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SEARCHING FOR WAYS OF BEING CHURCH IN INDONESIA
by Cardinal  Jul ius Darmaatmadja SJ, Archbishop of  Jakarta

How do we Indonesian Cathol ics respond to the chal lenges of  our real i ty? Of course our
response wi l l  be based on the fundamental  pr inciple that  we remain t ru ly local  Church
as part  of  the universal  Church. Our becoming local  Church is very much inf luenced by
our relat ionship wi th our own cul ture,  the Indonesian world and society.  But Indonesia
is not excluded from the inf luence of  g lobal izat ion.  Internat ional  pol i t ical  and economical
relat ions,  especial ly through trade and tour ism, are the main areas where the fact  of
global izat ion inf luences the Indonesian people.  There are thousands of  Indonesians who
study abroad, most ly in European and American countr ies,  but  a lso in Austral ia,  Japan and
China. Some groups are in South Asia and the Middle East.  I t  makes Indonesia an open
air .  There is an at t i tude in many circ les that  anything from abroad is always better.  This
xenophi l ia has helped many to learn much, but has also contr ibuted much to the uncr i t ical
takeover of  inf luences. I t  becomes another name for the absolute relat iv izat ion of  values
and homogenizat ion of  l i festy les and cul tures.  People are s lowly abandoning their  cul tural
as wel l  as their  re l ig ious values.

For example,  the community l i fe is very much af fected by ‘prof i t  or ientedness’ .  Of course,
there is nothing wrong with being prof i t  or iented. The problems come when we start
abandoning as our guide for our l i fe our good cul tural  as wel l  as our rel ig ious values. We
get th is problem when we l is ten to the so cal led wi tnessing in var ious prayer meet ings:
some people feel  loved by God when they are helped to get more mater ia l  prof i t .  Otherwise
God seems to forsake them. In some instances, even the contemplat ive dimension of  Asian
fai th has to suf fer ,  when the spir i tual  l i fe is nurtured by the so cal led ‘meditat ion sessions’
# of fered for very expensive sums of  money but very much at tended by businesspersons
# but that  have nothing to do with our Chr ist ian fa i th,  which means ‘posi t ively relat ing
onesel f  to God and surrender ing onesel f  to the wi l l  of  God’ .  We see no ‘kenosis ’  as Jesus
Christ  has to ld us to do (cfr .  Fi l ip.  2:  1#11).  What they are looking for,  is ,  egoist ical  joy and
shal low feel ing about s i lence, undisturbedness, noncommit ta l  and introvertedness. They
do not th ink of  God. God does not present in their  meditat ion.  I t  is  a ‘prayer wi thout God’.

A second tendency we can trace is corrupt ion in the vast major i ty of  the populat ion.  I t
makes people bel ieve that nothing cannot be achieved i f  you do not have money and i t
br ings in the do ut  des mental i ty,  even in our relat ion wi th one another and to God. We
trade with God. God should give to us everything that we ask.  God is nothing more than a
mater ia l is t ic machine # i t  is  the new Deus ex machina att i tude. A fai th less fa i th.

I t  is  very sad, because the Indonesians use to be a very highly cul tured and rel ig ious
people.  The cul tural  values have succeeded in guiding our social  l i fe and in giv ing support
to rel iv ing the values taught by our respect ive rel ig ions.  But the f rustrat ing mater ia l is t ic
mental i ty and widespread poverty give r ise also to fundamental ism as wel l  as part isan
mental i ty.  We have exper ienced ethnic tensions, pol i t ical  r iots,  conf l ic ts between rel ig ions.
Our jo int  ef for ts,  therefore,  wi th al l  others to defend and foster our common, good cul tural
values must become our common agenda in our dialogue with peoples of  other fa i ths and
rel ig ions.  A sound global izat ion,  carr ied out in respect for  the values of  d i f ferent nat ions
and ethnic groupings, can contr ibute s igni f icant ly to the uni ty of  the human fami ly and
enable forms of  cooperat ion which are not only economic but also social  and cul tural ,
even spir i tual .  But i t  becomes dangerous i f  everything is appreciated from the economical
point  of  v iew. I t  makes people engage in a very pract ical  mater ia l ism. Even we could feel
a mater ia l is t ic way of  exper iencing rel ig ious pract ices.  There is a very strong tendency
toward a k ind of  wel fare spir i tual i ty in the sense that people ident i fy fa i th wi th a k ind of
assurance, that  God wi l l  g ive us only everything nice.  Cross and suffer ing have no meaning
at al l .  Cathol ics could forget that  we are saved by the power of  the cross,  that  shows the
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sel f -del iver ing Chr ist  in His obedience to the Father.  Only through the cross do we come
into Easter.  And the true Spir i t  is  the f ru i t  of  Easter.

I f  th is is our s i tuat ion,  than how can we proclaim the Good News in ef fect ive ways? We
are chal lenged to bear wi tness to the l iberat ing and transforming power of  Chr ist ian t ruth,
which inspires people to place their  ta lents,  intel lectual  resources, persuasive abi l i t ies,
exper ience and ski l ls  at  the service of  our neighbor,  the common good of  the human fami ly,
and in al l  that  of  God. And this God is reconci led in the l i fe of  Jesus Christ .

The First  way is through witnessing .  I t  presupposes a hol ist ic way of  l iv ing our Chr ist ian
l i fe,  where there is no separat ion between spir i tual  and earthly l i fe,  between prayer l i fe
and human act iv i t ies in the fami ly and in the society.  To l ive as a disciple of  Chr ist  is
to l ive Jesus Christ  whol ly.  “ I t  is  not  me but Jesus Christ ,  who l ives in me”[1] .  When we
pray, we do something with Jesus Christ ;  when we do the ‘d iakonia works’ ,  we act  as part
of  the Body of  Chr ist .  Social  service for  human promot ion cannot be separated from fai th
nor f rom incul turat ion and inter#rel ig ious dialogue, etc.  “ In Asia,  home to great rel ig ions
where indiv iduals and ent i re peoples are th i rst ing for  the div ine,  the Church is cal led to
be a praying Church, deeply spir i tual  even as she engages in immediate human and social
concerns."  [2]  “A genuinely rel ig ious person readi ly wins respect and a fo l lowing in Asia.
Prayer,  fast ing and var ious forms of  ascet ic ism are held in high regard”.  Renunciat ion,
detachment,  humi l i ty,  s impl ic i ty and si lence are considered great values by the fol lowers
of al l  re l ig ions.  Lest prayer be divorced from human promot ion, the Synod Fathers insisted
that:  “ the work of  just ice,  char i ty and compassion is interrelated with a genuine l i fe of
prayer and contemplat ion,  and indeed i t  is  th is same spir i tual i ty that  wi l l  be the wel lspr ing
of al l  our evangel iz ing work”.  (Prop. 19) Ful ly convinced of  the importance of  authent ic
witnesses in the evangel izat ion of  Asia,  the Synod Fathers stated: “The Good News of
Jesus Christ  can only be proclaimed by those who are taken up and inspired by the love of
the Father for  h is chi ldren, manifested in the person of  Jesus Christ .  This proclamat ion is a
mission needing holy men and women, who wi l l  make the Savior known and loved through
their  l ives.  . . .  “  (Prop. 8).  Chr ist ians who speak of  Chr ist  must embody in their  l ives the
message that they proclaim.”  [3]

I t  means that we should communicate the hol ist ic meaning of  the Good News in the
New Testament and that every Chr ist ian should l ive in such a way that the others
feel ,  understand and l ive wi th the recogni t ion that God saves them in Jesus Christ .
We are cal led to verbal ly and non#verbal ly communicate the Gospel ,  including through
our dialogue with other bel ievers and through our loving social  service.  We try to so
communicate the Good News that the deepest message gets across to the Indonesians in
every layer of  l i fe,  that  the Good News is relevant and meaningful  for  the Indonesians. We
look for a comprehensive way of  approaching the heart  of  the Indonesians, the major i ty
of  whom are rel ig ious,  but who are at  the same t ime needy in almost every aspect of
their  l i fe.  Al l  k inds of  social  services for  human promot ion are very much needed. We
are struck by the fact  that  the fa i th of  Chr ist  began and was f i rst  d isseminated in Asia,
but there are few Asians who feel  existent ia l ly  at t racted by th is Asian fai th.  “Despi te her
centur ies#long presence and her many apostol ic endeavors,  the Church in many places
was st i l l  considered as foreign to Asia,  and indeed was of ten associated in people’s minds
with the colonial  powers." [4]  Is i t  t rue that one of  the many reasons is that  our approach
on evangel izat ion is not suf f ic ient ly hol ist ic,  cul tural ly contextual  and lacking in wi tnessing
through our l i fe?

Second, that  our way of  Evangel izat ion is progressive .  The Synod Fathers of  the Special
Assembly for  Asia were keenly aware of  the legi t imate var iety of  approaches to the
proclamat ion of  Jesus, provided that the fa i th i tsel f  is  respected in al l  i ts  integr i ty in
the process of  appropr iat ing and shar ing i t ” .  The Synod Fathers stated that as fo l lows:
“evangel izat ion today is a real i ty that  is  both r ich and dynamic.  I t  has var ious aspects
and elements:  wi tness, dialogue, proclamat ion, catechesis,  conversion, bapt ism, insert ion
into the ecclesial  community,  the implantat ion of  the Church, incul turat ion and integral
human promot ion. Some of these elements proceed together,  whi le some others are



- 3 -

successive steps or phases # of  the ent i re process of  evangel izat ion".  (Prop. 6) In
al l  evangel iz ing work,  however,  i t  is  the complete t ruth of  Jesus Christ  who must be
proclaimed. Emphasiz ing certain aspects of  the inexhaust ib le mystery of  Jesus is both
legi t imate and necessary in gradual ly introducing Christ  to a person, but th is cannot be
al lowed to compromise the integr i ty of  the fa i th.  In the end, a person’s acceptance of  the
fai th must be grounded on a sure understanding of  the person of  Jesus Christ ,  as presented
by the Church in every t ime and place, the Lord of  a l l  who is “ the same yesterday, today
and for ever”  (Heb 13:8).” [5]

Third,  social  service should be clear ly an expression of  our Christian love and
solidarity .  Deal ing wi th social  service in Chapter VI,  Ecclesia in Asia begins wi th the basic
at t i tude, namely that  “ the Church reaches out to al l  men and women without dist inct ion,
str iv ing to bui ld wi th them a civ i l izat ion of  love, founded upon the universal  values of
peace, just ice,  sol idar i ty and freedom, . . .  “ [6]  ,  quot ing also Gaudium et Spes: “The joys
and the hopes, the gr iefs and the anxiet ies of  the people of  th is age, especial ly those who
are poor or in any way af f l ic ted,  these too are the joys and hopes, the gr iefs and anxiet ies
of the fo l lowers of  Chr ist .  Indeed, nothing genuinely human fai ls to raise an echo in their
hearts” . [7]  Apply ing to our s i tuat ion in Asia,  Ecclesia in Asia comes to conclusion with the
fol lowing words: “The Church in Asia then, wi th i ts mult i tude of  poor and oppressed people,
is cal led to l ive a communion of  l i fe which shows i tsel f  part icular ly in loving service to the
poor and defenseless.” [8]

I t  is  a pi ty that  th is wor ld of  ours is a wor ld of  wars and enmity.  Never in human history
has i t  happened that so many mi l l ions of  people were k i l led as in our past century.  We
are the f i rst  generat ion who has invented the word ‘ love’  in a unique way: i t  is  a word that
uni tes many hearts and people;  but  i t  a lso a word that has div ided the whole wor ld into
di f ferent cul tures.  When we do what the Pope has said,  we are invi ted to bui ld anew the
world.  We are cal led to convert  people not only into one of  so many rel ig ions but also to
be truly human. But we have a giant task.  We should not only begin the start  but  we should
also begin to plant sol idar i ty wi th our fe l low countrymen  and women. I t  is  a new cul ture
that we are about to bui ld.

I ronical ly many programs, that  are cal led ‘development ’ ,  are not in l ine wi th our
expectat ions:  promot ing the authent ic and integral  development of  the human person.
Instead, many t imes they become sources of  b ig and ser ious chal lenges resul t ing in
many ways in the process of  exploi tat ion,  dehumanizat ion,  and marginal izat ion.  Sometimes
they are not the resul t  of  the act ions of  indiv iduals;  they come from unjust  structures of
social ,  pol i t ical ,  economic l i fe.  I t  needs, therefore a cr i t ical  at t i tude towards any project
of  social  service,  including our own. We should know whether the resul ts are real ly for
the authent ic and integral  development of  human person. I t  needs “ to have the courage
of new sol idar i ty,  capable of  taking imaginat ive and ef fect ive steps to overcome both
dehumanizing underdevelopment and the ‘over#development ’ ,  which tend to reduce the
persons to an economic uni t  in an ever more oppressive consumer network”, [9]

In concrete terms we have to change our way of  l iv ing and proclaiming our fa i th in Jesus
Christ .  We have to l ive and teach our fa i th in a hol ist ic approach to l i fe,  and at  the same
t ime contextual ly in our societal  l i fe.  We consider the fo l lowing suggest ions[10] important:

a) The actual izat ion and carry ing out of  and the preaching the Cathol ic fa i th covers the
wi l l ingness to nurture t rue brother/  s isterhood in bui ld ing a r ighteous neighbor ly l i fe,
mutual  support  and car ing for anyone or any group, including people of  d i f ferent rel ig ions.
This is an expression of  Cathol ic fa i thfulness to Jesus’  teaching on uncondi t ional  love, and
our social  service is a concrete s ign of  i t .

b)  The preaching and the real izat ion of  our fa i th is incomplete i f  i t  is  not  bonded to cul tural
values, t radi t ions and rel ig ions that inf luence the local  way of  l i fe.  What is good, t rue and of
posi t ive value needs to be taken over as part  of  p leni tude and supported. On the contrary,
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we must el iminate negat ive matters so that they no longer exercise inf luence on the l i fe
of  anyone. Cathol ics,  together wi th the local  community,  should create a new cul ture and
new habi ts that  are better than the old ones.

c) The Cathol ic fa i th is not completely exercised, i f  Cathol ics do not yet  deeply care
about and try to overcome the problem of poverty,  e i ther indiv idual  or  structural ,  social
in just ice and other dispar i t ies that  exist  in society.  The Cathol ic fa i th encourages the bir th
of  genuine ef for ts through expert ise and professions that together wi th al l  people of  good
wi l l ,  we f ight  against ,  e l iminate,  and overcome injust ice in order to achieve social  just ice
and prosper i ty for  a l l .

d)  L iv ing our fa i th is not yet  complete,  i f  those who work in the execut ive,  legis lature,
judicature,  and law enforcement agencies along with the economists,  do not yet  take into
considerat ion the social  ef fects of  their  decis ions for the major i ty of  the people.  That same
fai th should af fect  t rade and other business pol ic ies to guarantee the welfare of  laborers,
farmers,  f ishermen and urban poor,  whose social  posi t ion is not benef i ted.

e) The real izat ion of  one’s fa i th is not yet  fu l l ,  i f  those who work in the f ie ld of  science
have not yet  examined scient i f ic  appl icat ions on whether they br ing social  wel fare for
al l  or  the opposi te,  preserve social  imbalances which unconsciously were created by the
appl icat ion of  that  science. In th is matter,  the Social  Teachings of  the Church should be
studied together.

f )  The fai th of  Cathol ics is not yet  completely exercised, i f  they st i l l  do not possess a spir i t
of  sol idar i ty towards the people and society around them, especial ly towards those people
who have yet to achieve a state of  wel l -being. In th is matter,  i f  the government and those
obl igated have yet to perform adequately,  fa i th should dr ive them to work together wi th al l
people of  good wi l l  to obtain wel fare compensat ion for  their  fe l low ci t izens, wi thout having
to wai t  for  recommendat ions f rom anyone.

g) Fai th is not yet  fu l ly  expressed i f  those who work in social  communicat ions through
the mass media i r responsibly report  events of  conf l ic t .  That same fai th should make
pract i t ioners in the f ie ld of  social  communicat ions endeavor to create s i tuat ions that
support  peace between the conf l ic t ing groups and not conversely prolong the conf l ic t .
Al though the mass media did not direct ly create the conf l ic t ,  i t  s t i l l  has a share in
aggravat ing the conf l ic t  i f  i t  does not report  an event wi th the wi l l  to br ing peace.

As a strategy, we should take fami ly as an important place and at  the same t ime role
in bui ld ing the concrete Church. I t  is  in th is loving community that  we learn love, fa i th
and hope as one uni ty.  I t  does not mean that there is no cr is is in the fami ly.  There are
di f f icul t ies,  conf l ic ts and unfai thfulness in Cathol ic fami l ies.  But wi th the help of  the loving
Spir i t ,  we can overcome every s ingle at tack of  the enemy of  the human race. I t  is  a lso in
the Cathol ic home, where we exper ience, that  God has given us fa i th in the very human
nature,  wi th al l  i ts  weaknesses; but wi th the holy hope that love wi l l  prevai l  # s ince God’s
grace is our strength and in God nothing is impossible.  The Church should help the fami l ies
to respond to the loving grace of  God.

Moreover,  the fami l ies should be faci l i tated by the par ish and the diocese, to help one
another,  through a wider community.  10#20 or 30 fami l ies could be uni ted in a group, who
l ive in the same region, to bui ld a basic Chr ist ian community.  They can come together
regular ly and ref lect  upon their  dai ly problems: in and outside the church. They could
even make a t rue dialogue of  l i fe wi th people of  other Churches and rel ig ions,  to bui ld
their  neighborhood, to be a loving brotherhood and sisterhood. I f  they can meet regular ly
in the s imple basis of  their  surroundings, the Chr ist ian community can become the basic
element to bui ld a human community.  They wi l l  become the sal t  of  the Indonesian earth.
Their  contr ibut ion would become the pract ical  fa i th put into act ion.  They would become
the sacrament of  the uni ty between God and His people,  and among fel low Indonesians.
Distrust  wi l l  be replaced by mutual  t rust .  I t  wi l l  become the seed of  real  fa i th.  That way,
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we do hope, the cr i t ical  s i tuat ion of  our fa i th wi l l  be succeeded by a new fai th:  more
appropr iate to be the fai th of  the 21st century,  not  wi thout danger but wi th in the embrace
of the loving Tr in i ty
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