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Ad Experimentium: The Paradoxes of Indian
Catholic Inculturation

Mathew N. Schmalz

The Paradoxes of Inculturation

In the past two years, Catholicisin in India has been the focus of
international attention to the degree that it has never before received.
Reéports of violence against Catholic Christians in the Indian states of
Gujarat and Madhya Pradesh were highlighted in The New York Times
and in U.S, State Department reports on religious freedom.' Protests
against the recent papal visit to India also seemed to underscore a rise
in anti-Christian feeling, which the Western press has associated with
resurgent Hindu nationalism.? The Indian press, for its part, has often -
viewed the Catholic Church with suspicion. During John Paul II’s
first visit to India in 1986, the Hindi periodical Dinman ran a story
under the title “Is the Catholic Church Really a Time Bomb?
Dinman’s answer to this question was “yes”: the Catholic Church is a
time bomb ticking away in Indian society since the Catholic Church’s
work with Untouchables and Tribals raises the specter of further un-
rest within an India still trying to define its nationhood.* The paradox
of such attitudes is, of course, that Christianity has a long history on
the Indian sub-continent. Christian communities identify their origins
with the apostle Thomas and his legendary journey to India.* Histori-
ans would point to communities of Syrian Christians, with connec-
tions to the Nestorian Assyrian Church of the East, which had been
established in South India from at least the year 600 c.k.6 To describe
Christianity as completely alien to South Asia thus ignores an indig-
enous Indian Christian tradition that extends over fourteen hundred
years.

The suspicion and sporadic violence specifically surrounding Ca-
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tholicism in India appears even more ironic given Catholic efforts to
adapt to Indian culture, This process of “inculturation,” begun in ear-
nest after the Second Vatican Council, has sought to integrate various -
Indian cultural and religious symbols into the liturgical life of Indian
Catholicism. Writing in 1981, the Indian scholar of Christianity K. N.
Sahay predicted that Catholic inculturation would “gradually soften
the attitude of Indian masses towards Christianity and in course of
time Christianity will be treated by non-Christians on par with Hindu-
ism.” The recent violence against Catholic Christians, however, em-
phasizes the failure of inculturation to achieve this rapprochement with
Hinduism and Indian culture. But what is perhaps even more surpris-
ing is that inculturation has been resisted by Indian Catholics them-
selves. The paradox of Indian Catholic inculturation is that this effort
to become more Indian has only elicited greater suspicion within In-
dian society as a whole.

While Indian Catholic architects of inculturation expected resis-
tance, their theologies did not account for its depth. This inability to
anticipate adverse reactions to inculturation was perhaps due to In-
dian Catholic theology’s refusal to reach beyond its own boundarics
to engage other disciplines that address the social and cultural compo-
nents of religious expression. But anthropology, as the social science
with the most dynamic tradition of cultural study, could make an ob- .
lique and revealing entry into the discourse surrounding inculturation,
not only by suggesting an explanatory framework for understanding
Catholicism’s relationship to Indian culture, but also by charting a
trajectory for dialogue between theology and the social sciences as
both seek to probe the relationship between religion and culture. Ac-
cordingly, this essay will address the apparent paradox of Indian Catho-
lic inculturation by examining its theology of liturgical adaptation
within anthropological understandings of symbol and culture. Initially
focusing upon the dialogical religious vision of D. 8. Amalorpavadass,
the leading proponent of Indian Catholic inculturation, we will see
how the inculturation movement developed and later provoked con-
troversy surrounding its use of symbols and its appropriation of Hindu
religiosity. Turning then to contemporary anthropological discourse,
we will consider how challenges to conventional understandings of
symbol and Hinduism illuminate the tensions that have so shaped re-
sponses to Catholic adaptation to Indian culture. But anthropology
does not simply provide an analytical apparatus for probing the social
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context of theological discourse. Instead, I will demonstrate that both
theology and the social science of anthropology can find a common
eround of concern underlying their seemingly conflicting reflections ‘
on symbolism and culture.

Ad Experimentum

Within South Asia, inculturation now refers to self-consciously
theological efforts to integrate Indian forms of expression into the life
of the Catholic Church. But before we discuss such attempts, it is im-
portant to realize that Christianity has long been “inculturated” within
certain parts of Indian society. In South India, where the Apostle Tho-
mas is reputed to have set ashore, Syrian Christians enjoyed the pro-
tection of local kings and practiced many customs that could also be
said to characterize “Hindu” religiosity, such as the observance of
Untouchability, the casting of horoscopes, and the ritual shaving of
the head after important rites of passage.® But explicitly Catholic ef-
forts to adapt to Indian culture were not as concerned with accommo-
dating such practices as they were with appropriating them to articu-
late the message of the gospel. These efforts together form a narrative
that extends from the work of Roberto de Nobili in the seventeenth
century to the theology of D. S. Amalorpavadass following the Sec-
ond Vatican Council. As we will see, the story of Indian Catholic
inculturation is characterized by individual and institutional creativity
as well as by bitter controversy.

From De Nobili to Amalorpavadass

Within the West, initial Catholic efforts at inculturation in India
are usually associated with Roberto de Nobili, a Jesuit who founded a
mission in the South Indian holy city of Madurai in 1606. De Nobili
immersed himself in South Indian culture, studying both Sanskrit and
Tamil. He wore the ochre robe of the renouncer or samnyasi and pro-
claimed the Bible as the completion of the four Vedas considered by
many Hindus to be revealed texts central to their ritual practice.® De
Nobili directed his efforts toward Brahmins, members of the highest
caste within Indian society, and consecrated their sacred threads, the
traditional emblems of Brahminicai status, to the Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit. This cultural accommodation went as far as the establishment
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of separate churches for high and low caste converts—a distinction
that persists in parts of South India to this day. De Nobili argued that
these practices were social customs with either coextensive or sec-
ondary religious meanings and thus were necessary adaptations if the
truth of the gospel were ever to be fully proclaimed within Indian
culture. While the forced Latinization of Christian communities by
the Portuguese in the seventeenth century eradicated much of de
Nobili’s work, what emerged was a Catholic community in Southern
India that developed its own distinct culture by blending both Euro-
pean and Indian elements.

De Nobili’s seminal influence notwithstanding, pcrhaps the most
creative Catholic proponent of inculturation was the Bengali national-
ist Brahmabandhab Upadhyay. After his conversion to Catholicism in
1891, Upadhyay proclaimed himself a “Hindu Catholic.” Writing in a
dense literary Bengali, Upadhyay probed the relationship between
Thomistic and Indian philosophical systems and maintained that the
superstructure of Catholicism could be built upon a Hindu founda-
tion.!? In holding to this position, Upadhyay argued that Hinduism
constitutes a complex of social practices in contrast to Catholicism’s
status as a preeminently supernatural construct concerning ultimate
truth and salvation. Towards the end of his life, Upadhyay became
vehemently anti-British and argued for a reassertion of traditional
Hindu practices to protect India’s purity. While still holding fast to his
Catholic identity, Upadhyay advocated the veneration of Krishna as a
moral exemplar and cultural symbol."! He also drew upon the Hindu
text The Laws of Manu to assert the necessity of caste to preserve
Indian society from the influence of half-breed Tribals and foreign-
ers.'? Upadhyay believed that this strengthening of Hindu identity
meant the strengthening of Indian identity and would finaily pave the
way for Indian acceptance of a Christ and a Catholicism purged of its
associations with colonial domination.

Brahmabandhab Upadhyay died in 1907 after being arrested by the
British for sedition. Some sixty years later, the vision of a fully Indian
Catholicism forcefully reemerged in the work and writings of D. S.
Amalorpavadass. Born in Pondicherry in 1932 and ordained into the
priesthood in 1959, Amalorpavadass pursued his doctoral studies at
the Institut Catholique de Paris, completing his doctorate in 1964."
His dissertation, Destinée de I’Eglise dans I'Inde d’aujourd’hui, ex-
erted a catalytic influence on Indian Catholicism well before its offi-
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cial publication in 1967. In his discussion of Indian Catholicism,
Amalorpavadass diagrams an Indian society aching under the stresses
of its relatively new nationhood and the concomitant pressures of
modernization and Westernization.!'* This social crisis of identity then
paved the way for Christ, ‘who alone can fulfill the collective longings
of humanity. But in order for this transformation to occur, Christ must
come clothed in the garb of Indian culture. Given its general similarity
to Upadhyay’s own vision, it is curious that Amalorpavadass never
mentions him or any other Indian Catholic theologian in his discus-
sion of Catholicism’s destiny on the Indian sub-continent. Instead,
Amalorpavadass argues that the Catholic Church in India remains
constricted by its Western customs and modes of worship. If India is
ever to accept Christ, then Catholicism must first accept India and
open itself to the wisdom of the Hindu tradition. Much of the story of
inculturation in India over the last thirty years may be traced back to
D. 8. Amalorpavadass and his clarion call for a fully inculturated In-
dian Catholicism.

Indian Catholic Inculturation and Vatican IT

The period immediately following the Second Vatican Council pro-
duced an intense environment of liturgical innovation in Indian Ca-
tholicism. At the direction of the Catholic Bishops® Conference of .
India, D. S. Amalorpavadass was appointed secretary of a new Na-
tional Liturgical Center in the South Indian city of Bangalore that was
to spearhead liturgical reforms. Empowered by a series of indults ad
experimentum, the Center first sought to produce vernacular transla-
tions of the mass for the Syro-Malabar, Syro-Malankara, and Latin
rites. Under Amalorpavadass’s supervision, the Center held confer-
ences and conducted surveys that addressed the issue of liturgical re-
form throughout the various regions of India. Some of the proposed
changes reached a high degree of specificity, such as the rather tren-
chant suggestion that traditional penitential language if translated into
the vernacular would needlessly frighten small children.”” But beyond
such liturgical minutiae, a consensus began to emerge at the Center
that there should perhaps be a new rite for the entirety of India that
would complement vernacular Eucharistic liturgies celebrated in the
three rites of Indian Catholicism.

To this end of developing “A New Order of the Mass for India,”
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the National Liturgical Center, with the approval of the Catholic Bish-
ops’ Conference of India, developed “12 Points of Adaptation” to be
used as a framework for more extensive adaptation of Catholic liturgi-
cal life to Indian culture.'® The “12 points of Adaptation” concerned
what was called “indigenization in worship” and largely involved the
adoption of characteristically Indian or Hindu postures during the Mass.
These adaptations were approved by Rome in 1969 but were seen by
Amalorpavadass and his colleagues as only an initial stage in liturgi-
cal renewal and inculturation. The second phase of reform proposed
the development of an Indian Eucharistic prayer or anaphora while
the third phase envisioned the nse of non-Christian scriptures in wor-
ship."” Experimentation along these lines continued apace until 1975
when Cardinal Knox, the Prefect of the Sacred Congregation for Di-
vine Worship, wrote to the Catholic Bishops® Conference of India to
prohibit the use of the Indian anaphora and readings from non-biblical
scriptures in the liturgy.'® With this letter, the most radical forms of
experimentation in the Bucharistic liturgy came to an end.

The legacy of the “12 Points of Adaptation” continues in the form
of an experimental order of the Mass that is celebrated in what are
called Christian ashrams—places of worship and meditation that are
often described as Hindn monasteries. The Mass is held in a chapel
that ideally is patterned after a Hindu temple. The priest dresses in an
ochre-colored robe that within the Hindu tradition is associated with
renunciation. Participants first remove their footwear, circumambu-
late the chapel, and then are welcomed by the priest who applies san-
dalwood paste to their foreheads. An cil lamp and sticks of incense
are lit and rotated in a clockwise direction first toward the altar and
then toward the participants. Often the lamp is moved in such a way
that it traces the outlines of the sacred syllable Om, which in some
Hindu theologies is considered to be the very embodiment of all that
is real. Eight flowers are placed on the altar before the consecration
and at the elevation of the Host all participants prostrate themselves
before the altar. The Mass is usvally in the vernacular of the particular
location of the ashram although Sanskrit is employed in the form of
litanies of praise such as “Hail Christ, Giver of Salvation™ (Jai Yesu
Khrist Muktidata) or “Hail Christ, Lord of the Universe” (Jai Yesu
Khrist Vishvanath). The use of such phrases thus links Christian con-
ceptions of Christ to well-known qualities that Hindus attribute to the
Divine. The structure of this experimental Mass completely parallels
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the Latin Rite with the prohibited Indian Eucharistic prayer included
in the accompanying missalette, its silent presence a reminder of the
ever contentious debate over the extent and manner of Catholic adap-
tation to Indian culture.”

For D. S. Amalorpavadass, the experimental Indian Rite Mass was
an exercise in both adaptation and dialogue. In his introductory re-
marks directed to the priests who would celebrate the Mass, he ex-
plains that:

The project of adaptation might be briefly described as the
expression of the same meaning in terms of new symbols
belonging to a different cultural tradition. It can be compared to
the project of translating a text from one language to another. To
do a good translation, a capacity to rethink in another language .
is more necessary than a good dictionary.*®

In order to facilitate this process of “rethinking,” participants in the
Mass often attend a retreat called the “Indian Christian Spiritual Ex-
perience,” which includes an explication of the meanings of the sym-
bois used in the experimental Mass.?' Thus, arati, or the rotation of
the oil lamp, is a sign of honor and is used to welcome participants as
well as to acknowledge the presence of Christ in the host, or the Bible
as the Word of God. Incense represents prayers rising toward heaven
while the offering of eight flowers represents the submission to Christ
of the four cardinal directions of the universe and the intermediate
spaces between them. The various postures that participants assume
during the Mass, such as the “bow of the five-limbs” (panchanga
pranam) are glossed as signs of submission. These are all characteris-
tic symbolic elements found in the diverse expressions of Hindu wor-
ship, but are not linked to any theological propositions that would
challenge Catholic doctrinal claims. By integrating such symbols into
the Mass, Amalorpavadass envisioned a reciprocal dialogue in which
Hindus who witnessed the Mass would be able to understand Catholic
religious expression, while Catholics who participated in it would be
able not only to appreciate the aesthetics of Hindu religiosity but also
to consider Hinduism itself a valid form of spiritual practice. Liturgy
was then to be an initial meeting point for Hindus and Catholics, not
as representatives of different religious traditions but as Indians who
share a common spiritual and cultural heritage.
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Theologies of Symbol and Culiure

Amalorpavadass’s writings on inculturafion are voluminous and
number well over one hundred books, pamphlets, and articles. Through-
out his work, Amalorpavadass consistently places a Christian vision
of creation and incarnation at the center of the process of inculturation.
In Gospel and Culture, Amalorpavadass observes that just as Christ
became incarnate within the specificity of human life, so too must
Christianity assume the form of the culture of which it is a part. While
the world still bears the imprint of sin, God’s creation has become
good again through Christ’s work of reconciliation,?? The Logos, how-
ever, has also been present in the whole of human history and has
been revealed to all people under different external forms.?* The
enfleshment of God’s self-gift in Christ is thus mirrored in the various
manifestations of human community. Inculturation then is not a choice
but an essential aspect of the church’s mission to draw all to Christ:

The Gospel lived by the Church in a living culture with all the
transformations and realities it entails is what is called
inculturation. . . . Hence there is no preaching of the Gospel
without inculturation. There is no Church without being localised
[and] concretised. . . . There is no salvation without the incarna-
tion of the Word of God! [sic]*

If culture is one of the primary forms of God’s own self-expression,
it also exists as an organic whole. The totality of Indian culture is suf-
fused with an “ineffable Indianness” that, for Amalorpavadass, has con-
tinued to draw life from three thousand years of Hindu history. In his
writings, however, Amalorpavadass focuses upon a very particular form
of Hindu philosophy known as non-dualism or Advaita Vedanta.?®
Advaita Vedanta posits Brahman as the only source of reality, with the
signs and symbols of the phenomenal world interpreted either as mani-
festations of Brahman or as Maya, illusion. In privileging this form of
Hinduism, Amalorpavadass is able to understand specific forms of reli-
gious practice as symbols of a deeper reality, with Brahman seen as
equivalent to Christian conceptions of Christ as Logos. What this does,
of course, is to remove the problem of the worship of other gods in
Catholic adaptations to Hindu culture. Indeed, the Hindu texts that
Amalorpavadass argued should be integrated into the religious life of
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Catholicism are not the mythological texts which Hindus so revere, but
abstract philosophical works such as the Upanishads, which place Brah-
man at the center of their metaphysics. But in integrating non-Christian
elements into the life of the church, Indian Christians are really not bor-
rowing or appropriating anything. Amalorpavadass claims, citing the
document Ad Gentes:

“Particular traditions, together with the individual patrimony of
each family, and of nations can be illuminated by the light of the
Gospel, and then be taken up into Catholic unity.” But in fact
there is no borrowing, all that she appears to borrow is in fact
what already belongs to Christ by creation and by resurrection
and hence what the Church should claim and gather as her own.
... As Indians we can claim all that is Hindu and Indian as our
own; as Christians we can state that whatever belongs to Christ
belongs to us. So we borrow nothing.?

Confroversies

For many Hindu observers and cultural critics, this last statement
by Amalorpavadass reveals a profoundly disturbing attitude toward
Hinduism and Indian culture. For example, the radical Hindu critic
Sita Ram Goel calls inculturation a swindle, designed to ape Hindu .
tradition in the hopes of winning converts.” Of course, what is at is-
sue in much of what has been called anti-Christian violence revolves
around charges of the forced conversion of Untouchables and Tribals
to Catholicism. Inculturation then is seen as but another missionary
tactic that illegitimately appropriates Hindu symbols with malign in-
tent toward Indian society.

Many Indian Catholics were also suspicious of the changes pro-
posed and enacted by the National Liturgical Center. Some even took
Amalorpavadass to court in order to emphasize their resistance to new
forms of the liturgy,® And for many Indian Catholics, the reforms
envisioned by Amalorpavadass and the National Liturgical Center
compromised Catholic truth claims by subordinating them either to
Hinduism or to the secular goals of Indian nationalism.” Moreover,
many Indian Catholics argued that inculturation failed to recognize
that the distinctive identity of Indian Catholics was precious, and that
while it was not Hindu, it had always been Indian. At issue then in
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discussions of inculturation are questions concerning the translation
of symbols and how Hinduism itself is defined. We will now moveto
examine these issues through the lens of anthropological understand-
ings of symbol and culture.

Understanding Symbols, Understanding Hinduism

One striking aspect of Amalorpavadass’s writings, and indeed of
nearly all Indian Catholic writings on inculturation, is the consistent
refusal to engage any discipline beyond the confines of theology. The
absence of any mention of anthropology is particularly surprising, since
anthropology is one discipline that has a Iong tradition of probing the
nature of symbolism and culture. While anthropologists initially envi-
sioned a veritable science of culture, in recent decades anthropology
as a whole has become less aggressively positivist and more concerned
with the hermeneutics of cultural study. In its present interpretative
and ever-contentious incarnation, anthropological theory would un-
pack the paradox of Indian Catholic inculturation precisely by chal-
lenging the assumptions that ground Amalorpavadass’s belief in the
communicative power of symbolism and his understanding of Hindu-
ism as a coherent whole.

Of Symbols and Hinduism

As we have seen, Amalorpavadass relates inculturation to the pro-
cess of translation. Indian or Hindu symbols are translated into a Chris-
tian context and held in place by the semantic whole of ritual. From
this perspective, symbols become the crucial constitutive elements of
culture itself. Although Amalorpavadass never mentions anthropel-
ogy specifically, his view of symbolism would find support in the
work of anthropological theorists such as Victor Turner and Clifford
Geertz, who have likened culture to a fabric woven with symbolic
threads that join together the disparate elements of human experience.®
Within these perspectives, symbolism is “the semiotic minus the lan-
guage” since the meaning of symbolism resides in the connection be-
tween explicit symbolic “signifiers” and “tacit signifieds” much in the
way sound and meaning are joined in language.!

In his influential work Rethinking Symbolism, the anthropologist
Dan Sperber observes that understanding symbolism as akin to lan-
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guage should come as no surprise since the study of symbolism has
often been conflated with semiotics, the study of signs. To counter
this theoretical confusion, Sperber catalogues the variety of ways that
symbols differ from words in a language by demonstrating not only
that symbolic meanings are radically underdetermined but also that
symbols themselves, unlike words in a language, can neither be para-
phrased nor confined to a single grammar.*2 Most crucially, culture in
and of itself does not provide a coherent framework for interpreting
symbolic materials. Accordingly, any attempt to decode symbols ig-
nores the often fluid and shifting context that gives rise to symbolism
in the first place. Yet Sperber is no cultural relativist since he dia-
grams a cognitive theory of symbolic processing that posits a “sym-
bolic mechanism” as part of “the innate mental equipment that makes
experience possible.”*> Within this framework, Sperber would have
us understand symbols as evocative, providing access to the memory
of words and things. Symbols are symbols precisely because they con-
stitute data that do not conform to the conceptual categories available
to us when we confront them. Qur interpretations of them are not
meanings but representations derived from the evocative field of
memory that continue the symbolic process until conceptual condi-
tions finally become satisfied.

Sperber’s discussion of symbolism is complex and not well suited
to concise explication. In contrast to many other philosophically in-.
clined social scientists, Sperber looks not to Ludwig Wittgenstein but
to Gottlob Frege and W. V. O. Quine for his theoretical bearings. Crit-
ics have challenged him not only for this reliance upon extensional
semantics and its narrow conception of meaning but also for his de-
pendence upon an apparently Cartesian division between conceptual
and symbolic knowledge.>* Yet even Sperber’s sharpest critics would
admit the compelling power of his argument against semiotic views of
symbolism.” Sperber’s crucial point is that in a strictly philosophical
sense symbols do not mean. When we speak of the meaning of sym-
bols, we are not talking about something that inheres in the symbol
itself but are instead acknowledging the power of symbols to access
memories of words and things. This distinction is crucial for under-
standing why the Indian Rite Mass and Catholic inculturation efforts
have been interpreted in a manner wholly unintended by Catholic theo-
logians such as D. S. Amalorpavadass. The Indian Rite Mass, as a
signifying and meaningful whole, was intended to delimit or contain
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the symbols that it appropriated. Moreover, the inculturated symbols
themselves were often understood to have a cultural and not religions
meaning—largely so that the tender doctrinal sensibilities of the Catho-
lic hierarchy would not be disturbed. But what Amalcrpavadass did
not envision was that the experimental Mass itself would become a
symbol: not something that means, but instead something that would
be interpreted fluidly and idiosyncratically by drawing upon the evoca-
tive field of memory.

Following Sperber’s analysis of symbolic processing, any attempt
to characterize the Indian field of memory would focus upon the men-
tal imprints made by Christianity’s colonial history and its exclusive
claims to truth. To cite a recent example, the noted Indian journalist
Arun Shourie argues that conversion to Christiagity threatens the ex-
istence of the Indian nation.* In a public forum with the Catholic Bish-
ops’ Conference of India, Shourie pointed to the role of Baptist mis-
sipnaries in promoting unrest in Northeast India as evidence of the
political nature of supposedly religious activity.” Shourie has contin-
ued his attacks in a new book that details the fiow of monies coming
from abroad to fund missionary activities in violation of Indian law.*®
Within the field of Indian memeory, Catholicism and Protestantism are
often conflated and the apparent economic power of Catholicism is
often seen as a pernicious source of influence. Within Indian society
as a whole, the associations with Christianity derive from the experi-
ence and memory of British and Portuguese colonialism and the often
aggressive denunciations of Hindu religiosity. While the hope behind
Catholic inculturation was to counter such suspicions and associations,
Sperber would remind us that there is no way to contain the evocative
power of symbols because symbols, as symbols, can never be exclu-
sively paired with a particular exegesis. From this theoretical perspec-
tive, it becomes clear why the Indian Rite Mass and other aspects of
Catholic inculteration could never communicate the meanings neces-
sary to serve the dialogical purpose for which they were intended.

Beyond questions concerning the nature of symbolism, the crucial
igsue within the controversy surrounding Indian Catholic inculturation
remains how Hinduism is defined. As we have seen, Amalorpavadass
often associates Hinduism with the non-dualist philosophical school
called Advaita Vedanta. Nonetheless, he discerns three traditions within
Hinduism as a whole—Vedic, Tantric, and Agamic. Without going
into detail about what constitutes each tradition, Amalorpavadass ar-
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gues that Hinduism has an overall coherence for it provides the very
ground of Indian culture. Yet similar claims for a unified Hindunism
have come under close scholarly scrutiny. Following Edward Said’s
seminal work Orientalism, scholars such as Ronald Inden and Rich-
ard King have observed that the Western world has understood Hin-
duism either as something mystically primal or as something very much
like Christianity with a textual basis in the Vedas and Advaita Vedanta
as its preeminent philosophical system.® In both cases, such interpre-
tations of Hinduism have been designed to construct “an Other” that
the West could control and dominate. While Amalorpavadass attempts
to revalue the traditional dichotomy between East and West, his vi-
sion nonetheless has strong Orientalist resonances. The term “Hindu-
ism” actually came into use in India with the writings of missionaries
and colonial administrators.* Later, Indian leaders such as Ram Mohan
Roy and Swami Vivekananda adopted the term in order to reimagine
Indian identity."! The development of Indian self-understandings of
Hindunism thus arose as a response to colonial rule and Christian evan-
gelization. The bold move within Catholic inculturation to define Hin-
duism then necessarily becomes seen as another political intervention
within the contested domain of national identity.

The Resonances of the Indian Rite Mass

The fundamental point about defining Hinduism that anthropolo-
gists and historians wish {o make is that what is called Hinduism is so
heterogeneous that it defies description under the Western rubric of
religion. The category “religion” emerges from the Western experi-
ence and as such often emphasizes qualities that are associated with
Christianity, such as a discrete set of central texts, emphasis vpon public
worship, and overall doctrinal coherence,* While a definition of reli-
gion may indeed be a necessary element in any specifically Christian
theology of inculturation, religion is not necessarily helpful as a cross-
cultural descriptive category. In the case of Hinduvism, there has been
what Romila Thapar has described as a progressive process of clas-
sificatory “syndication™ in which “Hinduism’s” obvious lack of eccle-
siastic structure and doctrinal orthodoxy have been ignored in order to
assert that Hinduism is a textually based and unified religion.*® But
those like D. S. Amalorpavadass, who see the essence of Hinduism
reflected in the texts of the Vedas, Upanishads, or the philosophical
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works of Advaita Vedanta, often fail to acknowledge that Brahmins
were the custodians of these texts. There are, of course, other textual
and non-textual “Hindu” traditions that vary according to caste, class
and linguistic group. What is conventionally called “Hinduism” is
actually a diverse assemblage of traditions and practices, not all of
which are doctrinally compatible or easily confined to a single de-
scriptive rubric. The positing of an “essence” to Hinduism as a reli-
gion thus immediately elicits the rather vexing issue of which part of
“Hinduism” is being privileged.

The issue of how “Hinduism” is defined and used within Catholic
inculturation returns us to the question of anti-Christian violence that
introduced our discussion. The primary targets of recent violence
against Christians have been Untouchables, members of the lowest
rung of the Hindu hierarchy who have converted to Catholicism. Un-
touchables are literally not to be touched by caste Hindus since they
are considered to be inherently impure. The suspicion surrounding
Catholicism stems from the fear that the adaptations of inculturation
will be used for converting Untouchables, who would supposedly
readily succumb to promises of economic and political power made
even more pleasing in their suitably Indian disguise. But when we
turn to how Catholic Untouchables understand inculturation, we find
yel another paradox associated with the already perplexing question
of Catholicism’s adaptation to Indian culture.

On a morning in 1996, I was standing outside a chapel at a ChI‘lS-
tian ashram where the Indian Rite Mass was about to be celebrated.
My companion was John Masih, a Catholic Untouchable who was
working at the ashram. Before the Indian Rite Mass, the participants,
who happened to be postulants for a women’s religious order in South
India, began to pray in Sanskrit and their voices echoed through the
ashram: Om Bhurbhurva Swah/Tat Savitur Varenyam/Bhargo Devasya
Dhimahi/Dhiyo Yo Nah/Prachodayat. This was a hymn from the Rig
Veda that translated into English reads: “Om, may we meditate on the
splendour of the vivifier divine, may he himself illumine our minds."#
This is the mantra, or sacred phrase, that Brahmins are to repeat at key
points in the day. Before the mantra was recited, the priest had ad-
monished participants not to speak it aloud outside the ashram since
Brahmins would surely understand it as an affront to their religious
sensibilities.

‘When John Masih heard Sanskrit mantras issuing from the chapel,
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he was not concerned with the sensibilities of Brahmins. John Masih
had been discouraged by the ashram’s priest from participating be-
cause the priest feared that John Masih would be scandalized by the
presence of such seemingly “Hindu” practices. In any case, the “In-
dian Christian Spiritual Experience” that preceded the Mass was en-
tirely in English, a language that John Masih and most other converts
from Untouchability do not know. John Masih was scandalized by the
Mass but his reaction was more complex than the priest suspected.
John Masih saw inculturation as an adaptation to Brahmin religiosity,
something that he believed had oppressed his caste fellows for gen-
erations. Indeed, he converted to Catholicism precisely to resist caste
distinctions and their legitimating Brahminical ideology. In John
Masih’s view, the recitation of Brahmin mantras in a Catholic church
not only compromised Christian truth claims but also showed a cal-
lous disregard for the sensibilities of Untouchable converts. As a North
Indian, John Masih would certainly not resist all forms of inculturation
~ because for him the songs of the poet Kabir and the Untouchable Saint
Ravidas have a deep and affecting resonance in their denial of caste
and hierarchy.” But as a Catholic Untouchable, it was a bitter irony
indeed to be excluded from a Mass because Catholics who knew no
Hindi wished to lay claim to the religious practices of Brahmins.

The experience of John Masih adds to the litany of paradoxes and
ironies of Indian Catholic inculturation: what is presented as Indian is
resisted by Indians themselves; what is portrayed as a dialogical open-
ing to Hinduism is seen as plot to undermine it; and what is perceived
to be a tool of conversion has failed to win any converts at all.
Amalorpavadass and others who extolled the virtues of inculturation
claimed they were borrowing nothing because all belongs to Christ
and there are no other Gods before Him. But within the contested
religious landscape of India, what Catholic inculturation emphasizes
most clearly is that appearances can easily deceive.

Theology and Anthropology

The application of anthropology to the paradox of Indian
inculturation initially reveals the potential for using social scientific
reflection on symbol and culture as an analytical tool. While Sperber
and other theorists we have discussed would resist the label “post-
modern,” their work is part of an intellectual movement in anthropol-
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ogy to reclaim the heterogeneity of human experience from broadly
romantic or colonialist generalizations about culture and static under-
standings of the nature of symbolism. While understanding human
culture as fissured and human identity as fluid might seem a fragile
basis for theological reflection, such indeterminacy lies at the heart of
the paradox of Indian Catholic inculturation. Following theorists who
would question any coherence to Hinduism as a religion, one might
envision an Indian Catholic inculturation that turns its gaze more sen-
sitively to the concerns of Untouchable converts such as John Masih
who desire an inculturation that embraces indigenous traditions ex-
plicitly opposed to dominant cultural forms. Following Dan Sperber,
one might envision a theology of the symbol that focuses not upon
symbols themselves but instead upon the conditions under which sym-
bols become symbols. Such an epistemological turn to the subject,
certainly not unknown to Catholic theology, might even allow for
understanding inculturation as part of symbolic processing itself. To
say that Hinduism is not a religion is not to dismiss Indian traditions
but to refuse to impose categories from the Western experience upon
them. To question whether symbols mean, is not to deny any possibil-
ity of meaning but is instead to recognize that concepts such as “com-
munication” or “dialogue™ cannot fully account for the idiosyncratic
interplay that characterizes cultural symbolism. It is perhaps precisely
by raising such challenges that anthropology can contribute most.to.
theological reflection.

The idea that anthropology could contribute to theology is, of course,
hardly novel. Recently, both Kathryn Tanner and Michael Barnes have
probed the different ways anthropology can inform the work of theo-
logians.*s Within liturgical theology in particular, there has been great
interest in how anthropological understandings of ritual can deepen
pastoral and constructive theological reflection on worship.*” Rarely,
however, has anthropology reciprocally turned to theology as a source
for reflection upon itself. In his last major address before his sudden
death in 1990, D. S. Amalorpavadass remarked that one’s view of
inculturation would depend upon the theological questions one asks.*
For anthropologists, perhaps, what might be most valuable is reflec-
tion on the very fact that theologians ask provocatively broad ques-
tions that concern the relationship among culture, religion, and prac-
tice.

When one looks at the expanse of contemporary anthropological
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theorizing about culture, one finds incessant questioning concerning
the ultimate horizon of value for cultural research, In his introductory
chapter for the collection of essays aptly titled In Near Ruins, Nicho-
las Dirks reflects upon the agony of contemporary anthropology and
cultural theory struggling to come to terms with their own past within
an academic context rent by post-modern suspicions.* Indeed, the most
recent joining of cultural studies to cultural politics is informed by a
desire to redeem a discipline that too often has used the pretense of
social scientific objectivity to conceal its complicity in the project of
Western colonialism.*® Theologians of inculturation, like D. S,
Amalorpavadass, have encountered similar issues in their effort to ar-
ticulate a renewed Christianity that is fully at home in the cultures of
which it is a part. But in doing so, theologians of inculturation have
dared to presume that the context for such an encounter lies not only
within but beyond the confines of human society and culture. Perhaps
the final paradox of inculturation is that it continues to raise questions
of ultimate meaning in the face of social scientific doubt and suspi-
cion.
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