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Bold and Humble: Witnessing to Christ Today

Some Perspectives on the Tasks of Theology
Fr. Dr. K. M. George

It is more than customary to remember the Serampore Trio — Carey,
Marshman and Ward — who initiated the Indian Renaissance in Bengal in
the early part of the 19th century. We may better use the expression The
Serampore Quartet , the group of four, rather than the Trio if we duly
recognise the active collaboration of Sarah Marshman, the ‘first European
woman missionary in India’.1 Sarah Marshman and the other women who
soon joined her were not simply “wives of missionaries”2, but played sub-
stantial roles on their own in accomplishing the mission. Commemoration
of these men and women is more than a ‘hagiographical’ remembrance. It
is an act of Thanksgiving, and a future-oriented recapitulation of the legacy
of those who sacrificed their lives for the welfare of all, for the future of
humanity. In a liturgical sense it is Anamnesis, the Great Remembrance. It
is not simply a psychological recollection of the past, but of gathering to-
gether in a holistic vision the past, present and future of our Christian wit-
ness and commitment. The whole economy of the incarnation of God in
Jesus Christ and the work of the Holy Spirit who perfects the creation to
its transfigured destiny form the backdrop of our commemoration of the
Serampore missionaries today.

The celebrated work of the Serampore missionaries was mainly in edu-
cation. Their proposal in 1818 was for a *“ College for the instruction of
Asiatic, Christian and other youth in Eastern literature and European sci-
ence.” The founding of the Serampore college as well as allied educational,
linguistic and literary activities — schools , boarding homes , education for

girls, and translation of the Bible and literature.

It is almost at the same period that British missionary activities started
in Kerala. All that we can say about the vision and the deep commitment of
the Serampore missionaries can be said about the first generation of British
missionaries in Kerala as well.

The difference is that the latter made an attempt to collaborate with the
already existing ancient indigenous Malankara Church in Kerala under the
banner of the “Mission of Help”. (Of course, there was no pre-missionary
Christian Church in Bengal for the Serampore missionaries to work with).
A major outcome of the joint efforts of the Malankara Church, the British
missionaries and the Kingdom of Travancore was the “Cottayam College”
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or “Syrian College”, later known as the “Old Seminary”, and eventually
the Orthodox theological Seminary, founded in 1815.

The ‘sweet-sour’ relationship between the ancient Eastern Church of
India and the British missionaries broke apart in some 15 years after the
founding of the Seminary. Its failure provides a very interesting field of
critical study if approached from post-colonial, cultural, ecclesiological and
theological-liturgical angles of the ancient Indian Church and not simply
from the Western colonial-missionary perspective.

In any case the great initiative taken by the missionaries to uplift the
inhumanly oppressed and exploited Dalit populations and to provide educa-
tion to the girls and boys alike brought a certain degree of human dignity to
all those who were terribly deprived of it. The movement anticipated and
facilitated the great social change in post-independence India. It also opened
the eyes of the highly caste-minded ancient Church in Kerala to some of
the gospel values like justice and equality it had ignored , and it helped them
start socially caring programmes, and public educational and medical ser-
vices for the people.

More than 200 years have elapsed since the British missionaries began
their work in Bengal and Kerala. The western imperial-colonial-missionary
paradigm has now vanished though some of our Indian churches still seem
to retain vestiges of that age. We are now encountering an India that is
completely different from that of the colonial period. The difference is so
radical thateven calling our venerable motherland India rather than Bharath
might soon be considered a heretical and politically incorrect utterance.

Let me very briefly point out a few areas which would require our
attention in relation to our Christian vision, theological education and minis-
terial formation in India. (For brevity’s sake I am leaving out the self-
evident pastoral dimensions of theological education.

I. The Enlightened horizon

The British missionaries who came from the context of European en-
lightenment and imperial Christianity naturally opened a new horizon of
enlightenment through educational initiatives in India. What we call ‘mod-
ern India’ is, to a large extent, the outcome of European enlightenment. We
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Fr. Dr. K. M. George was honored with a doctorate by Serampore University.

made use of modern scientific methodology and its concomitant technology
for remarkable accomplishments including the recent Chandrayan mission
of ISRO.

But the assumptions of that western civilizational-missionary enterprise
like the claim of cultural-racial-religious superiority and the boastful Euro-
pean condescension to the Indians had been questioned from the very
beginning by sensitive Indians like Ram Mohan Roy. A few decades ago
Bishop Paulos Mar Gregorios challenged the European Enlightenment,
particularly its ratio sola (reason alone) principle and its idea of secularism
in two of his seminal books. He proposed for our nation-builders the para-
digm of the Indian/Asian Buddhist Enlightenment that embraces both ratio-
nality and transcendence.3 (Enlightenment East and West, and A Light too
Bright). This line of thought opens a new channel for us to engage in a
critical dialogue with western scientific secularism as well as to face the
spectre of a virulent ‘cultural nationalism’.

II The Paradox of expansion and constriction

Contemporary Science and technology opens up amazing dimensions of
our macro and micro universe. For example, the exploration, on the one
hand, of space and the detection of hitherto unknown galaxies and blackholes
by James Web Space Telescope (JWST), and, on the other hand, the un-
veiling of the “Attosecond” of time (a billionth of a billionth of one second)
to study the electron dynamism in human body cells by this year’s (2023)
Nobel laureates in Physics. While we open up to new dimensions of
spacetime in an ever accelerating inflationary universe, we are simulta-
neously choked by social, cultural and geopolitical constrictions promoted
by political ideologies and religious fundamentalism. Religious-communal
conflicts, racial hostilities, genocides, border confrontations, and brutal wars
now being staged are all contemporary examples of this constriction. Sadly
it is our own human creation.

I11. Story and history, myth and logos.

We have come to an era in India where the borders of story and history,
myth and logos are deliberately being blurred. In our “post-truth era” , our
usual notions of fact, interpretation, and wishful thinking are mixed up through
deliberate political manoeuvring. We need to remind ourselves that the bor-
ders between fact and fiction have been established as the result of labori-
ous intellectual and academic struggles over several centuries. An abso-
lute distinction between story and history has its own problems. In several
languages of the world there is only one word to represent both story and
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history. It engenders historiographical issues. There-
fore one has to be cautious and critical. Whether
we like it or not, what we call ‘modernity’ assumes
these strict borders, and some of the religiously-
driven modern states enter into conflict with the
modern scientific notion of the distinction between
fact and fiction. Therefore, we need to initiate a
substantial theological debate on the connection
B between mythos and logos, since the Judeo- Chris-

B tian understanding of God and created reality be-
g cins with the biblical myth of the creation of the
universe and of rational human beings. Striking the
right balance and finding the true interconnections
between myth and reason (logos or ratio), between
4 great insights enshrined in ancient stories and
Ithihasas and the contemporary working out of those
insights through science and technology could be
an important task for theology today.

IV. From exploitation to reverence

One of the major consequences of the Enlightenment in Europe was
the shift from pagan reverence for nature to nature’s ruthless exploitation.
Theologians took the lead in this shift in medieval Europe followed by pio-
neers of modern science like Francis Bacon and Rene Descartes. Only by
desacralizing nature could they promote the empirical scientific method.
Karen Armstrong, after writing on all major religions and founders of reli-
gion, produced her recent work Sacred Nature that critically reviews the
various approaches to nature.4 She is particularly harsh on her own west-
ern theological and scientific tradition. Referring to the so called biblical
and then scientific drive to control and subdue the earth she says: “Nature
was no longer a theophany, a revelation of the divine; it was a commodity
that must be exploited.”5 Now many people in the West want to re-
experience nature’s enchantment after centuries of rational disenchantment
with God’s natural creation. Indian intelligentsia needs to be liberated from
the clutches of the anti- nature European Enlightenment. Indian theology
need not look to the West for wisdom in ecological concerns, but can find
an amazing wealth of resources in Dalit, Adivasi, Hindu ,Buddhist, and Jain
traditions.

V The interdisciplinary vocation of theology.

Unlike in the medieval European universities where theology was the
“Queen of sciences” it is either banished or relegated to an insignificant
place in the academia In our secularised word. Therefore, we need to seek
a proper role for theology in connecting various streams of human knowl-
edge in a holistic manner in order to discern the meaning and direction of
knowledge itself. That means we would need a breadth of vision and intel-
ligence, and a sense of the totality of God's creation. Since theology has a
vision of the ultimate communion between God and the created reality on
the basis of the incarnation of God in Jesus of Nazareth, we may envisage
the convergence of various systems of knowledge working together for the
good of humanity and the redemption of the world. Our secular universities
desperately need this confluence and directionality of knowledge.

VI From earth-boundedness to exobiology

Enormous amounts of money, energy and intelligence are now being
devoted to the search for signs of life outside of our planet earth. Exobiol-
ogy or astrobiology desperately seeks ‘life-markers’ like liquid water in its
search for extra-terrestrial life. Many people critically point out thata country
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like India that has to address basic questions of food, shelter , education
and employment for a billion people is busy preparing to send human be-
ings to other planets.

Looking at it from another perspective, it is the indomitable will and
aspiration of human beings to search beyond their immediate needs of food
and shelter. Spiritually speaking it could be the expression of the innate
human desire to seek the infinite and transcendent dimensions. Now it seems
some theological circles follow advanced science that seeks life in other
planets. So theologians are now facing again the old question: what hap-
pens to the whole doctrinal edifice of Christian theology if we happen to
find intelligent life in some other parts of the universe? An interesting re-
cent book in this connection is Andrew Davison’s Astrobiology and Chris-
tian Doctrine. The author seems to think that a new cosmological perspec-
tive at least will help us re-examine in a refreshing way our conventional
theological understanding of God and creation.

VII. The humility of God

In the ancient Christian prayer books one often comes across expres-
sions like “the humility of God” and “our humble God”. Of course, this is
based on St Pauls teaching on the self-emptying (Kenosis) of God in the
incarnate Christ (Phil. 2:6-9). The idea of the self-humbling of God does
not seem to occur in other religious traditions. Since this is rooted in the
mystery of incarnation Christian theology should admit its own weaknesses
and its limitations in expounding the knowledge of the ineffable God. To
discern the humility of God in our theology we need enlightened intelli-
gence, deep compassion and great trust and faith in the power of God and
the guidance of the Holy Spirit who continually perfects creation. A kenotic
God opens up infinite space to accommodate the created world. A kenotic
spirituality rising from such a self-emptying theology can take in the whole
world with all its diversity, contradictions and incoherence, and still provide
meaning and orientation.

VIII. The fearless little flock.

The Serampore missionaries had the backdrop of an emerging mighty
empire and the tall claim of a ‘superior religion and race’. Do we Indian
Christians in the 21st century still retain this alien imperial -missionary para-
digm of a bygone age?. Of course, we don’t, I suppose. Given the current
trends in India, Christians representing an already tiny minority in this country
will have to consider seriously the forgotten metaphor of “the little
sheepfold” that Christ once used for the community of his followers
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(Lk.12:32). What would be the outcome if that metaphor comes literally
true in India? What would be its ecumenical significance for the unity of
Indian Christians? What would be the implications for the continuing fight
of Christians for equality, for human rights, for freedom to profess their
faith, and serve their fellow human beings in a spirit of self-sacrifice , faith,
hope and love on the model of Jesus Christ their Saviour?

We need a lot of wisdom to discern the signs of the times in the fast
changing political and religious-social environment of our

country. We need a compassionate theology that vigilantly seeks to
remind our rulers about meting out justice to the the poor and the disinher-
ited, of care extended “unto this last”, of space of freedom where people
can be together irrespective of their political and religious inclinations. Let
us prepare ourselves to bear witness, boldly and in great humility, to the
forgiving love of Christ and the wise guidance of the Holy Spirit.

The Serampore motto reminds the new graduands and all of us: Gloriam
sapientes possidebunt — The wise will inherit glory. Through selfless ser-
vice to our fellow humans and all the rest of creation may we all participate
in the glory of the triune God, and be witnesses to the liberating, healing and
reconciling power of Christ Jesus in our world.
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The Anglican Oriental Orthodox Regional Forum held it's meeting at the
Trinity House, of the Southwark Diocese hosted by The Right Reverend Christo-
pher Chessun, Bishop of Southwark on 07 December 2023. The Forum discussed
on the conflict in Artsakh, the situation in Israel/Gaza, the Appeal of the Anglican
Archbishop in Jerusalem & the Archbishop of Canterbury and took the roundtable
update from the Churches.
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Church Calendar

“A Witness to the Light”

(Birth of John the Baptist, Luke 1:57-80)

Fr. Sajoie Samuel

The fifth Sunday after Koothos Eetho has two significances. Firstly it is
remembered as the birth of John the Baptist. Generally the Church celebrates
the nativity of only three individuals: Jesus Christ, Mother Mary and John
the Baptist. This is because more prominence is given to the day when a
person enters Heavenly birth than the earthly birth. Secondly, we
commemorate this Sunday as also Children’s Day. Why do we attribute so
much importance to the Baptist?

An intertestamental prophet:

John the Baptist has in himself facets of being an Old Testament (O.T.)
and also a New Testament (N.T.) messenger. Like O.T. patriarchs Isaac,
Jacob, Joseph, Samson and Samuel, he is born to parents in their old age.
The birth is preceded by an angelic visitation wherein the birth is announced
and certain guidelines are given. In the N.T. the Baptist is a Priest who
baptises Jesus and prepares the way for Him. Hence Jesus says about him
“The Law and the prophets were until John...”(Luke 16:16). He represents
the old when he is born of old parents. He represents the new when he
leaps in his mother’s womb through the power of the Holy Spirit.

Paradigm shift in worship:

John the Baptist brought about a marked change in the worship. Firstly,
he topples the notion of the elite that having Abraham as father would
guarantee salvation. He refures it by saying that God could raise up
descendants for Abraham through stones (Luke 03:03). Secondly,
circumcision was no longer necessary for the Gentiles to be saved.
Circumcision now became the only line of divide between the church and
the uncircumcised Gentiles. Finally, sacrifices were no longer necessary
to appease God. Repentance and baptism would suffice.

I. A MESSENGER WHO DISTURBED THE COMFORTED
AND COMFORTED THE DISTURBED

The words that the Baptist used to unsettle the law breakers are
noteworthy. ‘Brood of vipers’ would have immediately hurt the listener.
The phrases he used like ‘axe is lying at the root of the trees’ signify how
strongly he spoke to unsettle the wicked of his times. The Pharisees and
Saducees were in their comfort zones and were not willing to budge from
their high handedness. To them he gives the message of repentance. The
Baptist minced no words to show Herod his mistake in marrying Herodias,
his brother Philip’s wife. His tough words were complemented by his attire:
camel’s hair and leather belt round his waist.

At the same time John the Baptist was gentle on the masses who were
innocent but waylaid by others. He preaches baptism to the thousands who
flocked to him from Jerusalem, Judea and Jordan. He guides his disciples
and points out to them Jesus as the Lamb of God (John 01:36). He is like a
loving teacher to the tax collectors and soldiers who came to him for
repentance. When Jesus comes to him to be baptised, the Baptist first says
no, but eventually agrees.
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II. HUMILITY AND BOLDNESS:
MESSENGER

VIRTUES OF A

The virtues that made John the Baptist a successful messenger, are his
humility and boldness. His humility can, not only be seen in his behavior but
also in the heaps of praise Jesus adorned him with. When Jesus started His
public ministry John was well established in the minds of the people. He
baptised them and asked them to repent. Every time he was asked about
his identity, he would point out to Jesus. “After me comes a man who ranks
ahead of me because he was before me”, (John 01:30). “... [ am not worthy
to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals” (Mark 01: 07). “... I need
to be baptised by you, and do you come to me?” (Matt 03:14). It was his
humbleness that made him baptise Jesus.

The most essential quality for a person who was sent to prepare the
way for the Messiah was boldness. John the Baptist could well be one of
the boldest personalities in the Holy Bible. He left no stones unturned to
speak up the truth. He blatantly spoke the truth to the Pharisees, the tax
collectors, the soldiers and finally to King Herod. The message he gives to
us is that there would be sin thriving all around us. Not only are we supposed
to rid ourselves from it, but we also have to show the boldness to speak
against it.

III. EVEN IN THE DESERT DAYS OF YOUR LIFE, FOCUS
ON JESUS CHRIST

John the Baptist takes up a life of suffering voluntarily. He could have
easily found an easy way out like Prophet Jonah. He could have chosen to
lead a life on his own terms. But like Mother Mary, he willingly takes up a
life of thorns and embraces its beauty to become the messenger. Life in the
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desert lacks luxury or comfort. In the desert life, John was dressed in a
way of his vocation. He wore no fine linen or costly clothes, but camel’s
hair and leather belt.

The best thing about John the Baptist is that he not only led a life of
discipline but also encouraged his disciples to lead the same. Hence we see
the disciples of John the Baptist fasting in Matt 09:14. So when we are in
the midst of a desert experience in life, St. John teaches us to focus on our
spiritual life and prepare the way for the Lord.

IV. BE A JOHN THE BAPTIST TO OTHERS

When we are assigned a great task, we would be anxious to know
about how it all went. Similarly, John the Baptist was assigned the
responsibility to pave the way for his Master. Immediately when that is
done, he is killed by the cruel and tyrant king. He is happy to have done his
part and then leave the scene. He has no qualms in not being able to see the
resurrected Messiah. The success of his mission as forerunner to Jesus
Christ would make him redundant. Here lies the greatness of John the
Baptist. Secondly, he not only proclaimed the Lord’s coming but also pointed
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Him out when he showed Him to his disciples.

Thirdly, the Baptist reminds us of our great responsibility to be the
precursors of the Lord through the sacrament of Holy Baptism. So in the
letter of St. Paul to the Romans he exhorts them that whoever calls on the
name of the Lord shall be saved. But for others to believe they should be
told who Jesus Christ is. So to announce the Good News they need to be
sent (Romans 10: 13-16).

CONCLUSION

John the Baptist is introduced to us as the one who “...was not the light,
but came to bear witness to the light” (John 01:08). His life can be compared
to a candle that sacrifices its life to dispel the darkness around it. Matthias
Gruneéwald, the famous Renaissance painter, painted the Crucifixion
(painting inserted). In the painting, Jesus is on the cross, and the women
around Him mourn His death. John the Baptist holds the Scriptures in one
hand, and with the other hand, points to Jesus Christ. Let our life and mission
be to highlight Jesus in the life of others.
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