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Editorial
Theologies in Asia, Asian Theologies

Theology in Asia is constantly on the move, engaging local cultural 
developments, resisting Western and colonial domination, and exploring 
new ways of imagining and expressing the teachings of the Gospel.  
Though, or because Christianity is a minority religion in most Asian 
FRXQWULHV��LW�KDV�EHHQ�IRUFHG��PRUH�WKDQ�LQ�PRVW�RWKHU�FRQWLQHQWV��WR�UHÀHFW�
self-critically on what it has to offer and how it is to relate to other religions 
and to secular culture.  In those respects, it has much to offer to the rest of 
the theological world.  

While we often think of contextual theology as relevant only for a 
particular culture or historical context, many social, ethical and theological 
questions and problems similarly affect Christians throughout the world.  
The articles in this volume on end of life questions and on gender dynamics 
are current in theological ethics everywhere.  And the question of how to 
confront the reality of populism also affects Christians worldwide.  The 
answers to these questions by Asian theologians may at times be distinctive, 
H[SRVHG�DV�WKH\�DUH�WR�GLIIHUHQW�FXOWXUDO�UHDOLWLHV�DQG�UHOLJLRXV�LQÀXHQFHV���
But that is precisely what makes Asian theology, and all contextual theology 
interesting and important for the rest of the Christian world to engage.

Peter Phan lays out what is distinctive about Asian theology, reminding 
us from the outset that Asia is more internally diverse than most continents.  
Some of the common challenges for Asian theology are poverty, 
migration, colonization, religious pluralism, minority status, atheism, and 
ecological degeneration, each calling for their own type of theological 
response. Huang Po-Ho calls attention to the fact that Asian culture is 
not different from or “other” or “alien” with regard to the Gospel, as if 
Western culture would be the natural or normal habitat for Christianity.  
Asian theology must thus understand the process of contextualization as 
one of discovering its own already innate Christian identity, and thus re-
confessing Christian faith.  With its centuries of experience as a minority 
UHOLJLRQ�� &KULVWLDQLW\� LQ�$VLD� KDV� DEXQGDQW� H[SHULHQFH� LQ� UHÀHFWLQJ� RQ�
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 Editorial

the particularity of Christianity and what it may have to offer to local 
cultures and traditions. Catherine Cornille discusses various ways in 
which engagement with Asian religious traditions may shed new light on 
the distinctiveness of Christianity and thus help to shift the discussion 
from traditional a priori ideas of the uniqueness of Christianity to an a 
posteriori realization of the particularity of Christianity.

Part two of this volume focuses on concrete examples of the inculturation 
of Christianity in various Asian contexts.  All of the contributions focus on 
current realities and examples, from the engagement with Daoist thought 
among Christian theologians in Taiwan to a subaltern Indian approach 
to Biblical interpretation, and from a discussion of the story theology of 
Choan Seng Song to an appeal to do theology in Vietnam from the lived 
experience of the Vietnamese people, or the need to develop a new form 
of liberation theology in the Philippines that confronts the challenges of 
populism. As the presence of Tantric Buddhism is one of the common 
features of Asian cultures, Thierry-Marie Courau emphasizes the urgent 
need for Christianity to engage this particular type of Buddhism in a 
constructive theological way.

Though certain ethical questions are similarly alive and pressing in 
different parts of the world, Asian Christianity faces these questions in a 
particular way as a minority religion within cultures shaped by particular 
social values and mores.  The contributions to this volume by Selvamani 
and Bong are therefore all the more striking in that they express bold 
and prophetic positions on social and ethical issues of gender, sexual 
orientation, and end-of-life issues.

Together, the articles in this volume illustrate that the more grounded 
theology is in a local culture, the more relevant it may be for global 
theology.  To be sure, the primary audience of Asian theology are the 
people of Asia, and the primary goal of Asian theology is to make Christian 
theology intelligible and inspiring within an Asian context.  But as these 
articles bear out, Christianity has much to learn not only from the way 
in which Asian theologians engage the Asian cultures, but also from the 
fruits of that engagement.

Catherine Cornille, Huang Po Ho, Stephan Van Erp, Daniel Pilario,  
Tran Van Doan 
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Catholicity as a Principle for a 
Dissenting Church 

WILIBALDUS GAUT

'R�GLIIHUHQFHV�DQG�GLVDJUHHPHQWV�LQ�WKH�&KXUFK�FRQWUDGLFW�LWV�XQLW\��DQG�
VKRXOG�WKH\�WKHUHIRUH�EH�DYRLGHG"�7KLV�DUWLFOH��LQLWLDOO\�SUHVHQWHG�GXULQJ�
WKH�/HXYHQ�(QFRXQWHUV� LQ�6\VWHPDWLF�7KHRORJ\� �/(67��;,,,�&RQIHUHQFH�
RQ�³'LVVHQWLQJ�&KXUFK´��2FWREHU��������VHHNV�WR�DGGUHVV�WKLV�TXHVWLRQ�
E\�PHDQV�RI� WKH�QRWLRQ�RI�FDWKROLFLW\�� ,�ZRXOG�DUJXH� WKDW� LQVRIDU�DV� WKH�
&KXUFK¶V�FDWKROLFLW\�LV�FDUHIXOO\�FRQFHUQHG��GLIIHUHQFHV�DQG�GLVDJUHHPHQWV�
DUH�QRW�DJDLQVW�LWV�XQLW\��EXW�UDWKHU�OLH�DW�WKH�KHDUW�RI�LWV�H[LVWHQFH��7KH�
QRWLRQ�RI�FDWKROLFLW\�HQYLVLRQV�D�FHUWDLQ�PRGHO�RI�WKH�XQLW\�RI�WKH�&KXUFK�
DQG�LQ�WXUQ�VKDSHV�WKH�ZD\�RI�H[HUFLVLQJ�WKH�&KXUFK�JRYHUQDQFH��LQ�ZKLFK�
GLIIHUHQFHV� DQG� GLVVHQWV� PLJKW� EHFRPH� FRPPRQSODFH�� )RU� WKLV� UHDVRQ��
FDWKROLFLW\�WKHQ�XQGHUSLQV�WKH�SUDFWLFH�RI�V\QRGDOLW\�LQ�WKH�&KXUFK�

1. Catholicity and the Unity of the Church as Communion
The term catholicity is derived from the Greek adjective NDWKROLNRV that 
means “universal”, and the adverb NDWK¶KRORX which means “on the whole” 
or “according to the whole”.1 According to Avery Dulles, the universality 
that the term catholic refers to implies the idea of fullness or integral 
wholeness.2 This concept of fullness or integral wholeness, however, 
does not mean a kind of totality that dismisses every individuality or 
particularity. 

As one of the marks of the Church, according to the Nicene-
Constantinopolitan Creed, catholicity might convey a wide range of 
PHDQLQJV��<HW�� DV�'XOOHV� SRLQWV� RXW�� LW� ¿UVW� DQG� IRUHPRVW� VSHDNV�RI� WKH�
internal diversity in the Church, which at the same time should be perceived 
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in view of its unity. Herein, catholicity denotes a “reconciled diversity”, 
i.e., a unity that maintains the diversity of its constituting elements and 
exists by a mutual service and receptivity, as well as a free exchange of 
trust and respect among them.3 

Wolfgang Beinert argued that catholicity envisions a certain model of 
the unity of the Church, which is best explained through the concept of 
communion. For Beinert, communion as a model of unity in the Church 
UHSUHVHQWV�ZKDW�KH�FDOOV�³D�PXOWLSOH�¿JXUH�RI�XQLW\´��ZKHUHE\�³HDFK�RUJDQ�
LV�FDOOHG�WR�IXO¿OO�LWV�LUUHGXFLEOH�DQG�RULJLQDO�IXQFWLRQ�ZLWKLQ�WKH�ZKROH�´4 
In this model of unity, both distinction and mutual relationship are well 
maintained. 

In sum, the dynamic nature of the communion model of unity implies 
that it is shaped by the complex interactions of its diverse constitutive 
elements. A prime reference for the concept of communion as a model 
of the unity of the Church is the image of the Body of Christ in Pauline 
writings.5 For instance, Paul writes: “Just as a body, though one, has many 
parts, but all its many parts form one body, so it is with Christ” (1 Cor. 
12:12). Each part, though in distinct ways thanks to their unique functions, 
equally contributes to the healthy operating of the whole body. 

One can therefore go on to argue that with the vision of the active and 
equal participation of all the constituting elements, the catholic view of 
unity as communion also promotes the idea of an inclusive and egalitarian 
community. No one can be excluded or considered less important for every 
VLQJOH�HOHPHQW�DVVXPHV�HTXDO�VLJQL¿FDQFH�DQG�HDFK�GLVWLQFW�FRQWULEXWLRQ�
is fully recognized. I would argue that such a vision of the Church has a 
bearing on the way synodal governance should be exercised, as I shall 
explain in the following section.

2. Synodality as a Catholic Way of Exercising the Church Governance 
For the understanding of synodality, I follow the document of the 
International Theological Commission, 6\QRGDOLW\�LQ�WKH�/LIH�DQG�0LVVLRQ�
RI� WKH�&KXUFK.6 In it, synodality is understood as “the involvement and 
participation of the whole people of God in the life and mission of the 
Church.” Elsewhere in the document, such an understanding of synodality 
is clearly recognized as giving expression to the catholicity of the Church 
as communion. Synodality in the Church, it says, “reveals and gives 
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substance to her being as communion when all her members journey 
together, gather in assembly and take an active part in her evangelising 
mission.”7 
6XFK�D�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�V\QRGDOLW\�FDQ�EH�DWWULEXWHG�WR�3RSH�)UDQFLV�ZKR�

introduced the concept of “an entirely synodal Church”.8 Synodality, in 
this sense, calls for the recognition of the place of all the baptized and 
their role “in the prudential discernment about Church decision-making 
and governance”.9 The underlying assumption of such a conviction is that 
all the members of the Church share the fullness of faith, which they attain 
“by virtue of the dignity of baptism and their friendship with Christ”.10 

Advocating the notion of a synodal Church, Pope Francis insists that the 
concept of the people of God should serve as signifying the key feature of 
the Church. In so doing, he expresses Vatican II’s vision of a participative 
and dialogical Church.11 

Putting forth the active participation of its all members, a synodal 
Church is against any tendency toward an excessive centralization in the 
Church that allows the entire process of decision-making to be rendered 
to a few elites.12 While acknowledging the various roles to play based 
on different gifts and charisms, synodality stands for the conviction that 
everyone in the Church is a subject who retains the right to determine the 
communal life, which is put into practice through their participation in the 
decision-making on things that pertain to the life of all.13 

What is particularly notable in this regard is the far-reaching 
consequences of this synodal way of decision-making. Indeed, to consult 
people means to allow them to honestly express their different views and 
perspectives. The synodal process, understood in this way, will turn out to 
be a complex one, in which dissent and disagreement are commonplace 
resulting from the differing standpoints and views.

3. A Synodal Church is a Dissenting Church
A synodal Church, as Massimo Faggioli says, “is no longer a Church that 
pretends to be in absolute agreement on everything,” but rather the one 
“that admits that there are disagreements on important issues”.14 Bradford 
+LQ]H� VKDUHV� D� VLPLODU� YLHZ�� 7KH� UHFRJQLWLRQ� RI� WKH� UROH� RI� FRQÀLFW�
and honest speech (parrhesia��� +LQ]H� DUJXHV�� LV� RQH� RI� WKH� VLJQL¿FDQW�
achievements of the vision of a synodal Church.15 So, synodality provides 
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“a way of understanding and experiencing the Church where legitimate 
GLIIHUHQFHV�¿QG�URRP�LQ�WKH�ORJLF�RI�D�UHFLSURFDO�H[FKDQJH�RI�JLIWV�LQ�WKH�
light of truth.”16 

One way to understand how differences come to the fore is by taking into 
consideration that consultation, the medium of active participation of the 
faithful in the Church, should not be seen separately from the discernment 
of the Spirit or from reading the signs of the time. This is because the 
people of God to consult with, are those who are willing to actively listen 
to what the Holy Spirit is saying and to discern how it resonates with 
their life circumstances in view of giving an appropriate response to their 
Christian calling and mission.17 

7KLV�OLQH�RI�DUJXPHQW�¿QGV�LWV�JURXQG�LQ�WKH�DZDUHQHVV�WKDW�D�V\QRGDO�
Church is a missionary Church. A synodal model for governing the Church 
envisions the realization of God’s mission entrusted to the Church through 
Christ.18 Faggioli captures this matter well as he writes that “the rediscovery 
of a more participative ecclesiological model,” which is the essence of a 
V\QRGDO�&KXUFK��DLPV�WR�UHDI¿UP�³D�PLVVLRQDU\�HFFOHVLRORJ\´�19 

The fundamental purpose of the practice of synodality is “to interpret 
reality with the eyes and heart of God”, and only in so doing the Church 
can properly undertake its mission in today’s world.20 As such, a synodal 
Church is always cognizant of its call to respond effectively to particular 
circumstances and all the challenges it poses, and such a response is made 
³LQ�¿GHOLW\�WR�WKH�GHSRVLWXP�¿GHL and in creative openness to the voice of 
the Spirit.”21 

This implies that a synodal Church does take into consideration the 
concrete experience that surrounds the life and mission of the faithful. 
Amanda Osheim argued that synodality helps to “foster an understanding 
of faith incarnated in the diverse cultural and historical contexts 
characteristic of the Church’s catholicity.”22 Pope Francis has expressed 
a similar view in which he explicitly recognizes the starting point of a 
synodal Church. He asserts that a synodal Church begins to take shape 
only when it is persistently “connected to the ‘base’ and starts from people 
and their daily problems.”23 

To take people’s real experiences as the starting point means to 
acknowledge the variety of perspectives and the distinctive aspects that 
shape their lives as a result of differing contexts and circumstances. Osheim 
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regards this practice of synodality an expression of catholicity as a unity 
that maintains diversity. A synodal process in the Church, she remarks, 
is “a collaborative process inclusive of divergent voices.”24 Therefore, it 
should also accommodate dissent and disagreement. As Robert Schreiter 
put it, catholicity denotes “the ability to hold things together in tension 
with one another,”25 and hence it also envisions what Aloys Grillmeier 
called “a union of opposites”.26 

This model of catholicity strongly promotes pluriformity and upholds 
decentralization. In this respect, another insight of Hinze is helpful as he 
links synodality with the notion of polycentrism. A synodal Church, in his 
view, is of great importance in “promoting a ‘healthy decentralization’ 
in the Church and a polycentric approach to the Church’s universality.”27  

As a result, the decision on certain matters can vary from one context to 
another. To what extent these decisions can vary, and on which levels of 
the Church government these variations can be implemented, is a matter 
of debate on synodality in the period to come. 
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