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Jesus did not build any temple. But
he did cleanse a temple: the temple of
Jerusalem. When he saw the temple
premises turned into a market place of
greed and extortion, he burned with
indignation. In one of the accounts of
this episode we are told that Jesus made
a whip and drove out the traders and
money-changers, declaring; “My house
will be called a house of prayer for all
nations; but you have made it a den of
thieves: (St. Mark 11: 17). The mes-
sage is clear. It is a greater thing to
cleanse a temple than to build many
temples.

Interestingly, people think of reli-
gion quantitatively; whereas quality,
not quantity, is the essence of religion.
So people pride themselves either on
the number of their churches/temples,
or on their size and splendour. Hardly
anyone bothers about what happens in
them. No one wonders by what cour-
tesy of consideration these structures
could be called ‘places of worship’.

The temple of Jerusalem was to
Judaism what Mecca is to Islam,
Vatican is to Catholicism and the
Golden Temple is to Sikhism. So Jesus
knew only too well that he was putting
his life on the line in creating a scene
at the temple. Why did he do so, still?

A theme that runs through the teach-
ings of Jesus Christ is that of true wor-
ship. Unlike the Jews of his times, Jesus
was not in the least impressed with the
magnificent edifice of the temple. In-
stead, he condemned the attempt to
degrade the temple into an emblem of
Jewish ethnocentrism. Without any
qualms, Jesus prophesied the total de-
struction of the temple, which came true
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People all over the world manage to combine
extreme religiosity in the worship place with
unbridled ungodliness in the secular world, as
though they are split personalities. This is comical
because the very purpose of worship is to make
us integrated personalities: people who are the
same on Sabbath days and weekdays.

Rev. Dr. Valson Thampu, Delhi

in A.D 70. Jesus was as interested in
worship as he was indifferent to the
glory of temples ! Some of the insights
into worship in his teachings are:-

First of all. a place of worship must
be ‘a place of prayer for all nations”.
True worship, in other words, is a cel-
ebration of concern for the human fam-
ily as a whole, The discontinuity be-
tween the sanctuary and the secular
society is spiritually spurious and un-
tenable. To worship is to bring the
needs and woes of the world into the
divine presence. To do this in truth is
also to accept the responsibility to do
all we can to meet the needs and miti-
gate the sufferings of our fellow human
beings, no matter who they are. To
Jesus, loving the neighbour is basic to
loving God. Anyone who believes he
can love God, and yet hate his
neighbour, deceives himself. Even as
concern and compassion for all people
cvaporate from places of worship, they
decline progressively into dens of
thieves.

Secondly, worshipping God in the
temple cannot be separated from the
integrity and quality of life we main-
tain outside ti?e temple. It is a hilari-
ous fact that the air of ethereal godli-
ness that people maintain inside
churches and temples vanish soon af-
ter they leave them. People all over the
world manage to combine extreme re-
ligiosity in the worship place with un-
bridled ungodliness in the secular
world, as though they are split person-
alities. This is comical because the very
purpose of worship is to make us inte-
grated personalities: people who are the
same on Sabbath days and weekdays.

&

Inside the temple, the Jews preached a
God of justice, compassion and love.
Just outside the temple they practised
injustice, as though God was short-
sighted and could not see beyond the
door of the temple! This is no way to
worship God; this is the best way,
though, to bear false witness to Him.

Thirdly, the worship life of a reli-
gious community will be corrupted if
it admits any discrimination whatso-
ever. The Jews allowed their religion
t0 be infected by the virus of race. The
Jerusalem temple was segmented into
various ‘Courts”: the Court of the
priests, the Court of men, the court of
women, and the Court of the Gentiles.
It was the Court of the Gentiles that was
turned into a burgeoning bazaar. Does
God really watch what is happening in
the Court of the Gentiles? Isn’t He busy
minding the whims and fancies of His
favourites? The point is that such ri-
diculous notions flourish on account of
the mindset of discrimination, The day
it occurred to the Jews to build atemple
employing the ‘architecture of discrimi-
nation’, so to speak, they took the first
step towards turning it into a ‘den of
thieves’. Such an idea of the temple
presupposes a thievish mind: a mind
that robs the Gentiles of their status as
the children of God. Given this, extor-
tion and profiteering at the expense of
others, right under the nose of God, is
sure to follow.

Jesus knew the importance of
cleansing temples! A temple is like the
reservoir that supplies water to the
whole city. If it is polluted it jeopar-
dizes the health of the whole city. In
that event, inspired loyalty to one’s
faith, a loyalty that reflects genuine
godliness, demands that we cleanse the
reservoir rather than deny or cover up
its degeneration. What prompted Jesus
to risk his life in cleansing the temple
of Jerusalem was his love for God.
Sadly in our times, religious devotion -
is mistaken as the duty to defend and”
glorify the decay in one’s own religious
fold as well as the keenness to reform
all other religions. Jesus said, “Why do
you look at the speck of sawdust in your
brother’s eye and pay no attention to
the plank in your own eye?... You hypo-
crite , first take the plank out of your
own eye, and then you will see clearly
to remove the speck from your
brother’s eye.” (St. Matthew 7: 3-5).
The truth remains that as long as the
plank remains in our eyes. we shall
mistake our brothers for our enemies.
And this, in turn, tells upon our temples
and taints our worship life. ]
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I : GLOBALISATION

The positive connotations of global-
ization are difficult to see when the major-
ity of countries are excluded from global
decision-making, says a statement issued
by a consultation on “Globalization in Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe-responses (o the
ecological, economic and social conse-
quences”. The consultation, sponsored by
the World Council of Churches, the Con-
ference of European Churches. the World
Alliance of Reformed Churches and its
European Area Committee  gathered al-
most a hundred participants and observers
in Budapest, Hungary, from 24-28 June.

Transformation after the fall of com-
munist rule, European integration, and glo-
balization are the three features that pres-
ently characterize the Central and Eastern
European regions. Sharing his views at the
consultation, Siovakian professor Igor Kiss
suggested that globalization can either be
a sword of Damocles over humankind or

the sword with which humankind will cut
through the Gordian knot of world eco-
nomic problems. The world is at a cross-
roads. That is why the consultation sent a
message on globalization to the churches
inside and outside the region, as well as to
governments and the wider public of the
region itself. “Communism' depended on
unrestricted state planning, Consequently,
the unrestrained market mechanism was
welcomed by many politicians and social
leaders as the path to a better future. They
neglected to understand that a market with-
out a social, cultural and institutional frame-
work is bound to fail and destroy the social
fabric of society,” the message emphasizes.
Governments, it says, should prevent glo-
bal finace from playing the decisive role in
national economies since economic global-
ization in its present form threatens tradi-
tional values in the region. The message
asks churches in the West to persuade deci-

sion-makers to stop the expleitation and
exclusion of the majority of countries from
decision-making processes,

In 1989, about 14 million people in the
former communist bloc lived on less than
four dollars a day; by the mid -1990s that
number had risen to about 147 million. One
thing is certain however: witnessing the
poverty of the majority of Eastern Euro-
pean villages, it is no exaggeration to say
that the slide of tens of millions of Europe-
ans into poverty may end up costing the
European Market more in the jon g run than
any war. Reacting to this assessment, the
consultation warned that churches should

educate their members to understand how »-

the economy works, to enable them to pro-
mote a just economy.

Consultation participants noted that
women especially are ofien excluded from
the benefits of society. The world-wide ten-
dency of state “shrinkage” is to the disad-
vantage of women; health and education
cuts, for instance, put additional burdens
on their shoulders. Thus what once was
mainly characteristic of southern countries
has now become a global problem. The
participants agreed that governments
should promote genuine cooperation be-
tween nations and opportunities for com-
munication and common action - that is,
another face of globalization.

(WCC press release : 25 June 2001 i
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he ‘prosperity gospel” was
invented in the latter half of the
20th century by money-loving
preachers who had to find some
scriptural explanation to Jjustify
their extravagant life-styles and the
immense amount of wealth that
they had accumulated from the
tithes and offerings of the devotees.
So they hunted up Old Testament
promises as the unfailing mark of
God’s blessing today. And money -
loving “believers” gladly lapped up
this new gospel.

It will be very difficult for a
disciple of Jesus, if he is totally
ionest and whole- hearted, to
become rich through his business
in the materialistic world of today.
To become a wealthy man, one
would have to compromise and also
disobey the word of God. “Those
who want to get rich fall into
temptation and many foolish and
harmful desires which plunge men
into ruin and destruction” ( | Tim.
6:9). One who seeks to be “rich

“towards God” can never become

rich in this world. (Lk. 12:21: |
Tim. 6:17)

A secular journalist who heard
of such a church where the
“prosperity gospel” was being
preached wanted to find out if this
teaching really worked. So he went
to the church’s parking lot and
checked out the makes of the cars
parked there. He found that the cars
parked in the spots reserved for the

™4} 2l Ga003 g Catomila eniudad

Christians who pursue
after ‘Mammon’ have
plenty of money to travel
wherever they like,
They also have enough
to buy whatever they like.
Only lovers of Mammon
can afford such expensive
habits. But those who have
an extravagant life-style

can never be witnesses for

the Lord in the midst of
a suffering world.

Pastor and Assistant Pastor were
expensive cars! But most of the
other cars were cheap ones. He

concluded that the “prosperity
gospel” did work, but only for those
who lived off the tithes and
offerings of the congregation! The
rest of the congregation remained
in the same condition that they had
always been in!

Christians who pursue after
‘Mammon’ have plenty of money
to travel wherever they like. They
also have enough to buy whatever
they like. Only lovers of Mammon
can afford such expensive habits.
But those who have an extravagant
life-style can never be witnesses for
the Lord in the midst of a suffering
world.

It could be dangerous to have
money far beyond what we need, It
was because Jonah had plenty of
€xtra money that he could afford to
buy a ticket to go to Tarshish - in
plain disobedience to the Lord’s
command. How safe Jonah would
have been from such a temptation
if he did not have any excess money
available with him.

[t was to save His apostles from
such temptations that Jesus left
them poor in the world. The Lord
who made Job, Abraham and David
rich could easily have made His
apostles rich too. But He did not.
Why? The Lord’s purposes for the
world could never have been
fulfilled through a Mammon-loving
disciple. One has to choose
between God and Mammon. The
new Gospel is counterfeit
(indebted) KC. o
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Secularism in India died a tragic and
violent death on December 6™ 1992, when
Babri Masjid was razed to the ground. Co-
vert attacks on Christians and Christian
institutions stood exposed with the hideous
incident of the burning of the Australian
missionary, Mr. Graham Staines and his
sons. Since then, recurring attacks on Mus-
lim and Christian minorities triggered a
nationwide debate on “Conversions”, Spo-
radic events throughout the country have
made the situation quite tense and explo-
sive, as though everybody is biding time
for the final showdown. If this is the case
in India where non-violence, tolerance and
secularism have been the watchwords of
peaceful co-existence, where the Constitu-
tion of India guarantees protection of the
rights of Minorities, their culture and relj-
gious sentiments, what is the situation in
other Asian countries? Afghanistan has
been in the news for destroying the ancient
Bamani idols of Lord Buddha, as worship
of idols went against the tenets of Islam,
But Afghanistan has indeed been 2 fanatic
fundamentalisi nation!. In
BANGLADESH, one of the largest Mus-
lim countries in the World, where 95% of
its population are Muslims. Islamic funda-
mentalism is on the rise, The Government
has laid political limitations on the the [ree
exercise of religion by enacting laws. The
Christian marriage Act, 1947 prohibits
Christians marrying Muslims, but does not
prevent Muslims from marrying Christians.
Though religion is a compulsory subject in
School, practically only Islam is being
taught,

INDONESIA is the largest Muslim
country in Asia. Ethnic and communal vio-
lence has created instability in Indonesia
and terror among the ethnic and religious
minorities. Native Muslims went on a ram-
page aganst Christians and Christian In-
stitutions in some of the Islands in Indone-
sia causing many deaths and damage to
property.

PAKISTAN: Though the constitution
of Pakistan ensures the right to practise and
profess one’s religion, religious minorities
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-~ come from within u

: Religious
freedom in Asia -

A
comparative study

The whole question of
religious intolerance is
at-'_timqs-_pp]itiéally
motivated and most of the
time due to the imagined

threats faced by the
people who profess the
religion of the Majority.
 The revolution hasto

_'i'f_m_a_l_;_ir_ig-._it_;pOSSIble--fo_r

a change in attitude from

narroy-mindedness to
a generous and mature
 attitude that would
promote respect for the
“other”” pe’r_fso'n;iacceﬁ_ti_ng

the rich diversity of
culture and tradition as
a vital part of this
beautiful cosmos.

have been facing discrimination, A sepa-
rate electoral system based on separate lists
of Muslim and Non-Muslim seals in the
Legislature, classifies and restricts the right
of franchise on religious grounds, A Mus-
lim voter cannot vote for a non-Muslim and
likewise a non-Muslim voler cannot vote
for his Muslim compatriot. This apartheid
mode of electorate renders non-Muslims as
second-class citizens, thus socially and
politically marginalizing them from the
mainstream activities of the country. The
Shariah Act, 1991 made it obligatory for
the Government to Islamise all vital fields
of life including education, economy, judi-
ciary and the mass media, It declares Is-
lamic Shariah as the supreme law of the
land and stipulates that all Statute laws shall
be interpreted to the edicts of Islam. This
has caused serious erosion of the personal
freedom of non-Muslims,

MALAYSIA: As conversion from Is-
lam to other faiths is considered un-Islamic,
itis practically impossible for a Muslim to
embrace any other faith. Therefore. Mus-
lims who have decided to convert to Chris-
tianity are in a very sensitive and delicate
situation in this country. Obtaining prop-
erty forreligious purposes {(worship, burial
grounds etc.) has become extremely diffi-
cult for other religious communities. Reli-
gious instructions in schools are confined
to Islam only. However, it should be noted
that inspite of this, there is a remarkable
spirit of harmony and goodwill among the
people living in Malaysia.

THAILAND, MYANMAR, SRILANKA,
CAMBODIA AND LAOS

In these Buddhist countries, it is the
State’s responsibility to protect and foster
Buddhism. As a result, other religions suf-
fer discrimination. Tn Myanmar, foreign
missionaries were expelled and all Chris-
tian Institutions were nationalised.

NEPAL. the only Hindu Kingdom in
the world, is ruled by a Hindu monarch who
is considered to be an incarnation of
Vishnu, a Hindu God. Conversion and re-
ligious propagation are prohibited. Chris-

(Contd..... Page 20
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Congratulations!

I am a new subscriber of
“New Vision”. T am very much
impressed by the magazine and
the way you deal with social and
spiritual issues our people face
in their daily life. I wish you all
success in your effort to share the
love of God through this me-
dium.

F. V. Chandy, Chicago
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e
tians and other minorities are therefore de-
nied full religious freedom and equal sta-
tus under the Constitution. They are being
arrested, harassed in work places and dis-
criminated against by being denied certain
rights. The Constitution gives a special
place to Hinduism and is silent about all
the other religions in the country.

VIETNAM, a communist country, is
seen as a testing ground for efforts o over-
come the conllict between Communism and
Religion.

KOREA. JAPAN and TAIWAN are |

also States that give constitutional guaran-
tee to religious freedom. Though there are
instances of religious intolerance. it does
not create serious tension or deep religious
confhiet.

PHILIPPINES: The Philippines is a
democratic republican State and is said to
be the only Christian country in Asia. 85%
ol its population are Christians while the
rest are Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists etc.
Though it is basically a Catholic country,

AUGUST 2001

it is tolerant to other minor religions. The
State recognizes the beneficial influence
of religion in the enrichment of the nation’s
life without preference to any particular
religion. All religious groups enjoy exemp-
tion of real-estate taxes on land and build-
ings used for religious purposes. Religious
and Charitable organizations are exempt
from Income-Tax. The constitutional guar-
antees on religious frecdom are strictly ad-
hered to by the State. However, a situation
ol conflict exists in the Mindanao islands
where Islamic groups are leading secession-
1st movements.

AUSTRALIA and NEW ZEALAND
are models of State neutrality. They follow
apolicy of neutrality towards religions. In
Australia, freedom of religion is more of
an aceepted attitude rather than a legisla-
tive right, But it has ratified the UN decla-
rations of human rights and enacted strong
anti-discriminatory laws in all States. New
Zealand does not have a Constitution as
such, but has a “Bill of Rights” in which

freedom of religion is provided. New
Zealand is now considered to be one of the
most secularized countries of the world,

Conclusion: Thus a quick run through
the Asian experiences vis-a-vis the consti-
tutional guarantees, reveals that the wholc
question of religious intolerance is at times
politically motivated and most of the time
due to the imagined threats faced by the
people who profess the religion of the Ma-
jority. The revolution has to come from
within us, making it possible for a change
in attitude from narrow-mindedness o a~
generous and mature attitude that would
promote respect for the “other” person,
accepting the rich diversity of culture and
tradition as a vital part of this heautiful
cosmos. In this International Year of Peace
and the Decade for overcoming Violence.
let this be our collective endeavour.

(A member of the Orthodox Church,
Ms. Susan Jacob has attended several In-

ternational ecumenical conferences con-
ducted by the NCCI, CCA and WCC ) @
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