OUR MINISTRY AND INTERRELIGIOUS DIALOGUE 
Introduction                                                                                  Terence Farias S.J.  
On 12 March 2000, the Holy Father, John Paul II, in a public function  at the Vatican,  in a dramatic gesture of humility, asked pardon  from the world, and from  God, for the  sins of the Church  during the  past millennium.  This gesture was  part of  the celebrations of the Jubilee Year. Among the sins he mentioned,  one was regarding  the relationship of the Church with the believers of other religions.  He acknowledged  that the Church had not always acted in a just manner with them during the last  millennium.

When one is sorry for one’s sins it shows that one wants to change one’s ways for the better.  So when the Church is sorry for the way  she sometimes treated people of other faiths in the past, it means that she  wants to change her ways,  and bring them more in line with the values of the Gospel and the example of Jesus. This  gesture of the Pope perhaps would not have been there if it  were not for the special grace  which the Church received  at  Vatican II, - the grace of inter-religious  dialogue, in which the Church realized that people of other faiths are not   competitors with Christians,  rather they are collaborators, both called to work together towards building up the  Kingdom of God. It may  not be wrong to say that this grace  has not yet been sufficiently understood and  appropriated  by  the members of  the Church.
Religious Plurality in the World
Religious plurality is a fact in the modern world, which is brought to  our notice more and more. Of the about six billion  people in this world, Christians form about 33%.  Of that figure, Catholics count for 18 % and other Christians 15%. Muslims number 17%, Hindus 13%, Buddhists 7% and Jews 0.5%. There are also others who follow Traditional Religions, like Sikhism, Jainism, Zoroastrianism, Bah’ism, and Shintoism. What meaning and what opportunity does this rich ethnic cultural and religious pluralism that characterizes God’s world today have for our lives and for our mission of evangelization?  And how do we respond to the racism, cultural prejudice, religious fundamentalism and intolerance that mark so much of today’s world.?

The Church and Interreligious Dialogue
Church, in Vatican II, encourages all to move beyond prejudice and bias, whether historical, cultural, social or theological,  in order to cooperate wholeheartedly with all  men and women of good will in promoting peace, justice, harmony, human rights and respect for all of God’s creation.  This is to  be done especially through dialogue with those  inspired by religious commitment, or who share a sense of transcendence that opens them to universal values.  “The Church therefore, urges her sons (and daughters) to enter  with prudence and charity into discussion and collaboration with members of other religions.  Let Christians, while witnessing to their own faith and way of life acknowledge, preserve and encourage the spiritual and moral truths found among non-Christians, also their social life and culture.” ( NA 2)  Speaking  of our relations with the Muslims the Council said: “Over the centuries many quarrels and dissensions have arisen between Christians and Muslims.  The sacred Council now pleads with all to forget the past, and urges that a sincere effort be made to achieve mutual understanding; for the benefit of all men, (and women) let them together preserve and promote peace, liberty, social justice and moral values. (N.A. 3)
Pope John Paul II, both in his teaching and  personal example,  promoted interreligious dialogue in an eminent way. He insisted that dialogue is not a tactical move of  self-interest, but  “is demanded by  deep respect for everything that has been brought about in human beings by the Spirit who blows where he wills.” (Redemptoris Missio, 56) Due to this activity of the Spirit, other religions “constitute a positive challenge for the Church: they stimulate her both to discover and to acknowledge the signs of Christ’s presence and of the working of the Spirit, as well as to examine more deeply her own identity and to bear witness to the fullness of Revelation which she has received for the good of all.” (RM 56) In his pastoral visits to different countries, he made it a point  to meet and address the leaders of other religions and thus established a rapport with them and built  a fund of good will.
Meaning of Interreligious Dialogue
It is a fact that in history, sometimes  religions, including Christianity, have played  divisive, exploitative and conflictual roles. In this context,  dialogue seeks to develop the unifying and liberating potential of all religions, thus showing the relevance of religion to human well-being, justice and world peace.   Because of modern communications,  travel facilities and  migration,  our world has become a global village   and so we need to relate to people of other religions  positively, because  they have become our neighbors. The common elements of our religious heritages and our human concerns force us to establish ever closer ties based on universally accepted ethical values. Dialogue is a positive activity in its own right, having its own  requirements and dignity and  is never to be made a strategy to elicit  conversions. In today’s world to be religious is to be interreligious in the sense that a positive relationship with believers of other faiths is a  requirement after  Vatican II, in a world of religious pluralism.
Our contact and interaction in dialogue with believers of other religions  help us to respect the plurality of religions as the human response to God’s salvific work in peoples and cultures.  It makes us realize that God,   who wants all people to be saved,  leads believers of all religions to the harmony of the Reign of God in ways known  to him alone. His spirit is in continuous dialogue  with them. “Interreligious dialogue at its deepest level is always a dialogue of salvation, because it seeks to discover, clarify and understand better the signs of the age-long dialogue which God maintains with humanity.”
  Interreligious dialogue therefore is our cooperation with God’s ongoing dialogue with humanity by which we let God be present in our midst, for as we open ourselves to one another, we open ourselves to God  Himself.  It is therefore a work desired by God, an integral element of the Church’s evangelizing mission, which finds expression  in our ministry.
Further, dialogue helps us to be conscious of the plurality of spiritual experiences in diverse religions.  It helps us to  recognize that  these religions are graced with an authentic experience of the self-communication of the divine Word and  of the saving presence of the divine Spirit. With love and conviction we share   our experience  of Jesus Christ, the uniquely concrete revelation of the divine Word and the universally significant outpouring of the divine Spirit, with our sisters and brothers of other religions, for  “we are all pilgrims setting out to find God in human hearts.”
  
We are very much aware that  the world in which we live in and work,  is a world in which the problems of injustice, exploitation and destruction of the environment have taken on global dimensions.  Unfortunately  religions have also been responsible for these sinful elements. Hence our  commitment to promote justice, peace, human rights and the protection of the environment has to be made in collaboration  with the believers of other religions. We believe that, just as religions can be misused for negative purposes, so also because of their  liberating potential, they can and indeed be used, through interreligious collaboration, for positive purposes to create a more humane  world.  Jesus  focused on the human person as the centre of religious beliefs and practices.   Hence commitment to integral human liberation, especially of the poor, becomes the meeting point of world religions in interreligious dialogue. “Christians will join hands with all men and women of good will and work together in order to bring about a more just and peaceful society in which the poor will be the first to be served.” 

Basis for Interreligious Dialogue
For any dialogue, for any collaboration with people of other faiths, we need a common basis, something that will bring us together and motivate us to cooperate  in a common venture. What is it?  The common values that we have , the common vision for the world  which different religions have form this firm basis.  In the past  unfortunately  we have focused  our attention on what  separated us and what divided us from  the believers of  other religions. But now,  Vatican II exhorts us to  focus our attention on  what is common to us and what unites us, of course without  denying the fact that  we do have differences.
The  Council points out    the fact that all men and women have the  same origin and destiny,  and thus form but one  community, and  also  have the same questions in their minds  regarding the meaning of life, and this fact forms a  strong basis for interreligious dialogue: “All men (and women) form but one community.  This is so  because all stem from the one stock which God created to people the entire  earth, and also because all share in a common destiny, namely God.  His providence, evident goodness, and saving designs extend to all  men ( and women)  ……..Men ( and women)  look to their different religions for an answer to the unsolved riddles of human existence.  The problems that weigh heavily on the hearts of men  ( and women)  are the same today as in the ages past.  What is man?  What is the meaning and purpose of life? What is upright behavior, and what is sinful? Where does suffering originate, and what end does it serve?  How can genuine happiness be  found?  What happens at death? What is judgment?  What reward follows death? And finally, what is the ultimate mystery, beyond human explanation, which embraces our entire existence, from which we take our origin and towards which we tend?” (NA 1) 

 “We  cannot truly pray to God the Father of all if we treat any people in other than brotherly fashion, for all men (and women) are created in God’s image.  Man’s  (and woman’s) relation to God the Father and their relation to their fellowmen (and fellow-women), are so dependent on each other that the Scripture says ‘he who does not love, does not know God’. ( NA 5)
 Vatican  II  itself,  in this spirit, points out to  some of the values we Christians have in common with some of the  World Religions:

Hinduism: “ In Hinduism men (and women) explore the divine mystery and express it both in the limitless riches of myth and the accurately defined insights of philosophy.  They seek release from the trials of present life by ascetical practices, profound meditation and recourse to God in confidence and love.” (NA 2)

Buddhism: “Buddhism in its various forms testifies to the essential inadequacy of this changing world.  It proposes a way of life by which men can, with confidence and trust, attain a state of perfect liberation and reach supreme illumination either through their own efforts or by the aid of divine help.” (NA 2)

 Islam:  “ The Church has also a high regard for the Muslims.  They worship God, who is one, living and subsistent, merciful and almighty, the Creator of heaven and earth, who has also spoken to men (women).   They strive to submit themselves without reserve to the hidden decrees of God, just as Abraham submitted himself to God’s plan, to whose faith Muslims eagerly link their own.  Although not acknowledging him as God, they worship Jesus as  prophet, his virgin Mother they also honor, and even at times devoutly invoke.   Further, they await the day of judgment and the reward of God following the resurrection of the dead.  For this reason they highly esteem an upright life and worship God, especially by way of prayer, alms-deeds and  fasting.” ( NA. 3)

Judaism: “Sounding the depths of the mystery which is the Church, this sacred Council remembers the spiritual ties which link the people of the New Covenant to the stock of Abraham…….The Church cannot forget that she received the revelation of the Old Testament by way of that people with whom  God in his inexpressible mercy established the ancient covenant.”

“Likewise, the Church keeps ever before her mind the words of the apostle Paul about his kinsmen: “they are Israelites, and to them belong the sonship, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the promises;  to them belong the patriarchs, and of their race according to the flesh, is the  Christ” (Rom 9:4-5) the son  of the virgin Mary.  She is mindful, moreover, that the apostles, the pillars on which the Church stands, are of Jewish descent, as are  any of those early disciples who proclaimed the Gospel of Christ to the world.” ( NA 4)

  John Paul II, in his ministry, stressed the fact that dialogue is based on the common paternity of God as well as on the universal presence of the  Spirit.
In his Apostolic Letter  Tertio Millennio Adveniente,  he invited the attention of the Church to the person of God the Father, by whom Jesus Christ was sent and to whom he has returned.   Church  has to broaden the horizons of believers, so that the whole of Christian life may be seen as a great pilgrimage to the house of the Father, a journey of  faith  which  “takes place in the heart of each person, extends to the believing community  and then reaches to the whole humanity.  (n 49)

  On 19 May,1999  the Holy Father in his General Audience said: “The universal fatherhood of God, revealed in Jesus Christ, spurs us also to dialogue with religions outside Abraham’s stock.  This dialogue offers a wealth of themes and challenges, when we think, for example, of Asian cultures deeply imbued with religious spirit, or  of African traditional religions, which are a source of wisdom and life for so many people. At the root of the Church’s   encounter with world religions there is a discernment of their specific features, that is, of the way they approach the mystery of God the Savior, the ultimate Reality of human life.  Every religion, in fact. presents itself as a search for salvation and offers ways to attain it.  Dialogue presupposes the certitude that man, created in the God’s image, is also the privileged place of his saving presence.”

In Redemptoris Missio,   John  Paul II  points out that the  mission of the Church is God’s work, the work of the  Spirit.  The presence and activity of the Spirit is “universal and is not limited by space and time.  The Spirit offers men and women,  the possibility of  sharing in the Paschal Mystery in a manner known to God  alone. The Spirit affects not only the individual, but also society and history, peoples, cultures and religions.  It is this universal  presence and activity of the Spirit that makes the Church to respect other religions, for every  authentic prayer is  prompted by the  Holy Spirit.  This universal activity of the  Spirit is not  to be separated from  his particular activity within the  Church.  Through dialogue, the Spirit  enables  the Church to  discover in other religions, his gifts, foster them and receive them”. ( RM. 28, 29)
In the words of  the Kyoto Conference on Religion and Peace, where different  world religions were represented:  “We discovered that the things which unite us are more important than the things which divide us.  We found that in common we possessed:     (1) A conviction of the fundamental unity of the human family, of the equality and dignity of all human beings.  (2) A feeling for the inviolability of the individual and his conscience.  (3)  A feeling for the value of the human community.  (4)  A recognition that might does not make right, that human power is not sufficient unto itself and is not absolute.  (5)  The belief that love, compassion, selflessness and the power of the spirit and of inner sincerity ultimately have greater power than hate, enmity and self interest.  (6)  A feeling of obligation to stand on the side of the poor and the oppressed against the rich and the oppressor.  (7)   A deep hope that ultimately good will be victorious.”
  
Attitudes and Prerequisites for Dialogue  

In order to enter into fruitful dialogue with members of other religions, certain human and spiritual attitudes and abilities are  required.  Following  are the more important ones among them:

· A prayerful attitude, because  interreligious dialogue is the work of the Spirit active in all the participants.

· A deep commitment to ones own faith and a desire to seek ever better expressions of it, in short, a willingness to change.

· Dialogue requires a great sense of honesty and truthfulness. We cannot meet at the level of the heart if our minds hide secret intentions or our tongues express our thoughts equivocally. 

· There must be a pervading atmosphere of a deep love for  God and love for  the other partners in the dialogue. 
· No less than the other partners of dialogue the Christian must be humble. Nobody has a monopoly of truth. We know that though graced with the knowledge and love of Jesus Christ,  we are not perfect.  We also  realize that the Spirit of God can speak to us through any of our brothers or sisters professing whatever religion.

· We need to go to dialogue in a  spirit of repentance, seeking and offering forgiveness. Repentance for the past injustices we may have committed  against people of other religions, and  forgiveness for what we may have suffered from others.

· Openness to others is another obvious requirement of  dialogue.  This means an ability to tune in and listen to different wave-lengths in the approach to God and to Reality.

Dangers to be avoided in Dialogue
Unwillingness to accept the other as different, an unjustified imputation of wrong motives to them and an attitude of suspicion, polemical spirit, the desire to score a point over the other in order to prove  him or her inferior, syncretism and  a  false desire for leveling all religious differences, are some of  the dangers to be avoided.  In no circumstances  should dialogue  be a threat to  real faith.  This could happen if the ambiguity of our language and attitudes were such that it would lead less instructed fellow Christians to bewilderment and doubt about the value of their faith. This could also happen if people take part in it who are not spiritually or doctrinally prepared. In interreligious dialogue, we should  of course, “always have our answer ready for people who ask us the reason for the hope that we all have,” but we will do this “with courtesy and respect and with a clear conscience”  (1 Pet 3. 14-16)
Forms of Dialogue

From the time of the Vatican II,  the Church has been practicing  interreligious  dialogue. Here  certain forms of dialogue  could be distinguished.  In general,  we could  identify what  could be called “interior dialogue”   and “exterior dialogue.” The former is the activity of an individual or community of a  particular  religion, sharing somehow in the religious treasures of other religions. In the words of Vatican II, it is “to assimilate the ascetic and contemplative traditions whose seeds were sometimes already planted by God in ancient cultures prior to the preaching of the Gospel.”(AG 18)  The “exterior  dialogue” consists in the actual meeting with people of other religions and working towards a common   cause of human concern, based on  the common religious values. It is obvious that the two forms are  complementary and  the one naturally leads to the other.

In  “interior dialogue”  we first instruct Christians in the religious values and categories of  other religions, for without knowledge there can be no love and collaboration; and secondly the appropriation of such values in prayer.

Religion is not only  a creed and is not learned by mere information, it is also an experience.  Vatican II demands that  in the measure of our possibilities and according to the degree of our spiritual maturity we make our own their religious experience through personal reflection and prayer. Hence an initiation into religious dialogue will demand that Christians, specially those who are well instructed and more mature, make use of such religious treasures and values in their prayer life.
“Exterior dialogue” with members of  other religions can take place at different levels and in many ways. However, the following four  forms of these seem to the prominent ones:
Dialogue of life,  where people of different religions strive to live in an open and neighborly spirit, sharing their  joys and sorrows, their  human problems and preoccupations. They  know at least basically the  religions practiced by their neighbors, and their celebrations, and appreciate whatever is good in them.  They make it a point  to greet their  neighbors of  other religions  on their feast days and celebrations.

In  dialogue of action,    Christians and others collaborate for the integral development and liberation of people. They collaborate to  fight evils such as injustice, exploitation of the poor  and the powerless, discrimination based on gender, hunger, illiteracy,  disease  or anything else which lessens human dignity. They strive collectively to promote human development.  Their collaboration is based on the common values of their respective religions.

The dialogue of theological exchange, takes place when specialists from different religions  meet and seek to deepen their understanding of their respective religious heritages, and to appreciate each other’s spiritual values.  These specialists put themselves at the service of their  respective religious communities  in order to help them engage in  dialogue.
The dialogue of religious experience, where persons of different religions, though rooted in their own  religious traditions,  come together  for common prayer  contemplation or spiritual retreats and  thus have common  religious experience. This type of dialogue  is more prevalent in  the East.
Some Guidelines
Though interreligious dialogue is very much  part of our mission, yet its practice will depend upon the local circumstances.  Each religion has its own peculiarities in  doctrine, spirituality, practices, and world perspective; hence  each religion   is a  challenge. So no universally valid guidelines can be given for the dialogue itself.  What is important is that we grow in openness to the  divine Spirit, so that we are able to relate positively to the people of other religions, and  walk as pilgrims towards the same goal   which God has set for us.  However, the following guidelines could offer an orientation to develop a culture of dialogue in our lives and ministry.    

Our spirituality should be characterized by a “deep respect for everything that has been brought about in human beings by the Spirit who blows where he wills.” (John Paul II RM  56) Consequently we must be alert to recognize  and appreciate goodness and truth found in other religions, and in the people  professing those religions. We will seek to be enriched  by the values, theological perspectives and other spiritual treasures  found in other religions.
Interreligious dialogue demands that we deepen our  own faith and commitment, because  dialogue can take place only between  people who are committed and  maintain their identity. For this purpose we need a good grounding in  Christian theology.  We also need to know the documents of  Vatican II, the papal documents, and statements  of Episcopal Conferences on  the value of dialogue.

In our  formation,  knowledge of beliefs and practices of  religions of our place is to be given through special courses and actual involvement  in a pluralistic situation.  Since the core of any religion is  God experience, in our formation,  we need to deepen our own Christian mystical experience. What   Vatican II  says about the formation of seminarians  holds good also for  religious, both men and women:  “They should also be introduced to  a knowledge of whatever other  religions are most commonly encountered in  this or that region, so that they may recognize more clearly how much  goodness and truth they possess through the Providence of God.”  (OT  16)
Our proclamation of the  Gospel must not be  triumphalistic and hurting,  but rather be sensitive to the social, religious, cultural and political background of those to whom it is addressed and also attentive to the  signs of the times through which the Spirit of God is speaking, teaching and guiding. Such sensitivity is developed through discernment and theological reflection on the place in God’s plan for the different religious traditions and the experience of those who  find in them their spiritual nourishment, it is developed  through a spirituality of dialogue.
In our commitment to justice and social action,  we work with believers of other religions in creating basic human communities founded on truth and love. In this our  collaboration  is based on the  values found in our respective religions which lead us to work towards a world of justice, peace and harmony.

Our educational institutions will instill in their students a basic understanding of and respect  for different  religions  found in the local society.  While strengthening their own faith response to God, they will  conscientize  them  on the value of interreligious collaboration.
Our pastoral service will prepare  our Christians for dialogue, and to be  concerned with people beyond the limits of our own community. It will  make them understand that  the Church is a community on pilgrimage journeying with peoples of other faiths towards the Kingdom that is to come.
In the Church we do have experts who have studied  a particular religion in depth, and thus are a  help to  promote the ministry of dialogue.   These not only  engage in honest,  respectful dialogue with experts in other religious traditions,  but also communicate the fruits of this dialogue to the Christian community. They testify that  in this process not only their faith has deepened,  but also their respect  for the spirituality of other religions  has grown.    However, given the task ahead, their number  is inadequate.
Conclusion
Dialogue fosters a  spirituality of its own.   It is a way of living  our dialogue with God by being in dialogue with his children. Such spirituality is based on a deep faith experience of God whose ways are hidden from the understanding of the human  eye and yet are always forms of salvation.   It requires a great  love of our neighbor such as Jesus demands from his disciples, not only a love of our family or friends, but also of the most distant stranger who in some way crosses our path.  The dialogue spirituality is also  a pilgrimage of hope – hope that the dream of Jesus for God’s Kingdom can be realized slowly  as history marches on;  and hope that this history will culminate in a new form of existence wherein the meaning and significance of each religion will be revealed and all will find their fulfillment in the ultimate vision of the Divine Mystery when God will be everything to everyone.
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