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Respected Pujya Satyavrat Swami, Pujya Paramtattva Swami and other Hindu religious leaders, Your Excellencies Archbishop Kevin McDonald, Chair, Episcopal Office for Relations with Other Religions, Archbp. Patrick Kelly, Bishop Paul Hendricks, Msgr. Peter Fleetwood, distinguished Catholic and Hindu scholars, learned speakers and honourable participants of this seminar, to all of you, first and foremost, my cordial greetings! Namaste!

It gives me immense joy to be in your midst, in the sacred premises of Baps Shri Swaminarain Mandir (Temple) along with Father Santiago Michael of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue. My visit to the Temple here said to be Europe’s first traditional Hindu temple, evokes the happy memories of my goodwill visit to the famous Siddhi Vinayak Temple in Mumbai on 12th June 2009 along with the participants of a high level two-day Hindu-Catholic meeting organized at the initiative of the Archbishop of Mumbai. You have accorded us truly a warm welcome and I must say that we are overwhelmed by this great gesture of yours. His Excellency Archbishop Kevin and his team, the Management of this Temple and many Hindu organizations have been the planners and executors of this meeting. To all of them and to their generous collaborators, our BIG THANKS!

Following the aforesaid meeting in Mumbai which was the first of its kind, the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue also organized in November 2011 a Catholic-Hindu Colloquium in Pune, India in collaboration with the Church in India wherein both Father Santiago and I participated besides His Excellency Archbishop Celata, the then Secretary of this Council. This meeting here in London organized with the fullest cooperation of the Catholic Church in England and Wales is a re-affirmation of the Catholic Church’s commitment to strengthen relationships with the Hindus wherever they are.  

It is a truism to say that today we live in a globalized world where, among other things, the traditional geographical boundaries between religious traditions have almost vanished. The presence here, in the city of London, of this magnificent Hindu temple and of the sizeable Hindu community bear ample testimony to a changed religious landscape that is a feature of today’s world. This situation reminds of the opening words of the Second Vatican Council Document, the Nostra Aetate, which almost fifty years ago spoke of the urgent need for dialogue among religions, linking this need to a context wherein day after day mankind draws closer together, and ties between different peoples grow stronger (cf. NA 1). In the intervening decades between the promulgation of Nostra Aetate and now, I can certainly say that, the Catholic Church has kept faith in the possibility and necessity of interreligious dialogue through its words and actions, and most importantly through the examples of its Supreme Pontiffs and their unfailing attention given to the matter. In this connection I would like to bring to your kind attention the words of genuine encouragement for dialogue pronounced recently by His Holiness Pope Francis. During his audience with representatives of the churches and ecclesial communities and of the different religions, held on 20th March, the Pope reaffirmed the Church’s commitment to dialogue when he said: 

“The Catholic Church is conscious of the importance of promoting friendship and respect between men and women of different religious traditions – I want to repeat this: promoting friendship and respect between men and women of different religious traditions – a sign of which can be seen in the important work carried out by the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue”.

Interreligious dialogue, as we all know, should serve the purposes of knowing and respecting each other’s religious traditions and beliefs better; of seeing and appreciating the goodness and wisdom found in other religions; and of creating the conditions for all to live in peace and freedom. And in the process, interreligious dialogue should also help us to become persons who are more genuinely religious, better members of the society in which we live and, overall, better human beings who believe in the ultimate sovereignty of God over the world. The theme of today’s meeting, “The Practice of Compassion as a Contribution to Peace”, can, in that sense, go a long way in meeting some of the aims we attach to interreligious dialogue. I am hopeful that the presentations and reflections of this seminar will further enlighten us on our shared religious value of compassion and our common responsibility of bringing it to bear upon the situations of restlessness, divisions and conflicts that profoundly mark our societies in the present-day world.

Compassion in its different aspects and nuances can be said to lie very close to the heart of every religion. In Hindu religion, as I understand, “Compassion” (dayaa) along with “charity” (daanam) and “self-control” (damam) is indicated as one of the supreme virtues of a religious person by the Brihad-āraņyaka Upanishad. The Upanishad will further state that “hŗdayam, the heart, is everything” (Br. Up. 5, 2-3). The practice of compassion which extends to every living being will thus become an ingrained feature of every Indian religious tradition from the time of the Upanishads. Compassion finds its natural expression in the practice of non-violence (ahimsa), whose modern-day apostle Mahatma Gandhi, as we all know, drew inspiration for his life and work from both Hinduism and Christianity and their sacred texts. Of course, peace may mean more than just the practice of non-violence in its ordinary sense; but one may rightly say that a practice of non-violence that is founded on a genuine sense of compassion is indeed a powerful means for securing peace in our conflict-ridden world.

Compassion that turns into an active concern for the suffering of others: this might be termed “mercifulness” which, if I may add, is the notion that is more representative of Christian perceptions in this regard. “Feeling mercy” – this word changes everything, said the Holy Father Pope Francis, mentioning a book on that subject by Cardinal Walter Kasper. The Pope went on to say, “This is the best thing we can feel: it changes the world” (Angelus, 17 March 2013). For us Christians it is God who is the starting point of any discourse on mercy and compassion; it is He who from the outset has taken pity on to us, humans, and asks of us now to do likewise in regard to our fellow human beings. The paradigmatic example of Christian compassion is, of course, the one contained in the parable of the “good Samaritan” told by Jesus. Again, the Pope commenting on it in his General Audience of March 27 would say: “the Samaritan […] did not pass by the unfortunate man, pitying him or looking at him from the other side of the road, but helped him without asking for anything in return; without asking whether he was a Jew, a pagan or a Samaritan, whether he was rich or poor: he asked for nothing. He went to help him”.

In the short time that the present Pope has been at the helm of the Catholic Church, he has constantly reminded us through his words and gestures of the need to practice compassion in our lives. He has spoken of a compassion that translates itself into care and concern for each and every person in our society, especially children, the elderly, the poor and the needy; of a compassion that builds up into an act of solidarity with those who find themselves at the outskirt of existence, of being protectors of the whole creation and every human being in it. He has spoken of a compassion that finally turns into genuine goodness and tenderness towards all (cf. Homily, Inauguration of the Pontificate of Pope Francis, 19 March 2013).

May I conclude by saying that at a time of social and economic crisis like the one we are presently going through, turning our thoughts on the notion of compassion has a renewed relevance. We need to rediscover the importance of compassion in our personal as well as collective lives as a means for preserving and promoting peace. In spite of the differences of positions and perceptions that mark our respective religious traditions, I do feel that both Hinduism and Christianity have a treasury of shared values of which compassion may be one of the foremost. So it is my wish that by listening to our respective religious traditions on what they have to teach us about compassion, we may grow in our mutual understanding, appreciation and trust and be inspired to work together for justice, peace and solidarity. 
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