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Dear Readers:

The commonsense truth,
mentioned by Jesus at the
end of Matthew's Sermon on
the Mount, is both well-known
and insightful: if someone
wishes to build a house he
should first of all attend to the
foundations on which it will
stand. Sandy ground means
danger of collapse; rocky
ground, on the other hand,

AU guarantees stability. And what
is important for building a house applies to faith as well:
one who does the will of God and follows the teachings of
Jesus has a solid foundation which offers security and sta-
bility in the storms of the world (Matt 7:24-27).

A firm foundation, or fundament, will enable us to withstand
any storm, however violent. This is what fundamentalism
promises — even from its name. Against the anxiety caused
by a world in which uncertainty, vicissitudes and tempta-
tions appear ever on the increase it offers what is sup-
posed to be a sure remedy. Its recipe reads: “There is but
one truth, and it is very simple — follow it, and things will be
easy!” Fundamentalism promises security in that it offers a
one-dimensional world, split down the middle, where only
black and white, only good and evil exist. But is this really
the kind of security that Jesus intends with his parable?

In all regions and religions of the world religious funda-
mentalism is a growing problem, as it is also within
Christianity. Fundamentalism challenges us to reflect on
how we use the Scriptures. If we lose sight of the historical
character of the Bible and understand it only in the literal
sense, if we begin to value the letter of Scripture more than
its spirit, then there is a real danger that the Word of God
will be silenced and the dynamic of salvation history, to
which the biblical writings bear witness, will be lost. The
Bible is then no longer a living sign of the ongoing dialogue
of God with human beings, but only a rigid construct, a
mere transcription of a divine monologue that took place in
the far distant past.

The discussion with a fundamentalist understanding of the
Bible ultimately comes down to how we understand the
Bible, and by the same token how we understand our own
relationship with God. To return again to the metaphor of
house building - it amounts to the question: if God’s Word
is the foundation of our lives, what kind of a house do we
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wish then to build on this foundation? A house in which
everything is ruled by uniformity and regimentation, that
consists of a single living room preserved as it is for all
times, but in which the doors to all other rooms are closed
or walled up, with a sign hanging on them: “do not enter”?
Or a house that is spacious and wide open, that has a firm
ground-plan to be sure, but whose inner life is vibrant — a
house in which everyone who takes it seriously can find a
place? A house over whose entrance stands the saying of
Jesus from the Gospel of John: “In my Father’s house
there are many dwelling-places” (Jn 14:2)?

This issue of the Bulletin Dei Verbum, which we have enti-
tled “Fundamentalism and Biblical Pastoral Ministry”, is
devoted to these and other questions. lts articles are
intended to offer assistance on how to deal critically with a
fundamentalist mentality. The essays cover a wide range of
related topics, from basic analysis of the problems of fun-
damentalism, to the importance of the topic for the CBF,
and beyond this to concrete suggestions for biblical pas-
toral work.

As is always the case, you will also find in this issue a num-
ber of reports from the life of the Federation. And perhaps
you are also aware that the CBF was able to look back, on
April 16" of this year, to 35 years of existence. No “round-
number” anniversary to be sure, but nevertheless an
opportunity to pause for reflection. A number of associates
and friends of the CBF have taken this occasion to express
their thoughts on the CBF as well as their expectations and
hopes for its future. They stand as representatives of the
innumerable women and men - of which you, dear reader,
are one — who in these decades have worked together with
us to insure that the task given us by the Council, which is
the so-called “Magna Charta” of the CBF, will be translated
into reality — the task, that is, to provide as great a number
of people as possible with open and relevant access to the
Bible as the Word of God in our time. (cf. Dei Verbum 22).

I wish you lively and stimulating reading!

CQOLd)Io '@b(

Claudio Ettl



FUNDAMENTALISM

Alexander M. Schweitzer

Alexander M. Schweitzer, General
Secretary of the Catholic Biblical
Federation since 2002.

There is much talk of fundamentalism in the world today.
The term is used in a great variety of senses, and at
times somewhat mindlessly, or as a kind of rallying cry.
The following reflections are more narrowly focused on
religious fundamentalism, and indeed on fundamental-
ism in our own — Christian — ranks. Christian fundamen-
talism often makes use of the Bible: one more reason
why it represents a challenge especially for biblical pas-
toral ministry, and by the same token for the Catholic
Biblical Federation. In fact this topic is pertinent to the
whole of the Catholic Biblical Federation and for this rea-
son also occupies the center of its attention. In the Final
Statement of the Sixth Plenary Assembly of Lebanon the
topic of fundamentalism appears as a leitmotif.

Characteristics of Fundamentalism

Before entering into the specific challenges posed by
religious fundamentalism to biblical pastoral ministry,
and thereby to the CBF, | would like to explore a couple
of general characteristics of fundamentalism. In doing
so, | do not, of course, claim to be covering compre-
hensively, even by the remotest approximation, the
anthropological, sociological, psychological, cultural or
religious aspects of this highly complex phenomenon.

At the root of every form of fundamentalism lies fear: the
fear of losing the safeguard of a strict system of values,
thought, beliefs. The growing complexity of our lives,
the increasingly frequent overlapping and mixing of cul-
tures and religions, and the resultant feelings of insecu-
rity could promote this kind of anxiety in our times, as
could also the growing gap between rich and poor and
the scourge of AIDS. To these challenges, fundamental-
ism offers an all too simple, one-dimensional solution:
“Adopt this particular belief, this particular life-pattern,
and you will be on the safe side.” A Christian-biblical
response to fundamentalism must take these anxieties
and fears seriously.

One of the principal consequences of fundamentalism
is violence. Christian fundamentalism practices violence
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at a variety of levels: with respect to the Bible, in that it
rejects its historical character and therewith also the
notion of faith as a process, the need for translation and
interpretation, the various hermeneutical methods
required to access its meaning. It practices violence
against human beings, in that it effectively rejects the
human endowment of reason, of free will, and disallows
any life-conception or individual spirituality that differs
from its own. And, finally, it practices violence against
God, in that it denies that God wills variety and fullness
of life for His children (cf. Jn 10:10: “life in abundance”),
in that it fails to accept freedom as a gift of God and
claims, in effect, to know God’s thoughts and purposes.

A fundamentalist use of the Bible is incapable of com-
municating the biblical message of pluralism and toler-
ance among human beings. The message of the Bible
stands in plain contradiction to any form of fundamen-
talism. Christian faith, and along with it the way we use
the Bible, is of its very nature historical, pluralistic and a
dialogical process.

2. Fundamentalism and Biblical Pastoral Ministry

The term biblical pastoral ministry is here intended in a
comprehensive sense, such as to include the scientific
study of the Bible. This discipline is an indispensable
part of biblical pastoral ministry and it is ordered to it (cf.
Dei Verbum 23: “Catholic exegetes ... should devote
their energies ... to an exploration and exposition of the
divine writings. This should be so done that as many
ministers of the divine word as possible will be able
effectively to provide the nourishment of the Scriptures
for the people of God”.). If biblical pastoral ministry
means preaching the Word of the Bible as Good News,
as Word of God in a concrete life-situation, if it uses the
Bible “like a mirror, in which the ... Church looks on
God” (cf. DV 7), and if the pastoral use of the Bible
includes the notion that one who reads it or prays it
enters into dialogue with the biblical text, in the sense
that one’s own life-questions and experiences and the
experiences and questions of the Bible mutually inter-
pret one another, then fundamentalism has no place
here. Understood in this sense, biblical pastoral ministry
is rather a prescription par excellence against any temp-
tation to fundamentalism.

Allow me to develop and systematize this line of thought
a bit further. The following basic criteria describe a bibli-
cal pastoral ministry deserving the name.



The biblical text is read in the social and personal
context of the reader/prayer. Text and context are
mutually interpretive; the key question with respect to
the biblical text is: “What does this mean for me, for
us?” This reading-in-context is supported by a variety
of hermeneutical methods that have been developed
especially in the course of the last few decades.

The Bible is the book of the Church. This truly
Catholic proper was re-discovered with the Constitu-
tion Dei Verbum of Vatican Il. The Church as subject
of interpretation is here understood in the broad
sense of sensus fidelium and not merely in the more
narrow sense of magisterium.

The entire Bible is read in the light of the Christ event
(prayerful reading, lectio divina, etc.)

. Translations of the biblical text into the vernacular
and aids for inculturation in the broadest sense are
necessary presuppositions for a reading in context.

The acquired results of biblical science flow into
biblical pastoral ministry.

These fundamental characteristics of a Catholic biblical
pastoral ministry exclude an “idolatry of the book” (cf.
the article by Lucien Legrand in this issue), an absolu-
tizing of the letter. Such a use of the Bible is not one-sid-
edly intellectual-academic; it is not merely an explana-
tion of the letter. But it is just as certainly not arbitrary or
anti-intellectual. The results of historical-critical exegesis
and other hermeneutical methods belong to the reper-
toire of biblical pastoral ministry. They are useful and
indispensable for an interpretation that would take the
Bible seriously as a testimony to the faith of many gen-
erations in their historical reality and therefore as a wit-
ness to the faith process. They help us to escape the pit-
falls of a fundamentalist reading which does not take
into account the historical and the pluralistic character
of the Bible (cf. the Pontifical Biblical Commission, The
Interpretation of the Bible in the Church, |.F). They are
not, however, the goal and endpoint of all biblical pas-
toral efforts. Such efforts always ultimately culminate in
the question: “And what does this mean for me?”
Biblical pastoral ministry takes place in a magnetic field
situated between two poles: life and the concrete
Christian community on the one hand, and the biblical
text on the other. If it operates within this field of tension,
biblical pastoral ministry becomes a powerful antidote
to Christian-biblical fundamentalism.

3. Fundamentalism - a Challenge for the CBF

The Catholic Biblical Federation is aware of the chal-
lenge that Christian-biblical fundamentalism represents.
But how does it react to this challenge in concreto?

A glance at the above-mentioned Final Statement of the
Sixth Plenary Assembly of the CBF supplies a first
insight. The first thing the Federation needs to do is to
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reflect on its own past use of the Bible in a self-critical
way. In the Final Statement, the CBF obligates itself to
the “self-critique of our way of reading Scripture in the
Church - individually and collectively”. The Federation
raises the question of whether, in the past, it might have
used Scripture to legitimate arrogance, discrimination
and violence with respect to others and whether it has
always allowed “the Word to have its impact on the con-
texts of society” (cf. Lebanon Final Statement, 111.1.4). In
view of growing fundamentalist tendencies the CBF
renews its commitment to promote plurality as a char-
acteristic trait of the Bible (lll.1.4) together with the
development of contextual hermeneutics, to support the
biblical education of laity and clergy and to commit itself
to a dialogical reading of the Bible (lll1.5). The
Federation supports “a plurality of methods and
approaches which ‘contribute effectively to the task of
making more available the riches contained in the bibli-
cal text’ [/BC, Introduction].” (lll.2.2).

The second thing | would like to look at with you is the
concrete work being done on the spot by the members
of the CBF. The fundamental characteristics of a
Catholic biblical pastoral ministry described above are
not only a short description of the raison d’étre of the
CBF, whose chief task is to ensure at various levels that
the insights and directives of the Second Vatican
Council on Sacred Scripture as the center of all ecclesi-
astical life be implemented (as the conciliar constitution
Dei Verbum demands). They also amount to a descrip-
tion of the concrete fields of activity of the Federation’s
member institutions. The translation of the Bible into
local languages, the production of biblical pastoral
materials, the conducting of courses for lay people and
clergy, the development of Bible-reading methods, the
elaboration of hermeneutical methods, research and
teaching, evangelization and inculturation - the mem-
bers of the CBF are active in very concrete ways, and on
the spot, in every one of these fields and in others as
well. In its work the Federation has already shown and
must continue to demonstrate that a properly conceived
biblical pastoral ministry does not succumb to any
temptation to fundamentalism and that it offers the bet-
ter alternative to any Christian-biblical fundamentalism.

It is, moreover, indispensable in this regard that people
within the church be sensitized to the dangers of funda-
mentalism and to the important role of biblical pastoral
ministry. This is happening at the moment - since the
preparations for the celebration of the 40™ anniversary of
the promulgation of the conciliar constitution Dei
Verbum are underway - in the form of numerous events
at the local and regional as well as world-wide levels.
The topic of fundamentalism is always to be found on
the agenda for these events.

Against this background, the response to the question
as to how the CBF might react to the challenge of fun-
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damentalism comes easy: it must take full cognizance
of its task as promoter and advocate of biblical pastoral
ministry in the Church at every level. It must loyally and
courageously fulfil and — where possible — intensify its
mandate to ensure that the Word of God is given its
proper role at the center of the Church’s life, that the let-
ter of the Bible might become life-giving Word of God.

These brief reflections on the challenges of religious

fundamentalism for biblical pastoral ministry and there-

by for the CBF amount to no complacent look at the

achievements that have occurred since Second Vatican

Council and at the accomplishments of the CBF.

However great these achievements and accomplish-

ments might be, the challenges of today are equally

great. With this in mind, my hope is that these lines — as * Revised version of a paper given at the IV South Asian Workshop of
well as this whole issue of the Bulletin Dei Verbum — will the CBF, which took place from December 1-3, 2003, at Sacred
help to raise the consciousness level of its readers and mi'; igr':g:rgf':’eﬁ:g'}gEg?téggﬁgnqéﬁfg?.eme Blolical spostolats
offer them encouragement for the future. In order that

we may make every effort to ensure that the letter of the

Bible will become the life-giving Word of a God who

wishes to be for us the fullness of life. (Transl.: L. Maluf)

§ If | had to describe the CBF in a nutshell, | would say two things: the CBF is its members; the CBF is
B a faith corner. A “corner” is not always a dark and narrow place where shameful feelings hide out.
More often than not, corners are places where we put the things we value most. The Blessed
Sacrament, for example, is often kept in a corner of a chapel or a church. What captivates us most is
not always the open landscape, but a country corner. The gaudiest vase is located in the corner of a
N room. A waterfall or a cascade often emanates from a corner, as does the brightest light that illumi-
nates an enclosure We keep our most profound impressions “in a corner of the soul”. | use this kind of language
because God has given me with the CBF not only a professional relationship but an affective one as well. In it | have
found a space to express and to nurture my faith, my human faith, as well as my Catholic faith — and not in the narrow
confessional sense. | have always been able to breathe new air in the CBF, to inhale an oxygen that refreshes, that nour-
ishes the soul. | imagine this pure air resembles that breathed by the first Christian communities.

The CBF should always be an agency of service and not of power, of pluralism and not of uniformity, of “catholicity”
rather than provincialism. The CBF should be organized ever more on a system of networks at all levels: that of form-
ative experiences, that of interpretations and impressions, that of pastoral experiences, that of lectio divina, and that of
exegesis, etc. The CBF will do well to maintain the principle that the Federation is its members, so as to insure its char-
acter as a well of exchanges and experiences, a bridge for the passage of the cultures and the varieties of faith con-
ceptions. The Federation would be a great benefit to the Church if it would help to insure that the formation of future
priests and future lay animators of the communities will be marked by the Word of God, and, finally, by the role of the
Bible in the life and mission of the Church.

Fr. Gabriel Naranjo Salazar, cm, EC member



of the Bible

On April 23, 1993 — one hundred years after the
Encyclical “Providentissimus Deus” of Pope Leo Xll,
and 50 years after the Encyclical “Divino afflante spiri-
tu” of Pius XII - the Pontifical Biblical Commission pub-
lished a document with the title: “The Interpretation of
the Bible in the Church”, in which it gives an overview
of the various approaches to the Bible. The fundamen-
talist use of Scripture is among those subjected to crit-
ical examination. In the following paragraphs we cite
the pertinent passages of the document (Section I.F).

Fundamentalist interpretation starts from the principle
that the Bible, being the Word of God, inspired and free
from error, should be read and interpreted literally in all
its details. But by “literal interpretation” it understands a
naively literalist interpretation, one, that is to say, which
excludes every effort at understanding the Bible that
takes account of its historical origins and development.
It is opposed, therefore, to the use of the historical-criti-
cal method, as indeed to the use of any other scientific
method for the interpretation of Scripture.

The fundamentalist interpretation had its origin at the
time of the Reformation, arising out of a concern for
fidelity to the literal meaning of Scripture. After the cen-
tury of the Enlightenment it emerged in Protestantism as
a bulwark against liberal exegesis.

The actual term fundamentalist is connected directly
with the American Biblical Congress held at Niagara,
N.Y., in 1895. At this meeting, conservative Protestant
exegetes defined “five points of fundamentalism”: the
verbal inerrancy of Scripture, the divinity of Christ, his
virginal birth, the doctrine of vicarious expiation and the
bodily resurrection at the time of the second coming of
Christ. As the fundamentalist way of reading the Bible
spread to other parts of the world, it gave rise to other
ways of interpretation, equally “literalist”, in Europe,
Asia, Africa and South America. As the 20th century
comes to an end, this kind of interpretation is winning
more and more adherents, in religious groups and
sects, as also among Catholics.

Fundamentalism is right to insist on the divine inspira-
tion of the Bible, the inerrancy of the Word of God and
other biblical truths included in its five fundamental
points. But its way of presenting these truths is rooted in
an ideology which is not biblical, whatever the propo-
nents of this approach might say. For it demands an

7z
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= Fundamentalist Interpretation

unshakable adherence to rigid doctrinal points of view
and imposes, as the only source of teaching for
Christian life and salvation, a reading of the Bible which
rejects all questioning and any kind of critical research.
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The basic problem with fundamentalist interpretation of
this kind is that, refusing to take into account the histor-
ical character of biblical revelation, it makes itself inca-
pable of accepting the full truth of the incarnation itself.
As regards relationships with God, fundamentalism
seeks to escape any closeness of the divine and the
human. It refuses to admit that the inspired Word of God
has been expressed in human language and that this
Word has been expressed, under divine inspiration, by
human authors possessed of limited capacities and
resources. For this reason, it tends to treat the biblical
text as if it had been dictated word for word by the Spirit.
It fails to recognize that the Word of God has been for-
mulated in language and expression conditioned by
various periods. It pays no attention to the literary forms
and to the human ways of thinking to be found in the
biblical texts, many of which are the result of a process
extending over long periods of time and bearing the
mark of very diverse historical situations.

Fundamentalism also places undue stress upon the
inerrancy of certain details in the biblical texts, especial-
ly in what concerns historical events or supposedly sci-
entific truth. It often historicizes material which from the
start never claimed to be historical. It considers histori-
cal everything that is reported or recounted with verbs in
the past tense, failing to take the necessary account of
the possibility of symbolic or figurative meaning.
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Fundamentalism often shows a tendency to ignore or to
deny the problems presented by the biblical text in its
original Hebrew, Aramaic or Greek form. It is often nar-
rowly bound to one fixed translation, whether old or
present-day. By the same token it fails to take account
of the “rereadings” (relectures) of certain texts which are
found within the Bible itself.

In what concerns the Gospels, fundamentalism does
not take into account the development of the Gospel tra-
dition, but naively confuses the final stage of this tradi-
tion (what the evangelists have written) with the initial
(the words and deeds of the historical Jesus). At the
same time fundamentalism neglects an important fact:
The way in which the first Christian communities them-
selves understood the impact produced by Jesus of
Nazareth and his message. But it is precisely there that
we find a witness to the apostolic origin of the Christian
faith and its direct expression. Fundamentalism thus
misrepresents the call voiced by the Gospel itself.

Fundamentalism likewise tends to adopt very narrow
points of view. It accepts the literal reality of an ancient,
out-of-date cosmology simply because it is found
expressed in the Bible; this blocks any dialogue with a
broader way of seeing the relationship between culture
and faith. Its relying upon a non-critical reading of cer-
tain texts of the Bible serves to reinforce political ideas
and social attitudes that are marked by prejudices -
racism, for example — quite contrary to the Christian
Gospel.

confessional cooperation.

Finally, in its attachment to the principle “Scripture
alone”, fundamentalism separates the interpretation of
the Bible from the tradition, which, guided by the Spirit,
has authentically developed in union with Scripture in
the heart of the community of faith. It fails to realize that
the New Testament took form within the Christian
Church and that it is the Holy Scripture of this Church,
the existence of which preceded the composition of the
texts. Because of this, fundamentalism is often anti-
Church, it considers of little importance the creeds, the
doctrines and liturgical practices which have become
part of Church tradition, as well as the teaching function
of the Church itself. It presents itself as a form of private
interpretation which does not acknowledge that the
Church is founded on the Bible and draws its life and
inspiration from Scripture.

The fundamentalist approach is dangerous, for it is
attractive to people who look to the Bible for ready
answers to the problems of life. It can deceive these
people, offering them interpretations that are pious but
illusory, instead of telling them that the Bible does not
necessarily contain an immediate answer to each and
every problem. Without saying as much in so many
words, fundamentalism actually invites people to a kind
of intellectual suicide. It injects into life a false certitude,
for it unwittingly confuses the divine substance of the
biblical message with what are in fact its human limita-
tions.

| see the CBF as extremely committed to biblical mission among the Catholic faithful. | see it trying
to be relevant to the issues and challenges of the day. | see it being prepared to challenge its struc-
tures and procedures and processes to ensure ongoing effectiveness. | see it very open to inter-

The 135 national Bible Societies making up the UBS Fellowship, have relationships, both good and
some not so good, with local manifestations of the CBF. Contact, cooperation and collaboration at

the international level is extremely helpful in addressing some of the misunderstandings that thwart local and natio-
nal cooperation with the resultant blunting of the witness and mission of both organisations. For me the CBF is the

advocate of the Bible cause in the Catholic Church.

Rev. A. Miller Milloy, Acting General Secretary of UBS (United Bible Societies)
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Fundamentalism and the Bible*

Lucien Legrand, mep

Fr. Lucien Legrand, mep, is a professor
of New Testament at St. Peter’s
Pontifical Institute in Bangalore, India.
He has published numerous books and
articles on biblical topics. He is currently
teaching as a visiting professor in
various institutions in Asia and Europe.

Giving a keynote address is a risky proposition. Is it not
arrogant to claim a priori holding the keys in front of a
highly competent audience which is just about to share
its expertise? At any rate it would be bad methodology
to preclude the orientations and findings of several
days of common research. | suppose that the purpose
of the exercise is less ambitious. A key can just open
the door, leaving it to others to enter and explore the
quarters. Therefore let me propose a few opening
thoughts on the topic that concerns us all, the rise of
fundamentalism in the religious landscape at the dawn
of the third millennium.

A further precision may be needed to specify the scope
of these reflections. Fundamentalism is a worldwide
and interreligious phenomenon. In different forms we
meet it in all the religions, in Christianity as well as in
Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism and even in atheism.
However, since we meet here in the context of the
Catholic Biblical Federation, | take it that the question
that concerns us is the challenge which fundamental-
ism, especially biblical fundamentalism, puts to our bib-
lical apostolate. My opening remarks will therefore bear
mostly on Christian biblical fundamentalism, diagnos-
ing it and meeting its challenge.

I. Diagnosis

1. A quest for security

Even though we limit our thoughts to Christian biblical
fundamentalism, we cannot dissociate it from its global
context.

Religious fundamentalism is no purely “spiritual” and
religious phenomenon. It has deep socio-anthropologi-
cal roots the analysis of which | leave it to more compe-
tent specialists in the field of human sciences. But even
a theological assessment has to take into account that
fundamentalism is the expression of a cultural crisis. In

the context of societies losing their traditional cultural
points of reference, fundamentalism is the expression of
a sense of loss. This is why fundamentalism is largely an
urban phenomenon since it is in the cities that the cul-
tural crisis is felt more acutely. Often this sense of dis-
concerted confusion results in a counter-cultural revolt
against a world perceived as running amok. In Christian
context, this pessimistic and antagonistic vision of the
world finds an apocalyptic expression. Like their Jewish
predecessors of old who shut themselves off from the
rest of the world on the shores of the Dead Sea at
Qumran, today aggressive forms of fundamentalism
view themselves as pursuing “the war of the children of
light against the children of darkness.”

In a Christian setting these socio-anthropological roots
have also ecclesiological dimensions. According to a
survey made in 1996 by Jnana Vidhya-Deep (Pune),
and submitted to the Catholic Bishops' Conference of
India on the motives attracting people, Christians and
non-Christians, to Neo-Pentecostalism, “fellowship
experience” and “non-authoritarian structures” are
quoted as frequently as the “centrality of the Bible” or
even more frequently as “pull factors” to the
Pentecostal movement and away from their original
churches.'

Fundamentalism appears therefore as the expression of
a quest for security which is no longer provided by the
surrounding society and religious establishment. In the
“religions of the book,” Islam and Christianity, this quest
for security takes the literary form of an intensely
renewed attachment to the book, Koran or Bible, which
cements collective identity and gives secure answers to
the bewildered soul. Interestingly in Hinduism, the same
quest for security and affirmation of identity focuses on
religious symbols, temple or statues. This is typically
exemplified by the Ayodhya crisis, symptomatic of a cer-
tain Hindu revival, which lays the stress on the externals
of their religion. This parallelism between the attach-
ment to the letter and the book among Muslims and
Christians and to religious emblems in Hinduism is
revealing. Under different forms, in the written word for
the religions said to be “of the book”, or in objects of
worship for religions more attached to visual symbols,
we have the deep convergence of a search for tangible
support when the world around seems to be falling
apart.



FUNDAMENTALISM

2. The words and the Word

At the same time this convergence reveals the basically
idolatrous veneer of fundamentalism, as it looks for
security in objects rather than in the dynamic thrust they
symbolize. Insofar as Hinduism is concerned, the pres-
ent attitude of the Ayodhya movement stands out in
sharp contrast with the great Hindu reformation move-
ment of the 20™ century which tried to revive the faith of
their contemporaries from inside. Leaving the consider-
ation of Islam to more competent people, | think that the
parallelism between present day biblical fundamental-
ism and the contemporary Hindu fanaticism presents a
kind of mirror image of the same tendency to find refuge
in the materiality of religious objects while rejecting their
symbolic thrust. This is the very definition of idolatry. The
word seems to be too strong when applied to Bible
devotion but this is what the Bible precisely tells us.
Idolatry consists in finding refuge in man-made objects
rather than in the transcending God to which they point.
This is no Catholic contempt for the Scriptures. Actually
the word “idolatry” is not mine. | borrowed it from a
Protestant author putting on a par the double tempta-
tion, on the Catholic side, of “idolatry of the Church seen
as owner and master of all truth” and, on the Protestant
side, of “idolatry of Scripture, identified with the word of
God.™

Fundamentalists blame Catholics for their “idolatry” of
pictures and statues. Making the letter of the Bible an
absolute is equally idolatrous. As much as image wor-
ship, it fails to perceive the reality beyond the signs, the
Gospel beyond the gospels, the Word beyond the “let-
ter written with ink” (2 Cor 3:3).

other groupings.
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Luther himself had expressed similar views:

The Gospel is not what is written by Matthew, Mark, Luke and
John ... It is the word concerning the Son of God ... The
Gospel is not that which is in books and composed in letters,
but rather an oral preaching, a living Word, a voice which
resounds throughout the earth.

Elsewhere he explains that the Scriptures are only the
manger where Jesus lies. Without the manger he could
not be found. Yet the straw is not the baby Jesus.?
Christianity is not a religion of the Book. It is a religion of
the Word, and not primarily of the word on ink and
paper, as St Bernard said, of “a written and dumb word
but of the incarnated and living Verb.”* This does not
mean that the Book has no place in the Christian econ-
omy. It belongs to it but in the realm of “signs”, like the
sacraments, the cult, and the life of the Church. It has a
value, not in itself but only insofar as it leads up to the
Verb himself. Jesus did not write. He was the Verb. As St
Augustine says,

The fruit of life is that we may reach eternal life where no
longer is the Gospel read to us, but He who gave the Gospel
will appear, without any pages to be turned, without the voice
of a reader or of a commentator.®

3. The Word and the Spirit

Paul himself puts it most concisely and forcefully: “The
letter Kills; it is the Spirit that gives life” (2 Cor 3:6). This
is a weighty saying which opens itself to a number of
interpretations. It applies also to our problem. Scripture
without Spirit is just “letter written with ink,” verbal
fetishism as there is a figurative fetishism. To be really

| would describe the CBF as an instrument of the Spirit of Christ in the emerging new era for buil-
ding up a community of love around the Word of Love of the Father, going beyond all religious and

| wish and pray that CBF may continue to keep alive its mission of “hearing the Word” in the world
~ constantly widening its horizon in genuine openness and dialogue with the men and women of

our times. | believe that if the Word of God, while keeping its moorings and roots in the book of the Bible, could
come out of the book and meet the people of today, confronting the bad news of the world in which they live,
making it become the Good News to all men and women in every sphere of their lives, it will become a source of
new life for all peoples. Here in the East, we have to find a new way of evangelization, going beyond the traditio-
nal understanding that this Word had in the past and translating it in terms of creating a world that is free from all
that is inhuman. | would dare say, in order to achieve this objective, we may have to go beyond the mere “religious”
connotation and content of the Word and give it a greater human and social significance. That will result in the buil-
ding up of the Kingdom of God, which ultimately is the goal of the proclamation of the Word and not merely the
founding of a religion.

Paul Puthanangady, sdb, EC member and South Asian subregional coordinator 1984-1990



Word of God, the letter written with ink must be inhabit-
ed by the Spirit. It is so at the double level of composi-
tion and reception.

3.1. At the level of the composition of the Bible, we
believe that the Bible has been “written under the inspi-
ration of the Holy Spirit” (Dei Verbum 11). This “inspira-
tion” must not be viewed only as a static verbal divine
guarantee. It is a dynamic thrust running through the
entire process of composition of the sacred books. This
is the insight gained by what is technically called
“canonical criticism”® which succeeded “form criticism”
and “redaction criticism.” This means that the process
of development of the Scriptures is driven by a prophet-
ical thrust that goes on complementing or renovating
and even transmuting the old meanings. Scriptures are
not a collection of fossilized texts. They are the expres-
sion of an ongoing history of revelation energized by the
Spirit. Their main themes have a life of their own, carried
by an unceasing prophetical actualization. Examples
are many. For instance the “oracles against the Nations”
in the Prophets are often capped by an “oracle of salva-
tion.”” Two cases in point can be taken as particularly
significant in the context of present-day fundamental-
ism: the temple and the land.

The theme of the temple looms large in both
Testaments. The building and restoration of the
Jerusalem temple cover a number of chapters (Ex 26-
27; 1 Kgs 5-9; 2 Chr 1-9; Ez 40-48; Esd 3-6; Hag 2).
Psalms express a touching devotion to Zion and its
sanctuary (Ps 42; 84; 122, etc.). But, at the same time,
prophets criticize a reliance on the temple disconnected
from faith and justice (Jer 7:1-28; 26:1-24; Mic 3:9-12;
Ez 8:1-10:22). They develop the theme of the temple not
built by human hands (Is 66:1-4; Ps 50; Acts 7:48-51;
17:24-29). Thus purified, the temple can become a pow-
erful symbol of a renewed life (1 Cor 6:19; 1 Pet 2:4f),
society (1 Cor 3:10-17; 2 Cor 6:16ff; Eph 2:20ff) and uni-
verse (Rev 21) filled with divine love and glory by the
power of the Spirit. Would all temple fanatics of any reli-
gions listen to such teachings of their prophets!®

The /and is another much abused theme especially in
the context of the disastrous conflict in present-day
Palestine.® To be sure, as claimed by the partisans of the
“Great Israel,” the land of Canaan has been given to
Abraham and his descendants (Gen 12:7; 13:15; 26:3f;
28:13) and indeed “from the river of Egypt till the
Euphrates” (Gen 15:18)." But Abraham himself must
have pondered on the significance of this gift when, at
the death of his wife, he did not own as much as the few
cents of land needed to bury her (Gen 23:1-20). The
successive wars, foreign occupations and exiles must
have given similar food for thought to the descendants
of Abraham. The prophets of the Babylonian exile par-
ticularly kept the faith of Israel alive by showing God'’s
power active all over the world (Ez 1; 11:14-16; Jer 29:4-
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8), wherever there are “humble and poor people finding
refuge in the name of the Lord” (Zep 3:12). The Jewish
diaspora will focus its faith in God not on the land but on
the Torah and on wisdom. The main thrust of the Acts of
the Apostles consists in showing the Word of God grow-
ing out of Jerusalem and Judea, to reach Samaria and
the ends of the world (Acts 1:8). Isaiah had already said:
“Qut of Zion shall go forth the law and the Word of the
Lord out of Jerusalem” (2:3). This is not to deny the
importance of the land for the people of Israel. But in
biblical terms, the land is to be open, a receptacle of
righteousness, kindness and humble abiding by God’s
ways (Mic 6:8).

The same prophetical criticism can be seen in a number
of other biblical themes like the holy war, the curse on
foreigners (cf. Ps 137:8f), the covenant, the law, etc.
Reading them out of their “canonical” prophetic context
can lead to atrocities. In fact a literalistic reading of the
Bible has been used to justify racism, colonialism, capi-
talism, anti-ecological exploitation of world resources,
etc. “The letter kills”: Paul’s diagnosis is sadly illustrated
by the history of Bible (mis)interpretation. Without taking
into account the dynamic thrust of the Spirit embedded
in the text itself, the letter of the Bible can be murderous.
Like any idolatry, search for false security is deadly.

3.2. Whether it comes under the name of hermeneutics,
Wirkungsgeschichte, actualization, reader's response,
any text is an open text. Reading is dialogue. Reading
unfolds the potentialities of the text in the encounter with
the variety of human individual and collective experi-
ences. In a faith perspective, the believers, as propheti-
cal people of God led by the Spirit, are entrusted with
the responsibility of this encounter of the Spirit who
inspired the Bible and “the Spirit’s presence and activi-
ty affect not only the individuals but also society and his-
tory, peoples, cultures and religions” (Redemptoris
Missio 28). Actualizing the Word of God is a matter of the
Spirit, which inspired the sacred text and its reader,
meeting the Spirit at work in history. This is done
through the variety of the prophetical charisms animat-
ing God’s people, reception, prayer, liturgy, Christian
service and commitment, theological research,
Magisterium, etc. Such is the meaning of tradition. It is
not a foreign body added to the Scriptures. Neither is it
a burden of old concepts weighing down upon us. It is
the “growth of the Word” referred to several times in the
Acts of the Apostles (6:7; 12:24; 19:20). The power of
the Spirit unfolds the latent potency of the Word in its
journey through history. All this is quite aptly summa-’
rized by the Pontifical Biblical Commission speaking of
a “dynamic pattern of interpretation that is found within
the Bible itself and continues in the life of the Church”."

It may be added that this “dynamic pattern of interpre-

tation” is not proper to the Bible. It applies as well to all
the great foundational texts, Koran, Vedas, Tipitaka, etc.
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FUNDAMENTALISM

The question put to their readers is whether they will
take their texts as static and fossilized symbols of the
past or as vibrant sources of energy, whether they will
be taken as conservative identity badges or as a source
of light and strength to launch into the ever renewed
creativity of the human adventure.

Il. Dialogue and challenge

Whichever may be the failings of fundamentalism, the
fact is that it is there and that it exercises a great appeal
on people. It is not enough to diagnose the problem. it
must also be approached positively in a spirit of dia-
logue and as a challenge which questions us. Here also
we must distinguish between the ideology and the peo-
ple who uphold it. People are often better than their
mental constructs. They must be approached as human
beings, with empathy and sympathy for their concerns
and their sense of insecurity. As for the ideology itself, it
may embody positive values. As the saying goes, a
heresy is a truth that has gone astray. But if it has gone
its onesided way, it was often because, on the other
side, it had been too onesidedly overlooked.

Again, | am not going to treat the question in its entire-
ty. The sociological and ecclesial aspects of the ques-
tion have to be addressed seriously and it would not be
responsible on my part to consider them in an amateur-
ish manner. Let us remain within the limits of our
involvement in biblical apostolate, and share a few
reflections on the challenge of fundamentalism as
regards our attitude towards the Bible.

1. Believing in the Spirit

We may have the beautiful doctrine of the Holy Spirit
outlined above but we do not have the monopoly of the
Holy Spirit. Indeed many fundamentalists call them-
selves “Pentecostals” and make profession of total
dependence on the Spirit.”? We may have reservations
on those manifestations of the Spirit but we know that
“the Spirit blows where it wills” (Jn 3:8). We cannot deny
a priori that it may blow also on that side. In a spirit of
dialogue, we must be on the lookout for the work of the
Spirit among the fundamentalists. In this area also, it is
a matter of the Spirit meeting the Spirit.

The Spirit is at work in the individuals, in their moving
attachment to the Bible and their eagerness to find in it
comfort and guidance. |t is at work also in their restless-
ness and anxieties, their quest for meaning in a con-
fused and confusing world.

At the collective level, the Spirit is also at work in the cul-
tural crisis and the countercultures lurking behind the
various forms of fundamentalism. The work of the Spirit
is also to be perceived insofar as these crises chalienge
the dominating cultures, often oppressive, their false

securities and false values. It may also be the Spirit who
confronts our too well established ecclesiastical posi-
tions and clerical entrenched status. The Spirit is a Spirit
of peace but it is the same Spirit who inspires disturbing
prophets. Jesus brought peace but it was not the peace
of self-righteousness.

The Spirit again is at work in an undeniable biblical
enthusiasm and creativity from which we can draw a few
lessons, some of which we may now consider.

2. Return to the text

As said commonly, Protestants read the Bible;
Catholics, if at all, speak about the Bible. They have
memorized large portions of it; we cannot quote a verse
properly. It is true that their memorizing is often highly
selective; they have their “canon within the canon”,
sometimes anti-Catholic. But at least the Word is part of
their mental equipment to face life’s problems. This may
be the reason for which they are often conservative as
regards Bible translations. They are understandably
reluctant to lose the investment made in the memorizing
efforts of their youth. We do not have this handicap. On
the contrary, we are lost in the maze of various transla-
tions flooding the market. A solution might be to take
one specific version as our preferred translation of ref-
erence. We could then compare it with other translations
for further information and enlightenment. Anyway
should we not incorporate a certain amount of Bible by-
hearting in our catechesis? This would advantageously
replace the questions and answers of our penny cate-
chisms of old.

3. Return to the incantatory power of the text

Protestants quote the Bible; Catholics extract abstract
themes supposed to be biblical. A typical example of
this tendency to reduce the Bible message to abstrac-
tion can be seen in a certain type of homily, all too fre-
quent. In his preparation, if any, the preacher reads the
Sunday pericope, reduces it to a certain “theme” and
goes on developing the theme without any further refer-
ence to the Bible text. If the Sunday pericope is about
the “prodigal son”, we decide that “the theme of today’s
Gospel” is God's paternal love, or the sacrament of rec-
onciliation or contrition and launch into an oral disserta-
tion on the selected topic. Still worse is the type of pseu-
do-homily that serves as introduction to the liturgy in
which the Gospel passage, which has not yet been pro-
claimed, is presented under a few — or many! - abstract
sentences often in the impersonal form of the indirect
speech. “In today’s Gospel Jesus says that we should,
etc.” or Jesus speaks about, etc.” Jesus, the great sto-
ryteller, is made to speak in the tedious tone of poor
moralizing or lifeless dissertation. If in addition, we go
on making a display of memory by quoting chapter and
verse, we reduce the power of the Word to abstract
algebra.






