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Serampore Convocation Address 1997

TRUTH BEYOND WORDS
(Metropolitan Paulos Mar Gregorios)

For a humble alumnus of the Senate ¢ZSerampore, it is a special

__honourto be asked to deliver the Convocation Address to the graduating

students present. Permit me this time to%ddress not only the students,
but also the theological educators. I am grateful for the ;ﬁﬁ\‘filegc.

Let me begin with the question: what is the task which we have
assigned ourselves as a theological education and ministerial training

~mmre<community -for-India~and-neigip
" to imitate secular universities or theological institutions of the west,

rh‘dia”and‘ffleighbourin'g“f:'dﬁnlﬁés ? Are v’ tempted

imitate their curriculum and methods, and depend primarily on their |
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507 ‘ynderstand our fask in the Serampore community as primarily
‘.S'er‘ninarial"','"'ir';i'{'hréf:than ’z'lc'adlerpic. What does “‘seminarial’” mean ?
“It comes from Latin seminarium which literally means a “seed-bed”’,
ot s well watered and fertilised plot of land where young saplings
are nurtured for transplantation to the field where they would eventually
. grow and bear fruit If the'Serampore community fails to nurture

ond Supply ybung sproul_ed seedlings for the churches to sow in the

' field which is the world, then Serampore is failing in its task.
- I cannot, of course, regard The Serampore: community as the
church which does the actual p!an:ﬁg_; I am not even sure that the
Serampore community can decide on.its own what kind of seedlings
or saplings it would supply to the churches. They ¢an.at best eigage
in a discussion wiLh-lhe churches as to what kind of ‘products they
expect. That discussion was started once, b_l-lt seems to have fallen
by the wayside, and the Senate may be making decisions in isolation

. Apdy xi gy s Al
an focusing 'on ‘our task 7 - feer SILE




from what the churches think they need. The time has come for
Serampore to take the initiative for the churches recommencing the
discussion among themselves as to what kind of trained people they
need.

What I have to say here is not meant as an alternative for the
discussion among the churches, I am only ‘expressing a personal view,
something I wish for my own seminary as for other colleges. I fully
accept the pnnc1plc that our theological colleges have a double
respor151b1htv first to undertake the formation of good rmmstenal
canchddtes and second to enable the mlmstry of 1he whole church
in the world todav(JIL 15 wuh bozh lhese ta*;ks m ﬂ‘]l[‘ld that I suggest
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:asz xe.mcmbcr the, .fw;o:: m.lhe sncues ébout seculamallon and. the

death,, of-God. and rall] that. Mv fnends Harve_y Cox (Thc Secular

' Clty) Theodor Van Leeuwen (Chr:suamty in Wor]d H;story}, Blshop
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Robinson (Honest to God} Gabie Vahaman Altizer and a host of
pthers,.sceygzglﬁ‘qulalc‘l}glg}{lr}ﬂunce and. cclebratc the death cﬂf God,
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the coming of ag¢ of. sccu]y&wnamty, and humamly s g!onous entering
into, the, patrimony. of. lh&}}ﬁaCLFalhef GOd Su‘nplc and bewr]dcred
peopleghkc (the present speaker pwho could not Iocalc Ihe body of
mls‘,dﬁ‘-_glddgt?d OF pinpoint; the, time of his death,” questmned conccpts
hkeu;_he n‘reve.rmb;htvuglr};t‘l}g pz;cccss of seculansatlon, dnd 1de010ges
abput the secular;culture, father than. Ih_e church bemg now the agent
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, I,remember, that, even in, 19?9 Harvard Theo[ogmal Quanerly
ould no[ pubI:sh my Dudlu.y Lecturc at Hdrvard where [ had argucd
maz Sf;CU]drlsalLOn comes m pcnochc wavcs and was t'lh't,ady recedmg
dl. that time. [ still be]u:ve lhal wherc rchmon gets 100 much political
powcr and. mcvnabl) mlsuses 1[ Scculansauon as a process was bound
toset in,, but 1 th.u. a, would reccde when Lhe sccular way of life proves
19, be full, of its, own, klnd o_f.‘ problcms
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Ours is such a time. The secular world view neither makes*
intellectual scnse, nor is it capable of sustaining a viable way of
life. Generations may persist in the fond beljcf that the secular is
a rational view; there is however no rational wa 1y of showing that
the world open to our senses and scientific instrumen: s is the only
world lhat._exm_ts. i iy

We llve lodav in a g]obaily expandmg western civilisation that
was bom in the European Enlightenment of the I7th and 18th centuries
and its uncritical reliance on critical rationality as the ay to all truth.
120 ", enoliLinuagt 58 oo oo Gi PanUieens T
ss2 We hold as a noblc pnnc:p!c the scpamuon . of rchprmm”‘
politics, as if: they can in fact: be. l\cpt in watertight compartments.
We fool ourselves by thinking tha: by legislation we can accomplish -
that, -separation.. We, embrace  as. lofty pnnmples of democracy the
silly and unpracnca! notions of a secular, Statg, secular academy, secular
educatlon se,cu]ar medtcme and secular, morality, [, do :not have the
time. here to show :you:by cnucal r1ational .methads ‘wr‘w irrational &,
and; 'inconsistent_these, 1deas ar‘E’.Jle!I only point out that by these
principles and notions we have sought, to.drive -out: any- ruc“nce
to the transcendent in our concepts of justice and our construct ions
of- political .economy.,afi51 o 200b dniiv A0 modd TG s

it 2h WUl o3 doands o) elod emss - & e Lo
-:-r.,,We have. sought to drive. ou(lany rcference 1o ;hc mpscm«icnl'
in..our great - knowledge—ga!henng, knowledge -disseminati ing ;-md
knowledge-utilizing I operations,i-j:e. sin ..our sc;cnc\_!ubhnf Iogx,
university, ‘educational and research svstems We have tried to follow
a system of medicine and healing mdcpendcnl of all reference to
the transcendent, and now our doctors and hospltals cause more disease
than they: manage to heal. We have long before announcing the death
of God, violently entered into_our. God-given _Patrimony and madly
begun pillaging, -plundering, ravaging and fouling the earth and sky.
And we suffer-:suffer the torments of a love-less hell, an unlivably
fouled earth, a. cuhure of persistent. mlhtansm \rlOiuch’ ‘crime and
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terrorism, world structures of blatant and largely unquestioned
in-justice, exploitation and oppression, a world of war and pestilence,
starvation and famine.

Is this the world we bargained for? Is this the world we want
now ? A major task of the Church at this critical juncture of human
history is to make people see how rotten the foundations of our
secular civilisation are, and to begin to lay new and more sane
foundations for the new civilisation which must soon come if we
are not to perish. The };lues[ion for us today is, Does the Serampore
curriculum enable our colleges to reflect on the foundations of our
civilisation, in order that our young ministerial candidates can see
how wrong the foundational assumptions of our civilisations are?
It is no use preaching a simple political morality, or to keep on asking
for justice, peace and the integrity of creation within the framework

. of our present urbantechnologjcal ‘smoke-stack civilisation’ as Alvin

Toffler calls it. Neither political ‘morality nor Justice, neither a lasting
peace nor a healthy environment, can pe established on the existing
foundations of our civilisations, built™on a secular, non-transcendent,

pseudo-rational perception of reality. -'-

A theology of liberation which does not reflect on the foundational
assumptions of our life cannot help the church to fulfil its minisl-r}’
in the bewildered ‘world of today. There is a fundamen_tal conflict
between the faith of the Christian Church and the faith of our
contemporary culture. Unless we tackle this conflict, any attempt on
the part of Christians lo domesticate ourselves within this culture
could amount to the betrayal of the faith itself.

Such reflection calls for a bringing together of wester intellectual
experience, our own political experience in the kind of state we have
created, the Indian heritage mainly in-the Mahabharata and the
dharmasastras, and an acute, deep and  competent
philosophical-theological analysis. We cannot clfoose bei.wcen the
alternatives of Savarkar’s Hindu Nationalist perception of India’s future

as envisaged by the BIP, VHP, Shiv Sena and others on ope side®
and the Nehruvian vision of a democratic socialist future very mucﬁ
shaped by the principles of western liberalism on the other. Nor can
we afford to succumb (o the M:_mmohanian version of the New Ordéf
in India. Nor we need to abandon’ totally the Marxist vision, which

give a lead.
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II. PERSON AND COMMUNITY AS SEED-BED
But is theology the ﬁnsw_er?._We preachers and‘theologians are.
professional word-spinners and ivord-mo_ngers. It is difficult for us
to grasp the extent to which we have intellectualised and thereby
distorted the faith. We think teaching something vaguely and broadly
called theology, with so many branches and subjects, is the. job of
a theological seminary. I think the expressions “theological college™
and “‘theological seminary”” should be banished from our vocabulary
for they are fundamentally misleading. A college is a place where -
people live together, and I am not surc how the adjective ‘theological’.
could qualify that community, Neither can | see how a seminary,
which means a seed-bed, can be qualified by that adjective.

Unless we are prepared to go back to the original meaning of
theologia, in the words which the Roman Catholic priest Yves Congar
uses (see his article on Theology in the Encyclopacdia of Religion)
for describing the Eastern Orthodox understanding of theology: “‘It
is not a simple intellectual exercise but a call to live in a personal
way the truth revealed by Jesus Christ and proclaimed in the fajh
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ot the Orthedox Church, which draws its life and inspiration from

the ‘Holy Spint. Theoretical knowiedge must be integrated with life
experience and with prayer that is practiced as part of the church
community and its liturgical celebration,”

_The Eastern Christian tradition sees theology as a process, a way
of life, raising the Christian to the God-given image of man cxprcssegi
'iq Christ Incamate, by the power of the Holy Spirit in the
cucharistic-cpiscopal community of Faith. Intellectual reflection plays
only an ancillary role in this process. It is the life and cxpcrien;:e
of the community that is primary. That community has two special
marks: living by the Body and Blood of the Lord 'Jcsu's Christ, and
keeping alive the Apostolic Tradition by the historic and uni\icrsal

episcopate. Where these marks are faint, the Christian ministry in
the world is bound to be defective. o )
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Wha.l is primary for a proper programme for our seminaries and
colleges i ﬂ‘?l_.me?k’%}’ as such, but intensified ministerial formatjon
through life in the eucharistic’ communjt

. ) G 6 y- A Serampore curriculum
makes little sense to me-if it simply p

) n me if . rescribes courses of academic
study _and then adds a' few ‘.‘practic:ﬂ” experience programmes. ‘Both
theological and other study isindeed necessary, and practical experience
is indeed essential. But without putting both in the context of a
eucharistic-apostolic worshipping community living in accordance with
a discipline, these two can only create a bunch of talkative activists
as they are now doing. el g b -

Jesus Christ incarnate is not just a topic or a form of words
or discourse. He is a living person whose Body is the cucharistic
community. The Truth, God in Christ creating and reconciling the
universe to Himself, is not a science or ideology. It is living truth
to be personally experienced in the life of the worshipping,mlt:winU
and serving community. I think it is time that the Senate and Boar(cl
began some reflections on what this means and implies for our
curriculum. I can not say more than that in this brief Convocation
address,

Il. IDENTIFYING WITH THE WORLD WHICH CHRIST LOVED.

When the eucharistic-episcopal community lives in isolation from
the rest of the world, the community soon becomes inauthentic. This
is what has alrcady happened to many Eastern Orthodox communities
all over the world. Christ loved the world and gave himself for the
life of the world. I think it is important to remember that Christ
did not die just for Christians, nor even just for all human beings.
It is the world that He has redeemed, not just individual men and

The Orthodox theoretically recognise this in their liturgy, when
they say, before communion: “The One Holy Father, Who by His
grace, shaped this world, is with us; the One Holy Son, who redeemed

it by the precious passions of His body, is with us; with us is the

One Living Holy Spirit, the Perfecter and Completor of all that is
and is to be.” It is the world which God created and which he
through”the Son and Holy Spirit; tedeems and perfects. .
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< 1{"Would be a funny situation'indeed if Christ loves the world,
and l-'Iis"Bo'd'}'f, the Church takes an indifferent attitude towards that
same world. It is because Christ loved the world and gave himself
for it, that'1 am also concemed for the peace of that world, for
justice among the pcfsons and communities of that world, and for
a healthy environment for all living beings in that world. i

It is this love for the world that should drive us to reflect decper
on what ails the world, on how a new and less dehumanizing civilisation
can be generated in that world, how the religions, instead of fighting
each other, can cooperate for the welfare of all humanity, on why
the civilisation created by the European Enlightenment and spreading
all over the world should be called in question and alternates sought,
and so on. The conventional Marxist analysis of what is wrong with
the world seems to have been at least temporarily discredited. We
need a fresh vision and a fresh pattern for active pioneering.
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Unfortunately our secular universities do not help us very much
with this task, since the universities are themselves a part of that
civilisation. Is the Serampore establishment capable of sufficient
detachment from that civilisation to initiate such a process of deep
reflection in which our students can take an active part? I lcave
that question with you.

But reflection is not sufficient by itself. Unless reflection leads
to some pioneering in the area of alternate styles or ways of community
life, integrating the eucharistic-apostolic with the political-economic,
our preaching about civilisation will certainly sound hollow. If theology
and ministerial formation does not develop pioneering patterns f‘o-r
human community life, its relevance can only be doubtful. That is
a big challenge for Serampore. '

TO CONCLUDE . '

I have simply pointed out three areas in which the Senate of
Serampore College ought to be doing same intense and informed
reflection: the foundations of modern civilisations and thought apg
the assumptions of our secular cullure; the overintellectualisation of
our curriculum; and the need for greater identification with all the
struggles and strivings of our world, in a fully eucharistic-apostojc
cemmunity pioneering in the area of political economy. May the Holy
Spirit lead us in that task.

To you, graduating students, let me wish you a fruitfu] Ministry
in the vineyard of the Lord, which is the whole world. May the Holy
spirit guide you into all wisdom and make you instruments and agents
of His work. May Christ’s blessing abide upon you all and on Christ’s
Church as we fulfil Christ’s ministry in this world. God bless you,
graduating students as you go {nto that ministry. ]

JDC






