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A note to our subscribers and readers : Temporarily we
continue to publish only one issue of Savāda per year, but as we
get better organized, that number will be increased.

Editorial
The late Sri Lankan born Fr. Tissa Balasuriya, OMI
(29.08.1924–16.01.2013) belonged to the congregation of the
Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate. As a student of the
University of Ceylon he graduated in economics winning the
prestigious Kahn Gold Medal in 1945. He joined the Oblates of Mary
Immaculate in 1945, and as a student at the Gregorian University in
Rome, he completed his ecclesiastical studies and was ordained a
priest in 1953. He followed this with post-graduate studies in
Agricultural Economics at the University of Oxford, and in theology at
the Catholic University of Paris. The young Fr. Balasuriya next
became the registrar at Aquinas University College, Colombo, LK and
in 1964 succeeded Fr. Dr. Peter A. Pillai, OMI, as its rector. As
someone who had an overflowing social consciousness and a spirit of
commitment to interreligious dialogue, he founded the Centre for
Society and Religion (CSR) in 1971 after leaving Aquinas College.
The CSR focuses on interreligious and inter-ethnic dialogue,
globalization, promotion of social and cultural values, youth, women,
orphans, the marginalized, and the urban and rural poor. He was one
of the co-founders of the Citizens Committee for National Harmony
and the Civil Rights Movement (CRM), People’s Action for Free and
Fair Elections (PAFFREL), the International Forum of Religious for
Global Solidarity, the Forum for African and Asian Spirituality,
Jubilee 1998, the Asian Meeting of Religious (AMOR) and the
Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians (EATWOT). He
was also the editor (since 1966) of Logos, and (since 1967) of Quest,
Social Justice and Sādhāraaya (‘Justice’ in the Sinhalese language),
which are all publications of the CSR. He was also the editor of
Voices of Third World Theology (VTWH) from 1985–1992. He had
voluminous publications in terms of newspaper and journal articles
and books on socio-political as well as theological topics. These
include his controversial book Mary and Human Liberation, and
among others, Eucharist and Human Liberation, Jesus Christ and
____________________________________
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Human Liberation, Planetary Theology, Right Relationships, Sri
Lanka Economy in Crisis, Catastrophe—July 1983, and Doing Marian
Theology. Fr. Balasuriya served as a popular and much searched after
resource person at numerous Sri Lankan and international fora. He
was an invited speaker and lecturer at prestigious universities in the
United States, Europe and elsewhere. He was also appointed the
titular of the Chair of Faith and Social Justice at the Faculty of
Theology at St. Paul University, Ottawa, Canada. He was a
vehemently outspoken prophet against injustice issues both in Sri
Lanka and abroad.
Fr. Balasuriya found himself in conflict with the Catholic Church
over his book, Mary and Human Liberation (1990) in which he viewed
Mariology from a Latin American and Marxist perspective with an
Asian socio-religious flair, against which the Catholic Bishops
Conference of Sri Lanka issued a warning in 1994. That was followed
by a request from the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith
(CDF) to retract some of its statements that went contrary to some
aspects of the Catholic doctrines like the original sin, the Immaculate
Conception, and the non-negotiable role of Jesus in the work of
redemption. But Fr. Balasuriya declined the request. Then the CDF
asked him to sign a statement of faith, which he declined. His refusal
was followed by a formal announcement of his excommunication in
January 1997. Nonetheless, in January 1998, as Fr. Balasuriya agreed
to sign a statement of faith, his excommunication was lifted.
Fr. Balasuriya himself is a saga. His dream was a just and free
society where people lived happily in harmony with one another. He
was a voice crying out in the wilderness with only a small band of
followers. Not everyone understood him. He had a burning zeal for
the integral liberation of human beings, and all other animate and
inanimate realities in the universe. He was a credible witness of
evangelical simplicity. He was an economist turned into a self-made
theologian. With the background he had in social sciences, he
pioneered in theologizing the issues of the poor and oppressed in Sri
Lanka and elsewhere. He stood for his convictions, but eventually,
proved himself a religious-priest loyal to the Church like St. Eugene de
Mazenod (1782–1861), the French founder-bishop of the Oblates of
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Mary Immaculate to whose religious congregation he belonged. Let
us note what Most Rev. Dr. Norbert Andradi, OMI, Bishop of
Anuradhapura in Sri Lanka, said at his funeral, “Let us bury only the
bones and the flesh of Fr. Balasuriya, but let us also keep his words
and deeds with us.” Let us cherish his charism and make his quest for
justice and peace something of our own. But the challenge would be
to Balasuriyanize theology in Sri Lanka within the parameters of
standard Catholic teachings.
The subcontinent of India is a land characterized by pluriformity.
It possesses a vast treasure of religious and philosophical thought
down through the labyrinth of time.
Unless Christianity
accommodates itself to them and indigenize its theology and
spirituality (within limits set by the Church), the message of the
Gospel remains something alien to most people. On the other hand,
the interreligious dialogue has to continue alone two lines. The first
being academic engagements in the field of Comparative Religion.
The second is to build up relationships with adherents of other
religions in terms of harmonious living, sharing and solidarity which
become a dialogue of life.
Sometimes, one comes across striking parallels between texts of
various religions. This is one of the objects of Comparative Religion.
It is quite interesting to go into such parallels. Two episodes of the
Mahā Ummagga Jātaka in the Early Buddhist Pāli canon, namely,
Satara Kan Mantraa (Four-Ear Conspiracy) and Putra Praa
(Question about the Son) have two parallel components in Eccl 10:20
and 1 Kgs 3:16–28. These stories belong to the Hebrew and Indian
folklore tradition. It is not easy to make a distinction between folklore
and canonical written traditions. The similarities between the Biblical
and Indian stories do not imply any literary dependence, but can be
attributed to the floating of common folk traditions. There is no
scholarly consensus as to where each story exactly originated. The
dissimilarities between them could be due to the local adaptations at
the hands of various redactors down through the ages. In such
approaches what is important is not so much which version is the
original, which leads to apologetics, but how the same truth manifests
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itself in various places and circumstances and responds to that truth as
a precious treasure of humanity.
Blessed Kuriakose Elias Chavara from Kerala, India (1805–1871)
has bagged several firsts in the Church in Kerala. He was responsible
for founding the first indigenous male religious congregation
(Carmelites of Mary Immaculate – CMI), the first Sanskrit School, the
first Catholic printing press, and the first Indian female religious
congregation (Congregation of the Mother of Carmel – CMC). The
first East Syrian Breviary and the first liturgical calendar in the
Malabar Church were prepared by him in 1862. He was instrumental
in introducing Syriac printing in Kerala, and eventually, published also
the first Malayalam prayer book. He was a great social reformer who
promoted the education of the lowly and marginalized people in Indian
society, especially women, who were to play a key role in the general
social welfare. Speaking in Rome at the Chavara Institute of Indian
and Interreligious Studies (CIIS) in November 2012, on the opening
day of the Chavara Lectures 2012, ‘The Challenges and Prospects of
the Church in India in the 21 st Century’, India’s newly elevated
Baselios Cardinal Cleemis said, “Interreligious Dialogue is not an
appendix to us. It is part of our life”. This was something that Blessed
Chavara was very much convinced of and assiduously promoted, not
with ostentatious academic endeavours, but with his life witness in
living with non-Christians. He moved with prominent Hindus of his
time in India. He gave serious attention to the thought of saints and
sages of India. Today the CMI Congregation which Blessed Chavara
founded has become a glorious icon in the Catholic Church in India,
promoting study, critical reflection in philosophy, theology,
spirituality, religion and culture, as well as building bridges among
people of different faiths.
Mar Ivanios (1882–1953) was a bishop of the Syro Malankara
Orthodox Syrian Church of Kerala. He worked towards communion
with Rome, and in 1930 he was received into the Catholic Church
which appointed him bishop. That led him to promote Christian unity
in the Malankara Syrian Orthodox Church. This was called the
reunion movement. This resulted in the birth of the Malankara Syrian
Catholic Church which has over five hundred thousand adherents
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today. Mar Ivanios, being a born leader, related himself to people of
all religions. He lived at a time when the Church had a condemnatory
attitude towards other religions. As a man of vision and profound
depth, he transcended man-made barriers of race, caste, class and
religion and reached out to the people of other religions to whom he
was close because he esteemed the humanum in them. As it was with
Blessed Chavara, Mar Ivanios’ approach to interreligious dialogue was
not academic, but essentially one of day-to-day living and dealing with
people, sharing in their struggles and moulding their common destinies
as sons and daughters of God. These heroic sons of India provide a
model for the Church in Asia in shaping her identity so that we
become an Asian church in which the religiosity of Asia is given
prominence.
As a journal dedicated to reflection on religion, it is also
paramount for us not to overlook phenomena like secularism,
secularization, non-religiosity, atheism, agnosticism, clericalism and
anti-clericalism. This issue of Savāda ends with a review of a recent
book on atheism. We wish to dedicate a future issue to such questions.
Claude Justinian Perera, OMI
Executive Editor

Would The World Be A Just Place Without
Theologians?
Balasuriyanisation of the Theologising
Process in Sri Lanka
Anton Meemana
Abstract: Every reality has a theological dimension. We live and serve
good as we theologise. Writing about the real plight of the poor is in itself
an act of solidarity. Theology is a fruit of the ongoing formation and
transformation of the theologian.
The poor are hermeneutically,
theologically, eschatologically, teleologically, christologically and
ecclesiologically privileged and the theologian has to constantly selfappropriate the intelligence and wisdom of victims of history. Fr. Tissa
Balasuriya, OMI, is the pioneer par excellence in the Sri Lankan theological
landscape when it comes to retrieving the liberative dimension of the
theologising process. Balasuriyanisation of theological education has
already begun and it will be a new phase in the history of the Church in Asia.

Friendship as a Context for Theologising
I had personally known Fr. Tissa Balasuriya, OMI, since 1988
and for me it had been a friendship as well as an apprenticeship for 25
years. We had been involved in numerous conversations about diverse
topics such as politics, religion, theology, the Catholic Church, other
theologians, ecology, the ethnic problem, contemporary Sri Lankan
situation, Buddhism, spirituality, church hierarchy, contemplation,
meditation, etc.
All those conversations have tremendously
contributed to my personal synthesis and theological formation and
transformation.
In my 21 year stay in the Philippines, I also met him a good
number of times and we had long conversations. As I can still vividly
remember, some of the questions he would always ask me were, “Do
____________________________________
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you meditate? Do you still pray? Do you contemplate?” At times I
had been taken aback by such questions. Maybe unconsciously I did
not expect such questions from a liberation theologian. That also
means I was greatly mistaken about my perception about such
theologians. Stereotypes do a great harm to a balanced and nuanced
understanding of a person. As a result of my conversations with him, I
began to understand that the ongoing process of theologizing needs to
be a fruit of prayer and contemplation, and theology is not a mere
intellectual enterprise. The theologian searches for truth and looks at it
with admiration and tries to live that truth out.
Talking, conversing, debating, arguing, clashing, dialoguing,
disagreeing, probing, exploring, amplifying and clarifying are all part
of the witnessing process to Christ. This back-and- forth movement is
for the improvement of His kingdom here on earth. Theological
reflection is at the service of the witnessing process. Theology is not a
substitute for faith. Instead, theological exploration helps us to take
our faith seriously. 1

Prayer and Conscientisation
A man of prayer is a man of justice, a man who lives a just life. A
man who prays always stays away from committing any injustice. To
a prayerful mind, the deepest truth of things is continually revealed.
Only a contemplative mind could discern and penetrate the underlying
1

The following sources were used for this article: Franklyn J. Balasundaram, The
Prophetic Voices of Asia, Part II (Colombo: Centre for Society and Religion, 1994);
Tissa Balasuriya, Jesus Christ and Human Liberation (Colombo: Centre for Society
and Religion, 1976); Tissa Balasuriya, Eucharist and Human Liberation (Colombo:
Centre for Society and Religion, 1977); Werner G. Jeanrond and Jennifer L. Rike,
Radical Pluralism and Truth (New York: Cross Road, 1991); Emmanuel Levinas,
Totality and Infinity, An Essay on Exteriority, trans. Alphonso Lingis (Pennsylvania:
Duquesne University Press, 2008); Bernard Lonergan, Method in Theology (London:
Darton, Longman & Todd, 1972); Brendan Lovett, It is Not Yet Over (Quezon City:
Claretian Publications, 1999); Aloysius Pieris, An Asian Theology of Liberation
(Quezon City: Claretian Publications, 1989); Paul Ricoeur, Fallible Man, trans.
Charles Kelbley (Chicago: Henry Regnery, 1965).
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causes of the contemporary social fabric. By living humbly and justly,
one becomes capable of promoting social justice. Witnessing to Christ
is witnessing to truth and witnessing to truth means equally witnessing
to justice. Truth, justice, love, Christ and the Catholic Church cannot
and should not be considered as separate realities. They are all
intimately interlinked and interconnected.
The arduous and life-long process of reflecting and writing about
the condition of the poor eventually metamorphoses oneself into
another Christ. One assumes no personal identity apart from the poor
one writes about, nay, one becomes one of them. Then the poor have
formed, informed and transformed the theologian and ultimately given
to that theologian his or her vocation, and in return he or she will
continue to conscientise the poor. The conscientised poor are capable
of raising the level of collective awareness of a whole populace.
Collective awareness can disturb the status quo and prick the
conscience of the oppressor. Then one's consciousness has become
one's conscience. Having been conscientised, one continues to
conscientise others.
The poor are hermeneutically privileged as a result of their daily
struggle against poverty, diseases, malnourishment, oppression,
exploitation, hunger, thirst, despair, anxiety, uncertainty,
marginalisation, depression, addictions, sexploitation, ignorance,
powerlessness, hopelessness and resourcelessness; they are in touch
with a whole gamut of difficult human experiences which the rich
never happen to experience or have no adequate idea of. Hence, to
understand the world from the intelligence of the poor is the broadest
and the most objective and accurate perspective.
The perspective of the wretched of the earth, of the victims of
human history, is the perspective of Eternity. That is, it is the divine
perspective, divine vision, the divine view of reality. God sees, feels
and intuits human suffering, misery and malady and takes the side of
those who experience it; struggles on their behalf in order to liberate,
redeem and emancipate them. Because of this divine stance, we need
to appropriate the intelligence of the victims, the wisdom of the
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poorest of the poor, and humbly learn from the Magisterium of the
poor (Aloysius Pieris), of the oppressed, of the exploited and of the
marginalized.

The Poor and God
Theologically speaking, this is the most panoramic view, the
broadest vision, the highest view point, the perspective of Infinity (sub
specie aeternitatis). It means to look at the human condition from
God’s eyes, from God’s senses and spectacles. The eyes of the poor
are the eyes of God; the senses of the poor are the senses of God. The
heartbeat of the poor is the heartbeat of God. God reveals himself in
and through the poor, the materially, financially and economically
poor. The world will be judged, in the end, by the plight of the poor
(Mt 25:31-46). The theological perspective on poverty and its root
causes is the most comprehensive, the all-embracing and over-arching
perspective, for the poor are a theological category. Every reality has
a theological dimension. No issue is isolated. How everything hangs
together is utterly crucial for any theological reflection. In order to
grasp this truth, our theological horizons, parameters and boundaries
must continually be widened and broadened. Our vocation is to
become organic theologians.
As indicated above, the poor are hermeneutically,
eschatologically, teleologically, christologically, ecclesiologically and
theologically privileged and precious. They are in touch with a human
predicament that the rich people are not in touch with. They
experience certain realities in life that the rich have no access to. The
rich people have a very limited range of human experiences, and
therefore, a very limited perspective on God and his active presence in
history. The full range of human experience and the depth of human
fragility and vulnerability are not simply available to them. In order to
enter into the universe of the poor, the rich have to undergo radical
conversion or root change. They have to change their lifestyles
radically, reduce drastically their profligate spending habits and live in
deep solidarity with the wretched of the earth.
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The mission with the poor begins with a correct vision. Without
such a vision, there is no enduring mission. One has to grow, struggle
and mature with this divine vision and mission. The poor are the
widest window to the Divine. Whenever and wherever the poor are
exiled or marginalised, God too goes into exile with them.
Theological reflection on the struggle of the poor and its linguistic
articulation is also a means of empowering the poor. The process of
empowerment is a multi-faceted task, and includes intellectual and
spiritual education which is indispensable for the sustainability of their
long historical struggle. In other words, the advocacy of social justice
is a highly sophisticated and complex intellectual and spiritual
operation. Justice asks for a complex mode of argumentation and
one's intellectual brilliance ought to be utilized for the emancipation of
the downtrodden of the earth. Writing confers a carefully thought-out
perspective or an interpretation or an analytical exploration of truth.
There is no such a thing as "option for the poor", as if we could
have an option when it comes to the poor. Neither is it an option
amongst other options. We have no choice when it comes to serving
the poor. Serving the poor and becoming poor is the only way to
become a disciple of Christ. Whether we like it or not, we are under
obligation to live in solidarity with the poor. God demands it from us
and judges us based on our response to that imperative. To write about
the poor is to write about Christ the Crucified and Christ the
Resurrected. Properly speaking, "option for the poor" is not an option,
but the only way to find God. This optionless option is the truth par
excellence of Christian discipleship, for Christ identifies Himself
completely and deeply with the poor. Christ was the poor person par
excellence in human history. Even for a single second, He did not
have the desire to be materially rich. His whole wealth was in His
poverty, humility and simplicity.
Loving the poor and trying to change the socio-economic
structures and realities that perpetuate mass poverty may, at first, seem
like Sisyphean labour, but that is precisely where Christian hope lies.
It is to find hope in hopelessness. When everything seems hopeless,
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dark, stark, bleak, gloomy and sombre, then only we can hope against
hope; then only hope begins to make sense and becomes hopeful.
Hopelessness really makes us realise the value of hope.

Love and Wisdom
In order to love and serve the poor, one needs to be wiser, and in
order to become wiser, one should learn how to love. Loving is a
training in wisdom. The love of wisdom and the wisdom of love are
not to be separated. True wisdom is liberative for the poor as well as
for the rich. True salvation liberates the rich, too, through the
emancipation of the poor.
The voice of the poor is the voice of God. To hear their voice and
to reflect upon it as sincerely as possible is to hear the word of God as
intimately as possible. A hearer of God's word is a bringer of God's
liberation to God's poor. With the ever-present grace of God, when we
struggle to bring about the Reign of God, then we come to glimpse the
stirrings and promptings of God.
A theologian as a lover of God must be a lover of the poor. A
lover of the poor is a lover of God and this is the only valid and viable
spiritual path. A friend of God is also a friend of the poor. A true
friend of the poor is a true friend of God. There is no other path to be
a friend of God. A servant of God is also a servant of the poor. To
serve God is to serve the poorest of the poor. Not to serve the poor is
not to serve God at all.

Authentic Spirituality and the Plight of the Poor
Any spiritual path (be it Buddhist, Islamic, Hindu, Christian,
Confucian, etc.) that is not beneficial to the poor is illusory, deceptive
and false. In it, one is only cheating and deceiving oneself
grandiosely. One cannot deeply remain humane, let alone spiritual,
unless one takes the unbearable and needless sufferings of the poor
seriously and makes them one's own voluntarily. In this way, the poor
continue to humanise us, purify us and sanctify us.
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Although the rich are the oppressors and exploiters of the poor,
the poor are the true liberators and saviours of the rich. The Saviour of
the whole humankind was a poor man from Nazareth. So without the
help of the poor, the rich have no redemption, and will be in eternal
bondage. Those who live unjustly, exploitatively, sexploitatively,
oppressively, violently, cheatingly, unrighteously and corruptly have
created the present social mess, economic inequality and spiritual
degeneration. The oppressed are capable of freeing the oppressors
from oppressing the oppressed.
The torments and lamentations of the poor need to be heard and as
a result of this empathic hearing, the oppressors and exploiters must
change their greedy lifestyles in solidarity with the poor. The cries of
the vanquished demand continuous attention. They need the memory
of their suffering to be kept alive forever. They want to be
memorialisable and God will also not allow their memory to be
eradicated. The sufferings of the poor must not be and cannot be
repressed.
In the final analysis, only the poor can liberate themselves and if
theologians themselves have become poor, then they can become
active participants in this salvific process. A Christian is essentially a
just person, a humble person, and therefore, every unjust situation is an
occasion for evangelisation and re-evangelisation. When we begin to
evangelize, we also get evangelized by situations and people. God
makes use of every situation to reveal Himself most intimately to us.
Authentic evangelization is a direct fruit of being evangelised.
Theologising itself is an ongoing spiritual journey. It is true that
Fr. Balasuriya took some real risks in trying to formulate a new
theological synthesis. By dialoguing with his theology, we can receive
illumination, nourishment, and courage—and build on, develop further
and go beyond his brilliant insights. Theology is about the endless
conversion of the theologian. The process of theologising is a fruit of
the ongoing interior struggle and involvement of the theologian on
behalf of the poor. Theology is God-talk born out of sacrificial and
beneficial love. A theologian is basically a lover, a lover of God and
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of people. Conversion of the theologian is a daily and painful struggle.
It is ongoing, self-correcting and intellectually demanding, and hence,
it can never slumber. It is a life-long journey. Theologising is a
courageous attempt at resisting the temptation to repress the untold
sufferings of the wretched of the earth. The process of theologising is
an act of universal love. Labouring theologically to humanise the
condition of the poor is an act of faith in God who is a God of justice.

Act of Writing as Solidarity
Even the act of writing needs to be an act of promoting justice.
Nothing, absolutely nothing we do must contribute to social injustice.
Everything we do must lead us to bring about a just world. Writing
about the poor will not automatically solve the problem of poverty, but
it will disturb the agents who are directly responsible for the massive
poverty in the world. That is why writing about the real plight of the
poor is heavily discouraged by the governments and mass media.
Writing is a mode of witnessing, of witnessing to Christ who is the
only real friend of the poor. Writing is utterly crucial for our
contemporary times since fewer and fewer theologians are writing
about the real plight of the poor, more and more people are daily
becoming poorer and poorer, and yet fewer and fewer people are
paying any attention to the ever-widening gap between the rich and the
poor.
While theologising about the predicament of the poor, the
theologian ought also to become poorer and poorer. That is, as he or
she grows in voluntary poverty, he or she more and more selfappropriates the perspective of the poor. Then one can write about
one's own plight and one's own fight on behalf of poor's plight. This
involves the dual mission of trying to create theologians out of the
poor and the poor out of theologians.
Writing brings healing to the writer as well as to the reader.
When the writer and the reader are altogether healed, they can also
bring that healing presence to the victims of unjust social structures.
The one who writes about the poor has been existentially disturbed by
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the struggles of the poor. Thus, writing is an act of healing and
transforming. Even in writing, one must not commit an injustice, or a
misinterpretation, misunderstanding or misrepresentation. At all
times, one must strive to remain truthful, honest, open and objective.
Scientific objectivity stems from intellectual honesty and humility.
Writing about the poor by poor theologians is not enough in the
end. We must begin to live in such a manner that there be no poor or
needy. While not exploiting, oppressing, sexploiting, cheating or
coveting and while living as a person in union and communion with
the poor, one can write about the poor with whom one has totally
become one.
The victims of history confront us with the humanity we have
suppressed within ourselves (Brendan Lovett). I can continue to
oppress somebody only if I have done some damage to my own
humanity. Only an inhuman or subhuman person can exploit, oppress,
sexploit and marginalise another. Emotionally healthy people do not
harm, destroy, oppress or exploit others. By neglecting the poor, we
do irreparable damage to our own selves. The oppressed are a bit
more humane than the oppressors. As long as we do not take the
humanity of other people seriously, we cannot truly remain human and
compassionate. We become less than human, and our collective
humanity diminishes gradually.
Exploitation is always self
destructive.

The Other as Oneself
Part of our pain is that we cannot adequately enter into the
suffering of others. We must be sensitive to the dignity of the
suffering masses. Their suffering continues to evangelise, educate,
instruct and enlighten us. The poor are our real teachers and
evangelisers. Pain is at the service of life. Pain is a brilliant teacher.
Human suffering is a university, a theologate, a graduate school, a
seminary, and a cathedral. Theological wisdom stems from sufferings.
Our involvement in and with suffering is what leads us to change. The
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gospel message never invites us to pity. Instead, we are constantly
invited to active and costly involvement with suffering masses.
The passion of Jesus is to be placed within the ongoing story of
the passion of humankind, in solidarity with the suffering of all
peoples of all times and places. Christian spirituality is not a solely
and singularly isolated phenomenon, but a fruit of one’s passionate
and compassionate involvement with the suffering masses. Every time
a person is hungry or thirsty, Christ too becomes hungry and thirsty.
Every injustice perpetrated is also perpetrated against Christ. Every
persecution of the innocent is also a persecution of Christ. Every
displacement of the poor is also a displacement of Christ. When we
suffer unjustly, Christ too suffers with us heart-breakingly, heartbleedingly and heart-wrenchingly. Christ too is an internally displaced
person (IDP) suffering with other IDPs in Sri Lanka. When we suffer,
Christ also feels our pain. Nothing human is alien to Christ. No
human experience is ungraspable to Him.
Christ is the sufferer and therefore redeemer par excellence. He
suffers with us in order to console us, in order to liberate us. When we
suffer we know that our redeemer is with us. There is no true
consolation without participation in suffering. We suffer with and for
the suffering of others. We also suffer as a result of the suffering of
others. By embracing human sufferings, we transform and transcend
them with the help of Christ. Then sufferings become part of our
depth, substance, authenticity and originality.
God moves amongst the meek of the earth. God takes such
delight and deep pleasure in them. The only way to remain a genuine
follower of Christ is to truly live, work with, and care for the poorest
of the poor. There is no other way whatsoever for discipleship. God
dwells amongst the slum dwellers. Slums are the Divine tabernacles.
Shanties are the temples of the Holy Spirit. Tents are tents of the poor.
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Capitalism and Human Sacrifices
In every civilisation, in every culture, there is a pyramid of
sacrifices, a human cost, a human holocaust for its perpetuation and
maintenance. The foundational experience of every culture is an
experience of violence, of exclusivity, of marginalisation. It has given
birth to an us-and-them mentality, or an insiders-and-outsiders
mentality. Developmental projects are planned and executed at the
expense of the poor. Capitalism is packaging, wrapping, canning,
marketing, advertising and selling death. Capitalism feeds on human
cadavers for its continual survival. Capitalism is the idolatry par
excellence hitherto unknown in human history in unprecedented
proportion. If capitalism and Christianity come to terms, it will
definitely be the end of Christianity. Even the dead will not be safe if
capitalism prevails.
In a capitalistic world, who defines development? Whose
rationality is it? Whose justification is it? Who really benefits from
economic development? Is it the poor majority or the rich minority?
Who pays the cost of development? Have we Christians also not
supported this myth of economic progress? Have we also not
strengthened the process of unrestrained capitalism? Have we also not
benefited from the process of economic globalization? There is an
urgent need for thorough, radical and ongoing self-examination and
soul-searching. Social analysis needs to be deepened by self analysis,
and self scrutiny must be corrected and purified by structural analysis.
They are the two sides of the same coin. What is most personal is
most political and what is most political is most personal. Let me
quote Father Balasuriya here:
We live in a civilization where in spite of such material
advancement, human personalities are often underdeveloped,
disequiliberated and even shattered. The desire for individual
pleasure, without any concern for others, ruins the happiness
of many families. The consumerism, so dominant in our
society, keeps persons in a competitive tension of ever
desiring more and more consumer goods. The lack of loving
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acceptance by others is one of the principal causes of
psychological stress and mental disorders which are so
widespread in our urbanized and "developed" societies.
Class, race, caste and other forms of social discrimination
further alienate persons from one another.
All these dehumanize both the affluent and indigent. The rich
are never satisfied with what they have; and the poor are
discontented with what they lack. The adults seek pleasure,
wealth and power and often neglect the children who yearn
for acceptance and affection. Men and women both seek
personal fulfillment and fail to achieve it, if they do not
subordinate their individual desires to a common design for
family or community. 2
Nothing whatsoever can escape the theological kaleidoscope.
Moreover, theological reflection is multi-dimensional.
Even
economics is a theological discipline and every developmental project
has a theological aspect. The theologisability of it is polysemic and
multi-faceted. Economics is about caring for people materially
through just and fair distribution of earth’s limited resources;
therefore, this enterprise is inherently spiritual and theological. The
spirit is the very depth of the matter. Economic development is not
about making people profit-maximizing animals. What can be
observed in Sri Lanka today is a moneyed class which is culturally
uncivilized, unrefined, uneducated and barbaric. The rich barbarians
run the affairs of the world to the detriment of the whole humanity and
mother Earth. Economics, theology and spirituality are intimately
interlinked and interconnected, and therefore, what God hath joined
together, let no one put asunder.
In order to conscientise the poor, first and foremost the
theologians must become poor, and the poor must train themselves to
become theologians. Aloysius Peiris, speaking of this irony, says,
2

Tissa Balasuriya, Jesus Christ and Human Liberation (Colombo: Centre for
Society and Religion, 1976), 35.
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“The Asian dilemma, then, can be summed up as follows; the
theologians are not (yet) poor; and the poor are not (yet) theologians."3
This is really the grand challenge for us all today. Are we really fit for
the fight on behalf of their plight? Can we sustain our spiritual energy
for a long struggle? Christ repeatedly assures us that what is
impossible with human beings is really possible with God. Then the
struggle we must be engaged in for the greater glory of God is human
beings becoming exuberantly, jubilantly and gigglingly alive and
anew.

Conversion of the Theologian
Theology is a fruit of the ongoing transformation, formation,
information and conversion of the theologian. Fr. Balasuriya took his
Catholic faith seriously and explored its depth dimensions very
honestly. He was a very honest man and needless to say, honesty is a
major Christian virtue. An honest man takes risks even though it
could temporarily damage his reputation. To theologize is to risk. In
taking risks, one’s interior strength, character, integrity and faith are
publicly and fundamentally revealed. A man of faith is a man who
risks everything in order to serve his true Master. He was a very
courageous man and by all accounts courage is a gospel value. He was
a listening man, and patient listening is a mark of authentic humility.
Most of our theological formulations are partial positions and are
in need of further articulation, clarification and amplification. We live
as well as we theologize and reflect. Every man and woman is a
potential theologian but every man and woman may not have the
vocation of a professional theologian. Theology invites us to deepen
our understanding of faith. All theologizing is about human salvation.
One can hardly live a meaningful life without theologizing.
That is, one cannot age gracefully without pondering and
wondering about God. Theology becomes the highly-favoured area of
3

Aloysius Peiris, An Asian Theology of Liberation (Quezon City: Claretian
Publications, 1989), 41.
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exploration of the matured. As we age, we keep refining our ideas,
and without fresh insights and deep ideas, a true personal
transformation will not be generated and germinated.

Catholicism and New Life
All Catholic doctrines are about social transformation through the
transformation of the individual person. In a way, all theology is about
human salvation in its broadest sense and capacity. Catholic doctrines,
in actual fact, make us broad-minded and spiritually magnanimous.
Nothing need be alien to a Catholic perspective, if it is truly the allembracing, over-arching and universal perspective.
Catholicism is the most sophisticated religious tradition in the
world, and what is best in it is the best for the whole of humanity. It
safeguards all authentic achievements in all human cultures. It keeps
all truths and explores their deepest intelligibility. To retrieve the best
in Catholicism is to serve the Reign of God. Every Catholic doctrine
has a formative, transformative and therapeutic function.
To
understand the deeper meaning of a doctrine is to live one’s life
according to that deeper meaning. By reflecting about the deeper
meaning of a doctrine, we glimpse, even for a short while, the mystery
behind it. Faith seeking understanding is not only formative and
informative, but also transformative. Once you have understood
something, you are no longer the same person again. You have
created yourself anew and given birth to a dimension you did not know
before. The only life worth living is life taking a good look at itself,
reflecting honestly about itself, pondering and wondering about itself.
Any mode of living other than a reflective mode of living is not
properly human. An unexamined life is an undernourished life, and an
unreflective life is an unworthy life.
Original sin, the incarnation, passion, death and resurrection of
Jesus, the Holy Trinity, ascension, hell, heaven, parousia, last
judgment, the immaculate conception, assumption, perpetual virginity,
etc., not only broaden our spiritual scope about life but also make us
more realistic about the human condition. Once we have grasped a
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doctrine adequately, we are no longer the same. We have been
transformed by it for good, and then we begin to look at the world
differently. A deeper perspective about life is the first step towards a
transformed mode of existence in this world.
To me, the original sin is one of the most obvious facts in the
world, a fact that becomes obvious and transparent as one ages. But
every generation must try to grasp and explore its endless
intelligibility. One needs an adequate grasp of Catholic doctrines to
handle complex issues like original sin, incarnation and resurrection.

Passion as Spirituality
Social injustice is a Christological issue; that is, it is an occasion
to introduce Christ to the world. How do we introduce Christ, who is
already present in the world and suffers with us in unjust situations,
and yet the world is not aware of it? We introduce Him to others by
witnessing to Him even in the midst of social injustices. One becomes
a Christian to the extent one serves non-Christians.
Passion for social justice is an authentic ingredient of Christian
spirituality. Every injustice perpetrated is an injustice against Christ;
for he suffers the most from it. By the same token, every honest
struggle to amend situations of injustice is a struggle on behalf of
Christ and the kingdom He preached. Justice is a universal longing of
every human being. Properly speaking, an unjust society is not a
humane society.
A society where injustice is the central governing force is an
idolatrous society. It is a society where Satan reigns supreme,
unhindered. True religion is one that promotes social justice and
equality endlessly. There have always been authentic practitioners of
religious traditions as well as inauthentic practitioners. That is, those
who strive to remain loyal to the core teachings of their traditions and
those who betray the core teachings. Every religion contains lifegiving and liberating potentials as well as enslaving, binding and
blinding elements, and therefore, promoting just social arrangements is
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largely a matter of how one explores and remains faithful to the central
teachings of the tradition one belongs to.
Fr. Balasuriya’s life-long odyssey to analyze and understand
burning social issues from a Christian perspective and to share the
fruits of his life-long labour with the wider society was in itself an
evangelical mission. Passionate life is a truly incarnate life. His
uniqueness is in his theological explorations and reflections. Fr. Tissa
Balasuriya balasuriyanises when he theologises.
He must be
understood from the perspective of his own theological synthesis as
well as from the perspective of the Catholic tradition. They are not
diametrically opposed perspectives. Christian praxis is knowledge
born out of contemplation, and contemplation is the ultimate Christian
praxis. A man for others is a man of God. A man of God is always at
the service of God's people, and every human person is a child of God.
What is most beneficial to us humans is what concerns God the most.
Nowadays most people make a very shallow distinction between
theory and practice without thinking about it seriously and adequately.
When they come across a new idea, they would tend to say that it is
not very practical. This quite unfortunate dichotomy between theory
and practice is not a Catholic concept. One cannot be truly practical
unless one tries to grasp things theoretically. Theory means proper,
adequate, and objective understanding and the deepest intelligibility of
myriad phenomena. Theory also means objectivity according to the
best of human intelligence. The most practical man is the most
theoretical man, and a truly theoretical man is also a profoundly
practical man. A truly theoretical man is also a theological man. The
ultimate theory is theology, and therefore, the ultimate practice is
theology. Theology enhances the quality of one’s life.
God reveals Himself in and through paradoxes. Paradox is the
most adequate method in trying to grasp the workings of the Divine
Mystery in human history. Fr. Balasuriya was faithful to that Mystery
through and through. That was the reason he continued to muse on
theological issues until his death; for theology was his whole life.
True life is ultimately theological. Although he is no longer with us,
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he still continues to speak to us, influence us and inspire us
theologically and spiritually.
________________________
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“Be the peace you wish for the world.”
Mahatma Gandhi
*********************************************************

The Bhakti-Yoga of Blessed Kuriakose Elias
Chavara
Retold in an Indian Lingo
Cyriac Kanichai
Abstract: This is a case study to demonstrate how new paradigms for interreligious dialogue could be brought out by drawing on the life-example and
spiritual teachings of the native saints and sages of one’s own land or
country. The author does this by proposing a set of key Indian concepts,
largely articulated on par with the Indian Bhakti-Sūtras, with which the
spiritual treasury of, for example, Blessed Chavara may be opened up with
greater ease, appeal and profit by the Indian Christians as well as the
followers of other Indian religions. Mutatis mutandis, this method may be
taken as a working model in introducing the “servants of God’ of other
countries too to their native spiritual seekers, Christian or non-Christian.

I. A Much Needed Paradigm Shift in Religious Dialogue
Recently, as I was reading an article on the spirituality of our
Founding Father, Blessed Kuriakose Elias Chavara,4 a thought to the
following tune occurred to my mind so suddenly as though from
nowhere: why can’t we make an attempt to delve into the depths of the
spiritual vision of Bl. Chavara by using our inborn Indian categories
rather than expound it by the Graeco-Roman concepts of the West?
And my reasoning rested on the following premise: as an Indian by
birth and rearing, his native, inbuilt unconscious must have been, to be
4

Blessed Kuriakose Elias Chavara (1805–1871): The Founder of the CMI.
(Carmelites of Mary Immaculate) and CMC. (Congregation of the Mother of
Carmel) Religious Congregations, declared Blessed by Pope John Paul II in 1986, a
leading figure in the history of the 19th century Kerala Church, Spiritual Reformer,
Pioneer in the Apostolate of Education, Press, Social Action and Care of the Poor
and Orphaned.
____________________________________

Savāda: A Sri Lankan Catholic Journal on Interreligious Dialogue 2 (Nov. 2013).
© 2013 by The Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate, Sri Lanka. All rights reserved.

28

Savāda

sure, fundamentally indigenous in its warp and woof; upon it was
imprinted or overlaid his Western mind-set through later vocational
education and professional ministry. The recognition of this factual
truth would warrant that our prospects of getting at an in-depth
understanding of the hidden profundity of Blessed Chavara, and for
that reason of any other Indian Christian sage or saint, would be far
greater, if we cared to elucidate it by means of overtly Indian spiritual
concepts—a lesson, sad to say, we are yet to learn in our method of
inter-religious dialogue!
Religious dialogue shouldn’t be on our side a process of sitting in
judgment on the truth or tenability of the doctrines of others with a
view to framing a balance sheet or concession chart as to what degree
their articles of faith are reconcilable with ours. In that case we would
be committing the plain blunder of correcting their language with the
grammar and syntax of our own! To start with, we have to let
ourselves be educated in the religious language of our dialogue
partners, so that with the aid of it we can translate our concepts and
systems into a style and structure congenial to that of theirs. By doing
so we shall be enabled to unveil, first to ourselves and then to them,
the hitherto unnoticed or unexplored nuances/overtones of our own
mental images or theoretical stances. Then only will any religious
dialogue worth its name serve the purpose of making the Christian
initiator of it a person enlightened as well as enlightening! For a
presentation of our religious message cast in the mould of the language
construct of the other partner will alone equip the latter to respond to it
intelligently, pointedly and fruitfully with mutual understanding and
integral or conjoint perception, so that a common standpoint of
meaningful, easy and feasible unity in difference may be arrived at.

II. The Doctrine of Blessed Chavara’s Bhakti Yoga
Keeping this mode of approach in mind, I made an endeavor to
give shape to a broad spectrum of Bl. Chavara’s doctrines and
practices of Bhakti-Yoga (union with God through serving love),
drawing mainly on the Indian Bhakti-Sūtras in general and those of
Nārada (Nārada Bhakti-Sūtras) in particular. In view of brevity I shall
give here only a general outline of his teachings with very short
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annotations. 5 It is my hope that this sketch will serve as a useful
model in presenting the spiritual paths of the majority of other Indian
Christian ‘servants of God’ in a language congenial to our native
culture and context so that they are made more easily intelligible and
appreciable, also to the non-Christian spiritual seekers around us.

i. Arhatvam (Prerequisites of Bhakti)
1. Arthitvam (Sincere Seeking)
2. Śraddhā (Faith in God and Guru)
3. Śaktatvam (Inner Valour)
4. Aparyudastatvam (Conditions Conducive to
Bhakti)
i. Viveka (Discrimination of Spirits)
ii. Vimoka (Self-Denial)
iii. Abhyāsa (Spiritual Practices)
iv. Kriyā (Observance of Duties)
v. Kalyāa (Auspicious Life)
vi. Anavasāda (Peace of Soul)
vii. Anuddhara (Even-Mindedness)

The spiritual aspirant of bhakti shall be resolved to
uninterruptedly seek God with a heart replete with love, humility and
ardour. God will no doubt bestow on the soul the gift of meditation, if
he prays for it with true and sincere faith, presenting himself at His
feet with all he is (ātmasamarpaam), has (bhārasamarpaam) and
does (phalasamarpaam). God will freely infuse His grace into the
soul of the sincere seeker surrendering himself before Him in his utter
nothingness (akiñcanya-kpa), regardless of his being worthy of it
(nirhetuka-kpa). What is required of the seeker is only inner valour
For easy readability I have avoided adding citations from Bl. Chavara’s writings.
The Collected Works of Bl. Chavara are available for the reader to peruse, where one
can easily find passages illustrative of the points mentioned here (The Collected
Works of Blessed Kuriakose Chavara, IV volumes, published by Chavara Hills,
Kakkanad, Kochi, Kerala, India).
5
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wherewith he should remain resolved on conquering his self
(ātmavinigraham) through a life of asceticism (taparyoga) which is
the irreplaceable gateway to mysticism (iyoga). Such power has to
be instilled into the disciple through his being continually instructed at
the feet of a divinely appointed Master (Guru).
What is entailed in the śrama or constant endeavour to be made
by the sādhaka (aspirant) at the āśrama are in the main the following:
to master the power to discriminate (viveka) between the rules of
serving God and mammon (Mt 6:24), between śreyas and preyas
(Kathā Upanisad II.1); to habituate oneself to a life crucified with
Jesus (vimoka); to learn the art and science of prayer (abhyāsa); to
excel in charity and charitable works (kriyā); to adorn one’s life
(kalyāa) with the monastic or monk-like virtues such as non-violence
(ahisā), benevolence to all living beings (sarvabhūta dayāa),
forgiveness (kamā), generosity (dāna) etc; to acquire a mind meek,
peaceful and serene (anavasāda); to remain even-minded in pain or
pleasure, success or failure (anuddhara) by keeping one’s prajñā
(conscience and consciousness) firmly settled on God (sthithaprajñā).

ii. Bhakti as Parama-Prema (Supreme Love)
1. Parābhakti (Supreme Love/Divine Service)
2. Parānurakti (Supreme Attachment)
3. Bhakti vis-à-vis Jñāna (Love and Knowledge)

True bhakti (parābhakti) is naught else than loving God alone
above all else (parama prema), the acid test of which is
ahaitukībhakti, i.e., a love expressed in total conformity of one’s will
(hita) with that of God. That alone will make the Christian bhakta
conformed to Jesus. Such unity should be one of total unitedness
(parānurakti) with Jesus in words, thoughts and deeds after the
manner of the inseparable unity (samavāya) of the branches with the
vine (Jn15:5). It would demand of us that we be owned by Jesus (Phil
3:12) and live in him (Gal 2:12) so as to be buried in him (Col 3:3).
Such absolute surrender of love and dependence resulting in
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inseparable unitedness with Jesus is the gist of Christian śaraāgatibhakti. Being no mere sentimentalism, bhakti (love) has to be
preceded by true jñāna (knowledge) to be acquired by the meditative
reading of the Scripture (svādhyāya) and spiritual classics and
consummated in the oblation of our human knowledge to the word and
wisdom of God (jñāna-yajña).

iii. Loka-Veda-Vyāpāra-Nyāsa
(Total Offering of Actions Both Secular and Sacred)
1. Ātma-Vinigraham (Total Self-Emptying)
2. Sannyāsa (Religion or Relationship)
3. Ekānta-Bhakti (Single-Pointed Love)
4. Bhagavat-Prema-Kāranatvāt (Rooted in God’s Love of Us)
5. Loka-Rakaa-Yajñam (Sacrifice in View of Cosmic
Redemption)
6. Sarva-Sarveśvara-Dāsyam (Service of God and Humanity)

More than a mere mental attitude, bhakti is also a style of action
having a negative and positive pole. Negatively, it demands a total
elimination of every sort of self-centredness (ātmavinigraham or
mana-nigraham).
Positively, it calls for a total offering or
consecration of all our actions, secular as well as sacred, into the hands
of God (loka-veda-vyāpāra-nyāsa). What is entailed is upeka (total
renunciation) in view of apeka (relatedness to God and all) wherein
lies the very core of religion (sannyasa) as total offering. Its very
dynamics consist in remaining detached from what we are (karttvatyāga), have (phala-tyāga) and do (samga-tyāga) so as to make our
persons, resources and actions single-pointedly consecrated to God
with an ensuing obligation on our part to share them with all His
children (creatures) as a matter of their right.
Such an obligation on the part of the bhakta to live a life of
consecration and sharing accrues from his realization that it is God
who has loved him first as well as from the commandment of God to
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break and share his body—his person and resources—for the
redemption of the entire cosmos. By consecration he causes the world
to reach the hands of God, and by sharing he makes it reach the hands
of all, with the consequence that the entire cosmos happens to be
supported up by the hands of God, and down by the hands of
humanity, so much so that the world has nowhere to fall down. This is
how the bhakta is called upon to make his life a sacrificial offering to
God (madarpaam = ‘an offering to Me’ – Gitā IX. 27) in view of the
redemption of the world (lokasagraham – Gitā III.20), that is to say,
as a service to the ALL and all. The enlightened man does all his
works with this double end in mind and should set others, too, to act in
the same way (cf. Gitā III. 26).

iv. Yogatraya (the Triple Yoga)
1. Jñāna Yoga (Unity by Spiritual Enlightenment)
2. Karma Yoga (Unity by Selfless Action)
3. Bhakti Yoga (Unity by Universal Love)
i. Sāmīpya Bhakti (Being in the Nearness of God)
ii. Sālokya Bhakti (Being in the World of God)
iii. Sārupya Bhakti (Being in the Likeness of God)
iv. Sāyujya Bhakti (Being in Absolute Oneness with
God)
Jñāna, karma and bhakti are so intertwined that one cannot be
practised independently of the other two. True Jñāna transcends our
rational knowledge of things (aparavidyā or matijñāna). It is the very
wisdom of God enshrined in His word (paravidyā or brhamavidyā)
and is obtained by listening to it (śravaa), reflecting over it (manana)
and treasuring it up in one’s heart (nididhyāsana). All our human
reasonings have only relative validity as pointers to the supreme or
ultimate Reality (paramārtha) concealed in appearances (pratibhāsa)
and as practical guides in our day-to-day actions (vyavahāra). The
object of true knowledge is the word of God enfleshed in the cosmic,
which is revealed to us in the Christ-event (Yesu-śabhava).
Karmayoga should lead us to unity with Christ, and, Christ being both
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God and man, it entails service both of God (mādhavaseva) and
humanity (mānavaseva). Through such service we have to grow into a
love of nearness to Christ (sāmīpya), fully alive to the demands of his
kingdom (sālokya), thereby attaining conformity or likeness (sārupya)
and inseparable unity (sāyujya) with him, that is, with God and
humanity.

v. Avyāvrta Bhajan (Uninterrupted Service of God)
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Śravaa (Listening to God’s Word)
Kīrtana (Praising Him)
Smaraa (Remembering Him)
Pādasevana (surrendering Oneself to Him)
Arcana (Offering our Actions to the Lord)
Vandana (Doing Obeisance to the Lord)
Dāsya (Waiting on the Lord as a Servant)
Sakhya (Communing with the Lord as a Friend)
Ātma-nivedana (Total Offering of Oneself to the Lord)

Our life has to be lived in an uninterrupted service of God
(bhajan), which is made possible through its practice in the abovementioned nine ways (navavidha bhakti). The community of bhaktās
must be a group of persons who have meditatively and experientially
tasted for themselves how sweet the word of the Lord is by listening to
it (śravaa), praising it (kīrtana) and pondering over it (smaraa).
They must find their joy and happiness in serving the Lord at His feet
(pādasevana), in offering Him the fruits of their actions (arcana) and
in rendering Him praise and honour through different gestures and
symbols (vandana). Their passion for action must erupt from their
supreme love, attachment and adhesion to the Lord. It will induce
them to perform actions for His sake alone as selfless servants in His
vineyard (dāsya). But they are not only his servants but also his
friends. In prayer they will commune with him as his most intimate
friends (sakhya) and will open even the innermost secrets of their
hearts to Him in absolute love, faith and hope (Ātmanivdana).
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vi. Ekādasadhā Āsakti (Eleven Spiritual Passions)
The steadfast practice of bhakti will engender in the seeker after
God-realization certain ardent spiritual passions (āsakti) corroborating
and confirming his quest for paramprema (supreme love) and
parānurakti (supreme attachment). They are:
1. Gua-māhatmya-āsakti—an inner urge to sing the glories (gua) and
greatness (māhatmya) of the Lord.
2. Rūpa-āsakti—a vehement desire to see the Lord in his incarnate form
(rūpa).
3. Pūjā-āsakti—a feeling of immense pleasure in offering pūjā
(oblation) to the Lord.
4. Śmaraa-āsakti—an inner need to keep a constant memory
(śmaraa) of the Lord.
5. Dāsya-āsakti—an absolute readiness to serve the Lord in any form as
selfless servants (dāsya).
6. Sakhya-āsakti—supreme joy in intimately communing with the Lord
as with one’s own dear friend (sakhya).
7. Vātsalya-āsakti—an inner craving to be loved by God as by a parent
(vātsalya) as well as to love him like a child (śānta-bhakti).
8. Kānta-āsakti—feeling of an intensely passionate bridal love for the
Lord, the bridegroom (Kānta) of the soul.
9. Ātma-nivedana-āsakti—an inner urge to narrate even the utmost
secrets of one’s heart (ātmanivedana) to the Lord.
10. Tanmayatā-āsakti—a great desire to become conformed
(tanmayatā) to the Lord.
11. Parama-viraha-āsakti—a feeling of intense sorrow in the absence
(viraha) of the Lord. [Even hatred of sin as well as acceptance of
God’s punishments are for the bhakta a means to grow and get
confirmed in the love of God (dvea bhakti)].
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vii. Satsang (Religious Communion/Community)
1. Mahat-bhagavat-kpa (grace of great souls and God)
2. Nasti…bheda (a community without inequalities)
3. Nistraiguyam (mastery over the three overpowering forces)
4. Sagat…sarvanāśam (sensuality leading to total destruction)
5. Moka-tīrtham (ford or path to heaven)
6. Sagachadvam, savadadham (walk together, speak together)

A satsang is a religious community in which its members,
enlightened as they are by the divine Spirit, live united with God in
prayer, with each other by fraternal love, with the people, especially
the poor, through liberating actions. In such communities of bhaktas
the guidance of the great-souled holy people together with God’s grace
is obtained much more easily and abundantly. They are indeed a
prefiguration of the Kingdom of Heaven to come in the end. For in
them the members, as they are all equally God’s, live with perfect
freedom, fraternity and equality, without any difference or
discrimination based on “social status, educational standard, physical
beauty, family position, financial condition, greatness of office and the
like” (Nārada-bhakti-sūtras 72, 41). They are great spiritual victors
(gina) and heroes (vira) who have overcome the three pulling powers
of sensuality, money and self-will. To the spiritual seekers journeying
on this vale of sin and darkness the satsangs serve the purpose of
being a ford or isthmus (tīrtha) to liberation (moka). With their love,
service and hospitality the members thereof create a sense of heaven in
all those who come to their abode. The following tīrthas shine forth in
the satsangs more particularly: spiritual knowledge (jñāna), forgiving
gentleness (kāma), mortification (indriyanigraha), compassion to all
beings (sarva-bhūta-dayā), truth (satya), integrity (arjavam), charity
(dāna), self-discipline (dama), contentment (samtoa), etc. People in
the world are to find in them spiritual Gurus who are persons
established in God and his wisdom.
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The way leading to spiritual destruction has been well analyzed by
Nārada (sūtra 44) and Bhagavadgītā (II.62-63), with which the
ascetical teachings of Bl. Chavara stand in perfect agreement: when a
man dwells in his mind on the object of sense, attachment to them
(saga) is produced; from attachment springs lustful desire (kāma);
from inordinate desire, anger (krodha) towards the things seen as
impediments to the fulfilling of one’s desire is born; anger makes the
mind infatuated with (moha) the thought of obtaining the desired
pleasure at any cost; infatuation or bewilderment gives rise to a state of
loss of memory (smtivibrama) in regard to the right principles
previously learnt from the instructions of the spiritual masters; this is
followed by the destruction of intelligence (buddhināśa), that is, the
power to discriminate between what is conducive to the progress or
perdition of the soul; when the power of spiritual discrimination is lost,
the man is lost (sarvanāśa).
The āśrams, playing the role of satsangs, are not only vihāras
(monasteries) where members live in prayer, study, social service and
care of the poor; they are also places of sojourn for all pilgrims to be
received with hospitality and trained in the art of living co-existentially
and pro-existentially. To this effect one may recall the well-known
Rgvedic mantra, highly reminiscent of the ideals Bl. Chavara has
proposed for his religious community as a living togetherness of
communion and service:
Walk together, speak together:
Let your minds be of one accord.
As the devas of the old, being of one mind,
Accepted their share of sacrifice.
May your hymn be common, your dwelling common,
Common the mind and the thoughts of these united.
A common hymn do I chant with you,
And worship with your common oblation.
Your call is the same:
Let your hearts be of one accord.
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And all of you be of one mind,
As you dwell well together.
(Rgveda X, 191.2-4)

III. Conclusion
Saints and sages are not the private property of any particular
country or community. They are, indeed, great souls (mahātmā),
liberated persons (muktā), unique human beings (viśeapurua),
teachers for all (jagatgurus). As path-finders (tathāgata) and bridgemakers (tīrthakaras), never putting up walls but only creating ways,
they belong to the entire world-family regardless of caste, creed or
church.
It being so, their followers have an obligation of presenting anew
(aggiornamento) their founding guru’s person and teachings by
recasting them in a style compatible with the collective,
conscious/unconscious mental types of the religious psyche of the
people or communities of other creeds, particularly of the nearby
places where they live or work. Only by doing so shall any given
religious group succeed in facilitating its animating guru (in our case
Bl. Chavara) being regarded as worthy of serious attention and earnest
emulation by its dialogue partners. For it is by creating mutual
responsiveness in an atmosphere of co-existential/co-operative living
that new working models and refreshing paradigm shifts are to evolve
gradually, short of which the prospects of religious dialogue will ever
remain alarmingly scant and highly unlikely. Indeed, God began His
dialogue with humanity, inaugurated with creation, by having His
messengers translate the eternal word of his love and wisdom in the
words of the peoples to whom they were sent.
________________________
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“I come among you as a pilgrim of peace. . . . My presence here
among you is meant as a further sign that the Catholic Church wants to
enter ever more deeply into dialogue with the religions of the world. . .
. Religion . . . must not become a pretext for conflict. . . . To choose
tolerance, dialogue and cooperation as the path into the future is to
preserve what is most precious in the great religious heritage of
mankind.”
Blessed Pope John Paul II in New Delhi, India
November 7, 1999.



Mar Ivanios and Inter-Faith Relationship
Philip Chempakassery
Abstract: Mar Ivanios was a bishop of the Malankara Orthodox Syrian
Church of Kerala. His studies about the history of the Kerala Church made
him seek communion with Rome and in 1930 he was received into the
Catholic Church with all the powers of a bishop. He began to preach to his
friends in the Malankara Syrian Orthodox Church and started a movement
for Christian unity. This movement is known at present as the reunion
movement. The Malankara Syrian Catholic Church with more than 500,000
faithful is the result of this movement. Mar Ivanios was a man with many
qualities and was in very close relationship with people of various religions.
His special relation with some of the prominent members of the Hindu
community of his time and how it helped in times of crisis to maintain
harmony in the society is what is highlighted in this article.

Mar Ivanios is the name of a bishop of the last century (1882–
1953) who headed the Church unity movement, which is called the
reunion movement in the Indian Church of St. Thomas Christians. He
was himself an ardent Christian in the Syrian Orthodox (Jacobite)
Church. Christianity in India hails from the preaching of St. Thomas,
one of the apostles of Jesus. According to the strong tradition of this
land, after the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15) which is dated 49 A.D. the
apostles went to different places and peoples with the message of the
gospel and evangelized them. St. Thomas came to India in A.D. 52
and preached here, and a large number of people received the faith and
became Christians. According to the same tradition, St. Thomas was
active here for about 20 years and embraced martyrdom in A.D. 72.
He was buried in Mylapur, near the ancient city of Chennai. The tomb
of St. Thomas is still venerated. Thousands of people visit this site
every year, both Indian Christians and Christians from abroad.

____________________________________
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Later this Church of St. Thomas came under strife and divisions.
One major group came under the Patriarch of Antioch and was known
as the Malankara Jacobite Syrian Orthodox Church. Under the
leadership of Mar Ivanios, one of its bishops, a group of people from
this Church joined him in seeking communion with Rome, and they
were received into the Catholic communion with their ancient liturgy
and ecclesial traditions in 1930. This was the beginning of the SyroMalankara Catholic Church. It quickly grew in number and social
status, and is now a Church sui iuris of major archiepiscopal status. It
is the contribution given by this archbishop, Mar Ivanios, towards
amicable relationship with people of different faith affiliations and
social standing that we discuss in this article. 6
Mar Ivanios was extraordinarily courageous, immensely spiritual,
and widely influential. He was an orator, not in the way we consider
oratory today, but in a way unique to him. He would stand before the
audience very humbly, with eyes closed and very often with his hands
crossed on his chest, and would speak continuously for hours at a
stretch without stop. Words of wisdom would flow from his mouth as
a gentle but strong stream would flow down from a water source. His
posture, his voice, which was strong and resounding, his words, which
were those of the highly educated and cultured of the society, his style,
which was attractive, and the practicality of his subject—all together
made him one of the most sought-after orators, and he drew a large
audience on all occasions. This no doubt contributed to his capability

6

The following books were consulted for this article: Mar Ivanios, Girideepam
(Mountain Torch), translated by Sr. Rehmas (Kottayam: Bethany Sisters, 2005); T.
Inchakkalody, Archbishop Mar Ivanios (Mal) [i.e., written in Malayalam]
(Kottayam: Bethany Publications, 2012); Sr. Paschal, Archbishop Mar Ivaniosinte
Athylya Siddhikal (Mal) (Kottayam: Bethany Sisters, 1994); P. Pamtholil, Ente
Ormayile Mar Ivanios (Mal) (Trivandrum: St. Mary’s Press, 2002); L. Moolaveettil,
The Spiritual Life of Mar Ivanios (Kottayam: Oriental Institute of Religious Studies,
1977); P. Chempakassery, Thapodhanavismayangal (Mal) (Kottayam: Bethany
Sisters, 2005); G. Chediath, K. Valuparambil and P. Chempakassery, Mar Ivanios in
His Thoughts (Trivandrum: M.S. Publications, 2004); G. Onakkur, Mar Ivanios
Arshanjanathinte Pravachakan (Kottayam: Bethany Sisters, 1998).
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as the leader of the new group that separated from the Jacobite Syrian
Orthodox Church of his time.
Mar Ivanios’ special traits and his position as the founder of the
reunion movement have inspired many people to write books and
articles about him: on different aspects of his personality, on his
contribution to Church unity, on his excellence as a spiritual leader,
and as the founder of two religious congregations, one for men and
another for women. The life history of Mar Ivanios by Fr. Thomas
Inchakkalody, Fr. Varghese Kilichimala, Margaret Gibbons, George
Onakkur, Sr. Paschal, and others are real contributions to the study of
this extraordinary man’s life and philosophy. There are also books on
certain aspects of his life, on his spiritual accomplishments, and on his
wonderful sense in dealing with unexpected situations in life. There
are research theses published about his life and philosophy. In this
regard the thesis of Dr. Abraham Thalothy, The Missionary Thrust of
the Malankara Catholic Church, the thesis of Louis Moolaveettil on
The Spiritual Life of Mar Ivanios (Kottayam: 1977), and Chacko
Narimattom’s thesis on the missionary spirit in Mar Ivanios are
noteworthy. There are also some short studies on Mar Ivanios like
Mar Ivanios in His Thoughts. It is also worth mentioning that a
historical novel has been written on the life of Mar Ivanios by Peter C.
Abraham Mylapra. There is still another book which highlights the
wonderful relationship he kept with people of different strata of life
and the courage with which he faced adverse situations in life. All
these are explained with anecdotes in a book called
Thapodhanavismayangal (Mal) (“The Wonders of the Hermit”) by
Philip Chempakassery. 7 But his leadership and contribution in the
field of inter-faith relationship has not been properly written about. It
is this situation which prompted me to undertake this study and to
highlight his contributions in this field.

[“Mal” after the title indicates that the book is written in the Malayalam language.
Ed.]
7
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Mar Ivanios and the Dewan of Travancore
Mar Ivanios, with another bishop, several clerics, and a few other
people, professed the Catholic faith before the bishop of Quilon and
was received into the Catholic communion on 20 September, 1930.
After that Mar Ivanios began his stay in Trivandrum, the capital of the
state of Kerala. The whole of India with its local kings was under the
British rule. Yet the local kingdoms enjoyed a lot of independence in
internal matters. It was during this time that C. P. Ramaswamy Iyer
was appointed as the Dewan (prime minister) of the king of
Travancore, the capital of which was Trivandrum. The appointment of
the Dewan marked the beginning of strife and division in the state.
The people were divided into two factions on the basis of some of the
policies of the Dewan—the Christians, Muslims and the Ezhavas (the
most populous community among the Hindus) standing together
against the Dewan, and others standing in support of him. 8 Later this
division turned out to be personal animosity against the Dewan. This
situation was highly detrimental to the development of the state and
for peaceful community life. It was then that the Dewan reached the
sixtieth year of his age. Some well meaning and high-ranking
individuals suggested that this occasion should be used for ending the
animosity against the Dewan. A massive reception was arranged for
the Dewan, and a meeting with all the government officials in
attendance. The Archbishop, Mar Ivanios, offered his archbishop’s
house as the venue for the meeting. This was one of the most solemn
functions conducted in the state. It made a drastic change in the
attitude of the Dewan towards the Christian communities in general
and the Catholics in particular. In his reply speech the Dewan said, “I
am one who looks at the Papal office with very profound esteem and
respect.”9 Further, he said that the Catholic Church had always stood
for values like consistency, powerfulness, faith and generosity. 10 The
Vatican radio broadcasted this speech word for word in many
languages—Italian, English, French, Spanish and German. It also
8

Cf. T. Inchakkalody, Archbishop Mar Ivanios (Mal) (Kottayam: Bethany
Publications, 2012), 644.
9
Ibid.
10
Ibid.
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introduced the speech with the words, “It is well known that the royal
dynasty of Travancore and the Holy See had always been maintaining
cordial relationship with one another.”11

Mediator for the Archbishop of Changanacherry
Later the Dewan introduced a law about primary education in the
State according to which all the primary schools would be surrendered
to the Government, which would exclusively be responsible for
education at the primary level. In spite of opposition from different
quarters the Dewan solemnly inaugurated this new policy and
explained it to the public. The archbishop of Changanacherry sent a
circular to all his churches asking them not to surrender the schools to
the government at any cost. This provoked the Dewan and was
interpreted as a clear breach of Government order deserving
punishment. The Dewan gave orders to the police to arrest the
archbishop and put him in prison.
When the faithful of
Changanacherry came to know about this order, they made a solemn
vow that by no means would the archbishop be put in the hands of the
police or the government. The people came in thousands and stood
waiting for the police. The situation was very tense. If the police
force were to be sent, it would result in the death of many Christians in
the area. If the police force were withdrawn, it would be an admission
of defeat by the Dewan. How to save the situation? Nobody had any
solution to offer. Mar Ivanios took the responsibility on himself and
asked for an interview with the Dewan. The Dewan gave him an
audience. They spoke for a long time and at the end the Dewan agreed
to withdraw his order regarding the takeover of the primary schools of
the minority communities.

Mar Ivanios and Mr. Kurup
Kurup is the name of an ethnic community in Travancore, one of
the prominent communities among the Hindus. 12 There are many
11

Cf. Inchakkalody, 663.
For this paragraph cf. P. Pantholil, Enteormayile Mar Ivanios (Trivandrum: St.
Mary’s Press, 2002), 12.
12
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individuals from this community who have contributed greatly to the
overall development of human society, and many who were great
literary men. Mar Ivanios had a friend from this community. He is
known not by his personal name but by his community name: Mr.
Kurup. He used to help Mar Ivanios by giving suggestions for solving
financial crises and for dealing with the opposition started by other
Christian communities against the archbishop. Above all these,
perhaps the most important contribution of Mr. Kurup was that he used
his influence in the society to bring more and more members to the
reunion movement (the movement of bringing non-Catholic Christians
to the Catholic faith). Though he himself remained a Hindu, he
believed that unity of the churches would go a long way towards the
progress of the Christian communities in Travancore. As a sincere
lover of the Christians he did what was possible within his power.

Influence on the Life of Non-Christians
Mar Ivanios lived at a time when inter-faith dialogue or
cooperation between different religious communities was frowned
upon by the public in general and by the Church in particular.
Therefore one does not find meetings or dialogues of an inter-faith
nature conducted by Mar Ivanios. At the same time he had great
influence on non-Christian communities and individuals. In fact, he
used to get help from these non-Christian communities in times of
financial crises. Two examples may be cited.
One is from the time when his new congregation of men was
started. Attached to the monastery he had an orphanage for very poor
boys. He had no support from any quarter, neither from the Church
nor from the government. But he was not ready to give up the idea of
helping the poor. To maintain the orphanage he literally went to the
public with a begging bowl and received alms. But that was not
sufficient. So he gave small chests to generous people who would put
small coins in them; after one year the chests with the coins would be
brought to the bishop. There are some very interesting stories
connected with this type of collection.
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One day Mar Ivanios was receiving the chests from the people
when there came a Hindu girl of 14 years bringing a chest. How did it
happen? He wanted only the Christians to participate in this charity
service. Anyway, he received the chest. In her presence he opened it
and found 14 rupees in it, which in terms of today’s value would be 14
million rupees. Everybody was surprised at this large amount
collected by the Hindu girl. When asked, she narrated how she
managed to earn so much for the bishop. She was a student and she
used to get small amounts of money from home to buy her noon meal
from the shops. Instead of using the money for herself, she put it in
the chest. On the way to school, she collected nuts dropped by birds
which she would sell to the merchants and get money from them. This
is how she managed to keep so much for the bishop.
Another story is told about a fish merchant. He also got a chest
from the bishop and used to put small amounts in it. His job was to
carry fish from the sea coast to the market which was some 14
kilometers away. He did this two times a day and that was enough to
maintain his family. When he got the chest, he started three trips of
carrying the fish. The additional earnings were put in the chest. After
one year he collected a big amount and offered it to Mar Ivanios for
the maintenance of the orphanage.

Conclusion
Mar Ivanios lived in a time when inter-faith dialogue was unheard
of. In fact, the general idea among Christians was that they should not
mingle with people of other faiths so that the purity of their faith and
practice might not be affected. Yet as a person of time-transcending
thoughts and qualities, Mar Ivanios kept very close relationship with
people of other faiths.
Mar Ivanios was a true lover of humans irrespective of caste and
creed. His friendly relationship with the Dewan of Travancore, his
personal friendship with Mr. Kurup, his personality which attracted
other people to him to the extent of undertaking hardships to help his
projects, are examples which prove that he was above the walls of
separation created by human society. He was a man who stood above
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the limitations of time, a person who was first and foremost human,
rather than a member of a particular faith community.
________________________

Fr. Philip Chempakassery is a priest of the Malankara Syrian Catholic
Church. He is at present professor of Sacred Scripture at St. Mary’s
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Institute of Jerusalem). He has authored the following books: Memory
and Presence: A Theology of the Eucharist; Unity and Trinity: The
God of Christianity; and Pentateuch: An Introduction, each published
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Malayalam and edited some others in the same language.

“Christ has made all things one in himself: heaven and earth, God and
man, time and eternity, flesh and spirit, person and society. The sign
of this unity and reconciliation of all things in him is peace.”
Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium

Mahā Ummagga Jātaka Story in the Early
Buddhist Pāli Canon and the Old Testament
Claude Justinian Perera, OMI
Abstract: Two episodes of the Mahā Ummagga Jātaka in the Early Buddhist
Pāli canon, namely, Satara Kan Mantraa (Four-Ear Conspiracy), and Putra
Praa (Question about the Son) have two parallel components in the OT.
They are respectively Eccl 10:20 and 1 Kgs 3:16–28. These stories belong to
the Hebrew and Indian folklore tradition. It is not easy to make a distinction
between folklore and canonical written traditions. The similarities between
the Biblical and Indian stories do not imply any literary dependence, but can
be attributed to the floating of common folk traditions. There is no scholarly
consensus as to where each story exactly originated. The dissimilarities
between them could be due to the local adaptations at the hands of various
redactors down through the ages.

In this article I wish to investigate whether there are parallel
elements in the Early Buddhist 13 birth stories (jātakas) and the Old
Testament, and if so, whether there have been influences of one on the
other, or whether there is an alternative explanation for such
similarities. The story of the Mahā Ummagga Jātaka (Birth Story of
the Tunnel) has two parallel components in the Old Testament;
namely, Eccl 10:20 and 1 Kgs 3:16–28, both of which belong to the
Hebrew folklore tradition. We will look at the dating of Qoheleth
(also called Ecclesiastes), 1 Kings and the Pāli Jātaka Book, leading to
the discussion of the above-mentioned texts, where we will note their
similarities and dissimilarities. In this process we shall examine
13 The term “Early Buddhism” here denotes the content of the Pāli canon of Sri
Lankan Theravāda Buddhism. This form of Early Buddhism, preserved through Pāli
Scriptures, is also sometimes called “Pāli Buddhism” or “Southern Buddhism.” Pāli
Buddhist literature is only one of the sources of Early Buddhism, the others being
Sanskrit, Prākrit, Tibetan, Chinese and Japanese which are non-Theravāda sources
(which form Northern Buddhism).
____________________________________
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whether any mutual dependence can be established. Finally, we shall
also see what light the Early Indo-Palestinian contacts can shed on this
issue.

A Methodological Remark on the Folktale
Let us first look at the relationship of the Hebrew folk tale to the
Hebrew canon. The Semitic written traditions are dated from after the
14th century BC. It was Hugo Gressmann and Hermann Gunkel who
first said that most of the familiar stories of the Old Testament were
Hebrew variants of universal folklore. 14
Biblical authors drew various elements from the vast repertoire of
oral folklore traditions which had mythological and legendary origins,
and this necessitated the introduction of certain changes in keeping
with their didactic purposes. At the base of their written texts lie the
archaic oral forms which they adopted. 15 The origins of wisdom
literature are to be traced to folk wisdom, and were later filtered
through court wisdom.16

The Dating of the Writings under Consideration
There is no unanimous consensus on the date of Qoheleth
(Ecclesiastes) except for the fact that it was written after the exile. 17
Solomonic authorship as in other wisdom books is to be understood

Hugo Gressmann, “Sage und Geschichte in Patriarchener Erzälungen,” Zeitschrift
fr die Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 30 (1910), 1–34; Hermann Gunkel, Das
Märchen im Alten Testament, Religionsgeschichtliche Volksbücher, Reihe 2:23–26
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1917).
15
Eli Yassif, The Hebrew Folktale: History, Genre, Meaning, Folklore Studies in
Translation, Translated by Jacqueline S. Teitelbaum (Bloomington, Indiana
University Press, 1999), 33–37; also Susan Niditch, Folklore and the Hebrew Bible
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1993); Klaus Koch, The Growth of the Biblical
Tradition: the Form Critical Method (London: Adam & Charles Black, 1969), 81f.
16
Roland E. Murphy, The Tree of Life: an Explanation of Biblical Wisdom
Literature (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1990; Millennium Supplement, 2002), 4.
17
Roland E. Murphy, Ecclesiastes, The Word Biblical Commentary 23A (Dallas:
Word Books, 1992) xxii.
14
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only by way of attribution, as the linguistic evidence in Qoheleth
favours a later period of the development of Hebrew language. 18
Seow proposes a date in the Persian period (cir 539–330 BCE).19
But this date is still too early for Qoheleth. Besides, there isn’t
sufficient historical data about this period to reach such a conclusion. 20
Michel fixes the terminus a quo of Qoheleth cir. 250 BCE in the
Hellenistic era.21 This is based on the argument that there are definite
references to the history of the Hellenistic period in Qoheleth. 22
However, Murphy argues that the events so referred to need not be
contemporary events, but things that could universally happen
anywhere. 23 In the light of the similarities between Apocalyptic
traditions (Enoch and Qumran) and Qoheleth such as the mystery of
time unknown to humans and the mystery of evil, Mazzinghi proposes
a date between the 3rd–4th centuries BCE.24 Zenon Papyrus betrays a
life situation of the mid 3rd century BCE consisting of elements such as
the rise of prosperity in the Ptolemic period (323 BCE +), the presence
of a strong aristocracy and a highly centralized bureaucracy, and social
upheavals caused by the miseries of the oppressed masses. 25 Schoors
rightly says that the presence of Aramaisms and 34 grammatical
features which Qoheleth shares with Late Biblical Hebrew point to its
lateness. Examining some of the Qumran fragments, Muilenberg fixes
18

R.N. Whybray, Ecclesiastes, OT Guides (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press,
1989), 4–7.
19
C. L. Seow, Ecclesiastes: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary.
The Anchor Bible 18C (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1997), 20–21.
20
Luca Mazzinghi, Ho cercato e ho esplorato: studi sul Qohelet, Collana Biblica
(Bologna: Dehoniana, 2001), 67–68.
21
Diethelm Michel, “Untersuchungen zur Eigenhart des Buches Qohelet”, Beihefte
zur Zeitschrift für die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 183 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1989),
1–4, 112–26, 114.
22
K. Schunk, “Drei Seleukiden im Buche Kohelet?” Vetus Testamentum 9 (1959),
192–201.
23
Murphy, Ecclesiastes, xxii.
24
Mazzinghi, Ho cercato e ho esplorato, 70–75.
25
Xavier Durand, Des grecs en Palestine au IIIe siècle avant JésusChrist: Le dossier
syrien des archives de Zénon de Caunos (262–252), Cahiers de la Révue Biblique 38
(Paris: Gabalda, 1997), 31f, 107f; Paolo Sacchi, Ecclesiaste, (Rome: Paoline, 1990),
16–18.
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the terminus ante quem of Qoheleth for the middle of the 2 nd century
BCE. He is supported by the paleographical dating of the Qumran
scroll of Qoheleth. 26 Today the general scholarly consensus is that
Sirach, translated into Greek in approximately 132 BC, and originally
written in Hebrew perhaps 50 years earlier, is posterior to Qoheleth.27
The fact that neither Qoheleth nor Sirach refers to the Maccabean
revolt makes one conjecture that their dates have to be well before
those gruesome events of 164 BCE.28 Given these considerations, it is
better to fix 180 BCE as the terminus non post quem of Qoheleth. So
there remains the possibility of Qoheleth being composed during the
Hellenistic period; namely, between 250–180 BCE.
The First Book of Kings has to be written during the exile, since
there is no reference in it to the edict of Cyrus and to the return of the
exiles. Apart from this, we cannot make any accurate guesses as to the
dating of 1 Kings. According to the New American Bible the First
Book of Kings has two editions—one written between 621–597 BCE
and the other during the exile ca 561. Guthrie thinks it was written
around 550 BCE. Laffey opines that it was written not before the 6 th
century BCE.29 All we can safely say about the date of 1 Kgs is that it
is exilic.
Indian written traditions are much later than those of the Semites,
since the use of the Brahmi script commenced only in the 3rd century
BCE. 30 Early Buddhist literature was written only with the
J. Muilenberg, “Qoh Scroll from Qumran,” Bulletin of the American Schools of
Oriental Research 135 (1954), 20–28; La Bible de Jerusalem, (Cerf, 1981), 934.
27
Traduction Œcumenique de la Bible: Ancien Testament (Cerf, 1975, 1988), 1614.
28
S. H. Blank, “Ecclesiastes,” The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible (New York:
Abingdon, 1962; 161986) 2, 7–13, 9.
29
New American Bible, St. Joseph’s Edition (New York: Catholic Book Publishing
Co., 1970), 322; D. Guthrie (ed.), “1 and 2 Kings,’ in The New Bible Commentary:
Revised (London: Inter Varsity, 1970), 320–68, 320. Alice L. Laffey, 1 and 2 Kings,
The Collegeville Bible Commentary: OT, (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1992),
297.
30
A Foucher and S.B. Boas, The Life of the Buddha according to the Ancient Texts
and Monuments of India (Middletown, CT: Weleyan University Press, 1963), 3–10;
René de Berval, Présence du Bouddhisme, Bibliothèque Illustrée des Histoires
(Paris: Gallimard, 1957; 1987), 571–80.
26
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introduction of Devanagari script in India about the 3rd century
BCE.31 Early Buddhist Scriptures were transmitted orally, particularly
through “congregational chanting”, for many generations before they
were later written down.32 It is conjectured that the Pāli Buddhist text
was first written down during the first century BCE in Sri Lanka. 33
The dating of the written Pāli Canon is practically impossible apart
from archeology. 34 In rare cases, such as in the text of the Vedas down
to the Puranas, where there is some evidence of linguistic evolution, an
approximation in chronology is possible; with regard to folk tales,
such a linguistic dating is unreliable.

The Jātaka Literature in Pāli Buddhism
In the jātaka literature, the Early Buddhist birth stories, in story
after story the claim is made that the Buddha could remember his own
anterior birth stories as well as those of others. The Buddha is able to
link a current baffling situation presented to him by a devotee or
disciple by referring to events in a previous birth. He is also able to
teach from his own actions in previous lives about those virtues that
lead one to becoming a Bodhisattva and eventually a Buddha. The
Pāli Book of Jātakas contains 547 birth stories of the Buddha, and
belongs to the Khuddaka Nikāya (Minor Anthologies) of the Pāli
canon. It is made up of stanzas (gāthās) and is structured into 22
sections arranged according to the number of stanzas. Most often the
gāthās are poetic tales, ballads, (of which 1–496 are in verse, 497–99
31

R. Fick, On the Origin of the Indian Brahmi Alphabet (Strassburg, 21898; Varnasi:
Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series Office, 31963), 16ff.
32
Nandasena Ratnapala, Janaruti Vidyāwa [Sinhalese – The Science of Folklore]
(Colombo: Godage Publications, 1995; 22007), 25f.
33
David D Evseeff, “The Buddhist Canon: the Problems of Authenticity, Dating,
Authorship, and Translation,” (1998).
34
For some reliable archeological evidence on the life of Buddha cf. Giovanni
Verardi, Excavations at Harigaon, Kathmandu (Rome: ISMEO, 1992), 13–17, 55–
66, 84–85, 116–18; T. N. Mishra, “The Nepal Mandala: Its Earliest Settlements and
the Architectural Features of the Lichhavi Capital City,” in Nepalese and Italian
Contributions to the History and Archaeology of Nepal, Goivanni Verardi, Angelo
Andrea di Castro and Riccardo Garbini (eds.), Proceedings of the Seminar Held at
Hanuman Dhoka, Kathmandu, 22–23 January 1995 (Rome: IsIAO, 1997), 55–61.
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being lost), or smaller epics (500–547). The Mahā Ummagga Jātaka
(number 546), which will be considered later, is the longest of all.
Some stanzas in the canonical jātakas are so short that in order to
understand them, a pre-existent prose story has to be presupposed. It
is conjectured that the Pāli canon (brought by Indian monks at the time
Buddhism was first said to have been introduced to Sri Lanka in the 3 rd
century BCE), which contained the Jātaka Book, was probably written
down in Sri Lanka ca. 2nd century BCE. 35 But these are mere
conjectures. In order to better understand the meaning of the birth
stories a prose commentary, named Jātakaakathā, was composed in
folklore style, which was later translated into Sinhalese as
Jātakaavaanā (most unlikely by Buddhaghosa, but shortly after
him in the 5th century CE). The Sinhalese Birth Story Book (Jātaka
Poth Vahansē) is a composition of the Kurunegala Kingdom epoch
(1293–1326 CE. 36 The Cariyāpiaka of the Pāli canon contains
alternative prose versions of 35 jātakas. Besides, some individual
prose jātaka stories can be found scattered throughout the Pāli
Nikāyas. These scattered prose jātakas are much older than the
present Pāli Jātaka Book. In these older materials the Buddha is never
shown to have been born as an animal or even as an ordinary man, but

35

H. Oldenberg supposed that there existed from the Vedic period onward a type of
narrative-poetry, which was a mixture of prose and verse, of which only the verses
were committed to memory, and transmitted to subsequent generations, while the
prose story was accommodated by the one who recites in his own words. Jātakas
were said to be an instantiation of this Ākayana hypotheis. Cf. H. Oldenberg, The
Prose and Verse Type of Narrative and the Jatakas, translated from the German
(Oxford: Journal of the Pali Text Society, 1910–1912), 19f. But today this
chronology has been abandoned, and the jātaka gathās (verses) are said to depict
Indian life in the days of the Buddha (6th–5th century BCE), or at least at the time of
the redaction of the Canon in the 3rd century BCE, while the prose Jātaka
Commentary cannot be any earlier than the 5th–6th century CE, though some of its
prose parts may have older traditions which can go back to the same period as the
gāthās. Cf. Moritz Winternitz, History of Indian Literature, vol. I, trans. of the
German orig. Geschichte der indischen Literatur, 101f; T.W. Rhys-Davids, Buddhist
India (London: 1903), 201f.
36
Nandasena Ratnapala, The Folklore of Sri Lanka (Colombo: State Printing
Corporation, 1991), 1–2.
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as a man of extraordinary caliber. 37 Jātakamāla, a Sanskrit alternative
to the birth stories, is said to have been done by Āryasura in the 3rd to
4th centuries CE.38 The Tibetan Jātaka Stories of the Tibetan Buddhist
canon in Kanjur, (the final compilation of which was in the 14 th
century CE), was another such attempt.39
Some opine that Jātaka “is the most ancient and the most
complete collection of folklore now extant in any literature in the
world.” 40 The original oral jātaka stories which circulated much
before the time of Emperor Asoka were only in prose, and are lost
now. Together with this skeletal form of the birth stories an oral
commentary must also have been handed down. The same story in
different commentaries need not be due to copying, but from the same
pre-existing sources. The Pāli Jātaka Book contains fables, fairy tales,
anecdotes and comic tales, adventurous and romantic tales, moral
tales, moral maxims and legends. 41 All the birth stories are preceded by
prose preambles or frame narratives called nidhānakathā. These frame
narratives are important because they situate the folk tale in a Buddhist
Weltanschauung. The challenge for a literary analysis of this material
is not only to distinguish the Buddhist thought underlying the frame
stories (and attempting to date the frame stories), but also to trace the
specifically Buddhist ideas within the folk tale. At that point, it
becomes possible to suggest when and if the Buddhist idea (in addition
to various folk motifs) turns up in the Old Testament tale. At the
beginning we mentioned two possible instances of Old Testament
parallels with the Mahā Ummagga Jātaka in Early Buddhist
literature—Eccl 10:20 and 1 Kgs 3:16–28. We shall turn our attention
37

T.W. Rhys Davids, Buddhist India (London: 1903; repr. Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass, 1971, 51997), 186f; 206–07; Oskar von Hinüber, Handbook of Pāli
Literature (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1996), 56f.
38
Aryasura, Jatakamala or Bōdhisattvavadanamala (Garland of Birth-Stories) of
Aryasura: Sanskrit Text with English Translation, ed. J.S. Speyer (Delhi: Saujanya
Books, 2007).
39
W.W. Rockhill, Tibetan Buddhist Birth Stories: Extracts and Translations from
the Kandjur (New Haven: American Oriental Society, 1896–97).
40
“Jataka,” in Online Encyclopedia, http://www.encyclopedia.jrank.org/INV_JED/
JATAKA.html (access 16.06.08).
41
Winternitz, “Jātaka,” 491–94; Ratnapala, The Folklore of Sri Lanka, 1.
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first to the text from Ecclesiastes in order to see whether there could be
any literary dependence between them.

The Bird Motif in Eccl 10:20 and the Mahā Ummagga
Jātaka
Although it contains no wisdom vocabulary, Eccl 10:20 has an
important wisdom element—prudence. Already in Eccl 8:2–4 and
10:4 the author has spoken of circumspection in the presence of the
royalty. The same theme recurs in Eccl 10:20.
In the Hebrew
original, there are three Text Critical problems in this verse, and
several syntactical problems, which space does not allow us to go into
here. But taking these problems into consideration42 we translate Eccl
10:20 as: “Do not curse the king even in your thought, or curse the rich
in your bedroom, because a bird of the air may carry the voice, and a
winged creature may report the matter.” Now, let us briefly go into the
meaning of this verse. What message does Qoheleth want to relate by
bringing animal motifs into his work? There are six references to
animals and birds in Qoheleth, three of them specifically to birds. In
Eccl 9:12, in the context of unforeseen mishaps that befall human
beings, he likens such persons to birds caught in a snare. The mention
of the voice of the bird in 12:4 is most likely a symbolic figure
referring to the funeral mourners. 43 We opine that the main reason for
the bird-motif in Eccl 10:20 has to do with the nature of wisdom.
Some birds are intelligent. They seem to have a share in wisdom as a
faculty related to intelligence. The ability for mere repetition, which
may sometimes become an unconscious eavesdropping, is
characteristic of some birds.44 Since some animals are intelligent and
42

See unpublished doctoral dissertation by M. Claude Justinian Perera, Was
Qoheleth Influenced by Early Buddhism? Dhammapada of the Pāli Buddhist Canon
as a Point of Departure, (Katholieke Universiteit Leuven), 2008, 29–31.
43
Michael Fox , A Time to Tear Down and a Time to Build Up: A Rereading of
Ecclesiaster (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1999), 326.
44
Such highly vocal birds are: parrots, parakeets, macaws, amazons, budgies,
cockatoos, cockatiels, grackles, minahs and greys. Cf. Eoin McNamee, The
Language of Birds (Dublin: New Island Books, 1995); Edward Cowie, Birds Talk:
Guide to Some Common British Birds in which Birds Tell Their Own Story (London:
Minerva, 2001).
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can function as spies of the enemies, humans are called upon to
exercise extra care in what and where one speaks. So this is a text
where the dynamics of wisdom are at play, although wisdom
vocabulary does not occur there. One has to weigh one's words in
talking about the dictatorial and autocratic institution of royalty, the
offending of whom can be fatal (Eccl 8:2–4). In some texts Qoheleth
exhorts the populace to show allegiance to the king (Eccl 8:2). One
reason for such an attitude may be the oath to the king made before
God (1 Kgs 2:43) of which we have no clear information. On the
other hand, it could be simply the fear of harm by the king who is not
accountable to anybody (except God) as suggested by Eccl 8:3–4.
Scanning the pages of the history of Israel, one wonders whether some
kings such as Jehu (842–746 BCE), Manasseh (687–642 BCE),
Jehoiachim (609–598 BCE) and Zedekiah (597–587 BCE) ever had
even the fear of God.45 Nevertheless, Qoheleth does make some bold
statements about the royalty with certain prophetic audacity (Eccl 4:3–
4; 10:16–17). Eccl 10:20 has to be read in the background of the
whole work. Eccl 10:20 is not an exhortation to be submissive or to be
uncritical of the king. It simply advises to be careful about doing it
openly. One may criticize the king. That may be one way of building
public opinion among people against the king. But any such move
needs to be taken in secret, lest one strike the poisonous snake and
miss the shot.
Something similar to the bird motif in Eccl 10:20 is found among
Early Buddhist anterior birth stories of the Gautama Buddha in the
Jātaka Book of the Khuddaka Nikāya in the Pāli Canon. Here we look
particularly at the Mahā Ummagga Jātaka. The story goes as follows:
King Videha of Mithilā, directed by the Bodhisattva (a potential
Buddha) born as the very wise royal counselor named Mahosadha,
deployed a male parrot to spy on the enemy kingdom belonging to
King Cūlani Brahmadatta, King of Uttarapañcāla in the country of
Kampilla. In one instance, this male parrot’s strategy was to pretend
to fall in love with a female grackle (a bird of the mynah family)
Addison G. Wright, Roland E. Murphy & Joseph A. Fitzmyer, “History of Israel,”
Jerome Biblical Commentary 75 eds. Joseph A. Fitzmyer & Raymond E. Brown
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1968 Indian Edition, 671–702), 683f.
45
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which guards King Brahmadatta’s bed chamber. Then the parrot
makes her disclose the secret plan made between King Brahmadatta
and his counselor Kevaa Brāhmaa at the royal bed chamber to
assassinate King Videha and his royal counselor, Mahosadha, at the
wedding feast of his daughter, Princess Pañcāla Cai. 46 Then the
parrot flies back to Mahosadha and reports his findings and thus a big
disaster was avoided. An earlier episode in the Mahā Ummagga
Jātaka reports a similar conspiracy at the royal garden between the
same parties to poison King Videha and one hundred other kings, a
plot which was eavesdropped by the same parrot and reported to the
counselor Mahosadha, preventing the regicide.47 One of the lessons of
this bird motif in Mahā Ummagga Jātaka is that even the most secret
conversations can be heard or known by others, and therefore the
exercise of great prudence in such matters is crucial. In Eccl 10:20
Qoheleth’s parallel point is that any ill talk against authority can have
disastrous consequences if reported (even by a bird) and thus one
needs to be circumspect.

Did Qoheleth’s Bird Motif Draw Inspiration from the
Ummagga Jātaka Story?
The bird as a wisdom motif is not so uncommon in biblical and
Early Buddhist literature.48 Did Qoheleth’s bird motif draw inspiration
Viggo Fausbǿll (ed.), The Jātaka Together with its Commentary, Being Tales of
the Anterior Births of Gothama Buddha / for the First Time Edited in Original Pāli
by V. Fausbǿll, Vol. 6 (London: Trübner, 1877–1897), 209–27; Edward B. Cowell
(ed.), Tipitaka, Suttapitaka, Khuddaka Nikāya, Jātaka: The Jātaka; or, Stories of the
Buddha's Former Births: Translated from the Pāli by Various Hands under the
Editorship of Professor E. B. Cowell, Vol. 6 (Cambridge, University Press, 1895–
1913), 156–246; Jataka Pāli [= in Sinhalese - Pāli Birth Stories] (Colombo: Buddha
Jayanti Tripitaka Series Publication Board, 1983); and other references not
mentioned here.
47
Dutoit, “Die Große Erzählung von dem Kanal,”485–86; T. B. Yatawara,
Ummagga Jātaka (London: Luzac & Co., 1898), 83ff.
48
The Old Testament speaks of certain birds experiencing emotions (Ps 11:1; 102:7;
Hos 11:11). They are intelligent (Job 28:7; 35:11; Ps 124:7; Pr 1:17; 6:5; Sir 27:19;
Is 31:5; Dn 4:12, 14). Thus, they can be trained (Job 41:5; Bar 3:17; Jas 3:7; and the
apocryphal book 4 Mac 14:15). Certain forms of communication with birds is
possible (Gn 8:8–12; Job 12:7; Is 46:11; Ez 39:17). Cf. A. Stiglmair, art., pw[,
46
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from the Ummagga Jātaka? Some would say yes, others no. The “yes”
arguments would be as follows:
Drama and short stories have their origins in Sanskrit writers. The
stupendous repositories of Sanskrit epics like the Mahābhārata and the
Rāmāyaa were “veritable gold-mines for prospective writers.” 49
“Story-telling, it is often said, is one of the greatest gifts of India to the
world outside. . . . Jatakas . . . are the earliest collection of Indian short
stories.”50 Ernst speaks of the exportation of jātaka tales:
Quite a few of these stories have been exported through
translation and detached altogether from the Buddhist
context. . . . What remained were entertaining and
occasionally moralistic animal stories, but demythologized
for a generic storytelling purpose. . . . Still, it is remarkable
that these “detached” Jataka stories have proven to be among
the most widely popularized narratives in world literature.51
Rhys Davids attributes the resemblances between the jātakas and
western fables to the fact that the latter, in many instances, have been

Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament 10, trans. of the orig. Theologisches
Wörterbuch zum Alten Testament (1986) by Douglas W. Scott (Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, 1999), 546–68. In the OT what strikes us is that most of the references to
birds are found in wisdom or late biblical literature. This may signal a foreign
influence, while most other references are associated either with food or cult. In
Early Buddhist literature we find a salutary attitude to birds, where they co-exist with
human beings. The Buddhist concept of universality extending to all living creatures
both above and below him is the basis of this attitude. Cf. K.N. Dave, Birds in
Sanskrit Literature: With 107 Illustrations, trans. from Tibetan orig. Bya Chos
Rinchen’phen-ba by idem. (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass Publishers, 1985; 2005), 8–9;
Edward Conze, The Buddha’s Law among the Birds (New Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass Publishers, 2002). In Jātaka literature the Buddha is depicted several
times as a bird led by wisdom, teaching authority and righteous living. There are also
instances of birds being used as messengers or sages e.g., Kuntani Jātaka (heron),
Vighāsa Jātaka (parrot), and Tesakua Jātaka (a species of birds).
49
Anand Ramanujan, “Understanding Indian Literature,” Swaveda (May, 2005).
50
Ramanujan, “Understanding Indian Literature.”
51
Judith Ernst, The Golden Goose King: A Tale Told by the Buddha / Retold and
illustrated by Judith Ernst; foreword by Carl W. Ernst (Chapel Hill, NC: Parvardigar
Press, 1995), [from the Foreword].
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borrowed from the former.52 In her opinion “none of [Aesop’s fables] .
. . are really Æsopean at all; that the collection was first formed in the
Middle Ages; that a large number of them have been traced back, in
various ways, to our Early Buddhist Jātaka Book; and that almost the
whole of them are probably derived in one way or another from Indian
sources.”53 Although we do not agree with this sweeping statement of
Rhys Davids, we cannot ignore the fact that there were
communications of oral literature between India and Greece long
before Alexander the Great (356–323 BCE).
It can also be shewn that tales from India actually reached
Persia and the Euphrates district independently of any Greek
mediation. Relations with India in the sixth century B.C. are
shewn by the inscriptions of Darius the Great (521–485 B.C.),
especially in one at Persepolis, which mentions Indush (the
Indus district) and Gandhāra among people who brought him
tribute.54
Now for the arguments against Qoheleth’s bird motif drawing
inspiration from the Ummagga Jātaka. Referring to various parallels
between jātakas and other literatures, Winternitz writes, “Though in
many cases it is probable that these stories migrated from India to the
West, it is in the other cases more probable that Western motives were
brought to India. Otoya says that although fables appeared early in
India as a popular medium of Buddhist instruction, one cannot be
certain if they are older than the Greek ones, since there have been
mutual influences on each other. But if in a particular case an Eastern
connection is suspected, one can explain them because Greece was the
door of the West to the East through Asia Minor and Persia. Fables

52

Caroline A. F. Rhys Davids, Buddhist Birth-Stories (Jōtaka Tales), the
Commentarial Introduction Entitled Nidana-Katha, the Story of the
Lineage/Transatedl. from Prof. V. Fausboll’s ed. of the Pāli Text by Thomas William
Rhys Davids; New and Revised ed. by Mrs. Rhys Davids, Broadway translations
(London: Routledge, 1928), iii.
53
Rhys Davids, Buddhist Birth-Stories, xxxi–xxxiii.
54
H. T. Francis and E. J. Thomas, Jātaka Tales: Selected and Edited with
Introduction and Notes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1916), 6.
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existed independently in ancient Indian and Mediterranean cultures. 55
Franke maintains that the sharing of the same tales and verses by no
means implies any direct dependence on one or the other, but that they
have the same common sources.56 We opine that these stories which
kept moving around were “a collective creation of people” of different
nations and generations. 57
The bird motif occurs not only in Early Buddhism but in several
other traditions. It occurs in Aristophanes (448–385 BCE; The Birds,
601: 49f), Juvenal (60–140 CE; Satires 9:95f) and in the Greek story
of the Cranes of Ibychus. We see a certain resemblance to Eccl 10:20
in the Aramaic Ahiqar Sayings (5th–7th century BCE) 10:2–4 where the
word is likened to a bird. A caution somewhat parallel to Eccl 10:20 is
found there: “May this come to your attention, that in every place their
[eyes] and ears are near to your mouth. Take care that it does not
destroy [your] advantages. Before all others mind your mouth and
[against] those who [ask] harden your heart; for a [b]ird is a word”.58
The central theme of the story of Ahiqar is how a wise royal minister
saves the king and the kingdom by answering the riddles of the
enemies.. But nothing comes as close to Eccl 10:20 as the Mahā
Ummagga Jātaka in the Buddhist canon.59 Whatever similarity the bird
motif in Qoh shares with that in the jātaka story can be explained by
the fact that they shared the same sources that were floating about due
A. S. Fletcher, “Fable, Parable and Allegory,” in Encyclopaedia Britannica
Macropaedia 7 (1974), 132–38, 135.
56
R. O. Franke, “Jātaka Mahābhrātha Parallelen,” Wiener Zeitschrift für des Kundes
Morgenlandes 20 (1906), 317f as quoted by Francis, Jātaka Tales, 4.
57
Demetrios Th. Vassiliades, “Greeks and Buddhism: Historical Contacts in the
Development of a Universal Religion,” The Eastern Buddhist, New Series 36.1 & 2
(2004), 134–83; W. R. Halliday, Indo-European Folk Tales and Greek Legend
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1933), 46–48 as quoted by Vassiliades,
“Greeks and Buddhism”, 138.
58
Ingo Kottsieper (ed.), Texte aus der Umwelt des Alten Testaments (Güttersloh:
Gütersloher Verlaghaus, 1982–97), 3:336 as quoted by Thomas Krüger, Qoheleth: A
Commentary Tr. by O. C. Dean (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 2004), 189.
59
Stith Thompson, Motif-Index of Folk-Literature: A Classification of Narrative
Elements in Folktales, Ballads, Myths, Fables, Mediaeval Romances, Exempla,
Fabliaux, Jest-books and Local Legends, 6 vols (Helsinki: Suomalainen
Tiedeakatemia, Academia Scientiarum Fennica, 1932–36), B, 131.
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to migrations and communications based on commerce and culture. In
Qoheleth there is no other parallel of Early Buddhist material. But the
Mahā Ummagga Jātaka has another biblical parallel and that is 1 Kgs
3:16–28.

1Kgs 3:16–28 and Mahā Ummagga Jātaka
This episode in 1 Kgs 3:16–28 is the scene of Solomon judging
between the two harlots quarreling for one and the same child. This is
a piece of true folk tradition.60 Just as Solomon the wise man was the
hero in biblical wisdom literature, in the Mahā Ummagga Jātaka the
hero is the royal counselor Mahosadha. A parallel story found in
Mahā Ummagga Jātaka is subtitled, “The Question Regarding the
Son.”61 Let us devote some space to an abbreviated form of the story,
and then see if the Biblical story has any literary or other relationship
with the Mahā Ummagga Jātaka. The story goes as follows:
A Yakinni (an ogress) deceives a mother and makes off with her
child, desiring to eat him. Each woman loudly claims that the child is
hers. The Bosat hears their quarrelling, sends for them, and recognizes
the Yakinni. He then has a line drawn on the ground. He tells the
quarrelling women to place the child exactly in the middle of the line,
He then ordered the Yakinni to take hold of the child's two
arms, and the mother the two legs, and said, “Now, both of
you pull away, and whosoever pulls the child over the line
60

According to H. Jason there is a distinction in all oral literature between learned
tradition and folk tradition. This applies to biblical literature also. The West Semitic
learned tradition is found in the myths and genealogies of the books of Genesis,
Chronicles, in the Psalms and in the speeches of Job, while the epics in Joshua,
Judges and Samuel, aetiological legends, novellae, parables, proverbs, riddles and
short poems belong to folk tradition. 1 Kgs 3:16–28; 2 Chr 25:18; 1 Kgs 20:11 are
some examples of novellae. The biblical writer uses both these types of narrative
genres to tell the sacred history. Heda Jason, “Study of Israelite and Jewish Oral and
Folk Literature: Problems and Issues,” Asian Folklore Studies, 49.1 (1990), 69–108,
74, 88; Idem., Studies in Jewish Ethnopoetry: Narrating Art, Content, Message,
Genre (Taipei, 1975).
61
Dutoit, “Die Große Erzählung von dem Kanal,” 403–04; Cowell, The Jātaka …,
163.
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will be declared the mother.” They accordingly pulled the
child, which suffered grievous pain thereby (and cried). The
mother, whose heart burst with sorrow, then let go the child
and stood weeping. The Bosat then inquired from those who
were present, “Whose heart is tender towards children? Is it
that of the mother or of the stranger?” Many answered,
“Pandit! the heart of a mother is tender.” Having heard this,
the Pandit inquired of all, “What now do you think? Is it the
woman who has the child in her arms that is the mother, or
the woman who let go the child?” Every one said, “O Pandit!
the woman who has let go the child is the mother.62
The Pandit then reveals to the people that the other woman is a
Yakinni, who then admits she took the child to eat him. He warns her,
“Hear me! you foolish one. Because you committed
sin in your last birth, you have been born a Yakinni;
nevertheless, you commit sin still! Oh! how foolish
thou art!” After that, exhorting her, he made her take
the “Pansil,” [the Five Moral Precepts of Buddhism]
and sent her away. The mother, taking the child in her
arms, thanked him, and said, “Lord! may you live
long” and went her way. Here ends the case regarding
the son.63
H. Gressmann finds the Indian version of the story to be more
original than the Hebrew one. 64 He reckons that the story about the
mother and her child in peril has more than twenty two parallels with
different variations in ancient world literature. J. Montgomery says
that one of the Pompeian frescoes portrays a judgment of this sort. He
also cites similar cases in Diodorus Siculus (in regard to King

T. B. Yatawara, Ummagga Jātaka: The Story of the Tunnel (London: Luzac & Co.,
1898), 19–20.
63
Ibid.
64
Hugo Gressmann, “Das salomonische Urteil,” in Deutsche Rundschau 130 (1907),
212–228 as quoted by Volkmar Fritz, Das Erste Buch der Könige, Zürche
Bibelkommentare (Zürich: Theologischer Verlag, 1996), 46.
62

62

Savāda

Ariopharnes) as well as in the Life of Claudius by Suetonius. 65 Many
such stories are said to be found in legends in many parts of the world,
most of which are said to have come from India and China. 66 E.
Würthwein affirms that the insertion of the folklore type story of 1 Kgs
3:16–28 between 3:15 and 4:1 is abrupt and artificial, which indicates
that one does not deal here with Israelite material. This foreign
material may have found its way into Israel subsequently and
adaptations would have been made.67 J. Liver opines that “the biblical
account is not an actual folk tale but a reworking of a folk tale
(apparently from a non-Israelite source) which in some way reached
the court circles in Jerusalem in the times of Solomon.” 68 When it
comes to the artfulness of the biblical story, it stands above all
others. 69 Gunkel favours an Indian origin of 1 Kgs 3:16–28. 70 Also
supporting its possible Indian origin Crenshaw says, “This story has
been adapted by the Israelite narrator and secondarily applied to
Solomon.”71 Referring to the Biblical story DeVries notes, “The most
striking parallel is perhaps a jātaka story from India. . . . It is only the
ending that makes it Israelite. In spite of this ending the king could be
anyone. The situation is as common as human life itself.” 72 In that
sense, we cannot speak of one influencing the other. M. Noth
maintains that since the establishment of the court this story formed
part of the pre-Deuteronomisitc accounts of Solomon.
He
acknowledges the difficulty of tracing its origin, particularly to the Old
Testament, and reckons that by its interaction with the Biblical world
65
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and the wandering folklore it got transformed into an international
phenomenon. 73
On the other hand, there are those who do not recognize the
originality of the jātaka story. Even within ancient India this tale had
several variations as attested by the existence of four versions of it.
Some of these are as late as 14th century CE, so that even a Hebrew
influence can be spoken in some of its Jain versions. 74 According to
Gaster the Hebrew one is the original. 75 Rhys Davids recognizes the
Biblical story to be probably older than the jātaka story. Rawlinson
refers to the tale in the Mahā Ummagga Jātaka and says, “This story,
however, may have reached India from Babylon at the time of the
Captivity (595–538 BCE).”76
The opinion of M. Peris in regard to Mahā Ummagga Jātaka is radical:
The longer Jātakas, which engage in a series of fables and
other stories, such as the dreams of the Mahāsupina (No 77)
or the nineteen prasna of the Mahā-Ummagga (No 546), are
themselves miniature collections, they bring together motifs
from such diverse sources as the Odyssey of Homer and the
Bible’s Book of Kings and even the paintings of Polygnotus in
the club-house of the Cnidians at Delphi. 77
Accounting for the possible further Greek influence in the Jātakas
Peris conjectures,
Must we not presume that, as there must have been Greeks
among the Buddhist clergy of India that, within less than a
century of the Greek advent to India, [who] mass-produced
Martin Noth, “Die Bewärung von Salomos Göttlicher Weisheit,” Vetus
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jātakas with even distinctly Greek story-motifs, there would
have been at least a few who had found their way to this
distant outpost of Aryan Buddhist occupation, Lanka, with
which Northern India maintained continuous intercourse.78

Montgomery rightly affirms the scholarly non-consensus in
ascertaining the age of 1 Kgs 3:16–28: “No critical literary judgment
can be easily given as to its age and provenance.” 79 Even if the
Biblical story is older than the parallels, there is no doubt that they all
share common sources. But the fact of there being many parallels of
this story in ancient literature in all likelihood points to their having
common ancestors.80
Methodologically we can conclude that a certain limited working
distinction between folk tales/motifs and canonical sources in their
earliest redactions (to the extent that they are known to present-day
scholarship) is justifiable. 81 Let us now look into possible IndoPalestinian contacts which could consolidate the arguments either way.

Indo-Palestinian Contacts
India was mid-point on the ancient Silk Route. India had
developed a complex network of commercial relations with both the
Eastern and Middle-Eastern lands. According to Est 1:1; 3:13; and
8:9, 12 Ahasuerus’ kingdom had 127 provinces extending from India
to Ethiopia.82 The name India is found in the inscriptions of Darius I
and Xerxes I at Persepolis, the capital of Persia. According to 1 Mc
8:8, when Antiochus the Great was defeated by Romans, India, Media
and Lydia had to be given to King Eumenes of Pergamum. 83 Trade
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between India and Mesopotamia was known as early as 2100 BCE.84 1
Kgs 9:27–28; 10:11–12, 22; 2 Chr 2:8; 9:10–11; Tobit 13:17 speak of
Ophir as the place from which Solomon’s fleet brought in gold, silver,
precious stones and almug wood.85 India, Arabia, Eastern Africa and
some Mediterranean ports have been proposed as the location of
Ophir.86 L. Woolley refers to an unpublished bill of lading from Ur
(ca 1830 BCE) which gives the impression that the ship came from the
Persian Gulf after a cruise of two years with a load of copper ore, gold,
ivory, precious woods, lapis lazuli—all of which need not have been
brought from one place; they could have been brought by different
vessels or by land for transshipment from the Persian Gulf ports. 87 In
such case India, from which gold, silver, precious stones, ivory, apes,
peacocks, sandalwood and spices were exported to many countries, is
a good candidate for Ophir.88 But Van Beek prefers an East African
port because in his opinion much of the trade between the
Mediterranean lands and India was controlled by Arabs and Indians,
whereas the Egyptians, Phoenicians and Greeks controlled the East
African ports.89 Admitting that there is much evidence for and against
Bible Dictionary Comprising of Antiquities, Biography, Geography, Natural History,
Archeology and Literature (Philadelphia: Holman, 1884; rev. ed. 1901), 135.
84
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85
Cf. W. E. Clark, “The Sandalwood and Peacocks of Ophir,” in American Journal
of Semitic Languages, 36 (1919–20), 103–119, drawing from H. G. Rawlinson,
Indian Historical Studies (London: 1913), Ch. 10, “Foreign Influences in the
Civilization of Ancient India.”
86
Gustav favours a locality near Zimbabwe. Cf. Gustav Oppert, Tharsish und Ophir
(Berlin: Springer, 1903). Keane opines that there cannot be another Ophir in the
Indian Ocean. Cf. A.H. Keane, Review of Tarshish and Ophir by Gustav Oppert,
The Geographical Journal 23.3 (1904), 378–379; Sidney B. Hoenig, “Tarshish,”
Jewish Quarterly Review 69 (1978–79), 181–82.
87
L. Woolley, Abraham: Recent Discoveries and Hebrew Origins (London: Faber
and Faber, 1936), as quoted by Montegomery, A Commentary on Kings, 223–34.
88
Yet another possibility is the ancient port city known as “Ovar” or “Oviyar Nadu”
(present Mannar) in the North-West of Sri Lanka. Sri Lanka is attested by ancient
historians as a place where cassia, ivory, gems, and pearls, gold, silver other precious
metals and elephants were found. (Ptolemy, Geography of the World, 7, iv; Pliny,
Natural History, 6:81). K.T. Rajasingham, “Locating Ophir—The Search for El
Dorado,” in Weekend Express -06 -07 February 1999; Robert Gordis, “A Wedding
Song for Solomon,” Journal of Biblical Literature, 63.3 (1944), 263–270, 270.
89
G. W. Van Beek, “Ophir,” The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible 3, 606.

66

Savāda

Ophir being in India, let us leave the question open. We cannot deny
the fact that there were commercial contacts between Ancient India
and Palestine which may have facilitated cultural and literary
exchanges.

Conclusion
We found only two elements of parallelism between the Old
Testament, particularly Eccl 10:20 and 1 Kgs 3:16–18, and the Mahā
Ummagga Jātaka. There is no doubt that in the Mahā Ummagga
Jātaka as well as in the Biblical stories under review, existing folktales
were used. Mahā Ummagga Jātaka 83–85 is a clear case where
folktales were used as a military strategy and also to speak of the
beauty of the Princess Pañcāla Cai. 90 If the composers of the
Biblical Solomonic story wanted to give it a Buddhist colouring, they
could have utilized more elements from the Mahā Ummagga Jātaka
which portrays the Buddhist wise man par excellence. We have seen
the pros and cons for the Buddhist origins of the Biblical stories.
Weighing the evidence, we maintain that the arguments to the contrary
are much more powerful, and the biblical episodes could not have
come from a Buddhist source.
The question posed at the beginning of this article was to look at
the folklore the Old Testament shares with Early Buddhism, and to
discern whether there were influences of one on the other, or whether
there is an alternative explanation for their similarities. This study has
shown us that their commonalities can be better explained by the fact
that they shared the same sources of traditions that were floating about
due to migrations and communications based on commerce and
culture. Both the Jātakas and the Biblical stories under review would
have been drawn upon a pool of pre-existing folk tales and motifs.
The similarities between the Biblical and Indian stories do not imply
any literary dependence. It is not only trade goods that travelled by
land and sea, but also ideas. Some Buddhist, Judeo-Christian texts
indicate that information from either side was passed on in both
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directions. Derrett and others have spoken of this influence. 91
However, we shall not speak in terms of influences, but of mutual
enrichment which allows no traces of literary dependence. Since the
establishing of dates in this regard is not easy, the task of determining
the nature and extent of such borrowings has been difficult. The
dissimilarities between the Biblical and Indian stories could be due to
the local adaptations at the hands of various redactors down through
the ages. However, such considerations are beyond the scope of the
present undertaking.
________________________
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Oration Given at the 19th Commemoration
of Fr. Michael Rodrigo’s Death at Buttala
Sr. Benedict Fernandopulle, SDS
Your life was short, but challenging.
You were extraordinary, yet an ordinary man with daring. . . ?
Was your death extraordinary because you were a clergyman?
No, your death was an ordinary death to many unknown.
For you died of a bullet like the rest of the villagers
Such as Jayawardhana, Dingiri Bandā, Ratnāyaka, Galappatti and
others.
When the Church took away your silent body for burial in Colombo
the villagers howled
Just as when by the government forces their children were being
kidnapped.
That night was lonely, dark and inauspicious.
Yet you left behind to the people of Wellassa your blood, brain and
eyes.
But that was the liberative night when I was affirmed
In my commitment to a populace badly oppressed.
You helped mothers in labour pain by providing me the midwife
lantern light.
To many a mother with baby in the arms you gave a lift in your
bullock cart.
____________________________________
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These were the life situations of some of your poems.
In every childbirth you saw the birth of the liberator Jesus.
You could combine the Law of Manu, Ten Precepts and Ten
Commandments and greet us Ōm.
You reminded us always that we should be Christian in belief, but
Buddhist in living.
In your fatherliness you never forgot the voiceless people
Such as our helpers Siriyawathie, Somapala, Dambegoda Jiinadasa and
the like.
Your assassins were also buried with your dead body to Colombo
brought.
The Church, Oblate Congregation and government remained silent.
To identify your killers they did not attend
For fear of revealing the blood in their own hand.
There was no one to look into the lives of thousands of youth by terror
killed
Without investigations their dead bodies the mother earth embraced.
Your death was one, among many.
In death too you shared in the poor people’s identity.
There was nobody to hear the cries of people ordinary.
But that was precisely your great victory.
This was the liberating truth you always claimed
Particularly for me, a lowly nun of no great fame.
For you invited me to be an ordinary woman in addition to being a nun
For this I thank you all my life long.
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You remained a part of a great populace that stood for liberation.
We shall imitate you treading the same path with determination.
May you attain the absolute state of peace and joy!!!

________________________
Sr. Benedict Fernandopulle, SDS, is a Salvatorian nun, a mid-wife and
nurse who had her training in Italy and India. She has worked in
several mission stations in Sri Lanka. She was one of the founding
members of Suba Seth Gedara at Buttala with Fr. Michael Rodrigo,
OMI. She was one of the witnesses of his assassination on 10
November, 1987. Presently she is working in the Catholic Diocese of
Kurunegala, Sri Lanka.

*********************************************************
“Buddhism and Christianity must grow together. This demands a
radical self-emptying.”
Fr. Michael Rodrigo, OMI
*********************************************************

Book Review
S. T. Joshi, The Unbelievers: The Evolution of Modern Atheism (New
York: Prometheus Books, 2011), 271 pages.
Indian born Sunand Tryambak Joshi is an American author,
editor, biographer and critic. He has written two other books on
atheism, viz., Atheism: A Reader (2000) and the anti-religious
polemic, God's Defenders: What They Believe and Why They Are
Wrong (2003). The present work, The Unbelievers: The Evolution of
Modern Atheism, appears like an anthology of fourteen thinkers—
seven American, six British, and one German—from the 19th century
up to the present day, including biographical details and the main lines
of thought bracketed by an introduction as well as an epilogue.
With early 19th century critical thinking ancient Christian beliefs
began to be questioned by intellectuals. Tracing the two-century-long
history of atheist, agnostic and secularist thinking, Joshi first looks at
the pioneering thought of men like Thomas Henry Huxley, Leslie
Stephen, John Stuart Mill, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Mark Twain who
were critical of teachings such as the immortality of the soul, the
existence of God and biblical inerrancy. Then he turns attention on
some atheistically-bent critics like H. L. Mencken, philosopher
Bertrand Russell, and horror writer H. P. Lovecraft. Finally, he turns
to more recent thinkers such as Madalyn Murray O’Hair, Gore Vidal,
Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris, and Christopher Hitchens.
He begins with Thomas Henry Huxley who had been very close to
Charles Darwin. Huxley championed the cause of science to the
detriment of religion. Huxley may not have thought of himself as an
atheist, but Joshi opines that by the fact that Huxley highlighted
Darwinism, it became an intellectually viable working hypothesis
which later had much sympathy and acceptance. Huxley coined the
word agnosticism and defended it. He said that God is unknowable.
Huxley proposed an evolutionary ethic in opposition to the JudeoChristian ethic which in his opinion was groundless.
____________________________________
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The author next turns attention to Leslie Stephen who admitted
that he was no atheist, but declared himself an agnostic, in which case
Joshi’s remark that “His [Stephen’s] agnosticism seems to leave little
room for even the mathematical possibility of a god” is incorrect. For
God’s existence is one thing, while the possibility of having
knowledge about God, being bleak, is another thing. Stephen saw
erring religion as an enemy of science, which always looked for
empirical proofs, whereas unequivocal dogmatic statements without
proofs were thrust on its adherents. According to Blessed Cardinal
John Henry Newman creeds last in proportion to the truth they
proclaim. Is this not true of Christianity which has lasted two
millennia and continues to last, although Stephen argues to the
contrary?
John Stuart Mill, who had a father who protected him from any
indoctrination, is the third author of Joshi’s study. Mill incorrectly
asserts that monotheism was established over polytheism with the
advancement of science. This argument is obviously wrong because
there were no scientific advances during the Old Testament period at
which time monotheism gained its supreme ground. That being the
case, how can Mill argue in favour of polytheism? Mill’s question as
to why an almighty Intelligent Mind should create this imperfect world
of pain (unless God did not wish happiness for man) with alreadyexisting material shows his lack of knowledge of the Christian
understanding of evolution. All this betrays Mill’s ignorance on
process theology. However, Mill allows a hope of the immortality of
the soul.
German philosopher Frederick Nietzsche’s central concept is
saying ‘yes’ to life by being a superman who overcomes all obstacles.
For him Christianity, which has perverted the religions that went
before, is a religion of pity with a depressing effect. He attributed the
success of Christianity to the power of priests. Nietzsche did not
believe in democracy and the equality of all. His stand on Islam was
less critical than that on Christianity. He saw certain Greek or Persian
religions as better alternatives than Christianity, although it is unlikely
that he affirmed the existence of their gods. He said that God was
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dead, and condemned belief in him as a sign of weakness. Joshi
rightly points out some of Nietzsche’s misconceptions about
Christianity. Joshi affirms, “[H]is [Nietzshe’s] assertion that putting
aside Christian metaphysics necessitates an analogous repudiation of
Christian ethics is something that deserves deep consideration” (p. 89).
Mark Twain is primarily a religious satirist. He had a fairly strong
religious inculcation during his childhood. Some say that Twain is not
the atheist he is portrayed to be when looking at his the end of his life;
for he was more of an agnostic. Joshi disagrees with this and says
such arguments are merely to whitewash his image tarnished among
believers. Twain did not believe in the divine inspiration of the Bible.
It was not so much that Twain was against religion, but against the
abuses of religious institutions and their adherents. He maintained that
in addition to lacking in credibility, Christian morals were unsound in
their essence. God is not the God of mercy whom the Bible attempts
to depict, but its opposite. The New Testament doctrine of eternal hell
is the culminating absurdity of this. In spite of his criticism, later on
Twain seems to have become a kind of Deist. But we cannot affirm
this with absolute certainty. Even if he acknowledged a god, it is not
the Christian God whose metaphysical and ethical foundations were
totally unacceptable to Twain.
Joshi has overdone the biographical notes on Clarence Darrow. It
is funny that Joshi says that Darrow was an atheist, whereas Darrow
clearly calls himself him an agnostic. Clarence Darrow’s main
contention was with the Bible. Darrow says that the Bible “is not a
book of science. Never was and was never meant to be.” We say that
modern biblical scholarship does not disagree with this statement, and
even goes beyond it. But that was not the case in the 18th century,
when in reaction to the findings of modern science, there were those
who maintained that biblical cosmogony was conclusive and the
sciences were wrong, while concordists tried to match the findings of
science with some details of the Bible. According to Darrow, the
biggest harm religion does is to restrict civil liberties by not allowing
the separation between the church and state. He was opposed to the
death penalty as a measure of vengeance. He preferred the religion of
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Jesus based on compassion to Judaism and Islam, which in his opinion
promote vengeance.
It difficult to grasp the content of the thought of H. L. Mencken,
known for satire, parody and oddness expressed in slang,
colloquialism and neologism. Most of his thought appeared in
newspaper articles. He was not a die-hard, but a moderate atheist.
Although he does not deny the existence of God, and that in a
pantheistic rather than a monotheistic sense, he rejects the notion of
faith. Religion belongs to the early stage of human development, and
as humans develop in intelligence and advance in civility, they give up
religion. Religion (Christianity) and science cannot be reconciled,
particularly when fundamentalists interpret the Bible literally.
Mencken was quick to note the contradictions of the Bible and held
that it was stupid to believe in the inspiration of the Bible due to its
mythical elements, in spite of its splendid prose and poetry. However,
Mencken’s view that poetry belongs to the early history of humanity
(and so also Christianity) is unacceptable to us because creative
imagination will continue so long as humans have the thinking
capacity.
Horror writer H. P. Lovecraft has also been given a lengthy
biographical note. Illuminations of modern science, technology,
anthropology and sociology have replaced pious and mythical
explanations of the acts of God. He was a strong materialist and
determinist. He refuted Einstein’s relativity theory as well as Max
Planck’s quantum theory. Lovecraft opined that only an insane person
would admit the Bible to be a stenographic dictation from God. But
we say that except for some hard-line fundamentalists, today no one
who has some background in biblical Higher Criticism would make
such an erroneous statement. It is very offensive for Lovecraft to say,
“Half of what Buddha or Christus or Mahomet said is either simply
idiocy or downright destructiveness, as applied to the western world of
the twentieth century” (p. 149). Although he admitted himself to
being an agnostic, as someone strongly convinced of probability, he
claims himself also to be a kind of atheist. On the other hand, he was
convinced that the universe was full of gods who were a kind of extra-
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terrestrial aliens who signal to the unfathomable mysteries of the
universe which science cannot resolve. In that case, how can he be an
atheist? Joshi rightly points out that Lovecraft’s conclusions lead to
moral nihilism (p. 147).
Philosopher Bertrand Russell wrote both to the intellectuals and
ordinary people. He was not an atheist, but an agnostic who had
strong doubts about God’s existence, although the belief in God may
bring about psychological well-being. For him the soul (if it exists)
was not a substance, but the sum total of one’s habits and memories.
According to Russell, God is not needed for moral life because
morality is “a product of social unity” (p. 160). Conscience is
influenced not by God, but by our upbringing and social conditioning.
Christian dogmatism, like that of Nazism and Soviet Communism,
leads to persecution. He spoke of the constant conflict between
science and religious beliefs, but he had a soft corner on religion when
it came to its psychological and social effects. Russell was open to
mysticism when he said, “Ought we to admit that there is available, in
support of religion, a source of knowledge which lies outside science
and may properly be described as ‘revelation’?” (p. 162). He admitted
that where science and religion could meet is when thinking that there
is a kind of purpose to the universe. As a logical positivist, for Russell
science and knowledge are outside the domain of values because
values have to do with emotions of likes and dislikes, and therefore,
are not objective.
His affirmation that religion, particularly
Christianity, is “the principal enemy of moral progress in the world”
(p. 166) is an underestimation of the contribution of Christianity, in
spite of the indelible scars of its history.
The brutality of the contents of the Bible had been appalling to
Madalyn Murray O’Hair even as a child. Her life experiences,
particularly the cruelties and injustices her son suffered at school,
made her to be constantly at war with institutional Christianity, and
she vigourously fought against religious practices like prayer at
schools and tax exemption for churches. But the tragedy was that Bill
O’Hair, much loved son of Madalyn Murray O’Hair, eventually
became an evangelical. Joshi presents unnecessarily long biographical
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details of Madalyn O’Hair, so much so that practically the whole
article is a biography rather than her thought as an atheist. Together
with two others, she faced a traumatic end. Their money was
forcefully removed from the bank, and they were killed and their
bodies dismembered.
In his religious satire, Messiah, going in the direction of
Nietzsche, Gore Vidal says that Christianity is looking towards death
and makes people await a non-existent life after death. He wrote his
famous historical novel, Julian, about the life of Emperor Julian (361–
63 CE). There he says that Jesus made a false prediction about his
second coming which never took place.
Christianity became
established by distorting the message of Jesus with indoctrination,
suppression of rivals, and wielding of power to impose external
conformity.
But can we make a wholesale condemnation of
Christianity because of some particular instances? What about the
good it has done all along its history? In his next novel, Creation, he
discusses the origins of the universe and greater thinkers of the world
like Zoroaster, Pythagoras, Buddha, and Confucius, among whom he
reckons the Buddha to be the atheist par excellence. The novel ends
with Democritus, the narrator, who was a materialistic atheist,
affirming that all that exists is matter alone. His venomous attack on
Christianity is found in his satirical novel, Live from Golgotha, which
speaks of the power of the media on human thinking. He sees
monotheism, which has promoted a culture of hatred, as the worst evil
of our time. As he is not an atheist, but an agnostic, he seems to
propose polytheism as an ideology. His comic, abusive and contrary
to fact descriptions of Jesus and Paul are very offensive to Christians.
The three final thinkers are our contemporaries, namely, Richard
Dawkins, Sam Harris, and Christopher Hitchens. In this section, Joshi
plays down somewhat on biography, and develops the thought in their
works. Richard Dawkins is a British evolutionary biologist and
popular science writer who maintains that the God hypothesis is not
needed to explain the origins of the universe in a world where
supernatural causation has been replaced by natural evolutionary
causation. Being a vehement opponent of creationism, he sees religion
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as a source of evil for the human intellect, politics and society.
Dawkins says that it was the enemies of evolution that made him an
atheist. He is an agnostic, but for all practical purposes an atheist.
Referring to the existence of God he said, “I cannot know for certain
but I think God is very improbable, and I live on the assumption that
he is not there” (p. 199). Dawkins found fault with the defensive
position of more enlightened believers who affirm that the Bible is not
a book of science. Our contention is, in that case leave the Bible to be
what it is; namely, a book of faith of the primitive humanity. Why do
not these scholars bent towards atheism respect the Bible as a book of
faith and leave its believers to themselves with their conviction of the
intelligent design? Joshi then goes at length to deal with Dawkin’s
work, The God Delusion. He finds fault with Dawkins for not
providing an adequate explanation for the question as to why people
become adherents of religion. But Dawkins has his own explanation
in his description of memes (i.e., units of cultural inheritance) which
are the religious parallels to genes. These religious memes transmit
cultural data. Disagreeing with Dawkins’ position as unscientific,
Joshi furnishes his own explanation for the same saying that primitive
humanity could not have survived without religion in finding answers
to the inexplicable dilemmas of existence which had to do with
religious mysteries. My contention with Joshi’s position is that now
that a lot of such religious phenomena are given natural explanations,
why do religious people still believe in the supernatural? Next
Dawkins answers the question as to how can wo/man be moral without
religion. His answer is that there is an inbuilt moral grammar within
human beings. Dawkins sees that secular morality lacks authority and
only theism can provide an absolute standard for morality. Joshi
disagrees with this and affirms that subjectivism is the only form of
morality free from logical errors. Furthermore, Dawkins’ criterion for
morality excludes a non-theistic religion like Buddhism which has an
excellent moral code. In The God Delusion, Dawkins underestimates
the consolations of religion which are undeniable. Dawkins condemns
the extremism and fundamentalism advocated by Islam.
Sam Harris, a Ph.D holder in neuroscience at UCLA (University
of California, Los Angeles), has written three books—The End of
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Faith: Religion, Terror, and the Future of Reason (2004), Letter to a
Christian Nation (2006), and The Moral Landscape (2010). His
writing career gathered momentum with 9/11. He wants to convince
his readers that religion has led people to kill and to wage war. He
acknowledges that not only Islam, but also Christian and Hindu
fundamentalists (leaving out Buddhism and Jainism), are also going in
the same direction. He appreciates the Greco-Roman religion which
was merely liturgy-oriented, without any infallible sacred text or
centralized authority; they left the burden of morality to the discussion
of philosophers. According to Harris, world conflicts are exclusively
religion-based. Joshi rightly remarks that some such wars have very
complex backgrounds, e.g., the India-Pakistan conflict. We can agree
with Joshi who says that Harris’s arguments are, sometimes, not
critical and too exaggerated. His conjecture on what Osama Bin
Laden believes is a glaring instance of it. How do we know what Bin
Laden believed? Joshi justifiably finds fault with Harris’s sweeping
statement on the readiness of many to die and kill for unjustified
beliefs saying, “I am hardly one to hold a brief on behalf of religion,
but this careless utterance does not accomplish any good for the cause
of atheism” (pp. 220–21). It is the same also with Harris’s
condemnation of the Koran. Another mistake he makes is to hold that
tenets of religion are not merely unproven, but also unprovable. But
given the nature of religion is there a necessity to prove the tenets of
religion? The thinking that underlies this kind of proposition is that
religion is the only force that motivates human behaviour. Harris’s
moral thought betrays features of moral absolutism or moral
objectivism, governed by the principle that “ought” is based on “is.”
But Joshi opines that moral questions originate from likes and dislikes.
Moral relativism is a good weapon in the attack against religion. In
spite of these negative remarks the writings of Harris are generally
much appreciated among atheistic circles.
The last thinker on Joshi’s list was the “anti-theist” journalist and
essayist, Christopher Hitchens, who has written on atheism. His
harangue, The Missionary Position, against Blessed Mother Teresa of
Calcutta is a merciless attack on her mission. It wounds people’s
simple Catholic piety. Hitchens has spoken rather poorly of his four
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irreducible objections to religion. He says that all attempts to
reconcile science with religion are doomed to failure (p. 240). My
objection to him is that there is no need to reconcile them. Let religion
be religion and science be science. It is true that there were obvious
and even scandalous mistakes made by religion in the past. We cannot
forget that theology and spirituality are also in a process of evolution.
Many things in religion also have changed in a spirit of
aggiornamento. Then why keep attacking religion for its past? As
ancient documents the Sacred Scriptures were written to people of
ancient times. They need to be interpreted only against their own
background and not from our own. Hitchens has handled the
perspective of social and political ramifications of religion fairly well,
but within his limited atheist angles (with all its scars in world
history). Thus, an occasion for unbiased critical study of religion was
lost. Nonetheless, as Joshi says, “Overall, the tone of Hitchens’s book
is somewhat sharper than Dawkins’s or Harris’s.”
How did a once isolated secularist minority view on atheism and
agnosticism gain such a prominence in the world of today? Joshi’s
book is a partial answer to this question. It began with the critical
thinking of 19th century writers such as Huxley, Nietzsche, Twain and
gathered momentum in 20 th century thinkers like Darrow and Russell,
and more recent ones like Dawkins, Vidal and Sam Harris. Joshi has
critically shown the strengths, weaknesses and ambiguities of each of
these thinkers. It’s a book that contains a comprehensive view of
atheism and agnosticism of the past two centuries for the students of
religion. Joshi shows that there are so many forms of atheism, and it
looks that each rejects a different God! For Joshi the word “atheism”
is used loosely to include agnostics, freethinkers, skeptics and others.
But that shouldn’t have been so. Certainly agnostics and atheists need
to be distinguished. At the same time, all those who have problems
with the religious institutions, their leaders, abuses and scriptures need
not necessarily be atheists. For their problem is not with God, but with
the custodians and interpreters of his message. It does not follow that
such a problem is directly connected with the existence of God.
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Being himself a biographer, Joshi’s work contains a lot of
biographical details of the atheists treated. Keeping biography to the
minimum, if he had kept more to their lines of thinking patterns and
philosophies, it would have been a splendid work. We cannot
categorize Joshi’s present work as comprehensive history since it lacks
a unifying historical narrative. It is unlikely that he wanted to present
a comprehensive history of modern atheism, which is far more
complex than it may appear. In fact, he acknowledges that there is no
proper history of atheism written so far. While his work does not
cover the whole history of atheism, in which case, he would have
begun with Diagoras of the fifth century BCE, Joshi includes much
original source material. But as Stuart Whatley writes in his review of
Joshi’s book in The Christian Science Monitor, “this philological
exercise begs for a historical exegesis that never comes.” Sometimes
Joshi has been inconsistent. One such instance is that in talking of The
God Delusion Joshi says that Dawkins’ assertion that the spiteful
horror of 9/11 and the like “would not have occurred without religion
is an overstatement (p. 209). But then Joshi commends Sam Harris for
saying, “religion . . . must be a root cause and perhaps the sole cause”
of terror attacks like 9/11 (p. 218). However, Joshi’s attempt will
serve as an introduction to the beginner.
If atheism is disbelief or the denial of the existence of God, then
such a study ought to concentrate objectively on God’s existence alone
rather than on the abuses committed by theists. For abusus non tollit
usum (‘Abuse does not take away use’). This was one of the grounds
on which John Stuart Mill argued for atheism. In the post-industrial
revolutionary period there were advancements in science, technology,
communication, social awareness, ethics, axiology, education, and so
forth, which brought about critical thinking and skepticism. These
affected not only religion, but all areas of human life. So we cannot
make religion the only scapegoat of this new wave of history. Joshi is
critical of the thinkers he dealt with, but he lacks being critical on the
very notion of atheism which was his focus. Joshi sees as bizarre that
which does not support atheism (p. 69). Being himself an atheist, he
could not have been an unbiased critic of religion. More than the
similarities in these thinkers, what is important are their differences.

Book Review

81

The strength of Joshi’s work is that he has ascertained well such
differences among the writers. For example, Nietzshe’s outright and
merciless condemnation of Christianity is different from Mark Twain’s
humourous satire of the same whose aim was to expose the religious
hypocrisy of Christianity, and he did not want to publish his works like
Reflections on Religion and The Mysterious Stranger during his
lifetime.
In his review of The Unbelievers James Zimmerman says,
“Joshi’s book should, perhaps, more correctly be subtitled “The
Evolution of Modern White, Western, Male Atheism.” Except for
Nietzsche, this book contains only the thought of English-speaking
writers of the past two centuries. Its treatment of writers is
domesticated to the confines of Britain, USA, and in one instance to
Germany (Nietzsche). Some important writers are missing in his
treatment, e.g., Sigmund Freud and John Dewey. Where are the
French, Italian, Spanish, Dutch, Scandinavian, Indian, African and
other atheists and agnostics? In this era of feminism the only woman
treated here has been Madalyn Murray O’Hair who is said to be
perhaps “the most hated woman in America.” These are some of the
obvious deficiencies in Joshi’s work. A hardly known character like
Leslie Stephen cannot be classed among prominent thinkers like
Bertrand Russell and H. L. Mencken.
Some of the authors dealt with here, like Huxley, Darrow,
Lovecraft, Bertrand Russell, Leslie Stephen, and Gore Vidal, are
clearly agnostics. At the end of his life, Twain was more of an
agnostic. H. L. Mencken was not a die-hard, but a moderate atheist.
Dawkins is an agnostic, but for all practical purposes an atheist. The
only atheist who denied God’s existence was Nietzsche. Then is
Joshi’s subtitle of his book, “Evolution of Modern Atheism”, justified?
Atheists as such are so few, but the majority of them only held a
grudge against the abuses of the institutional Church and issues related
to morality. For others, their problem was the acceptance of the
Bible’s claim of inerrancy in the presence of the discoveries of modern
science. The tone of the offensive and satirical language of some of
the authors dealt with in the book is sometimes atrocious. Can we not
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disagree agreeably? This book has missed an opportunity to go into an
in-depth study of the God concept, particularly from the scientific
point of view, like Higgs Boson or the ‘God particle.’ However, from
an academic point of view, Joshi’s critical and well-written
contribution through The Unbelievers to the study-fields of
agnosticism and atheism is a highly commendable effort.
Claude Perera, OMI


“God has made different religions to suit different aspirations, times
and countries. . . . one can reach God if one follows any of the paths
with wholehearted devotion.”
Ramakrishna, a Hindu mystic
“Our view is that there is truth and holiness in other religious faiths.
Our view is that there are many paths to God.”
Rabbi Eric Yoffie
“I'm driven to my knees by the conviction that I have nowhere else to
go.”
Abraham Lincoln, at the time of the Civil War
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Go not to the temple to put flowers upon the feet of God,
First fill your own house with the Fragrance of love...
Go not to the temple to light candles before the altar of God,
First remove the darkness of sin from your heart...
Go not to the temple to bow down your head in prayer,
First learn to bow in humility before your fellowmen...
Go not to the temple to pray on bended knees,
First bend down to lift someone who is down-trodden...
Go not to the temple to ask for forgiveness for your sins,
First forgive from your heart those who have sinned against you.
Rabindranath Tagore
&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&
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