PAGE  
4

Teaching the Bible to non-Christians

1. How to explain our purpose to non-Christians :

We – Christians – must recognize that, through teaching the Bible to non-Christians in our schools, we were very often intending to attract students and convert them to christianity. That is probably why, during a long time, the government of the ROC has been reluctant to authorize that kind of teaching. Even though that strategy has not worked so well, the ultimate goal of many Christian institutions remains conversions.

This paper would like to show that Christians could and should have another goal in introducing their students to the Bible.

11. First of all, the Bible remains by far the most published, most translated, most studied text in human history. It could be good for everyone all over the world to know why and how it became so.

12. If the Bible has attained such a « success », it is because judaism and christianity have deeply inspired the cultures of all Europe, and through them the cultures of many Western countries. Even if Christian believers are no longer the majority in most of European countries, their cultures remain deeply rooted in the Bible. The Americas, North and South, have remained more attached to religion than Europe. And even in a country like France, with its deep « laicist » tradition in government schools, the government is encouraging classes on Bible and religion, as the cultural background necessary for a minimum understanding of French history and monuments. How can you visit a cathedral like Chartres, without any idea about the Bible ?

13. Especially for students of European languages, literatures and cultures, a basic knowledge of the Bible is necessary to understand them, in the same way as basic knowledge of buddhism, taoism and confucianism is necessary to approach the masterpieces of Chinese literature, painting and architecture.

14. Through Western influence over the whole world, most other cultures are confronted today – willingly or not – to values inspired by the Bible (freedom, respect of life and of others, love,…). It should be of everybody’s interest to know more about the roots and the coherence of these values. By a contrastive approach, this could help people from other cultures to reflect more deeply on their own roots and values. And this is specially important in a period of rapid changes, when whole blocks of traditional references have become empty words, might be challenged or simply swept away by those economic, social and political transformations. This is of course true for Taiwan , as for other countries. Modern life has modified so many attitudes in family, social, moral, political fields. In traditional education, students were not trained to reflect by themselves. Now that their references become shaky, they tend to follow the general trend or their own whim.

This is why people in charge of education have the responsability of « educating » students : to help them acquire basic knowledge, and – even more important – to train them to critical thinking. Here critical thinking does not mean the adherence of the student to the way of thinking of the teacher, but the ability to analyze the references of an opinion, his, hers or that of other people. Fu Jen Catholic University’s purpose is to take part in that task, in that search for better answers for all, not only from a religious point of view, but with the help of the Christian tradition. Christians do not pretend to have a set of ready-made solutions to everything, but they believe religion and the Bible have educated them to go beyond fashionable trends in order to built on solid foundations.

2. How can we explain that purpose to Christians themselves : What are the real meaning and goal of « mission » ?

It is obvious in the Bible – Old and New Testament – that all believers are called to be missionaries, trying to bring all peoples to the truth of the Only God. But it is also obvious that we should reflect more about what mission implies.

Many people – priests, bishops and the present Pope – have expressed their preoccupation in front of the dwindling numbers of Christians in some areas of the world : especially in Western Europe and in Taiwan, to mention only some areas with which we have closer links.

21. First of all, we should be careful about the statistics of practitioners (people who attend to some religious activities). Of course statistics have something to say, as statistics, but their interpretation needs caution : faith, the work of the Holy Spirit, cannot be judged from statistics. Elijah was in despair when he went to the Mountain and wanted to die, because his efforts seemed to have ended in failure. God sends him back, telling him to anoint a new king and a successor. Seven thousand (symbolic number!) had remained faithful and are the core of a new people (1 K 19).

When disciples called by Jesus eventually leave him, there never is a single word of complain from him. Their freedom is totally respected. The Gospel and its radical demands are addressed to those who follow him. Nothing is said of what happens to the rich young man or to the former disciples who decide to abandon him after the discourse on the bread of life. At least there is no cursing, no lamentation, we can only guess that there is a deep, silent, pain. And hope : Like the rain, the Word of God never returns empty, without accomplishing God’s purpose and succeeding in its mission (Is 55, 10-11).

If the Acts of the Apostles at their beginning mention three thousand (another symbolic number!) Jews joining the community of the disciples in one day (Ac 2, 41), later on they never mention any statistics. Nor Paul.

Of course, the risen Jesus command his disciples « to go to all nations and make them his disciples, baptize them, and teach them to observe all his commandements » (Mt 28, 18-19). In that spirit, Paul is anxious to bring the gospel to all nations, and not only to the Jews. Of course I am glad that, during these last twenty years, two persons at least asked for baptism and told me they were doing so because of what I said and what I was. Of course I would prefer them to be many more. But conversion in a personal mystery, which belongs to the individual and the Holy Spirit alone. We are only called to sow the seed. Its growth does not belong to us (Mk 4, 26-29). Plenty of seeds fall on the way. If we became anxious because of this waste and started to collect them, we would never reach the good soil, where the crop will grow and produce much more than one could expect (Mt 13, 3-9).

We must also remember that David’s last sin was to order a census of God’s people (2 Sam 24, 1-17). This might seem to modern people a strange and outdated conception. Governments need to know trends in the demography of their countries, in order to foresee problems and solutions. But it was a sin from David to rely on statistics, because they can bring autosatisfaction and false security,or unnecessary anxiety.

22. So we must not make the confusion between mission and conquest. If the Church has the promises of eternal life (Mt 16, 18), the sociological group of Christians has practically disappeared from whole areas where it thrived, like in North Africa or in the Middle East where the Church started.

Of course we should rejoice if many people join our ranks, but joining our ranks is not enough, neither for them, nor for us. Our concern should deal with real, and permanent, conversion, ours and theirs, and not with numbers. We are not a commercial firm which has to expand and develop, and rejoice in our visible, measurable « successes ». We are not a political party which wants to conquer power according to – or in spite of – a programme. My allies are now the people who belong to my group ; they are those, anywhere, who seek and practise truth, good and beauty. [I am sorry for those who chose Fu Jen’s motto, but holiness is not a fourth « value » to be added to these three, it is the mode, the particular way we seek and practise truth, good and beauty.]

We are called to be and to become the yeast in the dough and the salt of the earth (Mt 13, 33 and 5, 13). Yeast and salt are essential for giving the food a good taste. That does not mean that the whole dough has to become yeast, or the whole food salt. They would be unedible! So the first preoccupation of the Christians should be to bring light and good taste to the life of those around us, to the civil society to which we belong, and to the whole world.

23. For that, the Gospel does not give us ready-made answers or recipes. We have to use the first gift we received from God to find solutions: our brain, and make it work and cooperate with other people of good will. To economical, sociological, political problems, we have to find economical, sociological, political solutions. Faith does not give us a short cut to knowledge. As I said, life in Christ – holiness – gives us some light, some insight to search for them, but non-believers might be more clever, faster and brighter than us. The tree has to be judged from its fruits, not from the label or the tag somebody put on it (Mt 7, 16-23).

24. The Church is the Church of Christ, of the Christ Jesus who has come into this world and whom we confess in the Creed. But it also is the Church of the Last Adam (1 Co 15, 45), of the Christ coming at the end of times. It is a Church of hope. By this I mean that the Church is not only a structure based on the historical past of traditions and dogma, all in the Church are submitted to the coming Christ, who will come like a thief (Mt 24, 43; Lk 12, 39; 1 Th 5,02; 2 P 3, 10; Rv 3, 3). We all must be vigilant to perceive the signs of times, the signs of his coming. Those signs are not easy to perceive.

25. Finally we should be careful about how we « count » people. The problem with the obsession on dwindling numbers is that we are focusing on ourselves, narcissically or masochisticly or both, when we should be focusing on others. In his sacerdotal prayer (Jn 17), Jesus prays the « Holy » Father to « make his disciples holy », not by « separating them from the world, but from evil ». Ourselves, we should never think or speak of « we » as opposed to « them », but we should always include « we » as a part of « them ».

We have so many passages of the Bible speaking in the same way, and many texts of the early Church. For instance, in the rule St. Augustin gave his priests –rule chosen by St. Dominic for his friars –  he says that they should not distinguish themselves from others by anything special (habit, things to eat or not to eat,…), but by love only. Only if non-Christians can feel that we belong to their world and share the same preoccupations, can they become interested in what we – rooted in the Bible and the whole tradition of the Church – have to propose about this world and their preoccupations.

We seem to have forgotten our concern : the teaching of the Bible to non-Christian students. But I hope these remarks help us to understand that – and why – our main goal is not to « make conversions » and « improve statistics » simply by increasing our numbers. We would not only miss the point, we would betray our real mission. Our mission is to « enlighten » our students, to train them to that critical thinking which will call them to use their brains and their enlightened hearts in their search for better solutions for themselves and for all around us.
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� In the last issue of a periodical published by the French ministry of foreign affairs, an article is dedicated to the 100th anniversary of the law on separation of Church and State. It refers to a study (in 2002) under the direction of Régis Debray, minister in a former Socialist government, recommending the teaching of history of religions in government schools « …because the ‘religious reality’ has been and remains a major component of human experience and because, in multicultural societies, the knowledge of different religions opens to a greater spirit of tolerance and a deeper understanding of our world ». See : Label France, n°  60, 4th quarter 2005, p. 23.





