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CHRISTIAN WITNESS OF THE CLOSENESS BETWEEN GOD, MAN AND NATURE.
THE INSERTION OF THE SALVIFIC MESSAGE OF THE GOSPEL IN THE CULTURES
OF OUR TIME
Archbishop Ivan DIAS (Archbishop of  Bombay, India)

The theme we are discussing this evening can be div ided in two parts which,  of  course,
are inter-related: (1) the Chr ist ian Witness of  the c loseness between God, man and nature;
and (2) the insert ion of  the salv i f ic  message of  the Gospel  in the cul tures of  our t ime.

1.  With regard to the f i rst  part ,  we note that  a l l  down the centur ies there have been
people who, by their  Christian witness ,  have shown in an eminent manner the closeness
between God, man and nature .  I  would l ike to recal l  just  two of  them.

The f i rst  is  St. Francis of Assisi .  F i l led wi th God’s Holy Spir i t ,  he saw a brother in the
sun and a s ister in the moon. Birds and f ishes were eager to l is ten to him and responded
cheerful ly to his invi tat ion to s ing the praises of  God the Most High. By his prayers St.
Francis caused the at tacks of  wolves in the v i l lage of  Greccio to cease. Even death became
a close relat ive.  St .  Francis,  because of  h is c loseness to God and nature,  br ings together
even today persons of  d iverse cul tures and fai ths or wi th no fai th at  a l l .  He is revered by
lovers of  nature and is considered the patron of  ecologists.  I t  was the same Holy Spir i t
which made him see "perfect  del ight"  (perfet ta let iz ia)  in suf fer ing and i l l - t reatment,  and
inspired him to proclaim the praises of  God’s creat ion in that  beaut i fu l  hymn: "Laudato s i i
mi  Signore",  even though he was completely bl ind at  the t ime of  composing i t .  God, man
and nature were c losely inter-related in the l i fe of  St .  Francis of  Assis i .  Such is authent ic
Christ ian wi tnessing.

The other example I  would l ike to c i te here is Mother Teresa of Calcutta .  In her heroic
witness of  char i ty to the poorest  of  the poor,  wi thout any discr iminat ion whatsoever as
far as caste,  creed, gender or pol i t ical  a l legiance was concerned, the whole wor ld saw
the compassionate face of  a loving God bending over persons broken by human suffer ing.
Her example was understood and admired both in India,  the country of  her adopt ion,  and
abroad. She was hai led by everyone as an "angel  of  love" and an "apost le of  the gutters".
I t  was an open secret  that  i t  was the Gospel  values that urged her on her mission: she saw
the face of  Chr ist  in every person she at tended to wi th so much care and love. She took
Christ ’s words ser iously:  " I  was hungry and you gave me to eat:  I  was thirsty and you gave
me to dr ink:  I  was naked and you clothed me: I  was in pr ison and you vis i ted me… Every
t ime you did th is to the least  of  my brothers and sisters,  you did i t  to me".  John Henry
Cardinal  Newman’s prayer "Radiat ing Chr ist"  was especial ly dear to Mother Teresa. She
would make Gospel  values to shine on al l  those she met or cared for.  "Let me preach Thee
without preaching – Cardinal  Newman’s prayer says – not by words but by my example,  by
the catching force, the sympathet ic inf luence of  what I  do,  the evident fu l lness of  the love
my heart  bears to Thee."  In the l ives of  these two great personages, St.  Francis of  Assis i
and Mother Teresa of  Calcut ta,  we get a gl impse of  how a t ru ly Chr ist ian wi tness can br ing
about a c loseness between God, human beings and nature.

2.  As for the second part  of  th is evening’s theme: v iz.  the insertion of the salvif ic
message of the Gospel in the cultures of our t imes ,  we must needs acknowledge that
such an insert ion is pr imari ly the working of  the Holy Spir i t ,  which has hovered over
God’s creat ion ever s ince the beginning of  the universe. "Spir i tus Domini  replevi t  orbem
terrarum". The same Spir i t  is  at  work even today in every cul ture,  which is – so to speak
– the humus which l ies enshr ined deep within the nature of  every human being and which
condi t ions his/her wor ld v is ion and personal  and communitar ian behaviour.  I  would l ike to
ci te two modern-day at tempts at  insert ing the Gospel  message and values into a given
cul ture.  The f i rst  is  India,  which is a mult i - re l ig ious,  mult i -ethnic and plur i -cul tural  society.
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I t  is  not  so much preaching about Chr ist  that  has impressed persons of  non Christ ian
bel iefs there,  but rather the qual i ty of  the service rendered by Chr ist ians in var ious sectors
of the Indian society through their  many schools,  c l in ics,  hospi ta ls and social  works,
part icular ly in their  preferent ia l  opt ion to al leviate poverty in i ts var ied expressions. In
fact ,  i t  is  worthy of  note that  the Chr ist ians in India today – who are less than 3% of
the total  populat ion of  a lmost a bi l l ion – cater to 20% of al l  the pr imary educat ion in the
country,  10% of the l i teracy and community heal th care programmes, 25% of the care
of the orphans and widows, and 30% of the care of  the handicapped, lepers and AIDS
pat ients.  I t  is  such a wi tness that at t racts Hindus, Musl ims and persons of  other fa i ths
or of  no fa i th at  a l l  to admire Chr ist iani ty for  what i t  stands for.  In these works they see
that Chr ist ians pract ise what they preach, that  they l ive and i r radiate Chr ist ian values
without seeking publ ic i ty or the headl ines,  and they see how closely God, human beings
and nature can be l inked through sel f less service for  the suffer ing,  the marginal ised, the
i l l i terate and the downtrodden. Such a wi tness sends a forceful  message to persons of
the many and di f ferent rel ig ious t radi t ions and cul tures which form a beaut i fu l  mosaic in
India.  For example:  to the orthodox Hindus, who have the caste system is an integral  part
of  their  l i festy le and for whom suffer ing is the resul t  of  some evi l  deeds done in a previous
existence (karma - re incarnat ion),  the Chr ist ian example of  service to everyone who suffers,
i r respect ive of  h is or her caste or karma, is indeed thought provoking. The Buddhists,  who
affront suf fer ing wi th somewhat passive compassion, see in the Chr ist ian wi tness how the
suffer ings of  others can be viewed posi t ively and tackled with sol idar i ty.  For Musl ims. who
bel ieve in fate in the face of  suf fer ing,  the Chr ist ian wi tness shows that human suffer ing,
even though i t  is  a consequence of  the or ig inal  s in of  our f i rst  parents,  can become an
asset and a cause of  g lory,  thanks to the pain and suffer ing wi l l ingly borne on the Cross by
Our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ .  In the words of  St .  Paul :  " I  want to glory in none other
than in the Cross of  Jesus Christ ,  by Which He is nai led to me and I  to Him. For to me, to
suffer is a gain,  and to die is a prof i t "  (Gal .  5:14).  In the recent spate of  v io lence against
the Chr ist ian community in India on the part  of  a smal l  group of  Hindu fundamental ists,
thousands of  Hindus, Musl ims, Jains,  Sikhs,  Parsis,  Buddhists and persons of  other fa i ths
stood up in defence of  the Chr ist ians and in protest  against  the v io lence to which they were
being unjust ly subjected, thanks to the favourable impression they have of  our Chr ist ian
inst i tut ions or the posi t ive exper ience many of  them have had therein.

I t  is  th is same Christ ian wi tness, s i lent  and yet so eloquent,  which can inf luence and
change even the godless cul tures of  yester years.  Take Albania ,  for  instance: dur ing the
heyday of  i ts  40-year old communist  d ictatorship,  i t  was the only country in the wor ld
to proclaim i tsel f  an atheist  State in i ts Const i tut ion.  In pract ice,  too,  i t  was coherent
with such a declarat ion:  a l l  re l ig ious pract ices were abol ished and rel ig ious personnel
were subjected to tor ture,  persecut ion and death.  As far as the Cathol ic Church was
concerned, al l  the Bishops were brutal ly el iminated, and the rel ig ious personnel  was
reduced to some 33 pr iests and 45 rel ig ious nuns, the youngest of  whom was 65 years
old!  I t  was Communism’s destruct ive t ra i t  at  i ts  best.  And yet,  when Albania opened i ts
doors to democracy and rel ig ious l iberty in 1991, wi th in a short  span of  s ix years,  wi th
the Cathol ic Church opening schools,  heal th care centres and social  works al l  over the
country and for al l  the c i t izens, Chr ist iani ty came to be respected even by i ts former
archenemies. To ci te just  one instance: the Government requested Mother Teresa of
Calcutta,  who was of  Albanian or ig in,  to bui ld a hospi ta l  in Tirana. Mother passed on the
request to the local  Church author i t ies.  The hospi ta l  p lans were so impressive that the
Ministry of  Heal th asked that i t  become a teaching hospi ta l  for  post-graduate doctors.
Last year,  the Ministers of  Heal th and Educat ion of  the present Government,  which
cont inues to be of  communist  inspirat ion,  requested the Holy See that other facul t ies be
added to the medical  one and that a Cathol ic Universi ty be erected in Tirana. Deeds
are more powerful  than words when i t  comes to in ject ing Gospel  values into any cul ture.
Deeds have a s i lent  wi tness value, which gives Chr ist ians an opportuni ty " to give an
account of  the hope which is in them" (1Pt. 3:15).  A good point  to start  f rom is where
Christ ian values converge with those in other cul tures.  St .  Paul  te l ls  us to appreciate
"whatever is pure,  just ,  noble and honourable" (Phi lem. 4:8).  In every cul ture we can
f ind elements which are "pure,  just ,  noble and honourable" which can serve as pointers
to the eternal  values taught by Jesus Christ ,  the unique Saviour of  a l l  mankind. For
instance, in the Hindu cul ture and scr iptures,  there is much insistence on the search
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for  union with the Eternal  One, on si lence and meditat ion,  on honesty and the love
of nature,  and on moral  values l ike ahimsa (non violence),  brahmacharya (sel f -control /
cel ibacy) and satyagraha (non resistance).  The Second Vat ican Counci l  speaks of  "a ray
of t ruth" which can be found in di f ferent fa i ths and cul tures:  th is is none other than the
work of  God’s Holy Spir i t  who, so to speak, leaves his footpr ints on the sands of  h istory,
leading every cul ture and fai th to Him who is the Way, the Truth and the Li fe.  With much
care,  comprehension and goodwi l l ,  we should start  appreciat ing the points of  convergence
between the Chr ist ian and other cul tures,  and then we could enlarge these points to
embrace other values which are unique to the Chr ist ian Gospel .  Take Mr.  Graham Staines,
for example.  He was an Austral ian Protestant missionary who had been car ing for lepers in
India for  many decades. When he and his two young chi ldren were recent ly burnt  to death
by some fanat ic Hindus in Bhubaneshwar in Northern India,  h is wi fe Gladys reacted in a
truly Chr ist ian manner by publ ic ly forgiv ing those who had perpetrated the horr ib le cr ime
and praying for the murderers to see the true l ight .  Such a magnanimous gesture of  pardon
made a deep impact on everyone and won the sympathy and admirat ion even of  those who
did not share the Chr ist ian fa i th and cul ture of  the missionar ies.  Of course, our Chr ist ian
witness must be ful ly authent ic.  The armaments race between the Chr ist ian superpowers,
the cul ture of  death increasingly prevalent in the Western countr ies,  the v io lent conf l ic ts
and massacres among Christ ian bel ievers in I re land, Rwanda, Burundi  and elsewhere, drug
traf f ic  and other misdeeds prevalent in the Chr ist ian wor ld of  Europe and the Americas
today – to c i te but a few examples – are a ser ious blow to our credibi l i ty  and a source of
scandal  to many a s incere-minded non-Christ ian person. Even Mahatma Gandhi,  the Father
of  the Indian nat ion,  who considered Jesus’  Sermon on the Mount the best sermon ever
preached, was scandal ized by the behaviour of  His disciples and was led to say:  " I  love
Jesus Christ ,  but  not the Chr ist ians,  because they do not do what Jesus has taught."

To conclude: Today the wor ld is fu l l  of  a var iety of  cul tures:  besides the nat ional ,  re l ig ious
and ethnic ones, there is the cul ture of  death,  the technological  cul ture,  the hedonist ic
cul ture,  the body cul ture,  a cul ture of  hate,  and so on. To al l  of  these the Gospel  can and
must br ing a salv i f ic  and pur i fy ing message. But to achieve this end, the Chr ist ian message
and Gospel  values must be l ived out in al l  their  fu l lness.  Only then wi l l  they f ind an easy
resonance in the hearts of  persons of  every cul ture,  gender and creed, and be able to
create a wor ld of  harmony and uni ty in diversi ty,  br inging humankind and creat ion c loser
to God. This wi l l  t ru ly be the epiphany of  the presence of  God’s Holy Spir i t  in every cul ture
under the sun. In the words of  Pope Paul  VI:  "We must meet as pi lgr ims who have set out to
f ind God in human hearts.  Person must meet person, nat ion must meet nat ion,  as brothers
and sisters,  as chi ldren of  God. In th is mutual  understanding and fr iendship,  in th is sacred
communion, we must also begin to work together to bui ld the common future of  the human
race. I t  must be bui l t  on a common love that embraces al l  and has i ts roots in God who is
love".  To hasten the real izat ion of  such an ideal  wi l l  be,  perhaps, one of  the big chal lenges
the Church wi l l  have to face in the next Chr ist ian Mi l lennium.


