COME, LET’S BE FRIENDS
· Mathews George Chunakara

I am delighted to be part of this historic event of the National Ecumenical Youth Assembly, organized by the Commission on Youth of the National Council of Churches in India. Twenty-five years back, I had similar opportunities. I attended two Ecumenical Youth Assemblies organized and hosted by the NCCI Youth – the first one was the Asia Youth Assembly organized by the Christian Conference of Asia Youth department and hosted by the NCCI Youth, held at the St. Stephen’s College, Delhi in October 1984. The second one was the India Youth Assembly organized by the NCCI, which was held at the Andhra Christian Theological College in Hyderabad in December 1985. As a person who had opportunities and privileges in my formative years to understand ecumenism and the ecumenical movement under the banner and guidance of the Indian ecumenical youth movement, I am grateful to the organizers and officers of the NCCI Youth Commission for extending an invitation to me to this historic event. As we often complain or lament that the ecumenical movement is getting weaker, disorganized and affected with institutional paralysis and a lack of proper leadership who can command respect, and have dignity and integrity to lead the ecumenical councils, I am pleased that the Indian ecumenical movement, especially the youth movement, is taking encouraging steps to revitalize the ecumenical movement in India which I see as a great sign of hope. I am also glad to see that the current leadership of the NCCI is encouraging the young generation of Indian ecumenists in their efforts to revitalize the Indian ecumenical movement through the young Indian Christians.   

Indian Christian youth have had a long tradition of pioneering in epoch making calls to reflect on the church’s mission. The most eloquent call made in this context on behalf of the Indian Christians was the call made a century ago - “give us friends”. One hundred years ago in 1910, in front of 1200 participants gathered at the international missionary conference held in Edinburgh, Scotland, a 35 year old young man Rev. V.S Azariah from a remote village Tinnevelly, in Tamil Nadu, South India made this call. He was ordained as an Anglican priest just two years before the Edinburgh Conference. V.S. Azariah addressed the gathering and said “We ask for love. Give us friends.” The appeal to the international missionary leaders and their mission agencies to “give us friends” by a villager from South India, became an historic call. Two years later, in 1912 he was consecrated as the first bishop of the Anglican Church in India in this city, Calcutta, at the St Paul’s Cathedral. Today, a century after Rev. V.S. Azariah made his historic call in Edinburgh, “give us friends”, the Indian Christian youths together with the representatives of their counterparts from five other South Asian countries make another call “Let’s be friends”. 

The theme you have chosen for this national ecumenical assembly, “Come, Let’s be Friends”, is most pertinent in today’s global, regional, South Asian and national contexts. An introduction to the theme of the assembly outlined that “it is a universal beckoning by the young people to the whole of humanity. It is a call to renew and revitalize their tampered and broken relations with their fellow beings, nature and the creator”. This is a call to humanity as well, reflecting upon the state of affairs of our contemporary situation. The global scenario, whether it is in the developed or developing or least developed countries, is alarming and hence, warrants us to be reflective on the meaning and context of “friendship” 

In the thematic framework outlined, three key areas have been identified as part of the main theme:  friendship with God, friendship with Humanity and friendship with Nature. Before we delve into these three areas, let us try to reflect on the concept of ‘friendship’ in its generic sense. 

‘Friends and Friendship’
Friendship is universal. It cuts across all people of all cultures in all times. In every culture and situation and among our most cherished and satisfying possessions in life, friends and friendships assume the most valuable roles. Without friends, life becomes monotonous, fragile and narrow. With friends, life becomes enriched and enlarged. Friendship helps for mutual sharing of joy, sorrow, gains and losses. Even if the languages spoken are different or the values that define friendship vary, friendship has a unique place in one’s life. Friendship transcends race, gender, cultures, and languages. 

Friendship, as understood, is a distinctively personal relationship that is grounded in a concern on the part of each friend for the welfare of the other and which requires and involves a certain degree of intimacy and genuineness. This distinctive kind of concern for one’s friend is a concern which might reasonably be understood as love. Philosophers from the ancient Greeks have traditionally distinguished three notions that can properly be called love: agape, eros, and philia. Agape is a kind of love that does not respond to the antecedent value of its object but instead is thought to create value in the beloved; it has come through the Christian tradition to mean the love God has for us as well as, by extension, our love for God and our love for humankind in general. By contrast, eros and philia are generally understood to be responsive to the merits of their objects especially to the beloved's properties, its goodness or beauty. Consequently, accounts of friendship tend to understand it not merely as a case of reciprocal love of some form, but as essentially involving significant interactions between the friends. Mutual trust is essential in nurturing true friendship. We need friends with whom we can share our thoughts, concerns, and frustrations. Faithfulness and loyalty are key to true friendship. Without these qualities, we often feel betrayed and lonely.  In true friendship, there are no negative thoughts, no turning away. True friends encourage one another. Genuine friendship supports during times of struggle, fear and helplessness. In true friendship unconditional love, support, and care take precedence over other considerations. All these qualities and parameters are applicable for nurturing a qualitative friendship in one’s life with God, humanity and nature. 

FRIENDSHIP WITH GOD
The Old Testament narrates testimonies of the power, majesty, sovereignty and faithfulness of God as displayed in creation in various forms. This is more evident especially in the history of Israel. The almightiness of God has often been understood and presented traditionally as sheer absolute omnipotence and irresistible power. Such omnipotence may be interpreted or seen as something beyond the scope of any sort of friendship with God. What we learn about God is that He is the Master of Nature, who takes care of “the birds of the heavens and the flowers of the field” (Mathew 6: 26-28) and who makes “His sun rise on the whole of mankind” (Mathew 5:45), a God who “takes care of all our needs” (Mathew 6:8, 32-33): a  God of mercy, the God whose heart has a soft corner for the needy, the underprivileged and the oppressed. As the Psalmist says, “the Lord is gracious and compassionate, forbearing, and constant in his love. The Lord is good to all men, and his tender care rests upon all his creatures” (Psalm 145). Many peoples and several religions profess faith in a single, universal god, the creator, sustainer and goal of everything else that is. The Christians believe that “the one true God”, who made himself known to Israel, has revealed himself supremely in “the one whom he has sent”, Jesus Christ (John 17: 3); that in Christ, “God has reconciled the world to Himself” (2 Cor.5:19); and that by his Holy Spirit, God is bringing new and eternal life to all who, through Christ, put their trust in him.
 

Here, a natural question based on rational thinking comes to our mind; how can this God almighty be your friend?  A friend is someone who knows all about his other friend and who loves and cares for him. In this context, the pertinent question arising is, ‘is there anyone who knows all about us?’ Naturally and spontaneously, we may answer to this question that ‘God knows all about us’. But, we tend to believe traditionally that after all, God is God and does not strike one as being on the familiar human level of friendship. This is the reason that Aristotle the Greek philosopher (384 BC – 322 BC) thought that friendship, since it implies equality, cannot exist between man and God as there is no equality between God and human beings according to the perceptions in his time. However, since the time of Aristotle, this view has changed as God himself has intervened in the course of history. The son of God was incarnated in Christ and Christ led us to a new understanding of our human relations with God. He tells us “I have called you friends, because I have told you everything I have learned from my God” (John 15.15). By calling us his friends, Christ has placed us on a common level of intimate relationship with God the Father.

There are numerous examples we can find in the Bible for true friendship between God and His people. The story of Abraham’s obedience to God’s call and a dynamic, adventurous journey by Abraham with God (Genesis 18:17-33) is a classic example for true friendship with God in trust. What we see here is that God shares His intentions with Abraham and he responds to God’s call by telling Him of his thoughts and feelings about the situation. The mutual trust, respect and loyalty in their relationship to each other were evident. The story of David’s escape from the assassination attempt (Samuel: 20) from Saul and the help given to David by Jonathan, Saul’s son, speaks of the true friendship between David and Jonathan. These two men truly cared for each other and had great mutual trust and confidence. When David had to run for his life from Jonathan's father Saul, Jonathan recognized that David was innocent and Jonathan helped his friend David to escape from the assassination plot by Saul. David survived Saul's attempts to kill him and later became one of Israel's greatest kings. The reason for Jonathan’s willingness to give his throne to David was because he knew that it was God’s will and he trusted and loved God.  Jonathan’s self-denying love and sacrifice was his love and desire for God’s will to be done. This is an expression of how friendship can remain truly loving and self-denying. David also expressed his love by not killing Jonathan or any of his offspring. We know the experiences of how dynasty changes become disastrous. In ancient cultures, whenever a new king or ruler came to power, he would kill the offspring of the former king as part of his political strategy. David was an exception to this model. He was not bothered about his own protection. He loved God and therefore could love his neighbour as he loved himself. God’s caring and protecting hands are visible in all these events. 

The life of the incarnate Son, as the total gift of self to God and to his fellow human beings, reveals that in God himself, life is mutual self-giving and in communion. All is summed up in the declaration “God is love” (1 John 4:8). The love of God, which also involves justice of God, is transferred to all those who acknowledge that they are enjoined to love one another (John 13:34). The greatest commandment which is the summary of all the laws is also the essence of the entire Gospel, which calls us to love God and love one’s neighbour (Mark 12:29). The pattern of God’s love evidently has special characteristics in Jesus Christ who mirrors it in His life. For Him, love is concrete; it is deeds, not mere words. For Him, it is not love until it is acted upon and demonstrated as love. This action of love is to be concerned with the poor, hungry, needy and naked. This action emphasizes the need to restore the lost dignity and integrity of all those who have lost it. The love of God in Christ here means not the love that is returned, but the love that flows out to all others. This is evident in Jesus’ words when he tells us, ‘I have loved you, so you must love one another’ (John 15: 9). This is the cardinal message of the Gospel and we can only be truly faithful to that when we respond to God’s love in Jesus Christ by loving others. When the true love becomes a reality through our actions, then we find the true meaning of our friendship. As Bishop M. Azariah, former bishop of the Church of South India in Madras Diocese, one of the pioneers instrumental in organising international advocacy to highlight the problems of  Indian Dalit Christians observes,  “Like Jesus Christ, ‘each must be the man for others”. The love and justice of God never return to complete the circle. But they reach out to ever widening centrifugal circles, removing all barriers and knocking off all fences”.
 

In true friendship we can experience the widening centrifugal circles without any barriers or restrictions. We need to experience freedom of choice, accountability, truth, and forgiveness in dealing with others. The value of true friendship is evident in different ways in such acts. The story of Peter and Jesus is another example to testify to this fact. Peter feared for his life when Jesus was led away from the Garden of Gethsemane, after his denial of knowing Jesus. As Jesus was led away by his accusers, Jesus casts a look toward Peter that says, "I knew you would deny me, and I forgive you" (John 21). Friendships in life are seen at different levels. Jesus’ approach and attitude to the selection of his disciples and his identification with the people in different sectors of society are clear examples for his ways of developing his friendships and relationships. Out of his twelve disciples, Judas Iscariot was the only one who was chosen among the Jerusalem Jews, but all others were Galileans who belonged to the second class Jews. This is a clear indication of his motive to be on friendly terms with the ones whom he wanted to redeem; the oppressed and the downtrodden. God expects human beings to be in lasting relationships. The nature of our isolationist society and culture offers opportunities only for empty relationships. The emerging individualistic culture of our time forget the fact that “a friend sticks closer than a brother, and that in order for one to be a friend, one must show themselves to be friendly” (Proverbs 18:24). God gives us friends in life and shows us the ways in which we find our friends. Rabindranath Tagore’s poem (Gitanjali) reminds us about the way God gives us friends in our lives and in different circumstances: 

        “Thou hast made me known to friends whom I knew not. 

 
Thou hast given me seats in homes not my own. 

 
Thou hast brought the distant near and 

        made a brother of the stranger.”  

FRIENDSHIP WITH HUMANITY
Our friendship with humanity warrants urgent attention in a world where human values and relationships are not observed or adequately respected. As we are immersed in a culture of individualism, commercialism and greed we are being totally alienated from our friends, society and family. We are not bothered to even think of friendship or fraternity. Each human being of the modern era tends to live in isolated islands or in a very limited circle of favourites for personal gains. Such a society is influenced and dominated by opportunists and hypocrites. It is in this context that we need to find the meaning and value of friendship in life in order to be humane. 

Humanity’s simple meaning is that of “mankind collectively” or the “human race”. However, the concept of humanity has different definitions and interpretations. One of those simple definitions is that “the quality of being human; the peculiar nature of man, by which he is distinguished from other beings”. The quality of being humane is interpreted again as “the fundamental quality of kind feelings, dispositions, and sympathies of man; especially, a disposition to relieve persons in distress, and to treat all creatures with kindness and tenderness”. This quality is very significant in terms of human relations. When we say “friendship with humanity”, it re-emphasizes the significance, reminding us of the quality to be humane. In other words, it re-emphasizes friendship with all human beings. In this sense friendship has wider meaning which requires commitment. This is what is expressed in French tradition that  l'humanité oblige - humanity obliges. 

The contemporary world witnesses a phenomenon that the world grows steadily closer and "smaller", but the world keeps aloofness or compartmentalization, hence it looses a humane touch and creates a distance.  Arnold Toynbee once described the salient feature of the modern era as that of "annihilating distance." Today the advanced communication technologies help this process, making it possible to connect instantaneously with the entire world. The world is more tightly connected today than ever before. New opportunities emerged in the globalisation era providing new ways and means for the integration of capital, investments, technology and information across the national borders or boundaries making the world shorter, faster and more efficient.  However, the distance and widening gap within humanity, pose major threats in our modern times. In this context, Daisaku Ikeda, a Japanese Buddhist philosopher and peace activist observes, “despite the achievements of the increased connectedness of communication, the twentieth century has seen the unprecedented slaughter of humanity by humanity.” In other words, the spiritual distance between human beings, far from being "annihilated," has hardly been reduced at all. Humanity has not responded to the new realities. Humanity is at an impasse. In a world of astonishingly rapid change, what we lack is to develop the new ways of living, new ways of thinking and new ways of relating to one another meaningfully”.

God reveals himself as a communion of life and love with humanity. The progressive relation of the Trinity in the New Testament coincides with God’s self communication to humanity. The father makes a radical gift of himself through the incarnation of his eternal Son, who shares the human condition even to the point of death, in order to offer to humanity resurrection and eternal life (John 3:16). This intimate relationship deepens our friendship and takes us to a new realm where we feel the comfort, security and sanctuary of a new humanity. This new humanity is not ego-centred, but rather, it is rooted in God’s ultimate concern for all His creation. This what the late Metropolitan Dr. Paulose Mar Gregarious articulated, “in the Biblical, Patristic Christian understanding, the image of God does not relate primarily to the individual person but relates to the whole of humanity”. He further explains that:
       “the ‘Pleroma’,  the fullness of humanity which is the image of God, is not the single          

       Individual, not a single nation, not the church, not a few individual Christians. These
       Are not the image of God. The image of God is humanity in its entirety throughout
       space and time, throughout history. That is the ‘pleroma’ of God. That is the  fullness 
       of God. This is the medium through which God’s glory is to be manifested,
       and the function of the Church  is ancillary to the manifestation of the glory of 
       God in the whole of humanity. If the church  forgets this vocation in relation 
       to the whole of humanity, the Church betrays itself. Its function is to serve 
       so that the whole of humanity becomes the expression, the manifestation of the 
       fullness of God, of Jesus Christ”.
 
The image of God in humanity is seen in terms of human self discipline, justice, freedom and above all love. The beauty of this love, according to   Metropolitan Gregorios, is that “when man wears the purple of virtue and the crown of justice, he becomes a living image of the king of kings, of God himself. The beauty of God is the beauty of joy, of beatitude, of blessedness. God is love, and when love is absent in man, his image disappears”. 

As we believe that God dwells among the suffering people, this faith affirms the biblical witness and faith in Christ. Christ the Immanuel - God with the people (Mathew 1:23). God’s mission is manifested and revealed in the Christ who identified himself with the suffering of the marginalised. Christ identified and shared his life and destiny with the suffering humanity of his time. He became a slave to be friends with this humanity – the crowd, the sick, the lepers, the sinners, the poor, oppressed, and the imprisoned. He shared their joy and sorrow. He expressed solidarity with the suffering of humanity and this is manifested when he identified with the hungry, the thirsty and the imprisoned (Mathew 25:31-46).This expression of the solidarity of Jesus was his choice according to the will of the one who sent to him to this world. Samuel Rayan, a prominent Roman Catholic Jesuit theologian describes the Christ who opted to be with those who were suffering and the humble presence of God in Jesus and in history that: “from Jordan days Jesus knew that God was present in the world not in the splendour and pomp of kings and courts but in his own simple lowly person, and would continue to be present on earth in the humble persons of his disciples, and would move among the wretched earth… In history God is small, hidden, almost wretched, contradicted, threatened, defenceless, and silent and yet present, unforgettable and active in the power of his weakness”
. South Korean Minjung theologian Kim Yong Bock describes this as the supreme Christology, in which the Christ and the suffering people are indistinguishable. “Christ is everywhere. Christ does not appear with Christological titles, special ecclesial status, or metaphysical justification. The presence of Christ is discerned where he is in solidarity with the suffering people. This is the supreme Christological mystery, abundantly transparent, but utterly unbelievable to the oppressor and the rich”.
 Christ the suffering servant who is pre-eminently struggled against powers and principalities and the power of death created a new history for the entire humanity. The friendship he developed for humanity was based on the foundation of servant-hood. This servant-hood ultimately conveyed a message of transforming and redefining the concept of power and authority. In other words, he opened new frontiers of friendship and showed the way of true friendship with humanity in its entirety.

When we talk about friendship with the whole of humanity, the most pertinent aspect we need to think about is our friendship with our neighbours. A major problem Indian churches and Indian Christians face ever since the missionary era has been their relations with neighbours. Although the small Christian community has existed in the Indian sub continent since the first century A.D, the image of Christianity in this part of the world was associated with Western dominance and colonialism which portrays an image of Christianity with an alien culture. This is what Sardar K.M. Panicker, noted Indian historian and diplomat, observed: “the missionary brought with him an attitude of moral superiority and a belief in his own exclusive righteousness”.
 This exclusive ‘righteousness mentality’ resulted in more alienation from our neighbours and communities. Panicker’s comments that “Christian missionary work with aggressive imperialism introduced political complications” and “the wide variety of Christian sects, each proclaiming the errors of others, handicapped missionary work” are valid reasons still relevant for us to reflect on our lost friendship with neighbours and communities. 

When V.S. Azariah made a call in 1910 to the missionaries and mission societies from the West at the Edinburgh Conference to “give us friends”, he also recognised the fact that four-fifths of Indian people live in villages. He argued that for the Church to be an indigenous one it must be a rural Church, friendly with its people. As he realized the need for more friendliness in the mission fields he was critical of the missionaries’ teachings, which had been mission centred, but not human need centred, and this was the reason that he pleaded with missionaries to build up a church with an Indian face instead of a Church in India with a Western face and culture. Much of the Christian outreach in his working area was among the “outcast people”. Gradually as Christianity spread amongst the villages, the social situation began to change, the “Christian outcasts” gaining a new self-respect as they realised their worth in the eyes of God. While young Azraiah’s call at the Edinburgh Conference was challenging the missionary culture, he also believed that division should give way to unity and he believed that the will of God, calls for a wider unity based on the principle ‘that we may all be one’. Addressing the Lambeth Conference in 1930, he pleaded: “In India we wonder if you have sufficiently contemplated the grievous sin of perpetuating your divisions and denominational bitterness in these your daughter churches. We want you to take us seriously when we say that the problem of union is one of life and death. Do not, we plead with you, do not give us your aid to keep us separate, but lead us to union so that you and we may go forward together and fulfil the prayer, ‘That we may all be one.” 

Today, a century after the Edinburgh Conference, we face similar situations of division and hatred and our countries continue to be the battle fields of missionaries from the West and the East, mostly from South Korea. The competition and missionary rivalries along with foreign aid and other attractive offers for buildings, scholarships, and other financial support destroy the spirit of genuine friendship and our long nurtured culture of harmony and respect of plurality. Some of the churches from economically affluent Asian countries engaged in mission and evangelism are responsible for creating such disharmony today in Asia. Their financial aid and material assistance create more divisions and disharmony as they follow the same missionary pattern followed in the 19th century. 

It is in this context that the call of the Indian Christian youth, ‘Let’s be friends’ needs to be interpreted in a more relevant way. You cannot treat a friend as an alien and in that case your friend should be one who understands you better and closer to you in your own community and society. The problems we faced a century ago were that we could not make friends as we could not even understand our neighbours. The problem we face today resembles that which we experienced a century ago. We tend to live in a compartmentalized society and culture. We are more eager to make friends thousands of miles away from our native lands, homes and our own cultures as we prefer to develop our friendships based on our belief, our dogmas and our denominational affiliations. We tend to think that it is easy to keep our friendships with people of same faith and same denominations who live miles and miles away from us and our country. This is happening mainly because of the fact that our mission and missiology rooted in a western missiological concept and frame-work that imposes certain limitations to understanding the need for a genuine friendship with humanity in the situation and culture where we live and deal with our day today life. More than a century ago, Keshub Chunder Sen (1838-1884) commented about this kind of mentality. His very candid statement helped many Indian Christians to reflect upon and open their eyes to understanding the realities. He commented: “It seems that the Christ that has come to us is an Englishman, with English manners and customs about him and with the temper and spirit of an Englishman in him…Is not Christ’s native land nearer to India than England? Are not Jesus and his apostles and immediate followers more akin to Indian nationality than Englishmen? Why should we, then, travel to a distant country like England in order to gather truths which are to be found much nearer to our homes?”
 Keshab Chandra Sen raised these questions to the Indian Christians in the 19th century. R. S. Sugirtharajah, a Sri Lankan theologian who lives in the West for decades observes “when Jesus made his belated second visit during the Western missionary work in eastern part of Asia, he did not come as a Galilean sage showing solidarity with its seers and wisdom teachers. Rather he came as an alien in his own home territory, and more tellingly, as a clannish god of the parangis (a term used by the Indians during the days of the empire to describe the foreigners) sanctioning the subjugation of the people of Asia and their cultures. He was projected and paraded as the totem symbol of the privileged and the powerful.”
  As Jesus was introduced with this kind of an image, his followers quite often forced to live in isolation and alienation rather than making friends in their own community. 

This trend of self imposed alienation was articulated more explicitly by Fr. Felix Wilfred, a Roman Catholic theologian in India who says,  “Christian mission today in Asia is in ‘a cul-de-sac’ ” (a situation in which no progress is impossible). He argues that it is bound to remain in this predicament unless it opens itself up to the world of its neighbours and emphatically understands their genuine difficulties. When we come forward with our call ‘let’s be friends’, we need to pursue the question why our neighbours have difficulty in understanding us and our mission. Fr. Wilfred analyses this problem when he says that “the problems experienced by our neighbours in understanding Christian mission should be placed in proper perspective. First of all we need to realize that people do not act simply on the basis of “unadulterated” truths. Any such presupposition is quite naïve. People act on the basis of their perceptions, which means that the Christian community needs to take note of how it comes across to its neighbours, and what impressions and repercussions its activities create.” 

FRIENDSHIP WITH NATURE
The household of God (oikonomia) manages the affairs of humanity orientated towards the well being of God’s whole creation. The great variety of life in our ecosphere and the biodiversity essential to sustain the planet are God’s creation. However, our modern era and situations witness a colossal problem due to the negative impacts of the unfriendly attitudes of modern man towards the environment. This has resulted in unprecedented disaster for nature. The degeneration of the environment continues, natural resources continue to deplete and ecological harmony of the natural world becomes destabilized. The United Nations says that as natural systems such as forests and wetlands disappear, humanity loses the services they currently provide for free. These services include purification of air and water and protection from extreme weather conditions. The ongoing loss of species around the world is affecting human well-being. Eight years ago, in 1992 governments all over the world pledged to reduce the rate of biodiversity loss by 2010. But, when the UN has launched the International Year of Biodiversity this year, it observes that the ongoing loss of species around the world is affecting human well-being which shows that the pledge will not be met in near future. The expansion of human cities, deforestation, and infrastructure development are adding the problem. A study into the economics of biodiversity sponsored by the U.N suggests that deforestation alone costs the global economy $2-5 trillion each year. 
The environmental crises we face today globally lead the modern world into an alarming situation. This trend is described by Thomas L. Friedman, Pulitzer Award winning foreign affairs columnist of the New Yorker, as a planet that is “hot, flat and crowded”, which is creating havoc in our lives. The key problems of this ‘hot, flat and crowded’ world are the ever scarcer energy supplies and natural resources; a massive transfer of wealth to oil rich countries and their petro-dictators; disruptive climate change; energy poverty, which is sharply dividing the world into ‘electricity haves’ and ‘electricity have-nots’; and rapidly accelerating biodiversity loss as plants and animals become extinct at record rates. As the earth’s average temperature rises, it changes the climatic condition drastically. Friedman says, we enter a Energy-Climate Era, and we are leaving an era in which whatever effects we were having on the climate and environment were perceived to be manageable and reversible – acid rain, ozone depletion, conventional pollution, for instance – and entering an era in which effects on the climate and earth’s natural systems are becoming potentially unmanageable and irreversible.
 With more and more species threatened with extinction by the flood that is today’s global economy, we may be the first generation in human history that literally has to act like Noah – to save the last pairs of a wide range of species. “Unlike Noah, though, we – our generation and our civilization – are responsible for the flood, and we have the responsibility to build the ark. We are causing the flood, as more and more coral reefs, forests, fisheries, rivers and fertile soils are spoiled or overwhelmed by commercial development; and only we can build the ark that is needed to preserve them”.
 Humanity today faces these series of ecological crises due to our unfriendliness towards nature. 

Modern society ignores the value of its friendship with nature. We forget the fact that Earth is the Lord’s and everything Earth contains belongs to God. The Earth symbolizes and sums up all the gifts of life and love which God the creator shares with humankind and all living beings. Precisely this reason, any sort of grabbing and monopolizing of the Earth and its resources need to be prevented by any group or individual. All of God’s gifts must remain common to all people in all places. However, what we experience in our day-to-day life is that God’s gift is being grabbed from the Earth and nature which makes the survival of God’s creation more vulnerable. Ancient church fathers believed that the Earth is God’s provision for his entire family on this planet and the earth, air, light, water are “ causes of life”, of which nobody may be deprived.
 But, what we witness today is total denial of basic needs of large number of people in the South and they are becoming victims of our unfriendliness to nature and mother earth. One-sixth of the world's human population lacks access to clean drinking water, and more than two million people, mostly children -- die each year from water-borne diseases. Global development agencies’ prediction is that by 2025, one-third of all humans will face severe and chronic water shortages. Access to freshwater is also likely to cause conflicts between governments as well as within national borders around the world. 

Caring for God’s creation is a matter of faith for affirming life and protecting the integrity of all God’s creation. The wonders of God, the “maker of heaven and earth” (Gen. 14: 7-24) is known to all his creatures and this is what Job’s words remind us:

“But ask the animals, and they will teach you, 

or the birds of the air, and they will tell you; 

or speak to the earth, and it will teach you, 

or let the fishes of the sea inform you

 Which of all these does not know that the hand of the Lord has done this?

In his hands are the life of every creature and the breath of all mankind. (Job 12 7-10)”
Christian faith constantly reminds and affirms the faith of recognizing God as the creator and protector of entire creation. In the liturgical traditions of Eastern churches there are prayers that affirm this faith continuously. For example, in the St. James liturgy used in Churches of Eastern tradition, there is a prayer of praise to  God the creator and protector; …” who is adored by the heavenly host, Sun and Moon, and all the Stars, the Earth and Seas and all that dwell there, Angels and Archangels, thrones and powers, Cherubim and Seraphim, ever proclaiming….” God, the creator of the sun and moon, the stars, earth and seas, God the source of all life is concerned about the integrity of all His creation to be protected and sustained. While reminding us to thank God the creator, “to him whom alone does great wonders” the Psalmist tells us about God’s salvific understanding of His creation. (Psalm 136).

When the Psalmist praises God, it also affirms the cosmic setting of God’s creation in which thanks and praise are upheld. The psalmist asks that praise to God the creator  be offered from the heavens and in the heights above all by all God’s creations - by sun, moon, shining stars, waters, skies, earth, seas, oceans, lightening, snow, clouds, storms, winds, mountains, hills, fruit trees, cedars, wild animals, cattle, earth and heavens ( Psalm 148). God expects all his creatures to live in harmony and this harmonious living needs protection (Genesis 1: 28-31; 2:15) and to be in a creative friendship with nature. However, what we witness today is a situation of disharmony as it destroys the intrinsic value of God’s creation. The dominant value system of our modern society and its culture is not based on need, but more on greed which exploits nature. Our modern lifestyles and our greed make us insensitive to the values of all God’s creation and sacredness of nature. Here we see the main reason for destroying the integrity of the natural environment mainly due to our consumerist and individualistic culture. Living in harmony and in friendship with nature is paramount; hence a lifestyle that is in tune with nature is essential in order to be in friendship with nature. We need to envision our commitment to foster our friendship and relationship with nature and universe.
The need for ensuring friendship with all God’s creation including nature is a matter of common spiritual concern of all religions and faiths. The monastic spiritual life in all faith-based traditions gives prominent values to nature and the environment in their day-to-day lives and activities. Early church fathers believed that all God’s creations are called to life in God and life with one another. All of us are here by equal permission of the creator. With equal rights, then, we all breathe the air, walk the earth and use the land and other productive elements necessary for dignified human existence. Ancient sages in India gave more prominence and care to nature as part of their monastic life. Their meditations and prayers are held in the serenity of nature where all nature’s gifts were surrounded. Nature was an integral part of their monastic culture and the environmental settings where they lived in harmony with nature. A scene described in India’s greatest Sanskrit poet and dramatist Mahakavi Kalidasa’s most famous drama Shakuntalam narrates how the monasteries (Ashrams) were centres of life in harmony with nature became an integral part of their lives. The story of a scene when Shankuntala had to leave her foster father Sage Kanva’s Ashram in the forest to join King Dushyanta, the plants and creepers of the Ashram, and also its birds and beasts, mourned her immediate departure from the Ashram where Sankuntala became part of the harmonious lifestyle integrated with nature and its serenity. At the time of Shakuntala’s departure, Sage Kanva’s speech was even addressed to the nature: “Hear all ye trees of this hallowed forest; ye trees, in which sylavan goddesses have their abode; hear and proclaim, that Shakuntala is going to the palace of her wedded lord; she who drank not, though thirsty, before you were watered; she who cropped not, through affection for you, one of your fresh leaves, though she would have been pleased with such an ornament for her locks; she whose chief delight was in the season when your branches are spangled with flowers!”.
 A chorus of invisible Woodnymphs also extended best wishes to Shankuntala on the occasion of her departure: “May her way be attended with prosperity!. May propitious breezes sprinkle, for her delight, the odoriferous dust of rich blossoms!. May pools of clear water, green with the leaves of the lotus, refresh her as she walks! And may shady branches be her defence from the scorching sunbeams!”.
 All living beings in the surrounding nature of Kanva’s Ashram felt sad at being separated from Sankuntala. This story shows the value of human beings in harmony with the nature which was prevailed in ancient Indian culture and tradition. 
In ancient India, the Vedic attitude towards earth sprang from a concept of man’s primal experience of being an offspring or a child of earth. A prayer in Atharava Veda says:  “The Earth is Mother, I am son of Earth.”
 A prayer for peace in Atharva Veda links between humankind and all creation which says: “Supreme Lord, let there be peace in the sky and in the atmosphere, peace in the plant world and in the forests. Let the cosmic powers be peaceful”. According to the Sikh scripture Guru Grandah Sahib, human beings are composed of five elements of nature which teach lessons and inspire strength in formulation of our character: “Earth teaches us patience, love; Air teaches us mobility and liberty; Sky teaches us equality and broadmindedness; Water teaches us purity and cleanliness”. 

There are even other traditions of asking for forgiveness for human beings’ attitudes towards nature. In the liturgies of most Christian traditions, there are specific prayers asking for forgiveness of other human beings, but they are not meant for all other living beings. But, in some other religious traditions like Jainism, there are prayers of confession addressed to all living beings. In the Jain prayer, pratikramana, Jains repeatedly seek forgiveness from various creatures—even from plants and microorganisms that they may have harmed while eating and doing routine activities. For example, pratikramana, contains one such prayer: “I ask pardon of all living beings. May they forgive me?. May I remain in friendship with all beings and have enmity with none”. In certain tribal traditions when they are forced to cut trees from the forests, although it is for their livelihood, they pray to the forests and trees and ask for forgiveness. Fr. K.M George, a renowned Orthodox theologian who has articulated considerably on the theology of  ecology says, this kind of asking pardon is a way of consulting with God’s creation as it is imperative that all human decisions with regard to dealing with nature “are to be made in consultation with nature and the creation at large”. He further opines that the apparently simple act of cutting a tree must no longer be a purely unilateral human decision. This idea emphasizes the principle of taking responsibility for redeeming God’s creation and the entire environment from the disastrous situations of the present day.
 

God’s Call to be in Friendship with Humanity and Nature: Ecumenical Response
The ecumenical movement has repeatedly emphasized the need for responding to God’s call to be in friendship and partnership with humanity and nature. Humanity and nature cannot be seen as separate entities as they are interconnected. As we believe that the God almighty is the creator of the universe and all its dwellings, then it includes the entire creation of God.  Mathai Zacharia, former General Secretary of the National Council of Churches in India observes in this context: “Eastern thought in general, especially most religions in Asia, have never felt a dichotomy between humanity and nature, so prevalent in the consciousness of the West”.
 A world that is ecologically sustainable and economically and socially just and participatory only can create a new humanity and a new model of co-existence in harmony with all God’s creation. The church and the ecumenical movement call for an ecumenical vision that will ensure and encourage people of God to be partakers of His mission.

When Jesus says that “a person can have no greater love than to lay down his life for his friend”, he calls us to be partners with him in his mission. For him solidarity is sharing in life and death, joys and sorrows, and hopes and aspirations. Building solidarity and friendship requires mutual recognition, mutual trust and respect. Christ’s crucifixion was the visible expression of his solidarity and friendship with humanity and an act of redeeming the lost humaneness. Over the centuries, the ecumenical movement has called the people of God to be untied in responding to God’s call. The call for the churches and ecumenical movement is to be in solidarity and friendship with all God’s creation and work towards the realization of God’s will for justice and fullness of life.  Although we talk quite a lot about humanism and friendship, our talk is all about modern philosophies or radical movements and it is not about genuine friendship with humanity. But, the fact remains that we are responsible for negating the essence of humanism and friendship in every day. What we forget is the need for valuing friendship as a sign of recognition. We tend to forget that a true friendship involves recognition with the other and it involves a sense of caring and concern, a desire to see one another grow and develop, and a hope for each other to succeed in all aspects of life. If we find that these are parameters or yardsticks for our way of understanding friendship, in that context we can respond creatively to the call “let’s be friends”. 
God’s mission of strengthening friendship with humanity and nature conveys the message of a coherent unity of interrelatedness with all God’s creation. This is also inherent in its profound meaning of ‘oikoumene’ which reminds us of all God’s creation.  The God of history is engaged in a salvific mission of recreating broken relationships and establishing friendships among all God’s creation in the oikoumene. In this saving process God’s mission calls His people to mend the brokenness, disorders and to be in friendship with the entire oikoumene. The traditional concept of God’s mission was understood by the church as God’s salvific promise was only aimed at the ‘chosen people’. But, God’s glory is manifested in all His creation. The church and the ecumenical movement have undergone a shift from the ecclesio-centric paradigm to the humanity centered paradigm with which the gospel is intertwined. Unlike in the missionary era, the theology of Missio Dei, mission of God, has greatly influenced Christian communities in their participation in wider issues which includes God’s generosity of embracing all His creations. When the Missio Dei  has been theologically articulated from a non traditional perspective, it has emphasized the need for articulating the theological basis for God’s mission which is for all God’s creation. This theological basis underscores the need of a relevant perspective which unfolds into a conviviality of nature, humanity and God. 
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