualization is not what the church
seeks “to do” in a context but it is what the church seeks
“to be” and what it seeks ““to become” in a context. Applying
this to the Sri Lankan bishops’ view of contextualization we
find that the more they entered into the context the more
conscious they became of the mission of the local church.
Even though the bishops resorted to a reform of the church
in line with the context, we find ultimately it is the context
that began to refashion the plans and priorities of the church
and the decisions and deliberations of its leadership. Yet, the
nearer the bishops came to the context the less they felt capable
of responding. In a more significant way we discern that as
their openness to the context increased their triumphalistic,
hierarchical and authoritative attitudes decreased.

In other words, an authentic form of contextualization
is not quantitatively measured by what the czlurch was ablle
to achieve but it is a quality of the. chun_:h S sacramente; !
meaningful and challenging presence 1n given context.k bn
this manner contextualization becomes that ceaseless (;:5:15 _ty
which the church undertakes the process of stllgdd 1gg t;:n 2
imported and inherited image 1n order to be mou ::13?3;
situational needs and demands of its given context.
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To a limited extent it can be said of the church’s con-
textual concern that the dialectical influence of the context
on the church was so profound that it animated the mission,
spirituality, pastorate, life and celebration of the church with
new vigour and new vision. But a fundamental wekaness in
the method employed by the bishops in fostering and promoting
this contextual ecclesial concern was the lack of preparation
of the laity. No sustained effort was made to educate and
train the laity or lay apostolate leaders of the necessity of
involvement and participation in the social sphere as a task
integral to Christian missionary responsibility.

7. A NON - CONTEXTUAL DICHOTOMY?

Seen from an analytical and critical perspective it should
also be pointed out that in their attempt to understand some
of the crucial areas of the troubled national context, the
bishops sometimes manifested a tendency to be too theoretical
and abstract. They tended to forget that they too had a
personal share in the present struggle, as religious leaders, as
members of the Sri Lankan society and as partners in a
common human endeavour. Moreover the tone of the pastoral
letter indicated that they were overtly careful not to offend
the sensibilities of the members of the majority community.' 38

A careful reading of the letter would also confirm that
the bishops tried to please all parties involved in the conflict
and avoided saying anything that in their view would challenge
the status quo. Here we find traces of that same dichotomous
tendency to which we have made allusions elsewhere. This
attitude of the bishops raises the fundamental question of the
church as a true “disciple” of Christ called to follow him as
the Truth and the Way to the Truth. Certain obvious efforts
by the hierarchy to dilute or deform truth, blatantly negated
the very foundation of an authentic ecclesial contextualization

and these had been the subject of open criticism by priests? 3@
and others,
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Their pastoral approach as contained in this letter and
in the subsequent statements brings to the surface certain
bare facts. First of all, the bishops try- to ‘understand the
context while apparently remaining outside of it. Instead of
sifting and sorting out those causes that are intrinsic to the
problem, the bishops try to make an impersonal inventory of
the problems and issues. Rather than presenting an insightful
interpretation and a critical introspection of the church’s role
in this turbulent situation, they try to escape the problem by
blaming it on the political machinery. In this way the bishops
contradict an integral principle of contextualization, namely
participation and involvement. Apparently the bishops as a
collective body'4° did not want to enter into the national
struggle in full solidarity and participation. They failed to
identify themselves with the people, especially with the
poor and the oppressed whose problems and struggles they
avowed to champion. They blamed the elite of both ethnic
communities for not sharing the burden borne by the masses,
but did not realize it themselves that they too stand far
away from the actual reality. This form of marginal invol-
vement has been pointed out by Catholics and non-Catholics
alike.’ 4" '

A glaring example of this dualistic and divided episcopal
approach is evident in the “distorted” version of the Sinhala
translation of this pastoral letter.”42 Many have pointed an
accusing finger at the hierarchy for the omissions and distort-
ions found in the Sinhala text.’4® Besides, the English text
of the pastoral was reportedly circulated only among a selected
few.'44 Thirdly the official organ of the Catholic bishops,
namely The Catholic Messenger,'“5 which normally publishes
a part or whole of the text of the official statements and
pastoral letters of the bishops was conspicuously silent even
about the existence of this “celebrated pastoral”.

All this demonstrates that ecclesial contextualization is
not an arbitrary undertaking of isolated events and incidents
in a context. Neither can it be a non-committed, nor a non-
involved concern for a “context” that is “up there and out
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there”. But contextualization in all its ecclesial dimensions
demands a deeper and an on-going metanoia from the entire
local church and a sincere effort to be “truly and fully present”
in a given context where the church is called to carry out
its missionary task trusting in the dynamism and guidance
of the Spirit of Christ who alone is the chief and worthy

evangelizer.' 46

D. INTESIFICATION OF CRISES AND THE RESUR.
GENCE OF INTRA-ECCLESIAL SOLIDARITY

The second half of the decade spanning from 1980 to
1990 had been the most eventful period in terms of the inten-
sification of the internal conflicts in Sri Lanka. The flood
tide of political currents that began to gather momentum
since the beginning of that fateful decade reached their
boisterous climax specially in the last three years of that
decade. A retrospective view of the various political postu-
rings that characterized this sordid period would unfold the
truth that the growing militarisation of the State helped
only to accelerate the militancy both in the Tamil regions
as well as in the South of Sri Lanka.

1. A DECADE OF TURBULENCE

This decade opened with the introduction of the
District Development Councils Act (1980) and subsequently
the elections for the abortive District Development Councils
were. held in 1981. This election which was boycotted by
the Tamils, left indelible imprints in their collective histo-
rical memory — the burning of the Public Library in Jaffna
on the 1st of June 1981 continues to be the sad and silent
reminder of the irreversible strain in inter - ethnic relations
between the two major communities in this nation. Jani de
Silva’s perceptive comments about this period provide the
right frame - work to understand the twists and turns of the
political behaviour of this brief period.

It is observed that “the UNP regime which came into
power _(1977).011 a law - and - order platform in response
to the industrial turbulence before, consistently took strong
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ap'q Tepressive action to contain all extra - parliamenta

activity. The' General Strike of 1980 was: crushed with'a
heavy ' hand. A Prévention of Terrorism Act '(PTA) was
enacted ‘in response to militant activity in the North, but
was increasingly used against dissenting social forces in the
South. In the wake of the Presidential elections of 1982,
the government decided to extend the life of parliament
through a referendum.” 47 Commenting on the December
1982 Referendum as one that set in motion “a trail' of
events which led to further: violerice”, she ‘adds that this
“referendum moreover, for the first time ‘saw the use of
organized violence by factions within the regime against its
political opponents, and was perhaps the most violent ele-
ction to be held in all the post-independence years., Y1480 ¢

It is against this backdrop that one should understand
the anti-Tamil pogrom of July 1983. 'As recorded by the
Sinhala historian K. M. De Silva, “Historians of the future
are likely to debate whether it was the referendum of Decem-
ber 1982 that marks the beginning of Sri Lanka’s decade of
troubles or the anti-Tamil riots of July 1983. He further
contends that despite all the criticism that have been, deser-
vedly, levelled against it, the referendum of 1982 was not as
deeply disturbing in its effects on the polity as the riots of
of July 1983.”746 It is rightly said that once an event of
this magnitude occurs its consequences develop a- mometum
of their own, and things get out of control as misjudgement
follows misinformation.?%0 ' D vimaiw

The political situation was further compounded by -thc
hasty introduction.of the Sixth Amendment to the Constitu-
tion, in the wake of the July riots and this rendered void
the moderate Tamil representation within a democratic fmme
-work. The government had therefore no other option
except to negotiate with the militant groups anq this was
unsuccessfully facilitated by a third party out - side oof _Sn.-
Lanka and found its place in the contemporary p?htlcal
discourse as “Thimbu talks of July - August 1985.” The
next stage was the signing of the Indo - Lanka Peace Accord
in July 1987. The unproductive consequences of - these
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political somersaults have been neatly !:locqmented and inter-
preted by both political analysts and historians. Of pertinence
here is the remark made by Jayadeva Uyangoda. He main-
tains that “India’s political, diplomatic and quasi - military
intervention to force the UNP regime to accomodate devolu-
tionary proposals, formulated largely by Infi_ian mtenpcdxanes,
was profoundly symptomatic of the inability .o_f Sri Lankan
polity to reform, on its own initiative, the political structures
of ethnic relations. It may seem paradoxical, though, thal.t
the processes which were internal and autonomous to Sri
Lanka were not adequate or effective enough to create a
situation where an essentially domestic problem could have
been resolved by resorting to a state - reformist project.
What is still fundamental to the entire question was the
unwillingness of the leading political forces of the majority
Sinhalese society to come to terms with the democratic
requirements of an ethnically pluralistic political order.”? 5!
Here one may add that in addition to ethnic pluralism, the
State’s professed patronage of the religion of the majority
community has further supported the entrenchment of a
“static political paradigm with an under - lying ethno-reli-
gious weightage.

2. A COMPREHENSIVE RESPONSE

Such a complex but centrally consolidated ethno-religious
polity necessitates and requires an unbias, critical, religio-
theological evaluation. The forces of history have their own
velosity and vigour. Like any other flood tide these forces
too could have been immobilised, dammed or diverted. But
if they are allowed to wend their way wildly, their effects
can be debilitating and devastating. The question arises as
to how the leadership of the Church who profess unity in
diversity, faced this mono - centric, ethno - religious polity.
As a matter of fact the response by the Catholic leadership
as we shall illustrate now, had been cohesive, comprehensive
and to some extent wholistic.

The turbulent national scene of the 1980s demanded a
concgrted and collective respense of the Church. The pro-
gressive turn of events beginning from the introduction of
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the District Development Councils Act of 19

tion of : hostilities between the State’s arme? ;‘grég: :1:135l mtl?;
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam, in June 1990 significant]
aﬁ'ectefi the Church, its function and social consciousnesz
at various le_vels. It was during this period that the social
service agencies of the Church manifested greater flexibility
to work with Non - governmental Organizations that are
truly committed to the welfare of humanity and to humani-
tarian values.'52 A tangible form of inter - religious cordia-
lity began to emerge both at institutional and non-institu-
tional levels within the Christian churches.?53

The Catholic leadership became convinced that a simp-
listic and pietistic response will be inadequate and irrelevant
when one considers the whole gamut of political developm-
ents with an increasing tendency toward an authority-centred
political paradigm.’54 '

The need for a wider consultation and a meaningful
intra-ecclesial dialogue became an imperative, largely neces-
sitated by the complexity of issues involved. The Church
was led to the recognition that no religious community can
live, thrive or even survive purely by faith. Like any other
human communities they are equally conditioned by all other
integral dimensions of social life. Political preferences, eco-
nomic exigencies, cultural conditionings and linguistic loyal-
ties have their own share in moulding and shaping the
progress or regress of faith-communities irrespective of the
particular religious community which provides them with a

collective identity.

Perceiving the perilous national situation with its under-
lying challenges, the Bishops felt the need to address issues
related to almost all dimensions of social life and they
desired to address them not in isolation but together. Seizing
the opportunity of the pre-election period, they publisl}ed
a declaration entitled, ‘A Christian Declaration to the Nation
on the Forthcoming Elections”. The significance of this
declaration” is manifold. It seeks to address some _of the
important ethno - political and economic issues besetting the
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nation. For the first time the Bishops sought it fit to express
their opinion on such issues not merely as the body. of
CatholicBishops in Sri Lanka, but they joined hands with
the Conference of Major Religious Superiors of the differént
Congregations and - Societies of the Catholic: Church, - the
Catholic Union (Laity) of Sri Lanka and above all in solidarity
with :the other Christian denominations that is represented
by the National Christian Council.”®° 0T

We have referred earlier to the cordial relationship
that prevailed between the Catholic Church and the UNP
in the early years of the post-independence era. But the
statement released in 1988 brought to the surface the Church’s
disapproval -of the political systems that prevailed under the
UNP in ‘the 1980s. It is against this background that one
should understand and Bishops’ explicit statement, ‘‘our stance
is non - partisan.” 156 Commenting indirectly on the infamous
“Referendum of 1982”, they observed that the opportunity
to elect a fresh parliament not experienced since 1982 will
bring back democracy. Under the title of “General Princi-
ples of State Policy””,’57 the Bishops even attempted at an
unconvincing biblical justification of “democracy”, paying
little attention to the fact that the democratic principle of
majority opinion need not necessarily be that of the nume-
rical majority. : '

~ The need for the restoration of peace with justice was
re-emphasized. in their pastoral letter but what the bishops
perhaps failed to understand was that peace can neither be
reduced to the arena of politics nor to the realm of religion.
Had they viewed peace as a multi-dimensional reality that
should pervade the social, economic, communitarian, ethnic,
linguistic and cultural dimensions of society, then they would
have understood the peace-accord and the condescending conc-
essions inscribed in it as inadequate to respond to the crisis
enveloping the nation. |

. From the contextual point of view what is of pertinence
here is the fa_ct that the gradual openness of the Church to
the national situation and the sensitivity demonstrated by the
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ecclesiastical leadership to the manifold issues facing de nation
drew them perhaps unwittingly, closer to the human rea-
lity.’58 It confirmed to them that the Church cannot be a
silent partner, if it is truly committed to the poor and the
oppressed. If the Church takes to heart that it has to find
its identity with the poor, then it cannot even consider it’s
own strength as a minority community. In other words if
the church truly finds its contextual identity with the poor
and the oppressed in this nation, and if the people who be-
long to this human category are a majority, then the Chur-
ch has no reason to fear that its voice for and from among
the poor is one that represents a weaker section of humanity.
A deeper and meaningful participation and a persistent in-
volvement in the context with its challenging and transform-
ing components that can redress this conviction. A church
truly contextualized in Sri Lanka has to be a champion of the
poor, the marginalized and oppressed, irrespective of any
religious, ethnic or linguistic label that is there. A non-
contexulaized church in its very essence denies the possiblity
of being “Good News” to the poor (Luke 4:16-10).
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Chapter 5

A THEOLOGICAL CRITIQUE OF THE
EFFORTS TOWARD ECCLESIAL
CONTEXTUALIZATION

In the preceding pages we endeavoured to examine and
analyse the methods employed, approaches adopted and the:
vision projected by the official Catholic leadership of Sri
Lanka as part of its effort to reform and revilatize the church
along the programme of renewal proposed by Vatican II.
Drawing examples from the pastoral letters and othet state-
ments collectively made by the bishops we demonstrated that
the post-Vatican IT orientation for ecclesial reform envisaged
by the Sri Lankan bishops contains several components that
are conducive to a fruitful promotion of the process of
contextualization. We also indicated that this process of
change is an inescapable historical exigency to be encountered
by the Church due to various sociological reasons.

In this chapter we shall re-examine some of the essential
ingredients of the process of ecclesial contextualization as
stipulated by the bishops and try to identify the strengths
and weaknesses implied in their approach. As an integral
part of our critique we shall also make a few suggestions and
recommendations which we hope would help the Sri Lankan

church in future to intensify its contextual presence and
historical involvements.

The all-embracing notion of contextualization as described
by us in the first chapter and its specific ecclesial character
will be invoked to examine and evaluate the path of contextual
ecclesial reform chosen by the bishops. In order to situate
our critique in proper perspective, we shall begin by enum-
erating some of the general, pastoral and missio-theological

strengths and weaknesses traceable in the bishops’ official
documents.
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A. GENERAL OBSERVATIONS

1. CONTEXTUAL ORIENTATION:
PROGRESSION AND REGRESSION

The three decades i.e. from 1960-90 were times of serious
self-searching for the church of Sri Lanka. It has been shown
by us already that during this period the bishops sought to
re-organize the pastoral priorities and re-formulate the
missionary enterprises of the church by evaluating the church’s
presence and activities in light of the socio-historical ensemble
of the nation.

In the decade immediately following the Council, the
bishops embarked upon the task of adaptation. Quite fittingly
they convoked a ‘“National Pastoral Council”’ and paid
attention to the suggestions, proposals, opinions and recom-
mendations presented by the laity and clergy?2. These enabled
them to deepen the vision and to widen the horizon of the
National Synod,® held subsequently. But the pastoral and
missionary pursuits of the Sri Lankan church and the obser-
vation of some who have made an analysis of these efforts,
seem to confirm that the enthusiasm for reform that character-
ized the post-conciliar years was a short lived phenomenon.*
In fact the church’s leadership was accused of being too slow
to change or even of retreating in its pledges of conge‘xtual
reform.5 It is therefore necessary that we examine critically
those factors that had caused this regression.

The failure to realize the communitarian spiri.t within
the church as an essential expression of the Christian fa{th
seemed to have been a major obstacle to the process of eccles.lal
contextualization, during this period. In spite of the nice
words found in their letters and statements .about the com-
munitarian dimensions of the church, in practice the hierarchy
nurtured a rigidly institutional model of the church.é Secondly,
the reform sought by the bishops manifested a narrow sense
of ecclesio-centrism with an overwhelming spirit of hierach-
ialism and a condescending form of p'aternz}hsm.’ As a
result the church could not enter effectively into the heart
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of the Sri Lankan context or the inner layers of the Sri Lankan
social fabric.2 Thirdly, even though the bishops sough-t to
draw inspiration from the various components that constitute
the Sri Lankan context, their continued adherence to European
cultural traits as universally valid Christian cultural expressions
prevented the church from realizing a meaningful contextual

integration.®

During the first phase (1965-1977) of reform, the bishops
sought to view all the changes within the frame work of
adaptation. They acted with the conviction that theology,
liturgy, spirituality, and all other forms of the church’s
ministry and pastorate are ready-made realities that can be
adjusted to suit different social, cultural and historical situ-
ations.’® It did not occur to them that Christian theology
and liturgy, spirituality and ministry can be affected, challenged
and enriched by way of a creative encounter with different
religions and cultures. While allowing for a few adjustments
at the surface level, the bishops wanted to keep the church’s
Roman Catholic identity intact.’’

At the same time the bishops set about with the explicit
intention of restoring the image of the church by way of a
contextual integration. Compelled strongly by the hostile
inter-religious situation and the inherited cultural alienation
the bishops articulated the need for actualizing a meaningful
contextual insertion of the church into the Sri Lankan situation.
The consequences of this twofold loyalty manifested itself at
various levels.’2 It is in fact difficult to pin point whether
the bishops themselves found a satisfactory answer to the
question they raised two decades ago, namely, “Where does
the so called aggiornamento or adaptation come into play?”'3
Added to this dichotomous adventure was the lack of clarity
on the theological principles and motivations for adaptation
or contextualization. The bishops at this stage did not realize
the serious ecclesial implications of the type of changes they
sought to bring into effect.

A. critical assessment of the first phase (1965-1977) of
the bishops’ efforts at contextual reform reveals that the
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method and approach employed by the bishops showed a
rather callous disregard for the very basic norm of ecclesial
contextualization. The bishops failed to nurture the conviction
that a valid and an authentic ecclesial contextualization evolves
out of an intrinsic dialectic between the faith of a believing
Christian community and the constituent elements of the given
context in which that community is called to live out its faith.
In this sense contextualization is not an implantation of pre-
fabricated and predetermined models of the church or ecclesial
structures and pastoral practices into a new situation. Rather
in a more relevant sense ecclesial contextualization is a way of
facilitating an on-going and dynamic inter-action, between faith
as proclamation and praxis, between Christian life as celebration
and struggle, and between church and the context, in which
the church is called to manifest its unique religious experience
and communitarian character.

All these show that a Christian community that desires
to be authentically contextual must be prepared to plunge
into the very heart of that context. It must be willing to
penetrate all the inner layers of that context in order to inherit
a new and transformed image of itself. In order to achieve
this in full the church must also be prepared to go through
that same incarnational kenosis, (Phil., 2:6-11) i.e. a process
of self-emptying and rise up to a new and meaningful life.

2. A CONFLICT OF TWO ECCLESIOLOGIES

The second phase of the bishops’ attempt to contextualize
began with the year 1977 and was rapidly accelerated by
contextual problems and conflicts. The bishops made serious
and sustained efforts to understand the mission and pastorate
of the church within that crisis-ridden national context.
They swiftly embarked upon the task of responding to t-h-e
national situation and considered it an integral part of ﬂ.’]:fr:ll'
pastoral and “Christian responsibility”. But a critical reading
of the statements made by the bishops since the year 1977
from the angle of a dynamic contextual perspective and
pastoral practicability would uncover some of the hidden
divisions and dichotomies in the method and approach to

the national context.



182 CONTEXTUALIZATION

These dichotomies point to a conflict of two opposing
ecclesiological trends. One trend emphasizes the need to be
faithful to the context with an expressed desire to promote
corresponsibility in all dimensions of ecclesial life and
ministry.’4 As such this trend portrays a church that is open
and out reaching, prophetic and communitarian.’® But with
the same breath one can also find traces of an opposing trend
that promotes ecclesial parochialism and sectarianism with a
strong inclination toward the pre-Vatican II attitude of
ecclesial ghettoism, with an emphasis on power and prestige, ' ©
partly reminiscent of the colonial era.

A probable reason for this conflict can be attributed to
the fact that due to excessive pastoral and cultic preoccu-
pations the bishops and priests paid little or no attention to
the socio-cultural and religious under currents that shaped
the political philosophy of this period. Added to this was a
clear lack of substantial and adequate theological knowledge."”
The bishops did concede that the lack of dynamism within
the church was “due considerably to theological emphasis
and attitudes prevailing at large in the preconciliar church”."8
But they made very little effort to rectify this situation.

“Re-building the Sri Lankan Nation”'° became the chief
concern of the bishops in the 1980s. They described this
effort as a responsibility incumbent upon the local church of
Sri Lanka. In relation to this effort the bishops also espoused
the need to revitalize the witnessing dimension of the church
of Sri Lanka.2® But little effort was made to spell out in
concrete the theological and pastoral dimensions of the local
church. The bishops did not also pay adequate attention to
spell out the local church as a full and valid realization of
the mystery of the church in a particular place and history.

The attitudes expressed by the bishops toward the laity
in their actual pastoral practice reveal another glaring di-
mension of this ecclesiological dualism. Even three decades
after Vatican II, the church of Sri Lanka perpetuates an
image of itself as an institutional, hierarchical and clerical
apparatus.?! Without the authority, approval and interference
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of the bishops and clergy nothing decisive can take place
within the Christian communities. To the non-Christians the
church continues to appear as a powerful institution designed
to foster its own self interests. The fact that the entire minis-
terial responsibility lies in the hands of the few, leaves little
room for the charisms of the laity to develop or blossom.
For the past twenty years there had been very limited practical
steps taken by the Sri Lankan bishops to involve the laity
in the mainstream of ecclesial life. In the pastoral programmes,
parish councils and diocesan councils, the opinion of the
laity does not count for much.

On the one hand the bishops want to preserve their
Roman Catholic identity in its western models and express-
ions.?? In that they see their function as ecclesial relay stations
with the task of faithfully transmitting to their flock the
directives and instructions received from the centre. Even in
such pointedly contextual matters as inter-religious dialogue
and co-ordination, social involvement and action for peace
and justice the bishops expect the Vatican to give them guide-
lines.23 The bishops did not seem to understand that such
a kind of dependence stifles creativity and inventiveness and
denies the fundamental right of the local churches to face
their own problems with a sense of freedom and hope. Their
unilateral dependence on such matters that require a genui-
nely situational and socio-historical response betrays the
bishops’ fidelity to the context. In a more general way this
attitude of the bishops negates also the spirit of openness to
the different cultural and social contexts advocated and
promoted by the second Vatican Council and i.n some of the
subsequent Synodal declarations and other Social encyclicals.

There is also a gulf between the iflea]s of conte_xt}lal
reform professed by the bishops and their practical Valldlt):i.
The bishops’ way of addressing such problems as poverty, an
social or economic justice,24 clearly reveals that the bishops
are not in touch with the stark realities of spﬁ'ermg a.nd
misery that is caused by these problems.2® While expressing
their intention to eradicate the root causes of poverty anp
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oppression the bishops did not mention any concrete plan to
deal with the socio-political and cultural structures that

promote and perpetuate these evils. There is no sustained
effort made by them to draw inspiration from the liberating
thrust of the Gospel message to challenge this sinful context.
As leaders and shepherds the bishops are called to carry out
with the help of the church the redeeming mission of Christ.
This task of “witnessing” cannot be understood narrowly as
giving of an oral and impersonal “information about” Christ,
rather it is an invitation for a personal and committed
involvement. It is only when the Word and Action merge
together that the church’s witnessing function becomes effective
and transforming.

The same word-action dialectics should permeate the
arena of inter-religious encounters. Pronouncing pious plati-
tudes about the presence of Christ in other religions and
cultures alone will not be enough to build a solid and lasting
inter-religious unity. Rather the church as a community
must manifest a new sense of ecumenical communion with
non-Christians in an attitude of mutual enrichment, learning
and respect.

The bishops have yet to realize that a dynamic and an
open-ended contextual approach in a non-Christian environ-
ment poses many relevant and pertinent questions regarding
the existing functions and practices of the church. One of
the fundamental questions is: are there many ways of being
“church” or is there one universally applicable ecclesiological
“essence” that should be repeated in every situation? Directly
related to this is the problem of whether the mode of expressing,
living, manifesting and celebrating Christian faith is uniform
or pluriform? Overlooking these basic issues will cripple the
contextual progress of the church. It was the failure of the
bishops to resolve these basic issues that caused the dichotomy
referred to above. Itis by responding faithfully to some of
these basic questions that the bishops would be able to bridge
the gulf between the church’s procalamtion and praxis.
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3. NATIONAL OUTLOOK AND ETHNIC
POLARISATION

It has been observed by us earlier that the Catholic
church of Sri Lanka, by virtue of its multi-ethnic membership
is one of the few social groups that has for a long perioci
managed to straddle the ethnic divide. A remarkable aspect
of the National Synod (1968-1969) was that it strongly upheld
that’the church as a community must transcend the ethnic
bamers.. It projected the image of the church as an unified
community with common national interests and concerns.
When references and recommendations were made concerning
the promotion of cultures and languages, they were done so
with a broad national vision.26

But this national outlook seemed to be a short-lived
phenomenon. Within a period of two decades the ecclesial
leadership was publicly accused of promoting narrow-minded
regionalism and sectarianism by Catholics and non-Catholics
alike.?” Hence a pertinent question arises about the credibility
of the church. That is, if the bishops had commenced the
post-conciliar ecclesial reform with a “national outlook™, how
was it possible that within a period of two decades that
process of reform could degenerate into a narrow form of
sectarianism? An examination of this contrariety will reveal
some of the possible dangers embedded in the process of
ecclesial indigenisation. It should be recalled here that while
analysing the conceptual content of those terms that preceded
contextualization, we pointed out that “indigenization” which
placed a strong emphasis on the resuscitation of native cultural
elements can easily become a susceptible tool of sectarianism
if it is not checked in a right spirit of discernment. As a
matter of fact it is an uncritical ethno-cultural alliance and a
covert form of nationalism embraced by the bishops that
eventually led them into a situation of an apparent division
and dissention among them and within the church.?®

It has been shown by us already that in Sri Lanka the
trends of post-colonial nationalism served as a strong catglyst
for the church to expedite the process of post-conciliar



186 CONTEXTUALIZATION

adaptation.2® But the bishops in their enthus.iasm to promote
the local culture and languages paid very little attention to
the socio-political implications of this process. S!nce the
time of political independence, nationalism in Sri Lanka
evolved with ethno-religious overtones. It gained_momentum
with a militant form of Sinhala-Buddhist extremism.

Since majority of the Sri Lankan bishops are from
that same ethno-cultural group, they gave recognition to this
sectarian form of nationalism as an effective ingredient of
ecclesial adaptation at the surface level. In the course of
time this unassimilated form of adaptation brought in reactions
from within the church as well as from the Buddhists.

4. BIBLICAL IMPOVERISHMENT AND
THEOLOGICAL INADEQUACIES

A general weakness that is traceable in many of the
documents published by the bishops may be attributed to an
obvious lack of a strong biblical base. In spite of the Council’s
pointed advice that “preaching of the Gospel should occupy
an eminent place among the principal duties of the bishops,3©
one finds with dismay that the bishops rarely evoked the
Word of God to illumine or substantiate their statements.
This biblical bankruptcy weakens their affirmations concerning
such rich and resourceful Christian values as “discipleship”,
“service”, “mission”, ‘“‘community”, “unity”, “peace”s3" etc.
Beside having a strong biblical foundation, these notions have
also a very profound significance for the crisis-ridden society
of Sri Lanka. But these biblical realities have not been
creatively and meaningfully exploited even to educate their
own flock.

In spite of their efforts to ground their approach to
reform on the model of the mystery of Christ’s incarnation
deeply permeated by the notion of the church as servant,32
the bishops failed to explore the insightful scriptural concepts
underlying these expressions. The glaring absence of a sound
biblical base renders their statements weak and unconvincing.
Added to this is the feebleness of their theological base. A
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clear case in point is the manner in which they have applied
the mystery of Christ’s incarnation as a model for the mission
and ministry of the church in Sri Lanka. To explain the
diverse functions of the church and to illustrate the church’s
mission as service, they invoked the example of the mystery
of Christ’s incarnation. But in over-stressing the physical
body of Christ as a model for the church,®3 the bishops
missed the glowing and dynamic aspect of the risen ““body
of Christ” as used in the letters of Paul.34 The bishops did
not focus attention on the fact that it is by the power of his
resurrection that Christ transcended the earthly and physical
limitations of his body which was freed from all spatial and
temporal limitations. Had the bishops endeavoured to under-
stand the presence, function and mission of the church in the
dazzling light of this “spiritual body” somapneumatikon of
the risen Christ, they would have found deeper insights for
more meaningful forms of intra-ecclesial and extra-ecclesial
relationships. As a matter of fact the arguments deduced by
the bishops based on the mystery of the incarnation serve
only as a vanguard to reinforce their own power and
authority.35 Little attention is paid to the fact that the
church always and everywhere is gathered by the Spirit of
the Risen Lord.

It was in the brilliant light of the resurrection of Christ
that Paul, John and the author of the letter to the Hebrews
recognized Jesus as the Cosmic Christ, the Lord of creation
itself. The acknowledgement of the Lordship of Christ and
the biblical thrust that the entire reality since creation bears
the mark and the presence of Christ has endless opportunities
for very cordial forms of inter-religious ecumenism and co-
operation. The promised presence of Christ in the poor, his
professed identity with the sick and the suffering are strong
indicators and invitations to the church of Sri Lanka to see
and recognize its Lord and Master even outside its well-defined
wall. Even though the bishops made very definite efforts to
bridge the widening gap between the diﬁ'er.ent reli.gl_ons
professed in Sri Lanka, their theological basis for inter-religious
co-operation is yet to be reformulated.
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The bishops of Sri Lanka, quite confidently began the
massive task of implementing in Sri Lanka, the vision of f:he
Council. But a pointed reading of their synodal declaration
would raise the question whether the bishops themselves had
read and reflected with a contextual vision such important
Council documents as Lumen Gentium, Gaudium et Spes,
Sacrosanctum Concilium, Apostolicam Actueositatem and Nostra
Aetate.3¢ If they had truly done so, have they made a
personal and a collective effort to interpret these documents
in the context of the land and people for whom they were
appointed to serve?3?7 As a matter of fact, the essence and
kernel of the teaching as expressed in these resourceful
documents are visibly absent in the letters and instructions
as well as in the final product of the National Synod.

It could be argued that the bishops’ statements are
primarily pastoral in their origin, purpose and focus. But
without proper biblical and theological rootedness their vision
for pastoral renewal appears shallow and at times even
unfounded in reality.?®8 A clear lack of a biblical and
theological finesse could be traced in many of their statements.
For instance while announcing the National Synod, the
bishops wrote that assemblies such as the National Synod
“must be formed and conducted in accordance with what
Christ Himself prescribed to His Church”.3® In the same
letter they mention that “according to the Constitution of
the Church, as established by Christ, only they (bishops) have
been divinely appointed with legislative power in the
Church.”4° There are also several other presuppositions that
are theologically inconsistent and even untenable.4' From a
missio-theelogical perspective these assertions further confirm
their theological inadequacies.

S. METHOD AND LANGUAGE

A critical reading of the pastoral letters and other state-
ments published by the bishops to enkindle the process of
reform along the direction of contextualization reveals a lack
of clarity in the method employed by them. Immediately after
the Council they announced the need to up date the church
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of Sri Lanka according to the vision of Vatican II.42 Later
in the National Synod they emphasized the need for adapt-
ation43 through a creative process of socio-cultural integraﬁon.
Activated by the social reforms and development projects in
the mid 1970s they enunciated the importance of the church’s
social commitment.44 Drawn by the ethnic conflict in the
1980s the bishops endeavoured to champion human rights,
equality and freedom for all.45 In all this they appeared to
be chasing the events rather than shaping the growth of the
nation and the people by offering a creative and concerned
Christian vision of life and society.

While appreciating the efforts made by the bishops to
integrate the mission and pastorate of the church into the
mainstream of Sri Lanka’s society and history, it should also
be pointed out that the bishops attempted to respond to the
situation single-handedly. Except for the consultation hurriedly
made prior to the National Synod, the bishops did not consider
it worthwhile to seek the advice of competent lay persons and
priests who could have helped them in many ways in deepening
their understanding of the context and in widening the horizon
of their response. The themes and issues addressed by the
bishops ranged from economics to international politics and
from inter-religious relationships to ethno-cultural contest-
ations. Some of their statements did have clear implications
for christology, soteriology and theological anthropology but
there is no evidence that the bishops sought the advice of the
Sri Lankan experts on these fields of knowledge before
releasing their statements. It appears that the bishops acted
with an audacious presumption that they have the required
resources to handle these complex issues. The result was that
they could remain only at the level of the surface. It did not
occur to them that ecclesial corresponsibility and collegiality
can also be practised through an inter-personal openness and
mutual enlightenment.

In this regard it may also be pointed out that some of
the problems and issues addressed by the Sr1 Lankan bishops
were common to the wider Asian scene and haq been the
subject of discussion at the Plenary Assemblies of the
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Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences (FABC), the As@an
Theological Conference (ATC - 1979) and the Christian
Conference of Asia (CCA). But the bishops do not make
any references to these. It is surprising to note tha!: th&?y
completely ignored the ATC which had its first meeting in
Sri Lanka in 1979 with a specific theological focus on issues
related to Sri Lanka and its peoples.#® These three groups
have made very significant theological contributions to under-
stand the Asian reality but the wealth of their insights is
left untouched by the Sri Lankan hierarchy. Despite having
a permanent membership in FABC, very little of the productive
resources of the FABC reached the faithful through the
bishops.

The deplorable disregard shown toward the vernacular
languages further illustrates the hierarchy’s unresolved division
between word and action. For instance, in Sri Lanka, as in
several other Asian nations, religiosity and cultural sentiments
meet and merge in the arena of language. Language is cherished
here not merely as a vehicle of communication but as a bridge
of manifold relationships and personal communion. In fact
a sacred character is attributed to language and it is used
as a medium that expresses one’s relationship to God and
with one another.

The Tamil brand of Saivism is replete with epics and
legends that glorify the Tamil language as a sacred tongue
said to be used even by the gods and goddesses. In the same
way the Sinhala culture and language have over the years
established a symbiotic union with Buddhism. The fact that
Sinhala is spoken only in Sri Lanka confers an additional
uniqueness to that language and culture.

In spite of the laudable declaration that the church must
uphold the values of the native cultures and languages the
bishops did very little in practice. Even though the Catholic
church has been ministering in Sri Lanka for over 450 years,
1t 1s yet to shed its European linguistic identity. All the official
publications released from the CBCSL are in English, despite
the fact that not even 5% of the 1.4 million Catholics in Sri
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Lanka are able to read or understand Engli

them are translated on time into the vgrg;{:?ﬁlaly ?gl iy
Thesq raise more important questions as to the serigg;lfe%.
the }31§hops have in disseminating their message to the venti:fS
Christian communities. The use of English as the ofﬁciael:
language at the CBCSL further reinforces the European

cultural identity of the church particularly i
non-Christians. - y in the face of the

B. THE INTRA-ECCLESIAL DIMENSIONS OF
CONTEXTUALIZATION

1. THE CHURCH AS MISSION:
DISCIPLESHIP AND COMMUNITY

Re-discovering and restoring the true image of the church
was the central theme of the post-conciliar programme of
reform initiated by the Sri Lankan bishops.47 This concern
which was foremost in their minds in the late 1960s received
special attention at the National Synod. Now almost after
two decades a question may be posed as to how far the
hierarchy had succeeded in restoring the “true-image” of the
church in Sri Lanka.

In contrast to the functional concepts of “model” or
“sign”, the notion of an “image” is rather an unwelcome
analogy for the presence and activity of the church. The
analogy of image, as applied to the church evokes a static,
well-defined or even a pre-determined mould of existence. It
describes the external appearance of the church and smacks
of an understanding of the church as an institutional monolith
with an adjustable external framework.

The bishops resolved to “re-discover the true image” of
the church by re-installing the indispensable function of the
church as a “SIGN”. In stating this the bishops laid great
emphasis on the need for an intrinsic transformation_ ir! the
very nature and function of the church. They convincingly
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maintained that it is the church’s sense of mission that should
serve as the very ground for the existence and continuity of
the church.4®

The approach to mission that prevailed during pre-
Vatican II times in Sri Lanka gave the impression that the
church as an institutional organization “had” a commitment
for mission as one among the several ecclesial responsibilities.
It is as if the church had to be established first with its
structures and ministries so that it may take upon itself certain
missionary responsibilities. But the shift in perspective that
is characteristic of the post-Vatican II vision was that the
bishops espoused the primacy of mission as fundamental to
the very existence of the church. This vision has also a very
strong biblical support. Scripture scholars and theologians
hold the view today that it was the urgency and the necessity
of mission as lived and witnessed to by the disciples of Christ
and the early Christian communities that gradually paved the
way for the birth and growth of the Church.4° In this sense
it can be maintained that a Christian community that loses
its missionary dimension forfeits its right to call itself a
“church”.5"

The bishops are mindful of both the vertical as well as
the horizontal dimension of the Christian understanding of
mission. Mission in its original biblical sense of apostello
(to send) is not of human origin. It is initiated by the Father,
mediated in Christ and is accomplished by His Spirit. The
mission inttiated by God the Father is a saving activity centred
on gratuitous love. In an unique way this mission of God
was revealed and made explicit in the person of Jesus who
through his obedience, service and self-sacrifice made this
mission of God a reality that can be lived, experienced and
passed on to generations. Just as Christ was sent by the
th]:t_er, in turn Christ sent his apostles and discpiles. The
mission of the church today is an on-going and dynamic
continuation of that same mission bequeathed by Christ to
the community of his disciples. Essentially this mission is a
faithful continuation of the saving action of Jesus Christ



A THEOLOGICAL CRITIQUE 193

through word and deed in the concrete context of the life
of the church.

Compelled by the growing conflicts within the nation
the bishops in the early 1980s felt that in Sri Lanka this
mission must be expressed and actualized through an effective
promotion of the Gospel values of peace, unity and forgive-
ness. The bishops felt that these evangelical values are to
be given priority in a national situation that is increasingly
fragmented by divisions and dissensions. The VEry process
of promoting these values and the struggle to genuinely live
them out is itself a challenging missionary task.

. The bishops’ desire to understand the presence of the
church in terms of “‘community” and “discipleship”,5' should
be interpreted against the backdrop of this contextual notion
of mission. The bishops sought to illustrate the basic model
of the church as a “‘community of disciples”.52 Through
the notion of community they endeavoured to circumscribe
the unlimited spirit of openness and acceptance that the
church should have toward peoples of different languages,
races, cultures and colours. They described this openness as
a characteristic trait of the universality of the church. Their
understanding of the notion of Christian discipleship is also
expressed in relation to the communitarian basis of the church.
* The intentional use of these two pregnant theological notions
has very profound biblical significance as well as realistic
relevance for the national situation.

The conception of the church as a “community of
disciples” has a wealth of pastoral possibilities. In fact this
model has been used by Pope John Paul II in his very first
encyclical.52 Drawing inspiration from the encyclical of the
Pope, Avery Dulles wrote that the conception of . th_e churc_h
as a community of disciples not only has a firm biblical basis
but is also a relevant model for the peoples of this period
of history.54 In the context of the unresolved disputes about
whether Jesus did or did not found a c!mrch, Dulles argues
that * ‘Community of disciples’ is precisely what Jesus un-
doubtedly did found ..”55 Reflecting on this theme of
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discipleship Dulles illustrates ~that @he more 2 Christian
community seeks to live out its discipleship the stronger it
will become in its witnessing function. : ;

- Applying the model of the churf:h. as a ‘-‘communi'ty' 91“
disciples”” to the Christian community of Sri Lanka i 1ts
present context has immense potential for the missionary ax}d
pastoral effectiveness of the church.. .When lived -Wlth its
challenges and demands, discipleship will help to bring fort’h
a very dynamic and ‘meaningful -sy.mbol of the chgrch $
missionary presence in a non-Christian milieu. A sincere
search to experience the call to discipleship 1s bound to
strengthen the bond of fellowship and ‘communion within
the Christian communities. A sustained effort by the church
of Sri Lanka in future to discover its ‘identity along these
lines will certainly help to deepen the self-understanding of
the church. Tt will also enable the church to re-discover its
function as a living sign and an inspirational sacrament in
this non-Christian nation. ° : :

On the part of the church, the desire for discipleship will
help to express its willingness to learn and to be faithful to
< Lord and Master. To be a disciple means to be open for
growth and receptive to correction. In this regard, the
understanding of the church as a community of disciples
invites the members of the church, both from the laity and
‘the hierarchy to be open for mutual correction in a spirit
.of Christian unity. Discipleship as lived by the disciples and
apostles of Christ and by early church is not a passive following
of Christ.. Rather in a dynamic sense, it is the relentless search
for a relevant Christian presence and witnessing in the context
of one’s life and history where the church is called to live and
proclaim the Gospel.  Thus, discipleship involves ‘“‘the
adventure .of. following Jesus in. new and ever changing
situations.”56 As an ideal religious pursuit, “discipleship”
evokes very familiar imageries even in the minds of Buddhists
and ‘Hindus, whose religious writings and expressions are
filled with the manifold dispositions, qualities and attitudes
of an ideal disciple. These religions consider the Master-
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disciP_le rf:lationship as the example par excellence of thé
relationship between God and a devotee. - EETL

2. 'RE-VITALIZING THE LOCAL CHURCH -

Referring to the inner dialectics.of the process of contex-
tualization we emphasized that the on-going dyn'amis-fﬁ and
realistic relevance of the process. of ecclesial contextualization
depends to a great extent on the spirit of openness and the
desire for change that is found in the Christian communities.
But within the Sri Lankan church any form of change can
take.effect only with the direct intervention and approval of
the hierarchy. Many factors contribute toward this reverential
fear and obedience that the laity express toward those who
hold religious authority. Not least among these are: the
diverse dimensions of popular religiosity, the customary
sacredness .attributed to priests and bishops, their dominance
over the cultic. functions and the multi-faceted leadership roles
assumed by them. As a result the hierarchy is very slow' to
effect any significant change. In order to maintain the status
quo, -and to legitimise their slowness to change, the bishops
often present the “‘pastoral argument™ that people are not
ready for change or that the people would be scandalized or
disturbed , in their faith..  Such an approach confirms the
condescending attitude of the hierarchy and consolidates a
sense of ‘paternalism and protectionism. In practice this
attitude defies the very communitarian foundation of the local
church. As a result the laity lose their ecclesial identity and
consider themselves an appendix of the church. oy

As leaders of Christian communities the bishops of “Sri
Lanka are yet to realize that before charting out in theory
the contours of the church’s missionary activities and pro-
grammes of evangelization, the church must re-discover its
own communitarian and missionary identity. It must ask
itself the most basic question whether it is truly qualified to
call itself a “church’,’a genuine sign of unity -and_ a living
symbol of salvation promised and realized in Christ. The
same question must also be directed toward evaluating the
existing rélationship between . the - Catholic church. and the
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protestant churches. The ecumenical fervour that was evident
in the post-conciliar years in Sri Lankas’ seem to have lost
all its fire and enthusiasm over the years. Very little effort
has been made by the bishops in the recent past to initiate
ecumenical unity at a deeper level. Ecumenism received a
passing mention at the National Synod and had never bcen
taken up as a subject worthy of the pastoral attention -of
the bishops.58 Against the backdrop of tl_lc'church’s minority
status, the disunity between the many Christian denominations
can in future be a major obstacle to the church’s missionary
efforts and particularly to the process of ecclesial contextua-
lization. A divided church cannot be an authentic and living
sigh of Christian unity and fellowship.

3. CULTIC-ORIENTATION

On popular as well as on organized levels of religious
expression, cult plays a dominant role in the life of the church
in Sri Lanka. This fact had been confirmed further by the
socio-religious survey conducted by Francois Houtart and his
team.5° As a matter of fact for many members of the Catholic
laity, liturgical and devotional practices constitute the “sum
total of Christian life”. Bishops and priests spend a good
- portion of their time in the preparation and organization of
activities and events related to cult. In this way the liturgical
communities provided a strong forum, both qualitatively and
quantitatively for the church leadership to initiate a context-
oriented reform. But the hierarchy missed the opportunity.
While they did make provisions for a few changes at the
surface level, 0 these did not touch the quality and the realistic
and life-centred relevance of liturgy. All cultic functions were
performed by priests and bishaps with little or no relevance
to day-to-day life. This was further widened by emphasising
the distinction between the sacred and secular, holy and
profane, temporal and spiritual, and by relegating a secondary
role to anmything that is related to the temporal order.®’

When the bishops initiated the post-conciliar reform under
the programme of adaptation, the main focus was on liturgy.
They expressed confidence that liturgical reform would help
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bring about changes in every aspect of life.62 The bishops
in fact were right in doing this because it is around the altar
that the priests could meet a vast majority of the faithful 63
But this opportunity had not been positively seized to impart
the right knowledge of contextual reform. The priests were
complacent in the introduction of a few elements of adaptation
into liturgy. Their efforts at adaptation hardly touched the
complex facets of life.°¢ A few native cultural elements
slowly but cautiously found their place in the liturgy. But
no creative effort was made to contextualize liturgy by taking
into consideration the spiritual wealth of the non-Christian
religious heritage. Very little, if any, effort was made to
merge liturgical celebrations with the realities of one’s daily
lif¢ both at individual and communitarian levels.

““Tt'was in the late 1970s that efforts were undertaken to
ihitiate a more durable process of change under the banner
of inculturation. The principle of incarnation was presented
as the ;guiding norm.¢5 But it can be proved from existing
practices that very little has been done in the past twenty
years toward a context-centred liturgical renewal. The bishops
have yet to ask themselves of their own conviction about
promoting a process of liturgical contextualization by creatively
integrating elements from native religio-cultural heritage. As
an expression of fidelity to Rome, the church of Sri Lanka
imitates the Latin rite in the vernacular languages. The
historical and spiritual roots of its own environment which is
so densely enshrined in the religious writings of the native
religions have no place in the church’s ritual or worship.
It may be asked, who could judge better than the Sri Lankan
Christians whether or not some non-Biblical readings of native
origin can help them to enter more deeply into the celebration
of the Eucharist. Is it not too far-fetched to assume that
Rome knows better than the local church of Sri Lanka
what is helpful and inspiring to this church. An imported
liturgy, as celebrated by the church today, may serve only to
solidify the church’s foreignness. Motivated by the traditional
spirit of religiosity a vast majority of the Christians in Sri
Lanka consider the liturgical worship as the core and centre
of their spiritual or religious life. But the hundreds and
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thousands of Eucharists celebrated over the years seemed not
to have touched or transformed the lives of Christians.8¢
This will continue to be so.unless creative efforts are under-
taken to contextualize the church’s liturgy.

C. CONTEXTUALIZATION AND SOCIAL
. INTEGRATION

‘1. FROM INDIFFERENCE TO INVOLVEMENT

~*Within the ‘past two decades the social concern:of the
chutch has rnoved from an attitude of indifference to active
involvement. Prior to the nationalization of denominational
schools, (1960-61), the church’s social service was confined only
“to the field of education. To the envy of the non-Christian
- groups, Cathohc ‘communities were the chief beneficiaries
. of -the educational system administered by the church.
- The charitable service of the church was extended also to
- such areas as caring for the sick, the aged and the orphans.
- But the church leadership had no official policy regarding its
~social involvement. The bishops sought to accommodate the
- charitable works of the church within the frame of evangeli-

.. zation,87 Very little effort was made at the official level to

- spell out the necessity of the church’s social or humanitarian
_concern as an integral and constitutive part of the missionary
. presence of the church. - The bishops did not see fit fo  enter
‘into any form of social analysis. Matters concerning the
- socio-political or economic fields were treated by the bishops
~.-as unrelated to the mission and ministry of the church.

i In_ the mid 19705 the church leadership encouraged social
development programmes through the establishment of the
SEDECE‘_8 with a net-work of diocesan bodies. These efforts
brought' in very fruitful results especially in promoting socio-
economic development programmes in the rural villages.®®

Frorp the f-.arly 1980s the national crises catapulted by
the ethnic conflict reached a very decisive phase. To respond
more effectively to this sordid situation, the bishops officially
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established the “National Justice and Peace Commission of
~the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Sri Lanka”. 70 They-
- framed"a-c-dnstitution' as a guideline to promote issues related
to justice, peace and development and sought to “carry out
an action directed study”7' of these issues with a pastoral
and theological perspective.’2 The efforts undertaken by the
~bishops indicated a significant development in their concern
fqr issues related to human rights, social justice and economic
~justice. SEDEC was officially entrusted with. the task of
promoting issues related to justice and peace at regional and
“ national levels. An assessment of their endeavours will be
‘referred to in the next chapter. |

This development culminated in the publication of a joint
pastoral letter’3 two months after the establishment of the
National Justice and Peace Commission. Here the bishops
not only underlined the indispensability of the social involve-
" ment of the church, but emphasized the need for a co-ordinated
- action. They expressly stated that efforts to restore social or
economic justice bereft of an inter-religious solidarity and
cooperation would be meaningless. Thanks to the foresight
and vision of those who held the directorship of SEDEC in
- recent times a remarkable progress has been made in this

direction with a visible inter-religious co-ordination.

The reasons and explanations given by the bishops to
substantiate their decision .to promote issues related to social
- justice signify a remarkable breakthrough in their theological
perception. Three important theological factors are worthy
" of consideration here. First of all the bishops circumscribed
the values of justice, truth and freedom as characteristics of
- the kingdom proclaimed by Christ and inaugurated in his
. person.’4 In articulating these values as those pointing to

~ God’s kingdom, the bishops.allowed the notion of the church
to recede to the background and enabled the notion of the
kingdom to emerge to the forefront.

Secondly, in drawing attention to the many issues related
to human rights, social and economic justice, the bishops
“stressed the fact that the church’s: basic task is to be at the
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service of the poor of Sri Lanka who are hufnilfated and
oppressed and deprived of their basic human dignity. Des-
cribing the model of the church as a community of disciples
the bishops delineated the essential mission of the church as
proclaiming the good news to the poor by wox:d and by deed.”5
Here again the bishops’ portrayal of the mission of the church
clearly brings out their conviction that the church’s duty is
not to guard and protect its own self-interest but to defend
and stand by the poor. In simple terms illustrative of the
fact that it is Sri Lanka’s poor who can authentically deter-
mine the contours of the church’s missionary priorities.

Thirdly, by stating the indispensability of inter-religious
dialogue and co-ordination as an essential element of this
mission of restoring justice, the bishops uncovered the power
of dialogue not merely as an aspect of evangelization but as
a constitutive dimension of the church’s missionary existence.

2. CHURCH AND SOCIAL ANALYSIS

The desire for active social involvement manifested by
the Catholic hierarchy needs to be nurtured by a sound
theological reflection on the importance of social action as
an integral part of the church’s mission of evangelization.
The liberative thrust enshrined in the Gospels and the desire
for total emancipation projected by the scriptures of other
religions must be invoked to intensify the church’s social
involvement. What Aloysius Pieris had pointed out concerning
the “Third World”, namely a “vast majority of God’s poor
perceive their ultimate concern and symbolize their struggle
for liberation in the idiom of non-Christian religions and
cultures”?¢:is powerfully applicable to the Sri Lankan socio-

religious context. This potential has not been creatively
explored by the church.

A major defect that is traceable in the desired social
involvement and contextual integration proposed by the
bishops is their lack of a coherent vision of society. In seeking
to respond to the social situation the bishops made a rather
hurried analysis of the various factors that contribute to the
social upheavals experienced in Sri Lanka. The bishops
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wanted to view the contextual involvement of the church in
terms of an authentic response to the Sri Lankan society.
‘But the authenticity of the response was impeded by an unclear
assessment of the social structures that are operative in Sri
Lanka. In order to be more relevant to the context it is
necessary in future to undertake a critical social analysis of
the Sri Lankan context. Unless the Catholic leadership has a
certain knowledge of the way in which the different social
functions operate in Sri Lanka they will not be able to deter-
mine the causes that produce the social evils which they seek
to eradicate. This also requires that in order to be effective
and productive in their approach the bishops must pay heed
to the results and conclusions derived by social scientists.
The disregard shown by the bishops to the sacio-religious
surveys conducted by Francois Houtart was a clear case in
point where such negligence affected the credibility of the
bishops themselves.?7

3. THE CHURCH IN THE NATION:
A SIGN OF GOD’S KINGDOM

The deeper sense of contextual concern permeating the
Asian churches has in recent years led the theologians and
biblical scholars of Asia to pay serious attention to the loaded
biblical symbol: ‘““the kingdom of God”.”¢ Partly motivated
by the overwhelming phenomenon of poverty and the need to
restore true justice as a means of eradicating poverty and
other social evils, the Asian ecclesiastical leadership also made
significant efforts to interpret the mission and ministry of
the church in the light of the biblical notion of the kingdom.
A sustained effort in this regard was done by the Asian bishops
through the instrumentality of the FABC.7® Taking into
consideration the non-Christian masses of the Asian population
it had been fittingly suggested that the dynamic symbol of
the kingdom and its values are more acceptable to the non-
Christian world than the narrow notion “church”. The values
and qualities of the kingdom such as justice and truth, freedom
and fellowship are basic ideals promoted and fostered also
by other religions. The Kingdom of God has been the theme
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of study and reflection in the major Assemblies of the World
- Council of Churches especially in the 1970s and 1980s. .

. Even though the CBCSL is a founder-member of the
~FABC, the prophetic vision of the FABC regarding many
aspects of the church’s mission in Asia has not been sufficiently
appropriated by the Sri Lankan bishops. . As an open-ended
_reality, an understanding of the mission of the church as
being at the service of the kingdom has very promising
pastoral possibilities. It not only helps to ‘expand the narrow
limits of ecclesio-centrism, but it illumines the existential
situation and enables the Christians to develop a positive and
caring attitude toward the non-ecclesial aspects of life. It
‘strengthens the conviction that God’s kingdom is not realized
within the narrow limits of the church buf in the open world.

It invites the church to be less self-conscious and more
other-directed. P P r— .

The visible manifestation of the church as an institution
and more specifically its western characteristics have been
objects of adverse criticism by non-Christians almest to -the
present time.®° In a nation with over 929, non-Christians,
any effort to emphasize the distinctive characteristics of the
church is bound to create hostile reactions. But if the church
truly seeks to become a community of disciples who endeavour
to proclaim, live and bear witness to the values of the kingdom,
it would enable the church to identify itself easily with those
who opt for the same values. It is therefore necessary that as
part of their effort to restore the relevance of the church in
the Sri Lankan society, the bishops must learn to give up
every form of ecclesial militancy. . They must enter through
the threshold of social action in an attitude of service. Instead
of pursuing to retrieve the image of the church the bishops
must seek to restore the values of the kingdom both within
and without the church. As pastors and leaders they should
take the lead to re-fashion the church as an effective sign
and symbol of the kingdom. In reality, the kingdom is far
beyond_ our vision and understanding. It is a magnificient
enterprise initiated by God and the church is only a minister
and not a master-builder of this. Divine venture.. Such an
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: u;idqrganding .invites the church to ‘carry out its task. in
~hum111-t¥ and:in -solidarity with ' every one who believes in
- the Action of God in our midst, - . ' |

v..:- 1t should not take too long for the bishops to reali

..that building up the kingdom is not simply buili)diﬁg ligaltllzlz
. church nor is the kingdom ‘a sole property of the church.
Inaugurated and identified in Christ in an unique way. the
.. flowering of the kingdom is the work of God and his Spirit.
~Even though the church is called to be a sign of: that kingdom,
.Gad is not bound by the church to limit the richness of his
kingdom within the cloisters of the church. God’s kingdom
spreads, grows and realizes itself in ways unknown to us,
Hence wherever and whenever the church encounters values
~and attributes of the kingdom it must not hesitate to recognize

~ the presence of God’s Spirit there.

| - The Sri Lankan church must also be conscious of the
- note " of - caution  suggested by Emerito Nacpil, an Asian
theologian concerning the healthy tension that should prevail
between the church’s function as a sacrament of the kingdom
and its actual involvement in the existential reality. He said:

~as the Church in mission moves toward the

. Kingdom of God and anticipates it in its faith and

hope and life, it cannot become obsessed with God

to the exclusion of man and his world, nor with man

.and his world to the exclusion of God. Rather it

must embody - in worship, proclamation and

.. demonstration - the communion of God and man
and of man and man with God.®8'

. D.. CONTEXTUALIZATION AND
©~ " INTER-RELIGIOUS DIALOGUE

The intense sense of religiosity that pervades the Asian
nations and peoples continues to: intrigue theologians and
sociologists alike. ~As a multi-religious nation, Sri Lanka

. could be taken as a valid microcosmic, multi-religious specimen

- of the Asian continent. . The four major Asian religions
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represented here play a pivotal role in the daily activities,
social relationships and political life of the people. We have
remarked already that in the realm of daily living religion is
considered a way of life rather than a function of it. This
conception of religion is further reinforced by the inseparable
link that binds religion with culture. While adding richness
to the Sri Lankan social mosaic this religio-cultural symbiosis
makes the social-ensemble more complex.8? But at the same.
time it is an essential national phenomenon to reckon with
In the following pages we shall examine the ways by which
the Sri Lankan hierarchy had dealt with issues and problems
related to inter-religious dialogue.

1. INTER-RELIGIOUS DISCORD

Motivated by the zealous conviction that the church 1s
the sole vehicle of salvation and induced by the desire for
increasing its numerical growth through conversions, the
mission of the church in Sri Lanka from its very inception
had a hostile approach toward other faiths and religions.
Supported in its endeavours by the colonial-political patronage
and instigated by a sense of religious superiority, the Catholic
church in Sri Lanka, in theory and practice upheld the view
of a *“Christ-against-religions™ theology.®* It considered other
religions as opposed to the person and message of Christ and
as obstacles to the church’s mission of “saving souls”.

Even as late as the 1960s Sri Lankan bishops acted with
the conviction that an ordinary thing as teaching the non-
Christian religions to non-Christian students in Catholic
schools®4 was an abhorrent act of apostasy. Catholic priests
and missionaries studied other religions only to rebut and
refute the latter’s belief’s, doctrines and practices.®5 The
church’s catechetical manuals firmly taught that visiting the
places of worship, or taking part in any religious activities,
prayers or any other forms of worship with the non-Christians
w:;uld amount to a serious sin.8¢ Among the hierarchy and
laity this attitude toward the followers of other religions not
only consolidated a triumphant feeling about the superiority
of thf; church but it promoted an unidentified sense of dis-
affection toward other religions. Such feeling has been a
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serious obstacle on the path of contextualization. On the
part of other religions the attitudes maintained within the
chl_lrf:h helped only to aggravate further the existing inter-
rellg{ous misgivings and hostilities. Due to the symbiotic
relationship between the native cultures and religions, this

gttitude of opposition to other religions created a cleavage
in the cultural realm.

Other religions directed their hostility toward the church
largely to condemn its western socio-cultural and political
affinities. But over the years other religions have shown a
greater sense of accommodation and tolerance toward Christi-
anity and the leadership of the church has also manifested
at least a few signs of openness.®”7 Past experience has taught
the Catholic leadership to realize that efforts at ecclesial
contextualization will bear no fruit at the exclusion of inter-
religious collaboration and concord.?®

In the Asian scene, “inter-religious dialogue” has been
one of the chief objectives of the FABC. Since its inception
in 1970, the FABC had reflected on issues related to religious
dialogue within the general context of the mission of the
church in Asia. It is even correct to say that the bishops
of Asia sought to foster the spirit of dialogue not as an
independent undertaking in isolation but as an extension of
the wider process of inculturation.8® 1In other words the
bishops of Asia viewed inter-religious dialogue as an extension
of the dialogue that the Asian churches sought to establish
at the socio-cultural realms. By deepening its desire for
inter-religious dialogue the FABC and the Asian church at
large endeavoured to understand the salvific love of God in
new light and from a renewed theological perspective.®© The
spirit of openness manifested by the Sri Lankan ecclesiastical
leadership must be therefore seen in light of this new awareness
that is prevailing in Asia,

2. INTER-RELIGIOUS CONCORD

An analysis of the Sri Lankan bishops’ official position
with regard to other religions would confirm that the second
Vatican Council’s audacious openness toward other religions
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is 'yet to bring’its intended fruits and ‘results-in Sri Lanka.
In the period that is ‘covered in our study the bishops have
made only three®! explicit references to other religions and
have spoken in favour of fostering inter-religious concord and
co-operation. An interesting phenomenon ‘that is unfolding
itself in recent years and had seemingly found the approbation
of the bishops is that their appreciation for other religions
has come not through study and dialogue but from an
existential or contextual necessity. The Sinhala bishops have
expressed stronger desire to work with the Buddhist religious
leadershlp while the Tamil bishops seemed to have established
better rapport with the Hindu religious leadership. Noteworthy
is also the fact that the inter-religious cordiality that is
experlenced today bctween the different religions has - come
into being as a result of an ethno-cultural identity.. rather than
through any objective effort... This form of a. contcxtually-
inspired, inter-religious cordiality is an excellent opportunity
for-the leaders of the four major religions to work.out ways
and tneans of overcoming the crippling divisions and-to-forge
a common front to'fight against’ all the socially -oppressive
eléments that keép the nation and ‘the people from attaining
the fulness of human life the, prosperity, freedom and peace
preached and promoted by these rehglons as mtegra] to their
_doctrlnal teachings.

Even though the bishops of Sri Lanka havé taken 4 bold
initiative by articulating their intention to collaborate “with
other religious leaders, the misconceptions preached and taught
.about other religions remains to be revoked. The advice of
the bishops to the laity to join hand in hand with followers
of other religions will bear no fruit unless the atiriosphere is
provided to the laity to appreciate the spiritual wealth and
richness of other faiths. It is true that efforts have been
undertaken by a few Sri Lankan priests and theologians'to
foster a positive approach.to other religions. But the advice
of theologians is rarely heeded by the ldity who for centuries
have been made to -depend on the hierarchical church for
’_chelr religious knowledge and growth. Given these and other
institutional rigidities- of the Sri Lankan church the advice
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and instructions of .the bishops to the laity concerning intér-

11:c;_-1i:gi01.1s friendship and co-ordination ijs bound to bear much
ruit. ¢ @ ' 5. bits

‘In this context, the leadership of the church must make
a concerted effort to put into practice the valuable insights
al_ld recommendations regarding the promotion of .religioﬁs
dialogue suggested by the FABC, the Christian Council of
Asia and other international inter-religious bodies as the
World Conference on Religion and Peace (WCRP). .

" Another important aspect of religious dialogue is to
instruct the Christian communities on some of the significant
spiritual and human dimensions of other religions. This can
be done effectively by incorporating relevant aspects of the
doctrines and teachings of other religions into the catechetical
programme that is designed for Christians. Tt js admirable
that only now the vernacular catechetical books published
with the approval of the hierarchy or published by the national
episcopal commission on catechetics, deal with at least an
introductory exposition of the beliefs and practices of other
religions and their theological and spiritual values. Buf in
private schools run by the Catholic church the Catholic
students are -made to form a religious ghetto and are never
given the opportunity to learn the wealth that is found in
other faiths.” Even two decades after Vatican II, the pattern
of religious education imparted in Catholic schools has hardly
been modified to meet new situations and needs.

3. INTER-RELIGIOUS CO-ORDINATION
- IN THE FUTURE Sudy SEdE
It has been pointed out by us already that since. its
inception in Sri Lanka, Christianity had been critical of other
religions, their beliefs and claims. We also o]:aserved that
" this role was reversed in the post-colonial period. Today
almost after four decades of political indegendencc- .a,nd
religio-cultural resurgence a better spirit of inter-religious
accommodation prevails in Sri Lanka. At least some sections
of the three non-Christian religions of Sri Lanka, namely
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Buddhism, Hinduism and Islam show an increasing concern
for fellow human beings and expound the virtues _of unity,
service and charity. The current crisis and its violent ex-
pressions have also led to a serious self-questioning among
the leaders concerning the practical and humanitarian qualities
of these religions. In a more radical way the current situation
had posed the fundamental question about the relevance and
meaningfulness of religion itself.

It is this critical situation that prompted the Catholic
hierarchy to invite the leaders and followers of other religions
to join them in the common struggle to restore the inner
richness of these religions by making them champion the
cause of peace and justice. This is indeed a good contextual
start and the spirit of inter-religious cordiality undergirding
this invitation must be nurtured by a ceaseless effort for
inter-religious collaboration. If the Catholic church.encounters
other religions in an attitude of openness and receptivity it
‘has a great deal to learn from these religions which will help
to re-fashion its presence in the national arena.

It is surprising that to date the bishops have not realized
the need to establish an episcopal commission on inter-religious
dialogue. There are a few informal dialogue sessions organized
with the initiative of the bishops but the impact these sessions
have had on the dialogue partners is very ‘minimal. These
are ceremonial social meetings with a surface level discussion®?
on certain elements that are believed to be common to all
religions. 1%

The bishops have not made any concerted effort to bring
out an official statement that unambiguously illustrates the
attitude that Christians should cultivate toward non-Christian
faiths, beliefs, doctrines and practices. When Buddhists,
Hindus and Moslems celebrate their respective “holy days”
or festivals, the Catholic church quietly goes on with its own
affairs. Even the fact that the Holy See has begun the habit
of sending official messages of felicitation to different religious
groups wishing them on their special days of religious import-
ance seemed to have had little impact on the leadership of
the church in Sri Lanka.
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Cathf)l.ic scholars and intellectuals in Srj Lanka have
made rehgloqs dialogue into more of a scholarly pursuit
limited to a tiny minority. But the natural dialogue that has
been going on for centuries when Christians and followers of
other religions meet in their social life, in various circum-
stances as, schools, universities, work-places, offices, neigh-
bourhoods etc. remains an unexploited area. If properly
approached and fostered this natura] arena of dialogue wil
enable a better inter-religious spirit to prevail in the nation.

Today there is a vital and healthy realization in the
church that it is only through dialogue that Christians can
bridge the conflict between the ethnic groups. In order to
attain this goal certain definite steps must be undertaken
otherwise it would remain only at the level of theory. As a
practical measure the episcopal commission for catechetics
must take serious efforts to educate the laity, priests and
religious on the positive values and other spiritual and
inspirational contributions made by other religions for cen-
turies toward the promotion of society and human life.93
Efforts must also be undertaken to ensure that other religious
leaders do not misinterpret the church’s contextual approach
as a bait of proselytization. The laity must be instructed and
encouraged to show respect for the followers of other religions.
Even the semblance of inter-religious contestations at doctrinal
or other levels must be completely avoided to provide a
friendly platform for dialogue and collaboration. All this
requires a serious theological reflection and re-formulation of
the place and function of other religions in the plan of God’s
salvation revealed in Christ and celebrated in the Church.

In the realm of inter-religious dialogue and cordiality the
church of Sri Lanka has much to learn from the neighbour_mg
churches in the Indian sub-continent and from other Asian
and South Asian nations. The Sri Lankan leadership must
open itself to receive insights and inspiratic:n from the Asian
theologians, from the Christian Council of Asia(CCA) and from
the FABC. It is not the church of Rome but the churches
of Asia that share the same struggle and confront the same
issues and problems that affect the church of Sri Lanka,
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particularly in matters related to other religions. In seeking
this fraternal assistance the church of Sri Lanka will best
experience the sense of the universal church.

The church leadership must also realize that inter-religious
dialogue and co-operation cannot be sought by pronouncing
theories and promulgating pious words. It is through concrete
action that inter-religious dialogue can be cemented. In a
country that has a vast majority of non-Christians the
Catholic church cannot be content and complacent with
unilateral decisions on inter-religious dialogue. It must emerge
from lived experience coupled with action. In recent years
the Catholic hierarchy has actively engaged itself in the
promotion of several social development projects with the help
of Catholic funding agencies from the west. In spite of the
good results that the church is able to achieve through these
programmes, the overall image projected by the Sri Lankan
church goes only to conform its western affinities and trans-
national strength. This leaves much room for misconceptions
on the part of other religions. However a joint inter-religious
undertaking of social development projects will not only
strengthen the bonds of inter-religious unity but will also
serve as an antidote to alleviate the mutual mistrust and
suspicions. Thus in the long run it would help to create an

atmosphere that is conducive for a better rapproachment
between the religions.

The bishops may also consider that as a means of fostering
I_Jetter understanding and acceptance among the religions, they
invite non-Christian religious leaders and representatives for
major religious events in the church not merely as ceremonial
invitees but as participants and collaborators in a common
task. Their voice and opinion about the church, its mission
and other endeavours must be carefully listened to by the
bishops E}qd others who share the leadership of the Christian
communities. ~ Even such national events as synods and
pro.vmmal councils non-Christian religious leaders must be
invited at least as observers. It is only through such concrete
gestures of reciprocal openness that the existing mistrust and
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suspicions between the different religions can be overcome
in order to forge a constructive bond of fellowship.

All {eljgiops professed in Sri Lanka recognize the presence
of the divine in the human persons. They meet with God
in the poor and in the needy. Their religious scriptures and
teachings promote the values of peace and freedom, human
dignity and justice. They all underline the importance of
service and selflessness. There is a remarkable unity in the
soteriological goal proclaimed by these religions. Their path
and emphasis may vary but they all promise an ultimate
liberation from misery and pain, hopelessness and destitution.
Unless the church is willing to recognize these liberative
dimensions so clearly entwined in these religions, and seek
to develop this forum of liberation as a common platform
of religious action for the emancipation of the whole person
and of every person, its critique of other religions from the
angle of social consciousness will not be effective and
credible.®4 The church must unequivocally show its willingness
to be at the service and support of truth no matter who
utters it.

The church has much to learn from other religions not
only in terms of spirituality and cult but more on the level
of social integration and cultural assimilation. It is customary
for scholars to refer to Buddhism and Hinduism as indigenous
religions even though all religions practised in Sri Lanka were
brought from outside. Buddhism for instance manifested an
extraordinary flexibility in accommodating itself to the social
and political climes. The church has much to Iearn_ from
Buddhism as the latter once learned from Christianity, to
contextualize its message, mission and ministry.

In the last three decades (1960-1990) the Catholic leader-
ship and the church as a whole have come a long way on the
path of national integration. Through various ways of active
involvement and participation the bishops togetper W.lth the
Christian communities have realized the need to 1nten51fy aqd
develop . this spirit of contextual solidarity. But there 1s still
much more to be done. It requires a prophetic vision, a
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hopeful and courageous leadership, and -abovc all a gel'{uine
sense of openness and receptivity to the Spirit and thg {cadlness
for change according to the movements of the Spirit.

E. THE CHURCH AS PEACE-MAKER:
PROBLEMS AND PROSPECTS

With the horrors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki slowly
fading away at the backdrop of this blood-stained century,
the World-Church is gently entering the threshold of the third
millenium of the Christian era. Even in this last decade of
this agony-filled century, we find our human family engaging
itself in internecine warfares and interminable battles. From
Beirut to Belfast, Somalia to Sri Lanka, Bosnia to Burma,
Rwanda to El Salvador - one may go on expanding the list,
we still hear the groaning cries of people crushed under the
weight and weariness of war.

The most astounding phenomenon that haunts an ordinary
human mind is that at the heart of many a blood-letting
conflict is the sacred reality called “religion” soaked in human
blood. Indeed, behind every national or civil strife that we
hear about, there is one or many of the world’s leading
religions directly or indirectly fuelling this wretchedness.
This is equally true of the Asian continent that takes pride

of being the cradle of some of the most ancient religions
of the world.

All religions that were born and cradled in Asia are
ideologically committed to non-violence and uphold the virtues
of compassion and love toward all human beings and the
entirety of creation. They emphasize the importance of
promoting justice, peace and truth as integral to the core
and content of their scriptures. But in actual practice religious
sen_t.l_mentality sometimes bordering on fanaticism has made
religions to play the role of agent provacatear and had led
to extremist forms of violence and hatred between commu-
nities. Individually and collectively some of the major
religions practised in Asia have often failed to be an emollient
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of \_fiolence and destruction. In situations of ethnic, communal
racial and religious riots or mayhem, even the ofﬁéial religiou;
leadership of many nations have either been silent spectators
or have responded with pious platitudes on penance and
prayer. A major truth that emanates from these conflicts is
that religions despite their claim of sacredness have shameful]

failed to restore some of the most fundamental human valuez
that were torn to shreds in recent decades. |

1. CHURCH: A SIGN AND SACRAMENT OF PEACE

_ .Announcing and making peace through its prophetic
ministry of proclamation; celebrating and sharing it through
the medium of liturgical action and living it in religious,
charismatic and basic Christian communities as an eschato.
logical anticipation has been an integral part of the ecclesial
tradition going back to the early centuries of Christianity.

The Church’s commitment for peace flows from its very
essence. If peace is threatened in a place where the church
is called to exercise its ministry, the church has an obligation
and a missionary responsibility to seek and restore the value
of peace. As an announcer and promoter of peace the
Church, has been entrusted with the task of being a sign and
a sacrament of peace. The inner life of the members of the
Church, their shared-life and celebration must embody the
most sacred and salient aspects of peace.

Enamelled by the political exigencies of recent times,
the pursuit of peace has confined itself within the political
arena, but peace and national reconciliation cannot become
lasting realities unless they pervade the social, cultural,
economic and religious spheres with the same fervour and
intensity. Peace cannot be nurtured and protected exclusively
as a political product within the domain of statecraft and
politics, it should be allowed to exude into the whole terrain
of social institutions and relationships.

As a community entrusted with the mandate to proclaim
and make peace, the Church has a moral duty to challenge
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the existing socio-political and economic conditions that have
domesticated the potential for peace. Even religions have
been manipulated and used to whip up communal and .ofther
divisive feelings with ulterior political motives. Religions
have been used to serve political creeds some of which are
harmful and hurtful to humanity and to the very core and
content of religion itself.

Religious revivalism ha&s become a very visible and arti-
culate phenomenon in the post colonial states of South Asia.
However productive these may be, the Church as a collective
body of persons transcending the boundaries of ethnic and
racial narrowness has a duty to proclaim the fact that no
religious revival in the coming decades will be worth its value
without giving a concrete and firm commitment for peace.

In this context the Sri Lankan Catholic leadership’s
appeal for peace as contained in their letter entitled “The
Nation in Crisis” is a fitting and timely contribution in the
direction of peace.95 The belated but positive efforts made
by the Catholic hierarchy to promote peace across the ethnic
divide should be viewed and interpreted in light of the Church’s
perennial ministry of ‘‘shalomization” demanded by its
founder. In this context it is also necessary to underline the
commitment for peace as enshrined in other religions that
are practised in Sri Lanka for several centuries.

2. RELIGIONS AND THE QUEST FOR PEACE IN
SRI LANKA

At the surface as well as in deeper levels the four religions
professed by Sri Lankans differ in doctrines and dogmas, in
cult and rituals, forms of prayer and humanitarian concerns.
They may even differ in their belief systems and in what they
teach or hold about the origin and destiny of human life or
of creation. - But all four religions repeatedly refer to their
sacred scriptures as sign-posts of justice, truth and peace.
These. holy books teach about peace as the essential ingredient
of rehgi.ous faith. Expanding our horizon, we may say that
the various religions professed and practised in Sri Lanka
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may have very few doctrinal points for any theological con-
census, compromise or even comparison. But that is not t]:lc
need of the hour. The need of the hour is peace with dignity
and justice. And when we look back at the four major
religions practised here with this view in mind we find
extremely relevant points of convergence.

All four religions rightly uphold the value of peace and
strive to attain peace in all its purity and perfection through
the practice of meditation and the offering of sacrifices. The
mushrooming of Ashrams and meditation centres and the
traditional respect for monks and mystics, gurus and risis are
yet another indirect proof of this thirst and quest for peace
in all its exterior and interior dimensions. No wonder that
the search for peace has become a common bridge that had
made many religious persons to look beyond and search
beyond the boundaries of their specific religious traditions.
We are living in an era when we find a common quest for
Truth and peace articulated by many sincere persons.

People seek peace through prayer and penance and in
silence and solitude. No Christian Eucharist is complete
without an actual experience and symbolic sharing of peace.
Rooted as it is in the ancient Jewish custom of greeting
with wish of “‘Shalom”, or Peace is the parting gift that
Jesus gave to his disciples, He said, “my peace I leave
with you, my peace I give unto you”. Moslems always
greet each other with the words “Salaam Aleicum” mean-
ing Peace be with you brother. In this greeting, reaching
back to olden days peace is wished in all its beauty, fulness
and richness. Peace is wished as the prime gift of the day
and of every day, as perfection, happiness and prosperity.
The silent and serene sage Gautama Buddha was himself a
personification of peace in all its life giving dimensions. His
method of Dhyan (Chen in Chinese and Zen in Japanese)
stands for the vibrant stillness of tranquility and peace. The
eight fold path and the four noble truths are prescribed from
B_uddha’s own lived experience of the depth of peace that
his followers may also reach the profundity of the everlasting
peace of nibbana and the samadhi of Shanthi,
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If Buddhism fails to generate the kind of energy that is
required to sustain and nurture peace in Sri Lanka, then
peace will never be a permanent reality. It should flow from
a genuine love for the precepts and prescriptions of that
noble religion as pronounced by its sacred founder-father,
Lord Buddha.

For a Hindu devotee, no prayer is valid unless it is
stamped by the desire to live in peace within oneself, with
the whole of creation and with the creator. Om Shanthi is
sung thrice at the end of prayer and meditation sessions, thus
indicating that every encounter with the Divine results in an
ineffable experience of peace. Despite this rich and realistic
concept of peace that is enshrined in almost all religions in
Sri Lanka, one often hears the groans of the weight and
weariness of war. One hears the agonising cries of innocent
children crushed by inhuman conditions created by conflicts
and hostilities. Is this state of affairs not an indictment on our
religious professions and practice? As a perennial human quest
peace cannot be confined within cult and ritual or as sacred
symbol or ideal devoid of life, praxis and vitality. Sailing
through the turbulent seas of South Asia it is in the port of
peace that the leadership and agents of all religions can come
to anchor and begin their ministry of renewal and reconciliation.

Against this backdrop any religious legitimation of war
on any grounds by any religion renders that religion irrelevant

to the progress and full development of humanity and even
of the whole of created realities. |

. For the Sri Lankan Church, living in a context of
disastrous turmoils and devastating human miseries, inter-
religious dialogue should not be confined to the comfortable
precincts of sacred places and religious mansions. With several
thousand homeless, with thousands groaning under the weight
of poverty, wanton blood-shed and death, dialogue cannot
scf:k a mere enhancement of academic scholarship or inter-
elite cordiality. Dialogue cannot be narrowly understood as
spiritually edifying pietistic conversations between religious
people. Rather, inter-religious dialogue so enthusiastically
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initiated by the Church should help to discern the prospects
for peace found in other religions and must ceaselessly promote
them in a spirit of mutual respect and reverence to each others’

spiritual heritage.

Religions have a collective responsibility of sensitising the
political powers to the needs of the people, that these powers
may respond adequately and with a sense of social and
distributive justice. Inter-ethnic conflict partly fuelled by
religion has become a sordid reality in Sri Lanka. It is
therefore necessary that religions should re-examine their
societal and cultural responsibility vis-a-vis their socio-
spiritual and humanitarian claims.96

3. MULTI-CULTURALISM AND PEACE THROUGH
RELIGIONS

In a pluralist society, when religions combined with
culture seek to become hegemonic, it invariably becomes a
source of conflict. In multi-cultural societies, when one
particular culture seeks ascendency over others, it inescapably
tends to sow the seeds of division and provokes competition.
Promotion of cultures can wittingly or unwittingly degenerate
into cultural chauvinism. In such circumstances, religion
which survives on cultural heritage should take the initiative
to harmonize cultures and should endeavour to bring concord
between, tradition and modernity, past and present, indi-
vidualism and community.

The Church’s commitment to social Justice can never be
replaced with liturgy. Through its active and assertive
participation with persons and groups that work for peace
with justice, the Church should champion a new form of value-
education by re-enlivening the creative potentials enshrined
in other religions. The Church in this respect should function
with the conviction that in multi-cultural societies peace can
be brought more tangibly by “religious people” than by
religious systems. By its own witness the Church must
denounce the contemporary culture of consumerism and
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materialism and emphasize the need for spiritual abundance
through austere living.

By its own willingness to respect and celebrate cultural
diversity, the Church must help to re-discover the richness
of multiculturalism as manifestive of human creativity and
inventiveness. It is in this sense that the Church’s efforts at
inculturation should be lived, promoted and fostered. In-
culturation should become the prophetic means of harmonising
cultures as a way of facilitating peace between and among
religions without violating their specific cultural palimpsests.
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CONCLUSION

This study has been undertaken with the contention that
any theology which claims to be authentically contextual
must emerge from a contextualized church. In order to
establish the basic ingredients of the process of contextual-
ization, we examined this concept against the dense background
of its theological origin and historical development.

We then proceeded to investigate the Sri Lankan context
from the angles of its political history, socio-religious com-
position and cultural ethos. Having clarified the concept of
contextualization and the proper locus of contextualization,
we examined the method and pattern of ecclesial contextuali-
zation envisaged by the bishops in the three decades beginning
with the Second Vatican Council. We set about on our
analysis stating that the official documents published by the
Catholic hierarchy within this thirty year period (1960-
1990) contain the programs visualized, the methods adopted
and the approaches embarked upon by them toward reali-
zing this goal. Our final chapter which is a critique of the
attempts at contextualization undertaken by the bishops
illustrates further our conviction that it is only a contextua-
lized church that can truly be the matrix of any theology that
claims to be contextual.

In the course of our analysis we also stated that our
effort to understand the Sri Lankan church and its search
for a contextual theology should be seen in the light of the
creative theological quest that has received conscious arti-
culation in the Asian continent as well as in Africa and Latin
America. This quest requires that theologising must not only
follow a different method but it must also have a different
character. The two are determined by the context. In the
third world, theologians are less inclined today to define
theology as a purely speculative undertaking. To some extent
this attitude is also true of Europe and North America. For
example the theologians who gathered in Belgium in 1972, at
a World Congress on Theology, described theology in the
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following words: “it is a reflection of Christians upon their
faith and their Christian experience in a particular time and
culture. Hence only Christian communities, involved in the
life of the contemporary world, taking active responsibility
within their society can fashion the theology of the future”."

In order to be relevant and meaningful to the context
theology must seek to articulate the contours of ecclesial life
in all its vicissitudes. It must facilitate the process of dialogue
between every aspect of the socio-cultural, political and
religious traditions at work in a given social ensemble. Descri-
bing the function of theology Rene Laurentin said:

the function of theology should be to elucidate the
meaning of charity at work in economic, political and
cultural structures and the significance of earthly values
and their import on man’s destiny. And that process of
elucidation has to occur at the very centre and of the
gestation and birth pangs that contemporary world is
suffering today. It implies a renovation and in a certain
sense a reconversion of ecclesiology, from a closed to an
open socity, from the static to the dynamic, from the
ecclesiastical to the Cosmic. 2

Seen from this perspective it is the concrete historical
reality with all its religio-cultural diversities and social rami-
fications that becomes the locus of theology. It has been
demonstrated by us already that the Sri Lankan Catholic
h1e1:archy did undertake a pastoral program of reform and
revival with the view to be responsive to the Sri Lankan
national context. Their very act of responding to this multi-
fageted context unfolds a particular theoligical method and
orientation. To some measure the bishops were successful

iln their efforts and enterprises. But much remains to be
one.

The bishops must make every possible effort to revive the
Io_ca_l church. They must aim at making this church self-
ministering, self-governing and self-supporting.  Its liturgy
and prayer, proclamation and celebration must embody the
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struggles and aspirations of the people to whom this chl!rch
is called to be a sign of salvation and a light of illumination.

Authentic ecclesial contextualization demands a radical
change in the existing patterns of pastoral ministry, diocesan
and parish structures. The present structure of ministries and
parish-system are not only foreign to the local clime but
have also their roots in the post-medieval period. With such
worn-out structures the church in Sri Lanka will not be able
to give adequate response to the needs and problems of
contemporary societies. The growing sense of individualism
evidenced in the Christian communities is a clear sign of the
failures of the existing parish-system. A creative re-structuring
of the parish system is essential to promote the fundamental
evangelical ideals of koinonia and diakonia.

In its practical sense ecclesial contextualization should be
seen as integral to the process of self-evangelization and
re-evangelization. It should continue to remind the Christian
communities that unless a community is deeply rooted in the
culture and has a sense of solidaity with the socio-cultural
milieu, with all its miseries and failures, triumphs and achieve-
ments that community will not be able to integrate itself in
that society. Unless these communities speak a language that
is understandable to the listeners it would only make in-
effectual sounds.

Contextualization requires an active openness to the Spirit
of God who is the source of movement and change. The
Spirit blows wherever it wills. Contextualization in that sense
is not a mere human endeavour. It is an expression of radical
openness in hope and faith to the Spirit of Christ. This
docility to the Spirit calls for originality, creativity, imagin-
ation and inventiveness. If the church believes in the Spirit
as the source of goodness and the author of new life, then
it must manifest a deep sense of reverence for all that is good
and valuable in other religions and cultures. The church
must learn to discern the presence of the Spirit in them.
Contextualization proposes a true metanoia, a radical change
of heart and mind, attitudes and assumptions. It calls for a
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positive and hopeful approach to life and realit}f and a!l_that
promotes the quality of human life on earth, in a spirit of
deep solidarity with the whole of creation.

A frame-work of contextualization that is realistic would
unveil the fact that mission in the future cannot concern
itself with numerical conversions and territorial expansions.
That period of conversion is over. Followers of (_)ther
religions will encounter the Church, in their normal, ordmgry
day to day affairs. This encounter can be a transforming
and challenging experience only when they see in the Church
the presence of Christ realized and experienced in the meaning-
ful forms and life-witness expressed in an understandable
language, symbols, signs and gestures.

A contextual approach demands and requires a radical
rupture with the past and a genuine insertion into the present
with a clear vision for the future. A creative recognition of
pluralism in all its richness and the desire to seek unity in
diversity not only within one single religious tradition but
amidst a plurality of religions, theologies and spiritualities
will become imperative. Politics and philosophy, marketing
and management, commerce and cultural studies must be
blended harmoniously in the intuitive process of developing

a theological content in a manner that is relevant to the times,
climes and needs.

Seminary formation, priestly training and function will
demand a more innovative form of change and reformation.
Social, environmental and humanitarian sciences will have to
replace gradually the medieval scholastic jargons as the basis of
theological sciences, thereby providing an environment cond-
ucive for the birth and emergence of a meaningful contextual
theology. A creative insertion of the Christian faith in
the socio-cultural and religio-political situation will provide
a fertile ground for an authentic contextual theology.

A genuine desire for an authentic contextualization will
uncover the fact that mission or evangelization is not primarily
an affair of men, women or even of the church or Christian
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communities. It is primarily the mission of God. God is
the revealer and giver of the Word. It is his WORD
announced by the Church that has the saving power and
the redeeming rigour., The Church is only a committed
partner. The mission of God is certainly deeper, wider and
greater than the mission of the Church.

The centre and pivotal point of the Church is Christ
himself. As a community united in Christ and gathered by
His Spirit, the Church is called to represent humanity in its
«redeemed”’ existence. It is for this reason that in the Second
Vatican Council the functional role of the Church has been
described as a ‘‘universal Sacrament of salvation.” The
Church is thus entrusted with the mission of heralding God’s
kingdom and summoning all peoples irrespective of the
divisions of race class, colour and creed to share the umity
and fellowship lived and proclaimed by Christ.

The understanding of the Church as a visible “sign”
and a ‘‘sacrament’ has far-reaching theological implications
and consequences for the mission of the Church, especially
in the context of inculturation and inter-faith dialogue, and
to the entirety of contextualization.

The universal Church which does not and cannot exist
as a visible and perceptible reality in time and space, cannot
also be a “visible sign and sacrament of salvation”, but the
local churches can and must. This conviction should summon
the local church of Sri Lanka to become a real event, by truly
incarnating itself in the soil and by entering into the main-
stream of social life and expressing its faith and worship
from elements drawn from its religio-cultural heritage. Only
in this manner can the church offer a genuine and self-effacing
service in full solidarity and responsible participation.

The “SIGN” aspect of the local churches unveil an
important dimension of Christian life. A sign is something
that points to a reality other than itself and often out-side
of itself. Spelt out more concretely, a sign becomes functional
and relevant by not being self-oriented or self-centred. The
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sign aspect of the church therefore places the local church
of Sri Lanka in a very precarious position. It constantly
invites the church for a kenotic or emptying experience and
calls for an undoing of all forms of triumphalism and self-
seeking.

On the other hand, on a more positive note, a sign has
an irstructional, directive and orientational function. In order
to perform these functions powerfully, the church must
ceaselessly seek to be a genuine representative of humanity
in all its religio-cultural pluriformities and ethno-socia] divers-
ities. If Christianity confines itself only to a single culture,
nation or people, the Church will fail to manifest its true
nature as a “‘universal sacrament of salvation”. It would
lack what may be termed as “semiological catholicity”, i.e.
universality in its function as a sign.

The universality of Christian faith becomes recognized
as a living and functional reality only when it is able to manifest
its inexhaustible openness and receptivity among all peoples
and cultures. In other words the task of evangelization is
not to Christianize Sri Lanka, but to Sri Lankanize the
Christian faith, in order that we may cheerfully offer back
to the Father, with praise and thanks-giving, the gifts we have
received from him as Sri Lankans. That is we wish to adorn
the universality of the Church by offering the pluriformity of

our ethno-cultural and religious gifts that God himself has
bestowed upon this nation and our ancestors, 3

Such a process invites the church to a soul-searching
reflection on the beliefs and practices in a society and to
“discern what is life-giving from what is life-destroying™, 4
As an ongoing process contextualization should not be allowed
to degenerate into provincialism and sectarianism, rather the
process of contextualization should nurture and uphold the
universality and catholicity of the Church by bringing the
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bogged down and engrossed by worn-out forms and structures
and enables the Spirit of Christ to act freely and gloriously.

Finally it is only through an effective and authentic
process of contextualization that the entire church of Sri
Lanka would be able to bear credible witness to the saving
love of God revealed in Christ. For, in its mission the church
must convincingly express that Christ the Son of God who
comes to be with his people in Sri Lanka comes not from
Europe but from the Father - bringing always the GOOD
NEWS OF SALVATION.

NOTES

L1 ]

1. As quoted by D. S. Amalorpavadass, in “Theology of Evangelization ..”,
p. 32.

2. Rene Laurentin, Liberation, Development and Salvation, trans. C. Underhill
Quinn, Orbis Books, Maryknoll, N.Y., 1972, p. 212.

3 See A. J. V. Chandrakanthan, “Evangelization in the Multi-cultural and
Pluri-religious Context of Sri Lanka”, in ZMR, Munster, 75(1991), No. 2,
pp. 144-146.

4. P. Drego, “Inculturation’” a talk delivered at the Bima II meeting of
the FABC (Trivandrum, India, Dec. 1980), (mimeographed), p. 6.
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