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THE FEDERATION OF ASIAN BISHOPS’ CONFERENCES: 

 

TOWARDS REGIONAL SOLIDARITY FOR MISSION 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 Pacem in Terris (no. 98) provides the background for this discussion:  

  

Since relationships between States must be regulated in accordance with the 

principles of truth and justice, States must further these relationships by taking 

positive steps to pool their material and spiritual resources. In many cases this can 

be achieved by all kinds of mutual collaboration; and this is already happening in 

our own day in the economic, social, political, educational, health and athletic 

spheres – and with beneficial results. 

 

The Asia Cooperation Dialogue (ACD) is an example of such collaboration among Asian 

States. The Honorable Thomas Hong-Soon Han, the distinguished Ambassador of Korea 

to the Holy See, has given an excellent presentation of the nature, goals, and activities of 

ACD.  

 

My assigned task is to present an experience of regional ecclesial cooperation through the 

Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences (FABC). Instead of two independent and 

unrelated presentations, that of the ACD on the one hand, and that of the FABC on the 

other, I would like to present the FABC engaging in conversation or dialogue with the 

ACD. 

 

1. Pacem in Terris on Cooperation between States 
 

Writing in 1963 and using the light of human reason and the natural law, Pope John 

XXIII stated that the goal of mutual cooperation between states is the building of a 

community based on justice, truth, freedom and love. The most fundamental foundation 

is the human person – human dignity and human rights. 

 

Two years later in 1965, the Pastoral Constitution of Vatican II, Gaudium et Spes (GS) 

elaborates on this fundamental insight. The very first chapter of GS is on “The Dignity of 

the Human Person.” The themes of human dignity and human rights, justice, truth, 

freedom, love, the common good and the natural law serve as a refrain constantly 

weaving through its discussion of economic and political development (chapters III-IV) 

as well as its treatment of cooperation in the international community (Chapter V). 

Subsequent church teachings especially the social encyclicals of Pope Paul VI 

(Populorum Progressio), Blessed John Paul II (Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, Centesimus 

Annus),  and Benedict XVI (Caritas in Veritate) would apply the fundamental concepts to 

current situations.   
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2. Continuity and Contemporariness of Teaching 

 

What is remarkable is the continuity of the Church’s Social Doctrine even as it gains 

greater clarity and understanding through its dynamic interaction with contemporary 

events. Thus the idea of “mutual relationships” has found a classic formulation in Blessed 

John Paul’s insight on Solidarity (especially in Sollicitudo Rei Socialis) and is now 

commonly applied to the mutual relationships between human persons, between man and 

the community, between communities, nations, rich and poor, between man and the 

environment, and even between man and God. 

 

Social realities change. Then it was the Cold War, now it is terrorism; then it was simply 

rampant deforestation and pollution, now it is global warming and global change; then it 

was simply the materially poor, now we have “new faces of the poor;” then it was simply 

underdevelopment, now it is globalization; then it was simply the United Nations, now 

we have a plethora of regional associations. In all these changing realities we find new 

angles, new clarity and remarkable relevance and continuity of the social teachings of the 

Church. 

 

In the light of changing realities and their dynamic interplay with the Social Teachings of 

the Church a conversation or dialogue between FABC and ACD is possible. 

 

3. What is the FABC? A Dialogue between Local Churches in Asia 

 

The FABC is a voluntary association of 19 Episcopal Conferences as regular members 

and 9 ecclesiastical jurisdictions without an Episcopal conference. They range from 

Kazakhstan in Central Asia to Timor Leste in Southeast Asia. Some of the functions of 

FABC are: 

 

 to work for and intensify the dynamic presence of the Church in Asia in the total 

development of the peoples of Asia; 

 to help in the study of common problems of common interest to the church in 

Asia and to investigate possibilities of solutions and coordinated action; 

 to promote inter-communication and cooperation among local churches and 

bishops of Asia. 

 

Nine Offices are actively assisting the Federation in implementing the above functions in 

the following key areas: Human Development, Social Communications, Laity and 

Family, Theological Concerns, Education and Faith Formation, Ecumenism and Inter-

Religious Affairs, Evangelization, Clergy, and Consecrated Life. 

 

Last year the FABC celebrated its 40
th

 anniversary (1972 – 2012) by holding its X 

Plenary Assembly in Vietnam on the theme, “FABC at 40 Years, Responding to the 

Challenges of Asia.” As in all of the nine previous Plenary Assemblies, the member 

Episcopal Conferences together went through a process of discerning the pastoral 

situation, reflecting on it in faith, and making pastoral recommendations to respond to the 

situation – all these in view of realizing more and more the vision of Church in Asia in its 
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mission of evangelization. Interventions at the plenary sessions, discussions in group 

workshops demonstrate the reality of FABC as a dialogue of local churches towards 

deeper communion and solidarity in view of mission. 

  

4. FABC and ACD – Convergences and Differences 

 

Thus we now come to an initial point of dialogue FABC and ACD. 

 

a. Cultures and Religions 

 

Since its inception in 2002 ACD has notably perceived the mosaic of Asian cultures and 

religious pluralism as a rich regional resource. Hence one of the important areas of 

regional cooperation is cultural cooperation. It has to do with the preservation and 

promotion of local cultures. 

 

In turn FABC is fond of stating that Asia is the cradle of the world’s ancient major 

religious and philosophical traditions: Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, 

Confucianism, Taoism, etc. They were the chrysalis of Asian cultures and civilizations. 

 

But FABC goes beyond simple preservation and promotion of cultures. In its mission of 

evangelization, the Church in Asia has to dialogue with Asia’s rich cultures, with its 

various religious and philosophical traditions, and with the “teeming millions” of Asia’s 

poor. This dialogue, constituting a “Triple Dialogue,” is at the heart of the vision of 

Church that FABC aspires to become. The Church in Asia strives to be inculturated in 

Asia, rooted in Asia, incarnate in Asia. At the same time the Church considers the task of 

inter-religious dialogue as a pastoral imperative in the common journey of Asian peoples 

to the Reign of God. Finally, in a continent of massive poverty the Church has to be in 

dialogue with the poor, so that as a Church of the Poor it can be a humble servant of the 

peoples of Asia and credibly and effectively proclaim the Gospel of Jesus, the Lord and 

Savior.  

 

b. Core Values in Cooperation and Dialogue 

 

Another highly positive feature of ACD is the core values that it upholds in cooperation 

and dialogue. These are constructive thinking, informality, voluntarism, non-

institutionalization, openness, respect for diversity, the comfort level of member 

countries, and the evolving nature of ACD.  

 

The core values make it possible for countries of great political, ethnic, religious, and 

economic diversities to cooperate in harmony and peace. Even when some member 

countries are in actual political and economic conflict with one another, respecting 

comfort levels, constructive thinking, openness result in harmonious decision-making 

processes towards pooling of resources and strengths for the common good of the region. 

 

From its viewpoint the Church in Asia would delve deeper and further into fundamental 

values that make dialogue and cooperation possible. With Pacem in Terris and other 
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magisterial teachings of the Church, we would consider the following values as most 

basic: the centrality of the human person; human dignity and human rights; mutual 

openness, respect, understanding, trust; justice, truth, freedom; and, yes, openness to love 

one’s neighbor, even to love an “enemy.” 

 

c. Priority Areas of Cooperation – Improving the Quality of Life 

 

Yet another positive feature of ACD is the outstanding relevance of its areas of dialogue 

and cooperation in order “to reduce poverty and improve the quality of life for Asian 

peoples.”  Thus, ACD has targeted the following areas, among others: Energy, Poverty 

Alleviation, Agriculture, Biotechnology, Science and Technology, Financial Cooperation, 

Human Resource Development, Environmental Education, Natural Disaster, Sustainable 

Development, Security, and Cultural Cooperation. Pooling their resources together and 

supporting the less developed members, ACD member aim at mutual empowerment to 

meet the challenges of the inexorable process of economic globalization. 

 

From a pastoral view our understanding of the common good and of the quality of Asian 

life would require far deeper discernment of the Asian situation. At the X Plenary 

Assembly of the FABC in Vietnam last December 2012, the Asian Bishops identified and 

explored Asian mega-trends. These mega-trends are either positive or negative features of 

the Asian situation that impact the mission of evangelization. Among the mega-trends 

are: Globalization, Culture, Poverty, Migrants and Refugees, Indigenous Peoples, 

Population, Threats to Religious Freedom, Threats to Life, Social Communications, 

Ecology, Laity, Women and Youth.  

 

It is noteworthy that these mega-trends urged the Asian Bishops to reiterate in Vietnam 

what they had discerned in their Plenary Assembly in Korea in 2005. They observed that 

the Asian Family is the receptacle of every challenge to the quality of human life. 

Therefore, the focal point of evangelization has to be the Family. In a very brief remark 

Pacem in Terris (no. 16-17) points to the central importance of the family rights in the 

compendium of human rights. 

 

For the past two decades the Church in Asia has made the marginalized and impoverished 

Indigenous Peoples in Asia as a major pastoral priority. This is especially so since 80% of 

the world’s 300 million Indigenous Peoples live in Asia. Likewise, major pastoral 

priorities are Ecology and Climate Change, Migrants and Refugees, and Women. Pacem 

in Terris speaks about Women (a positive view of women in no. 41), Treatment of 

Minorities (nos. 94-97), Migrants (no. 25) and Refugees (103-107). Understandably the 

treatment of these topics in Pacem in Terris is brief. To date the situation of minorities 

(especially Indigenous Peoples), the situation of women, refugees and migrants 

(especially migrant workers) and, we must add, the situation of the family have 

metamorphosed into major global issues. Therefore, a desirable agendum for ACD would 

be to include these priorities in its areas of cooperation. 
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d. Human Rights and Freedom of Religion 

 

The First Asian Cooperation Dialogue Summit in Kuwait on 15-17 October 2012 

declared: “The Summit affirms the importance of respecting all religions and beliefs, the 

right of freedom of expression and condemns any disrespect to religious figures” 

(Communique, no. 2). Further the Summit stated: “Democracy, respect of basic freedoms 

and human rights, in accordance with the principles of international law and the United 

Nations charter, will help consolidate security and stability in ACD Member States” 

(Communique, no. 3). 

 

Current events in some ACD member States seem to indicate a lack of fidelity to these 

declarations on religious freedom as well as to democratic principles. There is a danger 

for some countries to respect human rights only in so far as such rights do not contravene 

traditional cultural values. This could result in a rejection of the universality of human 

rights, as in the case of the equal dignity of men and women or in the wide participation 

of the general citizenry in political authority and power. We have witnessed the 

horrendous terror in some areas of the ACD world due to the violence inflicted on 

religious minorities. We also see inconsistencies between official declarations and public 

practice as in the treatment of migrants and refugees, in threats to religious freedom, and 

threats to life. Some rigorous self-examination on the practice of core human values 

would be in order. 

 

e. The Common Good 

 

For the Church the quality of human life and the common good of Asian peoples extend 

beyond the temporal and material. Citing Pope John XXIII’s Mater et Magistra, Vatican 

II’s Gaudium et Spes states: “The common good embraces the sum total of all those 

conditions of social life which enable individuals, families, and organizations to achieve 

complete and effcicacious fulfillment” (GS, no. 74).   

 

In fact, Pacem in Terris (no. 57-58) already affirms that the common good already 

includes the spiritual and concludes: “Thus, the measures that are taken to implement the 

common good must not jeopardize (man’s) eternal salvation; indeed, they must even help 

him to obtain it.” 

 

Hence the common good includes much more than the enjoyment of basic freedoms, 

freedom from poverty and hunger, freedom from disease, violence and war, religious 

freedom. Beyond the purview of political communities such as the ACD , the common 

good has to include a fundamental openness to Transcendence, to the deepest aspirations 

of human life, described by Jesus in the Gospel of John as “life in fullness” (Jn 10:10), 

life beyond the temporal and material. 

 

f. Social Transformation and the Mission of Evangelization 

 

The social teachings of the Church are instruments in the mission of evangelization. They 

guide us in building the City of God on earth. They point to a deeper as well as higher 
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level of human life. For this reason the Asian Bishops, confronted by mega-trends in the 

social, cultural, economic, religious, and ecological situation, asked the deep essential 

question: “What are the root causes of mega-trends? What directions does our faith offer 

in order that the Church may address these mega-trends?” 

 

Indeed the ACD deals with the same subjects that the Church in Asia deals with, namely, 

Asian peoples, their quality of life and the common good. But the Church’s discernment 

of the Asian situation is from a different view -- from the optic of faith. Likewise, the 

Church’s understanding of the quality of human life builds on the ACD understanding 

and rises, to a higher level, namely, the level of the integral human person, the person 

who has a basic orientation to the transcendent God and possesses in his heart a 

fundamental aspiration for the Reign of God. 

 

Hence, the target areas that the ACD has identified along with other Asian mega-trends 

that the Church has discerned would evoke the call of the Holy Spirit to the Church in 

Asia not only for dialogue and cooperation, but for a “new evangelization.” 

  

Conclusion 

 

Except for a few countries the member States of ACD are countries of ancient religious 

and philosophical beliefs. They recognize the limits of even the most powerful temporal 

and material resources to achieve progress and peace. In Pacem in Terris Pope John 

XXIII envisioned a universal order “founded on truth, built up on justice, nurtured and 

animated by charity, and brought into effect under the auspices of freedom” (PT, 167). 

He stated that human resources alone cannot achieve this vision. Divine assistance is 

needed, “if human society is to bear the closest possible resemblance to the kingdom of 

God.” 

  

 

+Orlando B. Quevedo, O.M.I. 

Archbishop of Cotabato, Former Secretary General  

     of the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences 

Symposium – 50
th

 Anniversary of Pacem in Terris 

Rome, October 3, 2013 

 

 

  

  


