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FABC at Fifty Years:
Negotiating Challenges and Seizing Opportunities

JonathanVY. Tan

This article explores the five decades of the Federation of Asian
Bishops Conferences (FABC) theological legacy in its diverse
statements and documents. Over this period, the FABC has been
articulating anew way of being church — church as a* community of
communities” in anticipation of synodality, doing theology, and
bearing witness to Jesus and God's Reign in the intercultural and
plurireligious societiesacrossAsia. Itsmany statementsand documents
speak of the need to listen to the active presence and saving power of
God's Spirit at work in the multitudes of Asia, so to be ableto witness
the salvific message of Jesus and the presence of God's Reign in a
threefold dialogue with the cultures, religions, and marginalizing life
experiences across postcolonial Asia. It addresses the issues of
harmony amidst much cultural and religiousstrife, aswell asharmony
and care for the environment predating Laudato S’.

JonathanY. TanistheArchbishop Paul. J. Hallinan Professor of Catholic

Studies at Case Western Reserve University in Cleveland, Ohio, USA,
and author of Christian Mission Among the Peoples of Asia (Orbis

Abbreviations used:

FAPAI:  GaudencioB. Rosalesand C.G Arévalo, eds., For All The Peoples
of Asia: Federation of Asian Bishops Conferences Documents
From1970-1991 (Maryknoll, NY: OrbisBooks, 1992).

FAPAII:  Franz-Josef Eilers, ed., For All The Peoples of Asia \olume 2:
Federation of Asian Bishops Conferences Documents From 1992-
1996 (Quezon City: Claretian Publications, 1997).

FAPAIII: Franz-Josef Eilers, ed., For All The Peoples of Asia \Volume 3:
Federation of Asian Bishops Conferences Documents From 1997-
2001 (Quezon City: Claretian Publications, 2002).
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Books, 2014) and The Federation of Asian Bishops Conferences
(FABC): Bearing Witness to the Gospel and the Reign of God in Asia
(Fortress Press/| SPCK, 2021).

At hisfirst general audience after his September 2024 apostolic
vigtationto Indonesia, PapuaNew Guinea, Timor-Leste, and Singapore,
thelate Pope Franciswasgrateful that hewasableto fulfil hisdream
he had as a “young Jesuit” to be able to travel to Asiaas an “old
Pope.” Observing that some Catholicsare “still too Eurocentric” in
their understanding of the Catholic Church, Pope Francis noted that
hisexperiencesin thesefour nationsreveal ed to him that “the church
ismuch bigger —much bigger than Rome or Europe— and, let me say,
much morealiveinthose countries.”* Specifically, Pope Francisrightly
noted that the challenge of being the churchinAsiaisthemyriad and
deep-rooted cultures, religions, and philosophiesacrossAsia. Asia,
whereamost two-thirds of theworld’ s population lives, isdefined by
thediveraty and plurdity of theworld sethnicities, cultures, philosophies,
andreligioustraditions. Thesereligioustraditionsarevery much aive
and influential becausethey areintertwined intimately with thedaily
livesof millionsof Asansand nourish their present spiritual needs. The
Vietnamese American theol ogian, Peter Phan sumsit well when he
saysthat “itisinAsathat the question of religiouspluraismisliteraly
amatter of lifeand death,” and moreimportantly, “thefuture of Asian
Chrigtianity hangsin balance depending on how religiouspluralismis
understood and lived out.”2
The Challenges and Opportunities of
Asian Diversity and Pluralism

Although contemporary theologica insghtsand practicesemerging
from Asia may not be as well known globally compared to their
counterpartsfrom Europe and the Americas, neverthelessthey areno
lessimportant for Globa Catholicism, asPope Francishimself pointed

1 Pope Francis, “ General Audience,” Saint Peter’s Square, Wednesday, 18
September 2024 https://www.vatican.valcontent/francesco/en/audiences/
2024/documents/20240918-udienza-general e.html .

2 Peter Phan, “Review of Introducing Theologies of Religion, by Paul
Knitter,” Horizons (2003): 113-117, at 117.
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out after hisapostolic visitation to Southeast Asia. Moreimportantly,
Pope Francis' astute observations echoed what the Asian Catholic
Bishops, through the Federation of Asian Bishops Conferences(FABC),
have consistently addressed in their theol ogical understanding of, as
well as pastoral responsesto thediverse pluralism of theAsian milieu
withitsmanifold peoples, culturesand religionsthrough thefive decades
of itsexistence. From its establishment, the FABC has sought to steer
a middle way, eschewing all forms of religious exclusivism and
triumphalism, and perceiving religiouspluralism asaninnateand unique
aspect of theAsian socio-religiouslandscape. Behind the scenes, over
aspan of fifty yearsthe FABC has articulated a new way of being
church, doing theol ogy, and bearing witnessasminority faith communities
to Jesusand the Reign of God indiverseintercultural and plurireligious
societiesacross postcolonial Asia.

Moresignificantly, the FABC has consistently proceeded on the
basis that the Asian milieu, with itsrich diversity and pluralism of
religions, cultures, and philosophica worldviews, requiresadistinctively
Asian gpproach to doing theol ogy that issensitiveto such diversity and
pluralism. At theAsian Bishops meeting with Pope Paul VI in Manila
(1970), the Asian Catholic Bishops acknowledged that Asiais “a
continent of ancient and diverse cultures, religions, histories and
traditions, aregion like Joseph’s coat of many colours’ (ABM, art. 7).2
Thefirst FABC Plenary Assembly in Taipei, 1974 recognized that the
great religioustraditionsof Asiaare

significant and positive elementsin the economy of God sdesign
and salvation. Inthem we recognize and respect profound spiritual
and ethical meaningsand values. Over many centuriesthey have
been thetreasury of thereligiousexperience of our ancestors, from
which our contemporariesdo not ceaseto draw light and strength.
They have been (and continueto be) the authentic expression of
the noblest longings of their hearts, and the home of their
contemplation and prayer. They have helped to give shapeto the
historiesand culturesof our nations (FABCI, art. 14).4

5 FAPAL A4
4 FAPAI 14.
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For the FABC, the questionisrather how the Catholic Church could
beat homewithinthediversity and plurdity of theAsian milieu: “Wedo
not ask any longer about therelationship of the Churchto other cultures
and religions. We are rather searching for the place and role of the
Church in areligiously and culturaly pluralistic world” (Theses on
Interreligious Dial ogue, art. 0.8).° Thiscomesasno surprise, because
many of theAs an Catholic bishopsthemsd veshave been borninto, and
are living amidst such rich diversity and plurality. The Indian Jesuit
theologian, Michagl Amaladoss notesthat the Asian Catholic bishops
acceptAsanrdigionsas” sgnificant and positived ementsintheeconomy
of God'sdesign of salvation” becausethey have“aliving experience
of other religions.”® In other words, they and their fellow Christians
havenon-Chrigtian family members, friends, neighbours, and colleagues.

At the sametime, many of these Asian Catholic Bishopsalso have
firsthand experiences of sectarian xenophobes and communalists,
ultranationalists, aswell asreligiouszeal otsand fundamentalistswho
regject such diversity and plurdity, and are seeking toimposether narrow
visonasnormativethrough coercion, harassment, and at times, violence.
Asaresult, the FABC views diversity and pluralism aslying at the
heart of what it meansto beAsian, because, ironically, inthe absence
of suchdiversty and pluraism, thereisno roomfor the Christian Gospel
in Asia, a continent dominated by the world's great religions. In
particular, the FABC observed that in the Asian context:

Unity, peace and harmony areto bereadlized in diversity. Diversity
isnot something to be regretted and abolished, but to be rejoiced
over and promoted, since it represents richness and strength.
Harmony isnot smply the absence of strife, described as“liveand
letlive’. Thetest of true harmony liesin the acceptance of diversity
asrichness(BIRA 1V/11, art. 15).7

5 FABC Office of Theological Concerns (formerly Theological Advisory
Commission) [hereinafter “FABC-OTC"], Theses on Interreligious
Dialogue, FABC PapersNo. 48 (Hong Kong: FABC, 1987), 3.

& Michael Amaladoss, “The Challenges of Mission Today,” in Wiliam
Jenkinson and Helene O’ Sullivan, eds., Trends in Mission: Toward the
Third Millennium (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1991), 359-397, at 362,
emphasis added.

7 FAPAI, 321.
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Threefold Dialogue

Meeting in Thailand in 1974, the First FABC Plenary Assembly
declaresthat theAsian Churchiscaledto engage*in continuous, humble
andloving dialoguewiththeliving traditions, the cultures, therdligions’
of Asa(FABCI, art. 12).2 For the FABC, the great religioustraditions
of Asaare:

significant and positive elementsin the economy of God'sdesign
and salvation. Inthem we recognize and respect profound spiritual
and ethical meaningsand values. Over many centuriesthey have
been thetreasury of thereligiousexperience of our ancestors, from
which our contemporariesdo not ceaseto draw light and strength.
They have been (and continueto be) the authentic expression of
the noblest longings of their hearts, and the home of their
contemplation and prayer. They have hel ped to give shapeto the
historiesand cultures of our nations (FABCI, art. 14).°

TheFABC subsequently devel oped thisnascent did oguewithAsian
religionstoitswell-known triple dialogue, i.e., adialogue with the
threefoldredity of Asanreligions, cultures, and poverty. For the FABC,
dialogueis“anintegral part of evangelization” (BIMA I, art. 14),%°
“intrinsictothevery lifeof the Church,” (BIRA |, art. 9),** aswell as
an “essential mode of al evangelization” (Message of the 1979
International Congress on Mission, art. 19).*2 More particularly,
“diadlogueisecclesid: it isthe very being and life of the Church as
mission” (Theseson Interreligious Dialogue, art. 3.3).2

On therelationship between dia ogue on the one hand, and mission
and evangelization onthe other hand, the FABC takesthe position that
“interreligiousdid ogueflowsfromthenatureof the Church, acommunity
in pilgrimage journeying with peoples of other faiths towards the
Kingdom that isto come” (BIRA [V/4, art. 2).* On this basis, the

8 FAPAI 14.
° FAPAI 14.
10 FAPAI, 100.
1 FAPAILL 111
12 FAPAI, 131.
13 FABC-OTC, Theseson Interreligious Dialogue, 9.
4 FAPAI, 300.
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FABC explains that dialogue does not preclude the need for the
proclamation of the Christian Gospel. There could beamoment when
“we shall not be timid when God opens the door for usto proclaim
explicitly the Lord Jesus Christ asthe Saviour and the answer to the
fundamental questions of human existence” (FABCV, art. 4.3).%°
Hence, while“mission may find itsgreatest urgency inAsia; it a'so
findsin our continent adistinctivemode”:
The proclamation of Jesus Christ in Asiameans, first of all, the
witnessof Christiansand of Christian communitiesto thevalues of
the Kingdom of God, a proclamation through Christlike deeds.
For Christiansin Asia, to proclaim Christ meansaboveall tolive
like him, in the midst of our neighbours of other faiths and
persuasions, and to do his deeds by the power of his grace.
Proclamation through dialogue and deeds - thisisthefirst call to
the ChurchesinAsia’ (FABCV, 4.1).%¢

FABCYV identifiesthetripledialoguewith the Christian mission
imperativeand concludesthus:

Mission includes: being with the people, responding to their needs,
with sensitiveness to the presence of God in cultures and other
religioustraditions, and witnessing to the val ues of God’sKingdom
through presence, solidarity, sharing and word. Missionwill mean
a dialogue with Asia’s poor, with its local cultures, and with
other religioustraditions (FABCYV, art. 3.1.2).%

Inits Seventh Plenary Statement, the FABC affirmsthat the* most
effective means of evangelization and servicein the name of Christ
has always been and continuesto be thewitness of life.”*8 It isonly
through suchwitnessing that the* Asian peoplewill recognizethe Gospel
that we announce when they seein our life the transparency of the
message of Jesusand theinspiring and healing figure of men and women
immersedin God.”* Thiswitness of lifeisneeded morethan everin

15 FAPAI, 282, emphasisintheoriginal.

16 FAPAI, 281-282, emphasisintheoriginal.
17 FAPAL, 280.

18 FAPAIIIL, 12, emphasis added.

1 FAPAIIIL 12-13.
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response to the challenges posed by sectarian violence and religious
strifein many partsof Asia. Here, FABC VI reiteratesFABCV, art.
6.2: Asian Catholics are called to “live in companionship, as true
partnerswith al Asiansasthey pray, work, struggle and suffer for a
better human life” because “the human person created in Christ,
redeemed by Christ and united by Christ to himself istheway for the
Church, the Church must walk a ong with hinvher inhuman solidarity.”
Likewise, the Sixth FABC Plenary Assembly chalengesAsian Catholics
to emulate Jesusin serving the peoples of Asia

Like Jesus, we* haveto pitch our tents' inthemidst of all humanity
building abetter world, but especially among the suffering and the
poor, the marginalized and the downtrodden of Asia. In profound
‘ solidarity with suffering humanity’ and led by the Spirit of life, we
need to immerse ourselves in Asia’s cultures of poverty and
deprivation, from whose depthsthe aspirationsfor loveandlifeare
most poignant and compelling. Serving life demands communion
with every woman and man seeking and struggling for life, inthe
way of Jesus’ solidarity with humanity (FABC VI, 14.2).%

Hence, wefind the FABC, inrecogni zing theimportance of mission
as dialogue and calling for the Asian Church to be a sacrament of
unity and harmony in Asia, is making an especially prophetic and
powerful theol ogica statement in responseto the challengesof ongoing
religiousdtrife, racid-ethnic violence, and political conflictswhichhave
devastated many parts of contemporary Asia. Clearly, proclamation
without dialogue runstherisk of aggressive proselytism which plays
right into the hands of religiousfundamentalists and zealotswho are
looking for convenient excusesto crack downonAsian Christians. As
far asthe FABC isconcerned, theAsian Churchwill have*to discern,
indialoguewith Asian peoplesand Asianredities, what deedsthe L ord
willsto be done so that all humankind may be gathered together in
harmony ashisfamily” (FABCYV, 6.3).%

20 FAPAI, 283.
2 FAPAIL 8.
22 FAPAI, 283.
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Theology of Har mony

Reflecting onthe diverserealities of Asian pluralism, the FABC
notesthat “thereisan Asian approach to redlity, aworld-view, wherein
thewholeisthesum-tota of theweb of rel ationshipsand interaction of
thevarious partswith each other, in aword, harmony, aword which
resonateswith all Asian cultures’ (Asian Christian Perspectiveson
Harmony, 6).Z BIRA 1V/11 explainsthisvision of harmony asfollows:

When welook into our traditional culturesand heritages, we note
that they areinspired by avision of unity. Theuniverseisperceived
asan organic wholewith theweb of relationsknitting together each
and every part of it. The nature and the human are not viewed as
antagonistic to each other, but aschordsin auniversal symphony
(BIRAIV/11, 6).2

Amidst the contention and strifewhich often arisein intercultural
and plurireligiousAsian communities, the FABC isemphatic on the
need to explore new pathwayson how theAsian Church could continue
to be asacrament of harmony and unity. The Fifth Plenary Assembly
of theFABC explainsthischallenge succinctly: “InanAsiamarked by
diversity and torn by conflicts, the Church must in aspecial way bea
sacrament —avisiblesign andinstrument of unity and harmony” (FABC
V,4.2).%

Inresponse, the FABC'sdocuments speak of theneed to listento
the active presence and saving power of God's Spirit at work inthe
multitudes of Asia, so to be able to witness the salvific message of
Jesus and the presence of God's Reign amidst the diverse cultures,
religions, and marginalizing life experiencesacrosspostcolonial Asia
Specificaly, the Third FABC Plenary Assembly urgesAsian Catholics
to“listento the Spirit at work in the many communities of believers
who live and experiencetheir own faith, who shareand celebrateitin
their own socid, cultural and religioushistory,” accompanyingthem*“in
acommon pilgrimagetoward theultimategodl, in relentlessquest for
theAbsolute,” and becoming “ sensitively attuned to thework of the

2 FAPAII, 298.
2 FAPAI, 319.
% FAPAI, 282, emphasisintheoriginal.
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Spirit in theresounding symphony of Asian communion” (FABCIII,
art. 8.2).%

Despite“religious, ethnic, linguistic and cultural diversity, onecan
perceive aunity of valuesand perceptions’ that isepitomizedinthe
spirit of harmony because “ harmony, in the created universe, within
the human family, and internalized in theindividual person, hasfor
centuries been anideal to which peoples of theregion have striven”
(Harmony among Believersof Living Faiths, 5).2’ The Fourth FABC
Plenary Assembly: “ Asianreligious cultures see human beings, society
and the whole universe as intimately related and interdependent.
Fragmentation and division contradict thisvison” (FABC1V, 3.1.10).%
FABC VI speaks of the experience of harmony within an overarching
and holigticvision of unity intheAsianmilieu:

Weenvisionalifewithintegrity and dignity, a life of compassion
for the multitudes, especially for the poor and needy. Itisalife of
solidarity with every form of life and of sensitive care for the
earth... At the heart of our vision of lifeisthe Asian reverential
sense of mystery and of the sacred, aspirituality that regardslife
as sacred and discovers the Transcendent and its gifts even in
mundaneaffairs, intragedy or victory, in brokennessor wholeness.
(FABCVI,10).®

Atthesametime, the FABC acknowledgesthat “ harmony isnot Smply
theabsenceof drife, described as'liveandletlive” Thetest of trueharmony
liesintheacceptanceof diversity asrichness’ (BIRA 1V/11, 15)%:

Harmony does not consist in levelling off differencesin order to
arrive at consensus at any cost. Avoiding controversies and
bypassing disagreements do not pave the way to harmony. To say
that all religions are the sameis simplistic and does not promote
honest dial ogue, but to arguethat religions do not meet at all would
block any creativeinteraction” (BIRA V/3, 7).

% FAPAI,57.

21 FAPRAIIL, 174.

% FAPAI, 181.

% FAPAII, 5, emphasisintheoriginal.
% FAPAI, 321

31 FAPAII, 158.
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The FABC further explainsthat “ Christianity teachesathreefold
harmony: harmony with God, among humans, and with the whole
universe. Union with apersonal God is viewed as the source of all
genuineharmony” (BIRA V/4, 5).22 Harmony isasodivinely inspired,
because “God is the source and summit of all harmony. He is the
foundation and thefulfilment of it” (Asian Christian Perspectiveson
Harmony, 5.1.1.4).2 Themarvellousmystery of unity and communion
of the Trinity isamodel aswell asapowerful challengein our efforts
to createharmony inall areasof life (BIRA 1V/11, 7). The harmony
of the universe findsits origin in the one Creator God, and human
harmony should flow from the communion of Father and Soninthe
Spirit, and ought to be continually nourished by the ' circumincession’
(perichoresis) indivinelife (Asian Christian Perspectiveson Harmony,
4.11.3).%

Harmony and the Carefor the Environment

Animportant development that emergesfrom the FABC' stheology
of harmony is how harmony undergirds the FABC's theological
reflections on the carefor the environment and ecol ogy. Peter Phan
pointsout that the FABC is* probably thefirst official church body to
be deeply concerned about ecology.”*® He explainsthat the FABC is
uniqueand origina inrooting itstheology of carefor the environment
which encompasses harmony “with God, with oneself, with others,
and with nature.” *” Without adoubt, on the question of harmony with
the universe and the environment, the FABC has been prescient and
anticipated what Pope Franciswould articulate so clearly in Laudato
S’ asthechallengesand tasksfor all of humanity on the question of
the carefor the environment and ecological challenges confronting the
world.

%2 FAPAII, 164.

3 FAPAII, 288.

% FAPAI, 319.

% FAPAII, 285.

% Peter C. Phan, Asian Christianities: History, Theology, Practice
(Maryknall, NY: OrbisBooks, 2018), 295.

87 Phan, Asian Christianities, 296.



FABC at Fifty Years 33

Asearly as 1986, when carefor the environment and ecology has
yet to emerge asan important theological questionin Europe and the
Americas, theFourth Plenary Assembly of the FABC posesthisquestion
for reflection and action:

Asianreligious cultures see human beings, society and thewhole

universeasintimately related and interdependent. Fragmentation

and division contradict thisvision. Inthelight of the Gospel, how
doesthe Chrigtian base the strugglefor peace, justice and whol eness
in this holistic vision provided by the ancient religions of Asia?

(FABCI1V, 3.1.10).

Meeting in Sukabumi, Indonesiain 1988, BIRA 1V/11 exploresthe
“ecologica question” through thelensof “harmony and balance of the
natural environment” inrelationto humanlife. It notesthat “the destiny
of humankind isinextricably bound up with theway they cultivatethe
earth and share its resources,” and elaborates on this close
interconnection between harmony, environment, and ecology asfollows:

Harmony and peace cdl for respect for the earth. Sheis the mother of

whose dugt we are made and to whose womb we shdl dl return. The

usurpation of thefruit of theearth by someand deprivation of othersof the
samereatsintheruptureof harmony amongpeoples’ (BIRAIV/11, 13).®

Inresponsetothisissue, BIRA 1V/11 makesthefollowing pastora
recommendation:

Respect for natureand compassionfor dl living thingsareingrained

intheAsianreligionsand culturd traditions. Today inAsiaowingto

many factors, the natural environment with which man shouldbein
harmony isbeing wantonly destroyed through deforestation, indugtria
pollution, depositing of nuclear wastes, etc. Chrigtian lifeand witness
should manifest greater sensitivity to natureand to all sentiments.

Hence, we recommend that Christiansjoin forcesand cooperate

withal movementsof followersof other religionsand secular groups

engaged in maintaining balance and harmony in our ecosystem, and
protecting nature and its riches from destruction (BIRA 1V/11,

recommendation 2).%

% FAPAI, 181.
% FAPAI, 320.
40 FAPAI, 323.
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BIRA 1V/12, whichmetin HuaHin, Thailand, in 1991, takesit one
step further when it highlights how Asian religious traditions
acknowledge the sacredness of nature and invite Asiansto livein
harmony with nature. It contrasts thiswith human greed which leads
to the misuse and plundering of nature, resulting in aseriousthreat to
both humansand theworld that they livein (BIRA 1V/12, 33).* BIRA
IV/12 then makesthe casethat Asiansof all faith persuasionshavea
duty to care and protect the environment, grounding thisduty within
theframework of harmony:

Believersin any place are called to cometogether in silence and
love before creation, to accept the God-given order and harmony
of nature, to counteract theforces of exploitation and ruin. Harmony
with nature brings harmony of hearts and harmony in human
relationships’ (BIRA 1V/12, 34).%2

Building upon BIRA 1V/11 and BIRA 1V/12, Asian Christian
Per spectiveson Harmony isableto draw attention to how disharmony
affectsthe environment and ecology negatively. It citesasexamples
theindiscriminatelogging and deforestation, soil erosion, despoiling of
watershed areas, pollution of wetlandsand fishing zones caused by the
useof coastal watersfor wastedumping, ruin of farmland, risein deaths
asaresult of harmful air pollution, thetoxic poisoning of dum-dwellers
in Bhopal, India, and fatal toxic spillsin South Koreaand Thailand
(Asian Christian Perspectives on Harmony, 1.3).# It further develops
theinsightsof BIRA IV/11 and BIRA IV/12 asfollows:

Harmony with nature requires humansto reject an anthropocentric
view of theuniverse, and to respect al of creation asthe vestigia
Dei. This respect generates a harmony which reflects God's
providential lovefor hiscreatures. Humanity iscalled to discover in
the universe God's very presence (Ps 104, 109), and to cocreate
with him, making the earth more fruitful (Asian Christian
Perspectiveson Harmony, 5.1.1.3).4

41 FAPAI, 330.
42 FAPAI, 331
“ FAPAII, 238.
4“4 FAPAII 287.
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Therobust foundationsthat BIRA IV/11 and BIRA 1VV/12 provided
paved theway for the Sixth FABC Plenary Assembly, which met in
Manilain 1995, to articulate an elaborate theology of care for the
environment. After identifying and denouncing the“forces of death”
that “threatensor destroyslife” acrossAsa(FABCVI, 7)*and calling
attention to “movements for the protection of the environment and
ecosystem linked to justice” (FABC VI, 8), FABC VI proceedsto
build itstheol ogy of the environment —avision of a“haolisticlife’ of
“solidarity with every form of lifeand of sensitive carefor theearth,”
uniting Asiansamong themselvesand “ with thewhol e of creationinto
one community of life.” Moreimportantly, it groundsitstheological
visionin“theAsian reverential sense of mystery and of the sacred”
that regardslife as sacred and drawseveryone“to experience harmony
and inner peace,” which “infusesethicsinto all of creation” (FABC
V1,10). FABCV!I cdlsuponal Asian Christiansto confront and act
against al formsof death-dealing redlities, including “the destruction
of eco-systems’ and “thetampering with life,” arguing: “ Asdisciples
wecannot serveboth lifeand death! ... Wein Asatoday must prophesy
on behaf of the God of life. Refusal to prophesy and speak against the
forcesof deathistofail inservinglife!” (FABCVI, 14.3).# Finally,
FABC VI urges everyone to seek life and collaborate against the
destruction of environment and ecol ogy:

Ecology isonce again brought to our pastora attention. And urgently
30, sincewe seeinthe countries of Asiathe continuing and unabated
destruction of our environment ... Life, especially inathirdworld
setting, issacrificed at the atar of short term economic gains. The
Lord, theGiver of Life, calsour discipleshipinAsiainto aquestion
on the time bomb issue of ecology. Choosing life requires our
discipleship to discern and act with other faithsand groups against
theforcesof ecological destruction” (FABC VI, 15.4).%

% FAPAIL 3-4.
4 FAPAIL 4.

47 FAPAIL, 5.

% FAPAIL, Q.

9 FAPAIL 11
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ThePrecursor to Synodality:
TheAsian Church asa“ Communion of Communities’

The FABC wasprescient inlaying thefoundations of synodality in
Asia decades before it was fleshed out by, and became the new
ecclesiological paradigm under Pope Francis. In responding to Pope
Francis call for amore synodal Catholic ChurchinAsia, theFABCis
not starting from the beginning but building on thefoundationslaid by
theAsan Catholic Bishopsover fivedecades. Taking Vetican [I’svision
of collegiaity asastarting point and anticipating Pope Francis' call for
synodality, FABCYV articulated thevision of theAsian Churchas“a
communion of communities, wherelaity, religiousand clergy recognize
and accept each other assistersand brothers,” called together by the
Word of God whichleadsthemto“form small Christian communities’
where “they pray and share together the Gospel of Jesus, livingitin
their daily livesasthey support one another and work together, united
as they are ‘in one mind and heart’”” (FABC V, 8.1.1).%° This
understanding wasreinforced by the Sixth FABC Plenary Assembly in
Manila, whichreiteratesthe need for the postcolonial Asian Churchto
movetowards*“anew way of being Church, aChurchthat iscommitted
to becoming ‘acommunity of communities,” and acredible sign of
liberationand salvation” (FABC V1, 3).% The Fifth Plenary Assembly
in Bandung also explains that this new way of being Church as a
“communion of communities’ ismarked by three characteristics: itis
participatory, diaogical, and prophetic.

First, the Church in Asiais called to be “a participatory Church
wherethegiftsthat theHoly Spirit givestoal thefaithful —lay, religious,
and cleric alike — are recognized and activated, so that the Church
may bebuilt up anditsmissionreaized” (FABCYV, 8.1.2).5 Second,
the ChurchinAsiais summoned to be “aChurch that faithfully and
lovingly witnessesto the Risen Lord and reaches out to people of other
faithsand persuasionsinadiaogueof lifetowardstheintegra liberation

S0 FAPAI, 287.
5 FAPAIL 3.
52 FAPALI, 287, italicsintheoriginal.
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of al” (FABCYV, 8.1.3).2 Thisechoestheinsight of the First FABC
Menary Assembly, which viewstheAsian* churchin continuous, humble
and loving dialogue with theliving traditions, the cultures, the great
religions- in brief, with al thelife-redities of the peoplein whose midst
it hassunk itsroots deeply and whose history and lifeit gladly makes
itsown” (FABCI, 12).> Third, Sheischallenged to be“aleaven of
transformation in thisworld and serves asaprophetic sign daring to
point beyond thisworld to theineffable Kingdom that isyet fully to
come” (FABCV, 8.1.4).%

Building on the Bandung Statement, the Sixth FABC Plenary
Assembly (Manila1995) outlinesan Asian vision of synodality which
highlights“avision of unity indiversity, acommunion of lifeamong
diversepeoples’ withinthis“visonof holisticlife, lifethatisachieved
and entrusted to every person and every community of persons,
regardless of gender, creed or culture, class, or colour” (FABC VI,
10).% Building ontheforegoing, it articulatesadetailed vison and praxis
for Asan Catholics:

Our solidarity requiresaresolvetowork with our Asian sistersand
brothersin liberating our societiesfrom whatever oppressesand
degrades human life and creation, most especially from sin. ...

Serving life demands communion with every woman and man
seeking and struggling for lifeintheway of Jesus' solidarity with
humanity. With our Asian sisters and brothers, we will strive to
foster communion among Asian peoples who are threatened by
glaring economic, social, and political imbalances. With them we
will explore ways of utilizing the gifts of our diverse religions,

cultures, and languagesto achieve aricher and deeper Asian unity.
We build bridges of solidarity and reconciliation with peoples of
other faithsand will join handswith everyonein Asiainforming a
true community of creation (FABC VI, 14.2).%7

5 FAPAI, 287-288, italicsintheorigina.
% FAPAI 14.

% FAPAL, 288, italicsintheoriginal.

% FAPAIIL,S.

57 FAPAIL 8.



38  Jeevadhara

Finally, the FABC hasimplemented the principlesand proposals
outlined in FABC V and FABC VI in the Asian Integral Pastoral
Approach towards a New Way of Being Church in Asia (AsIPA)
series of workshops. This series of AsiPA workshops have astheir
goal of building* aparticipatory way of being Church,” wherethe“whole
community of thefaithful areenabled to actively shareintheintegral,
globa vision and mission of Chrigt, inthe multi-dimensional context of
Asia”%®

% FAPAII, 108.
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