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«Dio nessuno I'ha mai viston...

Tiziano TosOLINI

Nel 1269, invitato per la seconda volta come docente alla prestigiosa Universita di Parigi,
san Tommaso d’Aquino decise di esporre nelle sue lezioni un dettagliato Commen-
to al Vangelo di san Giovanni (la cui reportatio ci verra tramandata dal suo fedele scrivano
Riginaldo da Piperno). Giunto a discutere del versetto finale del Prologo («Dio nessuno I’ha
mai visto»), Tommaso si sofferma a riflettere su che cosa si debba qui intendere per «vedere».
Che cosa vorra mai dire che Dio rimane invisibile allo sguardo umano? 1l filosofo evidenzia
subito tre modi con cui l'uomo tenta di racchiudere il divino all’interno proprio campo visi-
vo: il primo & quello che intende Dio come una figura esterna o come una rappresentazione
(¢ 1l caso di Abramo alle Querce di Mamre che intra-vede nei tre visitatori il ritratto di Dio,
Gen. 18, 1-15); il secondo ¢ quello di Isaia che scruta Dio lasciandosi guidare da cio che la vi-
sione gli manifesta (Is. 6, 1-13); il terzo, invece, ¢ il modo proprio di vedere Dio che appartiene
all'intelletto, a quel pensiero che dalla grandezza delle creature conduce allo stupore per la
grandezza del Creatore. Questultima visione del divino puo darsi solo mediante una certa
luce spirituale che viene infusa da Dio durante i rari periodi di intensa contemplazione, come
quando Giacobbe vide Dio «faccia a faccia» dopo aver lottato con il misterioso personaggio
(Gen. 32,31).

Ebbene, tutti questi diversi modi di «vedere Dio» vengono ritenuti da Tommaso insuffi-
cienti, lacunosi e imperfetti. Nessuno tre modi, infatti, riesce a cogliere la straripante pienezza
dell’essenza di Dio, e questo perché le varie rappresentazioni, visioni o rivelazioni intellettive
riescono a produrre solo un tipo di conoscenza che € «oscura, riflessa e distante». Niente di
cio che ¢ visibile puo catturare l'essenza di Dio perché, afferma Tommaso, «niente di cio che
¢ finito puo rappresentare 'infinito cosi come esso &». L'incomprensibilita di Dio ¢ prodotta
proprio dall’incolmabile sproporzione che esiste tra Uinfinito di Dio e la finitezza dell’in-
telletto. II finito, quindi, non puod contenere in sé stesso 'infinito senza circoscrivere que-
st'ultimo all’interno delle limitazioni del concetto. Dobbiamo dunque concludere che nessun
essere umano riuscira mai a contemplare I'essenza di Dio? Sorprendentemente, l’esito della
riflessione di Tommaso ¢ proprio il contrario di cid che uno si aspetterebbe: egli infatti affer-
ma che chiunque sostenga I'incapacita dell'uvomo di comprendere I'essenza divina si pone di
fatto in netto contrasto con l'ortodossia della fede cristiana. E questo per tre semplici ragioni:
la prima & che le Scritture affermano esplicitamente che «quando egli si sara manifestato,

noi saremo simili a lui, perché lo vedremo cosi come egli &» (1Gv 3, 2) e che «questa ¢ la vita
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eterna: che conoscano te, I'unico vero Dio, e colui che hai mandato, Gesu Cristo» (Gv. 17,3).
La seconda ragione riguarda invece il concetto di conoscenza implicita: Dio non ¢ visto dagli
esseri umani alla stessa maniera con cui si osserva un oggetto del mondo sensibile: le cose del
mondo sono visibili perché riflettono una luce che le illuminano dall’esterno, mentre Dio &
la luce tramite cui si vede la luce stessa (Sal. 36,10). Questo significa che nella nostra ordinaria
esperienza del mondo noi abbiamo un’implicita conoscenza di quella luce che illumina ogni
cosa, che ¢ appunto Dio stesso. Infine, come terza ragione, il filosofo afferma che la perfetta
beatitudine consiste proprio nella visione dell’essenza divina. Sta scritto infatti: «Beati i puri
di cuore, perché vedranno Dio» (Mt. 5,8).

A questo punto ci si aspetterebbe che il filosofo ricomponga lo iato che si ¢ venuto a
creare tra 'infinita di Dio e la finitudine dell’intelletto da una parte, e la beatitudine umana
che necessita di conoscere appieno I'essenza di Dio dall’altra. Tommaso invece ci stupisce an-
cora e invece di risolvere la contraddizione ribadisce che Dio non puo essere visto dall’occhio
umano il quale puo osservare solo oggetti sensibili; che I'intelletto umano non puo raggiun-
gere la sommita della contemplazione in quanto € gravato dalla materia; e infine che nessun
intelletto creato puo direttamente vedere l'essenza divina e che quindi, anche nella visione
beatifica, anche dopo essersi disfatti di questo corpo mortale, Dio non potra che rimanere
incomprensibile all’'anima umana.

Eppure & proprio qui, tra le pieghe di queste misteriose dialettiche che Tommaso evi-
denzia la vera ragione della parziale conoscibilita divina da parte dell'uomo: nessun intel-
letto creato puo riuscire a cogliere completamente l'essenza di Dio perché Egli — a causa
alla sua immensita — ¢ infinitamente conoscibile. Questo significa che I'incomprensibilita
di Dio (anche nella visione beatifica) deriva dal fatto che Dio ¢ e sara conosciuto sempre di
nuovo in maniera ancor piu profonda, e che quindi ¢ la capacita di Dio di essere conosciuto
infinitamente che vanifica ogni tentativo della mente umana di comprenderlo pienamente.
L'incomprensibilita di Dio non ¢ percio una questione di occultamento o di nascondimento
quanto piuttosto il contrario, cioe di un eccesso di dis-velamento e di ri-velazione. Ogni vi-
sione di Dio (per quanto vera e giusta essa sia), allora, non potra mai dirsi esaustiva o compiu-
ta, perché I'essenza di Dio deborda continuamente la fatica del concetto, smorza le scintille
dell’intuizione, irrompe i contorni invisibili di ogni pensiero. Dio ¢ un Dio che sempre viene
all'idea, un sapere che infrange ogni pensato, una luce che offusca ogni bagliore. Ed ¢ proprio
a questo, conclude Tommaso, che ci conduce 'unico vero ed insostituibile Maestro, Gesu
Cristo, Colui che solo sa la vera essenza di Dio, il suo essere Amore infinito ed eterno, poiché
¢ solo «il Figlio unigenito, che ¢ Dio ed ¢ nel seno del Padre, lui lo ha rivelato» (Gv 1, 18). Un

Figlio e una rivelazione a cui le teologie di ogni tempo devono costantemente ri-farsi...
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Exploring Asian Perspectives in Christology
(2 part)

Rocco Viviano

East Asian Christologies

Features of East Asian Theology

East Asian theology emerges in dialogue with three contextual aspects. First, from the
point of view of Asia’s religiosity, although several indigenous religions exist in the re-
gion, Confucianism and Buddhism in various Mahayana variants constitute the «cul-
tural core» in East Asia.

Second, the context is also shaped by its relationship with the West. The process
of modernization, which started with the contact with the West through colonization
or otherwise, inspired the rise of national States in opposition to Western powers. In
their effort for self-determination, national regimes have often, paradoxically, adopted
Western-like imperialistic military force to govern themselves and control other areas of
the region (e.g. Japan's colonization of Korea and Taiwan and the invasion of China and
Hong Kong; the rule of communist China on Taiwan, and over Hong Kong after 1997;
the division of Korea; and the cultural revolution). Similarly, East Asian nations that have
become more powerful, have also adopted a Western-like approach to economy in the
pursuit of development and wealth (like Japan, China and South Korea).

Third, East Asian theologians also struggle with a Christianity that is perceived
as a channel for Western interference and, as a reaction, their thought often takes anti-
Western tones.

In this complex context, East Asian Christians face the question whether it is possi-
ble to be Christian and Asian at the same time, and in the effort to answer in the affirma-
tive, theologians seek to re-appropriate the best of East Asia’s major cultural and religious
traditions as a resource for theology. Concretely much of East Asian theology is narrative

theology based on the stories of the people, imbued with their religiosity and poverty.

1. Cf. A. C. Chung Lee, «Contextual Theology in East Asia,» in D. Ford, ed. The Modern Theologians (Ox-
ford: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 518—20. Cf. E. Tang, «East Asia,» in J. Parratt, ed., Third World Theologies
(Cambridge: Cambridge, 2004), 74-7.
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Examples of East Asian Christologies

As examples of Christologies from East Asia, this section presents: a) theologians who
write for their respective contexts of China, Korea and Japan; and b) two Asian theolo-

gians whose «contextual» theology emerges within a wider Asian horizon.

China: Chao, Wu and Ting

Since the end of the nineteenth century—with the forced entry of Western powers into
China—and the beginning of the twentieth, anti-Western hostility gradually emerged
in Chinese society. At the level of peasantry it gave rise to the Boxers’ revolution (1900,
which affected the first Xaverian missionaries Fr. Caio Rastelli and Odoardo Mainini)
while among the intelligentsia it took the shape of strong nationalism. Because of the
perceived identification of Christianity with the West, such hostility was directed to Chi-
nese Christians especially. They were challenged to give evidence that a Chinese could
be Christian and «be patriotic» at the same time, namely to remain Chinese and contrib-
ute to the building of the Chinese nation. This concern has been consistently present in
Chinese theologians, who have in response pursued the ideal of a Chinese Church and
sought to articulate Christian belief in ways understandable in the Chinese religio-socio-
political reality. The protestant theologian T. C. Chao (Zhdo Zichén, 1888-1979) was a
prominent figure in Chinese Christianity especially during the anti-Christian movement
of the 1920s. His Christology is to be understood within his broader theological program
whose first aim is a threefold purification of Christianity in China: a) purification from
symbols and rituals, elements of liturgy and institutions that are basically Western and
are meaningless to the Chinese person; b) from denominational differences which show
the fragmentation of Christianity, confusing the Chinese and hindering the spreading of
the gospel message; ¢) from doctrines that cannot be rationally understood by the Chi-
nese. The second step of contextual theology should be dialogue with Confucianism.

In Chao’s view, Jesus fulfils the stories of every nation, in the same way he fulfils
the Old Testament economy? Chao’s Christ has eminently ethical value, being the perfect
person he is the model for the perfect Chinese Christian. Christ answers «the traditional
Chinese quest for an ideal personality and an inner self; consequently by becoming a

Christian a Chinese will become a true Chinese.»

2. Cf.E. Tang, «East Asia,» op. cit., 78.

3. Cf.Ibid.,, 8o.

4. Cf. A. C. Chung Lee, «Contextual Theology in East Asia,» op. cit., 525. On Chao see: W. Gliier, «The
Legacy of T. C. Chao,» International Bulletin of Missionary Research , 1982/4: 165-69.
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An Anglican Bishop until the 1950s (when the Anglican Church in China ceased to
exist), K. T. Ting (Ding Guangxiin, 1915) is, according to Chi Chung Lee, the most influen-
tial Church leader and theologian in the National Committee of the Three-Self Patriotic
Movement of the Protestant Churches in China and the Chia Christian Council’ His
Christology is a development of Y.T. Wu's idea of the cosmic Christ.®

According to Ting, the purpose of Christian life is identification with Christ through
the practice of love as manifested in the life of Jesus and explained in the Sermon of the
Mount. This praxis of identification is the way to God. God’s love, that is Jesus Christ, is
present in the entire creation, and especially in all human beings. Christians consciously
choose to live according to such love, which they experience in Jesus Christ, while others
may live according to the same love without knowing him. These may include followers
of other faiths and even ideologies, therefore, when communists act for the good of the
Chinese people, they also manifest the action of the cosmic Christ.

This Christology enables Ting to resolve the divide between Christians and non-
Christians within Chinese society, and to give a positive evaluation of at least some forms
of atheism, thus reconciling Christian faith with China national ideology. An interesting
point of Ting’s Christology is the consideration that while Christians normally speak of
Christ as being «God-like,» i.e. the image of the invisible God (Colossians 1:15), speaking
also of God as «Christ-like,» would be a more effective way of conveying an idea of God-

love rather than God-judge to the Chinese people’

Korea: Minjung Theologians and Chung Hyun Kyung®

Most of Korean theological reflection of the last decades of the twentieth Century emerg-
es within the horizon of minjung theology. Minjung (min, people and jung, the mass) de-
notes the oppressed and marginalised of Korean society. Minjung theology engages with
their aspirations, as a specific form of liberation theology for Korea.

Suh Nam-dong (1918-1984) centres his theological reflection on the event of Exo-

dus and on Jesus’ crucifixion. He sees Jesus Christ as the personification of the minjung,

5. Cf. A. C. Chung Lee, «Contextual Theology in East Asia,» op. cit., 526

6. Cf. Wu Yao-Tsung (1893-1979) was a Christian leader and founder of the Three-Self Patriotic Move-
ment.

7. Cf. E. Tang, «East Asia,» op. cit., 527. On Ting see: P. Wickeri, Seeking the Common Ground: Protestant
Christianity, the Three-Self Movement, and China’s United Front (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1988); and P.
Wickeri, Reconstructing Christianity in China: K. H. Ting and the Chinese Church (Maryknoll: Orbis Books,
2007).

8. Cf. C. H. Kyung, «<Who is Jesus for Asian Women?» in R. S. Sugirtharajah, ed., Asian Faces of Jesus,
(Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1993), 223-46.
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therefore, in order to hear Christ’s voice in history, it is necessary to listen to their feeling
of han. Han is a Korean concept which Suh Nam-dong reads theologically, denoting «a
deep feeling of unresolved indignation» in the face of oppression and marginalisation.®

Together with Suh Nam-dong, Ahn Byung-mu (1921-1996) is considered the father
of minjung theology. His specific contribution was to strengthen its biblical foundation.
His Christology begins with the Markan concept of ochloi (sing. ochlos): the «crowds»
who gathered around Jesus, the rather marginal and fluid mass of citizens who did not
belong to the political or religious establishment, and included the poor and margin-
alised. Jesus simultaneously identifies with the experience of the ochlos, the minjung of
the New Testament and with the minjung of today. The biblical story and the social story
of the oppressed must therefore be allowed to shed light on each other in order contribute
the liberation of today’s minjung:°

Kim Yong Bock and David Kwong-sun Suh are second generation minjung theo-
logians. They have further developed the themes of minjung theology and brought it to
international attention. In particular Kwong-sun Suh’s theology engages with the religi-
osity of the minjung, that is Korean Buddhism and Korean Shamanism."

The theme of suffering is central to the thought of various Korean women theolo-
gians, as they see women as the minjung of the minjung. Chung Hyun Kyung is a lay theo-
logian of the Presbyterian Church of Korea. Her theological method follows three steps:
first, it begins with the stories of Asia’s women in order to perceive the people’s suffering
and desire for liberation, taking into account women’s popular religiosity as well; second,
it requires social analysis; and third, it turns to the Christian sources (Bible and tradition)
as hermeneutical keys to understand women’s stories theologically.

Her Christology follows a twofold path: on the one hand she reflects on the tra-
ditional Christological titles of Suffering Servant, Lord and Emmanuel from the per-
spective of Asian women. In so doing she articulates their specific significance for Asian
women and unmasks the negative potential of such images, which has often contributed
to perpetuate the oppression of women by men. On the other hand, she explores non-tra-
ditional images for Jesus that are meaningful in the context of the Korean poor: Jesus as

liberator, revolutionary and martyr, Christ as mother, woman and shaman.*

9. A.C. Chung Lee, «Contextual Theology in East Asia,» op. cit., 523.

10. Ibid., 24.

1. Cf. crc Bulletin, Special Supplement, Vol. 1, November 1997. <http://www.cca.org hk/resources>.
12. P.Phan, (Jesus the Christ with an Asian Face,» in Theological Studies, 1997/57: 421-23.
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Japan: Kazoh Kitamori

Lutheran pastor Kazoh Kitamori (1916-1998) is among the most influential authors of
Japanese contextual theology.* His Christology is founded on the idea of Christ as the
«Pain of God,» which he identifies in Jeremiah 31:20, where he interprets «my heart
yearns for him’ as «my heart pains for him.» The idea resonates with the concept of suf-
fering which is central in Japanese Buddhism, and was formulated immediately after Ja-
pan was hit by the atomic bombs. For Kitamori, God’s most significant feature is the fact
that he suffers with humanity, and this is manifested in Jesus Christ. Christ is the Pain of
God, who through his suffering is united to the suffering of all humanity.* There is real
analogy between God’s suffering and human suffering; and in suffering, which is the
experience most common in human existence, God and humanity are united. Kitamori
elaborates his theology on the concept of tsurasa, the pain that a person is able to inflict
on themselves (or on someone dear) in order to save someone else; it is pain that stems out
of love.s This Christology has ecclesiological consequences: the Church is called to be a
Church that follows the path of the Cross. Although the idea of God’s suffering is vulner-
able to the accusation of Patripassianism, Kitamori has repeatedly rejected it. Kitamori
has influenced theologians like C. S. Song, and non-theologians as well like writer Endo
Shusaku.

Choan-Seng Song

Choan-Seng Song (1929) is a Taiwanese Presbyterian theologian. His Christology is based
on his notion of Asian theology as narrative liberation theology constructed on the sto-
ries of Asian people, their suffering and their aspirations. The theologian must be able to
«listen theologically, to the whispers, voices, groaning and shouts from the depth of Asian
humanity;» he calls this ability the «third eye.»*

The aim of Song’s theology is twofold: contextualisation and liberation. Asian the-
ology will truly be a theology «from the womb of Asia» when it will go directly from

Palestine to Asia, transposing into Asia the biblical faith rather than theological values

13. On Kitamori see J. T. Hastings, «Kitamori Kazoh,» in S. W. Sunquist, ed., A Dictionary of Asian Chris-
tianity, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 445-46.

14. K. Kitamori, Theology of the Pain of God (Richmond, VA: John Knox Press, 1965). The first edition in
Japanese was published in 1946. Cf. J. Levinson and P. Pope-Levinson, «Toward an Ecumenical Christology
for Asia,» op. cit., 8.

15. A. C. Chung Lee, «Contextual Theology in East Asia,» op. cit., 522.

16. Cf. P. Phan, «Jesus the Christ with an Asian Face,» op. cit., 417. C.-S. Song, Third Eye Theology (Mary-
knoll: Orbis Books, 1979).
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from the West, as it has been for many centuries.” Central to Song’s Christology is the
identification of the Word-made-flesh with humanity once and for all. Because of the
incarnation, the people is the hermeneutical principle to understand Christ. All expres-
sions of the depth of humanity—stories, myths, dance, music—are clues to understand
Jesus Christ.

In re-reading the story of Jesus through this lens, Song underscores three key as-
pects of Jesus’ identity: first, his rejection of the God of retribution and affirmation of the
God of mercy. In this regard Song explains the Cross as representing an act of human
violence and not a sign of God’s ruthlessness; the same violence that humans are able to
unleash on one another as can be seen in the experience of the oppressed. Song’s second
point is Jesus’ refusal to conform to notions of Messiah as «magician,» «miracle-maker»
and «ruler.» Thirdly, Jesus’ true identity is revealed at the last Supper, the symbol of Jesus’
inclusiveness.”

Because of the unity of creation and redemption, on which he insists, Song believes
that God redemptive love must have been revealed in all creatures, including Asian cul-
ture. Biblical faith therefore is not the norm but the pattern of God’s revelation to human-
ity, and Christ is the fulfilment of all revelation, both biblical and «extra-biblical» so to
say.” If Jesus identifies with the suffering people, then they are the place where Jesus can
be encountered; and the Kingdom of God, which was the driving principle of Jesus’ life, is
still at work in history through those men and women who are committed to re-creating
the new humanity and new world according to God’s plan. This is «life in the Resurrec-
tion.»* The mission of Christians in the world is to suffer with the suffering people in
order to bring them hope in their struggle for liberation.”

According to Phan, Song’s Christology is able to «weave the biblical stories and the
stories of suffering people to paint a portrait of Jesus as the prophet of the reign of God

identified with the crucified people of all times and places.»*

17. Cf.]. Wu, «Choan Seng Song,» in The Boston Collaborative Encyclopedia of Modern Western Theology,
<http://people.bu.edu/wwildman/WeirdWildWeb/courses/mwt/dictionary>.

18. Cf. P. Phan, «Jesus the Christ with an Asian Face,» op. cit., 418-19.

19. Cf.J. Wu, «Choan Seng Song».

20. Cf. P. Phan, «Jesus the Christ with an Asian Face,» op. cit., 421.

21. Cf.]J. Wu, «Choan Seng Song».

22. P.Phan, «Jesus the Christ with an Asian Face,» op. cit., 421. Among Song’s most important publications
are: Theology from the Womb of Asia (Maryknoll: Orbis Books & London: scm, 1986); The Cross in the Lotus
Land is Song’s Christological trilogy: Vol. I, Jesus, the Crucified People (New York: The Crossroad, 1990);
Vol. 11, Jesus and the Reign of God (Minneapolis: Augsburg-Fortress, 1993); Vol. I11, Jesus and the Power of the
Spirit (Minneapolis: Augsburg-Fortress, 1994). On Song’s theology see also: K. Fleming, Asian Theologians
in Dialogue with Buddhism (Bern: Peter Lang, 2002).
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Kosuke Koyama

The Protestant theologian Kosuke Koyama (1929—2009) has described his idea of con-
textual Asian theology as «water-buffalo theology,» an image typical of the context of
Thailand where he was a missionary.” For Koyama, authentic Asian theology is not the
result of a «transplantation» of Western theology into Asian soil, but is like a plant that
grows spontaneously when the seed of faith in sown in this soil. His theology is rooted
in a twofold soil: first the context of Thailand: Thai history, Thai cultural thinking and
Thai Buddhist life; second, Christian life. It is not articulated in a rigorous system, but
constructed around cultural issues.>

Koyama’s Christology is summarised by two of his images: Jesus carrying a «han-
dle-less» cross and Jesus the Crucified. The handle-less cross is a symbol of the «cruci-
fied mind,» that is the Christ-like mind that does not seek to control or manipulate the
other.

Koyama speaks of the crucified Christ as the «centre» of all, the «point of salva-
tion» where humanity can find the meaning of life. However, to the human mind it is a
«strange» centre: Jesus is at the centre not on a throne but nailed to the Cross. The cross is
the «point of ultimate periphery,» and Christ is the centre constantly moving towards the
periphery, which is inhabited by the poor. Christ is constantly moving towards the poor,
and he, who is «the centre becoming periphery,» unmasks the deception of a human real-
ity (socio-economic and political as well as religious) that suffers from the «centre-com-
plex,» believing to be «the centre.» Jesus instead «affirms his centrality by giving it up.»**

Koyama’s Christology results into his ecclesiology of the «crucified mind.» He be-
lieves that institutions are legitimate and necessary; however, they must conform to the
mind of Christ in order to be valid instruments of the kingdom. This is particularly true
of the Church, which is a necessary institution, but «it is the image of the crucified Lord
that must come out through the institutional Church’. This kind of Church is a Church
that, like Christ, accepts humiliation in order to save others from humiliation. Jesus «asks

his Church to have a crucified mind rather than a crusading mind.»”

23. K. Koyama, Waterbuffalo Theology (London: scM Press, 1974).

24. On Koyama’s Theology see also: K. Fleming, Asian Theologians in Dialogue with Buddhism (Oxford:
Peter Lang, 2002). Cf. also «Asia. M.M. Thomas and Kosuke Koyama,» in D. J. Hesselgrave and E. Rommen,
eds, Contextualization: Meaning, Method and Models (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1989), 79-83.

25. Cf. J. De Mesa «Trends in Asian Christology,» in Exchange, 2001/1: 5; K. Koyama, No Handle on the
Cross: An Asian Meditation on the Crucified Mind (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1977).

26. Cf. K. Koyama, «The Crucified Christ Challenges Human Power,» in R.S. Sugirtharajah, ed., Asian
Faces of Jesus (London: scM Press, 1993), 154.

27. Ibid., 161.

73



74 | Quaderni del CSA 5/2 (2010)

Koyama’s contextual Christology is born in a particular context (Thailand) but has
something to contribute to the wider context of Asia as well as to the global context of
Christianity.

Why Read Asian Christology?

The «Asian crisis» of Christianity, in the past as well as in this day, is a fact, and it would
be naive to see is as a problem only of Asian Christianity. This especially true with regard
to the Catholic Church, and especially of those in the Church who specialise in «being
Church» at the periphery, i.e. missionaries.

Twenty years ago Pope John Paul 11 issued Redemptoris Missio (1990) as a response
to a crisis of mission, which he saw as the consequence of a crisis of faith (RM 2). It is no
coincidence that, although reaffirming the Trinitarian notion mission established by Ad
Gentes (1965), the encyclical highlights its Christological foundation. If the mission of the
Church is the mission of the Redeemer, this presupposes deep knowledge and experience
of Christ; it presupposes not just a good heart and good will but serious Christology as
well: that is a reflection on Christ as the centre of God’s plan of salvation of which the
Church is integral part. But this reflection is mutilated unless it is able to understand
the concrete impact of Christ on history and society, as well as the significance of His
absence. Redemptoris Missio is a post-Vatican 11 documents and as such is characterised
by a broad outlook: it speaks of interreligious dialogue and inculturation, liberation and

human promotion. Nevertheless it boldly goes to core of Christian faith:

No one, therefore, can enter into communion with God except through Christ, by the
working of the Holy Spirit. Christ’s one, universal mediation, far from being an obstacle
on the journey toward God, is the way established by God himself, a fact of which Christ
is fully aware. Although participated forms of mediation of different kinds and degrees
are not excluded, they acquire meaning and value only from Christ’s own mediation, and
they cannot be understood as parallel or complementary to his. (Redemptoris Missio, 5).

The fact that the Xaverian missionaries participate in the wider crisis is not just theory,
rather it is visible in various aspects of the life of the Society. That the Xaverians in Asia
are doing their best is undeniable, and therefore these observations should not be seen as
a negative judgement of value vis-g-vis the intentions, the good will, the sacrifices and the
many successes. Nevertheless at least two sign of crisis cannot be denied.

One sign is that often missionary programs and activities seem to meet relatively

small response, unequal to the amount of resources employed; and increasingly smaller
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numbers of people are inspired to embrace our spirituality and our charism, either as
consecrated Xaverians or Xaverian laity. As a matter of fact Xaverian vocations are dwin-
dling in Asia as well, and it is a fact that the Xaverian lay movements still exist only in
Europe. Not rarely, a sense of frustration emerges as the crisis of mission permeates other
aspects of our life: loss of enthusiasm for religious life; community life becoming less «en-
joyable» and sometimes a counter-witness, cold or occasionally even hostile relationship
with the local Church; and diminishing numbers of friends and benefactors who used to
enliven our houses.

Another sign of the crisis is the fragmentation with regard to the «ways» of mis-
sion. In many Xaverian communities in Asia the number of «different ways» of carrying
out the, supposedly one, mission, nearly equals the number of confreres. It is not clear
how far this is a sign of the diversity of the charisms in the Church and to what extent
instead it is a symptom of the lack of a common vision regarding the nature of mission.
Unfortunately on many an occasion the latter seems more likely. Often the fragmenta-
tion is blamed on the fact that we are «different» and some tend to go «their own way»
who are unable to adhere to the project of the community. Individualism is often present
in Xaverian missionary action, but maybe the fragmentation also exposes a certain lack
of clear objectives, which can have at least two possible causes: inadequate grasp of the
context of Asia and inadequate Christological vision (and theological vision in general).
Incidentally, these are the two poles this paper has intended to address.

Inadequate grasp of the context is shorthand for insufficient knowledge (and appre-
ciation) of the cultures, the religions, the spirituality and the dynamics that govern social
relationship at various levels (from friendship to politics). If this is true, then mission in
Asia is doomed to failure if, on the one hand, missionary action is not conceived and real-
ized with the support of a competent and non-superficial knowledge of culture, religions
and society. A handful of books or articles and above all the immersion in the culture can
only be the starting point, but such competence is also the fruit of committed study and
reflection on both books and experience. Obviously this does not mean that every single
confrere has to become omniscient, but it should become the objective of community
synergy, so that the competence of the individual is sincerely supported and appreciated
and truly enriches the community’s missionary action and spirituality. The history of
mission is witness that when this competence with regard to the context was sought, the
mission was successful: think of the impact of Ricci, De Nobili, Valignano and De Rodes
on Asian Christianity. Our Father Guido Maria would maybe suggest that we re-read

numbers 16 and 17 of the Fundamental Rule, and we should at least add Constitutions 71
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and Ratio Missionis 45, the Documents of the xv1 General Chapter 51-53, interpret them
beyond the level of the required minimum.

Similarly, inadequate Christology stands for a superficial knowledge (and expe-
rience) of Christ, which may well be authentic and sincere—and we will go to heaven
because of it!—but still falls short of comprehending the full import of the Gospel on
individuals and societies. It is a competent Christological (and more broadly theological)
reflection that is needed, if missionaries are to be able to translate faith in Christ into truly
effective guidelines for life, theirs and the people’s. Of course this implies an understand-
ing of Christology not restricted to mere abstraction. I believe that Father Guido Maria’s
insistence on the Christ-centredness of Xaverian identity meant more that the mission-
ary’s personal devotion, but implied also that the mission itself had to be Christ-centred if
it had to be effective. We need to live, think, and act Christologically in order to take on,
adequately, the mission that through the Church Christ has entrusted to our Society and
offer our hearers in Asia a Christ that is relevant to their existential experience. Clarity
or confusion about Christ signifies clarity or confusion about the nature, source, goal,
method of the mission.

Maybe some aspects of this analysis apply just not to the Xaverian reality in Asia. If
so, then maybe Asia has something to teach not just to th