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The Catholic Church and Non-Christian Religions
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Lino Bellini

For two years, the Shin Buddhist Comprehensive Research Institute has been working on a
project aimed at the understanding of the current ways in which Buddhism is studied in America
and Europe. Up to this time only the efforts made by universities and academic institutions have
been taken into account. Therefore it could be useful to have some insight about other ways in
which Buddhism is being studied and appreciated in western countries.

In this short report, I would like to point out some of the reasons for the particular interest
of the Catholic Church toward other religions in general and Buddhism in particular. As it is
well known, fof many historical reasons, Christians have been interested in Buddhism for many
centuries. Many of the western disciplines interested in Oriental Studies have been started or
cultivated by missionaries or Christians (¢f. De Lubac, Le rencontre de Bouddhisme et de ’Occident,
Paris: 1952). But as it is also known, the history of such encounters has not been without limits,
mistakes, and misunderstandings. In more recent times, however, the problem of the relationship
with Non-Christian religions is becoming one of the major themes of reflection in the Church. In
this respect, the most meaningful event has been the Second Vatican C;)uncil which is at-the
base of the recent attitude of the Church towards the modern world.

The central document which embodies the Vatican Council’s views on this subject is Nostra
Aetate (“In Our Time”) but its teachings are complemented by several other documents of the
Council and other publications. One of the major statement of this document says:

“The Catholic Church rejects nothing of what is true and holy in these religions. It has a
high regard for the manner of life and conduct, the precepts and doctrines which, although
they differ in many ways from its own teachings, nevertheless often reflect a ray of that
truth which enlightens all men.” (VA4, 2)

The document continues with separate treatment of Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, and Juda-
ism and concludes by urging Christians to enter with love into dialogue and collaboration with
people of other religions.

“Iet Christians, while witnessing to their own faith and way of life, acknowledge, preserve,
and encourage the spiritual and moral truth found among Non-Christians, also their life and
culture.” (N4, 2)

This document was preceded and followed by other documents at different levels, such as:

— Breve, Progrediente Coucilio (1964)
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— The Encylical Letter Ecclesiam Suam (1964) by Paul VI

— Constitution Regimini Ecclesiae (1967)

— Apostolic Exhorfation Evangelii Nuntiandi (1975)

— Encyclical Letter Redemptor Hominis (1938) by John Paul II which strenghtened and

enlarged the foundations and imperatives of dialogue.

According to the former document, the world-religions are “a wonderful patrimony of the
spirit of Man”; express “the tension of makind in search for God and the full meaning of life”..;

"therefore, the Church approaches world-religions with respect, esteem, discernment, “destroying
nothing” because the conversion to which she is calling is due to the Holy Spirit, and it is not
an alienation but “a deepening of personal identity...”

— The most recent and comprehensive document is entitled “The Attitudev of the Church
Towards the Followers of the Other Religions: Refections and Orientatiops on Dialogue and
Mission” and is the result of a lenghty project which was begun in 1979. This document was
published in the Osservatore Romano (June 11-12, 1984) and was published is six languages in
the Bulletin of the Secretariat for Non-Christians. A Japanese translation is also being prepared.

This document is paticularly important because, in addition to being intended for the local
Catholic Churches of different countries as an instrument of reflection, it also tries to clarify to
the followers of other religions how the Church views them and how it wants to behave toward
them.

Documents like these are sufficient to show that there is a rapid growth of consciousness in
the Catholic Church concerning the religious tradition of the world. Moreover, these documents
have been followed by several practical initiatives not only in Europe but also in Asia. (Up to
now in Asia there are more than sixteen Christian centers for research and dialogue.)

At an international level the most meaningful event was the institution of The Secretariat
for Non-Christians by the Vatican in 1964. This organization has three main aims:

1. Outside the Church— To open friendly relations, communications and dialogue with
followers of the religious traditions of the world. These would include personal relations,
official relations, community relations, grass-root-level relations, academic relations...all in a
spirit of love, service, hospitality, in mutual sharing, and with social and cultural collaboration.

2. Inside the Church— to arouse interest in and promote knowledge of the followers of the
Non-Christian faiths, to stimulate dialogue and communication with them, “in order that
Non-Christians come to be known honestly and esteemed justly by Christians.”

3. To be attentive and helpful in the ongoing process of inculturation between the Christian
message and the religious cultures of the particular places.

“In a word,” wrote the late secretary P. Rossano, “we consider ourselves, within the Church,
as the advbcate, and the defenders of others as such, namely of their rights, their spiritual

values, their religious tradition and identity.”
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During the past twenty years and especially since 1973, the Secretariat has held meetings in
more than thirty nations with representatives of the various religions. In the first years of the
Secretariat, books were also published on dialogue and about religions especially for Christian
students of theology. (A small but precious book on Buddhism was prepared by the Catholic
priest E. Lamotte, well known in the Buddhist world, who was a member of the Committee of
the Secretariat.)

In collaboration with other Christian Churches, stable relationships were established with
many religions. In Japan, cordial and sincere relationships were developed during this time with
many religious groups, be they Shinto, Buddhist, or from New Religions. A complete report of
the progress of such initiatives can be read in the issues of the Bulletin of the Secretariat which
began publication in 1966.

The most important thing for future progress is the fact that, little by little, this new
practical and theoretical interest of the Church towards other religions has clarified its aims and
methodology. Quoting from the last document (N. 3): .

“This new attitude has taken the name of DIALOGUE. This term, which is both the norm

and ideal, was made known to the Church by Paul VI in the encyclical “Ecclesiam Suam”

(August 6, 1964). Since that time, it has been frequently used by the Council as well as in

other Church teachings. It means not only discussions, but also includes all positive and

constructive inter-religious relations with individuals and communities of other faiths which
are directed at mutual understanding and enrichment.”

One could assert that in this field the Catholic Church has been influenced and attracted by
the so-called Dialogisches Denken or Neues Denken. Neues Denken developed in Europe against the
background of existentialism and personalism, in reaction to various forms of positivism,

» idealism, individualism or collectivism. (It is enough to quote the names of Buber, Cohen, G.
Marcel...together with Christian Theologians like Brunner, Barth, Guardini, Rahner... .) The
Church was certainly enriched by this stream of thought with new attitudes and a new
awareness.

Based on these premises, DIALOGUE has become an experience of inter-religious sharing
which may go deeper than a simple, even if reciprocated, academic sharing. DIALOGUE can
become a real way of new relationships and mutual enrichment as it was never experienced
during the past centuries.

Here it is not possible to analyze the distinctive features of such DIALOGUE, but some of
the elements are: '

— the problem of the consciousness of the identity of the interlocutors
— the total and sincere respect for the other together with a true knowledge of his faith
— a sincere receptivity and reciprocity

— the consciouseness of sharing common values
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~ — the need for patience and gradualism
- — the need of a dialogue always effected in actuality, etc...

The second chapter of the document on the “The Attitudes...” (No. 20—35) presents also a
wide reflection on some important and typical forms of dialogue. Among them are: the
dialogue of life for all, the dialogue of deeds for working together, the dialogue of specialist for
understanding, and’the dialogue of religious experience.

Perhaps, it is not necessary to recall that such a dialogue, if only in its beginning, is not
only a hope for the future but already a fact in many nations of Asia. For reference, together
with the Bulletin already mentioned, it could be useful to consult the issues of Inter-Religio,
published by Nanzan Institute for Religion and Culture, as a network of Christian organizations
for inter-religious encounter in Eastern Asia. For many reasons Japan seems to have a leading
role in this encounter:

In addition to the official contact among religions it is well known that there is an empathy
between Zen and Catholic religious life in both Japan and in Western countries. As for the '
dialogue of specialists, together with the Christian NCC Center of Kyoto which has played a
pioneering role in this field, we should also remember the Catholic institutions like Sophia
University Institute for Oriental Religions (with many publications); Nanzan Institute for
Religion and Culture, which has been instrumental in introducing Japanese Religious thinkers
to western countries and many Japanese scholars of Religious Science. Among them are Soga
Ryojin, who had one of his lectures published in the last issue of Japanese Journal of Religious
Studies.

Many other events and initiatives should remembered including the increasing number of
Christians- (priests, religious, and lay) who are working in the field of Buddhist Studies and
dialogue. Since the Christian Churches are deeply rooted in many countries of the world, this
type of dialogue will lead to a greater awareness of other religions among ordinary Christians
and may become one of the main ways in which Buddhist tradition becomes known and
appreciated in the West.

Many other things could be said on this opportunity; however, at the end of this very
limited report I would like to express a hope. Dialogue, at least in East Asia, seems to be
mostly the initiative of Christians, and seems to be carried on largely by non-Asians. A part
form the many reflections which could be made about this topic, it is evident that this constitues
a major limit of the dialogue in itself. There is a great need that initiatives be taken by religions
other than Christian. Could not this leading role in dialogue be one of the aims of the Otani
University Shin Buddhist Comprehensive Research Institute?

Many problems are yet to be solved, but it is clear that, in the difficult world in which we
have to live before the twenty-first century begins, dialogue can become a source of hope and a

factor of communion in mutual transformation.
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