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REPORT OF MEETING OF WOMEN IN INTERFAITH FAMILIES 

In preparation for the extraordinary Synod on the Family a group of women in interfaith marriages 

and a couple of Jesuits came together to identify challenges faced and posed by inter faith families to 

the Church, articulate the spiritual and theological insights gained from their inter-religious context, 

and make recommendation for an apostolate.    

 

Introduction 

 

Interfaith marriages are on the increase in India, in some parts constituting more than 50% of the 

marriages celebrated in Church. The reasons for these are many, but the most obvious is the tiny 

minority that Catholics form in a population of 1.25 billion people. According to the 2011 census, 

Christians of all denominations represent only 2.3 per cent (24 million) of the Indian population, 

amidst 80.5% (over 827 million) Hindus and 13.4% (138 million) Muslims.  Catholics account for a 

mere 17 million of the population. A similar demographic in terms of Catholic minority status is 

prevalent in most Asian countries. Given these statistics, interfaith marriages are not surprising. The 

Japanese bishops have cited a figure as high as 76%.  

 

In major cities the increase in interfaith marriages is linked in large part to the education of women 

and their entry into the workforce across all economic strata. Universities and workplaces provide 

multi-religious spaces that offer opportunities for intimate relationships across traditional boundaries. 

With the confidence that comes from their earning power, women, irrespective of their social status, 

are making their own decisions. Added to this is the overall distancing from religion and the porosity 

of today’s families to social networks and the media which have opened youth up to the “other”.   

 

While this phenomenon is currently most noticeable in Asia because of its multi-religious milieu, 

globalisation and increased mobility across geographic borders will result in similar increases in 

other parts of the world. Already, thanks to the European Union, the religious profile of many 

predominantly Christian countries is slowly changing.  

 

Interfaith marriages are here to stay, and no amount of censure or preventive measures will reverse 

this trend that has its roots in our changing society. They are a sign of the times. 
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Unfortunately, since Asians form a miniscule percentage of the universal Church (the recently 

published Statistical Yearbook of the Church puts them at 3.2 percent) the concerns of interfaith 

marriage partners have not yet been sufficiently recognized and taken up for discussion. The 

forthcoming Synod on the Family provides an excellent opening to not only bring to the fore the 

challenges faced and posed by interfaith families and their expectations of the Church, but also to 

make known the opportunities they embody, and to offer to the Church their insights and learning 

from their intimate interfaith dialogue.  

 

In lieu of the above, on the 27
th

 July 2014, a group of 8 women (since in our patriarchal societies 

women tend to be more affected than men) came together in the Department of Inter-Religious 

Studies, St. Xavier’s College, Mumbai, to share their stories and reflect on their experience as 

members, partners and nurturers of interfaith families. They were accompanied by two Jesuits.  The 

women included an adult offspring of a Catholic-Muslim union, one woman married to a Muslim, 

another to a Parsee, and five to Hindus. The married women were in stable, committed marriages 

ranging from 20 to 46 years. All the women were practising Catholics, some extremely active in the 

Church.      

 

Issues Raised 

 

1. The Faith of the Child in an Interfaith Marriage 

 

Context 

 

The Church’s insistence on the baptism of the offspring of the union was the biggest stumbling block 

in most of the marriages, threatening the very marriage, jeopardising the practice of the Catholic 

partner’s faith because of the resentment of the spouse, and alienating generations. Prior to the 1983 

Code of Canon Law, inability to make such a promise resulted in painful ostracism from the Church 

and often, the Church-going extended family. It also meant denial of the sacraments.   

� The price we have to pay for the Church’s insistence on a promise to baptise children is a 

sword dividing the family. My mother was Catholic and father, Muslim. Both were disowned 

by their families.  We were five children and all were baptised. Each time my mother had to 

ask my father about baptising us it was a struggle for my father. However, being a man of his 

word (he had to promise in writing that the children would be baptised) he never came in the 

way. He was a staunch Muslim. To stay rooted my mother took pains to personalize and 
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deepen her faith. Her family accepted us back when they saw we were being brought up as 

Catholics. My father’s family disowned him to the end; consequently I never knew my 

father’s family.  

� I came from a devout Catholic family. I went to a Catholic school and college. My Hindu 

husband refused to promise to baptise our children because, being a man of honour, he did 

not want to make a promise he knew he could not keep.   It was highly traumatic for me 

because of the norms of the Church. It left deep scars on me and even my children.  

 

Even after the revised Code which required a Catholic entering into an inter-faith marriage only “to 

make a sincere promise to do all in his or her power so that all offspring are baptized and brought up 

in the Catholic Church”, women are sometimes deliberately misguided by some parish priests, and 

made to believe that baptism of the children was a mandatory requirement of the Church.  

• I got married in 1988. My parish priest was very cordial. However, he said I had to make a 

promise to baptise my children if I wanted to get married in Church. When I asked why I was 

being made to make such a promise when the 1983 Code of Canon Law did not require it, I 

was told that this was the policy laid down by the bishops of India in the hope that it would 

dissuade Catholics from entering into interfaith marriages.  

� I know if I had to push for baptism the marriage would suffer. I am stronger than my 

husband. I decided I would just pray.   

 

Among the 8 women in the group, only one came from an interfaith family where all the children 

were baptised to the total exclusion of the “other” faith member. The result was an estranged 

extended family and a hurting marital relationship, but a deep Catholic faith. All the other inter-

religious families had variations of “double belonging” – children who were baptised and practising 

Catholics, or of another faith but Catholic in spirit and practice, or baptised but non-practicing 

Catholics, or Catholic in their upbringing but open to the “other” faith too with the possibility of 

making a choice as an adult about baptism, or practising another religion. In one instance, despite the 

children being baptised, the women and her children were registered as “Hindus” in the 2011 

Census, purportedly for their own safety in a climate of growing intolerant religious politics.    

 

For the women whose children were not baptised what was clear, was that their decision not to 

baptise their children was not indicative of indifference towards the Christian faith or the Church. 

They did not chose not to baptise their children; they chose to love and respect their spouse, and this 
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would not have been possible if they had excluded him from the religious upbringing of his children 

or alienated his children from him by giving them a different “label”.  

 

The group also questioned whether following a general rule of the Church to baptise children is the 

sole means of nurturing the Christian faith of children in these extraordinary circumstances. 

� Despite what people say, our children are not confused. They understand that there are 

different paths to the same God. A lot depends on what we teach them. They are more open to 

people of other faiths.  

� My daughters decided to get baptised as mature adults even though both of them are married 

to Hindus.  

 

Reflection 

 

Unlike in single religion families, in interfaith families the religion of offspring involves a choice 

between two existing options. Mostly, it is the Church authorities and the interfaith marriage partners 

who decide on the children’s faith. However, neither can presume to know how the children will 

react as adults, and whether they will object to being brought up practising the religious faith of one 

parent while being denied access to the other, or whether they would in fact have preferred this 

option to not having any religious identity, or having the option to choose as adults. Dogmatic a-

priories—whether from the side of the Church or from interfaith couples—therefore need to be 

examined and scrutinized. 

 

It was observed that living in a multi-religious environment can be unsettling, and children torn 

between two dissenting parents and two religions often end up abandoning religion altogether. 

However, when parents themselves reconciled their differences and learnt to live in harmony and 

develop an inclusive spirituality their children would be more likely to own their “double belonging” 

comfortably. There is however, no adequate and reliable data available to understand how children in 

inter-religious families come to terms with their religious identity. 

  

Some of the women whose children were not baptised had experienced marginalisation in the 

Church, and one of the reasons was the perception that not baptizing their children meant that they 

had rejected the Church or decided against inculcating Christian values and ethical stances in their 

children. This was not true especially since living out religious and ethical values is not inextricably 
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linked to a person’s being baptized. It only meant that they had made a decision for the unity of the 

marriage and family.  

 

 

 

 

 

2. Community Norms, Rules and Regulations 

 

Context 

The law covering the baptism of the children was discussed. While some felt that the Church should 

stay silent on this and leave it up to the couple to decide, others felt that the Church’s insistence to at 

least do all in one’s power to baptise one’s children added weight to their demands and served as a 

welcome support when making the decision. However, it was generally felt that there should be more 

sensitivity to the rights and feelings of the partner of another faith.  

 

The rules concerning the celebration of the marriage were another area of discussion. The general 

view was that both partners had a right to celebrate the marriage according to their individual rites. 

While these were religious celebrations they were also family celebrations.  All the married women 

had got married under the Special Marriage Act. Some were advised to do so by Church authorities.  

A few had had more than one religious ceremony.  

 

One woman felt that the marriage liturgy could be made more inclusive, especially the vows.  

� My husband had agreed to the Catholic upbringing of our children (attend Mass, Sunday 

School, Catechism class etc.)  but requested that they be allowed to choose baptism as adults. 

I was granted dispensation on these grounds. So it came as a bit of a shock to him when 

during the marriage ceremony he was asked:  "Will you accept children lovingly from God, 

and bring them up according to the law of Christ and his Church?" Also currently the 

partner of another faith, when placing the ring on the Catholic partner’s finger, is made to 

recite: “Take this ring as a sign of my love and fidelity. In the name of the Father, and of the 

Son, and of the Holy Spirit.” This makes little sense for someone who is not a Catholic.    

 

a. Is there any special guidance that can be provided to interfaith couples so that they are 

better able to engage in inter-religious dialogue in the home and reconcile worship and 

the practice of their two religions, so that there is neither conflict nor confusion? 

b. Can the Church undertake a comprehensive global study of the 

feelings/perceptions/concerns of children in interfaith marriages so that we can address 

their needs appropriately?  

c.  Can the Church accompany and support children of interfaith marriages?  
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There was some confusion in the group about which law was applicable for divorce, inheritance and 

other civil effects,  when there was more than one marriage celebration – The Special Marriage Act, 

Christian Personal Law or the Hindu / Muslim Marriage Laws.   

 

Reflection 

 

All agreed that norms, rules and regulations observed in a community like the Church govern the 

lives of its members and are meant to serve the common good. Their observance is meant to 

safeguard the faith and freedom of the Catholic partner as she or he makes a solemn commitment in 

an interfaith marriage.  Further, a community needs to articulate clearly the requirements one must 

fulfil to be considered a member of it.  At the same time however, there is need for a responsible 

interpretation of the norms, rules and regulations so that their real end is realized in changed 

situations. Thus it must be acknowledged that the revisions in the 1983 Code of Canon Law with 

regard to Mixed Marriages (Chapter VI) reflect an evolution in the Church’s understanding of the 

sacrament of marriage.  Interfaith marriages are no longer seen as antagonistic to the Christian 

experience of faith. Further, the constraints of the Catholic partner with regard to the religious 

upbringing of the offspring are recognised. The Code therefore, while upholding the rights of the 

Church, respects the individual circumstances of the Catholic partner and seeks to be a support rather 

than a burden.  

 

Questions and issues arising from interfaith marriages need to be considered not merely subjectively 

(emic) but also objectively (etic). Such considerations will pose legitimate questions to any religion 

that assumes that it alone is willed by God and therefore lays down laws and regulations with little 

regard for persons of other faiths or beliefs. Laws and regulations must therefore be framed 

considering the interfaith couple as a unit, one that God has brought together. The interests of the 

Catholic partner cannot be seen in isolation.  

 

This would also apply to the celebration of the marriage. While the Church sees only the religious 

aspect of these celebrations, such celebrations are also a fundamental part of bringing together two 

families, and cannot, perhaps should not,  be done away with easily. They are an essential part of 

building community. An inclusive approach is much needed in today’s climate of divisive and 

antagonistic politics.   

 



7 | P a g e  

 

Understanding the application of civil laws is important especially if there is a breakdown in the 

marriage, and with regard to death and inheritance.  This is particularly so for women since many 

personal laws are biased against women.  

 

 

 

 

a. Can some of the key elements of canon law, the rules and regulations and the conditions for 

granting a dispensation for mixed marriages be made available and easily accessible to all in 

the Church? 

b. Can the explanation of these laws and regulations by competent persons be made a 

compulsory part of the pre-marital counselling of inter-faith couples?  

c. Can the laws and regulations be framed keeping in mind that the inter-faith couple is a unit 

whose union must be supported and protected, and that both partners have equal rights and 

obligations?  

d. Can there be more clarity about the different civil laws and their application in the case of 

interfaith marriages particularly if there is marriage under the Special Marriage Act along 

with other marriage ceremonies?   

 

3. The Need for an Informed and Educated Clergy and Religious 

 

Context 

 

Most of the women had had unpleasant experiences with their parish priests when informing them of 

their decision to marry a person of another faith. In some cases the parish priest put the baptism of 

the children as a necessary precondition to getting married in Church. Sometimes they were made to 

run around to comply with various formalities. This was often the first exposure of the partner of 

another faith to the Church, and it was frequently negative. 

� I was told that interfaith marriages frequently broke down, and it was advisable to get 

married under the Special Marriage Act as it was easier to get divorced under this Act.  

� Dispensation was not a comfortable process.  
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� It seemed to me that the Church was trying to make the best of what it has:  “The only way I 

can trap these Catholics is to make these rules.” My husband and I were made to run around 

like rabbits.  

 

A few in the group however, also shared experiences of understanding and respectful parish priests 

who made the person of another faith feel welcome.  

� I had no problems with getting a dispensation even though I made it very clear that I would 

not be able to baptise my children.   

� My parish priest was extremely respectful of my Hindu partner and always spoke to him 

courteously even defending him sometimes. Twelve priests concelebrated at my wedding and 

my husband and I feel truly blessed. My husband’s parents were permitted to participate in 

the offertory procession and the Eucharist was celebrated partly in Gujarati to make my 

husband’s family feel welcome.  

 

Most of the women wanted a Catholic education for their children. However, a few mentioned 

unpleasant experiences with Principals who were nuns or priests.  

 

� During the admissions’ interview the nun asked me, “what kind of a Christian are you? Why 

haven’t you converted your husband?” At one point my husband got up and walked out.  

� When my children were small I had requested one of the nuns to provide lunch for them 

because I was having some domestic help problems. She readily agreed. But then the 

Principal told her that she could not do that because my children were not baptised.  

� The funny thing is I wanted to put my daughters in a “non-Catholic” school because it was a 

better school. It was my husband who wanted a Catholic school.  

� My children were not baptised but went to a Catholic school. They got in on the general 

quota and the nun was very welcoming. I insisted that they attend Catechism class because I 

wanted them to have a Catholic upbringing. My Hindu husband had no objections. I believe 

they benefitted even though when they were younger I sometimes had to answer questions 

because of something the religion teacher would say, like: “you have to be baptised to go to 

heaven”. I think many Catholics in interfaith marriages want their children to have Catholic 

values and Catholic schools and colleges can be a good support system. Unfortunately 

Catholic schools and colleges are much sought after these days. I know couples who baptised 

their children just so that they could get admission into them. So no one will believe you if 
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you say you want admission because you are interested in giving your child a Christian 

education.  

All the women expressed a desire to know more about the religion of their spouse so that they could 

find a meeting ground and enrich their relationship.  Some shared the ways in which they 

worshipped together and evolved a common spirituality, while others talked of how they worshipped 

separately but with a consciousness of the spouse’s religious affiliation.  

� I am ashamed to call myself a Catholic in the background of my husband’s faith. One day I 

saw him meditating. Later I asked him, “Whom do you pray to?” He answered, “I pray to 

God and I also pray to Christ”.  

� Sometimes I feel my Hindu husband is more “Christian” in his values and way of life than I.   

 

Reflection  

 

The Catholic priest is called to be more than a cultic minister or bureaucrat in his functioning. 

Vatican Council II clearly sees the calling of the priest as one who proclaims the Word of God, 

celebrates the sacraments and pastorally administers to the needs of persons. His years of priestly 

formation should make him competent in his calling so that he can instruct persons correctly about 

the Church’s rules and regulations. He should also feel confident to adapt these in such a way that 

their true purpose is served. Sometimes, in matters concerning interfaith marriages, there is a lack of 

awareness of what is substantial and what is peripheral in the Church’s teaching about these 

marriages. In addition, some priests insist, without proper justification, on requirements over and 

above those mandated by the official Church.  

 

There is a need for parish priests to be made aware of their role as witnesses and bearers of the Good 

News of unity and communion, reconciliation and love, and the need to embody the gospel 

imperative: "By this will all know that you are my disciples, if you love one another" (John 13:34-

35). It is they who will serve as the public face of the Church, and the entry point for people of other 

faiths into the Catholic community. They lose a great opportunity to dialogue across religions and to 

build the human community when they turn off/away people who are well disposed to the Church. 

Respect, openness and warmth towards the person of another faith is also a starting point for the 

“evangelisation of today’s world” that Pope Francis speaks of (Evangelii Gaudium), especially given 

that in India, priests of all religions, are treated with great respect. Further it is well to remember that 

if the parish priest is welcoming, it becomes easier for the Catholic partner to practise her faith and 

bring up the children in the Catholic faith. The Code of Canon Law in fact makes it mandatory for 
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pastors to provide spiritual help to the Catholic spouse and her children and to help to foster the unity 

of conjugal and family life (Canon 1128).  

 

There is need to know more about the faith and practices of the spouse who is of another faith 

persuasion so that one can honestly show reverence for his/her religious practices. In this process of 

learning, a person comes to appreciate the religious faith of others rather than demonize them. More, 

one also gains valuable insights into the person of Christ when viewed through a different religious 

lens. Approaches that are theocentric can make for more inclusiveness than those that are narrowly 

Christocentric. 

 

 

 

a. Can we build a greater level of sensitivity in the interpretation of Canon Law among the 

clergy, in keeping with current Church teaching, in the light of the challenges and 

opportunities posed by inter-religious marriages, and with respect for the adult decision of the 

couple? 

b. Can the clergy be made aware of, and trained to fulfil, their role as witnesses of the gospel, 

and supporters of the Catholic partner in the practice of the faith and fulfilment of 

obligations? 

c. Is knowledge of other religions part of the education of clergy? If not, can this be included in 

their curriculum? This knowledge would help our priests to reduce the sometimes bigoted 

views they may carry about other religions. Knowledgeable priests could also provide 

pastoral care and guidance to the inter-faith couple in their journey together.  

d. Are there opportunities for interfaith dialogue and relationship in which our clergy can 

participate in a spirit of understanding? 

 

4. Protecting All the Parties in the Event of an Interfaith Marriage 

 

Context 

 

While some of the women felt there were too many formalities surrounding a marriage in Church, 

others appreciated certain formalities like the affidavit required from the partner of another faith 
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stating that there was no other existing / previous marriage, as bans were not read, and this served as 

a welcome protection of the Catholic partner.  

 

Reflection 

 

There was general appreciation for the Catholic Church’s effort to ensure the freedom of the partners 

in an interfaith marriage even though obtaining official certificates and documents often contributes 

to stress, and, at times, frustration. 

 

 

 

a. This protection is a value addition provided by the Church and needs to be positioned as such 

when requests for documents are made. If the context is understood, the interfaith couple will 

appreciate the requirement. 

b. Marriage preparation courses must include information on the application of canon law and 

civil laws with regard to annulment and divorce particularly in the case of interfaith 

marriages.  

 

 

5. Religious Conversion in the Context of an Interfaith Marriage 

 

Context 

 

All the women, shared about how conscious they were of being the face of Christ and the Church, 

not just in their immediate families, but also in their extended families of another faith. The women 

talked of how close they were to their families and communities of their spouse, even though they 

were a minority. Each one felt called to be in an inter-religious way of life and took evangelisation 

through example very seriously. 

� I sincerely feel that we are chosen to be in interfaith marriages. We have unique 

opportunities to spread the love of Christ.  From our example people accept Christ.  

� Before marriage I was an indifferent Catholic. My knowledge was so limited. After marriage 

my husband would ask me questions about the Catholic faith and practice. It drove me to 
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learn more.  Ironically I became closer to the Church. I came to the realisation that to know 

Jesus is to love Him. This would not have happened if I had married a Catholic. 

� My husband is not religious. He does not enter a fire temple but he will enter Churches, and 

my young adult son who is not baptized is more Christian than me. He carries a rosary and 

cross, and accompanies me for Church services out of choice.  

� Just before she died my mother said to my Hindu husband, “You’re not my son-in-law. 

You’re my son”. Years later I discovered he had my mother’s rosary and I asked him how he 

got it. He replied, “Your mother gave it to me before she died, but I never told you.” He still 

has it and refuses to part with it.   

 

Reflection 

 

By itself, the occasion for celebrating an interfaith marriage should not be the moment to persuade a 

person to become a Catholic. Since the Catholic Church believes that it is God who brings about 

conversion, a quid pro quo should never be entertained. Personal freedom to convert must be 

observed, and seen to be observed by the authorities in the Catholic Church. 

 

The Church’s doctrine concerning Baptism admits of both, Baptism by water that results in a visible 

relationship—the sacramental character—to the Catholic Church, and Baptism by desire which does 

not effect a visible relationship to the Church since it does not include the canonical baptismal ritual. 

More attention should be paid to the theological implications of Baptism of desire especially in the 

light of Lumen Gentium 16 and Gaudium et Spes 22. There is need to explore how a person lives a 

God-fearing life and practises true humanism in the midst of pluralism and of individuals belonging 

to different faith persuasions. 

 

The Christian partner is called to be the face of Christ and the Church to the other partner, the 

children and the in-laws. Influenced by the witness value provided by the Christian partner the 

Hindu/Muslim/other faith family members should feel welcome to celebrate Christian festivals and 

join in common prayer. This experience offers them occasions to know at first hand the Christian 

way of life so as to be positively disposed towards Christ / Church.  Such openness however, is only 

possible if it is matched with a similar openness on the part of the Christian partner towards her 

partner’s religious tradition.  
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a. The Church needs to learn from the insights and wisdom of Catholics in interfaith marriages 

particularly with regard to their experience of God and witness to the faith.   

b. More education is required of both the clergy and the faithful on the meaning of "baptism by 

desire."  

6. Is an Interfaith Marriage Sacramental? 

 

Context 

 

The women were shocked to learn that their marriages were not sacraments in the eyes of the Church 

and questioned this understanding. 

� Why is our marriage not a sacrament? Is not God present in all human activity? When we 

made our marriage vows in Church my husband and I too invited God to be present, so how 

is it possible that the grace of God who created all humanity, is denied to us just because my 

husband and I belong to different religions? 

 

Reflection  

 

In general, God is seen to have a special place in all human activity and this is expressed through 

signs or symbols drawn from created reality. Such activity on the part of God is referred to as 

sacramental - God present in all of human evolution and offering all persons fulfilment in their lives. 

At different periods in the Catholic Church’s history, the authorities in the Church have found it 

necessary to describe the term sacrament so that it becomes significant or meaningful in a particular 

context for Catholics, e.g. referring to the sacrament as “mystery” in NT times or in the 16
th

 century 

in its Tridentate form. But because the Church describes sacrament in a context-specific way in the 

Christian community, it does not mean that the sacramental presence of God is not to be recognized 

elsewhere. When the Catholic Church describes a validly performed marriage between two Catholics 

as sacramental, it has in mind the following understanding of sacrament: faith in God, actions of the 

Risen Christ, and the satisfying of the requirements laid down by the legitimate Catholic Church 

authority. (The definition of sacrament in the 16
th

 century that identified the Catholic understanding 

in contrast to the Protestant one - in Counter-reformation times - is still most popularly known.) But 

the sacramental aspect of marriage can be predicated even when one of the two parties does not 
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belong to the Catholic Church as would be the case in an interfaith marriage for, as noted already, 

God has a special place in all human activity. 

 

a. Can we redefine marriage between interfaith couples as sacramental? Would that involve a 

change in canon law? Who is the authority that would decide this? Who can present the pros 

and cons? Can we at least add it to the agenda of things we need to change?  

 

7. The Development of Doctrine and Theology 

 

Context 

 

The lived experience of interfaith couples raises many theological issues, among them, the 

sacramental nature of their marriage, the questioning of baptism as key to Christian living,  new 

insights into the mystery and immensity of God, and the  understanding of evangelisation in their 

multi-religious context,   

� Why does the Church ban a marriage ceremony of another religion? I had a Hindu ceremony 

too because it meant as much to my husband as the Nuptial Service meant to me. He and his 

family had cooperated with everything I had asked for. How could I then say “No” to them?    

� We need rules because everyone would otherwise do their own thing. But bending rules to 

obey the greater law of love is also important. It is part of showing respect for the individual.  

� Do not all religions have their source in the same God? 

� Is it really possible for one religious tradition to know all about the immensity of God? We 

have so much to learn from other religions. My experience of Jesus is expanded when I see 

him through the eyes of my Hindu husband.  

� Even the Church talks of “New” evangelisation. Pope Francis asks us to go out of our secure 

zones and bear fruit and transform the world. God has placed us in these unique situations 

where we are actually engaged in inter-religious dialogue at the most intimate level. We are 

making Christ present outside the walls of the Church. We need the support of the Church.  

Reflection 

 

To theologize is to consider the praxis (intuitions, ideas, suppositions that are operational in a 

person’s life and behaviour) that is manifested in a person’s or community’s life, to reflect on this 

praxis in the light of revelation (e.g. the Church’s scripture and tradition) and to follow a programme 
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of action that is the outcome of such reflection. Anselm (1033-1109) understood theology as ‘faith 

seeking understanding’. Christian theologizing is at the service of witnessing to the Risen Christ and 

has taken different forms in keeping with changing contexts. Witnessing to the Risen Christ in the 

early church meant being a martyr. Later it meant elaborating the doctrines about God, and still later 

proclaiming the word to those who did not profess the Christian faith. At the time of the 11
th

 and 12
th

 

centuries, such witnessing took the form of the Crusades and from the 15
th

 century till very recently, 

witnessing was seen in the missionary who was part of colonizing expeditions. 

 

Vatican Council II was a crucial milestone in the march of Catholic theology. When Pope John 

XXIII announced that an ecumenical council was to be held he had in mind the updating 

(aggiornamento) of the Church which would include a renewal of its theology. He realized that much 

of the theologizing from the past was context specific and possibly irrelevant for succeeding 

generations. After the Council (1962-65) it was found necessary to revise the rites for the celebration 

of the sacraments and to bring out a new edition of the Code of Canon Law (1983) to incorporate the 

findings and decisions of the Council. This was the process of the “reception” of the Council by the 

whole Church. In this process, the Church comes to a new awareness of its identity; the Church 

progresses in its self-understanding and discovers new ways of interpreting God’s sacramental 

presence in the world.  

  

One concludes that theology is not a static reality. The context suggests how it is to be conceived. 

Hence we now speak of theology that must be adapted, made contextual. Today’s theologizing has as 

its watchword ‘interfaith dialogue’. Such dialogue was not part of the Church’s theological 

vocabulary before but today it is and this means that whereas before the Christian functioned with 

regard to others as a “donor” (I will give you the truth, you have nothing to offer), now he or she 

must function as a dialogue partner acknowledging that God’s truth is also present in the other. 

Dialogue then becomes an activity through which two persons/parties journey in this world and 

encounter God ever more. 

  

To do theology today is to introspect, examine a-priori premises and function as a theologian in and 

with a community -  the Christian community. If the Christian community can begin to see itself as a 

world church, the theologizing community would include not only Christians but those of other faith 

persuasions. This will mean developing new attitudes and understanding towards those of different 

faith persuasions and being faithful to the message of Jesus in a creative way. Interfaith marriages 

would be a suitable setting for such theologizing to begin and mature. 
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a. Can we re-look at theology in the light of questions raised by inter-faith families?  

b. Can the Church PROCLAIM THE WORD through DIALOGUE i.e. preach/live the gospel 

while being open to the voice of God in other religious traditions and experiences? 

 

Conclusion 

The Third Extraordinary General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops being held in Rome from 5-19 

October, 2014, on the theme “The Pastoral Challenges of the Family in the Context of 

Evangelisation”, brings much hope.  As this group looks to the Synod, what they ask most is for the 

bishops to listen to them with an open mind; to re-examine and revise Doctrine and Theology in the 

light of the challenges they face and pose to the Church; to frame laws and regulations keeping both 

partners in mind as an indivisible unit brought together by God; to provide support and guidance in 

their journey into communion; and to learn from the spiritual insights and experiences of interfaith 

families.    

 

Towards this end:  

 

1. Episcopal Conferences in India should dialogue with other faiths about Norms / Rules / 

Regulations so that: 

(a) the free state of parties is ensured; 

(b) the transparency of both parties is assured; 

(c) both partners can appreciate and respect each other’s religious celebrations; 

(d) both partners can grow in knowledge and understanding of each other’s religious 

tradition. 

2. More comprehensive instruction is required on inter-faith marriages i.e. marriage in other 

religious traditions and the application of personal laws.  

3. Baptism of children should not be insisted on as a sine qua non for interfaith marriages.  

4. The marriage liturgy and particularly the marriage vows must be revised to be more 

inclusive.  

5. Pastoral practice must include the accompanying of interfaith families in a spirit of respect 

and acceptance, without judgement, censure, triumphalism or attempts at conversion.  

6. Doctrine and Theology must be re-examined and revised in the light of questions raised by 

interfaith families.  
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