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One of the most important and apparent realisations
in life is that insights into the deeper dimensions of life
only emerge with time. As the scenario around us changes
we take time to comprehend the evident external changes
in the light of the eternal inner longing of the human heart.
Some of the fundamental questions that were in the minds
and hearts of many of the participants of the Asian
Conference on the Presentation of the Compendium of the
Social Doctrine of the Universal Church was: Why has it
taken so long for us as the People of God to fully understand
the Social Doctrine of the Church? Why is it that this
fundamental dimension of the Gospel has yet to become a
way of life for the Christian today? How do make the Social
Doctrine of the Church relevant for the evangelising
mission in Asia?

Over the next three issues of the INFO we will be
bringing to you these new insights into life that were shared
by the participants of the Asian Conference. We are sure

that they were all born out of our experiences of linking
our life in the world and our renewed faith in the God of
Compassion and Justice. The radical changes that have
taken place within the world today for the past more than
100 years have also been a time in “a strange land”. We
may have been distracted by the “strange gods” of power
and wealth before us and fall prey to the growing inner
insecurity because in our lack of faith in the one true God.
We have taken time, especially since the Second Vatican
Council which is indeed the true compass that will lead us
to move with confidence into the future. Revelation of
God’s truths over time has opened our eyes to realise that
we have the power of God within to overcome the words
and works of the “strange gods” that masquerade before
in new and more grandiose forms and manifestations. The
Social Doctrine of the Church has unmasked its “myths”
leading us to understand more profoundly the “truths of
the one God of Humanity”. Linking Life in the World and
a Revitalised Faith in Being with God is at the core of the
Social Doctrine of the Church. We are fully aware that our
rites, rituals, dogmas and doctrine by themselves do not
have the power to reveal the true nature of the God to
others. We have to link with the external manifestations
of our lives with the inner recesses of the human heart.
This can become a reality when we link the God of Love
that we profess and show that God is no longer a stranger
to humanity but a Father and Mother who cares for the
whole of humanity. It was not a coincidence that much of
the Social Doctrine has also to the path of the Church in
Asia, to make our Triple dialogue with the poor, our
cultures and people of all faith traditions as way of
expressing our mode of mission in Asia. Our analysis of
the Asian realities and our proposals for renewal and
transformation is our contribution to developing an Asian
theology and missiology as we move together as Church.

What became clear to us is that the era of a new
evangelisation has to be a journey from darkness and
uncertainty to throwing a new light for our steps as we
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2 Info on Human Development

Intr oduction

I am very pleased to be here with you, taking part in this
important ecclesial experience given to us by the Lord Jesus
so that our faith in  him might be strengthened, our hope
increased, and so that we might find assistance in translating
our charity into effective plans aimed at good. I wish especially
to greet His Eminence Cardinal Michael Michai Kitbunchu
and I thank him warmly for hosting me at this continental
Congress in the magnificent pastoral headquarters of the
Archdiocese of Bangkok. Today is also his birthday, and so
we all gather to offer him our best wishes and to assure him
of our prayers that the Lord will continue to grant him a long
and fruitful pastoral ministry. I also tahink Archbishop
Orlando B. Quevedo for allowing the FABC, of which he is
the dynamic Secretary-General, to be involved with the
Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace in organizing this
Congress. I wish to thank as well Bishop George Yod
Phimphisan, President of the Bishops’ Conference of
Thailand, for the ready assistance he lent in preparing this
important event.

As with the first continental Congress, held in Mexico
City in November 2005 for the continent of the Americas,
this Congress too will be dedicated to the presentation of the
Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, published
by the Pontifical Council in October 2004. Our fundamental
purposed in this presentation is to identify the most suitable
forms and pastoral approached for bringing the universal
message of the Compendium to bear on the needs of the
continent of Asia. This Congress, therefore, is dedicated to
finding ways of inculturating the Church’s social doctrine in
the Asian context. We shall do this keeping our eyes set firmly
on the face of Jesus, who is the Way, the Truth and the Life
(cf. Jn 14:6) of the Church and of the entire world. In the first
paragraph of the Compendium we read these significant
words: “The Church continues to speak to all people and all
nations, for it is only in the name of Christ that salvation is
given to men and women. Salvation, which the Lord Jesus
obtained ‘at a price’ (1 Cor 6:20; cf. 1 Pet 1:18-19), is achieved
in the new life that awaits the righteous after death, but it
also permeates this world in the realities of the economy and
labour, of technology and communications, of society and
politics, of the international community and the relations
among cultures and peoples”.

Ecclesia in Asia and the Compendium of the Social Doc-
trine of theChurch

At this time, our gratitude-filled thoughts turn to the
beloved Servant of God John Paul II, who eagerly supported

the publication of the Compendium, and to Benedict XVI,
who in his first Encyclical Deus Caritas Est speaks of the
Compendium as the most authoritative reference tool for
inspiring the work of bringing about a just social order. Their
authoritative magisterium will be of help to us in this
Congress. In this regard, I believe it is essential that we make
a clear connection in our minds between the Compendium
and the Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Ecclesia in Asia.
This connection will facilitate our work and give it a firmer
foundation, allowing us to make our Congress on social
doctrine part of the research and study in which the Churches
in Asia have already been involved for many years. In fact,
the Apostolic Exhortation devotes the whole sixth chapter to
social doctrine, with various emphases and lines of reasoning
that we find taken up in the Compendium in a systematic
manner. An important example can be found in No. 32 of the
Exhortation, where the statement is made: “In the service of
the human family, the Church reaches out to all men and
women without distinction, striving to build with them a
civilization of love, founded upon the universal values of
peace, justice, solidarity and freedom, which find their
fulfilment in Christ ... The Church in Asia then, with its
multitude of poor and oppressed people, is called to live a
communion of life which shows itself particularly in loving
service to the poor and defenseless.” The Compendium too
places social doctrine at the heart of the Church’s mission.
The Church existing in the world and for the world, although
not of the world cannot neglect her mission of breathing
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Christian life into the world. When the Church takes an interest
in human promotion, when she proclaims the rules for a new
coexistence in peace and justice, when she works with all
people of good will for creating relations and institutions that
are more human, she “teaches the way which man must follow
in this world in order to enter the Kingdom of God. Her
teaching therefore extends to the whole moral order, and
notably to the justice which must regulate human relations.
This is part of the preaching of the Gospel”. The fact that the
Compendium places social doctrine within the proper mission
of the Church means, on the one hand, that social doctrine
must not be considered as something added on, as something
incidental to Christian life; on the other hand, it is an aid in
understanding how this doctrine belongs to the community
as its subject. The adequate subject of social doctrine, in fact,
is nothing other than the entire ecclesial community. In No.
79, the Compendium affirms: “Social doctrine belongs to the
Church because the Church is the subject that formulates it,
disseminates it and teaches it. It is not a prerogative of a certain
component of the ecclesial body but of the entire community;
it is the expression of the way that the Church understands
society and of her position regarding social structures and
changes. The whole of the Church community priests, religious
and laity participates in the formulation of this social doctrine,
each according to the different tasks, charisms and ministries
found within her.”

The proposal of the Compendium: an integral humanism
in solidarity

To meet the complex social, economic and political
problems of the continent of Asia, the Compendium suggests
that there be sown in the soil of Asia’s great civilizations an
integral humanism in solidarity that is open to Transcendence
(cf. No. 7). It is in such a humanism that we can find the
indicactions as they exist both ideally and in history of a new
society, in order to give concrete expression to the ever
pressing requirements of the Gospel and of Christianity, so
that they may dwell in people’s hearts. With regard to building
this integral humanism in solidarity, the Compendium puts
forth the principles of the Church’s social doctrine, well
delineated in Chapters Three and Four. These principles act
as the great columns of a social edifice built according to the
architecture suggested by Revelation and by natural law, and
according to the geometry of faith and reason (fides et ratio),
which support the whole structure. The principles of social
doctrine must therefore be taken as a complete whole, without
unduly emphasizing certain principles over others, and must
continually be applied to the concrete context found within
Asian societies.

A) The personalist principle. The Compendium affirms
that “the Church sees in men and women, in every person,
the living image of God himself”. “Men and women, in the
concrete circumstances of history, represent the heart and soul
of Catholic social thought. The whole of the Church’s social
doctrine, in fact, develops from the principle that affirms the
inviolable dignity of the human person”. These statements
from the Compendium are a kind of echo of what we find

written in No. 33 of the Exhortation Ecclessia in Asia: “Human
beings, not wealth or technology, are the prime agents and
destination of development.

Therefore, the kind of development that the Church
promotes reaches far beyond questions of economy and
technology. It begins and ends with the integrity of the human
person created in the image of God and endowed with a God-
given dignity and inalienable human rights”. The personalist
principle therefore concerns the absolute dignity, centrality
and inviolability of the human person considered in the
essential human attributes of individuality and sociality; this
principle must be the subject, foundation and final end of all
social action and of every plan for development. The
personalist principle must find concrete expression in the
promotion of human dignity at every level, against every kind
of discrimination, whether economic, political, linguistic,
racial, religious or any other type. In particular, it must find
concrete expression in the promotion of fundamental human
rights, which form the basis of every society and have
precedence over every juridical order. Accordingly, these
rights are to be considered an indispensable reality for positive
law, to be recognized in their entirety within the
anthropological perspective of an integral humanism in
solidarity that is open to Transcendence.

B) The principle of the common good. The common
includes all those conditions that, together, foster the full
development of the individual person and of intermediary
groups, the protection and promotion of human rights, of the
family, of the freedom to form associations, and so forth. Only
the common efforts of the whole of society, or of the
community of Nations in the case of the international common
good, can lead to the obtainment of this goal. The
Compendium clearly states: “The demands of the common
good are dependent on the social conditions of each historical
period and are strictly connected to respect for and the integral
promotion of the person and his fundamental rights. These
demands concern above all the commitment to peace, the
organization of the State’s powers, a sound juridical system,
the protection of the environment, and the provision of
essential services to all, some of which are at the same time
human rights: food, housing, work, education and access to
culture, transportation, basic health care, the freedom of
communication and expression, and the protection of religious
freedom”.

C) The principle of subsidiarity. The Compendium
affirms that “the principle of subsidiarity ... is imperative
because every person, family and intermediate group has
something original to offer to the community ... The principle
of subsidiarity is opposed to certain forms of centralization,
bureaucratization, and welfare assistance and to the unjustified
and excessive presence of the State in public mechanisms ...
In order for the principle of subsidiarity to be put into practice
there is a corresponding need for: respect and effective
promotion of the human person and the family; ever greater
appreciation of associations and intermediate organizations
in their fundamental choices and in those that cannot be
delegated to or exercised by others; the encouragement of
private initiative so that every social entity remains at the
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service of the common good, each with its own distinctive
characteristics; the presence of pluralism in society and due
representation of its vital components; safeguarding human
rights and the rights of minorities; bringing about bureaucratic
and administrative decentralization; striking a balance
between the public and private sphere”. The principle of
subsidiarity therefore concerns the function of lending
assistance, the assistance that higher level authority is to offer
to lower level entities: public authorities are to intervene only
when the initiative of individuals and of intermediate bodies
is not sufficient by itself to carry through with their projects.

D) The principle of solidarity.  The compendium
affirms that solidarity is both a social and a moral virtue, an
authentic concrete actualization of justice. This principle
consists essentially in the awareness of the fact that humanity
represents one great complex unity, which has precedence
over everything and everyone, a unity that is broader and more
fundamental that what can be expressly known or forged by
any one person. This principle is articulated in the awareness
of a fundamental interdependence that exists among all people,
requiring that everyone effectively share goods, resources,
responsibilities and difficulties in an atmosphere of reciprocity
and of equality of rights and duties: Solidarity as being with
and for others, inasmuch as we must give to others. When
interdependence is seen this way, the corresponding response
as moral and social behaviour, as a virtue is solidarity. This,
then, is not a feeling of vague compassion or shallow distress
at the misfortunes of so many people, both near and far. One
the contrary, it is a firm and persevering determination to
commit oneself to the common good, that is to day, to the
good of all and of each individual, because we are all really
responsible for everyone else.

Some Guidelines

In accordance with the perspective outlined by the
Compendium, allow me now to offer some concrete guidelines
that will be useful for directing our Christian witness in the
social realities of the continent of Asia.

A) The first line of the Church’s work is the promotion
of peace and the defense of human rights in the context of
Asia. In our globalized world, unfortunately, human rights
are proclaimed in many important documents but they are
not always respected. A confirmation of this is found in N o.
33 of Ecclesia in Asia where it is written: “The various
international declarations on human rights and the many
initiatives which these have inspired are a sign of growing
attention on a worldwide level to the dignity of the human
person. Unfortunately, these declarations are often violated
in practice ... The Synod Fathers were well aware of the
persistent violations of human rights in many parts of the
world, and particularly in Asia, where teeming millions are
suffering from discrimination, exploitation, poverty and
marginalization. They expressed the need for all God’s people
in Asia to come to a clear awareness of the inescapable and
unrenounceable challenge involved in the defense of human
rights”.  All of you participating in this meeting are well aware
of these problems and of others that are not widely known. In

fact, to “old generation” rights that were present also in past
societies new rights have been added. In many countries the
need for justice in basic rights has not been met, while in
other countries claims are advanced calling for more
sophisticated, “new generation” rights. In some places, the
right to drinking water has not yet been satisfied, while in
other parts of the planet claims are made for the right to the
privacy of personal data. With regard to human rights,
Christians must consider the right to life and the right to
profess one’s faith as inalienable rights, assigning priority to
the right to life, since it is the fundamental basis for all other
rights, and to the right to religious freedom, since it is the
transcendental foundation of human rights themselves.

B) The second guideline for our work is found in the
promotion of the right to development. According to a well-
known definition presented in Paul VI’ s Encyclical
Populorum Progressio, which celebrates its fortieth
anniversary this year, “development is another name for
peace”. It is above all the poorest and most needy nations
that are waiting to see this right fully respected. The Pontifical
Council for Justice and Peace has promoted many initiatives
in this regard. In promoting the right to development, the
Church puts forth the principle of preferential love of the
poor, because the Lord identified himself with the poor in a
special way (cf. Mt. 25:40). This love excludes no one, but
calls for a priority of service to which the  whole of Christian
tradition bears witness. This principle must also be the
inspiration for our pastoral activity in the social sphere. In
this regard, the following statement is made in No. 34 of
Ecclesia in Asia: “This is especially so with regard to Asia, a
continent of plentiful resources and great civilizations, but
where some of the poorest nations on earth are to be found,
and where more than half the population suffers deprivation,
poverty and exploitation. The poor of Asia and of the world
will always find their best reason for hope in the Gospel
command to love one another as Christ has loved us (cf. Jn
13:34); and the Church in Asia cannot but strive earnestly to
fulfill that command towards the poor, in word and in deed”.
In their love for the poor, the Churches in Asia will turn in a
special way to immigrants, to indigenous and tribal
populations, to women and children, because these groups
are often victims of the  worst forms of exploitation. Countless
individuals, moreover, suffer discrimination because of their
culture, color, race, caste, economic status or way of thinking.
We must also include among the victims of discrimination
all who suffer oppression because of their conversion to
Christianity.

C) The third guideline for our work is found in the
need to forge a good relationship with nature. The
Compendium deals with this, in a presentation marked by
balance and wisdom, in the chapter that speaks of the
environment. The key point proposed by the Compendium
is the following: human activity with regard to the
environment must be ethically oriented. The ecological
problem is therefore to be understood in an ethical sense if it
is viewed only from an idolatrizing perspective, nor if it is
seen as an area for the indiscriminate application of
technology. Ecclesia in Asia presents this same line of
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reasoning, when, in No. 41,  it states: “It is the duty of
Christians and of all who look to God as the Creator to protect
the environment by restoring a sense of reverence for the
whole of God’s creation. It is the Creator’s will that man
should treat nature not as a ruthless exploiter but as an
intelligent and responsible administrator. The Synod Fathers
pleaded in a special way for greater responsibility on the part
of the leaders of nations, legislators, business people and all
who are directly involved in the managements of the earth’s
resources. They underlined the need to educate people,
especially the young, in environmental responsibility, training
them in the stewardship over creation in which God has
entrusted to humanity”.

D) The fourth element that must characterize pastoral
activity is connected with the promotion of the right to peace.
In No. 38 of Ecclesia in Asia the affirmation is made that “at
the end of the twentieth century the world is still threatened
by forces which generate conflicts and wars, and Asia is
certainly not exempt from these. Among these forces are
intolerance and marginalization of all kinds social, cultural,
political and even religious. Day by day, fresh violence is
inflicted upon individuals and entire peoples, and the culture
of death takes hold in the unjustifiable recourse to violence
to resolve tensions. Given the appalling situation of conflict
in so many parts of the world, the Church is called to be
deeply involved in international and interreligious efforts to
bring about peace, justice and reconciliation”. In the area of
the promotion of peace, there seem to be two issues that
characterize the present-day situation in Asia: the phenomenon
of terrorism and the increased production and trade of nuclear
and conventional weapons. I shall not dwell on these issues;
I only wish to note that no military doctrine that approves of
nuclear arms can be morally tolerated. An enormous amount
of financial resources are spent each year on weaponry,
resources that could be used effectively for education and
development rather than for war.

The task of lay Christians

The Compendium sees in the Christian lay faithful the
principal agents for bringing about an integral humanism in
solidarity. The laity, both as individuals and in associations,
must find their continuous source of inspiration in the
Church’s social doctrine. By virtue of their baptism, they are
placed within the mystery of God’s love for the world revealed
by Christ and of which the Church is a continuation in history.
The lay faithful participate in the mystery, the communion
and the mission found within the Church, but they do so
according to their particular nature, their secular dimension.
They live directly where social life is secularly organized: in
the areas of the economy, politics, work, social
communications, law, institutional organizations where
decisions and choices become social structures affecting civil
life. They laity, by means of their competence and professional
character, and by means of their responsibility for working in
particular contexts, in some way complete the Church’s social
doctrine at the practical level and mediate its necessary impact
on reality. Social doctrine is not merely theoretical knowledge

but is meant to be put into action: it is oriented to life and is
to be applied creatively and practiced actively. The lay faithful
have a very particular role in this area, even if it is not a role
that belongs exclusively to them. Since social doctrine is the
meeting between the truth of the Gospel and human problems,
the laity both as individuals and in associations must actively
guide the directives for action found in social doctrine towards
operative results that are concrete and effective. The Christian
lay faithful are thus people who take risks and who are open
to new experiences.
Conclusion

As I move now towards the conclusion of this
presentation, I wish to make a connection between the
Compendium and the first encyclical of our Holy Father Pope
Benedict XVI. In fact, at the very heart of Deus Caritas Est
especially in paragraphs 26-29 is found a reflection on the
Church’s social doctrine, and in paragraph 27 an historical
sketch of this doctrine from Rerum Novarum to Centesimus
Annus is presented. In the same place, moreover, reference is
made to the publication of the Compendium of the Social
Doctrine of the Church, which has made a “comprehensive
presentation” of the entire social teaching of the Church. We
can therefore say that the Encyclical takes up within itself
not only certain aspects of social doctrine but the whole of
the Church’s modern social magisterium. Social doctrine is
located wholly within, and not at the margins of, the Christian
proclamation that God is love. Social doctrine is therefore
intimately connected with the charity that, as a theological
virtue, is the same divine life from which the Church draws
nourishment for her service to the world, and, as a human
virtue, is the social and civil friendship without which
community bonds between people grow weak and falter. The
Encyclical proclaims charity as the very essence of God, and
precisely because of this it does not fail to consider the human
and social aspects of love, which are illuminated and purified
by the light of God’s love.

The connection between the Church’s social doctrine
and charity is therefore most deep. Social doctrine is at the
service of individual persons, known and loved in the fullness
of their vocation, and has as its goal the care and responsibility
for mankind that Christ himself has entrusted to the Church.
Moreover, the original link between the Church’s social
doctrine and God’s charity or God who is charity is found in
the decisive and essential fact that by this doctrine the Church
“proclaims the truth about Christ, about herself and about
man” (Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, 41), and the heart of this
proclamation is that God is love. It is no coincidence that the
Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church begins
with a first chapter entitled “God’s Plan of Love for Humanity”
and ends with a concluding chapter entitled “For a Civilization
of Love”.
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There is, perhaps, no other religious tradition in which
faith is related so very closely with social realities and
developed into a body of social teaching as in Catholic
Christianity. Though there have been many efforts in the past
to trace the development of Catholic social thought and
highlight its salient features, this was confined by and large
to a relatively small group of theologians and other experts
in the field. There has been a lacuna to bring this rich Catholic
heritage to the larger body of believers and relate them  to
the concrete  realities of society, economy, politics, culture,
etc. The publication of the Compendium of the Social
Doctrine of the Church1  fills this lacuna by bringing out the
quintessence of this corpus of teaching in a manner accessible
to all Christian faithful. The Pontifical Council for Justice
and Peace deserves our appreciation and thanks for the
important and timely service it has done from which Asian
Churches can benefit a lot.

On the other hand, it is regrettable that  enough attention
has not been  paid to the Social Teachings in Asian Churches
as it should be, in spite of the fact that the Federation of
Asian Bishops’ Conferences (FABC) has been  very active
in understanding and interpreting the social teachings.2  The
efforts of FABC are far from being matched by the various
Bishops’ Conferences or individual bishops – barring some
laudable exceptions. Unfortunately, the social teachings still
remain in Asia “the best kept secret”. For example, the
Bishops in different countries of Asia, dealing with pastoral
issues give disproportionately greater attention to liturgical
questions and sexual morality than burning issues of the
society. In this sense, the Social Teachings remain a pastoral
challenge to the Asian bishops, priests, religious and laity.

Admirable, indeed, is the earnestness with which the
Church tries to update itself by interpreting in the light of its
religious sources the reality of the society, the economy,
culture, politics, etc. The reading of the “signs of the times”
to be able to bring out the riches of the Gospel in relation to
the challenges helps the Christians to more easily relate their
faith with the societal realities they experience. One of the
difficulties encountered in inter-religious dialogue is the fact
that religions are mostly centered on tradition and belief-
system, and rarely address the significance of belief to life in
contemporary times. In spite of the rich resources of wisdom
each religion harbours, the failure to relate and interpret them
in the light of contemporary experiences turn even well-
intentioned people sceptic about the role religion could play
in transforming our world and society. Catholic Christianity
by addressing the social issues of contemporary times has
set a good example.

We can observe a certain dynamism within the Church
at work in formulating the social teachings. Before getting
crystallized into teaching, many of the social questions and

issues first get discussed and debated in the Church. Pastoral
efforts are taken to grapple with many concrete situations.
All this contributes to greater clarification of issues and
questions. One may, for example, point out the tardiness in
the response of the Church to the issue of workers at the height
of their exploitation in mid-nineteenth century. However, what
is to be taken note of is that  there were many initiatives taken
by Catholic individuals and groups to respond to the situation
even before any official teaching on the question was made.
The official teaching could benefit from these experiences
and debates that preceded the formulation of workers’ issues
by Leo XIII.

The significance of social teachings derive also from
the fact that they represent the overcoming of all too common
a tendency among religions to dichotomise between the
spiritual and the material, the sacred and the  profane.
Religions generally tend to confine themselves to the realm
of the sacred and refuse to be affected in their beliefs and
practices by socio-political realities. This happens because
religion is viewed as a function. Through belief-system,
rituals, sacred authority, etc. a religion continues to function
and reproduce itself in society. That is why Niklas Luhman
makes a useful distinction between “function” of a religion
and its “performance”. Function would be what it does to its
adherents in terms of providing meaning, performing rituals,
etc. “Performance” means, on the other hand, “when religion
is ‘applied’ to problems generated in other systems but not
solved there, or simply not addressed elsewhere…Examples
of such problems are economic poverty, political oppression,

Asia And The Social Teachings Of The Church
Some Basic Reflections

Fr. Felix Wilfr ed
University of Madras, India
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familiar estrangement, environmental degradation, or personal
identity. Through performance relations, religion establishes
its importance for the ‘profane’ aspects of life.3

For religious faith to have any repercussion on the society
we need to think of “performance” rather than function.
Viewed in this way, the social teachings of the Church,
obviously, belong to the performance role of  religion. The
performance role of Christianity through its social teachings
are bound to generate widespread interest among all sections
of people as these teachings touch upon issues which cut
across borders and boundaries.

Part I

The  Significance  of  Social  Teaching  of  the
Church in  the  Context  of  Christian  Contribu-

tion  to  Asia

To be able to appreciate the social teachings, we need to
place these against the background of a much larger question:
What could possibly be the contribution of Christianity in
the Asia of today?  I mean to say that the social teachings of
the Church need to be placed against the context of Asia where
Christianity seeks to make its presence felt  through its
witnessing and involvement. We could identify at least five
major areas in which Christianity could make sense to Asians.
1.     Opening Up Asian Nations to Inter-cultural and Inter -

religious Understanding and Praxis

The unity of human family is truly a humanistic task
that cannot be really achieved by the process of globalisation
driven by the spirit of competition, market and profit.
Utilitarianism is not capable of bringing about unity and
solidarity.4   Spiritual forces  are required to bring peoples
and nations to a deeper encounter with each other.  In the
past, Buddhism was a great force that brought together
different peoples and cultures of Asia. For example, India
and China considered each one to be itself the centre of the
world, and viewed other peoples as “untouchables”
(Melecchas) and as “barbarians”. Buddhism broke the self-
centeredness of these two ancient  civilizations, and led them
to learn  from each other.  For example, during the Tang
Dynasty in the seventh century, Hsüan-tsang, a renowned
Buddhist monk of China journeyed to India and after studying
a decade the Buddhist scriptures, he took with him to China
thirteen hundred and thirty-five scrolls.5   On this basis, during
the Ming Dynasty Wu Chengen created a popular story of
great imagination under the name “The Pilgrimage to the
West”.  Buddhism was a means which facilitated more secular
pursuits like the exchange in science, technology, art,
literature, etc. between India and China, and in our parts of
Asia as a whole. Particularly striking has been the role it played
in the education or enlightenment of people.

It is, for example, remarkable that nearly every
country in the world with a powerful presence of
Buddhist tradition has tended to embrace widespread
schooling and literacy with some eagerness. This

applies not only to Japan and Korea, but also to China,
Thailand, Sri Lanka and even to the otherwise
retrograde Burma (Myanmar). The focus on
enlightenment in Buddhism (the word “Buddha” itself
means “enlightened”) and the priority given to reading
texts, rather than leaving it to the priests, can help to
encourage educational expansion.6

Christianity could follow the great example set by
Buddhism in Asia in bringing peoples and cultures together.
These are the times when Asia is torn by ethnic, linguistic,
religious and cultural divisions. The divisions and conflicts
are particularly visible in South Asia and South East Asia.
To name a few, there are serious ethnic and religious  conflicts
in Sri Lanka, India, Myanmar, Malaysia, Indonesia etc. Then,
there are deep-seated resentments in the relationship of
nations, deriving from past history and experiences, as is the
case for example between China and Japan, China and Taiwan,
Korea and Japan, India and Pakistan. The role of Japan during
the Second World War has left deep scars in East Asia and
South East Asia.  The process of globalisation and the
economic and political competitions attendant on it, have
aggravated and sharpened these conflicts rather than helping
to overcome them.

In the new circumstances of today, Christianity could
provide the spiritual foundations to bring people and nations
together in mutual understanding and in the spirit of true
catholicity. It can function as a force to create the whole of
humanity into one single family.7  The Christian vision as we
find in the Scriptures is precisely one of the unity of the whole
of human race as children of God, a vision that overcomes all
kinds of ethnic divisions. “There is no longer Greek or Jew,
there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male or
female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus”( Gal. 3:28).
The fact that the Christian Scriptures were translated into the
language of different peoples (Bible translation) is itself an
act of catholicity or universality.8  This Christian faith in
catholicity and unity of the human family runs through the
whole of social teaching, and in the Compendium. It is the
fundamental premise underlying the entire corpus of social
teaching. This faith in unity and catholicity will be marred if
it is not accompanied by an appropriate theology of religions
that is capable of cementing the relationship among the
peoples of Asia.

2.  Christianity and Modernity

I do not want to enter at this point into the Western
discussion whether there is a continuity between Christianity
and modernity, or whether modernity results from the
obsolescence of Christianity, or whether modernity is the
extrapolation of Christianity and its spirit in the secular realm.
These questions drew much attention in recent times in
connection with the discussion on drafting the Constitution
of European Union. At issue was the extent Christianity is
part of European legacy and foundation for its unity. Opinions
were sharply divided.

It is strange that,  whereas in the West, Christianity has
been viewed as a force against  modernity and science, in
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most parts of Asia, Christianity is viewed as an ally  of
modernity. The perception of Asian Christians both in the past
and in present times is one in terms of continuity rather than
a caesura between Christianity and modernity. This is
especially true of China and Japan. In China, for example,
under the Qing dynasty, the missionaries were asked to  leave
the country,  except those who were astronomers and scientists.
Matteo Ricci  not only preached the Gospel, but taught
geometry, astronomy, music, painting, irrigation, etc. The
clocks he presented to the emperor and the accurate and large-
scale  map of the world he made evoked great curiosity among
the Chinese people who learnt to associate science with
Christianity.  Ricci’s huge map adorned the palace of the
Chinese emperor Wanli. His mastery in mathematics of the
time (having been a student of the great mathematician Clavius
in the Roman College) and  astronomy brought him
widespread admiration. Some of the first converts of Ricci,
in fact, were those who were attracted by what they believed
to be his power of science. The great scholar Xu Guangqui
was attracted to Ricci for transmitting the Euclidian geometry,
and Qu Rukuei was attracted by what he believed were the
alchemical powers of Ricci, and Li Zhizao turned to
Christianity by having been taken up by the cartography of
Ricci.9

Given this tradition, it is no wonder that even today, in
China  and  Japan Christianity has been welcomed as a gateway
to science and modernity, which also explains the increasing
interest and study of Christianity in those parts of Asia.   This
basic matrix of an association of Christianity as long as it
serves the scientific and technological purpose  seems to be
at work also today with the  so-called ‘cultural Christians’ in
China who avidly read and study Christianity, if the sign of
the many proliferating literature on Christianity is any
indication. Besides ideological background for this trend,10

there are also pragmatic reasons for the affinity of Christianity
to the Western science and technology. In the case of Japan,
the modernization process started with Meiji reformation. It
led to lifting the ban on Christianity, precisely because it was
realized that Christianity is the religion of advanced societies.

If we shift our attention to South Asia, the mass
conversion of the Dalits (the Untouchables) and other lower
caste groups meant entry into the world of modernity and its
institutions – education, health-care, equality before law, due
legal process, etc. They felt liberated from the traditional yoke
of caste hierarchy, its controls and oppression.  Christianity
facilitated the entry into the world of modernity, in the view
of marginalized groups.  Furthermore, all over Asia, it is not
so much through the preaching of the Gospel as through
indirect means that Christianity has been able to make an
impact on society. The numerous educational institutions,
medical services, the legal reforms, etc. stand out as examples
of this. I think in the future too, Asian Christianity will be
able to make any dent only in these indirect forms. It calls for
on the part of Christianity a readiness to break its isolation
and reach out through the negotiation of borders. An existence
of this kind will make Christianity truly part of the social,
cultural and religious fabric of the Asian peoples.

Christian social teaching is significant today  for Asia

because it deals with many questions and issues thrown up in
our present world through new developments in science,
technology, economics, politics, etc. Modernity in Asia
requires deeper study and reflection. In the social teachings
of the Church,  Asia could find a point of reference in which
questions of modernity are approached from a humanistic
perspective. These teachings could support and facilitate the
encounter of Asia with modernity.

The significance of these teachings derives also from
the fact that the encounter with modernity in many parts of
Asia has been only partial. I mean to say that adoption of
modern economic policies or deployment of the means of
science and technology is  not to be equated with modernity.
There is more to modernity than these factors. Modernity has
to be seen also in the way the society is organized, nations
are governed and human rights are practiced. In this respect,
in several parts of Asia, democratic governance as an integral
part of modernity is absent, and this in spite of fast economic
development, as for example is the case in China.
Participation of people in what affects them and democracy
are integral part of modernity without which modernity will
remain only partial and selective.

3.  A Vibrant Civil Society – The Need of the Hour

In most Asian countries, the situation of Christianity is
one of isolation. This could derive from the prejudice,
discrimination and opposition Christian communities
experience from the larger society. But there are also intrinsic
reasons.  It is a fact that Christianity has not made any
significant effort to negotiate the difficult terrain of the larger
society. The isolation led the Christian communities to engage
in activities that have often given the impression of acting
parallely with other institutions like the state. The call of the
hour for the  Christian communities is to enter into a fruitful
encounter with the realities of the larger world around. Here
we see the importance of  civil society.

The contours of civil society and its mode of functioning
will dif fer from country to country, depending upon the nature
of the society and its composition, past history and so on. In
general we can say that civil society is the space that is open
for citizens to meet together, to discuss, debate, voice their
views, and also to critique and make their contestations. The
civil society or the public sphere is so very crucial today for
the democratisation of the society at all levels as well as to
check any excesses of the state. Participation and dialogue in
the sphere of civil society can help individual Christians and
Christian communities to make important contributions and
thus affect the society and its transformation. Engagement
with the civil society can help Asian Christianity to overcome
some of the vulnerabilities to which it is subjected as a result
of its minority position.11  Minority situation need not mean
lesser capability to contribute to the society.

The picture of civil society in Asia is very diverse. In
some countries it is vibrant; in others dormant; and in still
others it is practically absent.  The basic task of committed
Christians would be to contribute to the creation of civil
society where there is none, and make alive and vibrant where
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they exist, by their participation and involvement. The
involvement in civil society can open up avenues for
Christians to contribute to the practice of democracy, defence
of the dignity and rights of persons and groups, and
particularly to bring to the public consciousness the plight of
the poor and the marginalized. Among other things, this could
be done by creating discourses and forming opinions and
making them available through print and other media.  Such
an engagement in civil society would in effect be an exercise
of prophetism, and indeed, with other citizens across religious
borders and boundaries. The involvement and negotiation in
the terrain of civil society is the surest means to break the
persisting general isolation of the Christian communities in
Asia.

Since there is a lot of ambiguity surrounding the concept
of civil society, I want to specify that there could be three
types of civil society: Civil society could be market-directed,
that is promoting market interests. There could be also forms
of civil society that are state-sponsored, that is to say oriented
to fulfil the objectives and goals set by the state. Here we do
not mean these forms of civil society, but independent civil
society. This type of civil society comes into existence through
associational forms of citizens, free from the control of the
market and the state.

Interacting in such independent civil society will bring
in also the opportunity for Christianity to be a critical voice
of social, economic and political order. Given the minority
situation of  Asian Christian communities, the confrontation
with the state in matters of justice could have serious
repercussions, if it is exercised in the name of religion. On
the contrary, if it is done along with other citizens through
the mediation of civil society, it will have the important effect
of holding the state under check and  challenging it to fulfil
its obligations.

Civil society can also help project a proper self-image
of  Christianity.  As it is, there is a yawning gap between the
actual realities in the Christian communities and the public
image of Christianity. Except for a token appreciation of the
works of Christians in the educational, medical and other
humanitarian fields, the public image is that of a Christianity
of colonial times. To be active participants in the civil society
is the way to bring to general knowledge the new image of
Asian Christianity. It offers the opportunity also to clear many
misunderstanding, especially in what concerns mission and
conversion.

The long and tortuous experience of the Church with
civil powers and temporal realities has culminated in a very
clear position as articulated in Gaudium et Spes. It is one that
promotes the involvement of the Church in the social, political,
economic and cultural fields, but at the same time with respect
to the autonomy of temporal realities. The need of the hour is
that the Asian Church becomes a catalyst in the public sphere
without unwarranted interference – something that could
cause great damage given Christianity’s  minority position in
most countries.

The civil society is not only a space of consensus-
building among citizens which is crucial for democratisation
of the society, but it also can be a forum for creative

dissidence. The basis for an independent civil society stems
from the fact that the good of the society does not overlap
with the state and its goals. The good of the society is larger
than the state, and the involvement of the citizens calls for an
active civil society of which critique and dissent become
important forces. The absence of a civil society with diffusion
of information could have disastrous consequences.

Right to information is a  fundamental right. Many
countries in Asia are lagging behind in this aspect because of
strong centralized governments. The assertion for the right to
information by the civil society is an important check on
corruption – so rampant in Asia at all levels, affecting
especially the poor and the marginalized, and their everyday
life. The demand for information from the state, from
bureaucracy, from private entrepreneurs puts into practice the
truth that  authority – of whatever kind -  is service and that
people are the masters. Therefore, the people have the right
to get informations  and hold public authorities accountable.
It is important to create a shift in the mind-set from the feudal
mentality of the ruler and the ruled to a participatory model
of community. This can be realized in civil society which can
also practice social  and ethical auditing as  important practical
means to check graft and corruption in Asian societies.12

From what we have said it is clear that the effectiveness
of the Catholic Social Teachings will depend upon the
contribution it could make in practice to create and sustain a
vibrant civil society.  Here I see the importance of one of the
recurrent points in the Social Teaching, namely the common
good.  Precisely the realization of the common good requires
the role of a vibrant civil society.

4. Christianity and Social Justice in Asia

There is no gainsaying the crucial importance of social
justice in Asian societies. The present mode of economic
development, and past traditions have created a situation of
much oppression and violence in Asian societies.  At the root
of it all is the absence of solidarity and the failure to provide
equitable access to resources. Behind the many skyscrapers
in Shanghai and Bombay, there lies hidden another reality.
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Facts indicate, that in spite of the phenomenal growth, India
and China remain countries, perhaps, with the largest
number of poor people in the world. This is the simple truth
and the statistics regarding those below poverty line confirm
that fact. The condition of the people in the interior parts of
these countries and of the migrant labourers in the booming
cities narrates to us many tales of woe. The demand for
cheap labour in the global market has turned the condition
of the workers most wretched.  Suffice it to think, for
example, of  the number of accidents in the various
manufacturing units in China. More than 11000 deaths took
place in the first nine months of the year 2003. In China
alone 150 million people are underemployed, and in  India
millions languish without the opportunity to be able to work
and earn. All this is simply the tip of an iceberg. It is
nevertheless symptomatic of a profound
contradiction in these countries, which is
most visible in the growing affluence of a
wealthy class on the one hand and the masses
of poor on the other. The number of
millionaires in India, for example, is
increasing every year  at a very high
percentage.

While the economic growth in Asian
countries have given opportunities to middle
and upper classes  to reap rich dividends, the
condition of the poor, the peasants, the
workers, the migrants is worsening day by
day. Neo-liberalism and financial capitalism,
very active in Asian societies, are generating
more and more poor people. On the other
hand, we note how  aspirations and dreams
for justice and equity are keep growing.

Christianity in Asia could make a
difference by its involvement  for  the
creation  of  a  just  and  equitable society.
This  is  the  context  in  which  the  social  teachings   of  the
Church  could  be  most  helpful. They  could  make the
Christian  presence  meaningful  and  effective. The teachings
of  the  Church  on  social  justice  rests  on  the solid
Biblical foundation and are inspired by the example  of  Early
Fathers of the Church. The introduction of the concept of
social justice was an important turning point in the modern
social teaching of the Church. It helped the Church to go
beyond charity, almsgiving and developmental ideology.
What is particularly remarkable is the fact that involvement
of justice was intimately linked to the evangelising mission
of the Church.13  That is why the teachings on social justice
can motivate the Asian Christians to engage themselves in
the Asian situation of today on the basis of their faith. As a
shared concern, the  issue of social justice provides also a
common platform for involvement with peoples of other
faiths in Asia.
5.  Contribution to Peace and Harmony

Peace is a language  addressed  to  all.  It  has  a
universal character  and  appeal;  because  it  has  formed
the  object  of  yearning  of  peoples  at  all times and ages.

Peace, however, is not a matter of chance or fate.  Peace as
much as conflicts are of  human making. Promotion of peace
and resolution of conflicts, therefore,  call for human
engagement on the basis of values.   The values that need to
be fostered for the construction of peace are,  truth, justice,
love and freedom.14

If we leave out the geopolitical considerations (into
which I do not enter here) in the relationship among Asian
nations, we can identify two important sources which threaten
peace in Asian societies.  They can be summarized in two
key-words – disparity and identity. The disparity is being
caused through the model of development being followed
under the aegis of globalisation. The fast economic
development in Asia is taking place at great social costs. The
second danger that constantly threatens peace is the conflict
that erupts on the basis of ethnicity, language, and particularly

religion. There is a connection between these two – disparity
and identity. The growing inequality will increasingly trigger
conflicts in the name of religion, language and ethnicity. One
of the experiences we have made in Asia is that growing
inequality among the rich and the poor becomes a source for
serious social conflict. In the relationship among the various
ethnic and religious  groups, a perceived sense of injustice
sets off  conflicts and confrontations. Speaking of
development as the new name for peace, Pope Paul VI reminds
us “Excessive economic, social, and cultural inequalities …are
a danger to peace”.15

  It may be recalled here, for example, how the East Asian
economic crisis of 1997 provoked  in Indonesia ethnic
conflicts between the local people and the affluent ethnic
Chinese communities in that country. The Hindu-Muslim
conflicts in the state of Gujarat, India, were caused by the
ruthless commercial competition between the two
communities in the wake of globalisation. Besides the
growing religious fundamentalism of the established religions
causing conflicts, today threat to peace derives from
increasing poverty.  In this regard, the United Nations
Development Report notes,
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The interaction between poverty and violent
conflict in many developing countries is destroying
lives on an enormous scale- and hampering
progress…The human development costs of violent
conflict are not sufficiently appreciated…Conflict
undermines nutrition and public health, destroys
education system devastates livelihoods and retards
prospect for economic growth…The immensity of
these costs make its own case for conflict prevention,
conflict resolution and post-conflict reconstruction as
three fundamental requirements for building human
security and accelerating progress…16

  There are innumerable micro initiatives taking place
everyday all over the world in which religious communities
positively contribute to the cause of peace and resolution of
conflicts. 17   In more recent times Christianity did  play an
important role for peace, harmony and reconciliation in South
Africa, East Timor, Northern Ireland, etc. How could
Christianity become truly a promoter of peace in Asia today?
It can play a significant role by involving itself in the
dynamics of peace. First of all, no social harmony is possible
without recognition of the dignity and rights of people. By
defending human rights Christianity will effectively
champion the cause of peace in the Asian societies. Secondly,
Christianity could become an active force in developing the
values and attitudes required for the creation of peace.
Thirdly, the contribution Christianity could make is to instill
the spirit of dialogue as an indispensable and effective method
for the promotion of peace. The contribution at these levels
will bring Christianity into dialogue and cooperation with
other religious traditions of Asia.

On the other hand, harmony is an important value
cherished in Asian traditions and cultures. But this could be,
as is often the case, misinterpreted. Situations of blatant
injustice could be covered up in the name of harmony and
loyalty. Fear of disturbing the established order can prompt
compromise with injustice.  But this kind of harmony which
covers up injustice is very costly for the poor and the
marginalized. Their well-being will depend upon  peace and
harmony nourished by justice – pax opus iustitiae (peace is
the work of justice).

Part II

A Closer Asian  Look at the Social  Teachings

After having surveyed the context in which we have to
make sense of the social teachings of the Church, in this
second part, we want to take a closer look at the social
teachings. We will do this, (A) by highlighting some issues
of great significance for Asia,  (B) by examining some of the
factors that inhibit the effectiveness of these teachings,  (C)
by probing into some questions that deserve attention and
finally (D) by pointing out some possible directions for the
future.

A. Three Major Issues of Highest Significance for
Asia From the Social Teachings

1.  The Dignity of Human Person

The dignity of human person rests on the Christian
understanding of God’s creation. Reason and freedom are
keys to human flourishing, and are important markers of
human dignity.  Much of the social teaching, then,  has to do
with the expansion of human freedom, supported by human
rights. Part of this recognition of human dignity is the religious
freedom  (Dignitiatis Humanae). The developments that have
taken place in the teaching of the Church have  overcome
some of the theological difficulties of the past and have
created, at least, in principle an open space for the recognition
of the freedom of faith of our neighbours of other religious
traditions. This was not something easy for the Church. It
was a breakthrough. This was possible, because, from from a
generic recognition of human dignity based on creation, the
social teaching has gone to acknowledge the subjective
dimension of the human person. This is an important
milestone. There is no subjectivism here. Without
undermining the objective, the shift has taken place to the
subjective in the human person and her conscience. We could
see it in the Vatican II documents of Dignitatis Humanae as
well as in the orientation of  Gaudium et Spes.  This is far
from the objective approach epitomized in the axiom  “error
has no right to exist”. This shift has created the condition for
greater inter-religious understanding and cooperation on social
issues of Asia.

Two points however need to be stressed here: The dignity
of human person is incomplete unless the full humanity of
woman is affirmed.. This implies recognizing women’s subject
hood and intellectual agency. And this calls for a new
anthropology.  I mean to say, without  affirmation of full
dignity of woman from a proper anthropological orientation,
the statement about the dignity of human person by the social
teachings  remains only partial.  Neither an anthropology of
complementarity in man-woman  relation ship, nor the view
that men and women are different (implying that they have
different roles) could do justice to the dignity of woman. For
the full dignity of woman we need an anthropology of
partnership:  Women and men are equal, but  different  and
engaging in a relationship of mutuality. Mutuality implies
recognizing the contribution of women in every  aspect  of
human functioning. Such an anthropology on a partnership
model is the condition for the acknowledgement of full dignity
of woman. This integral anthropology seems to be missing in
the social teachings of the Church, whereas it is important  in
the Asian societies in which the dignity of women is trampled
upon  both by modern and traditional forces, supported by
strong patriarchal ideologies.

A second observation concerns the human rights which
flow from the dignity of human person. Here too there is an
incompleteness. From an Asian perspective, there are not only
rights – after all Bill Gates is also fighting for his rights! – but
duties and responsibilities towards the other. Deriving only
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rights from human dignity leaves out an important dimension
of this reality. There is the need to inculcate the duties which
binds a person to the society by the affirmation of human
dignity. Doing the duties towards the other and being in
solidarity with the other too flow from the dignity of the
human person. This is what in the Asian tradtion has been
known as Dharma or Dhamma.  It is very often easier to
begin dialogue with peoples of other faiths regarding the
dignity of human person starting from duties rather than rights.
Dharma shows the embededness of human beings and their
dignity in a web of relationship with mutual obligations and
rights.

2.  The Universal Destination of Earthly Goods

This is very important in these times of globalisation
which offers immense possibilities for accumulation of
wealth. This teaching is very much consistent with the
Christian tradition, and it goes along the Asian approach to
solidarity. It is a check on the growing trend of accumulation
of wealth on the one hand and impoverishment on the other.
The third richest person in the world, Laskshmi Mittal, an
Indian, earns U.S. $ 36, 000 per second!  This contrasts with
the farmers’ suicides in some Indian states because of
indebtedness and poverty, and even sales of kidneys to
overcome misery and starvation. Land-reform in Asia and
access to resources of nature in an equitable way remain
burning issues.

There has been a development in the social teaching of
the Church in this matter. Pope Leo XIII held, despite the
fact that he was an ardent Thomist, a position that absolutized
private property and based it on human nature. But in recent
times, particularly since Vatican II, the social teachings of
the Church clearly affirm,  consistent with the teaching and
the spirit of the Fathers and the unambiguous position of
Thomas Aquinas, that the goods and resources of the earth
belong to the entire humanity from which everybody could
attain what is necessary to fulfil her or his needs. In the face
of this primary and universal  destination of the goods of
nature,  titles of ownership and right to ownership acquire a
limited and secondary validity. This has been such a strong
conviction that it was held that in dire necessity everything
becomes common, and those in extreme necessity for their
livelihood could take it from others, disregarding any claim
or title to ownership. Such an act may not be considered as
theft. This shows how private property, possession and
ownership are relative and are subject  to the needs of others.

It is necessary to state once more the
characteristic principle of Christian social doctrine.
The goods of this world are originally meant for all.
The right to private property is valid and necessary,
but it does not nullify the value of this principle. Private
property, in fact, is under a “social mortgage” which
means that it has an intrinsically social function, based
upon and justified precisely by the principle of the
universal destiny of goods.18

Now, this position so strongly affirmed and emphatically
repeated in social teachings of our times has enormous
consequence for the Asian peoples. In many of the countries,

land-ownership and landlessness are the cause for the
scandalous wealth on the one side and dire poverty on the
other. Land reform and equitable distribution of resources
remains one of the great challenges in Asian societies.
Wherever such basic reforms did not take place, the poor
have been most hit by economic globalisation and market.

3. The issue of Labour

This is one of the pillars of Catholic Social Teachings.
The development of the Catholic social thought hinges on
this central question of labour and has found its stimulus in
the workers’ movements. The Church with all its teaching
of over one hundred years on the issue of workers and their
rights could be a catalyst in Asia for protecting their interests
and well-being. This is particularly necessary in our times
when all that has been achieved through the struggles of
workers and workers’ movements since the industrial
revolution seems to be thrown to the winds overnight by
new economic policies and by the process of globalisation.
The plight of workers is under worst conditions in Asia.
Women workers, working children and migrant labourers
bring out the pathetic labour-conditions in the Asian societies
in a rat race to catch up with developed countries.

It is here that some of the basic orientations set by the
social teachings assume great importance. For example, in
the present-day conditions we need to underline as the social
teachings do, the priority of labour over capital.19 Basing
itself on the Biblical account of Genesis, the social teachings,
especially those in more recent times, have underlined the
agency and subjectivity of the human person involved in
labour which stands above the instrumental role of the capital.
Consequently, any efforts to centre economic activities on
the accumulation of capital by individuals, corporates and
institutions  would mean  a lopsided development in Asia.
Unfortunately, this is precisely what is happening in our
societies.  Labour as flowing from the subjectivity and agency
of the human person (the meaning of dominion in the sense
of Genesis)  is endowed with an ethical character. It cannot
be treated as an object. Therefore, competition to  accumulate
wealth needs to be checked and controlled by the more
important ethical question labour involves, since it deals with
human subjects. The priority of labour over capital and the
subjectivity of the workers create space for the claim of just
wages, participation of the workers in the process of
production as well as the sense of equality and solidarity
among the workers.20

B. Inhibiting Factors

1.   The Gap between  Teaching and Praxis

This gap could be looked at from three different angles.
First of all, like in other fields, also in social questions, the
effectiveness of teaching suffers because the praxis in the Church
does not correspond to many noble ideals presented. Critical
questions could be raised in this regard, for example, regarding
the way women are treated in the Church, the extent of freedom
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of expression in the Church, the extent of  participation of the
people in the matters of the Church, etc. Secondly, the gap is
there because the social teachings are often couched in an abstract
philosophical language that makes it difficult for many people
to relate the concrete realities of daily life with what these
teachings say.  Thirdly the cleavage between theory and praxis
derives from the fact that the social  teachings of the Church do
not relate themselves to the strong social ferment at work  in the
larger world, nor reflect the aspirations and efforts for social
justice and societal transformation in which so many people all
over the world are involved.

In different parts of our continent, there are significant new
social movements are with concrete agenda to attain the very
goals the Church teachings state in theory. The social teachings
seem to run parallel to these developments in the world. The gap
between theory and praxis could be reduced if there are elements
which facilitate a mediation between praxis and theory. I mean
to say that, if  social teachings are developed closely with these
experiences and experiments, the gap between theory and praxis
could be significantly reduced, and the social teachings will gain
greater credibility.

2.   Condemnation and Non-Condemnation

The effectiveness of the social teachings of the Church
cannot be dissociated from the Christian legacy of the past
and the Christian image in the minds of Asians. The attitude
towards Christianity conditions also the extent the social
teachings of the Church can have influence on the Asian
societies.  Instead of going into a detailed analysis of this
statement, let me point out two historical facts. There is one
condemnation that has profoundly affected the Asian attitude
towards Christianity: The controversy that started at the time
of Matteo Ricci on the rites of Chinese ancestral veneration,

ended with the condemnation
of them by Rome, not once, but
three times. It alienated the
whole of Asia under the
Confucian civlizational
influence. As for South Asia,
we have a case of non-
condemnation. Caste was one
of the most difficult issues the
missionaries had to face. The
hierarchical ordering of the
society on the basis of the
principle of purity and pollution
made some people by birth
pure, superior and privileged.
Christian missions  could have
challenged the caste-system to
bring about the Gospel message
of the equality of all children
of God. Instead, the Church
failed to condemn this social
evil and allowed the
discrimination against the
lower castes and the
untouchables to continue. What

is even more unfortunate is that policies were adopted in the
Church which even legitimised  the existing caste-division.
This was done because, the Church feared that if it challenged
the caste-system it would upset the existing social order which
in turn will affect its mission of winning souls.

The social teachings will find welcome in Asia  if the
Church openly expressed its regret for this condemnation and
non-condemnation. The absence of any expression of regret
on the part of the Church regarding Christian past in Asia,
will only make Asians look at with scepticism at its lofty
social teachings. What is surprising is that on issues such as
anti-Semitism, opposition to science, etc. the Church was
quick to confess its past failings. But little of that openness is
seen as for the societies in our parts of Asia are concerned.
Even now it is not too late.

3.   Absence  of  Self-Critique

It is an undeniable fact that religious freedom was denied
for many centuries and was  supported by theological
arguments. It is only since Vat. II, clear admission of religious
freedom by the Church came about.  We need to recall here
that Pope Pius IX and Pope Leo XIII condemned religious
freedom. Where religious freedom was inevitable it was
grudgingly tolerated as lesser evil.   Similarly, we know also
about the serious difficulties the Church had in accepting
democracy as a legitimate form of governance.  It is again
only in relatively recent times democracy has been accepted
as a mode of governance to be fostered. We hear of a positive
note on democracy for the first time in a radio message of
Pope Pius XII during the Second World War: “A democratic
form of government appears to many people as the natural
postulate imposed by reason itself” 21
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4.   Claim  of  Consistency  and  Continuity

A sign of the lack of self-criticism is the claim that the
social teachings of the Church have a consistent and
progressive development, something that cannot be reasonably
maintained. There are continuities and discontinuities in the
social teachings. To claim that there has been a steady and
organic growth of social doctrines contradicts actual facts.
Some of the things claimed to have been professed from the
beginning consistently does not seem to be so. For example
there is a marked difference between what Leo XIII said about
the absolute character of private property and what Pius XI
said abut the social dimension of private property.  One could
hardly speak about a continuity in this matter, which would
only foster scepticism about the social teaching of the Church.
Moreover, the awareness that some of the developments in
the social teachings of the Church owe a lot to developments
in the larger society and in the secular field as was clearly the
case regarding religious liberty. A realistic admission of the
struggle the Church itself had to undergo in getting greater
clarity on various social issues will enhance  the  credibility
of its social teachings.

5.  Limping  Social  Teachings  of  the  Church

There is an asymmetry between the social teachings and
theology of religions. Both these are inextricably bound up
together in Asia. It is anomalous to have a very advanced
teaching on social issues, while holding on to views about
religions that  are far from acceptable for Asian peoples, and
which cannot form a basis for serious inter-religious
understanding and harmony. While one foot is strong, namely,
the social teachings of the Church, the other foot,  namely the
official theology of religions, is handicapped. This situation
undermines the body of social teachings and it can move at
the moment ahead only by limping. There is a need for a
thorough revision of the official theology of religions, for the
social teachings of the Church to have effect on the larger
masses of the Asian peoples.

Certainly, looking against the background of the past
history, the affirmation of religious liberty in the teachings of
Vatican II through Dignitatis Humanae  was, as I noted earlier,
a breakthrough. It makes sense against the longstanding
tradition of refusal to accept this freedom in Christian history
and theology. However, as far as Asia  is concerned, this
affirmation of liberty needs to be accompanied by a theology
of religions that goes beyond inclusivism. It is where the social
teachings get stuck specially when it is a question of engaging
neigbours of other faiths in common social issues.

C. Questions Requiring Attention

1.  Selective  Specificity

There are many issues and questions relevant to Asia,
that are dealt with in the social teachings. But there are also
many more issues of very vital and central importance for

Asia which are, by and large, absent in the social teachings.
One may respond to this remark saying, that the Universal
Church can speak only in general terms and cannot go into
specificity of the contextual issues. The universal teaching
requires only to be applied to particular contexts.  However,
the point to note is that the social teachings do in fact deal
with specific issues when they belong to European experience
and history. For example, the question of workers has its
experiential roots in European industrial revolution; religious
freedom in the European experience of the conflictual
relationship of altar and throne; the issue of ideology is
centered on Marxism, an ideology of  European origin. In
fact these issues so very close to European history and
experience occupy the major portion of the social teachings.
There is a need to give attention to issues and questions of
other contexts, and these to be treated with the same
earnestness as issues affecting Europe.
2.   Absence  of  Some  Crucial  Asian  Issues

How could one understand the Asian realities of today
without referring to the colonial experience of  many Asian
nations and their struggles for national independence?  These
are questions which affected Asian peoples and in which the
European colonizers were involved. Even at the height of
colonial exploitation, we never hear a word of condemnation
of colonialism by the Church, nor any support to the struggles
of Asian peoples for their sovereignty. If such is the past,
how could anyone,  then, expect that Asia will today suddenly
warm up to the social teachings?  As for the contents of social
teachings, Asians hear very little about tribal culture, caste,
question of identities and minorities, etc. -  issues which affect
almost all the nations of Asia. If the absence of such issues in
the social teachings are justified by invoking the universal
nature of the social teachings, many of the actual issues found
in the social teachings could also be shown as being specific
and peculiar to European experience. How are we to justify
the absence of those and presence of these, except to say that
there is a selective specificity in the social teachings?
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3.  Assumption  and  Methodology

The body of social teachings assume that the society
can be changed if only we impart the truth and employ human
reason. The very expressions “social doctrine” and “social
teaching” seem to indicate such an assumption.  The social
teachings make appeal in the name of truth, knowledge and
reason, and these are expected to bring about change in society
– a too optimistic assumption. The teachings do not take into
account sufficiently the sinful human nature. Those in power
often act unjustly even after knowing the truth; hold on to
power and maintain oppressive structures because of the
advantage they derive  over others, even when they know
that it is an unjust situation. In other words, the conflict of
interests in the society, and asymmetry of power are not
addressed sufficiently and in depth in the social teachings.
These are quite central in addressing the social and political
issues of today’s Asia. But these aspects have been in general
watered down under the assumption that imparting knowledge
and truth and appealing  to reason will bring about change.
This assumption is reflected in the basic methodology we
find in the social teachings. It is a methodology from theory
to praxis. However, if the methodology is one that starts from
praxis, the actual conflitucal realities in the realm of politics,
economy, etc. will be taken more seriously for reflection.

4.  Weakness  in  the  Cosmic  Aspect

Anyone reading the corpus of the social teachings
from an Asian perspective  will be struck by the fact that
these teachings reflect an excessive anthropocentric world-
view. There is a general lack of emphasis on the bonds that
unite human beings with the nature and the whole universe.
These bonds are so intrinsic and vital that the human cannot
be defined without reference to them. This is something that
does not come out clearly in the anthropology behind the
social teachings. Here again we note how these teachings are
still attached to the anthropocentrism of the classical western
thought. I say “classical”, because today in the West itself
new developments are taking place  in the world-view, more
sensitive to the earth and nature, as revealed in many vibrant
ecological movements. In Asia, the understanding of the
human in relation to nature has been something that is
inscribed in its cultures and civilizations. This has contributed
to the development of a wholistic vision of reality and of
human beings. In fairness, we must admit that the social
teachings do speak about environmental issues. However, they
lack force, and do not seem to come out of a nature-sensitive
cosmic  world-view.

D.  Some Pointers to the Future

Let me now point out a few areas in reference to which
the social teachings of the future could become a language
closer to the understanding of peoples in our parts of Asia.

1. The fact that the axis of Christianity has already
shifted from the West to Asia and other continents, the future

of social teachings necessarily will have to reflect this new
situation and draw from Asian experiences many fibres for
the social teachings. There is the need, for example, to pay
greater attention to what is happening at the grassroots in
Asia. These are extremely rich and important resources for
the future social teachings of the Church. It is undeniable
that there is also a strong social and political ferment in Asia,
especially at the level of everyday life.  Moreover, there are
various new social movements at work in the continent.  All
these experiences from the bottom could flow into the future
social teachings of the Church.

2. The Asian Bishops on their part should make forceful
representation of Asian questions at the level of the universal
Church, so that the entire Church could benefit from the
rich  Asian experiences. The Federation of Asian Bishops’
Conferences has contributed to deepen many social issues
of vital importance. There is little evidence that the insights
coming from the intense social engagement of the Asian
Churches have found its place in the social teachings. That
is why there is a need for Asian bishops to make the voices
of their Churches heard in the social teachings.

3. The social teaching should not be merely “teaching”
and “doctrine”,  but should have bearing on concrete praxis.
Hence, we need to think of ways and means in which the
social teachings could impact upon the larger society.
Moreover, these teachings  should go beyond motivating
Christians for social engagement. Most effective are the
formulation of public policies in a state or country. We need
to think how the spirit and insights of social teachings could
influence the public policies. This is again an important
reason why we need to be attentive to the Asian resources
on social and political questions. This will make the influence
more natural and acceptable.

4. There is need to draw resources from Asian history
and tradition. For example, there are global roots for
democracy, which cannot be reduced to Western sources.
Similarly we have rich resources on human dignity, rights
and duties in the various cultures of Asia.22 These need to be
brought into dialogue with the social teachings of the Church.
Given the importance of the question, let me explain it in
some detail.

There is a general misconception that democracy is
something Western, and that there is an effort to impose it
upon other countries. Similar arguments are brought also
regarding human rights. One may have even recourse to the
so-called “Asian values” argument saying that it does not fit
into the Asian cultures, in contrast to those of the West.23

From a Christian perspective, democracy, human rights and
freedom are of such fundamental value for the individual
and societies that we cannot sacrifice them on the altar of
the polemics with the West. They are too important to be
denied in the name of something supposedly  higher in the
Asian values.  My purpose is not to go into such arguments
and show their weakness, but to highlight that democracy is
a value that has been cultivated in various civilizations in
differing measures. The traces of it could be found in Africa,
Americas, Asia, and in the Western classical world - Greece
and Europe. Hence it would be wrong to characterize
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democracy as something western in order to condone
authoritarianism and centralization and to deny legitimate
freedom to the citizens.

Conclusion

To conclude, Asian Churches today stand in a tension
between the challenge to be rooted in the soil, and the
obligation to be prophetic. If, on the one hand, being rooted
in the soil and being accommodative to the political and social
order could end up in Churches devoid of prophecy and
critique, on the other hand, trying to be prophetic without
roots among the people can make the voice of the Churches
alien and ineffective. Asian Churches have to live with this
tension, and it cannot be easily resolved. In fact, it is a healthy
and productive tension. False  rootedness as much as
misleading prophetism with its martyrdom complex are to be
avoided.  The social teachings could help the Asian Churches
in the struggles they are going through in their double-task of
being rooted and at the same time prophetic. The Christian
witness and prophetism will be convincing when they become
expressions of deep immersion into the Asian life and history.
But as it is, the social teachings have more of prophetic
character and do not reflect the concerns and questions of the
Asian societies. This imbalance could be made good with
ever-greater attention to the Asian experiences and concerns
in these social teachings.

I see another basic role for the social teachings in Asia.
They can assist  the Asian Churches to free themselves from
narcissism and self-centeredness and give impetus to reach
out to the larger society. Trying to face the questions and issues
of the larger society can spare the Churches from the excessive
preoccupation with internal matters. In fact the entire body
of social teachings is an invitation to address questions which
affect humanity and the different facets of the society.

Finally, any future social teaching has to take into
account the fact that Asian Christians live in the midst of
peoples of other faiths. Co-operation with our neighbours of
other religious persuasions is extremely important for common

involvement towards the transformation of the society, for
the defence of human dignity and rights and for the promotion
of justice.  Let me make a suggestion in this regard: The future
social teachings of the Church draw also from the rich
religious resources of our neighbours – Buddhists, Hindus,
Confucianists, Daoists and so on . These traditions  have such
important insights on the various aspects and issues affecting
humanity and the Asian societies.  Drawing from these
treasures  will give a truly inter-religious dimension to the
social teachings of the Church, and Asians will find their
culture and traditions reflected in these teachings.

__________

1 Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church,
Libreria Editrice Vaticana, Vatican,  2004.

2 At this point we need to acknowledge the crucial role
played by the Office of Human Development(OHD)  from its
very inception to relate faith with the Asian social realities.
In particular I would like to highlight the Conference OHD
organized on the occasion of the centenary celebration  of
Rerum Novarum in 1991. . The other offices of FABC,
especially the Office for Theological Concerns (OTC),  have
brought out a rich body of materials on Church in relation to
Asian social, economic and political situations.

3  Peter Beyer, Religion and Globalisation, Sage
Publications, London, 2000, p. 80. Niklas Luhmann, Funktion
der Religion, Suhrkamp, Frankfurt  a. M., 1977;  ID., The
Differentiation of Society, Columbia University, New York,
1982.

4 Cf. Gnana Patrick, “‘Auditing Utilitarianism. From a
Subaltern Perspective”, in Felix Wilfred (ed),  Subaltern
Perspectives and Ethical Auditing. Jeevadhara, vol. 37,
January 2007, pp. 69-87.

5 Cf. D. Devahuti (ed.), The Unknown Hsüan-tsang,
Oxford University Press, Delhi, 2001.  It is significant that
the memory of this Buddhist monk remains a powerful

historical link between India and China. In fact,
a statue of this Chinese monk has been erected
at  the site of the ancient university of Nalanda
where he was a student, and this monument was
opened by a visiting  Chinese minister.  See
Hindu, 13 February, 2007.

6 Amartya Sen, Identity and Violence. The
Illusion of Destiny, Penguin Books, London,
2006,  p. 109.

7 In the nineteenth century, the Church
defended the unity of human family against the
ideology of racism based on a misinterpreted
theory of evolution. Today the Church is called
upon to defend the unity of the whole of human
race against theories which proclaim “clash of
civilizations” as the future. Samuel Huntington
writes unabashedly that “it is human to hate. For
self-definition and motivation people need
enemies. Samuel Huntington, The Clash of
Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order,



January - March 2007 17

con’t fr om page 21>

is only one aspect and one dimension of the whole of human
activity (No.375). Economy is to serve human beings, but
not versa. The compendium remind us there is a need for the
Church to propose a great deal of educational and cultural
formation (No.376). This includes the education of consumers
in the responsible use of their power of choice, the formation
of a strong sense of responsibility among producers and among
people in the mass media in particular, as well as the necessary
intervention by public authorities.
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Globalization, a process of transnational integration of
economic capitalism, has made deep impacts on Asia since it
began in 1960’s. One of the biggest challenges for developing
and transitional economies is how best to manage and balance
the benefits of globalization against the risks and costs. The
neo-liberalists emphasis that the increased competition that
forces production changes in an economy will lead to better
resource allocation and greater efficiency and productivity.
However, the real situation is that the net benefits are not
shared equally.

The  impact  of  economic  globalization  on  the  workers:
The buying Game & the workers’ plight

Nike pay US$16 million a year tro the Brazilian
national football team and Adidas pays US$1.8 million
per year to French player. Meanwhile, the Asian
workers who make the football boots and other sports
gear worn by players are paid as little as 47 cents Euro
per hour.

The case of Nike is very common among Asian
developing countries. The globalization of production
provides industry with a higher degree of mobility and
flexibility not only its production process but also in industrial
relations vis a vis labour. Over the past twenty years, trade
liberalization and communication innovations have
dramatically increased opportunities for brand companies and
retailers to source their products from producers worldwide.
The result is a new business model for major retailers, such
as hypermarkets, supermarkets and department stores, and
brand owners such as leading clothing companies. Huge
retailing “empires” making good profits are undermining the
very labour standards they claim to uphold by pursing a
common global strategy that demands ever-quicker and
cheaper delivery of the freshest and latest products. Under
the business ethos of “make it quick, make it flexible, make
it cheap” workers at the bottom of the global supply chains
are the one to bear the greater pressure The companies are
using their power at the top of global chains to squeeze their
immediately onto the workers in the form of ever-longer hours,
faster work pace and lower income, often in poor conditions
and without job security.

The past experience of many developing countries,
including those which adopted the World Bank’s structural
adjustment programmes, has demonstrated that when over-
riding priority is given to gaining international competitiveness
and the promotion of exports, less attention is given to the
promotion of the welfare of the general population and
particularly of labour. With the restructuring of the world
economy since the 1970s, governments in Asia have been

Compendium And Social And Economic
Reality In Asia

Dr. Lisa Leung
Justice and Peace Commission of Hong Kong

competing for the favours of transnationally mobile capital.
There has been upsurge of Free Export Processing Zones and
Free Trade Zones in which social and environmental standards
are lowered while social subsidies to capital are increased,
e.g. through offering financial and other investment incentives
by the host governments.( Hoogvelt and Puxty 1997; Thomas,
1997). The outcome of this process has been an increase in
the rate of exploitation of labour.

The Case of GP workers

Let me cite China workers as an example. China is
known as “world factory” , generates billions of dollars in
export profits and employs millions of people in thousands
of factories. Gold Peak Industries is one of Hong Kong
manufacturer which production lines are moved to Mainland
China. Gold Peak invest produces batteries in factories in
Huizhou-city, in the province Guangdong, South-China. The
working conditions in Gold Peak battery factories are
extremely bad. The factories in Huizhou have an appalling
history of health and safety violations and long working hours.

More than 400 workers at Gold Peak’s factories are
suffering from high levels of exposure to the cancer-causing
chemical cadmium, as a result of handling the chemical
without protective clothing or proper safety instruction. The
workers were exposed to cadmium while producing
rechargeable batteries for toys.

Gold Peak workers, together with supporters and labour
rights activists, have been campaigning for improved
compensation from the company, sickness insurance and



January - March 2007 19

better provision of medical check-ups. Gold Peaks enhances
a very intimidating method for the workers’ medical checkups:
for urine test the workers have to fully  undress. To be able to
receive compensation, the affected workers had to be fired.
Besides the financial problems, they are facing high medical
bills as well. It is hard to find a job because of their medical
situation. The Chinese law for compensation is very limited
though so they are now campaigning for better compensation.

Gold Peak in China is not very cooperative and when
the workers asked for support from the Chinese government,
Gold Peaks’ local management threatened them with criminal
charges.

Gold Peak has finally promised to set up a fund for the
financial assistance of the workers. But according to our
partner Gold Peak has not taken much action so far. The
amount of money for the fund (1.3 million US dollars) is not
enough and the company does not open up on the exact
number of cadmium poisoning cases.

The case has already received considerable international
attention. In November of 2006 the workers offered a letter
with demands to Gold Peak. Unfortunately the management
is not willing to meet their wishes.

The  Dignity  of  Workers

Catholic teaching on work — based on the principle
that people are more important than things — reflects a
compelling Christian revelation. In Genesis, we come to
understand that human beings, created in God’s image, share
in the tasks of the Creator through their work. In Catholic
social teaching, work is for the person, not the person for
work (No255). Today, despite the remarkable changes in
technology, science, international politics, and social
conditions, the theme of work is still a major focus of our
national agenda and a touchstone in the developing global
economy.

In our own tradition, work is not a burden or punishment,
but an expression of our dignity and creativity(No. 256). Those
who can work should work and by their labor meet their basic
needs and those of their families (No.302). Government
cannot ignore its duty for the protecting the just wage of the
workers, to ensure that everyone who works full time can
earn enough to raise a family.

Our concerns for workers extend beyond our borders
since we live and act in a global marketplace. Through the
eyes of faith, we are called to see others, not as economic
rivals or problems, but as members of one human family.
The core of Pope John Paul II’s message is solidarity(No.
305). In a rapidly shrinking world “loving our neighbor” takes
on a new meaning and globalization redefines and enlarges
the Biblical question “who is my neighbor?”

Globalization is a fact, a growing reality. The question
is not whether we will have increasing globalization, but
whether it will lift people up or push them down; whether it
will drive people apart or bring them together; whether it will
increase gaps between rich and poor, or build new economic
bridges between the peoples of the world

The compendium cited Laborem Exercens, our Holy

Father discusses how new developments in technologies,
economics, and political conditions “will require a reordering
and adjustment of the structures of the modern economy and
the distribution of work.”(LE 1, No310). The pope welcomes
the possible relief from crushing poverty and the rekindled
hope for a better life that people could enjoy. However, he
recognizes that such changes could hurt some people through
lost jobs, falling living standards, and inhumane working
conditions requiring action to cushion their blows and reverse
these trends. The role of the Church, itself an international
institution, is to raise up the dignity and value of all workers
and to seek universal human progress.

The Impact of Liberalization and Globalization on the
issue of poverty and inequality

It is said that Neo-liberalization, privatization and
globalization (LPG policy) are the rich nations’ millennium
strategies floated through multilateral instituations to
systematically oppress the third world. Globalization is
defined as declining barriers to trade, migration, capital flows,
technology transfers, and foreign direct investment. It is the
process of extending and integrating markets and economies
so that they are no longer confined to a single region or nations
but form part of a global economic system. The role of the
Nation State is being undermined and diverted from its basic
responsibility of promoting the common good and protecting
the basic human rights of individuals. While mainstream
economists suggest that globalization process is a strong force
for equalizing per capita income between nations, other say
that the developing countries are exposed to threats of further
aggravation and marginalisation in the process (Raj Felix
2004).

In the area of economic life, the phenomenon of mega-
mergers has led to the concentration of wealth in the hands of
the few and has given rise to gross inequalities so evident in
our Region. These trends take away the very life support
systems from the majority of our peoples so that they are no
longer able to live with dignity as human persons. World Bank
report 2002 revealed that during the globalization period, the
distribution of per capita income between countries has
become more unequal. For example, in 1960 the average per
capita GNP in the richest 20 countries was 15 times that of
the poorest 20 countries. Today the gap has nearly tripled.
Emphasizing the multidimensional nature of poverty, the
report said that the poor face not only a chronic shortage of
income but also a sense of voicelessness and powerlessness
and a level of economic insecurity. This uneven record of
development is rupturing human life and development
process.

Under the philosophy of neo-liberalism, science and
technology, knowledge and information and communication
technology, seem to give priority to the growth and expansion
of capital and investments for profits, rather than satisfy the
basic human needs of persons and communities including
food, health services, sanitation and education. The subtle
promotion and pursuit of a culture of individualism,
materialism, consumerism, and excessive competition move
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people and communities away from the fundamental values
of the respect for human dignity and stewardship of the
ecology and a way of life that stresses the transcendental and
spiritual.

The scenario of Asian people under economic
globalization

According to the report of Economic and Social Survey
of Asia and the Pacific 2006, the issue of poverty and
inequality is the growing concern in Asia. Asian countries
are experiencing increasing inequality in tandem with high
growth. Inequality emerges in a number of guises. The most
obvious is income inequality. There is a trend of growing
working poor. The share of the working poor measured in
terms of those earning less than $2 a day (defined in terms of
purchasing power parity) in total employment in 2003 was
88 % in South Asia, 59% SE Asia and 49%in E Asia. This
indicates that the vast majority of such people earn wages
that are just above the $1 a day poverty line.

Besides this, poverty in Asia remains a largely rural
phenomenon ( Rosegrant and Hazell 2000). Of the world’s
1.2 billion poor people, three quarters totaling 900 million
live in rural areas (IFAD 2001), the vast majority of them in
Asia. The rural poor in Asia depend on agriculture as small
cultivators, tenants, or workers on and off farms. By and large,
they own no assets, are trapped in debt, and lack access to
technology and credit. Compared to their urban counterparts,
rural households are usually larger, with illiterate or barely
literate heads. They have limited access to social services
(like education, health care, family planning, adequate shelter,
safe drinking water, standard toilets and sanitary facilities
and electricity), which is exacerbated by their lack of
information about available services. Their low social status
further disenfranchises them politically and makes them a
highly vulnerable group (ADB 2001).

Poverty not only emerges in rural areas but also in urban
areas. Rapid urbanization has been an unmistakable hallmark
of the 20th century, and this is particularly true for the Asian
region. In 1960, roughly one in five people lived in urban
areas; by 1980, the ratio was one in four. Today, with 37% of
Asia’s 3.7billion people staying in urban areas, the ratio is
one in three.

Among Asia’s 1.35 billion urban population are its urban
poor-typically defined as people living in informal and
“squatter” settlements in urban and urbanizing areas and
whose income falls below the poverty threshold set by the
government (Ngolaban 1999). They depend on the informal
economy for their livelihood, live in miserable housing
conditions, are constantly threatened with eviction for illegal
occupancy, and have little or no access to basic services like
running water, sanitation facilities, schools or health clinics.

Lack of income is a major constraint facing urban poor
households. In the poor countries of Asia, dwindling capacity
of the formal sector to generate employment means that only
low-paying informal sector jobs are available to the great
majority of urban poor residents( Karaos 1997). Accordingly,

the informal sector keeps growing to accommodate the large
number of men and women seeking a living in urban areas
(Balisacan 1994). Men work in the construction, transport,
and small-scale manufacturing sectors. Women peddle goods
on streets and sidewalks, or do laundry and other domestic
tasks for wealthier households. All across Asia, the informal
economy accounts for at least an unrecorded half of gross
domestic product (Racelis 1999). Informal sector workers
suffer from low and unstable incomes, their average earnings
being much lower than those in the formal sector
(Ratanakomut et al. 1994).

Poverty is a common phenomenon both in rural and
urban areas in our region. However, government is lack of
political will, to engender policies for the common good, that
breeds inequality and creates an increasing gap between the
rich and the poor in our nations. It is also clear that this
emphasis on the material and economic aspects of
development is creating communities that are slowly being
marginalised and sidelined, becoming breeding ground for
division and fragmentation of our communities. Various forms
of religious fundamentalism often related to the negation of
ethnic and fundamental human liberties and rights by both
the global forces and national governments are emerging.
Violence of the People is justified as a response to both Global
and National Violence. Often such volatile situations bring
misery and sufferings to millions of people in the Region.
Furthermore, there is a growing sense of insecurity when
ethnic and religious communities become targets for each
other’s anger and revenge.

The prevalence of Greed in an organised manner within
the systems that promote various forms of neo-liberalism
based trade and capital liberalisation has created inequalities
and institutionalised injustices in the economic, political,
ethnic and religious spheres. This leads to feelings of
oppression or hopelessness, hatred, prejudice, and desire for
vengeance, resulting in violence. The lack of good governance
and social structures that deal effectively with political,
economic and social inequalities in our society has resulted
in a culture of intolerance where people lack respect and
understanding of each other and there is domination of one
race, caste over the other. Historical grievances have also
caused individual violence, violence of the people, and
violence of the State. Declining religious values and increasing
religious fundamentalism have also brought about clashes and
conflicts.

A new social scenario is emerging before our very eyes.
We see the gradual erosion of the agricultural base of our
economies, the displacement of millions of people internally
and externally, the situation of millions of migrant workers
who have to leave their homes and families to work as contract
labour with little security and under deplorable conditions.
There is the gradual and blatant increase in the trafficking of
women, girls and boys and the feminisation of poverty
accompanied by violence on women. The rapid deterioration
of ecology and environment is largely due to the pace of
unethical and unsustainable development resulting in the
indiscriminate destruction of natural resources and the
environment.
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Toward  a  Moral  Economic  Life

In the Old Testament, riches are seen as a blessing from
God. Abundance is not seen as a problem in itself, but there
is strong condemnation for the misuse of material goods —
fraud, usury, injustice — especially when it is the poor who
suffer these abuses.

The other side of the coin, poverty, is seen as part of the
human condition. In this context the Old Testament calls upon
people to recognize their poverty before God. He, in turn, is
portrayed as answering the cries of the poor, who will receive
their reward through a new David. “Poverty takes on the status
of a moral value when it becomes an attitude of humble
availability and openness to God, of trust in him” (No. 324).

In the New Testament, Jesus calls for a conversion of
hearts and to be attentive to the needs of others. Working for
justice and helping the poor is one way of building the
Kingdom of God.

In general, the Bible considers economic activity as part
of the vocation in which mankind is called upon to administer
the gifts received from God. The parable of the talents also
teaches that “what has been received should be used properly,
preserved and increased” (No. 326).

Sharing  riches

Material goods, even when they are the legitimate
property of someone, retain their universal destination.
“Riches fulfill their function of service to man when they are
destined to produce benefits for others and for society” (No.
329).

This nexus between morality and economic life is a
constant in Church doctrine. “Just as in the area of morality
one must take the reasons and requirements of the economy
into account, so too in the area of the economy one must be
open to the demands of morality” (No. 331).

The Compendium suggests that morality and economic
principles do have some points in common. For example,
producing goods in an efficient manner can be seen as a moral
duty, in the sense that not to do so would be a waste of
resources. But the production of wealth also needs a moral
orientation, in order to ensure that economic growth is
distributed equitably and is guided by principles such as justice
and charity.

Economic activity carried out in this way becomes an
opportunity to practice solidarity and to build a more equitable
society and a more humane world. The Church also considers
that terms such as development cannot be seen merely in an
economic dimension, as just accumulating goods. An
exclusive concentration on the material aspect risks falling
into the error of consumerism and is not the way to achieve
authentic happiness

Serving  people

On the matter of the free market in general the
Compendium explains that it “is an institution of social
importance because of its capacity to guarantee effective

results in the production of goods and services” (No. 347). A
truly competitive market, continues the text, “is an effective
instrument for obtaining important objectives of justice.”

Nevertheless, the Compendium adds that the ends of
the common good and human development must also be taken
into account in a free market, and not just the profit motive.
There are important human needs and goods that cannot be
bought and sold in the marketplace. Regarding the role of the
state in regulating the market the Compendium invokes the
application of two principles: solidarity and subsidiarity.
Solidarity is to stimulate actions to defend the weak and
disadvantages; subsidiarity is to guarantee that the state’s
intervention will not become overly invasive. Over several
numbers the Compendium insists that the state must not
interfere too much in the workings of the economy, thereby
unduly restricting the liberties of individuals and businesses.
On the other hand, it also defends the legitimate role of taxes
and public spending, which play an important role, especially
in protecting the weak. Therefore, paying taxes is “part of the
duty of solidarity” (No. 355), but the state has the
corresponding obligation to ensure that taxes are “reasonable
and fair,” and that public resources are administered with
“precision and integrity.”

Global  dimension

“Globalization gives rise to new hopes while at the same
time it poses troubling questions” (No. 362). The
Compendium recognizes that globalization has opened up
many opportunities, but expresses concern over the
inequalities between advanced economies and developing
countries. Citing John Paul II the text calls for a “globalization
in solidarity” to deal with this problem.

A more equitable system of international commerce, and
a strong defense of human rights are among the reforms called
for by the Compendium. Respecting cultural and religious
differences and ensuring a greater solidarity between
generations are other points dealt with.

Regarding financial markets, the text acknowledges their
positive role in facilitating economic growth and large-scale
investments. However, there is a risk that the financial sector
will lose sight of serving human development and will become
“an end unto itself.” And faced with the severe problems
caused by financial instability, there is also a need to make
these markets more stable.

Globalization also requires greater cooperation by states
to coordinate the economy, given that individual governments
are often no longer able to exercise effective guidance. The
Compendium calls for the creation of “adequate and effective
political and juridical instruments” (No. 371) that will ensure
“the common good of the human family.”

Renewing its call for solidarity, one of the concluding
numbers observes that achieving this will also bring benefits
for richer countries, where the abundance of material goods
is often accompanied by “A sense of alienation and loss of
their own humanity” (No. 374). Let us remember the economy

con’t on page 17>
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Table 1 presents the Catholic population of the Asian
countries in absolute numbers as well as a percentage of total
population. Except in the Philippines, where Catholics
account for 81% of total, Catholics form a minority in all
other countries of Asia. They range from 3-9% in Brunei,
Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, Vietnam, Sri Lanka and S
Korea, and 1.5 % and less in Thailand, Cambodia, Myanmar,
Laos, Japan, China, Taiwan and India.

Table 2 (last line) indicates that there are almost 123
million Catholics throughout Asia which is of course the most
populous of all the continents. Due to the large population of
Catholics in Philippines, Southeast Asia emerges as the region
of Asia with the highest concentration of Catholics. However,
these 123 million account for only 3.15% of the entire Asian
population and 12% of Catholics throughout the world.

It is a fact that when Christianity was first propagated
among the people of Asia especially those who were believers
of another major religious tradition cum civilization (contra
people who were practising ‘little’ nativistic traditions), only
limited headway was gained. In fact, it often resulted in
conflict, suspicion, and sometimes persecution, of converts.
For these and other reasons, Christians remain a minority
among majorities of Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, Taoists,

Compendium And Social-Political Reality Of Asia

Dr Francis Loh
School of Sciences, University Sains

Penang, Malaysia

Table 1: Statistics by Country by Catholic Population

Country      Population          Catholics             Percent age (%)

Philippines       85,930,000                  69,630,000            81.03
South Korea       49,409,000                    4,377,000              8.86
Sri Lanka       20,204,000                    1,364,000              6.75
Vietnam*1             -                               5,530,055              6.62
Brunei            347,000                         21,000              6.05
Singapore         4,185,000        162,000              3.87
Malaysia       24,740,000        784,000              3.17
Indonesia                204,229,000                    6,439,000              3.15
India                    1,098,096,000                  17,005,000              1.55
Taiwan       22,158,000        303,000              1.37
Myanmar       58,304,000        603,000              1.03
Laos         6,524,000          39,000              0.60
Thailand       63,922,000        292,000              0.46
Japan                     127,851,000        509,000              0.40
Cambodia      12,571,000         21,000              0.17
China2                  1,397,673,000                   2,964,000              0.02

      Note: The table above is generated with the most recent data available for each diocese.
        Dioceses with incomplete data may be excluded which will lower the totals for its Country.

       Source: http://www.catholic-hierarchy.org/country/sc1.html
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Shintoists, etc, in Asia today. It is axiomatic that the interests
and rights of minorities are always better protected under
democratic rather than authoritarian rule. Accordingly, it is in
the interest of Catholics to struggle for democratic rule. It is
equally pertinent that inter-faith dialogues be conducted as
the Asian churches have been doing at different levels, though
perhaps, more is required.

Human Development

Table 3 presents socio-economic data related to human
development in Asia. The human development index (HDI)
among others is derived from the life expectancy of the

population (a proxy for health and nutrition); the adult literacy
rate and ratio of the population in primary, secondary and
tertiary education; and GDP per capita. In general, there has
occurred more rapid human development in Asia than in
Africa, the Middle-East or Latin America. Indeed, the East
Asian economies of South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Konhg and
Singapore have been characterized as ‘miracle economies’.
Much progress has also occurred in Malaysia, Thailand
Philippines and Indonesia (at least until the 1997-98 regional
financial crisis), and more recently in China and India too.

In fact, Table 3 also highlights that there exists wide
disparities within the region. Within ASEAN 10, Brunei,
Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand and Philippines have

Table 2: Roman Catholicism in Asia

Region   Total Population      Catholics       % Catholic    of Catholic total
Central Asia         92,019,166         198,986          0.216                0.02
East Asia    1,527,960,261     13,830,831         0.905                1.357
Middle East       274,775,527       2,035,133         0.741                0.2
South Asia    1,437,326,682      20,107,050        1.399                1.973
Southeast Asia     571,337,070      86,789,279       15.191               8.518
Total   3,903,418,706    122,961,279         3.15               12.069

1 Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roman_Catholicism_by_country
2 There is a mistake in calculation in original source.

Table 3: Human Development Indicators for East Asia 14

Countries           HDI        HDI        Life Expectancy        Education      GDP per capita       Per capita health exp

                           Rank                          at Birth                  Index               (PPP US$)                       (PPP US$)

                                                 2002    2002                                     2002                          2001

  Singapore   25       0.902 78.0                     0.91           24,040                           993
Brunei   33       0.867 76.2                     0.87           19,210                           638
Malaysia   59       0.793 73.0                     0.83             9,120                           345
Thailand   76      0.768 69.1                     0.86             7,010                           254
Philippines   83      0.753 69.8                     0.89             4,170                           169
Indonesia 111      0.692 66.6                     0.80             3,230                             77
Viet Nam 112      0.691 69.0                     0.82             2,300                           134
Cambodia 130      0.568 57.4                     0.66             2,060                           184
Myanmar 132      0.551 57.2                     0.73             1,027                             26
Lao PDR 135      0.534 54.3                     0.64             1,720                             51
Japan     9      0.938 81.5                     0.94           26,940                        2,131
South Korea   28      0.888 75.4                     0.97           16,950                           948
China   94      0.745 70.9                    0.83                         4,580                           224

Source: Human Development Report 2003 and 2004
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performed better while Laos, Cambodia and Myanmar
continue to lag behind. In between we have Vietnam and
Indonesia. If we include Japan, S Korea and China, the
disparities are more stark. Compare for instance the GDP per
capita for Japan, S Korea, Singapore and Brunei to those for
the rest, especially Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Indonesia and
Vietnam. The richer nations not only of the West, but of Asia
itself, have a responsibility to help the poorer countries.

Table 4, in fact, emphasizes that there are also serious
disparities between the rich and poor within the Asian
countries. The Gini Index which is used to measure such
disparities are especially high in Singapore, Thailand,
Malaysia and China. The Index is lowest in Japan while
countries like Indonesia, Vietnam, Korea and Taiwan fall in
between. By comparing columns I, II and III we further note
that the disparities have further widened within some ten years.
The trend in China is particularly disturbing. But the rich-
poor divide in Singapore, Malaysia, Philippines, South Korea
and Taiwan is also getting serious. Note that these are among
the so-called ‘miracle economies’. In other words, while a
country improves economically, the poor-rich divide can
worsen due to unequal distribution of the economic growth.

Why has this rich-poor divide occurred?  I attribute this
growing divide to the very same reasons for the economic
growth that has occurred.  Essentially this is the integration
of these Asian economies into the global economy which is
driven by neo-liberal market principles. Specifically, it refers
to the increasing adoption of economic liberalization,
deregulation and privatization (LDP) policies beginning from
the late 1980s until today, to facilitate the role of the private
sector in the economy. Yet it was the developmentalist state
and the expansion of the public sector economy which had
underscored economic development policies and
achievements in the 1960s and 1970s.

This neo-liberalism was first promoted by President
Reagan in the US and Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher in
UK in the early 1980s. Neo-liberlaism was further promoted
by the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, the Asian
Development Bank, and more recently, by the World Trade
Organisation, to other parts of the world, including Asia. In
order to receive foreign aid and to attract foreign investors,
developing countries were pushed to adopt LDP policies. The
argument was that state intervention creation distortions of
the market, besides contributing to inefficiencies and
corruption. There is evidence of the latter.

In the case of the Philippines, Corazon Aquino was forced
to conduct ‘structural adjustment’ of its economy when she
tried to rehabilitate the economy after she had replaced Marcos
in the late 1980s. Otherwise, new aid was not forthcoming.
In Malaysia, Singapore, China, and many other parts of Asia,
the leaders themselves pursued LDP policies to stimulate the
economy. Following the 1997-98 financial crisis, these LDP
policies were imposed upon Indonesia, Thailand and S Korea
before resuce funds were made available. Today, most Asian
countries have adopted these LDP policies to a greater or lesser
extent.

Consequently, there occurred greater ease of entry of
foreign investors not only into the commodities and

manufacturing sectors, but into the financial sectors as well.
Enter portfolio capital into the money markets and hedge funds
into the stock exchanges. Deregulation meant the further
removal of protective barriers for local companies while
privatisation meant, not only the handing over of commercial
and industrial ventures but often, public utilities as well, to
the private sector. Consequently, we have also seen a hike in
the prices of essential services like, public transport,
electricity, telecommunication, and even health and water, as
they get privatised.

Hence whereas during the 1970s and early 1980s the
public sector played the major role in the economy, beginning
from the 1990s, the engine of growth was the private sector,
linked to the global market economy. LDP policies did
stimulate economic growth and the creation of the ‘new rich’
and the ‘new middle classes’. But they have also contributed
towards the creation of the widening disparities between the
‘new rich’ and the ‘new poor’, seen most starkly in the case
of China.

It is my belief that heath services, primary and secondary
education, water and electricity supply, local transport and
housing for the poor should always be under the purview of
the public sector, not the private sector. In the cases of othere
non-essential services like the airlines, media, university
education, should these be privatized, it is necessary to
establish independent regulatory bodies 9 as in the UK and
the US) to protect the interests of the consumer citizens. Apart
from the government representatives, independent
professionals who are experts in the services provided, and
consumer organizations should also sit in these regulatory
bodies. They should be involved in assessing whether the
hikes in rates are justified or not, whether the directors of the
concessions should be given such large salaries and generous
benefits or not, and also to ensure that the delivery of these
services are of a minimum standard.

Put another way, I am calling for the restoration of the
developmental state which has been shunted aside following
the 1997-98 financial crisis, due to allegations of
mismanagement, corruption and inefficiencies. Church
teachings are very clear on this option for the poor within a
nation, and within the family of nations. I believe that a
proposal such as this to reconstitute the developmental state
as a ‘develomental-regulatory state’ is in line with church
teachings.

In this regard I refer to Table 5 which shows that public
spending on education, but especially on health (as a
percentage of the GDP) is still very low. By contrast, military
expenditure in many Asian countries are higher than for health.
Health spendings should be increased, instead of privatized.
And funds for health could be re-channeled from military
spendings. Maybe it is time that those of us concerned about
justice and peace should monitor closely how public
expenditure is distributed and propose to and pressure the
authorities to reorder their priorities. Indeed, if government
performance is monitored closely, much of the corruption that
occurs might be curbed, and re-channeled to the needy.
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Table 4: Three Periods of Gini Index in the Selected Asia Countries

Countries                  I              II         III
Singapore                  -     42.5 (1998y) 48.0 (2000y)
Malaysia           48.4 (1989y)     49.2 (1997y)          -
Thailand           46.2 (1992c)     41.4 (1998c) 43.2 (2000c)
Philippines           42.9 (1994c)     46.2 (1997c) 46.1 (2000c)
Indonesia           31.7 (1993c)     36.5 (1996y) 34.3 (2002c)
Viet Nam           35.7 (1993c)     36.1 (1998c) 35.0 (2002c)
Japan           27.8 (1992y)     28.4 (1997y) 28.4 (2002y)
South Korea        31.6 (1993c)     31.6 (1998y) 35.8 (2000y)
China           23.0 (1990y)     40.3 (1998y) 45.0 (2000c)
Taiwan           31.6 (1993y)     32.4 (1998y) 32.6 (2000y)
Mean           35.4     38.5 38.7

            Notes:     Figures in the parentheses indicate year of survey;
               c indicates that the inequality measures refer to a distribution of consumption expenditures;

                              y indicates that the inequality measures refer to a distribution of incomes;
                              ‘Mean’ indicates the arithmetic mean for the countries whose data are available for the 3 periods.

        Source: Extracted from Socio-Economic Disparity in the APEC Region 2006.

Table 5: Priorities in Public S pending in the Selected Asia Countries

Countries Public Expenditure        Public Expenditure             Milit ary Expenditure
    on Education                         on Health

                                         (% of GDP)                         (% on GDP)                        (% of GDP)
      1999-20013                                                2001                               2002

Singapore              -                  1.3                               5.2
Brunei              -                  2.5                               7.0
Malaysia            7.9                  2.0                               2.4
Thailand            5.0                  2.1                               1.4
Philippines            3.2                  1.5                               1.0
Indonesia            1.3                  0.6                               1.2
Viet Nam             -                  1.5                               7.94

Cambodia            2.0                  1.7                               2.7
Myanmar            1.3                  0.4                               3.45

Lao PDR            3.2                  1.7                                 -
Japan            3.6                  6.2                               1.0
South Korea            3.6                  2.6                               2.7
China            2.36                  2.0                               2.7
India            4.1                  0.9                               2.3
Sri Lanka            1.3                  1.8                               3.1

Source: Human Development Report 2004

3 Data refer to the most recent year available during the period specified.
4 In year 1990
5 Ibid
6 Ibid
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Democracy – Procedural and Participator y

As a result of rapid growth in Asia prior to the 1997-98
financial crisis, most Asian societies were transformed
resulting in the consolidation of the new middle-classes .
Initially , the trend was towards centralisation and
concentration of executive power. Political liberalization had
not accompanied economic liberalization. Researchers who
studied the countries of the region described the Southeast
Asian states as ‘corporate-paternalist’, ‘neo-patrimonial’,
‘quasi-democratic’, etc,  most commonly as authoritarian
‘developmentalist’ states. Leaders like Mahathir Mohamad
and Lee Kuan Yew further claimed these as Asian democracies
that emphasized communitarian, instead of individual rights,
in line with traditional ‘Asian values’

To understand this impasse to democratisation, Southeast
Asianists directed their attention to the new middle-class
which had been spawned by rapid development But the
debates over the politics of this new and the older middle-
classes produced no consensus. In Philippines they had played
an important role in ‘people power’ and the fall of Marcos in
February 1986. In Thailand they had rolled back the military
in Thailand beginning from the 1980s, culminating in the
Black May 1992 events in Bangkok. However, although
authoritarian regimes were displaced, nonetheless, new
powerful elites still dominated the people in these two
countries. Democratisation remained still-born

In Indonesia, some argued that the struggle for
constitutionalism (negara hukum) and public accountability
was led by the new middle-class (Lev). But others like Crouch
(1993) and Uhlin (1997 were less sanguine. In Singapore,
there was greater agreement that the middle-class was less
politically inclined, and deferred to the state authorities. But
Chua (1997) argued that there was emerging criticism in
cultural activities  In Malaysia, Ishak Shari and Jomo’s (1984),
argued that the middle-class was largely responsible for
heightening communal tensions, rather than promoting
democratization,  as they competed with each other for
education, employment, promotion and business
opportunities.

Loh (2002) has focused attention on ‘developmentalism’,
a new political culture which valorises consumerist habits
dependent on rapid growth, in turn dependent on political
stability, which many Malaysians believe only the Barisan
Nasional ruling coalition can guarantee. He claimed that
developmentalism had captured the minds of  Malaysians,
particularly the middle-class. For Loh, it is this discourse of
developmentalism, not ethnicism that posed limits to the
discourse of democracy.

In summary, the Southeast Asian experiences showed
that the emergence of the middle-class did not necessarily
result in regime change and democratisation. Although it was
acknowledged that the push towards democratization had
come from the middle-class, not the lower class, the evidence
suggested that the middle-class was divided and its political
perspective fragmented.

In fact, contrary to popular opinion, it does not appear
that the financial crisis was the triggering moment for regime

change in Southeast and East Asia either. As mentioned
earlier, the most significant political changes in the
Philippines had occurred in 1986, while for Thailand, it was
the Black May 1992 incident. A reformasi movement erupted
in mid-1998 in Malaysia. However, had it not been for the
sacking and incarceration of Anwar Ibrahim, the reformasi
movement (which was led by middle-class Malays) might
not have occurred. It was only in Indonesia and South Korea,
where popular dissent had been brewing and the legitimacy
of the regime(s) fast eroding during the 1990s that the
financial crisis resulted in regime change. The structural
adjustment packages forced upon Indonesia (and Korea) in
order to be eligible for IMF rescue funds, which required
that the state authorities cut back on social spending, on jobs,
and on subsidies further fueled these revolts. And while it
brought untold hardships to many, the 1997-98 financial crisis
was nonetheless a salutary development. For in Indonesia
and Thailand, at least, they have encouraged developments
towards procedural democracies. Below we survey briefly
deelopmetns in Indonesia, Thailand and Malaysia.

Indonesia:

Notwithstanding the limited rehabilitation of the
economy, continued ethnic strife and instability, democratic
procedures have been put on track including:

- Clear reduction of the influence of the military in the
DPR and MPR;

- Creation of elected Dewan Perwakilan Daerah (houses
of representation at the district level) and Badan Perwakilan
Desa (at the village level).

- Holding the president accountable via an annual
accountability speech and the establishment of direct
presidential elections in 2005

- Creation of a Mahkamah Konstitutsi (Constituional
Court), tasked with legal review and mediating and ruling
over legal disputes among state bodies.

- Abolition of the department of information, the
government’s erstwhile propaganda machine and guarantees
for a free media
Thailand:

In spite of the 1997-98 crisis, the Constitutional Drafting
Assembly (CDA) continued with its task of introducing a
new draft Constitution which was subsequently passed in
late 1997. The major changes proposed were as follows:

- House of Representatives to consist of 400 MPs from
single-member constituencies plus another 100 from party
list. This incorporates a mix of first-past-the-post and
proportional representation arrangments.

- Cabinet ministers must relinquish their seats in
parliament (cabinet ministers could be MPs in the past)

- MPs must have at least a university degree (No
minimum education standards were required in the past)

- A directly elected 200-member Senate (senators
were appointed before) wherein senators are not allowed to
be connected to political parties

- Elections controlled and supervised by an Election
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Commission (elections were controlled by Interior Ministry
before)

- Guarantee of Press freedom (courts could order
media closure before) with self-regulation encouraged
via the establishment of a media council

- Elected local government
 Under the auspices of these new arrangments of the

1997 Constitution, a civilian prime minister, namely Thaksin
Shinawatra came to power in 2001, and again in 2005.
However, as is well known, there occurred much abuse of
power and corruption among his ministers, a well as
mismanagement of the problems of Muslims in southern
Thailand. Consequently, in mid-2006, the military staged a
coup against him

Malaysia:

In Malaysia, a new sort of democratic politics involving
NGOs and other civil society organizations – fighting for
women’s, environmental, housing, health, water
privatization, clean elections, emerged in the wake of the
1997-98 financial crisis and a split in the ruling coalition.
The political ferment that occurred was exceptional in that
it saw for the first time perhaps a genuine crack in the edifice
of Malay hegemony, symbolised by the dominant political
presence of UMNO in Malaysian politics. That said, in the
1999 geneal election which followed, UMNO and its BN
partners retained control at the federal level although it lost
some ground at the state level. Alas, in the follow-up 2004
elections, all the davances by the opposition were reversed
when the BN swept home to a clear victory.

Procedural Democracy and Domestication

I like to make three major observations from the above
review. First, it is evident that a power shift has occurred in
the three countries. Thais, Indonesians and even Malaysians
have been emboldened to reclaim their rights. There is an
upsurge of  participatory democracy.

Second, the new constitutions promulgated in Indonesia
potentially enshrine civil and political rights and the rule of
law as never before (although the case of Thailand suggests
that this can be overturned). By providing for multi-party
systems and regular elections, checks and balances of
executive power via strengthening the legislative and judicial
branches of government, sharing power with regional and
local governments, and introducing accountability
procedures and transparency requirements, power ought not
to be centralized in the hands of particular individuals or
groups as in the past. These are major moves towards
democracy and must be safeguarded.

Third, as the review of the Malaysian situation shows,
however, resort to electoralism, or more generally a turn to
procedural democracy per se, is fraught with frustration.

 In Malaysia (and Singapore), where electoralism have
been practiced uninterruptedly, changes of national
government have never occurred.

Via the use of the ‘3-Ms’ (control over the mass media,
use of the government’s machine, and access to much money)

as well as via gerrymandering and perennial amendment of
electoral laws, electoral victories for the ruling regimes in
Malaysia and Singapore have been guaranteed time and time
again. (Thaksin’s abuse of power when he was in power is
also apropos)

In fact, despite adherence to electoralism, coercive laws,
including detention without trial, are still in place and have
been resorted to in Malaysia, as recently as 2001.

It is equally significant that even when changes of
government occur as a result of elections, as is the case in the
Philippines, and more recently in Thailand and Indonesia as
well, they do so without resulting in regime change, in the
sense of a significant shift in socio-economic policies or the
promotion of new kind of participatory democracy.  Instead,
elections have often resulted in the domestication of popular
demands for more meaningful political and socio-economic
reforms (Anderson 1998: 265ff).

Participatory Democracy - the role of NGOs and Social
Movements

We have to look more carefully at the situation to
understand how we might be able to promote democratization
beyond the electoral process. In fact, the dominant discourses
and/or the official narratives of the Southeast Asian authorities
relating the state to civil society and to the question of
development have being challenged more and more, perhaps
oblivious to most.

Here, I refer to the existence of a radical fraction of the
new middle-class, and the new social movements, religious
organizations and NGOs that they lead, or even the NGI’s or
public intellectuals. Through their interruption of the dominant
and official discourses, these groups, particularly the NGOs,
have been able to conscientise and empower the people,
although this does not automatically translate into electoral
gain.  Indeed, the NGOs’ discourses and practices are largely
extra-electoral.

Apart from defending the rights of the discriminated and
marginalized groups like women, workers, landless peasants,
indigenous peoples and other minorities, urban squatters, etc,
they have also advocated for the rule of law, demanding greater
transparency and accountability. They have further opposed
the orthodoxies of economic liberalization and the related
privatization of social services. Still others have redefined
the arts, created alternative media, and demanded that
historical sites be restored rather than pulled down to make
way for office blocks and shopping complexes..Put simply,
they were not simply interested in a share of development
and some private space to conduct their activities. They were
rejecting the economic and cultural orthodoxies and calling
for the creation of an autonomous public sphere too. I believe
that support for this form of participatory democracy which
reopens the space for alternative ideas and debate is extremely
important.

Conclusion

Procedural democracy and electoralism, should not
be belittled. Nonetheless, it must be stressed that the
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struggle for democracy necessitates the engagement of
citizens on a multiplicity of terrains.  It is in the extra-
electoral sites that a major contestation between the official
narratives and counter-narratives often takes place.

National ideologies and official narratives have been
and are still being re-packaged in the post-crisis period.
For example, an ideology of state-led nationalism has been
fore-grounded. There has also been the discourse of
developmentalism, which in effect is the cultural corollary
to the developmental state of the 1980s and early 1990s.
It continues to be promoted by the ruling elites in order to
legitimize the reach of the state into the economy and civil
society in the name of preserving stability for
development. Those critics advocating democratic reforms
and alternative development strategies are often depicted
as colluding or being manipulated by the ‘western vested
interests’. In this manner, a self-reproducing mechanism
of valorizing developmentalism has kicked in as an
everyday discourse among a large section of the rising
middle-classes and even working class.

Another aspect of re-packaging is the increasing
regulation of religious affairs by the state and para-state
religious authorities, especially in Malaysia and Singapore,
but increasingly in Indonesia as well. Ostensibly to prevent
inter-religious conflict, in fact, curbs and controls are
introduced to re-establish religious orthodoxies especially
sincne political Islam offers a comprehensive counter-
discourse to the global capitalist discourse, as well as to
the disjointed state-led nationalist cum developmentalist
official narratives

Taking after Stuart Hall (1986) we might say that this
encounter between the official narrative and the NGOs’
counter narratives, depending on the particular situation,
renders the cultural sphere ‘disjointed and episodic’,
‘fragmentary and contradictory’, in other words, much
contested. Participatory democracy and the deepening of
democracy remains an urgent project. The counter-
narratives and alternative discourses of radical NGOs, the
new social movements, of religious radicals and public
intellectuals, extend the terrain of the democratic struggle.
The fight for this space needs the support of all.

move forward towards with joyful confidence to
proclaim the salvific plans of God for the world.
It is this experiential encounter with God that has
enabled us to link our Inner Spirituality with the
Community of the Church. Our preparation for
the Asian Conference and our times together in
prayer and listening to God and one another has
enabled us to rediscover the deeper meaning of a
Communion of Communities of the Churches in
Asia. Coming from diverse and complex realities
in our nations was no hindrance to fostering a
deeper union among ourselves based on the
profound respect for persons amidst their grief and
anguish. While recognising the depth of the
contribution of the Compendium for all God’s People, we
also came to the awareness that we ourselves need to be
evangelised and transformed within as persons and as a
community of the disciples of Jesus in Asia. The oneness
of mind and heart seems to be a prerequisite for our
immense task of bringing the name of the God of Love to
the whole of humanity. The Social Doctrine thus offers us
the vision of God for humanity and the instrument to bring
about the transformation of the disordered world by our
very lives and being as the followers of Jesus in Asia.

Our way of telling the story of the God of Love, it
became very evident. We need a new vision and a new
light to understanding the works of the forces of darkness
in the world. It is the Church as a whole that has to be this
new light and a light enables all in the Church to
complement the its official teachings on marriage and
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sexual morality, liturgical doctrines, canonical stipulations
to proclaim with a new ardour the Social Doctrine of the
Church. This is what is going to bring about a new vitality
and enthusiasm to make the Good News an experienced
reality for all the peoples of Asia.

We will also be including in our next two issues some
of the reflections and insights that were shared by the
participants after the conclusion of the Asian Conference.
We also hope to continue this dialogue with our Bishops’
Conferences, Association of Major Religious Superiors
and Lay Movements and Organisations to continue this
journey that we began in Samphran in Thailand.

Br. Anthony Rogers, FSC
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The Church in Asia
had the unique
experience when 155
Cardinals, Archbishops
and Bishops, Clergy,
Religious and Laity
gathered for the Asian
Conference on the
Compendium of the
Social Doctrine of the
Church. They came from
the Holy See, Mexico,
Mongolia, Macau,
Korea, Japan, Hong
Kong, Taiwan, India, Sri
Lanka, Bangladesh,
Myanmar, Cambodia,
Malaysia, Indonesia,
Singapore, Vietnam,
Philippines and Thailand.
In attendance were
Archbishops/Bishops of
various Archdioceses/Dioceses, members of the national
Justice and Peace Commissions and Human Development
offices, FABC, Religious and Lay people from various
organisations including representatives from the Catholic
Business group of Thailand.

The Asian Conference on the Compendium of the Social
Doctrine of the Church was held from 25th – 27th January
2007 at the Baan Phu Waan Pastoral Training Centre of the
Archdiocese of Bangkok, Samphran. It was organised by the
Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace in coordination with
the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences (FABC)
through its Office for Human Development (OHD), and in
collaboration with the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of
Thailand (CBCT) assisted by the Justice and Peace
Commission (JPC).

The theme of the first day was Conversion to a New
Evangelisation. His Eminence Cardinal Michael Michai
Kitbunchu welcomed all in the name of the Catholic Bishops’
Conference of Thailand and reminded the urgent task of the
Catholic Church to become a more effective instrument for
promoting the values of justice, solidarity and peace in the
world. Representing Archbishop Orlando Quevedo, the
Chairman of the Office for Human Development of the
FABC, Abp. Charles Bo recalled the intimate links between
the Church in Asia and the Universal Church and the
commitment to live more faithfully the Gospel message in
the context of the changing situations in Asia. The
Compendium is indeed timely for the Catholics in Asia to
live anew their faith, enlighten their hope and make charity
their path so as to make the love of God known to the whole

of humanity.  Archbishop. Salvatore Pennacchio, Apostolic
Nuncio to the Kingdom of Thailand brought to the Conference
the encouraging greetings and blessing of the Holy Father,
Pope Benedict XVI.

In his Keynote Address on the values and meanings of
the Compendium, Cardinal Renato Raffaele Martino,
President of the Pontifical Councils for Justice and Peace and
for the Pastoral Care of Migrants and Itinerants, stated that
the social doctrine of the Church is at the heart of the Church’s
mission. The path to an integral humanism is based on the
four principles: the centrality of the human person, the
common good,  Subsidiarity and solidarity. Based on this
perspective he outlined three guidelines that will direct the
Christian witness in Asia. These included the Church’s work
in the promotion of peace and defence of human rights, the
right to development and the importance of a balanced
relationship with nature. The Compendium which is a
“comprehensive presentation” of the entire social teaching
of the Church is profoundly linked to the first encyclical of
Pope Benedict XVI, which proclaims charity as the very
essence of God.  With these sentiments in mind the Asian
Conference began its steps to discern the paths for a
civilisation of love in Asia.

Fr. Felix Wilfred, Head of the Christian Studies of the
University of Madras, India reflected on the implications of
Compendium for Asia.  He identified the need for Asian
nations to be open to Inter-cultural and Inter-religious
understanding and for Christians to make a critical analysis
of modernity. This is possible with the creation of a vibrant
civil society promoting justice and peace through harmony

The Asian Conference And Presentation Of The
Compendium Of The Social Doctrine Of The Church



30 Info on Human Development

and reconciliation. He also indicated the inhibiting factors
especially the gap between teachings and praxis in the on-
going search for truth and employ human reason. The path to
the future will be determined by identifying the elements of a
democracy that can ensure the voices to be heard. This will
lead to a greater involvement and engagement of the laity in
the formulation of public policies in Asian countries. There
is also the need to be aware of the demands of the state and
the call to be prophetic. This seems possible with a deep
immersion into the Asian life and history.

With the commitment to build a Civilisation of Love,
the next session, attempted to link the principles and
perspectives drawn from the Compendium to the social-
economic and political realities in Asia, including issues
related to the family and media. The insights and reflections
of Dr.  Lisa Leung from Hong Kong, Dr. Francis Loh from
Malaysia, Mr. Allwyn Fernandes from India and Mr. Christian
Esguerra from the Philippines gave a detailed analysis of the
dramatic and revolutionary changes that are taking place in
almost every facet of Asian life today. It is in this context that
the Compendium is timely for all Catholics, especially the
laity in the development of a moral economic life, a vibrant
democracy and attending to the barrage and onslaught on the
family and the impact of the media in new and creative ways.

The participants had the opportunity to listen to the
realities that are currently experienced by the Catholic Church
in the 16 Asian countries that were present at the Conference.
These interventions by the Presidents of the Episcopal
Conferences or their representatives related their pastoral
responses in the urgent task of democratic reform, promotion
of integral human development and peace. There was no doubt
that Catholics although small in numbers, sensed the
emergence of a new hope amidst this troubled world. Their
reflections focussed on the  realities in each country and on
the responses to these challenges  especially in the formation
of the laity in the Social Doctrine of the Church.

The last day of the meeting called to the challenge of
the lay people to “Starting Afresh: Telling the Story of the
God of Love in Asia”. Dr.  Cecilia Ng, an independent
researcher from Malaysia and Ms. Wendy Louis, the Director
of the Pastoral Institute of the Archdiocese of Singapore,
shared their experiences and involvement at the national and
Asian levels. They expressed the need to contextualise the
Compendium in the Asian realities and examine in depth the
identity of the Laity and their engagement in the Church and
in the world. They pointed out that the contribution to build a
new culture of love is to be rooted in encouraging debates
and in developing new analysis. This would lead to
invigorating associations of the laity that will facilitate the
formation of disciples, who want to live fully the Gospel in
their daily lives. This is possible with the building of Small
Christian Communities (SCCs) through the SEE, JUDGE and
ACT methodology and by the promotion of Exposure-
Immersion programmes. The formation of all in the Church,
especially the Laity, in the Social Doctrine of the Church can
only begin with the greater responsibility that the laity will
take for their faith and mission in society.

Next, Dr. Haridas Varikottil from Caritas India and Br.

Anthony Rogers, the Executive Secretary of the FABC-OHD
concentrated on the Compendium and Pastoral Prospects in
Asia and the Way Forward. To be able to address the multi-
faceted challenges facing Asian nations, there is the need to
be conscious of the ecological aspects of life today. To save
life today has to be in harmony with nature and also to be
able to draw from its beauty and diversity the very meanings
in our life. a deeper understanding of the Compendium in the
hearts of Asians is also an invitation to return to the “poorest”
in Asia in order to transform their grief and anguish into joy
and hope. The greatest challenge is to bring about a new
creativity in charity that is to be witnessed by all in the Church,
by moving from fragmentation and compartmentalisation to
a genuine unity of hearts and minds, guided by the Social
Doctrine of the Church. The FABC, thus, in its task of
formulating all its plans for the future will bear in mind the
principles and guidelines that have been drawn from the
Compendium.

To bring to conclusion the Asian Conference, Cardinal
Martino, thanked the Lord for the grace to live this magnificent
experience of communion and ecclesial friendship. This has
nurtured the common commitment to the value and urgency
of evangelisation of the social realities today.  He also thanked
all those who had contributed to the success of this great event
of the Church in Asia.

He reminded that the “Compendium engages everyone
– Bishops, priests, religious and laity – to be evangelizers of
the social reality. No one is to be excluded”. He thus affirmed
and emphasised the exigency to cultivate a very strong and
substantial spirituality of the laity by making it an instrument
of formation and education to prepare the people of God to
witness justice and peace in the world.

In the light of this he traced the following pastoral
indications:

i)    The social doctrine must enter the pathway of
catechesis, especially of adult catechesis.

ii)   The social doctrine must be an integral part of the
formation of the candidates to the priesthood in the
seminaries and the theological faculties.

iii)  The social doctrine must also enter in our Catholic
Universities, to highlight its significance and deepen
its interdisciplinary dimension.

iv)   The social doctrine requests a constant and  well-
organized attention. An irregular and occasional
attention does not serve any purpose. Therefore, it
requests the creation of Centres of research, of study,
and of formation that have its inspiration in the
Compendium.

His Eminence also expressed his gratitude and that of
the Pontifical Council for the friendship, solidarity, kindness
and the witness offered by all. He thus concluded with the
expression of the common affection and fidelity to the Holy
Father Benedict XVI.

Br.  Anthony Rogers,  FSC
Executive Secretary

FABC- Office for Human Development
29th January 2007



January - March 2007 31

It was the late Cardinal Joseph Bernadin of Chicago
who once said that the Catholic social doctrine is “the best
kept secret” of the Church! What prompted him to say so
was the fact that the Church’s official social teachings which
was officially promulgated from 1891 with the well-known
Rerum Novarum of Pope Leo XIII, were (and are still!) the
least known teachings of the Church. Unlike Church’s other
official teachings such as on marriage and sexual morality,
liturgical doctrines, canonical stipulations,…etc., the social
teachings have not only been kept in the background but most
of the ministers of the Church, themselves, were/are least
bothered to teach and proclaim them, as if they were of
secondary importance! Even today, the scant attention given
to them not only in our parishes, but also in seminaries and
other Church institutes of learning, may be due to the wrong
perception of these teachings by the majority of our Church
members, i.e., to be of least importance. Total ignorance of
these teachings and of their due place in our Catholic faith
and practice could also be another reason to keep these
dynamic, enlightening Church teachings hidden under a
bushel instead of being put on a lamp-stand.

Social Doctrine has roots in the Catholic tradition

But the Bible begins by saying that God created human
beings in His own image and likeness, implying that in each
and every human person there is this sacred image or the
sanctity implanted by God the creator Himself (Gen.1:26-
28). The book of Genesis goes on to say that God breathed
His own breath (Ruah Yahweh) into the nostrils of the first
human beings, implying again the sacredness of human
beings, precisely because God’s very breath or life is in them
(Gen.2:7). Thus, in the Old Testament itself we notice that
human beings are portrayed as worthy of our respect for they
have unique dignity, bestowed on them by God Himself.
During the period of the prophets in Israel, we also notice
how they came out strongly in the name of God, against
anyone and everyone whoever tried to trample upon this God-
given human dignity. Prophets like Amos, Micah, Isaiah and
Habbakuk stand out in this regard.

Again, anyone who has read the gospels and who has
some sense of the Catholic tradition would vouch for the
fact that social involvement is as essential an element of
Christianity as worshipping or loving God Himself. Jesus
Himself said that loving God and loving our neighbour are
just the two sides of the same coin. They are the vertical and
horizontal dimensions of the same act. As St.John puts it so
eloquently, he who does not love his visible neighbour but
says that he loves the invisible God is a liar! The gospels also
tell us clearly that Jesus died for the redemption of all human
beings, as we repeat the same words in the Eucharistic
consecration prayer: “this is my blood poured out for you
and for all”. In other words, all human beings have dignity
also because of the blood of Jesus that was poured out for

their redemption. This is precisely why almost all the Fathers
of the Church were unanimous in insisting that any believer
in Jesus the Redeemer, has to love the same Jesus present in
one another, and especially in the most abandoned, for Jesus
Himself taught that the last judgment itself depends on our
loving or not loving our neighbour in whom God’s image is
present (Mt.25:31-46).

So the Christian tradition of going out of ourselves to
reach out to others, especially to those with whom we live
(in society), has its roots from the very origin of our Christian
existence, and it was this tradition which is being carried on
in a more elaborated concrete form in the official social
doctrine of the Church. The medieval Aristotelian-Thomistic
concept of human beings as social beings did enable further
to encapsulate the basic commandment of Jesus to love one
another, in the social context in which we humans live.
Accordingly, since we live with others, in society, we are
social. Our loving one another has social implications, because
loving simply is to do with reaching out to the other/s, in
relationships with one another. It was this age-old Christian
tradition that Pope Leo XIII did employ in defending the rights
of the oppressed workers in the context of the industrial
revolution in Europe towards the end of the 19th century, thus,
paving the way for official Catholic social doctrine. Ever
since, Popes of different times, did address different human
issues that cropped up in the world throughout the 20th century,
in and through their official social encyclicals and other such
official proclamations, in the process, formulating a very rich
corpus of doctrines that have come to be called the “official
social doctrine of the Church”. This social doctrine of the
Church embraces social issues of vital concern to us human

The Revelation Of The Church’s “Best Kept Secret”!

Fr. Vimal Tirimanna, CSsR
Executive Secretary

Office of Theological Concerns-FABC
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beings, ranging from human rights, freedom, justice, state
and social order, common good, international community,
subsidiarity and solidarity issues, private property,
globalization and economic issues, environmental issues,
etc.,...…to issues on war and peace.

Separation of faith we profess and the faith we live is an
error

Although the Popes have been vociferously and officially
encouraging the Catholics to get involved in social justice
apostolate, unfortunately, there has been an unofficial (and at
times even “official”!) reluctance to preach on or to talk about
this rich social heritage, on the part of the majority of priests
and laity. As a matter of fact, the few who dared to seriously
reflect and assimilate these teachings into their lives, and
consequently, were bold enough to get involved in social
action were/are often looked down upon with suspicion, not
only by the hierarchy but also by the general Church
membership. Often, the main Christian task was/is presumed
to be performed within the rails of the Church sanctuary,
outside of which anything and everything was/is looked down
upon as profane, as not rightly or worthily belonging to the
dignity of the Church personnel. It is in this sense that the
late saintly Archbishop of Recife, Brazil, did say: “When I
give bread to the poor they call me a ‘saint’! But when I ask
why they are poor, they call me a ‘communist’!” Somehow
or the other, this misconception that those who get engaged
in social apostolate are either going through “an identity crisis”
or that they are “rebels” has come to stay, even in the Catholic
community in Sri Lanka. Such engagements were/are seen as
not belonging to the Church agenda; instead they were/are
often perceived wrongly as something added to the official
Church agenda! Needless to say that such wrong attitudes
not only discourage people from getting involved but they
also marginalize those who daringly get involved from the
mainstream faith community. This is another serious reason
for the social doctrine to be kept a “secret”! Of course, on the
one hand, there have been cases when some people in their
over-enthusiasm did go over-board even to the extent of
identifying Christianity almost exclusively with secular
ideologies, concentrating only on the horizontal elements of
our faith. Such attitudes are not only distorted but rightly come
very close to being called “heresies”! From a Catholic point
of view, the commitment to and the promotion of social justice
become part of our Christian vocation only when these are
illumined by the light of the gospel. But on the other hand, to
brand anyone and everyone who gets involved in social justice
apostolate as “communists” or “rebels” also needs to be
identified as a sort of a heresy! In the last analysis, no one
could ever gainsay that social involvement is an essential to
the good news proclaimed by Jesus. As the famous statement
of the Synod of Bishops in 1974 did say, working for justice
is a constitutional dimension of proclaiming the gospel of
Christ. There has been and there is still a strong tendency
within our Church to separate the faith which one professes
and the lifestyle which one lives, thus, creating a strange
dichotomy in a person’s life. Phrases like “well, we should

be only spiritual, and not get engaged in social work” or “those
who are in social justice are involved in politics, and politics
is not the realm of the Church” are clear concrete signs of
such dichotomies. The late Pope John Paul II often exhorted
the faithful to shun this temptation to create a dichotomy
between what we profess and what we live. As a matter of
fact, already, the Fathers of the Second Vatican Council did
call this tendency to create a dichotomy in our faith as “one
of the greatest errors of our age”. Anyone who wishes to
follow Jesus needs to take Him as his or her model in getting
involved with those who need to be liberated from their bonds,
both spiritual and socio-political (Lk.4:16-21). In their social
doctrine, the Popes have just tried to concretize this latter
social task of a Christian in a given context, inviting again
and again all the faithful to understand their social tasks. They
have clearly pointed out that Christian redemption or liberation
is a redemption or liberation brought out not only in the
spiritual level but in all levels of lived human existence.
Accordingly, the recent Popes have called for total integral
redemption or liberation of the human person.

The Compendium on Social Doctrine

However, since such papal invitations seem to have often
fallen on deaf ears (though there have been notable
exceptions!), the late Pope John Paul II launched a project to
bring out a Compendium or a summary collection of all the
official social teachings since 1891, as an aid to re-kindle the
zeal of all the believers in their Christian social task. The
idea of bringing out a Compendium was first proposed by
the Catholic bishops of the United States. The Pope announced
his desire to oblige to this request during the launching of the
post-synodal document Ecclesia in America, and entrusted
this work to the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace
(PCJP). After its laborious work for some six years, the PCJP
did finally bring out the Compendium of Catholic Social
Doctrine in October 2004. According to Cardinal Renato
Martino the president of the Pontifical Council for Justice
and Peace (PCJP), the late Pope John Paul II was visibly
moved by the Compendium, when it was first presented to
him, as he personally regarded it as a major pastoral
achievement of his long Pontificate.

As part of its efforts to propagate this Compendium, the
PCJP in collaboration with the Federation of Asian Bishops’
Conferences (FABC) and the Catholic Bishops’ Conference
of Thailand, held a special Congress to present the
Compendium in the Asian context, in Sampran, Thailand,
from 25th to 27th January, 2007. Almost all the member
Episcopal Conferences of the FABC were represented. Sri
Lanka was represented by the President of the Catholic
Bishops’ Conference of Sri Lanka, Rt. Rev. Dr. Vianney
Fernando, the Bishop of Kandy, and the director of
‘Valvuthayam’ (Caritas of the diocese of Mannar), Rev.Fr.
Santia Sosai Joycee Peppi. The writer of this article also did
partake in his capacity as the Executive Secretary of the Office
of Theological Concerns of the FABC.

In his official introduction to the Compendium, Cardinal
Martino says: “according to the request received from the
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Holy Father” the Compendium “has been drawn up in order
to give a concise but complete overview of the Church’s social
teaching”. That the Compendium has very successfully done
this, can be seen by anyone who reads it. In his recent
encyclical Deus Caritas Est, the present Pope, Benedict XVI
says that the Compendium has made a “comprehensive
presentation” of the entire social teaching of the Church and
that it is the most authoritative teaching on the Church’s social
doctrine.

The official version of the Compendium is printed by
“Libreria Editrice Vaticana”, the official Vatican publishing
agency, and is published by the PCJP. It has 583 articles, all
based on the rich corpus of the official social teachings of the
Church, especially those of the Popes, since 1891. The main
ideas of these articles are substantiated by 1232 footnotes
from various theological sources, mostly magisterial sources.
It is a succinct, organic summary of the entire social doctrine
of the Church. Although the entire Compendium is a bulky
affair, one need not go through the entire work to get to a
particular area of social ethics which one wishes to consult
in the Compendium. The “Index of References” which
consists of some 192 pages (of a total of 525 pages!) arranged
in alphabetical order is a help for quick reference as a sort of
a standard hand-book. The influence of many great Catholic
thinkers is clearly noticed in the text, especially that of Jacques
Maritain the political philosophical advisor of Pope Paul VI,
along with that of the great theologians who shaped the Second
Vatican Council, such as Chenu, de Lubac, Congrar, Rahner,
Häring and John Courtney Murray.

The relevance of the Compendium today

The human person is the centre of the teachings of the
entire Catholic social doctrine, and the Compendium rightly
brings this out. The main theme running through is the equal
dignity of each and every human being which is bestowed by
God Himself. As such, the Compendium should serve not
only Catholics, but also the non-Catholics not only in knowing
the Catholic faith on social issues, but also in getting inspired

themselves, for after all, the Compendium is nothing but a
set of guidelines for the defence of the dignity of the human
person in his/her social existence, irrespective of caste, creed
or colour. Thus, in No:12 of the Compendium it is said that
the document “is proposed also to the brethren of other
Churches and Ecclesial Communities, to the followers of other
religions, as well as to all people of good will who are
committed to serving the common good.” No:66 says that
nothing that concerns the community of men and women –
situations and problems regarding justice, freedom,
development, relations between peoples, peace – is foreign
to evangelization. The Compendium also re-echoes
Centesimus Annus of Pope John Paul II in saying that the
Church’s social doctrine is in itself a valid instrument of
evangelization. It also goes on to say that this doctrine is not
a marginal interest or activity, or one that is tacked on to the
Church’s mission, rather that it is at the very heart of the
Church’s ministry of service (No:67).

In Asia, 70% of the masses are poor, and a majority of
them earn less than one dollar a day, and their dignity is in
tatters due to the lack of basic needs. Often, if not always,
they are poor not because of any particular fault of theirs but
because of an unjust distribution of wealth. As such, any
believer needs to be not only scandalized by such glaring
facts but also be disturbed in his/her conscience. The social
doctrine reminds us forcefully that the world’s goods are
created for the benefit of all, and thus, compels us in our
consciences not only to reflect but to do something to change
the unjust politico-economic structures of the world. The
recent Popes, including our present Pope, Benedict XVI have
repeatedly called for a just world economic order that does
not exclude anyone but considers all human beings as having
equal dignity.

In the 1970’s and 1980’s, it was the trend in some circles
of the Church to work for justice and commit for an ‘option
for the poor’, especially among the younger religious and
priests. Of course, there were many dedicated to the cause of
the justice and poor not only among the religious and priests,
but also among the laity, especially in Latin America and

elsewhere in the Third World. But
today, very few would even speak
about such concepts leave alone
committing themselves for such
causes! In the 1970’s and 1980’s
words like ‘option for the poor’ were
considered dangerous if not ‘bad’
words by the majority within the
Church, but today, they have simply
become fully ‘forgotten’ words! In
those decades, major religious
superiors of religious congregations
and the bishops of dioceses had a hard
time with their young subjects who
wished to live among the poor and the
oppressed, and commit themselves for
their cause. Today, on the contrary, the
religious major superiors and bishops
have a hard time trying to get their
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subjects to commit themselves for such causes! Not only many
priests and religious but also a majority of the laity today
consider that our religion is limited to performing rites, rituals
and celebrating the sacraments. They seem to have simply
forgotten that the first duty of the Church is to be sacramental
in today’s world, for she is the sacrament of salvation. As
such, it is precisely now that we need to be reminded and
stimulated that the option for the poor or the work for social
justice is not an added extra to our ministry, but an essential
dimension of the gospel. They are a main part of the Church’s
ministry just as the rites, rituals and the sacraments are. The
Compendium on Social Doctrine of the Church does precisely
that, and hence its great relevance for today.

Experts tell us that our world did experience rapid
changes in all spheres of existence during the past two or
three decades than during the whole of last 500 years or so.
Needless to say that in such a rapidly changed (changing)-
situation, the paradigms of genuine theology, too, have
changed radically. To theologize today would mean to
seriously consider a radical paradigm-shift in the light of such
rapid changes. Such a shift would necessarily include the
burning social issues of a given context in the contemporary
world. The Compendium, if taken seriously and in its proper
context, would surely be a great impetus to theologizing,
especially to theologizing in Asia. From the 1970’s, the
bishops of Asia through the FABC did opt for a three-fold
dialogue in doing theology in Asia: a dialogue with the
religions, a dialogue with the cultures and a dialogue with
the poor. The Compendium would be a tremendous stimulus
to the third type of dialogue, i.e., dialogue with the poor.

The diffusion of the contents of the Compendium

But how are we to utilize the Compendium in the above
mentioned tasks? As mentioned by Cardinal Martino himself
during the recent Congress in Sampran, each local Church or
each local Episcopal conference is called to adapt the social
teachings according to their particular circumstances. This is
precisely what Pope Paul VI already said in his celebrated
social document Octagessima Adveniens in 1971, namely that
the universal magisterium has no intention nor the ability to
pronounce norms that cover all prevailing concrete human
situations in the world, and so, it is up to each and every local
Church to interpret and apply in their own circumstances what
the universal Church magisterium stipulates in general terms
(No:4). So, the bishops, especially the Episcopal conferences,
have a special role to play not only in interpreting and applying
the doctrine stipulated in the Compendium, but also to make
sure to diffuse that doctrine among all the members of their
respective Churches.

At the same time, the particular local Churches such as
dioceses and parishes need to use the Compendium according
to the situation in which they are, i.e., according to the most
burning issues of their particular places. One of the main
reasons for the lack of interest in the social doctrine of the
Church today is the ignorance of it by the majority of our
Catholics, including the religious and priests. It is here that
the dioceses, parishes, religious congregations and other

institutes of the Church need to make serious efforts to make
the matter of the Compendium diffuse to the different strata
of our society. Although the Church is a minority in Asia, and
also in Sri Lanka, such a diffusion of social doctrine will
surely make her a shining light in our present-day darkness.
For this, the Compendium needs to be first of all translated
into both Sinhala and Tamil languages, for the majority of
our people do not read English.

The formation of consciences of our Catholics cannot
be assigned only to the ‘Caritas-Sri Lanka’ or SEDEC or the
national/diocesan commissions for justice and peace while
the rest of the Church gazes on passively. While such
organizations which are exclusively dedicated to the social
justice apostolate need to take the lead in propagating and
inspiring people to put into practice the social doctrine, the
rest of the Church cannot afford to shirk their own
responsibility in the formation of consciences. Not only the
curriculum of the seminaries but also the syllabuses of the
basic religious knowledge in schools, need to include the basic
contents of the Compendium. Sunday parish catechism classes
also could play a leading role in conscientizing our children,
the future of the Church and of our society. Seminars for youth
and retreats for religious, clergy and laity also could include
the matter of the Compendium as a major part of their talks.
The Sunday homily in parishes, too, could play a leading role
in forming the consciences of the faithful according to the
social doctrine.

However, mere conscientizing alone would not suffice.
We need to commit ourselves in whatever way we could, in
whatever field we are, to the cause of social justice in our
society. When issues do arise in our society, we just cannot
remain silent, especially with regard to violence, terrorism,
peace and war, in our Sri Lankan context today. As the
Compendium so strongly recommends we need to not only
announce and denounce but also take prophetic stands for
the values of justice, truth and peace, and other gospel values.
In other words, given her nature, the entire Church, i.e., the
People of God, cannot just remain silent or passive spectators;
we need to commit ourselves to what is right, true and just
even when it costs us. One of the accusations against the
official Church is that she is very vociferous only when her
rights (e.g., freedom of religion) are threatened, but otherwise
she is quite happy to continue with the status quo. We need to
take such accusations seriously (for often, they are not without
substance), and then, we need to prove such accusations wrong
by taking prophetic stands for what is right, just and true, just
as our master and redeemer, Jesus of Nazareth did. Only
deeply committed spiritual persons will have the spiritual
energy and the courage to do so, and hence the vital
importance of prayer life for those who wish to get involved
in the social apostolate. Of course, first and foremost, the
Church needs to practice within her own structures what she
preaches in the Compendium, to be a credible witness to what
she preaches. The Compendium beckons each and everyone
of us to do just that, i.e., to become credible witnesses, rather
than keeping the Church’s rich heritage of social doctrine a
well-hidden ‘secret’! The time has come to reveal that ‘secret’
to the world, both in word and practice!
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Bishop Leon A. Tharmaraj
Shepherd Of His Flock

Truly In The Service In The Church Of Asia
1941 - 2007

We dedicate this issue of the INFO, in recognition of
the years of dedicated service that Most Rev. Leon Tharmaraj
rendered to the Church in Asia. As a member of the FABC
Office for Human Development Bishops’ Committee and as
its Chairman till December 2006, to not only gave his time
and energies to journeying with the members of the Office
and staff but was a source of inspiration to all of us.   As a
Consultor to the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace he
brought the insights and experiences of the Church in Asia to
the Universal Church.

The news of his passing away reached us as the FABC
was in the process of making preparations for the Asian
Presentation of the Compendium of the Social Doctrine of
the Church held last January in Samphran, Thailand. From
many of us, the Social Doctrine of the Church had become
both a way of life for him and model of discipleship for many
of us who had the honour of journeying with him to make
known the Gospel of Jesus in Asia. He passed away on January
16 at 1.00 a.m. while being confined in the R.C. Regional
Cancer Hospital of Trivandrum. The funeral took place on
January 18, 2007 with a mass at the St. Xavier’s Cathedral in
Nagercoil. The funeral procession was attended by his brother
Bishops, members of the clergy and religious together with
more than 200,000 parishioners who mourned the sad and
unexpected demise of their beloved bishop.

Most Rev. Leon A. Tharmaraj was born on April 11,
1941.  He was ordained as priest on March 29, 1965 and
elevated as bishop on November 14, 1988. His Episcopal
Ordination was held on January 6, 1989 at the St. Peter’s
Basilica in Rome by His Holiness Pope John Paul II. He was
installed as the fourth Bishop of Kottar Diocese on February
5, 1989 which he faithfully served until his death.

The pastoral vision of Most Rev. Leon Tharmaraj, rooted
in his deep faith in Jesus, moved him to carry forward
faithfully the policies of his predecessor, Most Rev. Marianus
Arokiasamy, and went on further in making the diocese a
Church of the Laity concentrating more on the formation of
the Basic Christian Communities and Pastoral Councils and
encouraging lay leadership in the mission of the diocese.

During his 18 years of ministry as Bishop, 50 new
parishes besides several sub-stations have been created; 109
churches, 49 community halls, 40 parochial houses and 34
new schools were rebuilt or renovated. The number of
diocesan priests which was 162 when he took charge of the
diocese rose to 258. Many schools have been started or
upgraded and Colleges of Engineering, Nursing and Education
along with two community colleges have come up.

Bishop Leon has also served as Chairman of the
Commission of the Tamil Nadu Bishops Council for the
Welfare of Workers, Chairman of the CCBI Commission for

the Laity and zealously ministered in the Commission for
Migrants of the universal Church.

During his term as Chairman of the Commission for the
Laity, he chaired a nationwide study that portrayed a clear
picture of the vocation and role of the laity in the Church of
India today.  The study was presented to the XIX Plenary
Assembly of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of India. After
discussions and group studies of the bishops, the XIX Plenary
Assembly brought out a final statement on the vocation and
role of the laity in the Church of India.

During his Episcopal ministry the participatory structures
at all levels were strengthened. Basic Christian Communities
became the way of life of the diocese. The twofold Vicariate
Co-ordination and activities contributed a lot for furthering
progress. Parish Pastoral Councils functioned effectively and
women participation was assured. Finance Committees were
set up in all parishes. The diocesan pastoral commission was
strengthened and was given its due place in the functioning
of the diocese. The 143 parishes with 195 sub-parishes and
21 diocesan pastoral commissions functioned as the right and
left hands of the church of Kottar. The driving force behind
these manifold pastoral activities was the good, simple,
trustful and prayerful person of Bishop Leon A. Tharmaraj.

We thank the Lord, for the wondrous ways in which his
has allowed this truly gentle and humble servant bishop to be
the light to move with hope in this our land of Asia.
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                                      WELCOME --

His Excellency Ar chbishop Charles Bo
- the new Chairman of the FABC Office for Human
Development Bishops’ Committee starting January 2007.

He is the Archbishop of the Archdiocese of Yangon,
Myanmar. He was ordained bishop in 1990 and was
installed as Archbishop of Yangon on June 7, 2003 by
His Excellency Msgr. Adriano Bernardini, the Apostolic
Delegate to the Union of Myanmar.

Yangon is the capital city of Myanmar with the total
population of about 15M and about 82,000 are Catholics.


