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“Vision is the ability to see God's
presence, to preceive God’s power,
to focus can God'’s plans in spite of
the obstacles. It is the ability to see
above and beyond the majority. It
is looking at life with a divine per-
spective, reading the scene with
God in a clear focus”
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“I think it’s absolute rubbish to pro-
test children’s books on the grounds
that they are luring chilren to Satan,”
Rowling told a London Times reporter
in a July 17 interview. People should
be parsing them for that! These books
guide children to an understanding
that the weak, idiotic Son of God is a
living hoax who will be humiliated
when the rain of fire come....while we
his (devil) faithful servants, laugh and
cavort in victory”
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You are as young as your faith;

as old as your doubt.

you are as young as your self
confidence; as old as your fear.
You are as young as your hope;
as old as your despair

Counton God'’s instead of yourself.
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THE OPENING GHAPTER OF QUR'AN
ITS ECOLOGICAL INTERPRETATION - 2

By Asghar Ali Engineer

Institute of Islamic Studies, Mumbai, India

As we pray to Allah as taught to us
through this sura-i-Fatihah we say
toAllah “Guide us on the right path.
The path of those upon whom Thou
hasbestowed favours, Not those
upon whom wrath has brought down,
not thosewho go astray.” Allah is our
Lord, our Sustainer and if we seek
oursustenance from Him we have to
follow the right path shown by Him
and prayto him to show us the right
path. What is this right path (siratal-
mustaquim)?It is the path devoid of
greed and over consumption and
Allah byforbidding Adam to eat the
fruit of a tree in the paradise showed
us thisright path and as long as we
follow this path our paradise will
remainintact and Allah’s bounties
will continue to be enjoyed by hu-
mankind butwe should not do any-
thing to earn His wrath and follow
the path of greedand over-consump-
tion that will lead us astray.

This path of Allah’s bounties had
been available to whole of human-
kind aslong as we followed sirat al-
mustaquim (right path) of modest
consumption of earth resources and
keeping earth pure tayyib and did
not over polluteit. Can we now say
we are following the same path -
sirat al-mustaquim? Wehave to re-
flect on this serious question. We
have violated this law and gone
astray in number of ways.favors
them have been deprived of their just
consumption by those whom Allah
calls mustakbirun (the powerful, the
rich) who have been unjust
andmonopolized over-consumption
and have over-polluted the earth. As
we knowthe developed and rich na-
tions are consuming more than 70
per cent ofearth’s resources and
polluting it in that proportion.How
correctis Quran’s pronouncement
when it says, “And when We wish
todestroy a town,
Wesendcommandments to its

people who lead easy lives,but they
transgress therein; thus the word
proves true against it, so Wedestroy
it with utter destruction.” (17:16).
What Allah says in this versethat
those habituated to easy life (i.e. the
rich)do not hear the wordsof wisdom
and continue to violate it in sheer
arrogance (what the Qurancalls
istikbar) and then Allah destroys
them.The rich of the earth forgetful
of final consequences of their life
stylecontinue to ignore all the warn-
ings and ultimately face the doom.
Are the rich nations of the west, par-
ticularly USA, not ignoring all the
warningof rising temperature of earth
and pushing us all closer to the
disaster?They insist the poorer na-
tions and developing countries re-
duce their consumption and not
they. The G-8 nations which are all
developed nationsin their recent con-
ference in Italy once again did not
agree to reduction of their consump-
tion of earth resources.
Qur'an repeats this warning when it
says, “Nay their hearts are
inignorance about it, and they have
besides this other deeds which they
do.Until, when We seize those who
lead easy lives among them
withchastisement, lo! They cry for
succour.” (23:63-64) Do we not
findprecisely same behaviour on the
part of rich nations of the west? Are
theynot refusing to mend their ways
and reduce their consumption of
earthresources? Will they not push
our earth to the brink of disaster by

Technological progress is most wel-
come but it can be boon or
cursedepending how this progress
is used by the rich and powerful. The
weaker sections and poor nations
are, after all, totally helpless and
their voiceis never heard. But warn-
ing has to be repeated as Quran
says to the Prophet to warn as he
has been sent as warner (nazir). If

people listen tohim they will be res-
cued, if not, they will face doom.

The technological progress
has enabled human beings to con-
sume more and more and also to
pollute the earth too more and more.
But this ability has to be used with
wisdom. Itis reason which enables
us to discover new horizons and
know more about our universe and
again it is reason which enables us
to discover more and more natural
resources below and aboveground
and use them.

But reason is, let us be clear, a
double-edged sword, a mere tool,
which could be used or misused. It
is because of reason that we have
progressed tremendously from primi-
tive to advanced human beings, from
caves to skyscrapers but then it is
this reason which has given us tools
to destroy our planet through over-
consumption and over-pollution
which is leading us to disaster. What
is needed is what Qur’an calls
hikmah (wisdom) and what is
wisdom?Wisdom is reason plus val-
ues and experience. Without com-
bining with values reason can play
very dangerous role also as it did in
Europe through weapons of destruc-
tion finally resulting in making all
destructive nuclear weapons and in
Hiroshima and Nagasaki it killed
more than two hundred
thousand people.

But if reason is used with values like
justice, benevolence and compas-
sion, it can prove to be a great boon
and that is what Qur’an advocates.
According to Qur'an there are five
key values: haq ‘adl,ihsan, rahmah
and hikmah i.e. truth, justice, be-
nevolence, compassion andMuhsin,
Rahman and Hakim i.e. Allah is
Truth, Just, Benevolent, Compas-
sionate and Wise. These values are
extremely important for balanced
progress of human beings.
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THEOLOGY

Woro, Church and Peop[e

Dr. K. Rajaratnam, the Master of
Serampore College, the Revd. Dr.
John Sadananda, the President of
the Senate and of the Board of
Theological Education, Dr. Ravi
Tiwari, the Registrar, Principals of
Colleges, Professors, Bishops and
Church leaders, Graduates,
Guests:

The Master, the President and the
Registrar have done me a great
honour by inviting me to deliver the
Convocation address. | express my
deep appreciation and profound
gratitude. It is indeed a rare privi-
lege to address this august aca-
demic assembly.

| have arranged my presentation
under three heads: the Word
(dabar/Logos), the Church (the dis-
ciples of Christ), and the people (the
Laos). By Word | mean, naturally
the Hebrew Bible and the Greek
New Testament and the Word
which became a living Person in
Jesus Christ, still speaking to those
who have ears to hear.

From the 1930-s for about three
decades the Church in India was
haunted by the idea that the Old
Testament was not part of the Holy
Scripture. Marcion had come alive
via Martin Luther, Adolf von Harnack
and German Church —Nazi think-
ing. Influenced by the
Religionsgeschichte school of
thought Serampore B.D. syllabus
had ‘Religion of Israel’ as the final
course in Old Testament. As a re-
sult of my plea after joining the UTC
Faculty in 1959 a concession was
allowed, the course was modified
to ‘Religion of Israel and Theology
of the Old Testament'. It pleased
me immensely that gradually a
steady stream of graduates pro-
ceeded to specialise in Hebrew and
the Old Testament. | spenta whole
sabbatical leave to study the his-
tory of how the Old Testament was
interpreted, what kind of authority
the Old Testament had from the

E.C.John
SERAMPORE COLLEGE (UNIVERSITY)
Convocation Address

New Testament writers onwards. At
the end of it all it was felt that the Old
Testament had been accepted in
practice as authoritative for the life
and witness of the Church in India,
especially the prophets inspiring
youth groups for Christian social ac-
tion. | felt it was adequate to write an
essay on the Reception of the Old
Testament in India and also present
it at the (British) Society of Old Tes-
tament Study, lest we be treated as
outcastes by the European Old Tes-
tament scholars. With so much cor-
ruption, injustice, disregard of human
rights in the society from which the
churches are also not free the study
of the Old Testament should be pur-
sued with greater vigour.

There is no need to labour on the point
that a careful study of the Bible is
essential for the personal life of a
Christian minister and for effective
preaching and teaching of the people.
In the teaching and pastoral ministry
our statements and expositions need
to be based on accurate knowledge
and correct information. | took a visi-
tor to a church service, who, though
he is not a church member is very
knowledgeable and sympathetic to
Christian faith and used to attend the
chapel worship at the St. Stephen’s
College, Delhi when he was a lec-
turer there. As we were returning
home | asked him what he thought
about the sermon. He said, pastors
need not be expected to be great
scholars, or be always profound in
what they preach, but what they say
should make sense. Our churches
are full and at times even overflow-
ing. What an opportunity, to say
something which makes sense!

Let me try to illustrate. In many in-
stances of biblical expositions we
should not feel too discouraged,
when we do not have all the commen-
taries or reference books on hand. A
careful reading of the biblical texts
may be just about sufficient, for the
time being. For example we may be

used to classify the eighth century
prophets, Amos, Isaiah, Micah, as
a single group as spokesmen of so-
cial justice, condemning corrupt and
false worship, as prophets of doom,
but fail to examine the specific con-
text and emphasis of each of them.
With Amos it is the oppression and
exploitation of the peasants and
poorer section of the people, which
he exposes. There are more refer-
ences to the poor and the peasants
and the oppressed in Amos than in
any of the other prophets. Isaiah does
not ignore them, but he concentrates
on good rule, removal of corrupt offi-
cials and replacing them with righ-
teous rulers. He hoped for the emer-
gence of those called by God as
prophets, priests and wise men. We
see him engaged in giving wise coun-
sel to the king and looks for the emer-
gence of a city of shalom under a
righteous king and upright officials.
Micah, living in the western slope of
the Judean hills, sees how the
honourable citizens are harassed by
the king’s officials who guard the for-
tified towns in this area, and even
deprive men, women and children of
their possessions by grabbing their
land and property.

While preparing a Bible Dictionary
(in Malayalam) | was anxious to col-
lectall the data available about the
practice of crucifixion. Here proper
historical and archaeological re-
search was needed. The procedure
prescribed for the Sanhedrin and the
Roman Governor, the scheming and
intrigues of Jewish leaders, the sa-
distic torture adopted by the soldiers,
the nature and extent of the physi-
cal and mental suffering etc. had to
be studied.

| was interested to find out how Herod
could be called Herod the Great, who
with all his development
programmes, building projects was
also a cruel tyrant who murdered a
large number of people including his
beautiful wife Mariamne, the
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Hasmonean princess, and her two
sons, and a third son. | could find only
three passages where Jesephus quali-
fies him as great (ho megas) when
others of the same name had also to
be mentioned. My guess is that the
title was given by Nicolas, a Syrian,
his minister, admirer and biographer.

The second theme on which | wish to
offer a few reflections is the much dis-
cussed subject, church (ekklesia).
The view that Jesus, in his ministry
had already conceived of the concept
of the church, inferred from Matt. 18:17,
students of the NT know reflects a later
situation. The view held by some writ-
ers that the event of Pentecost marks
the birth of the church cannot be sus-
tained. In the Pentecost narrative we
have one version of the gift of the Holy
Spirit, especially of the phenomenon
of speaking in tongues. According to
St. John Jesus had breathed the Holy
Spirit on the disciples after the resur-
rection when he appeared to them (Jn.
20:22). It is maintained in the
Evangelisches Kirchenlexikon that in
all probability the use of the term
church really stands for the full expres-
sion church of God (Gal. 1:13; 1 Cor.
1:2), going back originally to the Ara-
maic phrase ‘assembly of God’
(gehal’el), the hope prevalent in Jew-
ish communities entertaining the
apocalyptic hope of belonging to God'’s
gahalto be manifested in the last days
(Qumran War Scroll and Rule of the
Community). Itis instructive that those
who accepted the Gospel of Jesus
Christ as preached by the apostles are
called ‘disciples’, whereas the
apostles are called the ‘twelve’. So the
original disciples are distinguished as
the twelve and the other followers as
disciples (see Acts. 6:2). The twelve
may also be called ‘apostles’ (Acts.
4:35). Notice that Luke refers to the
believers from the Gentiles as disciples
in Acts 11:26 when he wants to say
that in Antioch they first got the name
Christians. St. Paul's congregation
which were independent of the syna-
gogue assemblies are referred to as
those called to be saints, the elect,
God’s temple, Body of Christ. Some
of these epithets being those attrib-
uted to Israel. By using these at-
tributes St. Paul does not imply that
Christians are now replacing Israel.

The Convocation address should not
turn out as a class room lecture. How-
ever as certain corrupt practices are
followed in some churches and seem
to have come to stay we need to pause

and reflect as to how they can be
eradicated. The matter is urgent.
Prof. James Atkinson, an author-
ity on Marin Luther, wrote in 1967
on the occasion of the 450" anni-
versary of the Reformation, that
“Luther restored a worthy doctrine
of the church and made men and
women know in a fresh way what
it was to belong to the Church of
God” (Church Times, Oct., 27,
1967). Several groups in South
India, clergy and lay are engaged
in a re-look of the nature and mis-
sion of the church and the condi-
tions of the empirical church.

For St. Paul's concept of the
church, his understanding of ‘in
Christ’ is the starting point, says
Prof. Klaus Berger, Heidelberg.
That is, a Christological basis is
the starting point, namely, the im-
manence of Christ in the believers
(‘Christin me’, Gal. 2:20). Berger
says ‘in Christ’ means every Chris-
tian participates in the dying and
rising again of Jesus Christ (Rom.
8:10, 11). This power of God re-
forms every believer, the power is
the same in all believers and by
this all Christians are bound to one
another and all the differences
which could separate people from
one another disappear (Gal. 3:27-
29; 1 Cor. 12:12f). Berger further
points out that the metaphor of the
body is intended to indicate the
mutual relationship and interde-
pendence between the members
and is not a static condition.

Differences of caste, region and
language have been a discrimina-
tory barrier rather than an enrich-
ing plurality and we have yet to find
a way to show our oneness in
Christ and diversity as people. |
have gone through all the major
studies on the church in India —
several studies were made in the
1970-s and 1980-s. The caste dis-
crimination is not dealt with in
these studies. Further, the poorin
the church, especially those Dalits
and Tribal Christians who are be-
low the poverty line are a suffering
people, lacking means of liveli-
hood, education and medical care.
On the other hand, the affluent up-
per caste Christians, belong to the
richest section of the people in In-
dia, taking the average income into
consideration (see “Caste Inequali-
ties among Indian Christians by

Satish Deshpande, in Christian iden-
tity and Cultural Nationalism, ed.
E.C. John and Samson Prabhakar).
See also website: ncm.nic.in/pdf,
Dalits in the Muslim and Christian
Communities. A Status Report on
Current Social Scientific Knowledge
prepared for National Commission
for Minorities, Government of India
by Satish Deshpande with assis-
tance of Geetika Bapna, Dept. of
Sociology, University of Delhi, 2008.
The report which has 83 pages of
text and 56 pages of appendix is fully
illustrated by statistical data. It con-
cludes, “based only on the descrip-
tive and statistical evidence avail-
able, there is a strong case for in-
cluding Dalit Muslims and Dalit
Christians in Scheduled Caste cat-
egory. There are compelling argu-
ments in favour of such an inclusion
based on principles of natural jus-
tice and fairness. The balance of
pragmatic consideration is also in
favour of their inclusion. According
due statutory recognition to Dalit
Muslims Dalit Christians would not
only right a wrong, it would also re-
move an indefensible anomaly in our
politico-legal system that can legiti-
mately be construed as discrimina-
tory. Whether or not such discrimi-
nation can be proven in a court of
law, it will surely weigh on the con-
science of every fair-minded Indian”.
(p.83).

It may be added that an internal
study within the Roman Catholic
Church in India narrating the prob-
lems in the Church, including caste
discrimination, was one of the
sources used by Arun Shouri in the
preparation of his book, Missionar-
ies in India, Continuities, Changes
and Dilemma, Delhi, 1994.

Finally, a word about the third part,
‘the people’. | have already touched
on it, in my remarks on the Dalits.
My plea to the Graduates and Pro-
fessors is, do something about right-
ing a wrong. Do not be only talking
and writing about Dalit history, cul-
ture and ideology, but please do
something, share their pains and
hardships.

We need to examine whether our
vision about the mission to our na-
tion and people is not too narrow.
There are Christian groups who think
of their mission purely in terms of
religious propaganda aiming at con-
version and adding numbers to their
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ranks. During the days of the Inde-
pendence Movement there was a
minority of Christians who jointed in
the national stream and worked for
the independence of India. S.K.
George, tutor of Bishops College,
wrote and spoke supporting the free-
dom struggle. As aresult he had to
leave the Bishops College Faculty.

When the churches and missionar-
ies had the opportunities to propa-
gate the Sermon on the Mount
among the Indian masses when
Mahatma Gandhi and his followers
valued the message of the Sermon.
But our Christian preachers were
preoccupied with the question that
Gandhi had not taken baptism and
converted to Christianity. The
Church missed a golden opportunity
to propagate the teaching of Christ,
especially the Sermon on the Mount.

In our own generation there are Hin-
dus who value the Bible and the life
of Jesus Christ and have also writ-
ten books. | refer to the book on the
life and teaching of Jesus Christ by
K.P. Kesava Menon, Editor of the
Mathrubhumiin consultation with the
Basel Missionary, Dr. Wagner and
to Prof. K. P. Appan’s Book, Bible,
the Armour of Light. At the other end
of the spectrum are the advocates
of Hindu Rashtra ideology who do
not recognize Muslims, Christians

and Marxists, as Indian citizens
unless they appropriate the
Hindutvavadi’'s understanding of
Hindu religion. It is salutary that
there are Hindu scholars who have
rejected the Hindutva ideology.

With respect to our mission to the
nation it may be recalled that the
during the days of the Emergency
in 1976 several church leaders ex-
pressed to Mrs. Indira Gandhi their
enthusiastic support of the mea-
sures taken in Emergency which
had also curtailed freedom of
speech, political rights, and violated
other human rights. Only one
Church leader, Metropolitan
Juhanon Mar Thoma had the cour-
age to write to Mrs. Indira Gandhi
that Emergency should be with-
drawn, all political prisoners should
be released and no amendment to
the Constitution should be made
when some members of the Parlia-
ment were kept in Jails.

Can we take the twin command-
ment of loving God and loving the
neighbour confirmed by Jesus as
authoritative, as a fundamental prin-
ciple to follow in our attitude to
people and in our mission, giving
others due respect and honour irre-
spective of ethnic, regional, caste
or linguistic differences or identities?

Or do we want to be seen as pujaries
of the Christian communal identi-
ties?

Dear Graduates, | congratulate you
on your achievements. Those who
have passed with high grades, writ-
ten excellent thesis, won Serampore
prizes, have special reason to be
happy. They all deserve praise. But
finally your usefulness in ministry or
teaching does not depend entirely
on what you have so far accom-
plished, but how you move on from
here, how you continue your study
and enquiry. May God bless and
prosper you as Servants of the
Word, the Church and the People.
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