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FOREWORD 

It was a pleasant evening in the beginning of July 1999 and I was having a delicious but 
simple meal with my good archbishop, the late Dr. Aruldas James. I just completed a 
doctorate in Sociology and naturally that was the subject of our discussion at the dinner table. 
When his predecessor Dr. Casimir Gnanadickam offered me chance to make higher studies in 
Europe, I made a conscious and deliberate choice to specialize in the field of Sociology which 
I saw as a 'ticket' to obtain the post of the Director of the Social Services in my archdiocese 
so that I could legitimately engage in the development and the progress of the rural dalits 
whose sorry plight as the poor and the oppressed population of India always disturbed my 
conscience. My own background as a dalit, no doubt, was the motivating factor behind my 
option to be a Sociologist. Though writing a doctoral thesis in French language was a difficult 
task since I learnt French language only after coming to France for higher studies, I joyfully 
gave my full effort to complete the doctoral studies in Sociology with distinction. I was all set 
to return to India and plunge into the pastoral work of my long-time dream as the Social 
Service Director and that is what I proposed to my good archbishop. But he seemed to have 
already made up his mind regarding my future task and to my utter shock and disbelief 
strongly insisted that I should take up doctoral research in the field of theology in any 
Catholic university of my choice. In brief, His Grace wanted to see me as a good theologian 
and offered me an opportunity which he said he could not have as the result of his nomination 
as a bishop at a very young age. On December 21, 1973, Dr. Aruldas James became the third 
bishop of Ootacamund at the age of forty three, then the youngest bishop in India and the 
responsibility of administering a diocese took over his time and energy till his death. 

As I had great respect and profound affection for my good archbishop whom I revered not 
only as my superior but also as my spiritual guide and counsellor, I joyfully obeyed him and 
made arrangements to make doctoral studies in sacred theology. The great reputation of the 
Catholic University of Nijmegen drew my attention and interest, and within a few months, I 
registered myself as a doctoral student there. Thus began my journey as a research student in 
the illustrious Faculty of theology of the Catholic University of Nijmegen. With no 
scholarship available for making a second doctorate, I was happy to find a pastoral ministry as 
the pastor of the Tamil Catholic Community of Montreal (Canada) to support the various 
expenses of making doctoral studies. The Tamil Catholic community in Montreal consists 
mostly of the first generation refugees from Sri Lanka who left all their possessions in their 
war ravaged nation and came to a distant foreign land, where they are struggling to make a 



new life by working as manual labourers. A dedicated pastoral service to those 'dalit-like' 
people seemed to be a wonderful 'praxis' of action or engagement during the time of my 
research in dalit theology. From the beginning I was determined to make some contribution to 
the emerging dalit theology that was becoming, in the late 1990s, a fascinating and fresh voice 
of the subaltern population in the Indian theological scene. After much reflection and 
research, I identified the concept of 'ritual purity/impurity' as the subject-matter of my 
research, since it seemed to be the foundation of the traditional oppression and the social 
exclusion of the Dalits. At its completion, the research personally brought me much 
satisfaction. I gratefully dedicate this successful research to the late Most Rev. Dr. Aruldas 
James who passed away on the SO01 August 2004 after a brief illness. 

It is my pleasant obligation to express my profound gratitude to Dr. Antoine van den Hoogen, 
the Director of the thesis and to Dr. Paul Velde and Dr. Jan Van Lin, the Co-Directors of the 
research project. The three members of the manuscript committee Dr. Ulrich Berges, Dr. 
H.M. Vroom and Dr. James Massey gave excellent critique of the manuscript. I revised the 
text in accordance with their valuable suggestions that brought tremendous clarity and 
structural coherence to the manuscript for which I am very grateful to them. It is my pleasant 
duty to thank my present superior, Dr. A.M. Chinnappa, the archbishop of Madras-Mylapore 
for his encouragement and valuable support. At this moment, I also remember with gratitude 
his predecessors under whom I exercised my pastoral ministry in the archdiocese of Madras-
Mylapore: Dr. Casimir Gnanadickam and Dr. R. Arulappa whose guidance and 
encouragement I always gratefully cherish. 

Paulraj Lourdusamy 
March 26, 2006. 
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INTRODUCTION 

THE EXPOSITION OF THE RESEARCH PROBLEM 

1.0. INTRODUCTION 

The proposed research has a very moderate goal: adding another chapter to the emerging dalit 
theology in India, through a focus on the theme of the Kingdom of God. While India's total 
population is about a billion, the dalits, also known as the scheduled castes, make up about 
18% of the Indian population1. The dalits, together with the tribals, constitute the indigenous 
people of India, and most probably, they also share a common heritage and ancestry2. Made 
slaves of the Hindu society through conquest and subjugation several thousand years ago, the 
dalits suffered from many disabilities and discriminations, as polluting and 'impure' 
untouchables. A set of regulations in the Hindu Scriptures justified their ritual impurity, social 
exclusion and life-long slavery. Since the political independence of India in 1947, democratic 
rule, based on an egalitarian Constitution, guides the vision and progress of the Indian nation 
towards building a more just and fraternal society. There have been some noteworthy 
initiatives by successive Indian Governments to promote the welfare of the dalits/tribals and 
these efforts are together known as the 'measures of positive discrimination' in their favour. 
In spite of such laudable measures of positive help and assistance, the socio-economic 
development and the educational progress of the dalits is very slow and their living condition 
continues to be quite miserable and painful and their advancement is often made conflictual 
and controversial, as the result of the continuing discrimination, oppression, exploitation and 
the traditional prejudices of some high caste population3. The deprivation, discrimination and 
disabilities of the dalits continue not only within the Indian society at large, but also within 
the Indian Church. This paradoxical context of 'opportunity/resistance' to the progress of the 
dalits, prevailing both within the present independent and secular Indian nation, as well as 
within the Indian Church constitutes the 'praxis' or the context of the emerging dalit theology. 

The dalit Christians, inspired by the liberative good news of Jesus Christ, affirm their hope 
and vision towards building a future society, equal and just, not only in India, but also in the 
world at large. The emerging dalit theology expresses these aspirations of the Christian dalits, 
as they presently seek, struggle and strive for justice and dignity, equality and authentic 
fellowship as a Christian community in the face of the Hindu oppressive caste system that has 

1 Selected Educational Statistics (New Delhi, Government of India, 2002). Though the official statistics show the 
dalit population at 16.58% during the last census of 2001, we note that the dalits constitute about 18% of the 
Indian population by including the dalits who belong to non-Hindu religions in India. 
2 The dalits and the tribals are known as the scheduled population of India and together, they constitute a quarter 
of the total Indian Population. Many scholars are of the opinion that these two groups are the descendants of the 
same ancestors, the earliest inhabitants of the Indian Sub-Continent According to these scholars, those people 
who were enslaved by the invading Aryan groups (around 1500-1000 BC) became the impure castes. Those who 
fled to the inaccessible hills and the forests and lived there in isolation from the Aryan Hindus to escape 
subjugation and slavery are said to be the tribals. We refer to: MASSEY James (ed), 'Indigenous People: Issues 
in Today's Theological Debate' (New Delhi, ISPCK, 1994). Another reference is MISHRA Prashant, 'Dalits 
and Tribal Social Structures' (New Delhi, Discovery Publishing House, 1992). 
3 CHITNIS Suma, 'A Long way to go' (New Delhi, Allied Publishers, 1984) ρ 59-78. The conditions of 
oppression and discrimination of the dalits as portrayed by Suma Chitnis about twenty years ago remain very 
much unchanged even today especially in rural India, as can be seen from the description of Tom O'Neill. We 
refer to: O'NEILL Tom, 'Untouchable' National Geographic, June 2003. p. 2-31. 
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dehumanized the entire dalit community as 'impure' people for thousands of years. However, 
the present content of the emerging dalit theology is criticized as 'casteism in reverse', in the 
sense that it promotes the very unjust caste system which it seeks to destroy, by segregating 
the dalits as a distinct group, in the same way as the Hindu caste structure does. Such a 
critique, even from some scholars who are sympathetic to the progress of the dalits, raises 
some important questions about the future directions of the dalit theology that is unfolding on 
the Indian theological scene as 'the theology from below' or 'the theology of the 
downtrodden'4. The researcher, keeping in perspective the well-meaning critique of those 
scholars, seeks to add an additional chapter, with the goal of providing an inclusive vision to 
the emerging dalit theology. He seeks this vision, as it should always be, from the all-
inclusive vision of Jesus Christ himself that is portrayed in the pages of the Gospels as 'the 
Good News of the Kingdom of God'. 

1.1. DALIT THEOLOGY IN NEED OF INCLUSIVE VISION 

As we have pointed out, the aspirations of the dalit Christians for legitimate dignity and social 
equality and the betrayal of the egalitarian 'gospel values' by some of the high caste 
Christians, inspired the emergence of what is called 'Dalit Theology' in India. In a way, it 
can be considered as a sort of Christian protest against the unjust, oppressive and segregating 
Hindu caste system that has prevailed in India for over four thousands years now. Dalit 
theology, which has its inspiration from the Latin American Liberation Theology and from 
Black Theology, seeks to formulate a vision of an alternative social order to the Hindu caste 
system that oppresses and discriminates against the dalits as 'impure' untouchables and 
excludes them as 'inferior' population5. Some Protestant dalit theologians, who gave 
theological expression to the legitimate aspirations of the dalit Christians for equal dignity, 
were the pioneers in this laudable intellectual initiative of the early 1990s that continues to 
dynamically unfold to this day on the Indian theological scene impacting the Indian Church 
and the Indian society in no small way. The emerging dalit theology inspired and initiated 
some liberative movements among dalit Christians all over India who confidently affirm their 
dignity and equality as the children of the one God, the Father of all, and firmly demand just 
and active participation in the governance and the decision-making procedures of the Church 
as equal members. As its larger goal, dalit theology strives to establish an authentic fellowship 
among the Indian Christian communities and seeks to promote the solidarity of all the dalits 
and other such oppressed peoples in order to establish a casteless society in India6. 

The researcher, who whole-heartedly shares the liberative aspirations of the dalits in India, 
joyfully appreciated and dutifully participated during the 1990s, in the early initiatives of the 
Protestant pioneers towards formulating a dalit liberation theology. His present effort is to 
give some new directions to the emerging dalit theology, which, while confirming the self-
assertion of the Christian dalits, has so far isolated the high caste Christians. We can 
summarise the negative criticism thus: 'Is not Christian Theology common to all Christians 

4 While many high casle Christians, including some in the leadership positions of the Indian Church, call dalit 
theology a casteist theology, the Indian theologians are generally supportive of the emerging dalit theology as a 
legitimate theological enterprise. However, they make some useful critique. We would like to refer to the well-
meaning cntique of two well-known Indian theologians, the First Catholic and the second Protestant as examples. 
AMALADOSS Michael, 'A Call to Community' (Anand, Gujarat Sahitya Prakask, 1994). JAYAKUMAR 
Samuel, 'Dalit Consciousness and Christian Conversion' (New Delhi, Mission Educational Books, 1999). 
5 This vision is exposed in many articles in N1RMAL Arvind, (ed) 'A Reader in Dalit Theology' (Madras, 
Gurukul College of Theology, 1991). 
6 Several writers emphasize this goal as seen in DEVASAGAYAM Vedamanickam (ed), 'Frontiers of Dalit 
Theology' (Delhi, ISPCK, 1997). 
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irrespective of the caste, the color and the different historical contexts in which Christians find 
themselves? By proposing their specific theology, are not the dalit Christians creating 
divisions and encouraging polarizations thereby endangering Christian Unity? Would we 
then accept non-dalits to develop a non-dalit theology? Dalit Theology is essentially a casteist 
theology. It is casteism in reverse and hence unchristian. Theology is and should remain 
universal and is neither Brahmin nor dalit. For dalit activists from Christian communities, it 
is an intellectual articulation of the dalit struggle. It is a way of exposing casteism in the 
churches and making dalit Christians more militant and assertive of their rights'. Indeed, to 
many of the high caste Christians, who remain fervent in their commitment to Christ and in 
their loyalty to the Church, dalit theology seems to be divisive and conflictual, irrelevant and 
insignificant. In fact, the high-caste Christians, in general, ignore dalit theology as a 'twisted' 
expression of the universal and pacific values of the Gospel. Even some well-meaning Indian 
scholars criticize some of the contents of the emerging dalit theology as affirming casteism in 
reverse7. Their valid critique makes it necessary that we reflect sufficiently and calmly, 
without being too emotional or partisanly ideological on the future directions of dalit 
theology, in order to formulate its future contents with a focus and orientation towards a more 
inclusive vision and universal message. After all, dalit theology is still unfolding and is in the 
process of emergence. When developed further, it has the potential to become an authentic 
source of liberation and consolation, progress and development for millions of oppressed 
masses, with contributions not only from different sections of the dalits in India, but also from 
similar suffering people in the world at large. What the researcher is trying to do in this 
research is to enlarge the horizon of the emerging dalit theology, particularly in the context of 
the present well-meaning criticisms, by adding another chapter, in order to make it more 
acceptable and relevant to all sections of the Christian community in India. 

1.1.1. The essentials of the theological task 

The researcher clearly understands that theology can be particular, but not provincial8. There 
is need to combine a concrete contextual orientation with a universal vision. Hence, theology 
needs to be passionate, without being irrational. The reasons of the heart must be in tune with 
the reason of the mind, as faith seeks clear understanding through reflection. Such reflection 
on Christian identity and commitment, as part of theological effort, must not lead to self-
righteous narrowness. It should lead, instead, to a profound cross-cultural and ecumenical 
encounter especially with those who stand outside the particular context of 'in-group'. In the 
case of dalit theology, its contents, while bringing hope and consolation to the dalits, must 
also be able to promote a meaningful encounter and dialogue with the non-dalits in India. The 
way to spiritual growth and theological depth begins with the removal of the walls of 
suspicion, separation, segregation and exclusion among the different social groups. Theology 
is not an enterprise to claim God's favouritism exclusively for the poor and the oppressed, in 
our case, for the poor and the oppressed dalits of India. God's preferential and special choice 
of any person or any group is for servanthood and never for favouritism. While God certainly 
cares for the marginalized and the oppressed, the deprived and the poor, he also has salvific 
concern for the oppressors, the mighty and the dominant, the powerful and the rich, as the 
salvific will of God is universal. For this reason, any theologizing effort has to reveal and 
reflect this universal salvific plan of God for mankind in its entirety9. 

7Amaladoss, a well-known Indian theologian and a well-wisher of the emerging dalit theology, refers to such 
critique in his book that we already referred to: AMALADOSS Michael, 'A Call to Community' (Anand, 
Gujarat Sahitya Prakask, 1994) 
8 SCHREITER Robert, 'Construcüng local Theologies' (Maryknoll, Orbis Books, 1985) 
9 OGDEN Schubert, 'Doing Theology Today' (Valley Forge, Trinity Press International, 1996). We may refer 
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The implication of this insight for theologising is that theology, as an ecclesial as well as 
ethical task, should certainly be concerned about justice, development, liberation and 
humanization. But it must also deal with forgiveness and reconciliation and promote 
fellowship and communion l0. Theology, first of all, is related to the Church's mission and 
ministry in this world. It has to be rooted in the life and worship of the Church that is the 
believing community of not some, but all the Faithful. The more 'political' posture of 
liberation theology, as proposed by the Latin American Liberation Theology and the feminist 
theologies should not be the only norm for every theology of liberation. In order not to 
manifest any exclusivism, theology has to be more ecumenical in order that both liberation 
theologies and the traditional theologies - Western, Latin American, North American, Black, 
Europe, Feminist, Hispanic, Third World and Asian - find their rightful place as the voices of 
God's people. Theology should also be an inter-disciplinary effort, welcoming the worthy 
contributions from the sciences, both human and natural, particularly from economics, 
sociology, political science, anthropology and ethnology". Above all, every kind or brand of 
Christian theology should be utterly faithful and always devoted to the vision and the mission 
of Jesus Christ. This means that the emerging dalit theology in order to be inclusive, yet at 
the same time liberating, both to the dalits and to the non-dalits alike, should begin its 
theological quest with reflections on the central message of the teachings and the actions of 
Jesus, revealed especially in the parables and the miracles of Jesus. The key to understanding 
the message and the vision of Jesus Christ is his proclamation of the kingdom of God. The 
entire life of Jesus, including his narration of the parables and his performance of the 
miracles, is presented in the Gospels as a total service for the proclamation of the Kingdom of 
God. Our research seeks to contribute, though in a small way, to the emerging dalit theology 
with an additional chapter so that it may become all the more faithful to the inclusive vision 
and the universal message of Jesus Christ, the Lord. For this purpose, our research draws the 
emerging dalit theology to focus on the theme of the Kingdom of God in order to identify and 
articulate meaningful theological perspectives and orientations for its future direction. 

1.1.2. Reflection on the Kingdom of God 

God's kingdom, as proclaimed by Jesus, is to be understood and presented as the enduring 
expression of the power of God that comes to light within human history in the victory of 
goodness over evil, of righteousness over sin, of love over hate, of resurrection over death, of 
the new human being over the old and of the just society over the unjust12. The task of the 
believing community of Jesus Christ in this world is to make the eternal, eschatological and 
final manifestation of God's kingdom already a visible and existential reality in the space and 
the time of human history. The Kingdom of God, according to Jesus, is God's loving and 
compassionate rule that when breaking into human history creates an authentic community of 
love and justice among human beings. Jesus explained that the Kingdom of God, though an 
eschatological reality, nevertheless, intersects the course of human history and experience as 
present events. Jesus invited his followers to translate their consciousness of God's 
transcendent sovereignty into just and compassionate attitudes and concrete actions that 

also to· ALSTON Wallace, 'Theology in the Service of the Church' (Grand Rapids, William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 2000) 
10 CREAGER John, 'Theodynamics' (New York, Lanham Publishers, 1994). p. 73-74. 
" The need for interdisciplinary approach in theology is best explained in DRYNESS William, 'Invitation to 
cross-cultural Theology' (Grand Rapids, Zondervan Publishing House, 1992). 
12 DEOTIS Roberts, 'Black Theology in Dialogue' (Philadelphia, The Westminster Press, 1987). p. 15-19. 
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would transform the present unjust and oppressive order, even while recognising that the 
kingdom's ultimate realization is to be looked for in the future 13 

As per Jesus' vision, God's kingdom is presently revealed on earth as God's justice and love 
that becomes operational and made visible in authentic and visible brotherhood between 
human beings In this sense, any historical event that promotes justice in the world and true 
fellowship among human beings is the growth of God's kingdom on earth and hence is a 
salvific event However, we also know that the growth of love and justice alone cannot bring 
to the world the fullness of salvation or the complete realization God's kingdom 
Theologically speaking, God's kingdom is, above all, an eschatological realization that finds 
fulfillment at the end of time Nevertheless, it is also a historical project, whereby the non-
persons become persons of dignity and worth so that these marginalized persons are able to 
act as the subjects and the agents of their history and cease to be the objects of exploitation 
and manipulation. As a result of the historical project of ushering in God's kingdom on earth, 
the divided human societies of the oppressors and the oppressed may become sharing and 
canng persons gathered and united in communities of genuine fellowship and brotherhood, 
built on justice and love14 We pointed out earlier that the hierarchical caste system with its 
separating and excluding character has signified the absence of an authentic community and 
dignified humanity in India for thousands of years The emerging dal it theology seeks, as its 
goal, to negate the caste system and its hierarchical structure, especially to erase the evil 
consequences of the oppressive caste stratification on those who are at the bottom of the 
Indian society, the dalits As a positive force, dalit theology strives towards creating an 
authentic fellowship and genuine human community in India in place of the segregating and 
excluding caste system In this task, it is appropnate that the emerging dalit theology be 
imbued with the inclusive vision of Jesus for building an authentic community about which 
Jesus spoke so often and so well under the schema of 'the Kingdom of God' 

1.1.3. The specificity of the oppression of the dalits- ritual impurity 

In India, the caste oppression anses out of a well-articulated Hindu religious belief system 
that attributes 'ntual impurity' to some people and names them as untouchables, leading to 
their degradation and deprivation. Indian theologians cannot overlook this particularity of the 
oppression and dehumamzation that anses as the result of caste stratification in India Some 
Indian theologians can be, and at times are, co-opted into theological positions which 
onginate elsewhere such as in the Latin Amencan liberation theology or in the Feminist 
theology that make them forget or ignore the particulanty of caste oppression and exploitation 
in India The liberation theologians from Latin America, for example, make a singular focus 
on economic poverty, similar to the Marxists, to the extent that all the other oppressive 
situations ansing out of cultural and religious factors are not significant to them This is 
strongly questioned by many Asian and African theologians who, though in agreement over 
the need for a scientific analysis of the socio-economic and political factors in any meaningful 
theologizing, would like to enlarge their honzon with sufficient examination of cultural and 
religious factors as well15 There can be no second opinion regarding the assertion that as far 

13 FUELLENBACK John, 'The Kingdom of God' (Maryknoll, Orbis Books, 1997) ρ 17 25 
'4 DUNN James, 'Jesus' Call to Discipleship', Cambodge, Cambridge University Press, 1992) Refer also 
MURRAY Beasley, 'Jesus and the Kingdom of God' (Grand Rapids, William Β Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 1986) MARCUS Joel, 'The Mystery of the Kingdom of God' (Atlanta, Scholars Press, 1986) 
'5 CONE James, 'From Geneva to Sao Paulo - A Dialogue between Black Theology and Latin Amencan 
Liberation Theology' in 'Black Theology' Vol II (ed) CONE James & WILMORE Gayraud (Maryknoll, Orbis 
Books, 1991) ρ 379-380 
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as Indian theology is concerned, the motif of liberation has to be explored in relation to 
specific Indian contexts and situations. The implication is that, in any Indian theological 
discourse on liberation and salvation, there should be sufficient, if not privileged reference to 
the oppression and the emancipation of the dalits and to the source of their social exclusion 
and deprivation that are, above all, religious and cultural factors rather than economic factors. 
Even if class analysis is important within the theological discourses of liberation, Indian 
theology can never be silent on the caste issues. What we insist on is that there should, in no 
way, be a pre-fabricated definition of liberation in any theologising. With reference to India, 
the Indian theologians have to be sensitive and responsive to the uniqueness of the Indian 
context, especially as to the sources of the oppression of India's poor, especially of the 
dalits16. Today, the emerging dalit theology is proposed as the legitimate and representative 
theological response to the oppressed conditions of the dalits in India. As the theology of 
dalits' liberation in India, it is emerging as a contextual theology that focuses on the present 
deprived and marginalized conditions of the dalits and advocates their liberation and 
emancipation. As per the vision of Jesus, the preferential option of the Church in favour of the 
pooi and the oppressed in order to create a more just society in the world is correct and fully 
justified and thus, the advocacy of the dalit theology for a preferential option in favour of the 
dalits in India is unquestionably right. 

In God's kingdom of justice and love, as envisioned by Jesus, the commitment to the dignity 
and liberation of every human person is to be mediated by a critical and preferential option for 
the dignity and liberation of the last, the least and the powerless. The way to universal 
solidarity lies in and through a particular preference for the least and the last of the brothers 
and the sisters. In this sense, the liberation of the dalits is not an exclusive or sectarian option 
but an authentic Christian commitment within the larger engagement for universal 
brotherhood and solidarity. In his 'Claims in Conflict', Hollenbach attempts such a 
formulation. In God's kingdom, (i) the needs of the poor take priority over the wants of the 
rich (ii) the freedom of the dominated takes priority over the liberty of the powerful (iii) the 
participation of the oppressed groups takes priority over the preservation of an order which 
excludes them17. It is in this sense that the privileged concern for the social rights of the dalits 
and the justice, freedom and dignity due to them, as advocated by the emerging dalit theology 
becomes an important focus of theological research and reflection in India. While the 
researcher fully appreciates and agrees with the proposals of the emerging dalit theology, he 
seeks to bring perspectives of inclusion and universality to its contents through a particular 
focus on the vision and the message of Jesus. Enriched and illuminated by the message of the 
kingdom of God, dalit theology can rightly become a legitimate and valid theological 
enterprise of the entire Indian Church. 

1.2. THE RESEARCH QUESTION AND METHODOLOGY 

We have already explained in clear terms the importance of Jesus' inclusive vision and his 
universal message of the ethics of the Kingdom of God for any meaningful theological 
enterprise. We have also proposed that our research be about bringing the perspectives of 
inclusiveness and universality to the emerging dalit theology through a focus on this message 
of Jesus that he proclaimed as the good news of the kingdom of God. We are convinced that 
Jesus' perspectives on the Kingdom of God can provide the orientation of inclusiveness and 

16 We cannot ignore the traditional oppression and the pain of the dalits and their present awakening through 
legitimate liberative aspirations in any meaningful theological discourse in India. Refer: FERNANDO Franco, 
'Pain and Awakening: The Dynamics of Dalit Identity' (New Delhi, Indian Social Institute, 2002). 
17 HOLLENBACH David, 'Claims in Conflict' (New York, Paulist Press, 1979). p. 204 -205. 
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universality to the emerging dalit theology in order to make it more acceptable to all 
Christians in India In this way, the present criticism that dalit theology is a casteist and 
divisive theology can be eliminated Let us now focus on our research question 

1.2.1. The Research Question 

The system of castes, a hierarchical social structure perhaps quite unique to India, creates 
boundanes between caste groups according to the 'ntual punty/impunty' of each caste The 
dalits are the least 'pure' or the most 'impure' among the different castes in India and all their 
depnvations and degradations are founded upon and explained by their ntual status as the 
'impure people' Thus, the dalits suffer from the traditional indignities of social exclusion and 
oppression as the result of their hereditary low ntual status as the 'impure people' as assigned 
and explained by the Hindu belief system Whatever may be the consequences of caste 
oppression on the existential situation of the dalits, be it their economic poverty or social 
exclusion, the foundation of such depnvation and discnmination is normatively explained in 
the Hindu Scnptures as ansing out of their low ntual status as 'impure' people It is the Hindu 
religious practice of punty/impunty that explains and justifies the boundanes of demarcation 
and separation among the different caste groups including the social exclusion of the dalits 
Even if the caste system is a Hindu phenomenon, every religion has been infected by the 
disease of caste discnmination Thus, the conversion of the dalits to Chnstianity or to any 
other more egalitanan religion such as Buddhism, Islam or Sikhism did not alter their sad 
situation of social exclusion since the Hindu religious ideology of caste system has become an 
Indian cultural phenomenon 

Ritual Purity at the heart of the Caste System 

In the 1990s, the Chnstian dalit theologians responded to the oppressive and dehumanizing 
structure of the caste system through a meaningful theological discourse that they named 
'dalit theology' Today, it is an undeniable fact that the emerging dalit theology has given 
tremendous self-confidence and enduring hope to the dalit Christians by affirming that God is 
with them in a very special way and that their struggles for dignity and equality are legitimate 
and nght Indeed, dalit theology has become a powerful vehicle of self-assertion of the dalit 
Christians on the theological and ecclesiastical scene in India Kuruvila, though himself a high 
caste theologian, makes a positive estimation of dalit theology by saying that 'the emergence 
of dalit theology can be considered as a significant event in the history of Indian Chnstian 
thinking as it is very much related to the historical expenences of an oppressed and 
downtrodden people It can be conceived in the context of the struggles of a community 
against casteism and their continued aspirations for social justice in church and society So, 
the sources and the process of dalit theology lie in the agony and suffenngs of dalits in their 
search for self-identity, equality and their meaningful life in the community'18 

No doubt, dalit theology is a great blessing to the oppressed dalits However, some of the 
present contents of the emerging dalit theology are cnticized as articulating casteism in 
reverse While laying focus on the oppression of the dalits in India, dalit theology seems to 
end up segregating the dalits as a distinct and differentiated group, exactly in the same way as 
the Hindu caste system does As a result, while dalit theology strives towards the elimination 
of caste distinctions and degradations, its articulations confirm, though unintentionally, the 
enclosures of 'dalit segregation' Thus dalit theology faces the cnticism that even while it 

KURUVILA Philip 'Dalit Theology (Madras, Church of South India, 2002) ρ 1 2 

7 



condemns the caste system, it affirms and indirectly promotes caste enclosures. This 
particular critique is true not only for dalit theology but also for all the socio-religious 
movements that arose all over the Indian sub-continent in the past as protest against the 
oppressive caste system. As we shall later see in Part I of our research, all the anti-caste 
movements have invariably ended up as 'caste movements' throughout Indian history. The 
researcher is of the opinion that like every protest movement against the dehumanizing caste 
system in India, the emerging dalit theology also, while it has appropriately highlighted and 
excellently articulated the oppression and discrimination of the dalits as 'impure people', has 
not, so far, squarely addressed the foundation of their oppression and social exclusion, as 
explained in the normative Hindu scriptures, which is their 'ritual impurity'. Due to this 
apparent limitation, the emerging dalit theology appears to be just another caste movement in 
the Indian social horizon. The researcher strongly feels that the concept of 'ritual 
purity/impurity' which serves as the foundation of the caste hierarchy, and as a result the very 
basis of the untouchability and the social exclusion of the dalits, has to be adequately and 
appropriately dealt with in any meaningful theological discourse on the caste system in India. 
According to the researcher, what the emerging dalit theology should do as the top priority is, 
first of all, make a thorough examination of the Hindu understanding of 'ritual 
purity/impurity' and then, secondly, present an alternative vision and message that is capable 
of challenging the sacred foundation of the practice of 'ritual purity/impurity'. 

The Good News of the Kingdom of God 

The researcher believes that in the vision and the message of the Kingdom of God, as 
proclaimed by Jesus, the emerging dalit theology can find the much required alternative 
vision to challenge the practices of ritual purity. That is why he proposes, in this research, to 
draw attention to the concept of 'ritual purity/impurity' and examine its operation in its 
historical, social and religious dimensions in India and then let the good news of Jesus Christ, 
as the message of the Kingdom of God, encounter and challenge its operation of exclusion 
and discrimination within the caste structure. Jesus had to address the questions of ritual 
purity/impurity in his dealings with the Jewish people of his time, known as the Second 
Temple Period. He challenged the boundaries of separation then prevailing among the people 
arising out of the conditions of ritual purity/impurity, by enlarging the horizon through his 
inclusive vision. We have already seen how the inclusive vision and the universal message of 
Jesus are surmised in the Gospels as the 'good news of the Kingdom of God'. Our research 
question is whether the inclusive vision and the universal message of Jesus, proclaimed as 
God's kingdom, can provide the perspectives of inclusiveness and universality to the 
emerging dalit theology, presently branded as a sectarian, casteist and divisive ideology. 

Ritual Impurity and the Kingdom of God 

As a first step, our research examines the functioning of the concept of 'ritual impurity' in the 
Hindu worldview since the hierarchy of the caste system has the Hindu worldview as its 
foundation. As a next step, the similarities between the foundation and the functioning of the 
system of Hindu ritual purity/impurity and the Jewish system of ritual 'purity/impurity' are 
identified and explained in our research. Since Jesus' proclamation of the message of the 
Kingdom of God took place within the context of the Judaism of the second temple period, 
there is a need for us to present the similarities between the Hindu and Jewish practices of 
ritual purity so that, later on, our research may be able to let Jesus' good news of the Kingdom 
of God encounter and challenge the practices of Hindu ritual purity and caste structure. In this 
way, as final step, our research examines how the inclusive vision and the universal message 
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of Jesus that encountered the Jewish system of ntual punty/impunty can encounter and 
challenge the Hindu system of ntual punty and its operation within the caste structure What 
is visualized is a meaningful encounter of the Gospel of the Kingdom of God with the Indian 
caste system so that the emerging dalit theology may be able to identify some valuable 
perspectives for its future direction as it seeks to negate the caste ideology and the resulting 
discnimnation of the dalits It is the fervent hope and the steadfast desire of the researcher that 
such an encounter between the Hindu practice of ntual punty/impunty and Jesus' vision and 
message of the Kingdom of God will certainly ennch the contents and the focus of the 
emerging dalit theology and make it more inclusive and acceptable to all Chnstian 
communities The hypothesis of our research is that the vision and the message of the 
Kingdom of God as proclaimed by Jesus can bnng greater inclusiveness and universality to 
the contents of the emerging dalit theology As can be seen, there are two important themes, 
'ntual punty and the kingdom of God', that occupy the central place in our research Hence, 
the title of our research is 'Ritual Impunty and the Kingdom of God' The sub-title is 'an 
additional chapter to the emerging dalit theology in India' 

1.2.2. Contextualism in theology 

In our research, a particular focus is on the 'context' As a theological perspective, 
contextualism or contextualization may be said to be that way of doing theology, which seeks 
to explore and exhibit the dialectical relation between the content and the setting of 
theology19 In contextualism, there is a special stress on contemporaneity, by which we stress 
what is concretely going on, in our case, the reality of 'opportunity/resistance' to the 
emancipation of the dalits as equal human beings in India We have already referred to the 
present Indian context of the democratization of the Indian society wherein the dalits find 
avenues for social mobility even while such opportunities are constantly challenged and 
resisted by some high caste persons resulting in the continuity and the persistence of 
discnimnation and exploitation of the dalits Contextualism, as a research perspective, enables 
us to make use of the phenomenological approach in our examination of the Indian context of 
dalit oppression and exclusion Through the phenomenological approach, we explain ntual 
punty/impunty, the source of the oppression of the dalits, under its own terms, that is, as the 
Hindu worldview understands it and justifies it as a nghteous and legitimate religious 
practice, especially as it is exposed in the normative Hindu Scnptures 

The referential aspect of contextual approach safeguards theology against excessive 
positivistic pressure It enables us to have a place in our research for 'God talk' or 'God 
language' for reference and thus helps us to clanfy, appraise and even cntique the Hindu 
worldview of ntual impunty and the consequent social exclusion of the dalits In our study, it 
is Jesus' inclusive vision and universal message for building an authentic human community 
that he proclaimed as the good news of the Kingdom of God that becomes our reference, that 
can be called as 'God talk' or 'God language' We propose to apply Jesus' appraisal and 
cntique of the Jewish ntual punty practices of the second temple penod to the Hindu system 
of punty and from this application we seek to draw meaningful conclusions for the emerging 
dalit theology that stnves, as its goal, to negate the ideology of caste system and the resulting 
oppression of the dalits as 'impure' people This specific approach of dialectical interrelation 
between the phenomenological and the referential aspects guides our entire research20 

" Conlexlualism is explained by LEHMANN Paul in 'Contextual Theology' in the Editorial of 'Theology 
Today', Vol 29, No 1, April 1972 ρ 12 
2 0 For the use of Phenomenological approach in research, refer SOKOLOWSKI Robert, 'Introduction to 
Phenomenology' (Cambridge Cambridge University Press, 2000) 
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1.2.3. Praxis-Orientation 

In theology contextualism involves a praxis-orientation21. We present the context of the 'ritual 
impurity' of the dalits as creating boundaries of segregation and as justifying their oppression 
and social exclusion and then apply the 'God-talk' of the Kingdom of God as proclaimed by 
Jesus as a vision for breaking those boundaries of segregation and exclusion in order to create 
an authentic human community. The inductive method is the preferred tool of contextualism. 
The inductive method is quite different from the deductive method that begins with explicit 
axioms or simple true statements. According to the deductive method, if the axioms are true, 
then everything that follows these axioms is true. While the deductive method starts with a 
few true statements (axioms) with the aim of proving many other true statements that 
logically follow from them, the inductive method starts with observation as the first step with 
the objective of finding out the truth that also involves acting upon the truth as the next logical 
step through the interpretation of the observed reality or event. The motive of the researcher 
in making use of the inductive method, is to find God wherever God keeps company, 
especially with the companionless - 'among the poorest, the lowliest and the lost'- the new 
'locus theologicus'. The dalits as a deprived and oppressed people are privileged in our 
research as the 'locus theologicus'. Their conditions of oppression, exclusion and 
discrimination along with their present opportunities and struggles for progress and 
emancipation constitute the context of our research that proposes to enter into a meaningful 
dialogue not only with Hindu religion and culture, but also with the religious and cultural 
expressions of the oppressed dalits. In this effort, our research makes use of the knowledge 
that is available today through the recent researches in Human Sciences, especially in the 
disciplines of anthropology, sociology and economy. 

1.3. TOWARDS AN ADDITIONAL CHAPTER 

Keeping the design of our 'research question' always in mind, our research goes forward 
towards constructing an additional chapter to the emerging dalit theology that has been named 
as 'Ritual Purity and the Kingdom of God'. The researcher considers this work as an 
additional chapter to the emerging dalit theology and he presents this additional chapter in 
three distinct parts in view of making a clear and logical exposition. 

1.3.1. The First Part 

In the first part of the research, we present the 'context' in which dalit theology emerged in 
India. First, we explain the 'context' of the caste-dominated Indian society that operates under 
the divisive ways of the caste structure. We proceed to describe the characteristics of the caste 
system and the discriminations that the dalits had to endure as impure untouchables. We 
examine the process of democratization in India especially the functioning of compensatory 
discriminatory measures in their favour. Next, we investigate the impact of the process of 
democratization of the Indian society on the caste system in general, and on the deprivation, 
marginalization and discrimination against the dalits in particular, in the present independent 
and secular India. We conclude this section with a brief examination of the numerous socio-
cultural and religious movements that arose as protest movements against caste system 
throughout the Indian history. We pay particular attention especially to the modem political 
movements of the dalits and their movements of conversion to the egalitarian religions such 
as Islam, Buddhism and Christianity. 

FLEMMING Dean, 'Contexlualizalion in (he New Teslamenl. Patterns for Theology and Mission' (Downers 
Grove, Intervarsity Press, 2005). 
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In the next section we present the 'context' of the Indian Church. First we present a brief 
history of the Indian Church, of course, always with reference to the dalits. We present the 
history of the establishment of the Catholic and Protestant Missions in India. We examine the 
evolution of Indian theology and explain how it responded inadequately to the liberative quest 
of the dalits who sought Christian faith for dignity and equality. Dalit theology, as the 
theology of the dalits, by the dalits and for the dalits, emerged in the context of the struggles 
against casteism both in the Church and in the Indian society. It expresses the aspirations of 
the dalits for social justice, equality and fellowship. After presenting briefly the contents of 
the emerging dalit theology, we make an appraisal. We conclude that dalit theology needs to 
be enriched and guided by an inclusive vision in its future development. 

1.3.2. The Second Part 

In the second part of our research, we delve into the system of 'ritual purity/impurity' since 
the separations and the demarcations of the caste system and the oppression and the social 
exclusion of the dalits arise from the Hindu belief system of 'ritual purity'. Firstly we discuss 
the conception of 'ritual purity/impurity' as practiced in Hinduism and its relation to the 
Hindu 'dharma', the Hindu sacred Law. Secondly, we compare the Hindu concept of 
'purity/impurity' to the Jewish concept and practice of 'purity/impurity' as can be seen in the 
Jewish Law. Special attention is paid to the understanding and the practice of ritual purity of 
the Jewish people during the time of Jesus which is known as the second temple period. 
Thirdly, we explain how the inclusive vision of Jesus resulted in the universal mission of the 
early Church and in the establishment of inclusive Christian communities in the Roman 
Empire. Here, we first we examine how Jesus presented his inclusive vision as the good news 
of the Kingdom of God and envisioned an authentic community as the visible expression of 
God's kingdom on earth. Later, we examine how Jesus, inspired by the inclusive vision of the 
Kingdom of God, challenged certain practices of ritual purity that justified the existing 
boundaries of separation and hierarchy among the Jewish people. Thus, in the second part, the 
Hindu system of ritual purity and the corresponding system of Jewish purity are brought into a 
meaningful encounter with the inclusive vision and the universal message of Jesus that he 
announced as the good news of the Kingdom of God during his public ministry. 

1.3.3. The Third Part 

In the third part, we first describe the process by which the early Church crossed over the 
boundaries of separation. The universality and the inclusiveness of the message and the vision 
of Jesus was not understood and acknowledged immediately by the primitive Church. It was a 
slow process of discernment that included profound reflection on the vision of Jesus and 
fraternal dialogue over his message. At times, there were painful conflicts among the early 
Christians over the Jewish boundaries of separation such as the practice of circumcision. 
However, the Spirit of Jesus working through many human instruments led the infant Church 
towards her universal mission which was to create a new and authentic community of God 
that would include all peoples and all nations, beyond racial boundaries and ethnic 
separations. Then, we examine how the inclusive vision of Jesus that encountered the Jewish 
belief system of ritual impurity, challenged its excluding tendencies and initiated a movement 
of inclusion as a new community of God, can impact the Hindu 'dharma' and its caste 
separations in India today. We conclude that the role of dalit theology within the Indian 
Church is to be a catalyst at the service of the Christian/dalit communities in order to build 
genuine Christian communities and authentic human communities in the place of the 
oppressive and segregating caste system all over India. Throughout our discussion, in the 
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three parts of our research, we keep our focus on the problem of ritual impurity as our central 
subject, because it is the principle of ritual impurity that brands the dalits as 'untouchables' or 
'impure' people as per the Hindu worldview. We bring a sort of dynamic engagement 
between the separating vision of 'ritual purity' as practiced in traditional Hinduism and 
Judaism and the inclusive vision of God's kingdom, as proclaimed by Jesus. From this 
encounter between two different visions, many useful perspectives for the emerging dalit 
theology can be identified for future direction. As the result, the dalit theology can become 
more inclusive and universal in its approach and thus more acceptable to all the Christians. 
Our conclusion is that the emerging dalit theology, even while affirming the equality and the 
dignity of the oppressed dalits in India, has to inspire and guide the Indian Church to build 
genuine Christian communities and the Indian society to construct authentic human 
communities that live by the values of sincere fellowship and loving goodness, of sharing and 
caring for one another in mutual service, in the light of justice and peace. 

1.4. SUMMARY 

Religiousness and poverty are the contexts of the Indian scene. The religiousness of the poor 
and the poverty of the religious masses together constitute the complex structure of Indian 
reality22. Dalit theology, in order to be meaningful to this specific Indian context, has to be an 
inclusive theological discourse that is imbued with a vision and inspired by a message that 
embraces and liberates not only the oppressed and the marginalized people, especially the 
dalits, but also promotes authentic fellowship and solidarity among the entire humanity. We 
have seen that the ritual purity system that has constructed the caste structure creates 
boundaries of separation and exclusion. The message of the Kingdom of God, as proclaimed 
by Jesus Christ, proposes inclusiveness in the place of segregation and marginalization. Our 
research on 'Ritual Purity and the Kingdom of God' proposed as an additional chapter to the 
emerging dalit theology brings a meaningful engagement between the two concepts. As a 
result, our research offers inclusive and universal perspectives to the contents of dalit 
theology, making it more acceptable and relevant to the Christian communities that presently 
brand it as divisive and casteist. Our research envisions a fruitful role for the emerging dalit 
theology in India. On the one hand, dalit theology has to proclaim Jesus and his gospel as 
good news that has the necessary dynamism to heal the wounds of oppression, slavery and 
discrimination of the dalits. On the other hand, dalit theology must always strive towards 
creating a casteless society in India by challenging the caste ideology and by presenting Jesus' 
good news of inclusion and fellowship as the foundation of a social structure that is 
characterized by equality and justice and authentic fellowship. For this, dalit theology has to 
inspire, first of all, the Indian Church to be an authentic Christian community of love, justice 
and brotherhood in India. Secondly, it has to co-operate and bring together the different 
voices that have risen as socio-political or religio-cultural movements on the Indian soil and 
today sincerely strive towards establishing a casteless society in India. In this role, the 
emerging dalit theology has to be vigilant to always remain faithful to the vision and the 
message of Jesus that he so joyfully proclaimed as the Gospel of the Kingdom of God. 

PIERIS Aloysius, 'An Asian Theology of Liberalion' (Maryknoll, Orbis Books, 1988). He proposes both 
structural and cultural revolution that should go hand in hand in order to bring 'humanity' to the millions of 
people, particularly to the poor dalits, in India. 
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PART -1 
THE CONTEXT AND THE CONTENT OF THE 

EMERGING DALIT THEOLOGY 

2.0. INTRODUCTION 

In keeping with contextualism, in this first chapter, we illustrate the context in which the dalit 
theology emerged and later, we also examine its present contents for making a meaningful 
critique. First, we describe the context of the caste-structured Indian society, in which the 
dalits find their place as 'impure' untouchables and thus are the victims of centuries-old 
oppression and exploitation. We identify that it is the Hindu belief system that provides the 
justification to the ideology of caste structure and to the slavery of the dalits, as 'impure' 
population. As the next step, we move from the context of Indian society towards the context 
of the Indian Church. We present, briefly though, the history of the conversion of the dalits to 
Christianity in India, particularly the episode of their mass conversion to Christian faith. We 
explain how the dalits sought deliverance from the Hindu caste system and embraced 
Christianity in large numbers in order to find equality and dignity. We also examine how the 
Indian Church, both Catholic and the Protestant, responded inadequately to this liberative 
quest of the dalits. We illustrate how the dalit converts suffered discrimination within the 
Indian Church at the hands of the high caste converts that inspired the emergence of the dalit 
theology. Finally we present the contents of the emerging dalit theology, as exposed by the 
dalit theologians during the last decade and make a critique of it as an appraisal. 

2.1. THE CONTEXT OF INDIAN SOCIETY 

Caste is a type of social stratification in which the movement towards top or bottom in the 
scale of hierarchy usually cannot occur. The status of a person is fixed for life and thus the 
birth in a particular caste determines the work, the place of residence, the style of life, the 
people with whom relationships are established and above all, the group from which the life-
partners are chosen. The caste system always includes the notion that the physical contact and 
even some forms of social contact with a person of a lower caste is degrading for a person of 
higher caste. The so-called 'Aryans', the original Hindus, who invaded India and conquered 
the aboriginals about two thousand years before the birth of Jesus Christ, made the local 
population, the forefathers of the dalits, their slaves and forced them to accept their overall 
supremacy in socio-economic and religio-cultural matters. Those who fled to the hills to 
escape this enforced slavery are the present tribals23. After establishing the Brahminical 
Hinduism firmly in North India, some Brahmins, the custodians of the Hindu religion, started 
Hindu missions to the South. As they converted rulers and nobles to Hinduism, they also 
introduced the caste system, degrading those communities, who were doing manual work, as 
'impure' low castes and untouchables. Democratic Government came to this caste-ridden 
Indian society with the political independence in 1947 and things have changed for the better 
for the dalits and for other weaker sections of the Indian population through the initiatives of 
successive Indian governments, especially through the measures of positive discrimination in 
their favour. Nevertheless, the dalit population continues to suffer traditional prejudices and 
age-old oppression, exploitation and discrimination. In the following pages, we present this 
context of the Indian society with specific reference to the progress of the dalits, as they face 
'opportunity-resistance' for their social mobility in democratic India. 

21 EBENEZER Sunderraj, 'The Confusion called Conversion' (New Delhi, TRACI, 1986). p. 55-62. 
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2.1.1. CASTE SYSTEM AND HINDUISM 

The caste organization is, first of all, a religious and sacred institution of the Hindus and 
accordingly, as the religiously sanctioned social structure of Hindu religion, it is protected by 
the Hindu holy laws and sacred traditions 4. 

2.1.1.1. The Hindu sacred principles and Vama and Jati 

Caste receives sanction and support from the Hindu religious principles of Dharma, Karma 
and Samsara. In fact, Karma, Samsara and Moksa are the three central principles of Hindu 
eschatology and together, these doctrines give a theoretical foundation to caste system and its 
unique characteristics such as prohibition of mobility, ascription and a pre-occupation with 
differentiating identities. The concept of 'dharma' expresses the 'sacred universal order' or 
'ita' that governs the universe. This 'moral order', a corollary of the 'rta' (cosmic order), 
prescribes to each man his duties in the present life. The principle of 'karma' is a theory of 
'action', which says that each action of a man has a value, both positive and negative, 
bringing consequences for the next life of the individual. The concept 'samsara' speaks of the 
'reincarnation' which is the unending cycle of births and deaths, until the individual achieves 
salvation. These three sacred principles together constitute the religious foundation of the 
caste system. Together, they create among the Hindus, the conviction that the birth in a 
particular caste is conditioned by the deeds in the previous life and hence the caste identity in 
the present life has to last from birth till death. 

For the human beings, the best way to obtain liberation from the cycle of births and deaths is 
to faithfully cany out, in the present life, the duties assigned to their respective castes25. The 
religious beliefs thus serve to legitimize the hierarchy and the status principles of the caste 
system, implying that an individual is born in the superior castes because of his good actions 
or is bom in the lower castes because of his misdeeds in his previous life. Thus, based on the 
Hindu religious beliefs, the Indian society has been hierarchically organized for several 
thousand years, according to the caste system. Since hierarchy is the very foundation of the 
Hindu social organization and inequality among the human beings is the accepted and 
divinely sanctioned norm of the Hindu life, the egalitarian Christian/western values like social 
justice, dignity, equality and fraternity appear to be quite alien to this unique system of social 

24 The key doctrines of Hinduism, Dharma, Karma and Samsara reinforce the key structural features of caste 
system and its hierarchy. The Hindus are, as a result, preoccupied with the formation and the maintenance of 
differentiated, ranked social identities. Enormous efforts are invested in defining the boundaries of local caste 
groups The poor untouchables are unfortunate victims of this Hindu preoccupation with rank and identity 
differentiation Milner makes a clear exposition of the theoretical links between Hindu eschatology and caste 
system Refer. MILNER Murray, 'Status and Sacredness' (New York, Oxford University Press, 1994) 

The principle of doctrine of Karma is that every act, whether good or bad, produces a certain result or return 
which cannot be escaped In the physical world, there is the universal law of causation The doctrine of Kanna 
extends this inexorable law of causality to the mental and moral sphere The doctrine of Karma is not a 
mechanical law, it is rather a moral or a spiritual necessity. In the absence of the theory of karma and rebirth, it 
would have to be assumed that the world is arbitrary Under the doctrine of Karma, there is no such thing as 
chance or luck In other words, the law of karma produces perfect justice and all acUons produce their 
appropriate fruits For details on Karma and Samsara, refer KANE Panduranga, 'History of the Dharmasastras', 
Vol 5, (Poona, Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1977) We may refer also to WHITE Douglas, 'Myths 
of the Dog-Man' (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1991) and DAY Terrence, 'The Conception of 
Punishment in early Indian Literature' (Waterloo, Wilfred Launer University, 1982) 
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stratification of the Hindu religion that has built the Hindu community under quite different 
principles that we shall elaborate later on . 

Varna and Jati 

The term 'caste' which has a Portuguese/Spanish origin, is usually translated by the words 
'Vama' and 'jati'27. But, actually, these two words- 'Vama and jati'- are not synonymous. An 
explanation of these two 'key-words' becomes necessary, in any discussion on the 
characteristics of the caste system. The Sanskrit word 'Vama' refers to the division of the 
Hindu society into four major groups. Vama literally means color. The Hindu sacred writers 
divided their society into four distinct classes, which they named as 'Vamas'. The word 'jati' 
literally means 'species', and can be used to refer to the species of the plants, animals as well 
as of human beings. Beteille explains that though the word 'jati' can be employed to refer to 
the diverse regional, linguistic or religious groups, yet the term has been specifically used 
through the centuries only in relation to the caste-groups of India. The different groups that 
differentiate themselves from other groups within the same 'jatis' are known as the 'sub-
castes' and the 'sub-sub-castes'28. 

The four Vamas 

The four Vamas are (i) the Brahmins (priests) (li) the Kshatnyas (the soldiers) (iii) the 
Vaishyas (the traders and the agriculturists) and (iv) the Shudras (the servants). The sacred 
writers refer to a fifth group, which stands outside the fourfold division of the Hindu society, 
called Panchamas or Chandalas. This group consisted of the despised populations of the 
ancient Indian society and thus, in a way, can be considered as the ancestors of the dalits29. 
Among the four Vama categories, the lot of the Shudras, the last group in the hierarchy, was 
service and servitude. They were excluded from the Vedic rituals. The Vaishyas were the 
agriculturalists and the guardians of the cattle. Their religious duty was to be mere passive 
Onlookers' during the Vedic sacrifice. To them was given the domination over only the 
beasts. The Kshatnyas and the Brahmins were the privileged groups and they had authority 
over all creatures including the Shudras and the Vaishyas. The Kshatriyas had the right to 
demand the performance of a sacrifice, but only a Brahmin could carry out the actual 
performance of the Vedic sacrifice30. 

2 6 DELIEGE Robert, 'Le Systeme des Castes' (Pans, PUF, 1993) The author explains, in detail, how caste 
hierarchy is sanctioned and explained by typical Hindu values and beliefs, especially by the principle of Karma. 
2 7 The Portuguese word 'caste' is denved from the Latin 'castus' which means 'chaste' or something 'unmixed' 
The Portuguese used the word 'caste', to refer to the distinct groups of the Hindu society Refer DUMONT 
Louis, 'Homo Hierarchicus' (Pans, Gallimard, 1990). ρ 35-37 
2 8 BETEILLE Andre, 'Caste - Old and New' (Bombay, Asian Publishing House, 1969) ρ 47-62. Kolenda 
makes an interesting exposiuon of the relationship between the concepts of 'species' and 'jati' Refer 
KOLENDA Pauline,' Caste in Contemporary India' (Jaipur, Rawat Publications, 1984). 
2 9 The mixed-union between the Vamas was prohibited by the sacred laws and thus earned exclusion, contempt 
and social discnmination. The Chandalas were the posterity of the people, born from the most despised of the 
mixed-unions, the union of a Brahmin mother and a Shudra father. The practices of untouchabihty would have 
ongmally signified the aversion of the Hindus to such a mixed-union To this category of impure people were 
later added the poslenty of the conquered aborigines when the invading Aryans enslaved them MUKHERJEE 
Prabhati, 'Beyond the four Varnas: The Untouchables in India' (Simla, Indian Institute of Advanced Study, 
2002) We may refer also GHURYE Govind Sadashiv, 'Caste and Race in India' (London, Routledge & Kegan 
Paul, 1932) ρ 44-72. 
3 0 Ghurye proposes to break up the history of Hindu India into four penods First, the Vedic period ending about 
Β C 600 and comprising the literary data of the Vedic 'Samhitas' and the 'Brahmanas' Second, the post-Vedic 
period, extending to about the third century of the Christian era The third penod may be styled as the penod of 
the 'Dharma Shastras' and ends with the tenth or eleventh century A D The fourth penod may be called the 
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It is very interesting to note that, in the Indian society, from the beginning, unlike in the many 
other primitive societies, the king who was usually from the Kshatriya Vama, was deprived of 
all priestly duties and was subordinated to the priesthood in the performance of the rituals and 
other religious concerns. Yet, the priesthood submitted itself to the political supremacy of the 
king and depended on it for its livelihood. Thus, the religious and political power were set 
apart and yet bound together in mutual interdependence, which was the unique characteristic 
of the ancient Hindu society. All the sacred Hindu texts, including the ancient Vedas sanction 
and legitimize this type of Hindu social organization, which is named as the 'Vama' system. 
The 'Rig Veda', the most ancient of the Hindu sacred literature (1500 B.C), makes reference 
to the fourfold Vama-division of the Hindu society. The Vama division corresponded to the 
different parts of the body of the cosmic man, the 'Purusha'. It is written thus in Rg Veda X: 
90: 11-12: 'When they divided the Purusha, in how many parts did they arrange? Who was his 
mouth? his two hands? The thighs and the feet? The Brahmins were his mouth; the two hands 
were the Kshatriyas, the two thighs were the Vaishyas and the feet were the Shudras'31. A 
detailed scriptural explanation of the Vama-system and the corresponding hierarchical 
structure of the Hindu society are presented in the laws of Manu known as 'Manu Smriti' . 
Even the most sacred texts among the Hindu sacred literature, the Bhagavad-Gita33 and the 
Upanishads34 affirm the hierarchical organization of the castes and the caste structure. 

The relationship between Vama and Jati 

The relationship between the system of Vama and the structure of Jati is quite complex. The 
jatis are distinct from the Vamas. Sometimes people confuse these two, because the Hindu 
sacred literature speaks of only the Vamas and never of the jatis. The hundreds of 'jatis' 
developed, most probably, out of the initial four Vamas. The Vama scheme serves as a 
simplified indigenous model of the more complex 'jati' system. We may look at the 
difference between the systems of Vama and jati as a distinction between 'category' and 
'state'. The structure of caste, as numerous jatis grew from the four Vamas, has not developed 
uniformly in all the regions of India. Thus, Assam has developed a caste-structure that is less 
rigid than what is seen in Uttar Pradesh or Bihar regions. The caste-rules were more rigidly 
observed in south India than in the north. The number of jatis and their names are also quite 
different from region to region. For example, Gujarat has more 'jatis' than West Bengal. The 
specific historical experiences of each region seem to have contributed to the differences that 
are observed in the developments of the 'jati' structure in the various provinces of India. 

The Vama system offers a model which is universal for the whole of India. It is a simple 
model consisting of four distinct status groups in which the hundreds of jatis of the different 
regions of India can be easily fitted in. Vama, thus, serves as a pan-Indian framework of caste 

modern period and it is up to the beginning of the nineteenth century. Ghurye points out that all the classical 
literature of the Hindus during the above four periods deal with the four orders in the Hindu society (the Vamas) 
and never speak about the multifarious caste groups (the jatis). GHURYE G.S. op.cit. p. 47 - 59. 
31 We are quoting from KANE Panduranga, 'History of the Dharmasastras', Vol. 1 (Poona, Bhandarkar Oriental 
Research Institute, 1968). 
32 BUHLER Georg, 'The Laws of Manu' (Delhi, Motilal Banarsidass, 1964) 
33 ZAEHNER Robert Charles, 'Hindu Scriptures' (London, Dent Publishers, 1966). We may also refer to 
EDGERTON Franklin, 'The Bhagavad-Gita' (New York, Harper & Row, 1964). 
34 SAMUEL Thomas, 'One God, One Caste and One Religion' (New Delhi, Sterling Publishers, 1983). p. 45-59. 
The author explains in detail how all the Hindu scriptures including the sacred Upanishads and the Bhagavad-
Gita confirm the religious principles on which the Hindu social organisation of Varna system is based. Varna 
distinctions in the Hindu scriptures focus on the differences in the duties and the functions of the four 'ranked' 
social categories and not on the 'Jatis' 
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hierarchy. The Varna classification is useful for understanding the rank or the status of each 
individual 'jati' and thus Varna-structure acts as a general framework of hierarchy for the 
whole of India35. The institutions of Vama and jati are complimentary and together constitute 
the Hindu social organization which is known to us as the system of castes. What is important 
for our discussion is that both Vama and Jati are complimentary hierarchical systems or 
structures at the summit of both of which stands the priestly caste of Brahmins as the most 
privileged group. In practical usage, the word 'caste' refers more to the 'jatis' than to the 
Vamas though the numerous books of Hindu scripture speak of the duties and the functions of 
the Vamas rather than the 'Jatis'. 

2.1.1.2. The Salient Features of Caste System 

The central principles of the caste system are the following - (1) the place of operation (2) the 
division of occupation (3) the 'Jajmani' system (4) the authority (5) the endogamy (6) the 
commensality (7) the purity and pollution and (8) the hierarchy. 

The place of operation 

The caste system as a social organization operates only in a limited locality - a single village 
or a few villages or a very small province. The village is in particular a place where the jatis 
manifest their interdependence. The relationship between the castes is very much conditioned 
by the empirical conditions of the village. Often, the ethnologists speak of the 'village 
community' . The social anthropologists often find in a village itself, what they search for - a 
social world, self-sufficient and communitarian, within a small territory3 . The British 
Administrators described the Indian village as an unchanging small republic, self-sufficient 
and capable of preservation, in spite of the fall and rise of many empires and kingdoms in 
Indian history38. The 'centre' around which the village organizes itself is the dominant caste. 
Power and domination in the village is derived from the possession of the cultivable land. It is 
the agrarian land, perhaps the only known rural wealth, around which the power-relationships 
are organized in the Indian villages. Srinivas says that a caste can be dominant in a village 
when it has not only numerical superiority over the other caste-groups but also economic and 
political superiority. A caste with numerical superiority is easily the dominant caste if its 
position in the social hierarchy is not very low3 . But as a matter of fact, a dominant-caste 
need not necessarily be numerically big. What is important is that it should have the 'means' 
to exercise control and authority over the other caste-groups in the village. In spite of the 
caste-divisions, the village presents some degree of harmony and unity. 

35 SRINIVAS Narasimhachar, 'Caste in Modern India and Other Essays' (London, Asia Publishing House, 
1962). p. 63- 71. The author insists that the Vamas offer only a common reference. In a local area, jati groups are 
hierarchically ranked, with the Brahmins at the top and the Dalits at the bottom. The exact ranking of the other 
casles is subject to dispute and it is the Vama scheme that attributes the rank to each individual caste. 
36 DUBE Shyama Charan, 'Indian Village' (London, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1955). Many anthropologists 
insist on the fact that caste as a system operated in the past within a limited locality, which they called a small 
kingdom. This limited locality can be a village or some small villages put together. 
37 PUNIT Arthur Emmanuel, 'Social Systems in Rural India' (New Delhi, Sterling Publishers, 1978). p. 21-28. 
38 It is Sir Charles Metcalfe, the English Administrator, who coined the famous term 'a small republic', to 
describe the Indian village. According to him, it is the Indian village that preserved the liberty, happiness and 
above all the culture of the Indian people, throughout the centuries, in spite of the many historical upheavals, the 
constant political changes and the fall and rise of many kingdoms and dynasties. 
39 SRINIVAS Narasimhachar, 'Le système social d'un village du Mysore', in 'Miroir de l'Inde: Etudes Indienne 
en Sciences Sociales', (ed ) ROBERT Lardinois, (Pans, Editions de la Maison des Sciences de l'Homme, 1988). 
p. 49-90. According to Srinivas, the dominant casles actually reproduce more or less the royal functions of the 
king in the village or within a limited territory. 
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The division of work 

The caste system comprises the specialization of professions and the mutual interdependence 
of all the caste-groups. The specialization in specific tasks consequently results in the 
separation and differentiation of a particular caste from other caste-groups. This arrangement 
is oriented towards the diverse needs of the village community. We notice that there is 
definitely some relationship between a particular caste and a specific profession . Yet, the 
caste system is not simply and purely a professional system and the caste structure is not a 
corporation of occupations. Along with the economic needs, there are also the religious 
factors that qualify the different professions and relate them to individual caste-groups. In 
Hinduism, the work or profession is linked to the moral order or 'dharma'. The work of a 
person, for example the priestly function of a Brahmin or the cleaning function of a dalit, 
expresses his dignity and also his responsibility to the society at large. The work not only 
reinforces the hierarchy of the caste system, but also assures the social harmony. Hocart has 
shown how the professions of different castes are related to some religious functions. He 
presents, for example, the potters and the barbers as priests in their own way and the artisans 
as having the primary duty of making sacred images. He thus points out that all the 
professions have a magico-religious character in Hinduism41. 

The Jajmani system 

The interdependence of the caste-groups, through occupational differentiation, is traditionally 
organized around the 'Jajmani' system - a system of mutual obligations regarding the 
professional services of different caste-groups in each village42. The word 'jajman' signifies 
employer. Jajmani system is, on the one side, the division of work and on the other, the 
traditional hereditary relationship between the castes43. Each rich family from the dominant 
caste employs a family from the service-rendering caste groups. For example, a family from 
the caste of washermen is employed by a high caste family to wash its clothes. For these 
habitual services, the remuneration is paid usually in kind and not in money. Along with 
regular food, it can be fixed quantity of grain during the harvest season and a set of clothes 
during festivals and occasionally also some money during the important Hindu feasts and 
religious ceremonies of the family. Thus, the traditional occupations are related to 
corresponding obligations among the different caste groups in mutual service. The 'Jajmani' 
system provides an arrangement by which the specialized services can be assured to the 
population of the village . It is evidently not an egalitarian system. It juxtaposes two 

40 HEUZE Gerard, 'Travailler en Inde' (Paris, EHESS, 1992). p. 10-15. 
41 HOCART Arthur Maurice, 'Les Castes' (Paris, Geuthner, 1938). p. 42-56. 
42 Pocock makes a distinction between two categories in the complex relationships The Tirsi category is 
'religious specialists' - Brahmins, barbers and sweepers - whose services are essential to the purity of their 
jajmans. The second are castes whose functions are primarily 'mere economic activity', and to which a ritual 
status is ascribed only by extension of the ideology of caste. POCOCK David,' Notes on Jajmani Relations', 
Contributions to Indian Sociology, No. 6, 1962. p. 78-92. 
'" The Jajmani relationship is usually between families. A particular patron (jajman) family is linked to a 
particular serving family (kaman), for example, of barbers, washermen and so forth. Many case studies explain 
the concept and the functioning of the Jajmani system in rural India RAHEJA Gloria Goodwin, 'The Poison in 
the Gift' (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1988). FULLER Christopher, 'A Critique of the Concept of the 
Indian Jajmani System', in 'Money and the Morality of Exchange' (ed) PARRY Jonathan & BLOCH Maurice 
(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1989). KOLENDA Pauline, 'Caste, Cult and Hierarchy' (Meerut, 
Folklore Institute, 1981). GOULD Harold, 'A Structural Analysis of Jajmani Relationships in the Hindu Plains 
and the Nilgin Hills', Contributions to Indian Sociology, No.l, 1967. p. 26-55. 
44 For a very detailed presentation of the traditional functioning of the Jajmani System, refer: WISER William 
Henricks, 'The Hindu Jajmani System' (Lucknow, Lucknow Publishing House, 1958). 
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functions- that of the patron and that of the clients. The patrons can be only those who have 
the principal source of money and power in the village, which is the cultivable land. 
Consequently, only the dominant castes can be the 'jajmans'. The system is no doubt 
economic, yet has also religious foundations . 

Authority 

Most of the castes have their own governing administrative units, known as 'panchayats' and 
these caste councils exercise some authority on their members and even inflict punishments. 
Resolving conflicts between different castes requires a superior authority within the village, 
which should be respected by all the caste-groups46. Since the individual caste-groups go to 
the landlords from the dominant castes to settle the inter-caste disputes, usually the dominant 
caste plays the role of the superior authority for the whole village. If the Brahmin has 
authority in religious matters, it is the landlord of the dominant caste who has the authority in 
juridical matters and plays the role of a judge. The king is the supreme judge in his kingdom. 
He is aided by the Brahmins, who are specialists on the rules of 'dharma'. For example, when 
the ranks of the castes are in dispute, he intervenes directly to fix the ranks of the castes in the 
caste hierarchy. He can even promote a caste to a higher status or pass a person from one 
caste to another. The dominant caste reproduces the role of the king at the village level and 
thus exercises authority like him in matters of justice. The 'panchayat' designates the 
gatherings of the village-population for resolving disputes and rendering justice. The supreme 
authority on matters of internal affairs of a particular caste rests with its own proper assembly, 
which has complete jurisdiction on its members. The gravest punishment is exclusion from 
the caste. The reintegration consists of expiatory and purificatory rituals. In each village, we 
find two types of panchayats - that of the particular caste and that of the entire village. For 
Dumont, the panchayat of the dominant caste is nearly identical with the panchayat of the 
whole village since the dominant caste wields tremendous power in the village47. 

Endogamy 

Endogamy seeks to safeguard the purity of the castes which is essential to the continuity of 
the caste-groups. The marriage, in principle, is possible only between the members of the 
same caste and quite often within the same sub-caste. People often prefer to have marriages 
especially among their close relatives. Yet, there have always been the mixed-marriages 
between the members of different castes, a practice tolerated by the Hindu sacred scriptures 
that sanction two types of mixed-unions. The first type is 'anuloma' in which the man belongs 
to a superior caste than the woman. The second type is 'pratiloma' in which the woman is 
from a superior caste-group than the man. According to Manu, the Hindu law-giver, in marital 

43 Jajmam is the exchange and distribution of goods and services in the context of a hierarchical system of social 
relations The kingdom was, in a sense, the Jajmam system writ large. The king and his intermediaries like high-
caste land-owning families in villages were provided with goods and services. It was a mutual relationship of 
protection and above all religious cult and worship between the numerous castes. DIRKS Nicholas, 'The Hollow 
Crown· Ethno-history of an Indian Kingdom' (New York, Cambridge University Press, 1987). 
46 The diverse administrative activities of the caste councils are manifested in the famous remark, 'In the 
villages, the caste is its own ruler'. For better description of the functioning of the caste panchayats, we refer to 
some authors who wrote about them during the British rule. DUBOIS Jean-Francois, 'Hindu Manners, Customs 
and Ceremonies' (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1972) 
p. 160-205. O'MALLEY Lewis Sydney, 'Indian Caste Customs' (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 
1932). HUTTON John Henry, 'Caste in India: Its Nature, Functions, and Origins' (Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 1944). 
47 DUMONT Louis, 'Homo Hierarchicus', op.cil. p. 213-232. 
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union, the man furnishes the seed (bija) and the woman the cultivable land (ksetra). So, the 
'jati' of a person is that of the father, as the type of the plant depends only on the seed and not 
on the type of land. Though the mixed marriages are tolerated, yet the proposed ideal is to 
have both the grain and the land of superior quality (Manu X, 69-72) . The marriage 
dominates the social life of the Hindus and takes an important place in the Hindu religion. The 
only veritable and full marriage by which a person passes from the stage of being bachelor to 
the married-state is the first marriage, which is universally unique and indissoluble. In some 
castes, there can be supplementary marriages with a corresponding hierarchy of wives. In the 
first union, which is the principal marriage, the conjoint should be from the same caste. In the 
secondary marriages, there can be wives also from the inferior castes . 

Commensali ty 

The separation between the castes is found not only in the case of marriage but also in the 
dealings with food and alimentation and in the direct or indirect physical contacts. The 
temptation is to put all these rules together. It will be an error to do so, because each set has 
its specificity and distinct character. Stevenson distinguishes between external pollution by 
touch and the internal pollution which results from partaking of some food or having sexual 
relations. The first can be removed by such means as bath and cleansing, and the second by 
rituals and ceremonies30. The preparation and consumption of food and alimentation has many 
rules, so also, the use of water and pipe. There is a certain similarity between the rules of 
commensality and the regulations of connubiality- the marriage presupposes that the two 
parties have the same status; the same is required in food-dealings as well. 

The restrictions about the exchange of food and alimentation between the caste-groups are 
different according to the type of food. There are no restrictions for uncooked raw food. For 
most of the Brahmins and some higher castes, only vegetarian food is acceptable. Non-
vegetarian food is ranked in the following hierarchical order - eggs, fish, chicken, mutton, 
wild pork, domestic pork, buffalo, bull and cow. The lower a person's caste is in the hierarchy 
of caste rankings, the more inferior is the type of meat he eats. While the unprepared 
alimentation is relatively neutral, the cooked food is conditioned by the social status of the 
cook. A member of a superior caste can never accept in principle the food prepared by the 
inferior castes. Eating together also demands more or less an equal social status31. The rules of 
drinking water are similar to the rules of eating food. A man of high caste may permit a man 
of low caste to fill his 'lota' (drinking vessel), but he will not drink the water from the 'lota' 
of that man. Thus we notice how the object shares the identity of the owner and thus water, in 
itself an agent of purification, becomes for another man a means of impurity and pollution. In 

BUHLER Georg., op.cit. p. 55-56. 
4 9 Endogamy bounds the jati, which is kept as a firm unit by the strong taboo on marrying out of the jati. ΙΓ we 
coin the term excest for this taboo, we can say that the horror of excest in village India is almost as powerful as 
the horror of incest That is why the principal marriages are generally contracted from the same castes 
MANDELBAUM David, 'Society in India' (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1970). p. 223-234. 
CHAMBARD Jean Luc, 'Marriages Secondaires et Foires aux Femmes en Inde Centrale', L'Homme, vol 1, No 
2, May-August, 1961 p. 51 -88. 
5 0 STEVENSON Henry, 'Status Evaluation m the Hindu Caste System', Journal of the Royal Anthropological 
Institute of Great Britain and Ireland', 84, No. 1-2, 1954. p. 45-69. 

1 It is believed by some Hindus that certain human qualities are transmitted by food and alimentation and by 
eating together and that is why eating together with persons from the inferior castes must be avoided. Refer' 
KHARE Ravindra, 'The Hindu Hearth and Home' (New Delhi, Vikas Publications, 1976). 
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general, a person drinks water without touching the lips, to ensure that he avoids pollution. A 
person smokes mostly with the members of his own caste and never with lower castes52. 

Purity and Pollution 

The practices of purity and pollution, which are associated with the caste system, even if they 
are meant for hygienic purposes, are above all, based on religious principles. These practices 
are to be understood together as a coherent, rational and intelligible belief system built around 
religious values53. In order that the high castes, especially the Brahmins, to remain in ritually 
pure state, it is necessary that some sections of the population should cany out the impure 
tasks. This explains the existence of the castes of agricultural labourers, scavengers, grave-
diggers, tanners and so on. These caste-groups, due to their polluting occupations, remain in a 
state of permanent impurity and hence are called 'impure' untouchables. With the pure 
Brahmins at the top and the impure untouchables at the bottom of the caste-hierarchy, the 
distinction between them is considered as the binary opposition between the ritually most pure 
and the most impure sections of the people, placed at the two opposite poles of the caste-
structure. With these two groups at the extreme ends of caste-hierarchy, every village has 
numerous other castes, often from fifteen to twenty, that have a distinct status and a definite 
rank within the edifice of the village caste structure. 

Hierarchy 

With the above explanation of the characteristics of the caste system, the most central 
principle that stands out clearly to us is the concept of hierarchy. But, this does not mean that 
the caste-groups which are placed first in the religious ranking are also standing first in 
economic and social status. While economic conditions depend on the local situations which 
enable some caste-groups to exercise power as dominant castes, the scheme of ranking for the 
whole Hindu caste-society is built around the religious principles of purity and impurity and 
not based on socio-economic considerations. These religious principles of purity/pollution 
that give the highest rank to the pure Brahmins are the same that give the lowest status to the 
impure dalits. That is why 'caste- ranking' is, above all, ritual and hence religious, and the 
superior rank of a given caste need not necessarily imply her material riches. The Brahmins, 
who have the highest ritual status, are not always the richest or the most powerful sections of 
the Indian society. Yet, as pure priests, they occupy the supreme rank in the caste hierarchy. 
Though wealth and political power most often go together, the ritual power remains separate 
and independent of them, which points out to us the two distinct domains in Hindu life, the 
religious domain and the secular or socio-economic domain. The Brahmins, who occupy the 
first place in ritual ranking, are sometimes economically very poor. A recent study in the State 
of Rajasthan shows that the Brahmin community which remains the most important caste-
group in the religio-cultural life of the region is also the poorest and the most indebted among 
the high caste groups . 

Eating, like marriage, is an important indicator of social boundaries. The efforts to regulate mating and eating 
patterns are charactenstic of the caste groups, since intimate associations imply not only approval but also 
equality. MARRIOT McKim, 'Interactional and Altnbutional Theones of Caste Ranking', Man in India, vol. 39, 
No. 2, 1959. p. 92-107 
53 Dumont and Pocock explain that the distinction between the pure and the impure is the foundation of the 
differentiation between the castes. While some castes are more pure, some others are less pure or more impure 
and as a consequence, there exists a hierarchy of punty/impunty among the castes. DUMONT Louis & 
POCOCK David, 'Pure and Impure', Contributions to Indian Sociology, III, 1959. p. 9-39. 
14 DUMONT Louis, 'Homo Hierarchicus', op.cit. p. 69-72. 
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2.1.1.3. Social Mobility within the Caste System 

For a conservative traditional Hindu, the social mobility in this life is not only a sin and 
immoral, but also impossible. However, a minimum of mobility is inevitable even within a 
very rigid social structure like the system of the castes. We can never know, with certainty 
and precision, how much mobility had occurred in the past within the caste system. Cohn 
explains this beautifully: 'There is surely a big problem when mobility within the caste 
system is analyzed. When a caste has succeeded in achieving a higher rank, naturally we do 
not notice it since it has already achieved mobility. When a particular caste has not succeeded 
in making such mobility, we are not able to notice it, because it is not apparent'55. It is true 
that mobility within the caste system was very rare. The king in the country and the dominant 
castes in the villages had the sacred duty of protecting the Hindu social order of the caste 
system. Therefore they exercised force and violence, whenever necessary, to prevent all the 
efforts of the lower castes to move up in the caste hierarchy. However, it did happen, very 
rarely though, that a superior caste lost its higher status or an inferior caste moved up towards 
a superior rank in the caste structure. 

The sources and process of social mobility 

The sources of social mobility within the caste system were, first of all, external factors like 
conquests and invasions. The victorious outsiders rewarded some low-ranking castes that 
helped them in their wars, by granting them superior rank. They also punished some opposing 
high-ranking castes by awarding them inferior rank. Natural forces also contributed to the 
ascent or descent of some castes in caste ranking. Thus, famine prompted the migration of 
some castes to other places where they obtained higher or lower ranking, depending on the 
local circumstances. The internal factors are such things as the technological changes like 
industrialization or commercialization. The new occupations in industries and the related 
commercial initiatives made some castes rich and prosperous, and these castes later claimed 
superior ranking in the caste hierarchy in accordance with their economic status. As we have 
noted, some castes, after acquiring political power or wealth, through conquest, commerce or 
education, demanded and obtained higher rank in the caste hierarchy. 

Since the caste hierarchy manifested itself in social customs, rituals and in the life style 
particularly in food, drinks and dress, the newly rich or newly powerful castes had to modify 
their life style in accordance with the superior status that they were claiming. This is called 
'the symbolic justification' which in actual practice is the imitation of the customs and the life 
styles of the superior castes by the inferior castes in order to move up in the caste hierarchy. 
Srinivas calls this process of imitation as 'Sanskritization'56. This is a process by which a low 
ranking caste or a tribe or even a foreign group that came to India modified its customs, 
rituals and life style in order to obtain a higher rank in caste hierarchy. The sanskritised caste 
makes a claim for higher status for quite some time, about one or two generations, till the 
claim is accepted by other high castes in the region. The rank, claimed by the low caste, can 

55 COHN Bernard 'Social Mobility in Hindu India', in 'Social Mobility in the Caste System' (ed) SILVERBERG 
James (Hague, Mouton, 1968). p. 122-123. 
56 SRINIVAS Narasimhachar, 'Caste in Modem India' (New Delhi, Orient Longman) 1966. p. 1-44. Field work 
in many Indian villages by the Anthropologists indicates that there are several models for Sanskntisation. Not 
only the Brahmamcal customs, but at times the customs of the dominant castes or even some successful trading 
castes are imitated by the low castes to move up in the caste rank and hierarchy. Thus, we have the Brahmanical 
model, the Kshatriya model and the Vaishya model Tor imitation. For more details about the social mobility of 
the castes and the process of Sanskritization we may refer the several articles in: SILVERBERG James (ed), 
'Social Mobility in the Caste System' (Hague, Mouton, 1968). 
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be of the Brahmin or the Kshatriya Varna and sometimes, rarely though, also of the Vaishya 
Vama. In the process of Sanskritization, very often, the low caste imitates the Brahmanic 
customs such as avoiding the use of alcohol and meat and follows the Brahmanic rituals. It 
also makes use of the services of the Brahmin priests for important occasions such as 
marriage, child birth and funeral rites. Some times the Kshatriya customs are imitated 
particularly when the higher rank claimed is that of Kshatriya Vama and rarely though the 
Vaisya customs are imitated when the higher rank claimed is that of Vaisya Varna. 

The stability of caste structure 

There is a certain consensus in each village about the Brahmin castes and the dalit or impure 
castes. Such unanimity does not exist about other castes. This makes it easy for the Shudra 
castes to claim Kshatriya Vama when they acquire political power and wealth or to make 
claim to Vaishya Vama when they become rich through commercial activities. These attempts 
at social mobility by the lower castes do not always succeed, as the high castes use force, 
including violence, to suppress the imitation of their customs and life style by the low castes. 
A very good example is the case of blacksmiths, in Mysore State, in South India. They 
imitated the Brahmin customs and life style with fervour and claimed the status of Brahmins, 
which was rejected by all. Even the dalits do not accept water and food from these 
blacksmiths57. To be sure of success, a low caste should be able to acquire wealth, particularly 
cultivable land, and also should capture political power to impose the acceptance of its claim 
for superior rank on the other higher castes. At least, it should have numerical superiority to 
enforce its claim by force. 

Amidst so many changes throughout the centuries in Indian history, the stability of caste 
structure remained strong. There was always some mobility within the caste system, but it 
was only the ascent or descent of some caste groups in the caste hierarchy and not of the 
individuals. We understand that in Indian society, the mobility was always collective, and 
never individualistic. In fact, the mobility of an individual mattered very little, unless it also 
helped the ascent of his caste. This pattern of collective mobility only stabilized and 
strengthened the caste structure in Indian history. The possibility of social mobility is ruled 
out for the untouchable castes as they are considered permanently impure and thus always 
polluting to the other castes. 

2.1.1.4. The Dalits within the Caste Structure 

The dalits are those impure castes that remain at the bottom of caste hierarchy. A particular 
characteristic of Hindu untouchability is the fragmentation of its constituting units. The dalits 
do not form a homogenous community. On the contrary, they are divided into hundreds of 
castes and sub-castes spread throughout the Indian sub-continent. Some dalit castes consist of 
only several hundred members and some have many millions. Some are simply localized 
small groups, whereas others extend in many regions. A typical Indian village has usually 
more than one dalit caste. The government of India has officially listed more than thousand 
caste-groups as scheduled (dalit) castes58. Contrary to some excluded social categories like the 
gypsies, the dalits are marginalized only up to a point and for many aspects of social life, they 

57 HARPER Edward, 'Social consequences of an unsuccessful low Caste Movement', in 'Social Mobility in the 
Caste System' (ed) SIL VERBERG James, op.cit.p 37-39. 
58 The scheduled castes are a heterogeneous category A complete list of all the scheduled castes with a bnef 
explanation of each one of them is found in the People of India Senes, Volume II Refer SINGH Sureshkumar, 
'The Scheduled Castes' (Madras, Oxford University Press, 1993). 
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make an integrated part of the Hindu society. Their marginality is complex and paradoxical in 
the sense that they are inside and outside the caste-structure at the same time. Though socially 
rejected, the dalits are not completely cut off from the rest of the society. They do not have a 
language of their own and they do not constitute a homogenous community having its own 
proper culture. The dalits are not distinguishable from the rest of the Indian population by 
specific characteristics of appearance, color or racial features. They are in no way distinct 
from the high castes and are segregated only through the practices of untouchability and 
servitude that discriminate and oppress them. This ambiguity, in a way, brings originality to 
the practices of Indian untouchability59. There exist some general terms that stand for the dalit 
castes as a whole throughout the Indian history. They are Chandala, Depressed Classes, 
'Harijan' a word coined by Gandhi, and Scheduled Castes. Since the last decade, the militant 
untouchables and their intellectual leaders are using the term 'dalit'. 'Dal' is a Sanskrit word 
which means something broken and thus the term 'dalit', according to these dalit intellectuals, 
points to the 'broken' conditions of the impure castes in India and calls upon the conscience 
of the nation for appropriate social reform and change60. 

The degrading work of the dalits 

The dalits are those caste groups that carry out the difficult and necessary manual tasks in 
servitude. Their miserable socio-economic conditions make it impossible that these dominated 
sections can ever be a dominant force in the social life of any village in India. If ever, we find 
some villages that have numerical domination of the dalits, it is easily understandable that 
they are of recent origin and hence they are exceptions. We can distinguish two distinct 
aspects in the servitude of the dalits - the ritual functions and the economic activities. It is the 
duty of the dalits to keep the demons away from the rituals of the village community. The 
dalits are, first of all, the priests of the demons called 'assura', and are obliged to keep these 
demons away from the Hindu rituals. They carry out this ritual task by playing the drums 
during the religious ceremonies. They actively participate in the rituals in so far they absorb 
the bad omen and pollution. Though they participate, their participation is not as equals to 
other castes but only as inferiors and excluded servants. Fuller underscores the ambiguity of 
their position in the rituals of the village community in clear terms: 'They eat the ritual food 
but separately. They cannot enter the Hindu temples; they should worship in their own small 
temples that are very often thatched huts. They are not co-religionists of the high castes, yet 
they should be present in the Hindu rituals'61. In short, their ritual position is as ambiguous as 
their social position in the Hindu society62. 

The manual work such as agricultural labour, removing the dead of both the humans and the 
cattle and clearing the waste, assures the dalits their subsistence. In fact, the manual work 
occupies all their time and energy. They are mostly agricultural labourers who have no land of 
their own and hence to earn their livelihood, they must work for the high caste landowners for 
very low wages. They also carry out essential cleaning functions of the village. The essential 
cleaning tasks which they carry out for the welfare of the village-population, make them 

KAMBLE Namdeo Dnyanoba, 'Deprived Castes and their Struggle for Equality' (New Delhi, Ashish 
Publishing House, 1983). p. 12-25. 
60 KSHIRSAGAR Ramaknshna, 'Dalit Movement in India and its Leaders' (New Delhi, Prince India, 1994). p. 
4-6. According to the author, it is immaterial to which faith or religion the scheduled castes belong. What is 
important is that they are subjected to inhuman oppression and invidious discrimination as the result of their 
status of permanent impurity and for designating their deprived conditions, the term 'dalit' is very meaningful. 
61 FULLER Christopher, 'Camphor Rame Popular Hinduism and Society in India' (Princeton, Princeton 
University Press, 1992). 
62 DELIEGE Robert, 'Les Intouchables en Inde' (Paris, Editions Imago, 1995). p. 56-78. 
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permanently impure and render them untouchable Thus, contrary to their social exclusion, 
they are very much integrated into the economic and productive activities of the village, 
though there too, they occupy only infenor positions as impure servants A positive 
correlation exists between the number of dalits and the rural agncultural labour The dalits are 
more numerous in those regions where intensive agncultural work is earned out This is true 
for the whole of Indian nation63 The distinction between the intellectual and the manual work 
is very well marked among the Hindus While the pure Brahmins were traditionally seen as 
the caste of the intellectuals and the teachers, who alone had the great pnvilege of learning the 
sacred texts, their opposites, the impure dalits were forbidden from education and learning 64 

The dalits can perform only manual work In fact, they constitute the main working force, 
especially the agncultural labour in India 

The Poverty of the dalits 

Poverty constitutes the fundamental trait of the economic life of the dalits and they suffer 
from perpetual poverty and its consequences - malnutntion, ill-health, infant mortality and 
illiteracy The traditional wages of the dalits were usually too low even for assuring them 
three meals a day Their earnings were intentionally kept to the minimum, because a better 
income and the resulting economic secunty would grant them the possibility to put an end, 
once and for all, to their constant dependence on the high castes and thus upset the sacred 
caste-order That is why the dalits were traditionally not permitted to own any means of 
production like cultivable land or industnes and were forbidden to carry out commercial 
activities The poverty and the dependence of the dalits are maintained and reinforced by the 
chronic deficit that charactenzes their budget The income of the dalits is hardly sufficient to 
satisfy their basic needs Till recently, the dalits were paid in kind (a fixed quantity of grain 
after the harvest), which was usually much less than what was paid to the other service-castes 
like the barbers, the potters or the carpenters Since their wage could assure them only their 
mere subsistence, in case of sickness or important celebrations like mamage, the dalits were 
obliged to borrow money from their masters The system of 'bonded labour' (semi-slavery) is 
a consequence of this chronic debt65 

The Discriminations of the dalits 

All the scheduled castes suffer from discriminations, though these may vary in intensity from 
region to region It is these discriminations which serve to officially identify the dalits from 
the rest of the population in India To decide whether a particular caste belongs to the 
category of the dalits, the interdiction to utilize the public facilities - school, roads, streets and 
wells is a decisive cntenon It is exactly these interdictions that served the purpose of 
segregating the dalits from the rest of the population throughout Indian history and of keeping 
them under submission and exploitation On the one hand, these discnminations humiliate the 
dalits thereby destroying their dignity and self-confidence through constantly reminding them 
of their proper place in the Hindu society On the other hand, they keep the dalits in 
permanent subjugation and poverty thereby impeding any of their attempts at social mobility 
or progress and development through initiatives Let us bnefly explain these interdictions 

63 BEHERA Sanjeeb, 'Dalits and Land Reform' (New Delhi, Indian Social Institute, 1999) 
w RAO Usha Deprived Castes in India (Bangalore, Chugh Publications, 1981) 
63 For details about the pitiable situation of the Bonded Labourers in India, we may refer to the publication by the 
Indian School of Social Sciences of Calcutta Refer 'Bonded Labour in India' (Calcutta, Indian School of Social 
Sciences 1975) 
66 BORALE Thomas Segregation and Desegregation in India (Bombay, Manaktalas Publishers, 1968) 

25 



Interdiction to use the public facilities 

The dalits should not use the public places. First of all, they have no right to use the public 
wells. In many villages, the dalits have no proper wells of their own. Consequently, the dalit 
women are obliged to wait for a high caste woman, to pour some water into their pots. The 
interdiction to use the wells of the high castes remains still very much in force and the dalits 
who break this rule usually face a severe warning and beating from the high caste villagers. 
The reason is, by using the public wells the dalits pollute the whole village67. In some 
villages, the dalits cannot take a bath in the public reservoirs or ponds as high castes normally 
do. In many villages, special places are reserved for their bathing. The dalits can use the 
public streets and roads only when there are no high caste persons using them. When a high 
caste man comes or goes, a dalit should step aside to make way for him. 

The residential segregation 

The constant preoccupation of the high castes to keep the dalits at a certain distance in their 
social relations of daily life is strongly present even today regarding the residential areas of 
the dalits. Thus, the dalits are not only grouped separately in a distinct habitation known as 
'cheri', but this habitation is usually situated far away from that of the high castes. In 
principle, the high castes never enter the 'cheri' which remains a world apart, usually unclean, 
consisting of small huts68. 

The refusal of professional services 

The middle-rank caste groups, which render traditional services to the villagers through the 
'Jajmani system' like the castes of the carpenters, the black-smiths and the barbers, deny their 
services to the dalits. The dalits face this situation in three different ways: the first way is, 
each dalit family executes the task by itself. The second is to ask a few relatives to specialize 
in those tasks. The third is asking some dalit families to perform those services. When these 
families cany out the services for some time, they become distinct sub-castes according to the 
types of services they render. Thus, the sub-castes of washermen, scavengers and leather-
workers arose among the dalits, which unfortunately reproduces caste hierarchy among the 
dalits themselves69. 

The taboos of commensality 

All sorts of food and drinks from the dalits are categorically rejected by the high castes as 
polluted objects which include even the uncooked food and the vegetables70. Ironically it is 
the dalits who carry out the task of cultivation and other related works in agriculture, which 
produce and make available to the high castes agricultural products such as paddy, wheat and 
other food materials. The purity of the cook and of the vessels in the kitchen is important and 
hence the dalits are not allowed to work in the kitchen of the high castes. Eating together 
symbolizes equality in the eyes of the Hindus. Accepting the food from the dalits or eating 

67 PATWARDHAN Sunanda, 'Change Among Indian Hanjans' (New Delhi, Onenl Longmans Ltd , 1973) 
68 The Annual Report of the Commissioner of Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, 1988-89, Government of 
India, New Delhi The Annual Report of the year 1986-87 also provides interesting information 
69 The hierarchical structure and ranking of the sub-castes among the dalits is illustrated by Mofatt Michael 
through a fieldwork in a village in the State of Tamilnadu MOFATT Michael, 'An Untouchable Community in 
South India Structure and Consensus' (Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1984) 
70 SHETTY Rajshekar, 'Dalit the Black Untouchables of India' (Atlanta, Clanty Press, 1987). Refer also 
ALI KHAN Mohammed, 'Scheduled Castes and their Status in India' (New Delhi, Uppal Publications, 1980). 
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with them is granting them equality. When it was proved in public that a person belonging to 
a high caste had shared a meal with a dalit, then the high caste person was excommunicated 
from his caste. Thus, a high caste man not only should not accept food from a dalit, but also 
he should not eat with him at any cost. We have already noted that the hierarchy of caste 
manifests itself also in the hierarchy of alimentation. There exists a hierarchy of food 
corresponding to the hierarchy of the castes. With very rare exceptions, the Brahmins are 
usually vegetarians. Eating the meat of the oxen and the cows particularly of the dead animals 
is the most degrading of the food habits. The dalits are the only caste-groups who are doing 
this. The fact is even if they desire to imitate the food habits of the high castes, in their 
poverty, they cannot afford it '. 

Languages and attitudes 

Submission, just like dependence, is an essential characteristic of Hindu untouchability and is 
to be observed by the dalits in different forms in the diverse regions of the country. It is not 
generally permitted for a dalit to be seated next to a high caste person. If a man belonging to a 
high caste sits on a cot or bench, the dalit sits on the floor in front of him. In many regions, 
when a dalit speaks to a high caste person, he is obliged to keep his hand in front of his 
mouth. In some provinces, as a sign of humility, the dalit must keep his hand like a cross over 
his chest while talking to a high caste person. Not only he ought to keep his eyes downcast but 
also he should not raise his voice during the conversation. It is quite common to find a dalit 
touching the feet of a high caste person, in order to greet him and render his respect. These 
signs of inferiority which mark the daily life of the dalits constantly remind them of their 
proper place within the Hindu society as the inferior servants. The attitudes of 'respect' and 
Obedience' have entered so much deep down the consciousness of the dalits that they are 
usually quite uncomfortable with any member of a high caste. A dalit's 'humility' manifests 
itself also in the language he uses. Thus when the dalit speaks to a high caste person, he uses 
such terms as 'lord' or 'master'. On the contrary, a high caste person usually calls him by his 
short name, however older he may be, with a paternalistic and authoritarian attitude72. 

Clothes, Ornaments and Symbols of Status 

The experts in physical anthropology have shown that the dalits possess no specific physical 
traits and thus a dalit looks like any other Indian of high caste or low caste origin. Hence, it is 
inevitable that in order to distinguish the dalits from the rest of the Hindu population, it is 
necessary for the high castes to impose different kinds of cultural taboos on the dalits that 
would differentiate the dalits from the rest of the Indian population and thereby segregate 
them as impure and polluting people. That these taboos are very much valued by the high 
castes as quite important is evident from the fact that even today any disobedience of these 
rules by the dalits provokes bloody repressions in some places73. A dalit man can neither wear 
a turban over his head as the high castes do nor can he cover his chest with shirts. While the 
high castes prefer to wear clothes of white or light colors, the dalits are obliged to wear 
clothes of dark colors that make them look ugly. A dalit should not use umbrellas or wear 
sun-glasses and shoes. Such prescriptions apply also to dalit women. Till the beginning of this 
century, they had no right to cover their breasts with usual jackets as the high caste women do 

71 PRAKASH Nirupama, 'Scheduled Casles: Socio-Economie Changes' (Allahabad, Chugh Publications, 1989). 
Refer also: MAURYA Ramesh, 'Status and Role of Scheduled Castes in Rural India' (Lucknow, Lucknow 
University Press, 1976). 
72 DELIEGE Robert, 'Les Intouchables en Inde', op.cit. p. 121-134. 
71 SELVANATHAN Satish, 'Status of Scheduled Castes' (New Delhi, Ashish Publishing House, 1989). 
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and their 'saris' should not hang down to the feet as worn by the high caste women. They 
must not wear gold Jewels and other precious ornaments. Whenever the dalits try to affirm 
their dignity, they have to face the wrath of the high castes74. 

The religious interdictions 

As direct consequence of their impurity, a series of religious incapacities are also inflicted on 
the dalits. The most noteworthy of these restrictions is the interdiction to enter the Hindu 
temples and other religious edifices. Death is the most powerful source of pollution for the 
Hindus. Since the impure dalits are directly associated with death through the rituals of 
funeral services and activities such as cremating dead persons and removing dead humans and 
animals, they are strictly prohibited from entering the sacred places. The reason is, the Hindu 
rituals, associated with life and also with the cult of pure gods, should be preserved from the 
polluting influence of death and the malevolence of the evil demons. That is why the dalits, 
who remain in a state of permanent impurity and serve as the priests of demons, should not 
enter the Hindu temples. Their entry is sure to provoke the anger of the pure gods who will 
bring terrible calamities to the society. Their exclusion from the temple is quite symbolic and 
is directly associated with their social exclusion; both are consequences of their impure status. 
In reality, the dalits do not venerate the great Hindu divinities and do not participate in the 
religious festivals of the high castes. They celebrate the feasts of their own gods, which 
appear to be demons to the high castes75. The dalits have no right to study the Hindu sacred 
texts like the Vedas. The Hindu religious and philosophical concepts are quite strange to them 
and they do not understand the meaning of the most fundamental Hindu doctrines like 
dharma, karma and reincarnation, the same doctrines that justify and legitimize their social 
and religious exclusion. No Brahmin priest accepts to officiate at their rituals and religious 
ceremonies. As a result, the dalits have their own priests known as ' Valluvars'76. 

Discrimination in education 

In the past, school and its instruction were evidently refused to the dalits. But the socio
economic decay of this population had been so low that these ignorant and powerless people, 
in fact, would have never demanded the right to education. Even today, after implementing 
the positive discriminative measures in their fervour for over fifty years, the rate of illiteracy 
and of school dropouts among the dalits is the highest in India. Some decades ago, the few 
dalit children who went to school had to sit separately in the veranda outside the class and the 
teachers refused to touch them even for punishing them. When necessary to beat them, they 
used a long stick so that they might keep the required distance. The high castes always 
discourage the education of the dalits because they know quite well that a dalit child to school 

Several articles explain the discnminaüons and the humiliations that the dalits were traditionally subjected to 
in rural India in JOSHI Barbara (ed), 'Untouchable Voices of the Dalit Liberation Movement' (London, Zed 
Books Ltd , 1986) We may also refer to an excellent publication that illustrates the traditional discriminations of 
the dalits that they suffered as impure and segregated people They were denied even their basic dignity as 
human beings through the inhuman practices of depnvauon and domination HIRO Dihp, 'The Untouchables of 
India' (London, Minority Rights Group, 1982). 
75 DELIEGE Robert, 'Les Paraiyars du Tamilnadu' (Nettetal, Steyler Verlag, 1988) ρ 57-65 
7 6 Mofatl Michael illustrates how the dalit sub-castes serve one another within a village especially how the caste 
of Valluvars serves the dalits as their priests Refer MOFATT Michael, 'An Untouchable Community in South 
India Structure and Consensus', op cit ρ 47-71 
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is a cheap agricultural worker lost to them; nowhere can they get such cheap yet hard working 
labourers as the dalits 77. 

Impossibility of social mobility 

We have already referred to the limited possibilities of social mobility within the caste 
structure for the low castes, through the process of Sanskritization. These possibilities were 
always denied to dalits. First of all, the dalits had no means of achieving political power or 
wealth in traditional India. They were also too poor to venture into the imitation of Brahmin 
or ksahtriya life styles to claim higher rank in the caste hierarchy. The dalits and the Brahmins 
remain at the opposite poles of caste structure. The dalits have to remain at the bottom end of 
the caste hierarchy as the reference group for permanent impurity and for this reason the other 
castes would never permit social mobility for the dalits through the process of Sanskritization. 
The anecdote of Harper is very revealing in this regard. He describes how the caste council of 
the Holerus, an impure dalit caste in Kamataka, ordered its members not to eat beef since fifty 
years. In spite of their poverty, the Holerus stopped eating beef, selling the skin or carrying 
the dead animal. That means, the dalits are capable of following the rules of Sanskritization 
and thus of imitating the life style of the high castes, in spite of their poverty. However, such 
efforts, in no way, changed the traditional low place of the Holerus in the caste hierarchy78. It 
is evident that the measures of Sanskritization and the imitation of the life style of the high 
castes could never help the dalits to improve their caste ranking. 

So far we have explained the incapacities of the dalits which are the 'ideal types', which 
transcend the regional diversities. Our description throws light on the pattern of exclusion and 
discrimination from which the dalits have suffered for nearly two to three thousand years79. 
Nobody can deny the existence of a fault line that runs through Indian society, a line that 
divides the dalits from the other Indians. There is undeniably a ritually based distaste for the 
dalits among the high caste Hindus who are very particular to impose the subordination and 
the servitude among the dalits. That is why the initiatives of the dalits towards their progress 
and dignity are resented by the high castes. Aside from the particular issue of violence there 
remains a great flow of oppressive behaviour towards the dalits. Clearly the dalits remain 
profoundly unequal in the social and the moral world of the Indian village and also of the 
Indian town. There seems to be an almost insurmountable barrier that separates the dalits from 
the rest of the Indian society80. 

77 YADAV Krishna, 'Educational Schemes for Scheduled Castes' (New Delhi, Shree Publishing House, 1985). 
Yadav illustrates in detail the numerous obstacles placed by the high castes to discourage the dalit children from 
going to school for instruction and learning and thereby to keep them as illiterate agricultural labourers. 
8 HARPER Edward, 'An Unsuccessful low Caste Movement', in 'Social Mobility in (he Caste System', op.cit. 

p. 36-65. Harper studied the sanskntizing efforts of the Holerus in Kamataka through a fieldwork and concluded 
thai such efforts, in no way, helped the Holerus to move up in the caste ranking. 
79 We find a good illustration of (he discriminations suffered by the dalits in the official report submitted by 
Elayaperumal who was commissioned by Ihe Government of India to make a detailed study of the traditional 
discriminations of the dalits. Refer: Report of the Committee on Untouchability and Educational Development of 
the Scheduled Castes and Connected Documents (Elayaperumal Reports), (New Delhi, Department of Social 
Welfare, Govemmenl of India, 1969). 
80 DUNDES Alan, 'Two Tales of Crow and Spairow' (Lanham, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers Inc., 1997). 
The author speculates about the possible foundation for such an insurmountable barner that exists between the 
Dalits and the rest of the Indian society. 

29 



2.1.2. THE DEMOCRATIZATION OF THE INDIAN SOCIETY 

Throughout its known history, India has lived with monarchical governments, military 
leaders, great emperors and invaders who protected the Hindu social order of the caste system 
or at least did not interfere with its functioning. When India attained political independence in 
1947 from the British, India chose to be a democratic republic in which all the Indians might 
together constitute their 'government' and determine their collective destiny through their 
elected representatives. The Indian Constitution was officially adopted on 26th November 
1949. It was based on the British Parliamentary system of democracy. The People are rightly 
recognized as the source of political power. In its original form, the Indian Constitution, one 
of the longest of the world, has 395 articles, distributed in 22 parts, to which are added nine 
annexes. The respect for the fundamental rights and the general thrust towards progressive 
policies are the noteworthy features of the Indian Constitution. The Preamble to the 
Constitution declares: 'We, the People of India, having solemnly resolved to constitute India 
into a sovereign socialist secular democratic republic and to secure to all its citizens: 
JUSTICE - social, economic and political 
LIBERTY of thought, expression, belief, faith and worship; 
EQUALITY of status and of opportunity; and to promote among them all; 
FRATERNITY assuring the dignity of the individual and the unity and integrity of the 
Nation; In our Constituent Assembly, this twenty-sixth day of November 1949, do we hereby 
adopt, enact and give to ourselves this Constitution'81. 

The Preamble reflects the aims and the aspirations embodied in the Indian Constitution that 
seeks to build a democratic country not only from the political but also from the social 
standpoint. In other words, it envisages not only a democratic form of government but also a 
democratic society, infused with the spirit of justice, liberty, equality and fraternity. The 
Constitution proclaims India as a sovereign independent republic, in which all power and 
authority is founded on the people82. It guarantees social, economic and political justice to all 
the people of India: 'equality of status, equality of opportunities, equality in front of law; 
liberty of thought, free expression of beliefs, faith and cult, association and action within the 
limits imposed by public morality and the law, and rendering adequate guaranties to the 
minorities, to the tribals, to the backward castes and similar disadvantaged sections of the 
Indian Population'83. 

2.1.2.1. The Positive Discriminatory System 

In India, the appearance of democracy has been of revolutionary significance. In a society, 
that has been conditioned by the hierarchical values of caste and status for several thousand 
years, the values of democracy act as a powerful catalyst for social change and social progress 
of the dalits. The Indian Government has introduced some compensatory measures of positive 
discrimination in favour of the traditional deprived sections of the Indian society - the dalits 
and the tribals, officially known as the Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled Tribes 

" GAJENDRAGADKAR Balacharya, 'The Conslitulion of India' (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1970). p. 
12 -21. Refer also: BASU Durgadass, 'Introduction to the Constitution of India' (New Delhi, Prentice-Hall of 
India, 1987) p. 15-27. 
82 BROWN Judith, 'Modem India. The Origins of an Asian Democracy' (New Delhi, Oxford University Press, 
1985). p. 23-45. AUGUSTIN Granville, 'The Indian Constitution' (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1966). 
13 PARAMANAND Singh, 'Equality, Reservation and Discrimination in India' (New Delhi, Deep and Deep 
Publications, 1985). p. 11-23. 
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(Scs&Sts) . It is the hope of the government that through these initiatives, the dalits and 
tribals will soon arrive at socio-economic equality with other caste groups, overcoming their 
cultural handicaps and thus become equal citizens of India in every sense. There are also other 
'Backward Castes', which are enjoying the benefits of the positive discriminatory measures. 
Some of these castes are not poor ones; on the contrary, they are rich and numerically strong. 
The politicians, in view of getting their votes during general elections, included them in the 
low caste categories and granted them the benefits of positive discriminatory measures, which 
has created controversies and political tensions in India. But the scheduled groups (Scs&Sts) 
are distinguished apart from these other backward groups under a separate category85. 

The Role of Dr Ambedkar 

It was Dr Ambedkar who was the inspiration behind the measures of positive discrimination 
in favour of the dalits and the tribals. Ambedkar, perhaps the greatest of the dalit leaders, was 
bom in 1891, in the caste of Mahars, a dalit caste in Maharastra. Perhaps he did not suffer 
discrimination as much as many other dalits, because his father was a soldier in the British 
army. He benefited from a scholarship granted by the king of his region and succeeded in 
obtaining two doctorates - in Economics from the United States of America, and in Law from 
Britain. Since his entry into public life in 1919, he identified education and political 
participation as the best ways to improve the conditions of his fellow dalits that became the 
central focus of his activities. He acted as the spokesman of dalit population with the English, 
particularly in the two 'Round Table Conferences', in London in 1930 and 1931. He preached 
unceasingly for the eradication of the practices of untouchability till his death in 1957. He has 
been chosen by the English as the Minister of Law in the provisional government prior to 
independence in 1945. Nehru, the first Prime Minister of free India confirmed him in this post 
in his first Cabinet after independence. This role gave Ambedkar the possibility to incorporate 
the positive discriminatory measures in favour of the dalits in the Indian Constitution itself*6. 

The Measures in favour of the dalits 

In the first place, the 'reservations' allot or facilitate access to valued positions or resources. 
This access concerns particularly the seats reserved in the Parliament and in the State 
Assemblies, in the posts in the Indian Administration Service and in the various faculties of 
the Universities, especially the coveted higher technical and professional colleges. In 
'panchayats' also, which are the local assemblies of the villages, some percentage of seats are 
reserved to the scheduled groups. The Scs&Sts also benefit from the reserved seats in public 
employment. Thus, through the reservations, the scheduled groups have been able to make 
some upward mobility and occupy some of the important posts and functions in India87. To a 

For a complete enumeration and description of the measures of positive discrimination in favour of the dalits 
and the tribals refer: PUROHIT Balacharya, 'Handbook of Reservation of the Scheduled Castes and the 
Scheduled Tribes' (New Delhi, Jainsons Publications, 1990). We may refer also: AMBEDKAR Bhimrao, 'Social 
Justice and Political Safeguards for the Depressed Classes' (New Delhi, Shree Publishing House, 1991). 
OMPRAKASH Sanjay, Development of the Weaker Sections: Problem, Policies and Issues' (New Delhi, Uppal 
Publishing House, 1989). 
85 BETEILLE Andre, 'The Backward Classes and the New Social Order' (New Delhi, Oxford University Press) 
1981. p. 10-26 The Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled Tribes are grouped together as a separate category 
among the Backward Classes of India. 
86 Two recent books present to us a very good portrayal of the visionary contribution of Dr. Ambedkar for the 
emancipation of the dalits in India: JAFFRELOT Christophe, 'Dr. Ambedkar and Untouchability: Fighting the 
Indian Caste System' (New York, Columbia University Press, 2005) and OMVEDT Gail, 'Ambedkar· Towards 
an enlightened India' (New York, Penguin, 2004). 
87 JOSHI Barbara, 'Democracy in search of Equality' (Delhi, Hindustan Publishing Corporation 1982). p. 32-54. 
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lesser extent, the reservation device is also used in the distribution of land allotments, housing 
and other scarce resources. Reservations are accompanied by an array of other special 
provisions, designed to enhance the ability of the scheduled groups to compete successfully 
for government posts. These include age concessions such as the relaxation of the maximum 
age for entry into the service, the waiver or reduction of examination fees, the reduction of the 
minimum qualifying marks on examinations and the waiver of a passing mark on viva voce 
examinations, the payment of travel allowance and the pre-examination training for the Sc&St 
aspirants for high-echelon posts. Nonetheless, a very large number of reservations have gone 
unfilled. More than the lack of qualified candidates, indifference or hostility on the paît of the 
appointing authorities, insufficient publicization of vacancies and the great expense of 
application, all contribute to the under-utilization of reservations. Galanter makes the 
following evaluation about 'Reservations': 1. Reservations succeed, where exhortation and 
good will do not, in getting members of the beneficiary groups into government service. 
2. Generally, the reservations fall short of announced goals. 
3. This is more so regarding the higher posts, except at the very peak. 
4. Reservations are far fewer in number than the announced level conveys. 
5. Reservations tend to be clustered in certain services, departments and grades. 
6. The process of achieving substantial representation is slower than indicated by the 
announced level and scope of reservation. 
7. Reservations are resented and resisted; resentment and resistance are more articulate and 
focused at the promotion stage than at the initial recruitment stage88. 

Although the fortunate beneficiary of reserved seats remains a small portion of the total 
population of the scheduled groups, we should not overlook the significance of the absolute 
increase. The presence of the Scs&Sts does seem to produce more sympathetic administration 
and increased responsiveness to the needs of these depressed groups. The reservation of jobs 
has given to a sizable portion of the Scs&Sts, reasonable earnings and related security, 
patronage and prestige that the government employment offers. 

Distributive Schemes 

The distributive schemes make up the second type of compensatory measures. These include 
scholarships for the Sc&St students, the loans in favour of the Sc&St people, free gifts of 
small agricultural plots to Sc&St farmers, free medical help in hospitals and free legal aid in 
courts. Scholarships are offered particularly for higher studies in Universities that have 
progressed greatly during the years. Primary education is free of charge to all the children, 
which is also a great blessing to the Sc&St children. In the elementary education, the books 
and two pairs of uniforms are offered freely without payment to encourage the primary 
education among the Sc&St students and to reduce the excessive dropouts among them. 
Hostel facilities are offered to Sc&St pupils where food and lodging are offered free of 
charge89. Joined to these are a lengthy catalogue of measures to improve the economic 
conditions of the Scs&Sts such as the allotments of agricultural land, installation of irrigation 
wells, provision of livestock, seeds and tools; encouragement of cottage industries by the 
provision of training, supplies and equipment and support for agricultural and craft 
cooperatives. Finally, there are schemes for providing housing, roads especially in the tribal 
areas, drinking-water wells, health clinics, legal aid, and nursery and primary schools. 

88 GALANTER Marc, 'Competing Equalities' (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1984) ρ 105-106 
8 9 VAKIL Kamath, 'Reservation Policy and the Scheduled Castes in India' (New Delhi, Ashish Publishing 
House, 1985) 
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India's planners, however, have been very much convinced that the improvement of the 
conditions of these 'weaker sections' would flow from overall development and hence they 
invest most of the budget-money on development programs for all the people. Yet, the 
Scs&Sts are mostly excluded from the general aid programs of the government. Their welfare 
programs are not administered with efficiency. Lower officers enjoy little discretion to modify 
schemes to suit local conditions. Nor is there much enthusiasm, initiative or inventiveness in 
the higher echelons. Departments dealing with Scs&Sts attract little talent. The ranks are 
filled with rejects from other departments. The listlessness of administering the means is 
matched by thoughtlessness about goals. Generally, administration of these programs is a 
matter of low priority, which commands little attention from ministries or from legislators. 

2.1.2.2. Caste System after Fifty Years of Democratic Rule 

The leaders of democratic India found the principles of the caste system to be incompatible 
with the values of democracy. Nehru, the architect of modem India, as the first Prime 
Minister, explains the problem thus: 'The caste is a symbol of exclusivity among the Hindus. 
It is responsible for the oppression of some groups. It is opposed to the modem conditions and 
to the democratic ideal. The spirit of our age is in favour of equality. Hence, India should 
work towards achieving an egalitarian society'90. Independent India has witnessed, for the 
last fifty years, the encounter of two value systems totally opposed to each other: caste 
hierarchy and equality. We explain the changes that are presently occurring within the central 
characteristics of the caste system as the result of this important encounter9 . 

The place of operation - the Indian village 

The Indian villages are gradually opening up to the outside world. The growth of literacy has 
left some penetration of democratic values among the Indian masses. The development of 
communication facilities like telephone, the increasing transport facilities mostly through 
buses and trains, the growing access to mass media like television, radio and newspapers, 
weeklies and books, the gradual growth in health, education and electricity facilities have left 
tremendous changes in the Indian rural life. As a result of increased communication, caste no 
longer operates in some villages. Independent India is witnessing, more and more, the 
horizontal solidarity of the caste groups in the villages. The traditional vertical solidarity of 
the castes as a village community is disappearing. Instead, the castes establish their contacts 
with members of the same castes in the province, sometimes in the whole state. Caste 
associations with the motive of defending the interests of the caste members have multiplied. 
These associations perform such diverse functions as constructing housing colonies, hospitals 
and educational institutions for their members, establishing scholarships for students from 
their castes, putting up candidates for elections and settling the disputes of their members. 
Thus, castes are acting like distinct ethnic groups in democratic India. The election process 
has given an added impetus to this transformation of caste system. The political parties pay 
attention primarily to caste factor in selecting candidates and the political leaders also search 
their following through caste roots. Thus, members of the same castes mobilize themselves to 
act together and have influence in the decision making of the government in order to obtain 
some advantages to their own castes. 

9 0 MILLER Dennis, 'From Hierarchy to Stratification' (New Delhi, Oxford University Press, 1975). ρ 6-7 
91 For more details regarding the changes that are taking place within the caste structure as the result of the 
modernization of the Indian society, refer SRIN1VAS Narasimhachar, 'Social Change in Modern India' 
(Hyderabad, Orient Longman, 1972) ρ 30-87 
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The Division of work 

Traditionally each caste was associated with a specific profession. Already during the British 
rule, such association of 'caste-profession' began to be affected due to industrialization, 
though not in a big way. But independent India witnessed the rupture in this association. The 
high castes are paying more attention to education and prestigious government jobs. As a 
result, while the superior castes are moving to the cities to have access to good education and 
government jobs, some middle castes are engaging more and more in cultivation and business 
and are becoming the dominant castes in the villages. The growing urbanization and 
industrialization is causing the exodus of rural poor to the cities and towns where they work 
for daily wages. This migration is seasonal in the sense that these workers return to their 
villages during the harvest season. They never lose their village roots. Among these workers, 
there is minimum continuity between their traditional profession and their city jobs. Thus, it is 
often seen that a person from a tailor caste works as a tailor in the city or a person from the 
caste of leather-workers continues his profession in the city. This is also true in the case of 
washermen, barbers, goldsmiths and carpenters. The growing urbanization and 
industrialization promotes westernization, resulting in secularization of life in the cities. 
People have abandoned the ideals of Sanskritization as the channel of social mobility. What is 
seen instead is the taste for western culture and habits. Films and television are the means for 
opening up the western world to the people. The people having the same type of jobs are 
gathering together more often resulting in professional associations. People holding good 
posts usually prefer friends from same type of jobs than from the same castes. 

Jajmani system 

The interdependence of the caste-groups through occupational differentiation was 
traditionally organized around the 'Jajmani' system. Today, the Jajmani system no more 
exists. The industrialization and mass production of goods have left the professional groups 
like the artisan castes without jobs. They are turning to agriculture as labourers or moving to 
the cities as manual workers. The market system has made the landowners capitalists. While 
they pay their labourers in cash, instead of kind, they want to make maximum profit. When 
the agricultural labourers demand more wages, which is quite common, the landlords resist, 
resulting in increasing tensions in the countryside. More and more conflicts between dalit 
labourers and the local landlords are taking place regarding the question of increasing the 
daily or weekly wages. There is growing pressure on the cultivable land due to the increasing 
population and the slow industrialization that is presently taking place in India is not able to 
sufficiently absorb enough people from the countryside. The flow of the service castes 
towards agricultural labour adds to the pressure resulting in growing unemployment and 
under-employment in the villages92. Many unemployed rural people move to the cities in 
search of jobs resulting in the enlargement of the unclean and unhealthy slums in those cities. 

Authority 

The caste councils are no more in existence as rural bodies to render justice and to settle 
disputes. In their place, the caste associations have come up and these associations work for 
the welfare of their caste members in the whole region. The British introduced new 
institutions of justice such as the police and the civil courts that have taken over the powers of 
caste councils. Today, these courts are the only official institutions that can dispense justice. 

BEHERA Sanjeeb, 'Dalit!, and Land Reform' (New Delhi, Indian Social Institute, 1999) 
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All the citizens are considered equal before law, without any reference to the rank of the 
caste. The authority is no more wielded by the caste elders or hereditary village leaders. In 
their place, officials from the departments of police, revenue, health, communications, 
security and electricity and the elected authorities such as the village presidents and the 
members of the panchayats are employed by the State. These officials come from diverse 
castes. This notable change has introduced new centers power, transcending caste references. 
The modem judicial system, through its courts, dispenses justice according to the rule of Law, 
though people with money and power always find ways to misuse the Indian judiciary and 
twist justice to their advantage. Corruption among the Government officials at all levels of 
administration is an acknowledged fact in Indian public life and wealthy people are easily 
able to bribe and get their advantages. 

Endogamy 

Traditionally, the marriage, in principle, was possible between only the members of the same 
caste. In spite of so many changes in independent India, endogamy remains still quite strong 
and is the key for the continuity of caste structure. Mixed marriages between different castes 
are, no doubt, taking place particularly in the cities, but they are not very many and not very 
often. However, mixed marriages should increase in the coming decades, in the cities and 
towns, as people are becoming more and more interested in good education and well paying 
jobs and less concerned about castes. The urban situation encourages more and more persons 
from the lower castes to have good education and prestigious government jobs. With this 
important change in the urban areas, mixed marriages are taking place in larger numbers, as 
people are increasingly placing more value on money and education than on the caste. 

The Commensality 

Commensality refers to the separation between the castes regarding direct or indirect physical 
contacts. Traditionally, there were restrictions between the caste groups about sharing food 
and water. Today, the rules of commensality are slowly disappearing in the cities and towns, 
though they still continue to remain in force in many villages. But even in these villages, 
when so much movement of people is taking place towards the towns and cities, not only to 
find jobs, but also to go to schools and colleges, hospitals, government offices and to public 
functions, the observation of rules of commensality is very much weakened. In the cities and 
big towns, these rules of commensality do not exist at all. People are increasingly using public 
restaurants and teashops, without paying attention to these commensality rules. In the cities 
and big towns, all the traditional discriminatory practices of commensality and unsociability 
have totally disappeared in the factories, restaurants and public institutions such as schools, 
colleges and hospitals. 

Purity and Pollution 

From what we have explained about the changes taking place in the cities and also to some 
extent in the villages, it is understandable that the rules of purity and pollution can hardly be 
observed in the cities and big towns. The people are obliged to sit, work, eat, play or study 
together leaving them no possibility at all, even to think about the rules of purity and 
pollution. Even in villages, people have to travel in buses and trains together or have to go to 
government institutions with others. These developments in the rural areas have considerably 
weakened the rules of purity and pollution. However, the old and conservative Hindus 
continue to observe them. Fortunately, the younger generation, even in the conservative 
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villages, is beginning to ignore such practices which raise the hope that the practices of purity 
and pollution may disappear altogether in the coming decades. 

Hierarchy 

With so many changes taking place in modem India, caste is no more seen as a hierarchical 
structure93. As a result, no efforts are made by the lower castes to move up in the caste 
hierarchy and obtain a higher status through Sanskritization. What is seen, on the contrary, is 
that more and more castes are claiming backward status, to obtain government privileges 
reserved for the backward low castes. Even rich and powerful castes make these claims to 
have low status in caste hierarchy. This should not lead us to think that democracy and the 
measures of positive discrimination have destroyed the institution of caste system. On the 
contrary, they have only injected new life and given new face to the traditional social 
structure. The voting procedures, along with the increased communication facilities have 
given new vigour to caste solidarity in India. Today, castes have become like interest groups 
that claim and obtain benefits for their members from the government. The election process is 
inducing the castes to broaden their base to include more and more sub-castes or to make new 
alliances, in view of capturing power by getting more votes, through appeal to caste solidarity. 
In the context of democracy and universal suffrage, the caste system has abandoned its old 
face as a hierarchical structure based on purity principles. Today, castes are competing more 
as interest groups and this poses new problems and new challenges to the Indian democracy. 

2.1.2.3. The Impact of Democratic rule on the Dalits 

In Thorat's view, the advancement of the dalits, during this democratic epoch, has two facets: 
Advancement in absolute terms and in relative terms i.e. vis-à-vis other people in India. The 
progress in relative terms requires that the positive change in the socio-economic situation of 
the dalits should be fast enough to minimize the gap between the two groups, i.e. the dalits 
and the upper castes. The whole idea is that the dalits should not only make some desirable 
progress, but also reach socio-economic equality with the upper castes in order to be equal 
members of Indian nation. In order to realize this, the rate of progress among the dalits, in 
fact, has to be much faster, faster than that of the upper castes, so that they are able to catch up 
with them94. But, the slow social mobility that is presently taking place among the dalits does 
not promote such a fast progress. On the contrary, the fact is they still lag quite far behind the 
other castes, especially the very high castes that made use of the modem education quite well 
to reach the top administrative, judicial and educational positions in democratic India. 

Social discrimination and disabilities 

The edifice of ntual and social discrimination of the dalits rests in place. To cite just one 
example, still 64% of the Indian villages have separate wells for the dalits95. Despite the 
abolition of the practices of untouchability by law, the traditional inhuman practices continue 
unabated in innumerable pockets all over India. The atrocities are classified as murder, serious 
hurt, arson and rape. Though the Central and State Governments have adopted various 
measures to check such atrocities, the offences continue to rise. The dalits continue to be very 
poor agricultural labourers. Even today, 49.06% of the dalits are agricultural workers. Small 

GUPTA Dipankar, 'Caste in Question Identity or Hierarchy' (New Delhi, Sage Publications, 2004) 
94 THORAT Sukhadeo, 'Ambedkar and the Economics of the Hindu Social Order', in 'The Emerging Dalit 
Identity' (ed) FERNANDES Walter (New Delhi, Indian Social Institute, 1996). ρ 19-24 
95 PUNDIR Jagdish Kumar, 'Changing Patterns of the Scheduled Castes' (Jaipur, Rawat Publications, 1997) 
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cultivators constitute another 25.4%. Only 9.8% are in the industrial sector and in the 
traditional crafts such as shoe making and basket weaving. The rest, 13%, work in tertiary 
services sector that comprises trade, commerce and transport. The dalit cultivators own small 
area of land, usually of not good quality. Given the small size of their holdings, i.e. 0.62 acres 
among the dalits compared to 2.12 acres for the non-dalits, a large number of dalit farmers 
become part time or full time casual workers96. The relative economic base of the dalits 
continues to be extremely weak. Though 'Bonded Labour' was abolished under the 
Constitution, it is still prevalent and many of these semi-slaves are dalits and tribals. While 
reservation in government jobs has ensured that some dalits have access to top posts, the 
percentage holding the more prestigious jobs are quite low and very insignificant in 
proportion to the dalit population in India. Dalits are found in reasonable numbers only in the 
low categories. In spite of the slow and limited progress made by the dalits during the last 
fifty years of democratic rule through the measures of positive discrimination, the rate of 
unemployment and under-employment remains higher among them than among the non-dalits 
at comparable educational levels, despite reservations in favour of the dalits97. The 
deprivation and discrimination of the dalits continue to be intense, acute, multiple and 
overlapping without significant changes even after fifty years of democratic rule, because they 
still face insurmountable obstacles in the path of their progress and advancement as the result 
of traditional socio-economic and religio-cultural factors that are still operational especially in 
rural India impeding their social mobility and development9 . 

Violence 

Violence is often a response to unwelcome change. Violence seems to have increased in 
rough proportion to the increased assertiveness of the dalits themselves. The bureaucracy, 
police and even judiciary have become a corrupt and unlawful instrument of the rich high 
castes. One of the saddest realizations of post-Independence India is that the state is often the 
biggest enemy of the poor. The state apparatus often fails to deliver the welfare benefits it is 
lawfully charged to distribute and its policemen are a routine source of bullying, extortion and 
outright violence against the poor. The dalits are the worst victims of the police atrocities who 
often suppress their reasonable demands for wage increase through brutality in connivance 
with the powerful high caste landlords or owners of the industries. The bureaucracy, usually 
dominated by the high castes, is often indifferent, and insensitive, if not openly antagonistic 
and discriminatory to the legitimate demands of the dalits for their socio-economic progress99. 

96 GHOSH Ashish, 'Dalits and Peasants' (Delhi, Cyan Sagar Publications, 1999). 
97 Recent empirical studies confirm that the dalits still suffer from poverty, unemployment and under
employment more than other sections of Indian population, in spite of the policy of reservations remaining in 
place for over fifty years in their favour. For details, we may refer: MOHANTY Ramesh, 'Dalit Development 
and Change: An Empirical Study' (New Delhi, Discovery Publishing House, 2003). Refer also: ALITE Intrajeet, 
'Rural Employment of the Scheduled Castes' (New Delhi, Deep and Deep Publication, 1992). 
98 Several articles describe the socio-economic and religio-cultural factors that impede the progress of the dalits 
even today, after more than fifty years of democratic rule. Refer 'The Emerging Dalit Identity' (ed) 
FERNANDES Walter (New Delhi, Indian Social Institute, 1996). Refer also: ROBB Peter (ed), 'Dalit 
Movements and Meanings of Labour in India' (Delhi, Oxford University press, 1993). 
99 MISHRA Narayan, 'Exploitation and Atrocities on the Dalits in India' (Delhi, Kalpaz Publications, 2004). 
MITRA Nagendranath, 'The Victimisation and the Redress thereof (Calcutta, Partha Jayanta Mitra Publications, 
1991 ) We may also refer to a fieldwork earned out in the State of Gujarat by Ishwarlal Desai whose findings 
representatively show what is happening all over India: DESAI Ishwarlal, 'Untouchability in rural Gujarat' 
(Bombay, Popular Prakashan, 1982). 
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Poverty 

Without a steady income, the poverty of the dalits continues with no immediate solution in 
sight. Their poverty arises from the menial nature of their typical employment. The only way 
to increase their present income, i.e. claiming higher wages for their agricultural labour, 
results often in violent conflict with the powerful landlords. Successive governments made no 
efforts at land redistribution leaving the landlords in possession of most of the cultivable land. 
The post-independent regimes in India have failed to bring about a systematic redistribution 
of resources in favour of those at the bottom of society. A non-radical strategy of supplying 
only the 'basic needs' such as health, education and simple welfare to the poor, without 
important structural changes in their favour, has not brought about the desired progress for the 
poor in India. As a result, none of the development programs initiated by successive Indian 
governments have been able to transform the conditions of the dalits. Urbanization of the 
dalits through migration to the cities and the towns tends to be an exchange of one form of 
poverty for another. As a result of the slow progress in their economic conditions, most of the 
dalits still live below poverty line100. 

Education 

The percentage of literacy has increased among the dalits, but it remains much lower than that 
of the non-dalits101. The dalit students are having access to educational opportunities, but they 
find admission only in the educational institutions of poor quality. The rate of school dropouts 
and repeated failures is quite high among dalit students. Even those courageous ones who 
manage to pursue their studies till the end of the school level are not able to compete in public 
examinations with rich high caste students who have better educational base through solid 
formation in the excellent elite schools. While these high caste students obtain high marks and 
enter prestigious Science and Commerce courses of higher education, the dalit students end 
up in Arts rather than Science and Commerce courses in the Universities. The scope for 
employment through higher education in Arts, unlike the Science and Commerce courses, is 
quite low, resulting in educated unemployment among the dalit graduates102. 

New Civic Culture or simply hypocrisy? 

What seems to be encouraging to the dalits in modem India is the emergence of new and 
visible 'civic culture' which consists in a pragmatic lack of attention to considerations of 
ritual purity and thus less attention to the conditions of impurity of the dalits. Despite this 
welcome change, it is highly doubtful if the high castes have had any real change of heart on 
the issues of caste hierarchy in general and of moral and ritual inferiority of the dalits in 
particular. What is actually taking place is that the separating and segregating practices as 
demanded by purity regulations are ignored out of convenience, rather than out of any deeper 
change of attitude towards the caste system. The changes are also far more pronounced in the 
urban areas than in the villages. People in the large cities, due to the pressures and the 

Several scholars explain how the dalits continue to suffer from poverty and misery without significant 
changes in their socio-economic conditions. We may refer several articles in: JHA Makhan (ed), 'Scheduled 
Castes Today' (New Delhi, MD Publications Pvt Ltd, 1997). 
101 For details about the literacy among the dalits, we may refer to: SHARMA Om Prakask, 'Scheduled Castes, 
Population and Literates' (New Delhi, Kar Knpa Publishers, 1990). 
102 SINGH Puran, 'Problem of Education among the Scheduled Castes' (New Delhi, Mittal Publications, 1989). 
For more details regarding the problems that the dalits face in relation to their educational progress we may 
refer: SINGH Bharat, 'Dalit Education' (New Delhi, Anmol Publications, 2004). Refer also: CHITNIS Suma, 
'Reservation in Education' (Ahmedabad, Department of Sociology, Gujarat University, 1979). 
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challenges of urban life, pay little attention to ritual purity in their public life. The same 
people, in private, or when they return to their native villages, adopt a more orthodox cast of 
mind and thus indulge in the observance of the regulations of ritual purity. Life in villages, 
still the home of nearly 75% of the Indian population, has not yet been affected by the new 
civic culture of urban life. In relation to sharing food, water and worship or inviting friends 
into their homes, the rural people still follow the traditional rules of purity and thus continue 
the discriminations against the dalits103. It is evident that the problem of the dalits cannot be 
solved by abolishing the practices of untouchability in the Constitution and by some positive 
measures in their favour1 . These measures are no doubt very necessary and quite important, 
but a lengthy process of social change in the Indian society and a significant change in the 
attitudes of the high castes is inevitable for the acceptability of the dalits as equals. 

2.1.3. MOVEMENTS OF LIBERATION AGAINST THE CASTE SYSTEM 

No man, and certainly no large community, would like to remain always in poverty and social 
exclusion. The dalits also, no doubt, must have made some efforts at their emancipation. It is 
certainly possible that, in the past, the dalits had revolted against their subordination. At least, 
in their own limited ways, they must have resisted the injustice and indignities imposed on 
them. Unfortunately, we have no written records to attest to such facts. The dalits were 
illiterate and ignorant masses and were themselves divided into many castes and sub-castes. 
They had neither the military strength to fight against their oppression nor the opportunities to 
express their agony and anger quite openly. They were completely at the mercy of the high 
castes. With the powerful kings firmly supporting the Brahmanical caste ideology, the 
chances for a successful revolt of the dalits were nearly nil. The better mechanism for survival 
was to adjust to the existing conditions and that is what the dalits must have been doing. That 
explains why there were not many successful dalit liberative movements among them1 5. The 
history of a nation is known only through the official historians and, most often, in India, they 
were the Brahmins. They preserved only the point of view of the high caste elites and of the 
dominant sections of the Hindu society. The British administration, that too only in the 
beginning of the 20th century, provided the dalits with some effective instruments of political 
organization by which they began to assert their legitimate rights. We have more reliable 
sources for these recent dalit liberative movements. We divide our knowledge about the dalit 
liberative movements under two headings - reformative movements and alternative 
movements. All the protest movements have oscillated between two positions - to reject 
Hinduism totally (alternative movements) or to act within it (reformative movements). While 
some dalits converted to egalitarian religions, the majority of the dalits chose to seek their 
emancipation without explicitly rejecting Hinduism. 

2.1.3.1. Reformative Movements 

The reformative movements, without totally rejecting the caste system, tried to reform it from 
within. They sought reformation of the Hindu religious practices that discriminated and 

In an excellent study, Oliver Mendelsohn and Marika Vicziany illustrate the functioning of the new civic 
culture in India with reference to the dalits that reveals more pragmatic adjustment than any real attitudinal 
change Refer: MENDELSOHN Oliver & VICZIANY Manka, 'Untouchables' (Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 1998). 
104 OMVEDT Gail, 'Dalit Visions', Onent Longman, New Delhi, 1995. p. 23 - 67. 
105 For some information about the few social movements, we may refer to: ODDIE Geoffrey, 'Social Protest in 
India' (New Delhi, Manohar Publications, 1979). 
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marginalized the dalits as impure and polluting people in order to bring about a more human 
treatment of the dalits. 

The Bhakti movements 

Bhakti is a popular movement of love and devotion that swept through India from the twelfth 
century till about the time of British occupation. In the Tamil country, already from the 
seventh century after Christ, the 'Nayanars' (devotees of Shiva) and the 'Alvars' (devotees of 
Vishnu) inspired the people with devotionalism106. In Kamataka, in the twelfth century, the 
Lingayats stood against the monopolistic claims of Brahmins. In Maharastra, a similar 
movement arose in the next century. Later on, many saints, poets and social reformers 
attacked the caste system on moral, religious and humanitarian grounds107. Some of the 
dominant figures of these movements emerged from the lower castes. The well-known among 
these saints are Chokamela of Maharastra, a dalit, Namdev from a Shudra low caste, Ravidas, 
a dalit shoe-maker and Kabir, a dalit Muslim who belonged to the caste of weavers. Even if 
the Bhakti movement never questioned the caste system itself, particularly the practice of 
untouchability, it challenged the existing Hindu belief that 'gyan' (knowledge), 'karma' (good 
deeds) and 'dhyan' (reflection), the three ways to human salvation, were the monopoly of the 
high castes, particularly of the Brahmins. The saints proposed 'Bhakti' (devotion), as the 
principal requisite for human salvation that even dalits could make use of, in the place of the 
numerous costly rituals and sacrifices that the Brahmins as the Hindu priests advocated and 
performed 108. 'Nirguna Bhakti' movement was prevalent in north India and that of 'Saguna 
Bhakti' in southem/westem India. Saguna Bhakti was less confrontational and maintained a 
commitment to traditional belief and worship, including the adoration of idols. Nirguna 
Bhakti represented a more thoroughgoing rejection of traditional worship and beliefs, 
including the worship of idols. Kabir and Ravidas are practitioners of nirguna Bhakti, while 
Choka Mela practiced sarguna Bhakti. 

Neo-Vedantic movements 

Contacts with Christian western nations especially with England inspired some Hindu leaders 
to plead for a separation between caste system, which they found efficacious and the practices 
of untouchability, which they scorned. There arose two important movements of reformation: 
the first is Brahma Samaj of Rajaram Mohan Roy and the second is Arya Samaj of 
Dayananda Saraswati. These movements are known as the neo-vedantic movements. The 
reformers, including the famous Vivekananda, scorned the practices of untouchability for 
which they found no scriptural sanction in Hinduism. However, the neo-vedantists upheld the 
Varna scheme as an occupational division of society and Vamashramadharma as an essential 
prerequisite for the preservation of harmony in the Indian society and for the purity of the 
soul. They affirmed the unity of the Hindus and thus promoted the temple entry of the dalits. 

WILFRED Felix, 'Indian Social Institutions and Movements of Protest', Indian Theological Studies, no 30, 
1993 ρ 220-245 Refer also: INDRA Peterson, 'Poems to Siva The Hymns of Tamil Saints' (New Delhi, 
Moulai Banarsidass, 1991 ) Ravidas, who lived in the 15th or 16th century, was known as a Chamar of Benares 
Regarding the Tamil saints, in the family of 'Alvars', Tiruppar was an untouchable 
107 Basavesvara, Ramanada, Kabir, Tukaram, Nanak, Raidas Namdev, Dadu Dayal, Narsi Mehta, Chantanya, 
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They also organized common meals to promote commensality with the dalits . However, the 
paternalist attitudes of neo-vedantists and their obsession with caste ranking neutralized the 
impact of their movements and alienated the dalits from their influence. The dalits considered 
them as selfish high caste Hindus who wanted to prevent the rebellious dalits from embracing 
Islam or Christianity. The anti-untouchability crusade of Gandhi can be considered as one of 
the most important neo-vedantic movements. Yet, Gandhi's approach remained clearly 
reformist and thus he persistently refused to work for the abolition of the caste system1 . 
Rightly indeed T.K.Oomen concludes that all the neo-vedantic movements were protests from 
within Hinduism, initiated by the high castes, which brought about only minor changes, 
helping the dalits to make some adaptations and the caste Hindus some concessions'". 

2.1.3.2. Alternative Movements 

The Alternative movements sought solutions outside Hinduism and Hindu social order, 
thereby encouraging the dalits and those who opposed the caste hierarchy to leave Hindu 
religion and renounce the cultic practices of the Brahmins, the Hindu priests. 

The Heterodox sects and their significance 

The heterodox sects were an important critical force in the Indian tradition. They questioned 
the existing order of the Hindu society and called for its transformation. The ancient religious 
texts refer to them as 'nastikas'. Literally, 'nastika' means one who says 'no', or one who 
'refuses'- i.e. 'the unorthodox'. The nastika movement is as old as the sacred Vedas (1500-
500 BC) themselves. It is to be noted with interest that at the same time when the Vedas were 
indulging in lofty speculations of the gods and in the categorization of the sacrifices and the 
hierarchy among human beings, the nastika movement originated in the Indian soil, as a 
denial of all these. Nastika represents the materialistic, rationalistic, individualistic, 
deterministic and in some cases nihilistic stream of thought in the Indian tradition. Under the 
heterodox sects are subsumed early Indian materialist traditions such as 'lokayata', the 
ajivikas, and some philosophical systems like Sankhya, Yoga and Vaiseshika"2. Ancient 
Tamil literature also expounds and upholds the principle of lokayata and materialism in 
several references. The songs of Siddhas became very popular for its fiery language and for 
their protest against all kinds of slavery'13. 

Buddhism and Jainism 

Buddhism arose in the 6th century BC against the existing oppression of Brahmanism and the 
obsession with the sacrifices, which were monopolized by the Brahmins. According to 

ODDIE Geoffrey, 'Religious Conversion and Revival Movements in South Asia' (London, Curzon Press, 
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Buddha, salvation is accessible to all and hence every person can become an ascetic and thus 
escape the cycle of reincarnation. He accepted his disciples from all social groups, including 
the lower castes. He called upon his disciples and the people in general to tum away from the 
elaborate Brahmanic ritualism and to concentrate on basic human issues especially on 'dukha' 
i.e. human suffering. His spiritual path, 'marga' and effort 'sadhana' were open to people of 
all castes. In the organization of the community of his disciples, Buddha projected the ideal of 
an egalitarian society. He attacked caste tyranny in the name of human brotherhood. 
However, he never questioned the caste structure but instead preferred to transcend it"4. 
Buddhism disappeared from India leaving no impact on the dalits. 

Jainism is usually said to have originated with Mahavira (540- 468 BC), a contemporary of 
Buddha. Jains, however, count Mahavira (which means 'great hero') as the last of 24 
Thirthamkaras (founders). Jainism rejected the authority of the Vedas and the privileges of the 
Brahmins as the bearers of the spiritual truth. There are, in Jainism, six necessary rites 
prescribed for the ascetics as well as for the laity. Of these, equality or 'samaiya' is the most 
important precept. Whenever a layman or an ascetic takes a vow of religious conduct, he 
utters the oath 'Kare mi bhante Samai yam', which means 'I undertake to observe, O Lord, the 
attitude of equality'. However, it has to be mentioned that although Mahavira made the path 
of 'moksha' (liberation) open to everyone irrespective of caste, the Jains eventually 
formulated their own caste structure on the model of Hindu caste system and today they are 
treated as a sect within Hinduism115. 

Anti-Brahmin Movements of Maharastra and Tamilnadu 

More than two thousand years had to pass after the anti-Brahmin revolt of Buddhism and 
Jainism, when the first of the modem anti-Brahmin movements originated in Maharastra. In 
the interim period, the 'Bhakti' saints led the anti-caste movements. The impressive 
personality who guided the modem anti-Brahmin movement was Jotirao Phule. He belonged 
to the caste of the 'malis', which is a non-dalit low caste. He accused the Brahmins as the 
principal cause of social and intellectual decline in India. For him, the society was 
traditionally divided into two distinct clans - on one side stood the powerful and oppressive 
Brahmins and on the other side the powerless Shudras who were suppressed by the 
Brahmanical ideology. He denounced the dependence of the Shudras on the Brahmin priests 
for all their important ceremonies and thus he encouraged the performance of the rituals 
without the services of the Brahmin priests. Though not a dalit, he took some initiatives in 
favour of their instruction. Though his crusade against caste structure made no significant 
impact among the dalits or directly impacted their oppressed conditions, his challenge to caste 
hierarchy and Brahmanical supremacy prepared the way for the emergence of later dalit 
movements in Maharastra, which arose after some decades"6. 

Another strong anti-Brahmin movement originated in the province of Madras (now known as 
Tamilnadu) in south India. It was projected as the movement of the 'Dravidian' forces (the 
indigenous non-Brahmins of south India) who unsuccessfully resisted the Brahmanism of the 
Aryan invaders from north India. A sort of anti-clerical and rationalistic approach guided the 

"'' Several articles refer to the egalitarian ideology of the Buddhist Religion in MAHAR Michael (ed), 'The 
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42 



ideology of this movement. Even today, this Dravidian spirit is quite strong in the State of 
Tamilnadu. In these anti-Brahmin movements of the lower castes, the dalits could not have 
much participation. It should be also pointed out that the middle-ranked castes which initiated 
this struggle against the Brahmin domination in Madras province are the same castes which in 
the rural areas oppress the dalits as the powerful dominant castes. These anti-Brahmin 
movements benefited those powerful Shudra-castes, improved their economic, educational 
and employment opportunities, and in no way served the interests of the dalits. However, an 
appreciable contribution of these movements is that, for the first time, an anti-Brahmin 
ideology shook up the foundations of the traditional caste structure that had remained stable in 
India for so many centuries, valorized the superiority of the Brahmins as the holy priests in 
the caste hierarchy and gave them the highest rank117. 

Movements of liberation by the dalits within Hinduism 

Hinduism has an extraordinary capacity to accommodate itself with all sorts of religious 
currents, and thus many sects and traditions co-exist within the Hindu fold. There have been 
some movements against the discriminatory practices of the caste system among the dalits 
who remained within the Hindu fold during the second half of the 18th century and the 19th 
century. These dalits did not leave Hinduism as such; rather remaining within Hinduism, they 
established their own sects. The Ramdeo Panth was established by Shri Guru Ramdas (1726-
1798). He belonged to a dalit community called 'Dhed' in Rajasthan. He challenged the 
orthodox Hinduism by refusing to accept the caste system or the teaching of 'avataras' 
(incarnations). The Satnamis movement of Chhattisgarh originated in the district of 
Chattisgarh, in Madya Pradesh, Central India. Ghasi Das (1756-1850), probably a dalit from 
'chamar' caste founded this sect which he established on the principles of equality. He 
declared 'Sat nam' - there is only one true God as the central principle of his religious 
movement and the name of his sect comes from this essential concept. The Satnamis have 
their own temples and rituals. The influence of this sect is confined to a single district of 
Chattisgarh"8. The Nasraiah sect was named after its founder, a dalit Muslim who worked in 
Andhra Pradesh and died in the year 1825. Nasraiah's teachings stressed the importance of 
good moral conduct rather than the rituals especially the practice of worshipping idols. He 
insisted on maintaining unity among all the dalits. The Matna sect was founded by the 
Bengali dalit Namsudra Harichand (1811-1879). He taught that the dalits should not follow 
any religious ceremony led by a Brahmin priest and should not worship in any upper-caste 
temple. He insisted that the dalits should have their own rituals, to be performed by their own 
priests from the dalit castes"9. 

2.1.3.3. Cultural and Secular Movements 

The British introduced new vehicles of communication such as the publication of newspapers, 
journals and books, a new legal system, new educational and employment policies, and 
industrial development. All these factors, directly or indirectly, helped to raise the 
consciousness of the dalits. By the time the proclamation of Queen Victoria transferred 
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political authority from the East India Company to the British Crown in 1857, the stage was 
set for the growth of a national-level dalit consciousness. The dalit struggle became better 
organized in various states and regions and also spread to the masses. As their self-confidence 
grew, the dalits' insistence on civil, religious, educational, economic and political rights 
became more and more vocal. The initial form of cultural emancipation took on the character 
of asserting the identity of the dalits as the 'adi' (original) inhabitants of India and the high 
caste Hindus were presented as the outsiders who came to India to cam their livelihood. Such 
a discourse brought legitimate pride to the dalits as the original Indian people. The prefix 
'Adi' or Original' was employed by the dalit leaders all over India and the terms 'Adi-
Dravida', 'Adi-Kamataka', 'Adi-Andhra' were used as self-description of the dalits as 
original inhabitants of each specific region120. The Adi-Dravida movement in Tamilnadu, the 
Adi-Andhra movement in Andhra Pradesh, the Adi-Kamataka movement in Kamataka and 
the Adi-Hindu movement in Uttar Pradesh were some of the examples of such 'adi' 
movements which laid emphasis on the distinct culture of the dalits as ancient people of 
India121. The Ad-Dharm movement, started in Punjab in 1920s, is another special case among 
these 'adi' movements122. 

From the 1930s, the dalit struggle was transformed from cultural movements to political 
movements as it took on a secular and political character. The turning point came when 
Ambedkar gained an influential seat at the two Round Table Conferences of 1930-31 and 
incurred the opposition of Gandhi. By then, Ambedkar had abandoned the program of 'temple 
entry' of the dalits as a fruitless and pointless exercise. He realized that the dalit struggle had 
to be made in the realm of secular politics and institutional advantage rather than in the areas 
of religion and culture. Under his inspiration, the liberative aspirations of the dalits gave birth 
to several secular movements such as the political movements of the Mahars in Maharastra, 
the NamaShudras in Bengal and the Pulayas in Kerala. In the caste-ridden society of Kerala, 
Ayankali (1863-1941), a dalit leader took secular approach and mobilized the Pulayas 
effectively123. He won, for the Pulayas, the rights to enter and walk in the village streets 
freely, in spite of the fierce resistance of the high castes. The Holeyas of Kamataka started a 
similar movement. They fought for the rights of the dalit agricultural workers and demanded 
better working conditions. There were several hundred small protest movements of the dalits 
all over India before and after independence. These movements took on secular and political 
approach for asserting the human dignity and the social equality of the dalits. 

Radical movement - Dalit Panthers and Dalit Literature 

There began on 9th July 1972 at Siddharta Nagar of Bombay, in Maharastra, the most radical 
of the dalit movements, 'the Dalit Panthers'. The name, with its insurrectionist symbolism, 
was borrowed from the Black Panthers of the United States. The founders of this organization 
placed emphasis on the self-identity and the dignity of the dalits and insisted that each atrocity 
against the dalits should be avenged. The movement soon became very important in 
Maharastra. However, it was not a broad-based dalit movement in the sense that most of its 
members were from the sub-caste of the Mahars, particularly the neo-Buddhists from the 
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urban areas of Bombay who were not attuned to the dalit 'masses' that lived mostly in the 
rural areas In 1974, there was a split in the movement due to personality and ideological 
differences among its leaders As a result of fragmentation, this movement lost its vitality and 
influence The void left by the demise of the movement of the Dalit Panthers has been filled 
not by another party or another political organization but by a literary movement124 A whole 
new literature has sprung up on the common theme of the rejection of caste system The lives 
and interior world of the dalits were explored by a profusion of writers and some of them 
were highly talented authors The dalit literature is an intensely political body of writing fused 
with passion, anger and assertiveness of the dignity of the dalits as the ancient people of India 
who were enslaved by the invaders who subjugated them and oppressed them as 'impure' 
people It describes, with much passion, the past humiliation and the present discriminations 
of the dalits at the hands of high castes It calls upon the dalits to unite and fight against the 
oppressors who should be taught a good lesson for oppressing and exploiting the dalits125 

As the result of the impact of numerous secular dalit movements of liberation, the caste 
hierarchy is no longer publicly defended in contemporary India, not even by the most 
conservative Brahmins, even though many of the high castes still entertain the age-old 
prejudices against the dalits in private life In democratic India, social equality has become the 
accepted norm and the central theme of the political discourse However, the prejudices and 
the discriminations of the dalits have not disappeared altogether in independent India The 
practices of untouchabihty are still alive because the traditional attitudes of high castes have 
not fully changed 

Present directions of dalit liberative movements 

Today, at the beginning of the 21st century, there are many movements that seek to protect 
the interests of the dalits all over India These secular and political movements are more 
determined and more radical than the rehgio-cultural movements that preceded them The 
present direction of these movements is only a continuation of the strategy of Dr Ambedkar 
His liberative strategy, named in a slogan as 'educate, unite and agitate', provides the basic 
direction of the dalit struggles Capturing political power through dalit vote banks and 
acquiring employment through higher education are the two important channels through 
which the dalits seek to attain equality and dignity126 Ambedkar himself started a political 
party for the dalits translating his political vision into concrete action of political mobilization 
of the dalits This party remains active in Maharastra even today under the name of the 
Republican Party of India127 As a result of the numerous liberative movements, there is a 
broadening and deepening consciousness among the dalits as to their subordinated condition 
within Indian society This development is taking place simultaneous with their gathering 
sense that they now have opportunities and amenities that have been historically denied to 
them Present dalit striving is now firmly cast in the mould of acquisition of political and 
economic power and not of ntual mobility through religion and culture The dalits are not 
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passive victims of oppression anymore. Rather, they are very much conscious of their dignity, 
self-identity and united power. They are developing an assertive consciousness and a mood of 
resistance all over India today. Their self-assertion brings at times reprisals from the high 
castes. But the dalits do not hesitate to protest against discriminations or to avenge the violent 
reprisals of the high castes. There is certainly a practical impossibility to organize all the 
dalits into a single, pan-Indian, political force. Nevertheless, the dalits are committed more 
than ever to what they recognize as their common struggle all over India. 

2.13.4. Religious Movements of Conversions 

Conversion to other religions has been one of the ways in which the self-assertion of the dalits 
and their quest for liberation found practical expression in the past. Many dalits, disenchanted 
with the oppressive Brahmanical religious practices of purity and pollution, rejected 
Hinduism and went over to other religious traditions which promised, at least in theory, a 
greater sense of equality and human dignity. Indeed, during the last quarter of the 19th 
century and the beginning of the 20th century, India witnessed waves of mass conversions of 
the dalits to Islam and Sikhism and in a very special way to Christianity. 

Islam 

Islam, like Christianity, is a monotheistic religion that is inspired by an egalitarian ideology. 
But unlike the Christians (2.3% only), the Muslims constitute a big minority in India. About 
11% of the Indian populations are Muslims even after the partition of the Islamic Pakistan and 
Bangladesh. In course of centuries, since the establishment Islamic Empire in India, by the 
beginning of the thirteenth century, numerous dalits embraced Islam in the hope of finding 
equality and dignity. But even within Islam they had to face discriminations. The undisputable 
fact is that even Islam could not escape the influence of caste system in India. The Indian 
Muslim community has a caste-like-structure and the three distinct status-groups among the 
Muslims behave like endogamous groups and are hierarchically ranked. The 'Ashraf are the 
highly ranked noble groups from the reputed immigrant families. They are divided into four 
groups, which are the names of four tribes - 'saiyid', 'shaikh', 'pathan' and 'mughal'. The 
'saiyids' are the descendants of Fatima, a daughter of Prophet Mohammed. 'Shaikh' is an 
honorific title for eminent Muslim groups who maintain some exclusivism among the 
Muslims. While the first two correspond to Hindu Brahmin groups, 'mughals' and 'pathans' 
correspond to Hindu Ksahtriya groups. Among the non-ashrafs, we find three different status 
groups. They are (i) the converts from the Hindu high castes (ii) the converts from the 
intermediary castes and (iii) the dalit converts, who even today, keep their traditional cleaning 
functions, remain poor and are excluded from the other well-off groups. All these caste-like 
groups are endogamous groups. In the census of 1911, which was carried out by the British 
administration, 80 caste-groups were registered among the Muslims in the region of Bengal 
alone. The Muslim clerics do not deny the existence of caste system among the Muslims, but 
explain that it was due to the influence of Hinduism that these practices entered and remain 
stabilized in Islam128. 

1 2 8 DUMONT Louis, 'Homo Hierarchicus', op.cil. p. 260-263. Refer also: FANSELOW Francis, 'The 
Disinvention of Caste among Tamil Muslims' in FULLER Christopher (ed), 'Caste Today' (Delhi, Oxford 
University Press, 1996) ρ 202-226. 
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Sikhism 

Sikhism was bom in India against the excessive domination of the Brahmins in orthodox 
Hinduism and the sectarian spirit of the traditional Islam. The founder of Sikhism is Guru 
Nanak Dev (1459-1538), who was a Hindu from a Kshatriya family of Punjab. He preached 
'universal tolerance' and desired to unite both the Hindus and the Muslims into one religious 
family. He rejected the Hindu social order that promoted hierarchy and social inequality. 
Sikhism upholds egalitarian principles and its founder Guru Nanak did away altogether with 
caste distinctions and ceremonies. However, in due course, caste hierarchy became well 
established among the Sikhs. Many dalits, with the hope of securing equal status and dignity, 
joined this new religious group which preached equality and fraternity among men. But these 
dalit converts, who are known as Majabhi Sikhs, have a lower status among the Sikhs, with 
whom the Sikhs of higher status do not intermarry or have other normal social relations. 
Today, the Sikhs make up 1.89 % of the Indian population. However, they are divided into 
many caste-groups. The Indian Constitution openly admitted this fact when it extended to the 
dalit Sikhs the special benefits reserved for the Hindu dalits129. 

Judaism, Zoroastrianism and Baha'ism 

As far as Judaism is concerned, there are two ancient settlements - in Cochin (Kerala in South 
India) and around Bombay (Maharastra in the West). Historically, the presence of Jews in 
India is confirmed from 1020 A.D., onwards. A set of copper plates, given to a Jewish leader 
named Joseph Rabban, by a Hindu king attests to their relatively high social status. In those 
plates, we find listed 72 privileges granted to the Jewish community. The same king accorded 
similar privileges also to the Syrian Christians. Both communities, Jews and Syrian 
Christians, were recognized as high castes in the Kerala society130. In order to show off their 
high status, these groups internalized caste influences and practiced social exclusion and 
discrimination of the dalits. They avoided all contacts with the dalit caste groups. Jews also 
made distinctions of ranking among themselves as 'gora' (white Jews) and 'kala' (black or 
dalit) Jews. These groups have very little social contact among themselves. They do not eat 
together or intermarry. 

The ancestors of the Parsees, who have settled down in India and follow Zoroastrianism, 
emigrated from Persia to India during the 7th century A.D. Before they came to India, they 
were already divided into four classes along the pattern of the Hindu caste system - clergy, 
warriors, peasants and artisans. When they arrived in India, they were permitted by the local 
king Sanjan Jadi Rana to settle in a place named Sanjan, in Gujarat, under certain strict 
conditions, which they accepted. Since the Parsees did not believe in conversion, they 
remained as a separate group in India. They have neither any contact with the dalits nor 
promoted any egalitarian spirit among the oppressed dalits131. Another egalitarian religion 
which has come to India from outside is Baha'i. Its members are limited to some villages in 
central India. The members of Bahaism are fully indianised and keep away from the dalits as 
other high caste Hindus. Though among themselves they have egalitarian practices, they 
exclude the dalits in their normal social contacts132. 

129 DUPUIS Jacques, 'L'Inde, Civilisation et Sociétés' (Pans, Editions Kailash, 1992) ρ 167-168 
130 MASSEY James, 'The Downtrodden', op cil ρ 16 
131 Ibid ρ 17 
132 Ibid ρ 17-18 Massey explains how all the eagalitanan religions were infected by the caste disease in India 
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2.2. THE CONTEXT OF INDIAN CHRISTIANITY 

As we have described in the earlier pages, the dalits, seeking deliverance from the oppressive 
Hindu caste system, converted to several egalitarian religions. Deeply touched by the message 
of the Gospel that assured them equality and dignity and by the loving service of many caring 
and compassionate missionaries who paid no attention to the regulations of ritual purity in 
dealings with them, many dalits became Christians133. As the result of numerous conversions 
that have taken place especially during the last four centuries after the arrival of the 
missionaries from Europe, today we have a very visible presence of a Christian community in 
India, though it is a small minority of about 2.5% of the Indian population or about thirty 
million people. Christian communities are not equally spread all over India. The larger States 
of Kerala and Tamilnadu and the smaller States of Goa, Mizoram and Meghalaya have a 
fairly large Christian population. The city of Bombay (Mumbai) also has a big community of 
Christians. As in the Christian world, in India too, the Christians are divided into three 
predominant sections, principally as Catholics and Protestants and to a lesser degree as 
Orthodox Christians who are found mostly in the south west State of Kerala. 

2.2.1. THE FOUNDING OF CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY IN INDIA 

The Syrian Christians were the first social group that embraced Christian faith in the history 
of India. Later the Catholic Missions and the Protestant Missions were established by the 
foreign missionaries, especially from Europe who came to India with the intention of 
spreading their Christian faith and saving the souls for Christ. 

2.2.1.1. The Syrian Christians of Saint Thomas 

The Syrian Christians, who follow Syriac liturgy, trace the origin of their faith to the ministry 
of Thomas, one of the twelve apostles of Jesus, who is believed to have established the first 
Christian communities in India. There is a strong tradition among them that Thomas came to 
India, preached the Gospel and made numerous converts among the Hindus134. The rules of 
pollution and untouchability were more precisely formulated and rigidly enforced in Kerala 
than elsewhere in India135. It is quite ironical that this Malayalam-speaking country on the 
southwest coast of India where the caste system survived in its most rigorous form is also the 
home of the oldest Christian community in India. From the 4th century AD, we have definite 
evidences that point to a presence of a strong but small Christian community in Kerala. This 
early Christian community followed the regular practices of social life of the Hindus in their 
customs, manners, dress, food-habits, including their caste practices. They made easy 
accommodation with caste system, made no efforts to make converts and avoided contacts 
with low castes like any other Hindu high caste. In fact, the present Thomas Christians in 
Kerala take pride in asserting that their forefathers were converts from among the 
'Nambudhiris' the highest ranking Brahmin caste in Kerala. When the Portuguese arrived in 
Kerala in 1498, they found Syrian Christians of good size with high social status in their 

133 BALASUNDARAM Franktyn, 'Dalit and Chrisüan Mission in Tamil Country' (New Delhi, Asian Trading 
Corporation, 1997) 
'34 VADAKKEKARA Benedict, 'Origin of India's St Thomas Chnslians a Histongraphical Critique' New 
Delhi, Media House, 1995 Refer also. MUNDANAN Mathias, 'History of ChnsUanity in India From the 
Beginning Up to Middle of the Sixteenth Century', vol. I (Bangalore, Theological Publications in India, 1984) 
135 For details about the functioning of the rules of the caste system in Kerala, refer THULASEEDHARAN 
Kopalan, 'Studies in traditional Kerala Society' (Tnvandrum, College Book House, 1977) We may refer also' 
SARADAMONI Kunjulekshmi, 'Emergence of a Slave Caste Pulayas of Kerala' (New Delhi, People's 
Publishing House, 1980) 
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society. It is said that the total number of Syrian Christians during this period was about 150, 
000 . Within the caste hierarchy, the Christian community was accorded a position of 
considerable esteem, on the second or third rung from the top. Endogamy was enforced and 
social intercourse with the lower castes was banned. Syrian Christians removed pollution by 
bathing, changing of clothes and prayers, just as did the other high castes. However, they 
made no attempt at Christian legitimization of the caste system nor there was any attack on it, 
based on Christian grounds. 

2.2.1.2. Catholic Missions in India 

Roman Catholic missions in India began in the thirteenth century. In 1241, Pope Innocent IV 
conceived and initiated the idea of converting the Mongols, who were threatening to ransack 
Christian Europe at that time. By this initiative, he proposed to pre-empt the attacks of the 
forces of Islam as well. India became a strategic point for the missionaries on the route to 
China and they stayed at Mylapore, at the Southeast coast, made famous by the Martyrdom of 
Thomas, the Apostle. Jordan of Severac, a French Dominican Friar-Preacher was the real 
founder of the Latin Missions in India. After a fruitful apostolate with some other Dominicans 
among the Hindus and the Muslims, he died as a martyr in Thana, in the Western coast 
probably in the year 1336ί3Ί. 

Vasco de Gama, along with other Portuguese traders, arrived at Calicut in 1498 and 
announced that he had come to India in search of spices and Christians. The Portuguese 
proved to be aggressive in trying to convert both Hindus and Muslims to Christianity, for 
which, they willingly made use of their political and military power. This was particularly 
noticeable in Goa, which they conquered in 1511. The Portuguese made converts, throughout 
their territories, both from high and low castes with much enthusiasm. Dominican, 
Franciscan, Augustinian and Jesuit missionaries started working in those areas where the 
Portuguese had forts or factories. The first substantial Portuguese missionary success was the 
conversion of virtually the whole of the Paravar or Fisherman caste on the southern tip of the 
peninsula. Exploited and oppressed by the Muslim and Hindu traders in Southeast coast, the 
Paravars requested the protection of the Portuguese particularly against the menace of the 
Arab merchants and in return embraced Christianity. Between 1535 and 1537, about 20, 000 
people, practically the whole caste, were baptized. Francis Xavier arrived on this Fishery 
coast in 1542. With extraordinary zeal and dedication, he ministered to these ignorant and 
illiterate populations and greatly succeeded in establishing a very strong Catholic community 
of fervent Catholics which continues to remain firm in catholic faith to this day138. With his 
limited knowledge in the local Tamil language, he gave them enough faith-formation through 
catechism in such a way that these people, until then deprived of cultural and economic 
identity, found a new identity in the Church as fervent Christians. It is believed that Francis 
Xavier baptized more than 70,000 people belonging to different caste groups, but the majority 
of his converts came from the dalit castes1 . 

136 THEKEDATH Joseph, 'History of Chnslianity in India' (Bangalore, Theological Publications in India, 
1982). p. 24-25. 
137 MORAES George, 'A History of Christianity in India' (Bombay, Manaktalas Publishers, 1964). p. 45-56. 
'3B COLERIDGE Henry James, 'The Life and Leiters of St. Francis Xavier' (New Delhi, Asian Educational 
Services, 1997). 
139 SCHURHAMMER George, 'Francis Xavier: His Life, His Times in India, vol II. The Jesuit Historical 
Institute, Rome, 1977 
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Catholic missionaries appear to have regarded the caste system, from the beginning, as the 
given and religiously neutral structure of Indian society. Evangelization has been understood 
as the conversion of the individuals without detaching them from their social context. The 
conversion of the whole caste groups, whenever happened was also quite welcome. 
Christianity was seen as neither threatening nor undermining the caste system, but rather 
working within it and accommodating the western social standards to the norms of caste. 
However, problems arose immediately in incorporating the low caste converts into the 
fellowship of the Church, which was resisted by the high caste converts. This problem 
persisted till very recently in the Indian Churches. For example, in Kerala, the low caste 
converts are known as Latin Christians as different from the high caste Syrian Christians. 
They follow the Latin rite of the Portuguese, while the Thomas Christians follow their 
traditional Syrian rite140. The integration of these two catholic groups remains a difficult 
problem in the Kerala Church even today. From the beginning, the Roman Catholic missions 
tolerated caste separations. The existence of the separate places and separate communion 
vessels in the churches and separate burial grounds for the high castes and for the dalits 
continued in the Roman Catholic Missions without many scruples. Till the middle of the 19th 
century, no dalit was ordained to the priesthood. It became generally accepted among the high 
caste Catholics that caste was only a civil institution that could be maintained within the 
churches as a stable social structure with only minor modifications. Pressure from the Roman 
Curia, however, was consistent in urging that whatever concessions might be made in 
practice, 'the missionaries should make every effort to propagate everywhere the idea of 
equality of all men before God'141. The papal decrees of 1734 and 1744 denounced the 
practices of untouchability as alien to Christianity142. While the Catholic Church clearly 
understood and made explicit that caste discriminations should disappear among the 
Christians, yet it advocated practical prudence in order not to alienate the high caste 
Catholics. Rome advised and pushed for gradual change in course of time. This toleration and 
ambiguity unfortunately strengthened the resolve of the high caste converts to persist with 
their discriminations of the dalit Christians in the Catholic churches to this day. 

2.2.1.3. Protestant Missions in India 

The Protestant nations took interest in missionary work quite late, though they started their 
trading and colonizing activities in India long before. It began when the Danish King 
Frederick FV was persuaded to sponsor a mission to be based on the little Danish fort of 
Tranquebar on the Coromandel Coast143. All the early missionaries, however, were Germans. 
Zieganbalg who came to India in 1706 and his colleagues, who joined him later, arrived in 
India in virtually total ignorance of the land, its cultures and religion, and with only the 
vaguest ideas of how they were to operate. The early Lutheran missionaries tolerated caste 
practices within the churches, just like the Roman Catholic missionaries without any scruples 
at all144. Later, these Lutheran missionaries, however, developed a sophisticated theology of 
the 'nations', and this theology when applied to the question of caste, regarded caste as not a 
religious system, but a purely national and civil institution. Caste pride was to be disapproved 
among the Christian converts, but any missionary interference with the regular caste 

For the detailed history of the Latin Rite Christians of Kerala, refer to: THAYIL Thomas, 'The Latin 
Christians of Kerala' (Bangalore, Knstu Jyoti Publication, 2003) 
"" FORRESTER Duncan, 'Caste and Christianity' (London, Curzon Press, 1980). p. 16-17 
it2 BERTRAND Joseph, 'Memoires Historiques sur les Missions- Rites Malabares' (Brunei, Paris, 1862). 
'4 3 SANDEGREN Johannes, 'From Tranquebar lo Serampore' (Calcutta, Baptist Mission press, 1955). Refer 
also: LEHMAN Arno, 'It began at Tranquebar' (Madras, Christian Literature Society, 1956). 
144 FORRESTER Duncan, op.cit. ρ 17-18. 
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observances is on the whole ill-advised and bound on the long run to be ineffective. In the 
later part of eighteenth century, many Anglican missionaries started coming to India. The 
arrival of John Thomas and William Carey, the first Baptist missionaries, marked the 
beginning of intense Protestant missionary activities in India145. From the beginning of 
nineteenth century, the Congregationists and the Presbyterians from Europe and North 
America also began their labours in different parts of India. These missionaries saw the caste 
system as 'a prison, far stronger than any, which the civil tyrannies of the world have erected; 
a prison which immures many innocent beings. Caste denies man the possibility of self-
improvement, and condemns him to uncritical acceptance of his lot'146. They were convinced 
that the one group that benefited from the system was the Brahmins who had a vested interest 
in maintaining Hinduism and caste. The caste system above all stood squarely as an obstacle 
to real community. They concluded that it was the most cursed invention of the devil that ever 
existed, the masterpiece of hell. Hence they required that their converts renounced caste 
because they believed that it would be entirely impossible to fulfill the ethical demands of 
Christian faith or build up a true church, if caste practices were maintained. 

In July 1833, Daniel Wilson, Bishop of Calcutta wrote: 'The distinction of castes must be 
abandoned, decidedly, immediately, and finally. The Gospel recognizes no distinctions such 
as those of castes'. He defined his requirements on 17th January 1834, thus147: 
(1) The converts all sit together in church. 
(2) They come without distinction to the Lord's Table. 
(3) The country priest or catechist receives into his house anyone that comes to him on a 
religious errand, whatever his caste. 
(4)The Congregation admits into their houses the Catechists who are duly appointed to 
instruct them and read with them. 
(5) The country priest does not refuse to remain in the village where he is appointed because 
there are none but only those who were of inferior castes. 
(6) Godfathers and godmothers are taken indiscriminately from whatever caste, and if of a 
different caste from the rest, no objection is taken. 
(7) When the congregation is called together about any matter, all that can come are welcome, 
if only they are baptized. 
(8) In the churchyard, no separate place is allotted for the internment of the higher castes as 
they are called. 

In spite of such official disapproval, caste practices continued and any firmness of the Bishops 
was met with strong opposition among the high and middle caste Christians. 

2.2.2. THE DALIT CHRISTIANS WITHIN THE INDIAN CHURCH 

As we have already pointed out, numerous dalits embraced Christian faith, trusting to find 
equality and dignity within the Christian community. The egalitarianism of Christianity made 

The Company pursued neutral religious policy in India. Only under the impact of new spiritual zeal that rose 
in England in the early decades of the nineteenth century that the Company changed lis stance and allowed the 
missionaries to serve in India according to the Charter Act of 1813 It realized that it needed the assistance of the 
missionaries in launching its programme of educating the Indians in Western Knowledge and English language 
so that such Indians could Till subordinate positions in the fast growing imperial administrative structure. For the 
pioneering missionary work of the Baptist Missionaries in India, we may refer to: SANGMA Milton, 'History of 
American Baptist Mission' (New Delhi, Mutai Publications, 1992) 
" l6 FORRESTER Duncan, op cu ρ 36-17 
147 Ibid ρ 61-63 
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deep impact on the dalits who found in the foreign missionaries great benefactors and 
trustworthy men of God. 

2.2.2.1. The Dalit Mass Movements of Conversion 

In the 1860s and the 1870s, Christian Missions, initially Protestant missions and later Catholic 
missions, became aware of an unexpected and dramatic development. In widely separated 
parts of India, churches which had, for the most part, been almost static for decades, or even 
declined in numbers, began to grow at a rapid rate through group conversions from the dalit 
castes. These large-scale conversions were on the whole a new experience, not because the 
converts came from depressed sections of the Indian society, not simply because the numbers 
involved were unprecedently large, but because the converts came in caste groups rather than 
as individuals. The decision to adopt the Christian faith was taken by the caste elders148. As 
we have already observed, there had been already many Christian converts from the ranks of 
the dalits before mass conversions actually took place. But for the most part, these converts 
were individuals who became detached for one reason or another from any real group 
allegiance as they chose Christian faith. They came to the missionaries only as individual 
converts as different from the Mass movements that involved localized, grass roots groups. 
While in some parts of India, the dalits chose to become Sikhs or Muslims, the vast majority 
of the dalit converts chose Christianity and joined Catholic or Protestant churches. Thus, by 
the outset of World War I, more than one million dalits converted to Christian faith and many 
more thousands were to follow in the 1920s and 1930s149. 

As a new phenomenon, these mass conversions of dalits took the missionaries by surprise, 
because it was the dalits, not the missionaries, who took the initiative in launching these mass 
movements150. Hardly a region of India did not have a mass movement of a depressed caste 
into Christianity during this period. There were also conversion movements leading to other 
faiths that seem to suggest a mood of unprecedented restlessness among the dalit castes in this 
particular period. However, the preferred destination was Christianity as the missionaries 
were virtually the only people of influence willing to side with the dalit castes during this 
period of mass conversions' '. These converts saw Christianity as a religion bereft of the caste 
system and received baptism not merely as a religious event but also as a new birth in equality 
and fellowship132. The most obvious impact that the dalit mass movements had upon the 

148 WEBSTER John, 'The Dalit Christians: A History' (New Delhi, ISPCK-Indian Society for Promoting 
Christian Knowledge, 1994). p. 53-57. 
149 For more details, refer: ODDIE Geoffrey, 'Social Movements in India: British Protestant Missionaries and 
Social Reforms' (New Delhi, Manoharlal Publishers, 1978). Refer also: KOOIMAN Dick, 'Conversion and 
Social Equality in India' (New Delhi, Manohar Publications, 1989). 
l50Massey describes in a very convincing way, how it was the early Dalit Chnstian leaders who look the 
initiatives to seek Christian faith and later led their Dalit communities to Christianity. MASSEY James, 'Roots: 
A Concise History of the Dalits' (New Delhi, ISPCK, 1994). p. 62-66. 
'S>A clear example of the concerns of the missionaries for the downtrodden Dalits can be seen in the petition of 
the British missionaries to the King of Travancore in 1847 on the subject of dalit slaves. The missionaries 
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churches was demographic They led to a dramatic increase in the membership of both 
Catholic and Protestant churches As a result, between 1872 and 1931, the Indian Christian 
population nearly quadrupled in size The other aspect of this demographic change was a 
transformation of the Chnstian community from a tiny, predominantly urban, educated 
community of mixed social origins to a predominantly poor, rural, illiterate dalit community 
According to the 1931 census, about five of every six Indian Chnstians were rural The 
transformation of the Chnstian community was accompamed by a redirection of missionary 
resources and efforts not only to expand the mass movements but also to nurture all the new 
converts which these movements were bnnging in153 

After the Indian Independence in 1947 

On August 15, 1947 India became an independent nation and the Indian National Congress 
took over the administration from the Bntish and formed the native Government On 
November 26, 1949, a new constitution was adopted, which was put into effect on January 26, 
1950 The Bntish consistently and histoncally classified the dalits in all records as a 'minonty 
community', the other minonties being Anglo-Indians, Parsis, Plainsmen of Assam, Indian 
Chnstians, Sikhs and Muslims On the 8th of August, 1947, Κ M Munshi, a member of the 
Constituent Assembly, made a proposal to abolish 'Reserved Electorate' for all minonties 
The Chnstians under the chairmanship of H C Mukheqee agreed to this proposal So did the 
Muslims and others However, the dalits wanted to keep their reservation, a stand, which was 
agreed upon by all the members While recognizing the reserved seats for the dalits, Κ M 
Munshi made a cunning manipulation of the Assembly and made the members accept his 
amendment to (i) abolish electoral reservation to all Minonty communities except the dalits 
(n) remove the dalits from the minonty list (m) club them with the Hindus l 5 4 This whole 
affair is descnbed as a daylight dacoity of the dalit status as a minonty and also as a 
constitutional fraud155 The dalits, so far considered a distinct minonty group, through this 
manipulation, officially entered the list of the majonty Hindus As a result, the Presidential 
Order of 1950 explicitly denied Chnstian dalits the benefits of compensatory discnmination 
that were available to other dalits It states 'no person who professes a religion different from 
Hinduism shall be deemed to be a member of a Scheduled Caste'156 This Presidential Order 
was amended once in 1956 and again in 1990 to include dalit converts to Sikhism and 
Buddhism in the scheduled list157 The dalit converts to other religions, particularly to 
Chnstianity still remain excluded from the benefits of compensatory discnmination 

2.2.2.2. The situation of dalit Chnstians - 'twice discriminated' 

After independence, the missionanes slowly ceased to amve, in part due to the refusal of 
permission from successive Indian Governments As the result, the indigenous clergy, mostly 
from the high castes, took over the pastoral responsibilities in the churches and with them also 
entered the open discnmination against the dalits Many upper caste Chnstians continue their 
caste spint and do not recognize the dalit converts as equals The dalit Chnstians, thus, face a 
dilemma They entered the Church in search of equality, but the upper castes, deny them 
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equality and dignity. As a result of many movements of mass conversion, it is a fact that, 
today, about 75% of all Christians and about 60% of all Catholics in India are dalits158. 
Though they make up a big majority, the dalit Christians are discriminated and even 
segregated by the minority fellow-Christians of Shudra or upper caste origin. The already 
consolidated middle and upper castes in the Church make sure to distinguish themselves from 
the 'impure untouchables' and this concern found many expressions in the day to day life of 
the Christian communities. In the churches, the centers of worship of the entire Christian 
community, constructed generally cross-shaped, till recently, the high castes occupied the 
central part, while the dalits were assigned only the wings as their place. The dalits were to 
take communion only after the upper caste people had done so. In some Protestant churches, 
there were separate cups for the dalits at the Eucharistie celebration. In the Catholic churches, 
there were separate communion rails. Even separate burial places existed in some parishes. 
The leadership in the churches, as bishops, clergy and religious was monopolized by the high 
castes159. In a country, where the job opportunities were very scarce and highly competitive, 
most of the job opportunities within Church-run educational and other institutions were being 
offered to the upper caste Christians who were acting in collusion with the upper caste clergy. 
The specific condition of the discrimination of the dalit Christians is described as 'twice 
discriminated' - by the Church and also by the State160. 

2.2.23. The Awakening of the Dalit Christians to Liberation 

The realization that they are 'twice discriminated' led the dalit Christians to action that 
resulted in dalit Christian movements in several places. These movements have been 
radicalized in the face of opposition on the part of upper caste Christians, the clergy and the 
Church-leaders161. The dalit Christian liberative movements that seek to redress the 'twice 
discriminated' condition of the dalit Christians are oriented towards two directions. The first 
is to demand the Government to extend them the benefits that their Hindu dalit brothers and 
sisters are presently enjoying. The second is to demand equal participation within the power 
structures and decision-making bodies of the Church. 

Political Action against the Discrimination by the Government 

The Christian dalits are engaging in a sort of political action against the discrimination by the 
Indian Government in matters of reservation benefits granted to the dalits. Already from 1950 
onwards, dalit Christians have been presenting petitions to the successive Indian Governments 
to redress their grievances. Various delegations of the Catholic Bishops Conference of India, 
National Council of Churches in India, the National Co-Ordination Committee for Scheduled 
Caste Christians and the All India United Christians Movement for Equal Rights have met the 
succeeding Prime Ministers on eighty occasions and presented petitions. Demonstrations and 
rallies were conducted in Madurai (1984), Vellore (1985), Trichy (1988) and Vijayawada 
(1992). Hunger strikes and rallies took place in various places in Tamilnadu and Andhra 
Pradesh. Demonstrations were held in New Delhi on 25th April 1995. Over 500 people 
(twelve bishops, 200 priests and sisters and 300 laity) sat in dharna (demonstration) on 27th 

AZARIAH Masilamani, 'The Un-Christian Side of the Indian Church' (Bangalore, Dalit Sahitya Academy, 
1989). p. 5-7. With the tribals constituting another 15%, the Dalit character of the Indian Church is obvious. 
159 RAJ Antony, 'The Dalit Christian Reality in Tamilnadu', Jeevadhara, no. 22, 1992. p. 95-112. Anthony Raj, a 
Dalit Sociologist and a Jesuit Pnesl, makes a factual exposition of the discriminations that the Dalit Chnstians 
have to endure within the Catholic churches. 
160 SHIRI Godwin, 'The Plight of Christian Dalits' (Bombay, Asian Trading Corporation, 1997). RAJ Antony, 
'Social Impact of Conversion' (New Delhi, ISPCK, 2001). 
161 WILFRED Felix,' From the Dusty Soil', University of Madras, Madras, 1995. p.131-132. 
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November 1996 in front of the Indian Parliament. They were arrested and later released with 
the assurance of the Prime Minister that the claims of the dalit Christians would be favourably 
examined162. From 1992 to 1995, at least 500 Members of the Parliament have signed one or 
the other Memoranda to the Honourable Prime Minister on the issue of extending the 
reservation benefits to the dalit Christians. The Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe 
Members of Parliament Forum and the High Power Panel on Minorities have strongly 
demanded the extension of statutory benefits to the dalit Christians. Letters, telegrams and 
memoranda signed by more than five million persons have been reportedly submitted to the 
Government16 . Successive Prime Ministers have given oral assurances, but the 
discriminations in matters of reservation benefits continue without a solution in the near 
future. But the dalit Christians are determined to carry on with their struggle until their 
legitimate rights will be granted. Thus, in 2004, through the Centre for Public Interest 
Litigation, a Civil Rights organization based in New Delhi, the Dalit Christians have 
approached the Supreme Court of India to redress their grievances by granting them all the 
benefits that their dalit brethren are presently granted by the Government. A writ petition (no. 
180 of 2004) has been filed in the Supreme Court challenging the Presidential Order that 
excludes the dalit Christians from benefiting from the measures of positive discrimination 
granted to the dalits in India. The honourable judges are seriously investigating the matter 
while the dalit Christians are hoping and praying that, at last, the injustice inflicted on them 
by the Presidential Order will be removed and their legitimate demand will be met. 

Dalit Christian Movements for Equality in the Churches 

The continuing discrimination within the Churches has also triggered off movements of 
legitimate self-assertion of the dalit Christians164. These movements have taken up such issues 
as representation to dalits in decision-making bodies in the church structures, justice to the 
dalits in terms of jobs in Christian institutions, admission into the seminaries and novitiates 
and even nomination of dalit bishops. Acknowledging the contribution of other movements to 
the welfare of the dalit Christians, we want to refer to the significant role played by the well-
known Dalit Christian Liberation Movement (DCLM). The papers presented at DCLM 
conferences provide insights into the shift that is taking place in the dalit self-assertion. The 
most significant shift is seen in the resolve to highlight the dalit identity shared with other 
dalits instead of submerging it into common Christian identity shared with the Christians from 
high caste background. Thus, the first conference insisted on the separate and distinct identity 
of the dalits as the original inhabitants and masters of the land. The second conference 
reinforced the emphasis upon a common ethnic identity shared by all the dalits despite the 
current differences and arranged dialogue with other dalit organizations such as 
Ambedkarites, Neo-Buddhists, Satnamis, Raidas and Mazhabi Sikhs. The third conference on 
dalit theology sought to provide a new spirituality and theology for the dalits165. It paid 

162 LOURDUSAMY Stephen & MANOHAR Moses, 'Dhama for Equal Rights to Dalit Christians', Vidya Jyothi 
Journal of Theological Reflections, 61, 1997. p. 41-47. 
163 EBENEZER SUNDER RAJ et al (ed), 'Demand for Restoration of Reservation for Chnslian Dalits', 
Archbishop's House, New Delhi, 1996. 
'M For more information about various Dalit Christian Movements refer: 'Christians of Scheduled Caste Origin', 
Pro Mundi Vita: Dossiers, July 1982. p. 9-17 
165 DCLM held three large conferences between March 1985 and December 1986. The First National Conference 
was held in New Delhi in 1985 and the theme was: 'In the Struggle of the Least of My Brothers and Sisters'. The 
second was held al Veliere in 1986 and the theme was 'Struggles and Hopes of Christian Dalits in India: 
Perspectives for Ideology and Vision'. The third was held in Madras in December 1986 and the theme was 
'Towards a Dalit Theology'. Refer WEBSTER John, op.cit.p. 184-185. 
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special attention to the problems of dalit women and insisted on a meaningful and fruitful 
dialogue between Christian theology and dalit literature. 

Results of Dalit Christian Protest 

The struggles of the Christian dalits have made significant impact in the ecumenical life of the 
Indian Church. Important sections of Protestants and Catholics join together as dalit 
Christians to struggle for their rights. In spite of doctrinal differences, the Christian fellowship 
finds expression in their common struggle and in their solidarity as dalit Christian brethren. 
For example, the many combined 'dhamas' (political demonstrations) against the 
discrimination of the Government have brought them very much closer. The awareness that 
Indian Church is a dalit Church strengthens their common bond to challenge the prevailing 
upper-caste leadership to make an obligatory preferential option for the dalits in their 
respective Churches. The dalit Christians also enthusiastically participate in the common 
struggle of all the dalits, particularly in the present national context of self-assertion of the 
dalits through dalit liberative movements all over India. They also join hands with different 
grass roots peoples' movements that are emerging in various parts of India during the last 
decade. The emerging dalit consciousness and solidarity of all the dalits provide the praxis of 
a theology that has emerged from the struggles of the dalits and dalit Christians, a theology 
which inspires them to go ahead with their struggle for dignity as they seek to construct a 
more just society. This is known as 'dalit theology', a theology that emerges from the dalit 
Christians themselves, but that seeks to find meaning for the struggles of all the dalits, in 
order to assure them that God is indeed on their side as their liberator and guide. Dalit 
theology affirms the liberative quest of the dalits for their emancipation from the oppressive 
caste structure and the social exclusion that it imposes on them. In the midst of discrimination 
and oppression, both within the Indian Church and within the Indian society, the dalit 
converts express their liberative aspirations and reclaim their dignity and equality through 
their faith and hope in the liberating good news of Lord Jesus Christ. They express their 
determination to build a casteless society in India that is constructed on the structures of 
justice and authentic fellowship. It is a theological voice from below in the sense that it 
represents the struggles and aspirations of the subaltern dalits who embraced Christian faith 
for their liberation, dignity and equality. 

2.2.3. EVOLUTION OF CATHOLIC THEOLOGY AND THE DALITS 

We present the evolution of the Catholic theology in relation to the dalits in six definite 
stages, starting with the theology of the missionaries. 

2.2.3.1. The theology of the missionaries - 'To save the souls' 

The catholic missionaries came to India with the strong motivation of saving souls from 
damnation, through administering baptism, which they considered as absolutely necessary for 
salvation. As the missionaries preached the gospel, many oppressed groups like the dalits, the 
fisher folk and the tribals began to embrace Christianity in large numbers. Many missionaries 
had to protect their converts from the clutches of the vested interests of the upper caste 
landlords and petty rulers. Thus, the missionaries were obliged to offer some material help to 
their downtrodden converts. Though the missionaries were helping distinct social groups like 
the dalits and fishermen, they did not treat people as a social group in a particular historical 
setting, but each convert was viewed as an individual soul to be redeemed. The compassionate 
help that the missionaries offered to the poor and the needy, especially to the dalits, did not 
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have any repercussion on their theology, which was ready-made and immutable . The 
thought pattern that had the most decisive influence on the missionaries was their western 
theology, inspired by the Hebrew religion and Greek philosophy. Only a minority sought to 
construct some kind of synthesis between Christian truth and traditional philosophies of India. 
On the whole, the missionaries kept their inherited mission theology with as little change as 
possible - the necessity of saving souls through baptism in Jesus Christ. 

2.2.3.2. Mass Conversions - Social ministry as 'Preparation for the Gospel' 

The Mass conversions introduced great numbers of dalits into Catholic fold. The missionaries 
found themselves in a new situation where they had to work for the progress of the 
downtrodden through education and employment opportunities. Already after the new 
educational policy was introduced by the British government in 1835, that granted 
missionaries the permission to administer private schools, the Catholic Church entered the 
field by establishing its own schools and colleges. With mass conversions, the initiatives of 
the Catholic Church in the field of education expanded on a large scale. This led to the 
establishment of numerous colleges and other educational institutions, but most important 
were the village vernacular schools that introduced educational opportunities to the dalits for 
the first time in their known history. The missionaries viewed such efforts as 'preparation for 
evangelization'. The underlying assumption in this theology was that, in order to be able to 
receive the Gospel, a people must be civilized; they must be freed from all heathen customs 
and manners, beliefs and superstitions. The theological notion of 'praeparatio evangelicae' 
was not confined to the field of education. It was extended to include also the medical, social 
and other activities of charity on the part of the Catholic Church. We should mention that the 
Church was not initially involved in social work and development projects as such. When 
social and humanitarian works began to grow by the sheer demand of the situation 
particularly after the mass conversions, this was interpreted in the light of the overarching 
principle of preparation for the Gospel1 7. 

2.2.3.3. Nationalism - 'theology of adaptation' 

In spite of the many initiatives by the Church in the fields of education and development, the 
inability of the Church to identify itself with the struggles of the people for national 
independence, coupled with the protection and privileges it enjoyed under the colonial 
umbrella, led the nationalists to brand the Christians as 'an alien group on the Indian soil with 
extra-territorial loyalties'168. The inevitable end of colonial era brought a sense of insecurity 
and uneasiness in the Church leaders. The high caste Christians were more concerned about 
affirming their identity as Indians vis-à-vis the nationalists who were intensifying their 
struggle for political independence. They proposed that the Church had to adjust herself with 
the culture of India, leading to the theology of adaptation. In 1891 Leo ΧΙΠ issued the Magna 
Carta of social reconstruction based upon Christian principles. The document recognized the 
enormous disparity between the few rich and the poor masses as well as the shameless 
exploitation of the working class all over the world. Concentration of power in the hands of a 

The theology of the missionaries can be resumed thus: 'to make believers of the individual heathen, that they 
might be saved and to gather them into a Christian community for the reception of sacraments'. This theology 
never touched the life-context of the people. KAROKARAN Anto, 'Evangelization and Diakonia' (Bangalore, 
Dharmaram Publications, 1978). p. 7-10. 
167 Ibid p. 15-29. 
168 WILFRED Felix, 'Beyond Settled Foundations' (Madras, University of Madras, 1993) p. 75-76. There were 
individual Christians who joined the nationalist movement for political independence. However, the Church as 
such was viewed with suspicion of extra-territorial loyalties. 
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few and unchecked competition for 'gain' were condemned by the Holy Father. Forty years 
later, Pius XI, in his 'Quadragesimo Anno' (1931), called for the just distribution of the riches 
that the economic and social developments constantly increased in the world so that the 
common welfare of all the people would be safeguarded169. But, the social concerns so 
strongly expressed by those papal encyclicals found no expression in Indian Catholic theology 
during this period of intense nationalism. 

2.2.3.4. Nation Building - 'theology of development' 

The program of 'nation building' marked the period immediately following the political 
Independence in 1947. The forces that had once been engaged in the struggle for 
Independence were now harnessed to the task of strengthening national unity, of consolidating 
secular and democratic ideals and of achieving progress in the economic field. The Christian 
response to this goal of 'nation building', took the form of an intensification of social welfare 
schemes and development projects: 'With our principle of social justice, we exhort all 
Catholics to take active part in the social services provided - social education, health, housing, 
labour and welfare of the Backward Classes, social welfare, rehabilitation and other schemes 
for the uplift of the uneducated and the unemployed. Recognizing that love of the country is 
not merely a national sentiment, but a duty, we urge on all Catholics, participation in the 
national life and active share in national endeavour' 0. From the year 1944 when CBCI (the 
Catholic Bishops' Conference of India) was established till 1962, there was hardly any CBCI 
meeting in which the 'danger', the 'menace', or the 'virus' of Communism was not spoken of: 
'The most effective way to defeat Communism is to work to bring about such improvements 
and reforms as Communism promises, better labour conditions, housing and educational 
facilities, permanent employment, relief organization etc.171. The social involvement of the 
Church was inspired by a theology of development or progress which emerged throughout the 
West172. We notice that the term 'development' (Sviluppo) as a theological expression first 
occurs in Pius XII's Christmas Broadcast of 1942: 'The origin and the primary scope of social 
life are conservation, development and perfection of the human person'173. The papal 
documents Mater et Magistra (1961) and Pacem in Terris (1963) of John ΧΧΠΙ, 'Gaudium et 
Spes', the Pastoral Constitution of Vatican Π (1965) and the papal encyclical Populorum 
Progressio (1967) of Paul VI elaborated the theology of development in more clear terms 174. 

In India, the All India Seminar of Bangalore (1969) affirmed that the Church's involvement in 
and contribution to the development of the country was both a response to the vocation of 

CALVEZ Jean & PERRIN Jacques 'L'Eglise et Société Economique: L'Ensenseignement Social des Papes: 
'de Leon XIII a Pie ΧΙΓ, 1878-1958' (Paris, Aubier, 1952). Ils English translation is 'The Church and Social 
Justice' (Chicago, Henry Regnery & Co. 1961). 
170 Statement of the Standing Committee of the CBCI held in Bangalore from 26th to 31st October, 1956, as 
found in its report, p. 132-133. 
171 Report of the CBCI meeting held in October 11-19. 1949. p. 51-53. A resolution adopted at the meeting 
states: 'That since economic distress and consequent discontent among the masses are the fertile breeding 
grounds for communism. Catholics give every help to the poor, not merely individually, but preferably by means 
of various relief organizations'. 
172 In keeping with the theology of development, the Indian Catholic Bishops proposed that the Indian Catholic 
Church should be involved in the promotion of development programmes all over India. Refer: WILFRED Felix, 
'The Emergent Church in a New Society' (Tnchy, Saint Paul's Seminary, 1988). p. 184-185 
173 Pius XII Christmas Broadcast to the World, 1942. 
174 LEON Paul, 'Changes and Developments in the Teaching of the Church Magisterium' in 'The Indian Church 
in the Struggle for a New Society' (ed) DURAISAMY Amalorpavadass, (Bangalore, NBCLC- National Biblical 
Catechetical and Liturgical Centre), p. 806-826. 
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Christians and a service they owed to their country and to the whole of humankind . This 
seminar brought together a good cross-section of the Church in India- bishops, priests, 
religious, laity and experts in various disciplines, to study and reflect on the mission of the 
Church in the country and to apply effectively the teachings of the Vatican Π Council to the 
concrete situations. The seminar discussed the problem of caste in India and within the 
Catholic Church and expressed its concern, sympathy and support in full measure to the 
Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled Tribes. In 1970, the Catholic Bishops Conference of 
India (CBCI) welcomed the stand taken by the All India Seminar and urged all concerned to 
take necessary steps to redress the grievances of these marginalized people, particularly the 
dalits176. The brand of Catholic theology that inspired such reflections on the dalits was still 
the 'theology of development'. 

2.2.3.5. Inspiration from Liberation Theology - 'Indian theology of liberation' 

The liberation theology that emerged from Latin America shifted the focus of attention from 
'development' to 'liberation' in Catholic theology. We find the impact of liberation theology 
in the Catholic Church first during the Latin American Bishop's Conference at Medelhn in 
1968. The liberative perspectives of Medellin strongly influenced the 1971 Synod of the 
Bishops in Rome, which viewed the serious injustices in the world as a network of 
domination, oppression and discrimination. Pope Paul VI's second major document on social 
issues 'Octogesima Adveniens' (1971) made a strong appeal to all Christians to involve 
themselves actively in the realization of social justice. Due to the theological evolution at the 
global level, there arose in Indian theology an emphasis on the inner connection between the 
process of liberation/humanization and the process of salvation. Any growth in the process of 
humanization through the establishment of greater equality and justice in the world is also a 
growth in salvation, though this process may not exhaust the whole of salvation. The 
International Theological Conference on Evangelization and Dialogue from 6th to 12th 
October 1971, held in Nagpur, threw light on the connection between the temporal and the 
spiritual, in the mission of the Church in India. Its language was not only development, but 
also liberation177. The Patna Consultation on Evangelization organized by the CBCI 
commission for Church Extension on 3-8 October 1973 insisted on the option the Church 
should make in favour of the poor. It demanded that the Church must go beyond mere 
sympathy to identifying herself with the poor and speaking out, without counting the cost, 
against the structures that enslave and exploit them178. 

The second Synod of the Bishops in Rome issued two documents that stressed the link 
between evangelization and justice. In the first document on Human Rights and 
Reconciliation, the Synod declared that the Church 'firmly believes that the promotion of 

175 WILFRED Felix, 'The Emergent Church in a New Society', op cit ρ 197-198 
176 MENEZES Baptist, 'Response of the Indian Church to Social Issues', Indian Theological Studies, 28, 1991 
ρ 270-271. 

77 The Theological Conference was preceded by three regional consultations, one for the North, another for 
Central India and a third one for the Southern Region They were held in Sitagarha, March 23-26, in Bombay 
September 20-23, and at Ootacamund, March 31 to April 3, 1970 The CBCI commission for Church extension 
sponsored it Al a lime of much uncertainty and confusion on the meaning of evangelization and particularly on 
ils relationship to human development, the Conference was meant to clarify ideas and to throw light on the future 
course of action by the Church in India. Refer. PATHRAPANKAL Joseph (ed), 'Service and Salvation' 
(Bangalore, Theological Publications of India, 1973), for more details on the International Theological 
Conference 
178 We may refer to the final declaration which was published under the title 'Light and Life We Seek to Share', 
by the CBCI Commission for the Church Extension, New Delhi, 1973 
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human rights is required by the gospel and is central to her ministry'1 9. In the second 
document on Evangelization, the bishops reaffirmed the intimate connection between 
evangelization and liberation. The Apostolic Exhortation 'Evangelii Nuntiandi' of Paul VI, 
which was issued as an aftermath of the Synod on Evangelization, presented salvation offered 
by Christ as 'liberation' from everything that oppresses man. People are engaged in a mighty 
struggle for liberation from misery and oppression. The Church has the duty to proclaim the 
liberation of millions of human beings, many of whom are her children, the duty of assisting 
the birth of this liberation, of giving witness to it and of ensuring that it is complete' l80. As 
response to the call for 'liberation', the All India Research Seminar on 'The Church in India 
in the Struggle for a New Society' held in Bangalore in 1981 gave inspiration and support to 
people's movements and grassroots level action groups for greater justice. It gathered together 
the prominent Indian theologians and sought their response to the quest of the poor and the 
oppressed in India for liberation from unjust socio-economic and religious structures181. 

In 1985, the Indian Theological Association, gathered in Madras, attempted to move in this 
direction and searched for an ideological framework that would support a collective action for 
liberation through preferential option for the poor182. But the statements of the Catholic 
Bishop's Conference of India have been generally over-cautious about social questions and 
the struggle for justice. It seems to be the result of the apprehension among a good section of 
the bishops about the liberation movement making headway at the grass-root level in some 
parts of the Church in India. According to some bishops, these movements have become 
dangerous and troublesome, all the more because they are critical of some of the structures 
and the practices within the Church itself183. 

2.2.3.6. Grass roots action groups - 'People's theology' 

The 1950s and 60s witnessed a boom of industrialization and development programs in India 
leading to a mood of optimism. But the 1970s and 80s saw the consolidation of the political, 
cultural and economic hegemony of the upper castes and classes and the ruthless exploitation 
of the weaker sections in the country - the Dalits, Tribals, Unorganized Workers, Women and 
Children. As a response to this complex socio-political situation, there arose various liberation 
movements all over India184. Along with the numerous dalit movements, there arose many 
civil and human rights movements, resulting in the emergence of action groups that strove for 
the liberation of the poor and the oppressed' . These action groups consist of mostly young 
men and women who, moved by the loud cry of the poor and the oppressed, identify 
themselves with the victims of an unjust society and engage themselves in the concrete praxis 
of liberation. The greatest resources for these liberation movements, more than anything else. 

179 LOBO George, 'Guidance of the Magisteriam on Social Questions', in 'The Church in the Struggle for a New 
Society', (ed) DURAISAMY Amalorpavadass, op.cit. p.778-779. 
180 Pope Paul VI cautions, however, that the mission of the Church cannot be reduced to a mere temporal project. 
True liberation must embrace the whole man, in all his aspects, right up to and including his openness to the 
Absolute. Ibid. p. 779-780. 
181 We have quoted from the final Statement of the Seminar on 'The Indian Church in the Struggle for a New 
Society', nos. 101, 102 and 103. Refer: DURAISAMY Amalorpavadass (ed), 'The Church in the Struggle for a 
New Society', op.cit. p. 72-73. 
182 WILFRED Felix, 'Beyond Settled Foundations' (Madras, University of Madras, 1993). p. 84-85. 
'8:, WILFRED Felix, 'The Social Orientation of the Catholic Bishops' Conference of India', in 'The Indian 
Church in the Struggle for a New Society', op.cit. p. 861-862. 
184 WILFRED Felix, 'The Liberation in India and the Church's Participation' in 'Leave the Temple: Indian Paths 
to Human Liberation' (ed) WILFRED Felix (Maryknoll, Orbis Books, 1992). p. 176-179. 
"I5 Along with numerous dalit movements in various parts of the country, this period witnessed also many tribal 
movements of self-assertion and also some movements of fishermen that made a strong impact in Kerala. 
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are the marginalized 'people' themselves . It is this focus on the 'people' that led to the 
emergence of people's theology. 

Inspired by liberation perspectives, some of the professional theologians began to be closely 
associated with the struggles for liberation at the grass roots. They learn, inspire and motivate 
these groups in their commitment to liberative action and social justice and give theological 
articulation to what emerges from below. This small group of activist-theologians felt 
themselves supported by relevant studies by creative indologists and committed sociologists. 
These pioneers in Indian theology of liberation derive inspiration from a critical re-reading of 
traditional Indian religious sources, from secular ideologies and above all from the Jesus of 
History. In facing the stark realities of injustice and oppression, these theologians find the 
mainline western theological tradition of the past and even the present quite irrelevant for 
them. They want an Indian theology that follows a method that is 'experience-based, praxis-
oriented, dialogical and inter-disciplinary' ' 7. 

2.2.3.7. The response of the Catholic Church to the plight of the dalit Christians 

For many years the Catholic Church did not address the question of the struggles of the dalit 
Christians for justice and dignity. One had to wait till the 1978 CBCI meeting held in 
Mangalore, which expressed special concern for the situation of the dalit Christians and 
mentioned it as one of the most urgent problems that the Church should tackle188. The CBCI 
meeting of 1982 gave the strongest ever statement on the evil of the caste system that it stated 
thus: 'Caste with its consequent effects of discrimination and 'caste mentality' has no place in 
Christianity; rather, it is a denial of Christianity and is inhuman'189. Already in 1974, a special 
desk started functioning under the Commission for Justice, Development and Peace to look 
into the problems of Christians of Scheduled Caste origin and of Scheduled Tribes. It was 
decided at the General Meeting in Goa (1986) to create a separate commission for the 
Scheduled Castes, the Scheduled Tribes and the Backward Castes 9 0. Today this commission 
stands at the forefront to demand the Indian Government to grant to the Dalit Christians all 
the benefits presently offered to their dalit brethren. The late 1980s and 1990s witnessed the 
intensification of the struggles of the dalit Christians. This drew the attention of some of the 
Catholic theologians, particularly the pioneers of Indian theology of liberation, who started 

m AMBROISE Yvon & LOBO Regis, 'Social Transformation - How Christ Went About it: a Study of the 
Methodology of Christ in Effecting Social Transformation' (New Delhi, Caritas India, 1993). p. 2-7. The authors 
critically analyse the effectiveness of the development programs for the weaker sections during the past four 
decades after independence. They concluded that 'they do not in any way transform society but only reproduce 
the existing system of injustices and inequalities at different levels'. It is this awareness which led to a search for 
new alternatives. Having seen the failure of money as charity to transform the poor, the action groups identified 
the poor themselves as the greatest resources of liberation. 
1117 The limitations of the dominant western theological tradition and its historical and cultural conditionings have 
become more and more evident to the theologians of people's theology. They find traditional western theology 
an obstacle to respond to the call of God in the midst of present Indian realities. They criticise the central 
importance accorded to concepts, ideas, texts and the systems of thought of the western tradition in Indian 
theologismg. The Western methods of the past- 'lectio, quaestio, thesis - respond basically to the exigencies of 
the intellect in that they communicate ideas, clarify concepts, and prove statements. In contrast to this, people's 
theology lays emphasis on person-centred, context-oriented liberative theology. Refer: WILFRED Felix, 
Beyond Settled Foundations', op.cil ρ 84-85 
' " The Declaration of CBCI Mangalore 1978, as quoted in MENEZES Baptist, 'Response of the Indian Church 
to Social Issues', op.cit. ρ 270-271. 
"'Ibid. p. 271-272. 
190 Ibid, ρ 279-282. 
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paying attention to the dalit context and the dalit base of the Indian Church . The Jesuit 
theological college Anilkadal in Madras and the Vidyajothi Institute in Delhi started 
publishing books and articles on dalit liberation, on the thoughts of Dr Ambedkar and on the 
literature and folklore of the dalits192. Jeevadhara, another theological journal from Kerala, 
which gives prominence to people's theology, brought out a special issue on the plight of the 
dalits19 . The first remarkable theological response to the situation of the dalits came from the 
Statement of the 18th Indian Theological Association Meeting in 1995 which called on the 
Church to help the dalits in their struggle for dignity and equality194. The Statement of 19th 
Indian Theological Association in 1996, acknowledged the positive contribution of the dalits 
for 'liberation' in India, through their irrepressible quest for survival and their frequently 
organized resistance to oppression. It repeated the call for solidarity with the dalits as they 
seek dignity and equality' 5. There is no doubt that the present theological vision of the 
Catholic theologians gives a voice to the dalits and to the dalit Christians. All the Indian 
theologians, even if they are from the high castes, welcome the emerging dalit theology as a 
blessing to the India's downtrodden population. They support the theological enterprise of the 
dalit theologians and offer some constructive critique. 

2.2.4. EVOLUTION OF PROTESTANT THEOLOGY AND THE DALITS 

To make a survey of the evolution of Protestant theology with reference to the dalits, we 
follow closely the clear exposition of John Webster196. 

2.2.4.1. Theology of the Early Missionaries - 'salvation by faith in Christ' 

Before the mass conversion of dalits, the kind of theology preached by the Evangelicals from 
Great Britain and the United States of America had rested on four firm assumptions: 
(i) The Gospel message would indeed be good news to the Indians because they were totally 
ignorant of the God to whom the Bible bears witness, to the point that they might easily 
confuse the God of Christianity with one of their own. 
(ii) What the Indian people, like all the people anywhere in the world, needed was salvation 
from eternal damnation. 
(iii) Since only through Jesus Christ was the divine pardon mediated to humankind, the 'true 
religion' centered on Jesus Christ, had to replace their 'false religion'. 
(iv) The message of divine pardon through Jesus Christ was to be addressed primarily to the 
individual's intellect and reason so that he/she may cultivate a real sense of guilt and fear of 
probable damnation. 

The whole purpose of the mission was 'to make believers of the individual heathens, that they 
might be saved through faith', and 'to gather them into 'ecclesiolae'. The theology of the 

The following Indian Catholic Theologians - Felix Wilfred, Samuel Rayan, Late George Soares Prabhu, Jerry 
Rozario, Arokiasamy, Aroakiadass, Mana Anil Raja and Michael Amaladoss pay special attenlion Lo the 
problems of dalits and dalit Christians in their writings. 
92 Refer: IRUDAYARAJ Xavier (ed), 'Emerging Dalit Theology' (Madras, Arutkadal, 1990). This is the first 

explicit theological response of the Catholic theologians on the situation of the dalils and the dalit Christians. 
193 Refer Jeevadhra 22, 1992. Antony Raj, George Koonthanam, Mariaselvam and George Soares Prabhu have 
explained the problems of the dalits and the dalit Christians with light from Biblical and theological perspectives. 
"* The Final Statement of the XVIII Indian Theological Associalion Meeting: 'A Future Vision for an Indian 
theology', Indian Theological Studies 32, 1995. p. 258-277. 
195 The Statement of the XIX Indian Theological Association Meeting: 'The Church in India in Search of a New 
Identity', Indian Theological Studies, 33, 1996. p. 260-275. 
196 WEBSTER John, 'The Dalit Christians: A History', op.cit. p. 191-235. 
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early Protestant missionaries was entirely shaped after the Pietist or the Methodist fashion. 
The early missionaries were individualists and their Gospel was highly tinged with 
individualism. Their theology put a premium on individual conversion and any social 
structure that forced the individual to act and think in terms of the group were anathema to 
them197. Caste was pre-eminently such a social structure and the Protestant missionaries 
condemned caste system as superstitious and devilish. From the late nineteenth century, the 
formidable scholarship of the indologists helped to remove the complete negative impressions 
of the missionaries towards everything Indian198. For example, McLeod found it impossible, 
'to believe that God should create by His power millions of responsible beings, who are 
doomed to agonies for ever for not believing or not being what, from circumstances over 
which they had no control, they could not believe or be'1 .In spite of positive changes in 
their attitudes towards Indian culture and religion, the missionaries, fully conditioned by the 
Protestant theology, in which they were formed, continued to advocate individual salvation 
through faith in Jesus Christ, until they encountered the dalit mass movements of conversion. 

2.2.4.2. The Mass Movements - theology of God's friendship 

The dalit mass movements of conversion challenged some of the assumptions of the 
missionaries regarding the purpose of the missions and brought about a shift in their 
theological perspectives. As they ministered to the dalit converts and worked for their 
economic and educational progress, they sought a rationale in their theology for their work of 
development and progress among the dalits. It was a theological reflection concerning their 
responsibility to their converts from dalit background, particularly in the context of the mass 
conversion of the dalits. At the Third Decennial Missionary Conference held in Bombay in 
1892-1893, two sessions were entirely devoted to the mass movements of dalit conversion: 
'Work among the Depressed Classes and Masses' and 'Special Condition of the Lower 
Classes'. The missionaries asked the following questions: 'Was the Christian task only to 
search for ways to increase the numerical strength or to carry out other forms of Christian 
witness in society such as educational institutions and ashrams? How can the Church in order 
not to accommodate the caste system in its ranks operate as a community? Can the church 
provide an attractive demonstration of the Gospel through its special ministry among the 
dalits? Is fellowship in diversity possible in the churches?' 200. 

The conference members were clearly convinced that the kind of salvation dalits sought was 
not only a desirable ethical good which Christians should help them to attain but was also 
attainable only through Jesus Christ and by participation in the life of His Church. They saw 
the desirable transformation in the lives of the dalits as the means of commending the gospel 
to the other Indians. They believed that the emancipation of the dalits would undermine the 
entire unjust caste system, by pulling the bottom out from under it201. Thus, the missionaries 
combined the Evangelical theology with their personal impressions, developed through 
considerable direct contact with the dalits and through enthusiastic engagement in their 
progress. However, when the missionaries came to provide Christian instruction to dalits just 

9 MASSEY James, 'Towards Dalit Hermeneulics' (New Delhi, ISPCK, 1994). 
198 These Iwo influences taken together undermined many of the old theological presuppositions on which most 
Protestant missionary work has been based. The indologists in particular helped in the construction of new and 
positive views of the proper relation of Christianity and Indian socia] structure. Refer FORRESTER Duncan, 
open. p. 136-139. 

MACLEOD Donald, 'Memoir of Norman Macleod' (London, D.D , 1878). p. 413-496. 
200 Report of the Third Decennial Missionary Conference held at Bombay 1892-93, published by the Education 
Society's Steam Press, Bombay, 1893. 
201 WEBSTER John, op.cil, p. 194-195. 
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prior to or following baptism, they seemed to lapse back into more traditional Evangelism. 
For example, the catechism taught by the missionaries made obedience to Christ the defining 
characteristic of a Christian. 

The dalits internalized the passive theology of the missionaries and never made a creative 
response. The hymns of the dalit converts reveal this passive character. They emphasize 
divine compassion and deliverance from personal sin, a theme very close to the Evangelical 
preaching. There were some lyrics that focused on the worldly problems of the dalits and the 
difficult conditions of their daily life. However, liberation was essentially deliverance from 
personal sin, by the blood of Jesus Christ. Because the Hindu religion/culture does not 
recognize them as God's children, God calls dalits to make a break with the past and begin a 
new life as those who know that God has accepted them and befriended them. The theology 
that expressed the Christian gospel's distinctive and significant relevance to dalits in this 
period might be called 'the theology of God's friendship' 0 2. No doubt, the theology of God's 
friendship gave the dalits a sense of new belonging and acceptance, but the missionaries 
portrayed their salvation as personal and individual, never as a blessing to an oppressed group 
that was in need of liberation. 

2.2.4.3. Transformation of the society - 'theology of new life in Christ' 

The Constitutions of 1909, of 1919 and of 1935, all under the British rule, by creating 
separate electorates for the various religious communities, had politicized conversion. The 
mass conversion movements were transferring large number of dalits from Hindu 
constituency to Christian that gave rise to many political debates. Moreover, dalit political 
leaders like Ambedkar were now using conversion as a weapon in their struggle for an equal 
and respected place for the dalits in the emerging new social order in India20 . In this context, 
mission theology was no longer simply a friendly conversation among missionaries about 
how to respond to dalit conversions. It had become part of a highly politicized, inter-faith 
debate about conversion itself. It also included public discourses to highlight the egalitarian 
character of Christian faith in order to give the dalit leaders a good reason to choose 
Christianity for the emancipation of the dalits 

Between 1936 and 1937, three fairly brief collective statements were made on the mass 
conversions of the dalits. Each of the three statements contains significant elements of 
theology. The first statement was titled as 'Christian Attitude to Dalit Revolt' (the Bangalore 
Conference Continuation in June 1936). It called the Church to 'serious repentance, humble 
confession and prompt action', for the removal of the vestiges of caste in the Christian 

Ibid. p. 202-203. Webster quotes some hymns by the dalit Christians to confinn his statements about the 
theology of God's friendship that the dalit converts interiorized. For example a lyric of the Pulaya (a dalit caste) 
converts, runs like this: 'Our slave work is done, our slave bonds are gone. For this, we shall never henceforth 
forsake Thee, O Jesus...The Scripture teachers came, sent by the Triune God. Through this, slavery was ended 
and liberty was gained. 
2 0 3 THUMMA Antomraj 'Ambedkar and the Christians', Vidya Jyothi Journal of Theological Reflection 57, 
1993. p. 461-463. 

2 0 4 A missionary in contrasting what he called the new Harijan Movement to the mass movements, noted two 
significant differences between them. 'The Harijan Movement has sprung from the leaders, whereas mass 
movements start from one or two unknown men in a place who surrender to Chnst. In a Mass Movement, there 
is no uncertainty as to where they are going, whereas in the Harijan Movement there is uncertainty as to how and 
where to proceed. Rivalry among other religions in appealing to the Harijans confuses the latter. Harijan leaders 
have adopted the policy of wait and see': Quoted from the summary of Dr Fonester Paton's address to the 
Bangalore Conference Continuation on June 1, 1936. Refer 'Bangalore Conference Continuation', Guardian, 
June 18, 1936. ρ 389-390. 
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community that have long burdened the full realization of the oneness of all in Christ'. The 
second, at the very end of 1936 was a National Council statement, named as 'Christian 
Evangelism in India'. It demanded the Christians 'to free themselves from all that is unworthy 
of the followers of Christ - for instance, all imperfections in Christian home-life, all remnants 
of caste, all faction and division within the Church, all indifference to calls for the service of 
the country; in short, from all that hinders the Christian community from reflecting the image 
of Christ'. The above two statements of the missionaries welcomed the mass conversion of 
the dalits. The third was a statement by fourteen educated South Indian Christians published 
in March 1937, entitled as 'Our Duty to the Depressed and Backward Classes'. They 
acknowledged the rights of the dalits to seek Christian fellowship. However, high castes as 
they were, they took the position that it would be 'very unwise to alienate the sympathy and 
spoil the open-mindedness of the upper caste Hindus to the Gospel by any ill-considered 
attempts at external results (i.e. mass conversion of the dalits) of a questionable value'205. As 
far the shift in the Protestant theology, salvation was presented as 'new life' in Christ. This 
new life was not only spiritual but also temporal, not only personal but also communitarian. 
Thus, salvation was no more depicted in purely individualistic terms. The transformation of 
society and thus the desirable changes in the life of the dalit Christian community was also 
presented as part of God's saving work in Jesus Christ2 . 

2.2.4.4. Towards Indian Christianity - 'theology of dialogue and inculturation' 

The high caste Christians, as they took prominent place in the Protestant churches by slowly 
replacing the missionaries, sought to construct Indian Christianity, in order to give Indian face 
to their Christian faith. For this, they engaged in a dialogue with Brahmanical Hinduism. They 
sought to express their faith in God, Christ and the Church in relation to their past Hindu 
tradition, especially in the background of a strong wave of Indian Nationalism that was 
erupting all over India207. Some of the prominent names are: Krishna Mohan Baneijee (1813-
1885), Lai Behari Dey (1824-1894) and Brahmabandhav Uppadyay (1861-1907) in Bengal; 
Nehemiah Gore (1825-1895), Pandita Ramabai (1858-1922) and Narayan Vaman Tilak 
(1862-1919) in Maharastra; and A.S. Appasamy Pillai (1848-1926) in Madras. These scholars 
sought to establish a dialogue with the pre-eminent Hindu philosophers and try to understand 
their Christian faith, in the light of such philosophical dialogue. Later theologians like Bishop 
V. S. Azariah (1874-1945), V. Chakkarai (1880 -1958), P. Chenciah (1886-1959), S. 
Jesudason (1882-1969) and A. J. Appasamy (1891-1975) made efforts to construct an Indian 
Christianity which is simultaneously faithful to the Bible and yet culturally 'at home' in India 
208. It was an effort of inculturation of the Christian faith in the Indian soil. We have to 
remember that all such theological efforts were carried out by the high caste Christians to find 
meaning for their own Christian faith in the context of their Brahmanical Hindu background. 
No doubt, inculturation and dialogue with Brahmanical Hinduism were quite meaningful to 
these high caste converts. Even a cursory reading of the works of the above mentioned 
scholars points to the excessive concern about reconciling the meaning of Hindu Scriptures 
(the Vedas) with the Christian Scriptures and on reinterpreting the incarnation and atonement 
of Christ through the symbolism of Vedanta. However, such a theology of dialogue and 

We quote some parts of the three statements as found in WEBSTER John, op.cit. p. 205-206. 
206 As quoted in WEBSTER John, op.cit, p. 206-207. 
207 THOMAS Mammen & THOMAS Prakash, Towards an Indian Christian Theology: Life and Thought of 
Some Pioneers' (Tiruvalla, New Day Publications, 1992). p.4-5. 
208 For more details about those early Indian theologians refer: BOYD Robin, 'An Introduction to Indian 
Christian Theology' (Madras, Christian Literature Society, 1969). 
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inculturation, quite meaningful to the high caste converts, carried no significance or 
inspiration to the dalit Christians. 

2.2.4.5. Independence in 1947 and thereafter - 'theology of national reconstruction' 

After independence, the ecclesiastical power was fully transferred from missionaries to Indian 
(high castes) Christian hands. The themes of national reconstruction preoccupied the priorities 
of the Indian Church leadership and the theology of the period reflected such preoccupation, 
appropriately named as 'theology of national reconstruction'. The prominent theologians of 
the post-independent period are Paul D. Devanandan (1901-1962) and M.M.Thomas (1916-
1996). Devanandan's is primarily a theology of Christian participation in 'nation-building' 
and of dialogue with religious and secular faiths209. Thomas, through his prolific writing, 
represents a genuine attempt to present the Christian gospel within the framework of India's 
quest for 'fuller humanity'210. Both these theologians shifted the focus of theology from 
dialogue and inculturation to humanization. The Brahmanical traditions of Hinduism was no 
longer the only dialogical partner for Christian theology; rather, the political ideologies and 
the secular movements that strived towards humanization within the ethos of nationalism and 
national integration became a pre-eminent element in doing theology. The humanization 
current in popular anti-Brahmin movements (in the case of Devanandan) and Marxist inspired 
anti-capitalist movements (in the case of Thomas) were correlated with the process of 
salvation211. The theology of national reconstruction broadened the perspectives of Protestant 
theology and set the vision for creating a non-communal and non-competitive society in India. 
In the light of such a theology of humanization, casteism was seen as a malignant growth in 
the Church. It became more imperative than ever that the Church should put its own house in 
order, tackling the problem of casteism in the Church, before it could credibly address the 
caste-ridden Indian society. The theology of humanization set the stage for the emergence of 
dalit theology in the Protestant theological scene. 

2.2.5. THE EMERGENCE OF DALIT THEOLOGY 

An intentionally Christian theology, named as 'dalit theology', developed by the dalit 
Christian theologians, emerged only in the mid-1980s. However, several attempts were earlier 
made to deal theologically with the dalit Christian situation. One was a consultation on 'The 
gospel for Punjab' held at the Christian Institute for Sikh Studies in March 1975. What makes 
this a noteworthy initiative is that it took seriously in its reflections the fact that the Punjabi 
Christian community is a community of dalits21 . Later, at the time of the 1977 National 
Convention in Bangalore, the Rev. M.A. Azariah, who later became the Bishop in Madras, 
used Biblical precedent, especially in the life of Jesus and in the early Church, to enlist the 
active participation of the Church in the dalit struggle for justice213. In April 1981, Webster 

2 0 9 For a thorough understanding of Devanandan's thought, refer 'Paul D Devanandan Selected Writing with 
Introduction', Vol I & II, (ed) WIETZKE Joachim, (Madras, Christian Literature Society, 1983 & 1986) 
2 1 0 Among the works of M M Thomas (Thomas Mammen), the following are relevant 'Salvation and 
Humanization' (Madras, Christian Literature Society, 1971) 'Man and the Universe of Faiths' (Madras, 
Christian Literature Society, 1975) 'The Secular Ideologies of India and the Secular Meaning of Christ' 
(Madras, Christian Literature Society, 1976) 'Religion and the Revolt of the Oppressed' (Delhi, ISPCK, 1981) 
and 'Risking Chnst for Christ's Sake' (Geneva, WCC, 1987) 
2 " CLARKE Sathianathan, 'Dalits and Christianity' (New Delhi, Oxford University Press, 1998) ρ 40-41 
2 1 2 'The Gospel for the Punjab', Bulletin of the Christian Inslilule of Sikh Studies, no 14, July 1975 Refer also 
WEBSTER John, 'Chnstiamty in the Punjab', Missiology 6, October 1978 
2 1 1 AZARIAH Masilamam 'Injustice and Discrimination against Christians of Scheduled Caste Origin A 
Theological Interpretation', Madras Diocesan News and Notes, no 32, August 1978 
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read a paper to the Faculty Research Seminar at the United Theological College in Bangalore 
entitled 'From Indian Church to Indian Christian Theology'. This paper argued that since the 
social base of the Indian Church was overwhelmingly dalit, it was necessary to develop 
theology that contained good news for dalits214. The work that marks the transition from 
Indian theology to Indian dalit theology, in the mid-1980s, was 'The Twice-Alienated' by 
K.Wilson215. This book marks an important shift in Indian Christian theology, by turning the 
attention away from the Indian Church as a whole towards its dalit base. Wilson argued that it 
was the unity of the dalit Christians with other dalits and not the unity with the Church as a 
whole that would become the source of dalit emancipation in India. 

The Christian Dalit Liberation Movement (CDLM) founded in December 1984 began voicing 
the concerns and the liberative aspirations of the dalit Christians. In November 1987, the 
Gurukul Lutheran Theological College in Madras established the department of Dalit 
Theology and thus set in motion the emergence of theological reflections from the 
perspectives of the dalits. It continues to remain in the forefront for formulating appropriate 
theological responses to the yearnings of the dalit Christians in India216. As of now, much of 
the work in dalit theology, originating under the influence of liberation theology and black 
theology is very tentative and experimental. Most of the publications are devoted to showing 
why there is a need for dalit theology, what sources it should draw upon, and what criteria it 
must meet with. Many essays document dalit Christian struggles including the liberative 
perspectives of dalit women and seek light and clarification through an excellent Bible study. 
Dalit theology seeks solidarity with, not the conversion of the fellow dalits. It assumes and 
recognises religious pluralism among the dalits in India and draws upon Christian faith to 
inspire the Christian dalits as they engage in the common struggle for liberation, justice, 
equality and dignity of all the dalits. In this common effort, the dalit theology does not try to 
impart a distinctively Christian vision to other dalits, but instead speaks more modestly 'from 
faith to faith'. Thus, we note that the dalit theology is consciously placed at the service of the 
emancipation of all the dalits in India217. 

2.2.5.1. Some Important Expositions of dalit theology 

Many books and articles in Dalit Theology have been published: Towards a common Dalit 
Ideology (1989), Emerging Dalit Theology (1990), A Reader in Dalit Theology (1991), The 
Dalit Christians: a History (1994), Towards a Dalit Hermeneutics (1994), Indigenous People: 
The Dalits (1994), Dalit Solidarity (1995), The Emerging Dalit Identity (1996), Frontiers of 
Dalit Theology (1997) Dalits and Christianity (1998), The Liberative Mission of the Church 
among the Dalit Christians (1999), Dalits in India (1999), Dalit Liberation Theology (2000), 
A Pastor's Search for Dalit Theology (2000) are the important works. We have to insist that 
only a beginning has been made and there is still a long way to go, before we can have a 
proper 'Dalit Theology' in a completed structure. However, many remarkable dalit 
theologians have already made some excellent contributions. We present the summary of their 
presentations to point out the directions in which dalit theology is presently developing. As 
they reflect on their Christian faith, dalit theologians propose effective and appropriate 

WEBSTER John, 'From Indian Church to Indian Christian Theology', in 'A Reader in Dalit Theology' (ed) 
NIRMAL Arvind, (Madras, Gurukul Theological College, 1991). 
2 1 5 WILSON Kottapalli, 'The twice Discriminated: Culture of Dalit Christians' (Hyderabad, Booklinks 
Corporation, 1982). 
2 1 6 WEBSTER John, op. cit. p. 226- 227. 
2 , 7 Ibid, ρ 231-232. Webster points out thai the present Dalit Chnstian theology addresses the problems of dalit 
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strategies in reading the Bible from a dalit perspective. This way, they discover new Biblical 
paradigms to portray the dalit conditions of oppression and their quest for liberation. This 
reading experience is defined by an intimate conversation between the totality of the history, 
context, social relationships, horizon and world-view of dalitness and that of the biblical 
text218. An important space is given by them first of all to justify the need for the dalit 
theology and they insist that dalit theology is an effort, first of all, to give voice to the 
voiceless, the dalits in India. Traditionally oppressed by the practices of social exclusion in 
the Indian society and now facing discrimination within the Church, the dalit Christians find a 
legitimate voice in dalit theology. 

2.2.5.2. The need for Dalit Theology 

In our presentation of the evolution of Catholic and Protestant theologies in India, we 
observed that the liberative yearnings and aspirations of the dalit Christians found no place in 
the Indian Christian theology. The dalit theologians insist that by ignoring the voice of the 
majority of the Christians, who testify to centuries of oppression and marginalization, Indian 
Christian theology remains an ideological vehicle in the hands of the status quo. Clarke 
asserts: 'The high caste communities sacrificed the experiences and yearnings of the subaltern 
communities, i.e. the dalit Christians, in the construction of Indian Christian theology. It could 
be said that such a theology sustained a process of hegemony by which the interests of the 
high caste communities were espoused, strengthened and furthered in India'219. 

Indian-Christian Theology as a vehicle of hegemony 

The dalit theologians point out that the cultural and religious traditions of the high caste 
Christians were gradually elevated to serve as the framework within which Christian theology 
has to be done. This may have served both the hegemonic interests of the high caste people 
and the short-term benefits of the Christian dalits. From the high caste communities' point of 
view, they were given an opportunity to formulate a normative order that combined together 
the heritage of their Hindu ancestors and their present 'Christian story'. From the point of 
view of the dalits, they were given an opening to mask their real identity and live with illusory 
conviction that they were truly part of the overall Hindu society and heritage. This feeling of 
unity, combined with the spirit of nationalism, evoked a unitary theological vision that 
ignored the particularity of the dalits. The result was the formulation of a theological 
hegemony whereby the high caste people within Christian community gradually established 
their tradition as the common and neutral heritage of all the Christians, including the dalit 
converts who tended to denigrate and eject their own traditions. Clarke rightly insists: 'The 
Indian-Christian theology facilitated a framework whereby the high caste people could 
reclaim their history and their new found faith. It also gave the dalit Christians the possibility 
to be housed by a ready-made caste Hindu symbolic world that was more esteemed and 
venerated than their tradition'220. 

Absence of liberative perspectives in Indian Christian theology 

As the dalit theologians highlight in their numerous theological discourses, the high caste 
Christians assumed that what they circulated under the label 'Indian-Christian theology' was 

2 1 8 ARULRAJA Mana Antony, 'Some Reflections on a Dalit Reading of the Bible', Indian Theological Studies, 
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genuinely a pan-Indian theological expression. They were of the impression that their 
theology represented the entire Indian Church though in fact it was only the voice of the high 
caste Christians. This high caste based theology served the purposes of Sanskritization for the 
dalit Christians. By inhabiting the representations of the high caste persons, the dalit converts 
could claim to have a 'higher position' in the Christian community221. They were happy to 
move away from their dalit heritage to the 'world' of the high caste Christians. Indian-
Christian theology, thus, in its caste Hindu guise, provided the dalits with the illusive feeling 
that Christianity is 'liberative' since it incorporated them within the one complete and 
undivided pan-Indian theological framework. But the aspiration of the dalit Christians had 
nothing much to do with the actual reality of their traditional oppression and discrimination 
and thus Christian faith in no way imbued them with 'liberative' perspectives. As a result, the 
conversion of the dalits to Christianity, in no way, brought them new status in society as a 
whole and within the Christian community in particular. What is worse, the dalit converts 
came to be discriminated even in the churches. They were treated as 'impure untouchables' 
even within the Christian community. Ambedkar bemoans the fact that even though 'caste is 
no doubt primarily the breadth of the Hindus; everybody is infected, Sikh, Muslim and 
Christian'2 2. Indian-Christian theology cannot elude its responsibility of dealing with the 
culture and religion of a significant portion of its subaltern members who are not part of the 
Hindu community. The dalits represent a large percentage of Indian society that did not come 
within the confines of the Hindu human community. Indian-Christian theology tends to be 
exclusionary and non-dialogical by turning a deaf ear to the collective religious resources of 
the dalit population. In order to capture the dialogical, inclusive and liberative dimensions of 
theology, it is determined that the socio-cultural and religious world of the dalits must be re
collected and remembered223. 

The need to give voice to the Dalit Christians 

The dalit theologians rightly insist that Indian theology has excluded the theological 
expressions of the majority of the Christian population - the dalits. It is non-representative and 
possibly carries 'vested-interest'. As Webster observes, 'The most important social fact about 
Christian congregation which I have confronted and which I find recent theologians have 
tended to ignore is that, while estimates vary, between 50% and 80% of all the Christians in 
India are from scheduled caste origin. It is this social fact and its psychological consequence, 
which I think we need to take as the most appropriate commonality for our ideological 
constructions'224. Though the dalits account for a major proportion of Christians in India, 
Indian theology has largely ignored the factuality and fecundity of this socio-historical reality. 
The high caste converts developed theology with a passion to wed together their particular 
heritage with the Christian story, while traditions of the dalits converts were considered as 
inconsequential. There is little doubt that such a theology will have neither mass appeal nor 
mass relevance. It cannot also be an authentic Indian Christian theology when the religious 
experiences of the majority of the Indian Christian community find no expression in such an 

M.N Snnivas explains 'SansknUzation' as the process by which 'a low Hindu casle or tnbe or any other 
group changes its customs, ntual, ideology or way of life in the direction of a high and frequently 'twice-born' 
caste with the purpose of moving up in the caste ranking. For details refer SRINIVAS Narasimhachar, 'Social 
Change in Modem India' (Hyderabad, Orient Longman, 1972) 
2 2 2 AMBEDKAR Bhimrao, 'Annihilation of Caste' (Bangalore, Dalit Sahitya Akademi, 1987) This book was 
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2 2 3 AYROOKUZIHIEL Abraham, 'Religious Factors in Dalit Liberation', in 'Dalit Solidarity' (ed), DAS 
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endeavour. Theology is an enterprise that reflects critically on the shared dialogue of a 
particular community, which means a 'particular people'. 

Theology is not the exposition of a brilliant religious thinker who has an illuminating 
discourse. Neither is it merely a codification of the majority opinion with regards to the 
relationship between the divine, the world and human beings. Both of these could and do 
influence the agenda and the directionality of discourse. But the starting point of theology is 
the on-going collective dialogical interaction of the community225. Theology expands its 
parameters to reflect on the dialogical voices of the community in its entirety, an activity that 
continually 'names' and 'transforms' human life in the world under God. And because 
dialogical symbolic interaction takes place in varied contexts, theology is attentive to all kinds 
of voices within the community - the complying and resisting, the constructive and disruptive, 
the resonant and hushed. Any community involves multiple sub-communities. In the 
theological context, it is necessary to reclaim the voices of the major segment of the Indian 
Christian community, the dalit Christians. Moreover whatever may be the type of Indian 
theology, traditional or local, it should not hide or negate the liberative thrust of the good 
news of Jesus Christ that is so meaningful in the Indian context, especially to the poor, the 
marginalized and the oppressed sections of the Indian society, particularly to the dalits. In 
fact, Indian theology has to be a vehicle of revelation and communication of the liberating 
power of the Gospel of Jesus Christ to the Indian masses, especially to those who remain at 
the underside of the Indian society for a very long time, like the dalits. 

Theology and the preferential voice of the marginalized 

The very role of theology is not to support the domination and oppression. On the contrary it 
should locate, recover and validate critique-based voices that are contesting the content and 
process of the dominant and dominating religious discourse. Then, the role of theology 
involves, first of all, taking on the task of advocating for the marginalized so that they will be 
seen and heard within the reflective and dialogical process of theologizing. Theology thus 
puts into circulation the subaltern voices that are generally suppressed or evicted. Within the 
Indian context, this means recovering and lifting up the voices of the marginalized community 
of the dalit Christians 2 . Even if there is to be inclusive plurality in theological discourse and 
hence all the sections of the Christian community should have their voices heard, it is evident 
that the sub-communities that have been continuously and deliberately excluded and 
marginalized from theological interaction for decades should have a preferential status in the 
dialogical discourse of theology. It has to be acknowledged that these marginalized 
communities are special source of theological knowledge because God is revealed in a unique 
manner in their pain and suffering. This does not mean that other voices should be silenced. 
Rather, what is advocated is a really meaningful, critical, constructive and above all, fraternal 
dialogue between the voices of the dalit Christian communities and the voices of the high 
caste Christian communities, always in authentic fellowship and solidarity. 

2 2 5 CLARKE Sathiyanathan, op cit ρ 19-20 
2 2 6 Clarke poses two questions ( 1 ) Do communities that have been continuously and deliberately excluded and 
marginalized from theological interaction for decades require a preferential status in the dialogical discourse of 
theology9 (2) Are marginalized communities the special source of theological knowledge because God is 
revealed in a unique manner m their pain and suffering'7 According to Clarke, these questions are to be answered 
through a meaningful dialogue with the dominant community which in India is the upper caste Christians Refer 
CLARKE Salhianathan, op cil ρ 21-22 
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2.2.5.3. Description of the Emerging Dalit Theology 

The dalit theologians describe dalit theology as a 'faith-response' of the 'twice discriminated' 
dalit Christians, who affirm their self-dignity and self-confidence in being the children of God 
and the disciples of Jesus Chnst, the true liberator Dalit theology, which has been conceived 
in the context of struggles against casteism both in the Indian Church and in the Indian 
society, expresses the aspirations of the Christian dalits for social justice, equality and 
fellowship It strives to make the dalits the active participants in God's saving activity in the 
world and empower them to take responsibility, first of all, for their own deliverance and 
secondly for the deliverance of all others under oppression Thus, dalit theology is dalits' self-
affirmation of doing their own theology from within their own situations of caste oppression 
The motive is to transform those conditions of oppression and marginalization through an 
alternative vision and consciousness of economics of equality, politics of justice, culture of 
freedom of God's children and finally through a religion of 'community' that lives in genuine 
fellowship and authentic solidarity Dalit theology is then an authentically Christian voice that 
emerges from the reflections of the people who seek God's saving grace as liberating power 
to deliver them from the clutches of the evil one who is the source of the sinful and unjust 
structures in the world that they expenence as dehumanizing poverty, cruel misery and 
subjugating slavery in their daily lives As the theology that emerges from the victims of 
oppression who believe in Chnst as Lord and Saviour, dalit theology expresses the Christian 
hope that the saving and redeeming God will destroy the present structures of the evil one and 
usher in a new society as part of his redemption and salvation for the world in which the 
victimized dalits will expenence equality, dignity and justice as God's redeemed children 

A theology of the dalits, by the dalits and for the dalits 

As the theology of the marginalized and enslaved victims who trust in the saving power of 
Chnst, dalit theology represents a radical discontinuity with the classical Indian Chnstian 
theology of the Brahmanic tradition and this Brahmanic tradition will be challenged by the 
emerging dalit theology This means that dalit theology will be a counter theology Dalit 
theologians describe dalit theology in different ways According to M E Prabhakar, dalit 
theology is a theology of the dalits, by the dalits and for the dalits It will use the articulations 
and expressions of the dalits, their stones and songs of suffenngs and of tnumphs, their 
values, proverbs, folklores and myths to interpret their history and culture and to articulate 
their faith 2 2 7 Unlike the elitist theology which, as an academic discipline and an intellectual 
activity, has little or no direct contact with realities expenenced by dalit people, dalit theology 
is the self affirmation of the dalit converts, an oppressed people's own theology emerging 
from within their own situations It is the people's challenge to the dominant consciousness 
which propagates economics of exploitation, politics of oppression and a religion which 
confines the God of Spint and Truth in the Temples and traditions, mediated by the pnests228 

In Nirmal's opinion, dalit theology will be produced by the dalits It will be based on their 
own dalit expenences, their own suffenngs, their own aspirations and their own hope It will 
narrate the story of their pathos and their protest against the socio-economic injustices they 
have been subjugated to, throughout the past Indian history It will anticipate liberation, which 
is meaningful to them Nirmal admits that his way of theologizing is from a dalit perspective 
and he is open to other ways of theologizing from the dalit standpoint However, all should 

2 2 7 PRABHAKAR Edward, 'A Search for a Dalit theology' in 'A Reader in Dalit Theology' (ed) NIRMAL 
Arvind, (Madras, Gumkul Theological College, 1991) ρ 41 52 
"'ibid ρ 50 51 
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take into consideration the particular experience of the dal its (who are denied their essential 
humanity through untouchability) in their theologizing229. 

Methodological exclusivism 

For Ninnai, the implication of the above epistemologica! discussion is that dalit theology 
must observe a 'methodological exclusivism' in relation to other theologies. Such a 
methodological exclusivism, however, does not imply an exclusivism of the community. As a 
community, dalits should be open to other communities and other peoples. They must also be 
willing to receive help from all possible sources and promote horizontal community 
relationships. But in order to produce a people's theology, it is necessary that dalit theology 
should remain exclusive in character. This exclusivism is necessary because the tendency of 
all dominant traditions - cultural or theological - is to accommodate, include, assimilate and 
finally conquer others. Hence, as a people's theology, dalit theology should be on its guard to 
shut off the influences of the dominant theological traditions. In Nirmal's assessment, the 
primacy of the term 'dalit' will have to be conceded as against the primacy of the term 
'Christian'. One may ask, then, what is Christian about dalit theology? Ninnai answers that it 
is the dalitness, which is Christian about dalit theology. What this exclusivism implies is the 
affirmation that the triune God - the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit - is on the side of the 
dalits and not of the non-dalits in so far as they are oppressors. It is the common dalit 
experience of Christian dalits with other dalits that will shape dalit theology230. 

Dalits and their experiences as centre of theological discussion 

In Nirmal's opinion, the Christian theological tradition has professedly wedded itself to 
philosophy. It always regarded philosophy as the most adequate medium for communication 
of Christian theological truths. The classical Christian theology therefore worked its way 
through Platonic, Aristotelian, Rationalistic, Evolutionary, Existentialist and Process 
philosophies. This is also true of the classical Indian Christian theology. Indian Christian 
theology sought to interpret itself, through Sankara's Advaita, Ramanuja's Vishista Advaita 
or Sri Aurobindo's Integral Yoga. In the past, we understood theological truths as a series of 
prepositions, which had to be logical, consistent, coherent and 'systematic'. In classical 
theologies, not only was theology considered as a series of propositions, but these 
propositions were also to be believed. The movement of theology was, therefore, from above, 
grounded in the vertical revelation '. With the emergence of liberation theologies, however, 
sociology has become an important discipline in theologizing. A change from philosophy to 
sociology means that we have moved away from prepositions to people's life experiences. 
Nirmal describes this change in the stance of liberation theologies, as a movement 'from 
prepositions to people. In Nirmal's opinion, it involves a significant change in the character of 
theology itself. Leaving propositions, theology became more concerned with peoples and their 
life- life, with all its absurdity, illogicality, inconsistency, incoherence and unsystematicness. 
The movement of dalit theology and other liberation theologies is from below and as the 
theology from the 'subalterns', they are more interested in the horizontal relationships of 

2 2 9 NIRMAL Arvind, Towards a Dalit Christian Theology' in 'A Reader in Dalit Theology' (ed) NIRMAL 
Arvind, op.cit. ρ 58-59 
2 3 0 NIRMAL Arvind , 'Towards a Christian Dahl Theology' in 'A Reader in Dalit Theology' op cit ρ 58-59 
211 NIRMAL Arvind, 'Doing Theology from a Dalit Perspective' in 'A Reader in Dalit Theology', op cit ρ 
139-140 Nirmal proposes that dalit theology can emerge only from the dalits themselves who expenence first 
hand the stigma of being the impure untouchables, which he insists is a unique suffering, a different pathos 
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equality, dignity and justice than in a vertical type of revelation Dalit theology serves the 
interest of dalit people and it does this by empowering them for their liberation struggle232 

How do we know God7 Classical theologies answer that we know God through His self-
revelation or through faith-reason synthesis or through the Scripture which is His Word In all 
these answers, according to Ninnai, the pnonty of theory over practice and of thought over 
action is conceded Liberation theologies, in general, have rejected such a pnonty and 
proposed a knowledge which is grounded in praxis Theory flows from practice and thought 
from action Dalit theology would suggest that, since at the heart of dalit people's expenence 
lays pathos or pain, suffenng or pain is pnor to the involvement of people in any activist 
struggle for liberation233 Ninnai speaks about three different modes of knowing - pathetic 
knowing, the empathetic knowing and the sympathetic knowing Since pathos is at the heart 
of dalit expenence, it is only first hand expenence of dalit suffenng that will lead to pathetic 
knowing which exclusively belongs to the dalits However, there are other oppressed people 
who also expenence suffenng Their suffenng is not dalit pathos, but is akin to it They can 
therefore empathize with the dalits Their knowing is empathetic knowing There are also 
other people who though not dalit themselves are inclined to identify themselves with the dalit 
cause and help in the process of removing dalit suffenng Their way of knowing can be called 
a sympathetic knowing Though dalit theology can be attempted at different levels, authentic 
dalit theology must anse out of dalit pathos Thus, Nirmal not only proposes methodological 
exclusivism but also insists on the pathos, the particular feelings of alienation and oppression 
by the dalits, as an important foundation for any authenticity within the contents of the 
emerging dalit theology In this way, Nirmal insists that dalit theology can be formulated by 
the dalits only who personally expenence oppression and discnmination 

A Dalit interpretation of Trinity 

Nirmal interprets the tnune symbol of God from a dalit perspective He sees in the Tnnity a 
mutual relationship of different equals as the ultimate pattern of personal and social life God 
the Father is descnbed as the God of life and as a servant God The dalit identity of Jesus is 
perceived in His birth, teachings and death The Holy Spint is depicted as the comforter and 
the empowerer of the dalits234 The God who is the centre of dalit religiosity is a very humane 
God He is very approachable He shares the joys and sonows of his devotees The God of the 
dalits does not create others to do servile work, but does servile work himself He waits on his 
people like a servant He is a waiter Traditionally all the services have been the lot of dalits 
By these services, the dalits have actually participated in servant-God ministries To speak of 
a servant God, therefore, is to recognize and identify him as a truly dalit deity 

The God who liberates and saves 

To explain his idea of God as liberator of the dalits, Nirmal selects one of the Biblical Creeds 
than the Apostles' Creed or the Nicene Creed In the Deutronomic Creed (Deuteronomy 26 
5-9), the implication for dalit theology is that the liberation struggle of the dalits is pnmanly a 
struggle for human dignity and nght to live as a free people - people created in the 'image of 
God' Nirmal explains that the ultimate goal of a dalit theology is the realization of the full 

2 3 2 Ibid ρ 140 141 
2 3 3 Ibid ρ 141 142 Nirmal refers lo Leonardo Boff who says 'Passion of Chnst is Ihe passion of the World 
Passion, therefore, is important for theological knowing' Refer BOFF Leonard, 'Passion of Chnst, Passion of 
the World' (Maryknoll, Orbis Books, 1987) 
2 3 4 NIRMAL Arvmd, Towards a Christian Dalit Theology', open ρ 63 64 
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humanness of the dalits, their full divinity, the ideal of the Imago Dei, the image of God in 
dalits and the 'glorious liberty of the Children of God'235. In spite of the discriminations from 
the high castes and the government, they have joyfully chosen to follow Jesus Christ. In their 
exodus to Jesus Christ and in embracing Christian faith, they have had a liberating experience. 
The Christian dalits, expressing their praise and gratitude to God, continue to struggle in their 
exodus with hope. The existence of dalit Christians is understood existentially and 
dialectically at the same time: dalit Christians are dalits and Christians, Indians and oppressed 
Indians, human beings and Christian beings. As they journey towards the kingdom of God, 
the dalits hope and wait for a casteless/classless society. 

The Dalit Identity of Jesus 

The Nazareth manifesto, as found in Lk 4:18-19, is an appropriate manifesto for the dalits and 
their quest for liberation through the power of Jesus Christ. Jesus is again and again accused 
of eating and drinking with publicans, tax collectors and sinners. Jesus totally identified 
himself with the dalits of his day. For example, Bishop Azariah draws our attention to Jesus' 
approach and attitude towards Samaritans, the dalits of his day and demonstrates that Jesus 
loved and cared for the dalits. Jesus of Nazareth identified fully with the despised, the 
discriminated and the oppressed both in life and death23 . The cleaning of the Temple by 
Jesus, in Nirmal's opinion, is a 'préfiguration of the vindication of the dalit struggle for their 
prayer and worship rights'237. Samuel Ray an, an Indian Catholic theologian, calls Jesus a 
'friend of outcasts' who set aside the entire system of taboos based on ideas of purity of races, 
the contacts and the occupations and associated himself with outcasts of every sort: publicans, 
prostitutes, lepers, Samaritans, and the common working-class people 238. 

Jesus Christ is a dalit in character. Both his humanity and his divinity are to be understood in 
terms of his dalitness. Nirmal points out some features of Jesus' own dalitness: in his 
genealogy, his life, his words and deeds and above all in his death. Jesus identified with the 
despised, the discriminated and the oppressed of his day both in life and death. Thus, Jesus 
totally identified with the dalits of his day, which demonstrates that he loves and cares for the 
dalits. The son of Man encounters rejection, mockery, contempt, suffering and finally death. 
Jesus experienced the supreme moment of dalitness on the cross. In a way, the experience of 
the dalits and of Jesus coincides on the cross. Thus on the cross Jesus becomes the broken, the 
crushed, the split, the torn, the driven, the dalit in the fullest possible meaning of the term. 
The Son of God feels that he is God-forsaken. The feeling of being God-forsaken is at the 
heart of dalit experience: 'The experience of the outcasts and the experience of Jesus coincide. 
The high point of such coincidence of experience is the experience of god-forsakenness'. The 
dalits have been dominated and destroyed by utterly heartless and cruel gods. Jesus shares in 
the historical experience of godlessness, a painful situation, that is common to all the 
oppressed. In the last hour of life, as he hung on the Cross, rejected by his people, he realized 
that the God he had loved and served all his days, in whose name he had spoken and taken 
sides had now abandoned him. Jesus' dalitness is best symbolized on the Cross. Jesus cried 
aloud on the Cross 'My God, My God, why hast thou forsaken me?' The Son of God feels 

Nirmal explains how from being 'No People', the dalit Christians are given (he dignity of becoming the 
image of God and finally God's own people, in fact, God's own children, through faith in Jesus Christ. Refer: 
NIRMAL Arvind, 'From 'No People' to God's People' (Madras, GurukulTheological College, 1989). p. 10-21. 
236 AZARIAH Masilamani, 'Mission in Christ's Way in India Today' (Madras, Christian Literature Society, 
1989). 
237 NIRMAL Arvind, 'Towards a Christian Dalit Theology', op.cit.p. 68-69 
218 SAMUEL RAYAN, Outside the Gate, Sharing the Insult' in 'Leave the Temple' (ed) Felix Wilfred, 
(Maryknoll, Orbis Books, 1992). p. 132-134 
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that he is God-forsaken Yet he never abandoned his faith in God The feeling of being God
forsaken is at the heart of dalit expenences and dalit consciousness239 

The Gospel writers identified Jesus with the Servant of God of Isaiah Ninnai quotes Isaiah 
describing the servant in a language full of pathos 'He had no form or comeliness that we 
should look at him and no beauty that we should desire him He was despised and rejected by 
men, a man of sorrows, and acquainted with gnef, as one from whom men hide their faces' 
The pathos language of this passage mirrors the pathos of the dalits The state in which Christ 
found himself was a conscious choice This deliberate decision of self-abasement by Jesus 
unto death was an act of absolute solidarity in order to alleviate the dehumanizing suffering 
As the result of this human decision of Jesus, he was highly exalted to be the Lord of the 
Universe240 The dalits are challenged to obey the God of Jesus, in order to disobey the idol of 
caste hierarchy and the rank and honour the caste system offers They are called to further 
empty themselves of any pnde in order to be in deep solidarity with the co-dalits With this 
decision of self-emptying in solidarity with the suffering co-dalits and God, the dalits are 
certain to be highly exalted By remaining Christian dalits and not just dalits, they believe in 
the liberating power of God that empowers them through their saviour Jesus Christ, who 
emptied himself on the cross but was highly exalted by God as the Lord of glory 

Dalit Pneumatology 

By using metaphors and images, Devasagayam refers to the activity of the Holy Spint among 
the dalits He draws his inspiration from the Book of Ezekiel, chapter 37, where the bones are 
found dead, dry and lifeless The Holy Spint revives these dry bones, gives them life, unifies 
them and makes them an army out of them In like manner, for the dalits, the Spmt is the 
vivifier, the unifier and the empowerer in their struggle for liberation In his opinion, the 
prophet Ezekiel perceives God's work of empowerment as a three-fold process, also 
enunciated by Dr Ambedkar as a three-fold strategy for dalit liberation - Unite, Educate and 
Agitate First, the displaced bones, all over the valley, come together The process of uniting 
the dalits is the urgent need of the hour Secondly the Spmt gave life The dalits are to be 
conscientized of their oppressive situation through a critical social analysis, through their re
telling of the myths that subjugated them and through reconstructing their history from the 
dalit perspective Thirdly, the dry bones stood upon their feet, an exceedingly great host The 
dalits have become not only living persons, but have become an effective people ready to 
'agitate' The dry bones lying in the valley are now standing on their own feet, casting away 
the dependence forced upon them They affirm their subject-hood The dalits also, raised and 
united through the power of the Holy Spint, are not simply individuals empowered but a great 
army because they have recognized that their struggles as well as their liberation are 
collective efforts guided by the Spint of Jesus241 

The Historical Dalit Consciousness and the religio-cultural traditions of the dalits 

The question of dalit consciousness is really the question of dalit identity and the question of 
dalit roots Nirmal refers to the passage of Deuteronomy 26 5-9 and asserts that the 
expenence of being no people is an integral part of a confession of faith that proclaims that 

NIRMAL Arvmd 'Towards a Christian Dalit Theology' in 'Frontiers in Asian Christian Theology' (ed) 
SUGIRTHARAJAH Samuel (Maryknoll, Orbis Books, 1994) ρ 27 33 
2 4 0 Ibid ρ 34 39 
241 DEVASAHAYAM Vcdamamckam, 'Empowering Dalits Text Ezekiel 37 1 10' in 'Dalits & Women Quest 
for Humanity (ed) DEVASAGAYAM Vedamamckam (Madras, Gurukul Theological College, 1992) ρ 27 45 
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'now we are God's people'. The question of identity and roots is inseparably bound with the 
sense of belonging to a community. Reflecting on the harsh treatment meted out by the 
Egyptians and the bondage and the cry of the people of Israel, Ninnai asserts that dalit 
theology is a 'story of the afflictions, the bondage, the harsh treatment, the toil and the tears of 
the dalits'. Thus a genuine dalit theology is always characterized by pathos, by suffering. 
Pointing out that the exodus liberation is symbolized by 'mighty hand' 'an outstretched arm', 
and by 'terror' and that 'Signs and Wonders' are in the order. Ninnai suggests that dalits 
cannot afford to have a fatalistic attitude to life. On the contrary, they must protest and agitate 
to change their lot. According to Nirmal, the 'land flowing with milk and honey' is not the 
chief goal of the Exodus. Rather, it is the liberation from the Egyptian bondage, which is the 
principal objective of the Exodus242. The implication for dalit theology is that the liberation 
struggle for the dalits is primarily a struggle for human dignity and for the right to live as a 
free people - people created in the image of God. In Nirmal's opinion, the ultimate goal of a 
dalit theology is 'the realization of the full humaneness of the dalits, their full divinity and 
their glorious liberty as the Children of the living and loving God'243. 

Massey insists that dalit theology fulfills the need for an adequate theological expression of 
the discriminated and oppressed dalit Christians. According to him, the emerging dalit 
theology is certain to help the dalit people, in the midst of their concern and search for daily 
bread, to struggle and to overcome the situation of oppression, poverty, suffering, injustice, 
illiteracy, denial of human dignity and equality and, in this way, to regain their true identity as 
dignified 'the human beings' 44. In order to be a source of liberation and empowerment to the 
powerless and discriminated dalits, the emerging dalit theology has to be firmly rooted in the 
rich cultural and religious experiences of the dalit people. According to Massey, the role of 
dalit theology is not only to be a meaningful faith expression of the dalit Christians but also a 
means of liberation and empowerment to all the dalits in India243. 

2.2.5.4. The critique of casteism in reverse 

As an appraisal, we may point out that the emerging dalit theology has forcefully highlighted 
this fact: in their struggle for liberation and emancipation, the dalits themselves should take 
the initiative and leadership. However, we understand that their struggle and liberation is only 
one element in a program to abolish the whole system of caste and the related oppressions. In 
this difficult task of abolishing the caste system, not only the dalits, but every Indian should 
be involved. Ambedkar correctly said: 'The outcast is a by-product of the caste system. 
Nothing can emancipate the outcast except the destruction of the caste system. The salvation 
of the depressed classes will come only when the caste Hindu is made to think and is forced to 
feel that he must alter his ways. I want a revolution in the mentality of the caste Hindus'2 . 

Critique of exclusivism 

As the critique of the emerging dalit theology, it is said that, first of all, the present contents of 
dalit theology carries with it 'exclusivism'. Secondly, by its very 'label' it is casteist and 

242 NIRMAL Arvind, 'From 'No People' to God's People' op.cit. p. 20-35 
243 NIRMAL Arvind, 'Towards a Christian Dalit Theology' in 'Frontiers in Asian Christian Theology' (ed) 
SUGIRTHARAJAH Samuel (Maryknoll, Orbis Books, 1994). p. 37-39. 
244 MASSEY James, 'Religion as a Source of Bondage or Liberation with special reference to the Dalit 
Christians' (New Delhi, ISPCK, 1999). 
245 MASSEY James, 'Roots: Dalit History, Christianity, Theology and Spirituality' (New Delhi, ISPCK, 1996). 
246 The critique of exclusivism is made by the famous Indian Catholic theologian Michael Amaladoss. Refer: 
AMALADOSS Michael, 'A Call to Coomumty', op.cit. p. 73-74 
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promotes the very casteism that it so ardently seeks to destroy These two cnticisms are 
pointed out by Michael Amaladoss, a well-known Indian theologian Amaladoss, as he 
heartily welcomes the emergence of dalit theology as the theology of and from the oppressed 
people who are in need of liberation, he also points out those perspectives of exclu si vism 
promoted by some of the contents of dalit theology and remarks that the God of the Bible 
truly opts for the poor but not exclusively for the poor He suggests that both 'dalit theology' 
presently formulated by the dalits and the Christian theology so far constructed by the non-
dalits should be in fruitful dialogue for the good of all 4 7 This seems to be a very valuable 
preposition He states The problem is not between two groups totally opposed to each other 
so that the liberation of one can only come about through the suppression of the other We are 
not talking about a simple inversion of power relationships of the caste groups The real 
enemy is the social system of castes, which every one has intenonzed in India We are not 
seeking to reform it, but to abolish it Only when there is real change, then it can be every 
one's victory We are aiming at a new social situation of solidarity and fellowship based on a 
change of attitudes and world-views248 

The present situations of conflict and mutual suspicion demand that just as the dalits are in 
need of support and encouragement for progress and emancipation, the high caste people are 
also in need of being conscientized and helped to change their unchnstian/inhuman attitudes 
Therefore supporting the dalits need not necessarily mean only being in solidarity and 
struggling with them for their emancipation It may mean also working among the high caste 
people for the larger goal of changing the caste system, m view of building a new community 
of equality and fellowship249 Amaladoss proposes a twofold approach 'A struggle with the 
dalits for their liberation (to eradicate the practices of untouchabihty) and also the promotion 
of a social and religio-cultural revolution at the level of the Indian society as a whole (to 
eradicate the caste system) For the practices of untouchabihty to disappear, the caste system 
should see its end2 0 He insists that just as we nghtly condemn and discourage religious 
communalism among the Indian people, caste communalism also needs to be discouraged and 
condemned in India Dalit theology, in its present exclusive approach, promotes a sort of caste 
communalism that can bring only division and disunity instead of the desired authentic 
community among the Christians 

Critique of promoting Casteism in reverse 

We can indeed understand the danger of caste communalism that the emerging dalit theology 
faces Even as the dalit theology boldly and legitimately voices the hberative aspirations of 
the oppressed dalit Christians, it gives an impression of becoming an 'exclusive' ideology in 
the sense that it indirectly appears to strengthen the very caste system that it seeks to destroy 
In its articulation, it excludes and separates the dalits as distinct people, just as the caste 
system does and thus indirectly dalit theology appears to be perpetuating the segregation of 
the dalits in India, the very reality it firmly opposes and condemns and vociferously 
challenges251 We have earlier explained how every anti-caste movement in India became a 

2 4 7 Ibid ρ 74 75 
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leaste movement and thus, instead of eliminating caste system, strengthened its vitality in the 
Indian soil. As we have pointed out in the introduction, some of the present contents of the 
emerging dalit theology are criticized as promoting casteism in reverse. 

By separating the dalits as 'distinct people', dalit theology seems to confirm their position as 
the 'excluded' people in the caste hierarchy even when it condemns such exclusion. It is in 
this sense that the emerging dalit theology faces the danger of becoming another caste 
movement or caste ideology in India. Taking into consideration this well-meaning critique 
about the present contents, the research seeks to contribute an inclusive vision to the emerging 
dalit theology by examining the rationale of the social exclusion of the dalits which is their 
permanent 'ritual impurity'. Through a critical interpretation of the concept of 'ritual 
purity/impurity' it will be possible to understand and explain the segregating and separating 
consequences that result from the practices of the purity system. The vision and message of 
the Kingdom of God as proclaimed by Jesus offers the perspectives to cross over the 
boundaries of separation and segregation. When Jesus' inclusive perspectives are included in 
the contents of the dalit theology, it is possible to present the emerging dalit theology as an 
ecumenical effort of all the Christians who sincerely seek to live by the values of the 
Kingdom of God as the true disciples of Jesus Christ in India. In this way, the emerging dalit 
theology will be able to overcome the present critique of being an exclusive casteist ideology 
and become the voice of an authentic Indian Christian community that not only prays for the 
coming of God's kingdom on earth but also labours in total dedication for the establishment 
of God's kingdom in India by living and promoting the values of the Kingdom of God such as 
justice, equality, fellowship and peace in the caste-ridden hierarchical Indian society. 

2.3. SUMMARY 

In this first chapter, we presented the context and the content of the emerging dalit theology. 
We described the context under two separate sections - the Indian society and the Indian 
Church. The Indian society was structured around caste system that imposed discriminations 
on the dalits as the 'impure untouchables'. Many dalits left Hinduism as a sign of protest 
against their exclusion and discrimination within Hindu society and sought other religious 
communities to find equality and dignity. For the same reason, millions of dalits embraced 
Christian faith in order to find equality as human beings and dignity as the children of God, as 
could be seen in their mass conversion movements. As a result, the Indian Church has indeed 
become a dalit Church. But even within the Church, Catholic and Protestant alike, the dalits 
suffer discrimination and oppression which they have begun to challenge especially during 
the last decade. As we briefly presented the evolution of Indian Christian theology both in the 
Catholic and in the Protestant Churches, particularly with reference to the mass conversion of 
the dalits, we also pointed out how the Indian theology failed so far to address and respond 
adequately to the liberative aspirations of the dalit Christians that occasioned the emergence 
of dalit theology that seeks to be the Christian voice of the voiceless, the dalits in India. We 
presented some important expositions of dalit theology, briefly though, in order to point out 
the present contents and directions of the emerging dalit theology. We made an appraisal and 
critique of the contents. As concluding remark, we proposed to investigate the rationale of the 
social exclusion of the dalits which is their ritual impurity and thus in Part Π, we are 
examining the rationale of 'ritual purity/impurity' as explained by normative Hinduism. In 
order to bring the segregating practices of Hindu ritual purity face to face with the inclusive 
vision of Jesus, we are presenting the comparable elements of the Jewish purity system that 
Jesus encountered and challenged during his public ministry. Hence the title of Part Π is 
named as 'Ritual Impurity in Hindu Dharma and Jewish Law'. 
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PART II 

THE RITUAL IMPURITY IN HINDU DHARMA AND JEWISH LAW 

3.0. INTRODUCTION 

Through our presentation of the salient features of the Hindu caste system and the practices of 
the discriminations of the dalits, we explained and made it clear that the Hindu system of 
'ritual purity/impurity' is the rationale behind the oppression and the social exclusion of the 
dalits in traditional India. Unless we enter into the symbolic world of Hinduism and look at 
the practices of ritual purity in the way the orthodox Hindus see and understand and dutifully 
observe, those practices of 'ritual purity/impurity' would seem to be meaningless empty 
ritualism to an outsider. As a result, it is quite possible to view the entire system of ritual 
purity/impurity to be an absurd obsession of some primitive stone-age people, who do not 
desire to step into the vision of modernity. That is why it is necessary for us to examine the 
foundation and the functioning of the concept of the ritual purity from the perspectives of the 
Hindu world view. The emerging dalit theology proposes, as its goal, to challenge and negate 
the caste system and it's separating boundaries. It is our conviction that only the vision of 
Jesus can give the emerging dalit theology the inclusive vision that it is very much in need of. 
Jesus' own vision was operational in the Jewish context which was quite similar to the Hindu 
purity system. Hence, in this chapter, we illustrate also the functioning of the Jewish ritual 
purity/impurity system that Jesus encountered and challenged while he presented his own 
alternative vision. We strongly believe that Jesus' vision and message can impart 
inclusiveness to the emerging dalit theology and offer excellent guidelines to the Indian 
Church for dealing with the problem of ritual impurity of the dalits and the caste system in 
India. In this Part Π, as the first step, we present the foundation and functioning of the Hindu 
system of 'ritual purity' through a phenomenological study. 

3.1. THE HINDU LAW AS DHARMA 

We have already quite sufficiently explained how the dalits face discrimination from the high 
caste Hindus and how this oppression is attributed to the status of permanent 'ritual impurity' 
of the dalits. This leads us, as the next logical step, to identify the rationale behind the Hindu 
practices of ritual purity, especially to see the system from the point of view of the Hindus 
themselves. This will take us through the pages of the ancient history of India and to the 
process of development of Hindu religion in the Indian sub-continent. 

3.1.1. HINDU RITUAL PURITY REVEALS A SYMBOLIC SYSTEM 

First of all, speaking of ritual 'purity' and 'impurity', we realize that they are not hygienic 
categories, and do not refer to observable cleanliness or dirtiness252. They refer to a 'status' in 
respect to contact with a source of impurity and as consequence, point to the requirement of 
the completion of acts of purification from that impurity. For example, a corpse can make a 
person impure, though it may not make a person dirty and a ritual immersion can make a 
person pure again. It can be argued that even the most exotic of ancient rites have a sound 
hygienic basis. Thus, the importance of incense is not that it symbolizes the ascending smoke 

2 5 2 The ideas of impurity are compounded of two things, care for hygiene and respect for conventions. 
DOUGLAS Mary, 'Punty and Danger An analysis of the Concepts of Pollution and Taboo' (London, Routledge 
and Kegan Paul, 1969). ρ 12-15. 
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of sacrifice, but it is a means of making tolerable the smells of unwashed humanity. Jewish 
and Islamic avoidance of pork is explained as to avoid the dangers of eating pig in hot 
climates. Others, though agreeing that primitive ritual has hygiene for its object, take the 
opposite view of its soundness. They explain that a great gulf divides our present sound ideas 
of hygiene from those primitive erroneous fancies, which are superstitious and meaningless to 
our modem scientific mind. As a result, these practices are seen as remnants of unsound 
beliefs of primitive religions, which should not be followed in this present scientific age. 
What is important for our discussion is that we should not reduce the ritual avoidance of 
impurity to some simple hygienic safeguards through medical explanations and concerns. 
Such reasoning of practices of ritual impurity is simply quite wrong. It is true that there can 
be a marvellous correspondence between the avoidance of contagious disease and ritual 
avoidance. The washings and separations, which express religious themes, may serve some 
particular hygienic purpose at the same time. So, it has been argued that their mie of washing 
before eating may have given the Jews immunity in plagues. But it is one thing to point out 
the side benefits of ritual actions and another thing to be content with using the by-products as 
a sufficient explanation. Even if some of Moses' dietary rules were hygienically beneficial to 
the Jewish society, it is a mistake to treat him as an enlightened public health administrator, 
rather than as a spiritual leader253. 

A symbolic system with a religious foundation 

We have to view the practices of ritual impurity within the totality of the religious system of 
which they constitute a meaningful part and explain accordingly their religious signification. 
It is important for us to avoid any piecemeal interpretation of the pollution rules, particularly 
when they are part of some specific cultural traditions. The only way, the pollution ideas 
make sense is in reference to a total stracture of thought, whose 'key-stone' boundaries, 
margins and internal lines are held together by rules of unity/separation. What we see in the 
purity practices are the gestures of separation, classifying and establishing order254. About 
these ritual observances, we should not make piecemeal explanation, as no particular set of 
classifying symbols can be understood in isolation. We cannot treat just one kind of dirt or 
just one context of pollution. We can make sense of them only in relation to the total 
structure of classifications in the culture in question. It follows that anyone, when 
approaching rituals of pollution, has to comprehend the whole ideology of the entire belief 
system and the resulting values, of which the practices of purity and pollution are only a part. 

Each culture is a universe to itself. The ideas about separating, purifying, demarcating and 
punishing transgressions have, as their main function, to impose a system on an inherently 
untidy experience. It is only by exaggerating the difference, within and without, above and 
below, with and against, a semblance of order is created255. In a culture which is richly 
organized by ideas of contagion and purification, the individual is in the grip of iron-hard 
categories of thought, which are heavily safeguarded by the rales of avoidance as well as by 
punishments. It seems nearly impossible for such a person to shake his own thought free of 
the protected habit-grooves of his culture. When reflecting about such a culture, reflection on 

DOUGLAS Mary, "Pollulion' in 'Intemalional Encyclopaedia of the Social Sciences, Vol. 12 (New York, 
Macmillan Press, 1968). p. 336-342. 
254 MALINA Bruce,' Christian Origins and Cultural Anthropology' (Atlanta, John Knox Press, 1986). p. 20-21. 
Purity refers to the system of the lines space and time that human groups develop to have 'everything in its 
place' and 'a place for everything' 
155 COUNTRYMAN William, 'Dirt, Greed, Sex' (Philadelphia, Fortress Press, 1988). p. 12-13. What is pure in a 
culture can be dirt in another culture, as each culture has a distinct belief system. 
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dirt involves reflection on the relations of order to disorder, being to non-being, from form to 
formlessness and life to death The culture, in question, is animated by a religious belief 
system that brings meaning to the daily concerns of safeguarding punty and avoiding 
impurity Wherever ideas of punty and impunty are highly structured, their analysis discloses 
cultural themes, which are founded on the religious belief system, and thus invoke divine 
sanction and sacred authonty 

3.1.1.1. Hindu caste system and Ritual Purity 

Western observers have emphasized the inequities and consequent injustices of the Hindu 
caste system in different ways 'The Hindu Social Order which is the caste system', said the 
Amencan sociologist Kingsley Davis 'is the most thoroughgoing attempt known in human 
history to introduce absolute inequality as the guiding principle in social relations' 2 5 6 

O'Malley elaborates further 'The Caste system is a peculiar social institution of India It is 
peculiar in the sense that it is confined to India and is found nowhere else in the world It is 
peculiar also because of the extreme social segmentation it produces It is also peculiar 
because it is not a purely social system but is so closely woven with Hinduism as to have 
certain religious elements This complex system of social differentiation is the antithesis of 
the principle that all men are equal Rather the principle of caste is men neither are, nor can be 
equal'257 The anthropologist Gerald Barreman has pointed out the 'sentence' which birth 
deals out to the member of a caste 'for life'258 For the lower castes, particularly for the dalits, 
that sentence is a life of dis-pnvileges of all sorts To the outsiders, caste system may seem to 
be foolish, harmful, unjust and above all artificial But for the believing Hindus it is their 
sacred social institution of rank and status What we would like to insist is that, the chief 
principle on which the entire system depends is that of punty and pollution 'Punty is the 
pivot on which the entire caste system turns Rank, social status and economic effect are only 
consequences and do not serve as the rationale for the gradation of caste groups They are 
simply aids to establish the status of punty and impunty of different Hindu social groups as 
they live together'259 The disabilities and discriminations of the dalits result, first of all, from 
their ntual impunty In order to explain their social exclusion and economic depnvation and 
above all, their semi-slavery status, it is necessary to explore the functioning of the Hindu 
belief system with reference to the practices of ntual punty/impunty 

Ritual rank and practices of impurity 

It is the pnnciple of punty-impunty that pervades and explains the hierarchy of castes Gods, 
people, social groups as castes, as well as animals and things may be ranked in a hierarchy of 
degrees of punty and impunty^ Each member of each of these categones possesses, as an 
individual attnbute, some capacity to pollute others Each, however, may become more 
polluted, either temporanly or permanently, through transactions with more polluted beings, 

As quoted in KOLENDA Pauline, 'Caste in Contemporary India Beyond Organic Solidanly' (Prospect 
Heights, Waveland Press, Ine 1978) ρ 63-64 
2 3 7 Ο MALLEY Lewis Sydney, 'India's Social Hentage' (London, Curzon Press, 1975) ρ 7 9 
2 5 8 BARREMAN Gerald, 'The Brahmanical View of Caste in India', Contributions to Indian Sociology, no 5, 
1971 ρ 16 23 
2 5 9 KETKER Sndhar, 'The History of Caste in India' (New Delhi, Cosmo Publications, 1979) ρ 121 125 Caste 
in India is strong and ngid even today because the ideas of the people regarding punty and pollution are ngid 
Even other religions such as Buddhism and Jainism that originated as protest against the ngidtty of caste 
hierarchy could not break away from the rules of punty and pollution Where there is consciousness of punty, 
there is caste, and where there is caste, there is boundary, hierarchy and gradation of groups 
2 6 0 KOLENDA Pauline, 'Caste in Contemporary India Beyond Organic Solidanly', op cit ρ 65 67 
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things or happenings. Hindus are temporarily impure in contact with the twelve polluting 
secretions of the body. Dumont defines such a phenomenon as the 'irruption of the biological 
into social life'261. The caste groups perform distinct hereditary functions for the good of the 
whole society and in this interdependence. They are related to each other as dependent 
groups. It is the principle of purity-impurity, which keeps the caste segments separate from 
one another. Each caste closes it's boundaries to lower castes, refusing them the privilege of 
intermarriage and other contacts defined as polluting to the higher caste. Each caste, in tum, is 
excluded by the caste ranking above it, in a local hierarchy. The differences in degree of 
pollution create closed segments, as each segment tries to preserve its own degree of purity 
from contamination by lower castes. It is, in turn, excluded as a contaminator by castes above. 
The highest ranked of them all, the Brahmins, are the purest of the castes262. 

Vedic religion dominated by the sacrifices performed by the Brahmins 

In order to understand the role of the practices of ritual impurity in Hindu religion, we have to 
identify the rationale that gives a 'status' of highest purity to the caste of the Brahmins. A 
central point in Hindu ritual is that it is necessary to make offerings to the gods in order for 
human affairs to continue without undue disaster. The intermediary between the general 
society and the gods is the priest, typically a Brahmin. The Brahmin priest must be pure in 
order to communicate with the gods. The satisfactory communication with the supernatural 
powers is necessary for the good of the king and of the society. This idea goes back to the 
ancient Aryan idea of 'rta', the belief that the sacrificial offerings made by a Brahmin were 
necessary for the continuity of the natural order263. If such offerings were not made or if they 
were not made correctly, then, nature would go awry. As a result, rain would not fall; 
epidemics might prevail and so on. Sacrifice was considered to be a foundational element of 
the universe and the maintenance and the continuity of everything in the universe was 
attributed to the performance of sacrifices. 

The universe was thought to have emerged from sacrifice and therefore sacrifice became 
fundamental to the cosmic process and maintenance. The world began with a 'stupendous 
sacrifice' performed by the gods. To maintain it in good working order, constant repetition of 
that original sacrifice was necessary. Other wise, the universe would quickly degenerate 
resulting in chaos. For this reason, sacrifices constituted an elaborate process of rituals and 
they were performed with a view to secure the blessings of gods. They were performed with 
meticulous precision and all concerned rules and ordinances were observed even down to the 
smallest details. Rites performed with such precision were supposed to yield the desired 
results. Thus, Vedic religion was dominated by ritualistic cult, a complicated system of 

261 DUMONT Louis, 'Homo Hierarchicus', op.cit. p. 61-62. 
262 HEITZMAN James & WORDEN Robert, 'India: A Country Study' (DA Pam, Head Quarters, Department of 
the Army, 1995) p. 236-239. A Brahmin's purity is his ritual cleanliness and he safeguards his purity by daily 
bathing in flowing water, dressing in properly laundered clothes of approved materials, eating only the foods 
appropriate for his caste, refraining from physical contact with people of lower rank and avoiding involvement 
with nlually impure substances. This avoidance includes body wastes and excretions, especially of another adult 
person. Contact with death and violence are typically polluting and threatening to his ritual punty 
563 BASHAM Arthur, 'Wonder that was India' (New York, Grove Press, 1974). p. 113-117. Refer also: ORGAN 
Wilson Troy, 'Hinduism: It's Historical Development' (Woodbury, New York, Barton's Educational Senes Inc., 
1974). p. 93-94. According to Arthur Basham, at first, there were three classes of priests: the hotn is to tend the 
sacrificial fire, the adhvarya to handle the sacrificial instruments and to measure the quantities of materials for 
sacrifices and the udgatn to sing the chants. Later, a fourth priest 'brahman' appeared whose responsibility was 
to act as a general supervisor. The Brahmin sat on the north side of the altar, the hotri on the east, the udgatri on 
the west, and the adhvaryu on the south. The Brahmin was associated with the Atharva, the hotri with Rg, the 
adhvarya with the Yajur and the udgatn with the Sama of the Vedas 
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sacrifices, the performance of which was the privilege of the guild of the priests. In the hands 
of this priestly caste of the Brahmins, the sacrificial cult and rituals became more and more 
elaborate and more and more important 

Ritual purity, necessary for the transactions with gods 

The holiness of God/gods is an extremely powerful and moving presence, which 
simultaneously arouses in human hearts both wonder and fear, unrestrained gratitude and the 
desire to hide. Man perceives a terrifying difference between the explosive force of the life of 
God/gods and the fragility of his own existence and recognizes his unworthiness to enter into 
relationship with the divine. Therefore, a radical transformation is necessary and this 
transformation is understood to be the passage from the profane level of ordinary existence to 
the holy or sacred level that is necessary for entering into relationship with God/gods. To 
attain it, one does not rely on moral effort, for human effort leaves man in his own world. 
Man must rely on a divine action of separation and elevation, by which the distance between 
mankind and God/gods will be overcome, at least to some degree, and the qualitative 
difference between man and God/gods will be some what diminished 2 6 5. Both Hinduism and 
as we shall see later, also Judaism, proposed a ritual solution as answer to this problem and 
thus proposed a system of ritual separations, whose dominant element was the institution and 
the 'separation' of the priesthood from other people of a given society. Seen in this way, it 
was vital for the Brahmins, the Hindu priests to be pure in order to make their prayers and to 
perform the sacrifices that were so necessary for the good of the entire society. Therefore the 
punty of the Brahmins is essentially related to their ritual role as the Hindu priests266. 

With regard to their sacerdotal status, we identify three conditions of pollution and punty - a 
state of normal purity, a state of impurity and a state of ritual purity26 . In the latter condition 
of ritual purity only, a Brahmin must transact with the divinities, namely gods and ancestors. 
Means of purification include taking a bath and wearing pure clothes. There are many agents 
causing states of impurity. Contact with lower-caste person is only one such agent. Others 
include contact with death, birth, menstruation, sexual intercourse, defecation, urination, 
bodily dirt and eating. Basically, any waste product from a human, animal or divine body is 
impure268. During her menstrual penod, a woman is considered polluted and refrains from 
cooking, worshipping or touching anyone older than an infant. Thus, particularly in south 
India, a woman spends this polluted or impure time 'sitting outside'- that is in an isolated 
room or place. Even Muslim women remain partially secluded and during this time of 
seclusion, they do not touch the 'Quran'. At the end of the period, purity is restored with a 
complete bath. Pollution attaches to birth, both for the mother and the infant's close kin, and 
to death, for close relatives of the deceased. With death, the entire body becomes waste269. A 
Brahmin priest, in preparation for his religious service, purifies himself from the pollution of 
his own body as well as from any pollution acquired by contact with polluted persons or 

BASHYAM Arthur, 'The Origins and Development of Classical Hinduism' (Oxford, Oxford University 
Press, 1991) ρ 30-34. 
2 6 5 VANHOYE Albert, 'Old Testament Priests and the New Pnesl' (Petersham, Massachusetts, St. Bede's 
Publications, 1986). ρ 27-30 
2 6 6 KOLENDA Pauline, 'Punty and Pollution' in 'Religion in India', (ed) MADAN Narayan (Oxford, Oxford 
University Press, 1990). p. 78-79. 
2 6 7 HARPER Edward, 'Ritual Pollution as an integrator of Caste and Religion', The Journal of Asian Studies, no 
2, 1964 p. 152-155. 
2 6 8 STEVENSON Henncks, 'Status Evaluation in Hindu Caste System' Journal of the Royal Anthropological 
Institute, no 84, 1954 ρ 45-65 
2 6 9 ΗΕΓΓΖΜΑΝ James & WORDEN Robert, 'India A Country Study' op cit ρ 221-225 
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places. He remains continent, fasts, bathes, and wears a clean waist cloth, all in preparation 
for his appearance before the god in the temple and performs his priestly duties. The priest's 
purity can be only temporary, because he will soon have to defile himself by eating, 
defecating and so on. If a member of his family or patrilineage should die or if a wife of one 
of the male members has a child, the priest cannot appear in the temple for many days. He is 
polluted by the birth/death pollution that pervades his family or patrilineage. It pervades male 
relatives and their wives in a patriline, up to the second cousin27 . 

Purity and Dietary and Marital Customs 

The dietary and marital customs are also relevant and are very much related to the ritual 
purity of the Brahmins271. There emerged among the once meat-eating Brahmins under the 
influence of Buddhism and Jainism a belief in non-violence. As a result, they became 
vegetarians and since they are the proponents of the Hindu value system, there arose a dietary 
principle among the Hindus that a vegetarian diet characterizes the purer castes. The members 
of the highest priestly caste, the Brahmins, are generally vegetarian and avoid eating meat, the 
product of violence and death, although some Bengali, Maharastrian and Kashmiri Brahmins 
eat fish. There are, furthermore, degrees of non-vegetarianism. It is especially defiling to eat 
the meat of the sacred cow. The next worst dietary practice is eating pork, then mutton, then 
chicken, then fish, then eggs. Consistent with this dietary principle, the Brahmins are usually 
vegetarian, middle castes may eat chicken or mutton and the dalits eat these, plus pork or 
beef272. Regarding the marital customs, to be in pure status, a high caste woman should have 
only a single sexual partner throughout her life. Those castes that allow a woman to marry 
only once are considered to be higher than those which allow widow remarriage or which 
allow women to divorce and remarry. When the Brahmin caste is said to permit no divorce at 
all, what is meant is that a woman is not allowed to have a second husband. Men, whether 
Brahmins or of other castes, are allowed to have more than one wife. Of course, in many 
middle and lower castes, widow remarriage is allowed. Sometimes, women are allowed to 
divorce and remarry in some castes, but this is one of the customs that keeps these castes in a 
low rank in the caste hierarchy273. 

Pollution inherited by the functions of Caste 

The priest's impurity, similar to his purity, is only temporary and by various cleansing 
actions, he can become pure again. Only for all the dalit castes, impurity is permanent. It 
implies that the dalits suffer a kind of inherited permanent defilement. The barber deals with 
bodily wastes such as hair and nail clippings. He washes the male corpses, and his wife 
washes the female corpses of his higher caste clients. The washerman washes the dirty 

2 7 0 KHARE Ravindra, 'The Hindu Hearth and Home' (New Delhi, Vikas Publications, 1976). p. 162-179. A 
birth immediately produces 'vriddhi sutak' (pollution of increase or multiplication). The period of pollution is 
longer on the birth of a boy (41 days) than a girl (20 days), a feature that is expected in terms of the ritual 
statuses of the two sexes. Girls are more polluted in life, and less when they are bom. The reverse is true with 
the boys. Although the recovery from pollution technically starts from the first day of the birth, the recovery to 
normal status takes longer time, till the mother and child can use the normal living spaces. Comparable to the 
mother's central role during a birth, the man (only a man can cremate) who cremates the dead stands out during 
the entire period of death pollution. Refer also: PARRY Jonathan, 'Death in Benares' (Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 1994). p. 151-188. 
271 KHARE Ravindra, op. cit., ρ 7-10. There are seven kinds of taboos regarding dietary practices - with whom 
one cats, who prepares food, what sort of food, what are the ritual observances, from whom one accepts water, 
with which one shares a pipe, and what vessels one uses. 
2 7 2 O'MALLEY Lewis Sydney, op.cit. p. 17- 21. 
2 7 3 KETKER Sndhar, 'The History of Caste in India' op.cit p. 116-118. 
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clothing stained by bodily excretions The sweeper removes human filth He eats from pots 
spoiled by birth and death pollution pervading a client's house He wears clothing in which a 
client died He eats left-over food that was touched by the mouths of others or meat of the 
dead animals The activities of the Barber, the Washerman and the Sweeper bring different 
degrees of defilement in relation to the ranks in a caste hierarchy The Barber is less defiled 
than the washerman, who, in tum, is less defiled than the Sweeper and so on274 The idea of 
pollution-contagion is universal in Hindu India Anything touched by a polluted person 
spreads the pollution to others who touch it This notion is expressed in rules about giving 
food and water and touching persons and their belongings An orthodox Brahmin will not take 
boiled food or water from any person of lower caste rank He may take food coated by 
purifying milk or ghi (clarified butter), the products of the sacred cow from professional 
confectioners and from some persons of somewhat lower caste rank Since fire purifies, he 
may take from almost anyone only the raw ingredients, which will be later purified in the 
process of cooking by fire 7 5 

3.1.1.2. The Dividual-Particle theory of Purity and Pollution 

Mamot and Inden explain these Hindu practices of punty-pollution, through the 'Dividual-
Particle' theory They draw their understanding not only from the ethnography of everyday 
avoidances and exchanges, but from the Hindu sacred writings such as the Vedas, the 
Brahmanas and the Upamshads and from classica! books of moral and medical sciences, and 
from late medieval moral code books of certain castes in Bengal They do not consider these 
texts to be ethnographic- that is accurate descriptions of the actual behaviour of the Hindus in 
olden times They do not treat them merely as records of 'ideal culture' either They see in 
them the ways of thinking of the educated reflective Hindus What they find is this Unlike 
Westerners, who think in terms of duality of separable body and spint or body and mind, 
Hindus think momstically Hindus believe that a person inherits a unitary coded-substance276 

The code 'programmed' into the person's substance or body relates to his/her caste, sex and 
personality Just as the duties of the caste are encoded into one's bodily substance, so are the 
duties for one's sex and personality Such a code does not determine exact behaviour, but 
represents 'internal formulae' for uplifting conduct, prescriptions for what one knows one 
should do as naturally appropriate for one's own person There are features of the coded-
substance that explain the process of pollution277 

First of all, this coded-substance is made up of coded-particles These particles such as bits of 
hair, sweat etc may be shared or exchanged with others and it is such particles that mix into 
food, water and other things transferred in interpersonal transactions Thus, one gives off 
coded-particles and gains coded-particles from others through personal contacts One should 
try to gain suitable or better coded-particles (those coming from gods or higher castes), not 
worse coded-particles (those coming from lower castes or defiled persons) than one's own 
One may get better particles through 'nght eating, right mamage and other right exchanges 
and actions' One may nd oneself of inferior particles through disposal as in excretion or 
other processes 'often aided by persons of suitably lower strata' Lower caste persons absorb 
pollution, specified as inferior coded-particles, from higher caste persons278 
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2 7 6 MARRIOT Mc Kim & INDEN Ronald, 'Caste System' in Encyclopedia Britannica, no 3, 1973 ρ 982 991 
2 7 7 MARRIOT Mc Kim & INDEN Ronald 'Towards an Ethnosociology of South Asian Caste System', in 'New 
Wind' (ed) DAVID Kenneth (Chicago, Aldine Press, 1977) ρ 225 226 
2 7 8 Ihid ρ 227 229 

85 



A second important feature of a coded-substance is that its parts or particles can be loosened 
to separate and combine with other kinds of coded-substance. Marriott and Inden explain: 
Heat is catalytic in many of the internal processes and external exchanges. It creates an 
instability that facilitates either separation or combination among the particles of different 
kinds of substance. Processes like digestion and sexual intercourse require heat to separate 
and to mix different substances. This theory of coded-substances which are inherited and 
which break up into coded-particles, especially through the catalyst of heat, to recombine with 
other kinds of particles, offers a theory of pollution-contagion. Presumably, some of the 
coded-particles of the lower caste person's coded-substance are actually transferred to the 
higher caste person through food, water, touch, or contact with the lower caste person's bodily 
products279. Marriott and Inden say that the instability of the coded-substance of the person, 
its ready break-up into particles, shows that the Hindu view of the person is 'dividual', one 
who divides up into separate portions. These authors point out that such a 'dividual' image 
contrasts with the Western image of the person as an 'individual'. They also assert that the 
monistic Hindu view which does not separate substance from code, i.e. body from morality, 
marks it very different from Westerners' typically dualistic mode of thinking. Because of the 
instability of a person's coded substance, a Hindu must strive to maintain his appropriate 
coded-substance and possibly better it, not just avoid pollution280. 

The 'gun' theory of purity and pollution 

Marriott and Inden's student, Martin Davis adds to the above explanation of the practices of 
the ritual impurity of the castes, through his 'gun' theory281. He insists that all beings and 
things in the Hindu cosmos are made out of one substance, a female substance called 'prakrti'. 
This basic material becomes differentiated into three substances by the joining of the female 
prakrti with the male matter, 'purusa'. Thus, a female natural substance joins with a male 
cultural principle or code282. So, 'prakrti' and 'purusa' together constitute what Marriott and 
Inden have called 'coded-substance'. The three basic materials (guns) formed by the union of 
prakrti and purusa are sattvagun, rajogun and tamogun. Sattvagun, a white substance, 
'generates goodness and joy and inspires all noble virtues and actions'. Rajogun, a red 
substance produces 'egoism, selfishness, violence, jealousy, and ambition'. Tamogun, a black 
substance engenders 'stupidity, laziness, fear and all sorts of base behaviour'. Differing 
beings and phenomena have differing proportions of the three coded-substances283. 

The hierarchy of beings is composed of Brahma, the creator, at the top, followed by the gods, 
then humans, then demons, animals, plants and minerals at the bottom. In Brahma, the three 
guns are present and in balance. In other beings, one or the other gun dominates. The gods are 
largely sattvagun. Among men, the four Vamas differ. The Brahmins are largely sattvagun. 

In such practices, what is at stake is the preservation of the specific 'nature' of the different caste groups and 
the protection from contamination of that'nature' Ibid p. 230-233. 
2 8 0 MARRIOT McKim, 'Hindu Transactions Diversity in Duality', in 'Transaction and Meaning' (ed) 
KAFFERER Bruce, (London, Institute for the Study of Human Issues, 1976) ρ 110-112. 
2 8 1 DAVIS Marvin, 'A Philosophy of Hindu Rank from rural West Bengal', The Journal of Asian studies, no. 36, 
1976 ρ 5-20. 

2 8 2 GOSWAMI Salsvarupa Dasa, 'Readings in Vedic Literature' (Los Angeles, The Bhaktivedanta Book Trust, 
1990) ρ 31-35 Purusa means the supreme predominalor and cnjoyer Prakrti means the predominated nature 
Purusa corresponds to the male (the enjoyer), and Prakrti corresponds to the female (the enjoyed) Both of course 
enjoy the relationship 
2 8 3 Ibid ρ 29-31 Literally the word 'gun' means rope There are three 'guns' (modes of material nature) -
goodness (sattva), passion (rajas) and ignorance (tamas), which bind a person to his nature like a strong rope 
The 'jiva' (human person) attains different bodies according to the 'guns' in which he has acted in the past, and 
each body in turn induces him to act according to its predominant 'gun' 
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The Kshatriyas are largely rajogun and the dalits are largely tamogun . This theory is related 
to the concept of purity-impurity of Hinduism, since sattva may be translated as purity and 
tamo as impurity. Foods are related to the three guns: 'Cool food (milk, clarified butter, most 
fruits and vegetables) make sattvagun. 'Hot food (meat, eggs, onions, mangoes) make 
rajogun. Spoiled or stale food makes tamogun, as do beef and alcohol. Food from the gods, 
'prasad' is fraught with sattva; so, it is beneficial to eat food, which has been placed before 
and hence been tasted by the gods. The left-over food of the gods then makes sattvagun. The 
left-over food of the humans makes tamogun, except when left-over food of very high caste 
persons is eaten by very low-caste persons, when, presumably, it also makes sattvagun285.The 
differing proportion of the 'guns' in different 'jatis' is related to the caste, diet, work, 
lifestyles, marriage patterns and the inter-caste transactions. Different castes have different 
diets. Vegetarian castes would be more sattvagun; non-vegetarian, more rajogun. Those which 
drink alcohol and eat beef and left-over and spoiled food would be more tamogun. The work 
of the Brahmins as priests makes always sattvagun. Occupations that maintain life in the 
ordinary world such as agriculturists, herders, artisans and traders make rajogun in their 
adherents and that of the scavengers, tanners, prostitutes and any work connected with the 
animal impulses of humans makes tamogun 

While these two theories offer some explanation about the practices of purity-pollution in 
Hinduism, they do not offer us a complete and satisfactory understanding of the Hindu belief 
system regarding ritual purity. Then, it is necessary for us to refer again to the role of the 
Brahmins as Hindu priests and examine their religio-cultural traditions in order to understand 
the entire Hindu belief system regarding purity and pollution. 

3.1.1.3. The Central Role of the Brahmins in Hinduism 

In the long history of India, the absence of a single integrated political unit like the Holy 
Roman Empire as well as the absence of a central ecclesiastical organization like the Church, 
as seen in the medieval Christian Europe, was balanced by the universality of certain cultural 
institutions. It is the Brahmins who gave religio-cultural unity to Indian society and to some 
unifying socio-cultural traditions all over India. They were concerned, first of all, about their 
own ritual purity as Hindu priests and then they enforced the rules of purity and pollution 
among all the Hindus. That is why we see that despite the lack of an established religious 
organization, the presence of Brahmins in a region seems to correlate with much more 
rigorous prohibitions against the lower castes. Thus, in South India, where Brahmins were not 
only powerful spiritually but also materially, such prohibitions were very strong. The system 
is considerably weaker in Ceylon and in the foothills of the Himalayas where there are few 
Brahmins. Similarly, untouchability is weaker in the Punjab and Uttar Pradesh, areas strongly 
influenced for several hundred years by Muslim rule287. 

Brahmanism at the heart of Hinduism 

To present a unified vision of a culture and history as vast as that of India, explicitly linking 
each part to a single totality, is a very difficult undertaking. It is the Brahmins who provided 

S ARMA Subramanya, 'The Nature and History of Hinduism' in 'The Religion of the Hindus', (ed) 
MORGAN Kenneth (New York, The Ronald Press Company, 1953). ρ 16-17 
2 8 5 DAVIS Marvin op cit ρ 15-19 
266 KOLENDA Pauline, 'Caste in Contemporary India Beyond Organic Solidarity', op cit ρ 67-68. 
2 8 7 DUMONT Louis, 'Homo Hierarchicus', op.cil. ρ 54-57 
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unity to Indian culture and history . Kingdoms great and small, long-lasting or ephemeral, 
even empires, succeeded one another, but Brahmanic India continued to adhere to its own 
norms. Hindu thinkers and authors, all Brahmins, have given these norms fundamentally a 
timeless image. The vast sub-continent of India and its millennia of history, at first sight, give 
the impression of an irreducible diversity. However, Brahmanic Hinduism provided unity at a 
deeper level. It established the major mental and social framework of the Indian population, 
expelled Buddhism and absorbed Jainism289. Orthodox Brahmanism is not an ancient 
ancestor of Hinduism; it is the ever-present permanent heart, the implicit model for or against 
which Bhakti, tantrism and all the Hindu sects have been constituted and became relevant. 
Without the persuasive, integrative presence of the 'great tradition' of Brahmanism, it is to be 
wondered whether Hindu religion would be anything other than a multitude of local cults. 
There is continuity between the 'great tradition' of the Brahmins and the local folk culture, as 
they created together an overarching Hindu culture and unifying civilization. The great 
tradition remained in constant interaction with the little traditions all over India through 
sacred literature, sacred geography and the ntes and ceremonies as elucidated by the 
Brahmins290. Orthodox Brahmanism has persisted to the present day, changing as little as 
possible to respond to the needs of the hour, living in the castes of Brahmins of whom it is the 
'raison d'etre'. In any analysis of the ritual impurity in Hinduism, without denying the 
changes over the centuries, one is nonetheless sent back to the complex and stable Brahmanic 
system of values, beliefs and practices that bring coherence and clanty to the surface 
variations within Hinduism. It alone makes the complex system of the practices of ritual 
purity and impurity comprehensible291. 

Cohesive Hindu society differentiated by castes 

No normative Brahmanic text tries to establish the impurity of the dalits, on any foreign ongin 
or any defeat of ancient times recorded in legendary history. Rather, it is a matter of 'ritual 
status' assigned by the Brahmanic principles to definite social groups, which constituted their 
impurity. Beneath the surface dichotomy of castes, Hindu Brahmanism, as explained in the 
scriptural texts, offers a vision of an extremely cohesive Hindu society, differentiated only by 
the relative purity and impurity of the different castes292. Hindu social organization is 

2 8 8 INGALLS Daniel, 'The Brahman Tradition' in 'Traditional India Structure and Change', (ed) SINGER 
Milton, (Austin, University of Texas Press, 1976) ρ 3-9 A Brahnun was a god on earth The earth actually 
belonged to the Brahmins, but Kshatnyas were allowed to rule it so that Brahmins could avoid the necessity of 
taking life in war and battles, thereby could freely devote themselves to their culuc functions and to the 
performance of the rituals The heart and origin of the Brahmanic tradition is the Veda 

BIARDEAU Madeleine, 'Hinduism The Anthropology of a Civilization' (New Delhi, Oxford University 
Press, 1989) ρ 1-5 
2 9 0 ASHBY Philip, 'Modem Trends in Hinduism' (New York, Columbia University Press, 1974) ρ 18-19 
2 5 1 Ibid ρ 12-16 We may refer also AUBOYER Jeanmc,' Daily Life in Ancient India' (New York, The 
Macmillan Company, 196S) ρ 23-25 
2 9 2 SARMA Subramanya, 'The Nature and History of Hinduism' in 'The Religion of the Hindus', (ed) 
MORGAN Kenneth, op cit ρ 3-47 Underlying all schools of thought in Hinduism, there are some fundamental 
beliefs, formulated by the Brahmin intellectuals These may be described in modern terms as beliefs concerning 
1 The evolution of the world 2 The organization of society 3 The progress of the individual 4 The fourfold end 
of human life and 5 The law of Karma and Rebirth At one end of the cosmic scale there is pure matter in which 
spint lies dormant and at the other end is the pure spini in which the matter lies dormant Between these two 
extremes there are various orders of dual beings composed partly of matter and partly of spint Spint becomes 
richer as it ascends the scale, and matter becomes poorer The spini appears as life in vegetables, as 
consciousness in animals, as intelligence in human beings, and as bliss in the supreme Spint So, there is gradual 
ascent from mailer to life, from life to consciousness, from consciousness to reason, and from reason lo spiritual 
perfection This gradation is seen also among the human beings the Brahmins and the dalits constituting the 
extreme ends 
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governed by stable Brahmanic principles and the separation of the pure and the impure is 
chiefly visible at the extremes of the Hindu social ladder as the Brahmins and the dalits 
leaving in the center a vague region in which precedence is contested by different castes. But 
the binary opposition as 'high-low' and pure-impure', which is essential to this hierarchical 
vision of society, has to be conceived as a close complementarity, even when it implies 
separations in space. All the other caste groups are also separated from each other in distinct 
habitations, but all of them together constitute the village. 

As a result, in each territorial 'unit', which can be as small as a village, one finds, 
theoretically at least, the totality of the Hindu socio-religious structure and its values. Each 
person knows the other and where he belongs: the patron and his clientele; the king and his 
subjects, the household priest and the families he serves, are bound together in a 'face-to-face' 
relationship. The principles of purity-impurity and the specific rank they bestow on the 
different castes are the guiding factors in this social world 93. Whatever the quarrels and the 
more or less endemic factions, each person knows that he is caught up in a complex of 
vertical and horizontal relationships, more or less distant but nowhere really interrupted. 
Purity and pollution as social construction shapes the macro-structure of the Hindu society 
and micro-reality of everyday life. 

The different roles of the Brahmins as the Priestly Order 

In Hindu society, the Brahmin caste is theoretically the priestly order. But in practice the caste 
and the profession are not to be treated as one. All Brahmins need not be priests; in fact, 
majority of them are not. They can follow any profession or means of livelihood, and have 
been kings, soldiers, shopkeepers or peasants. Brahmins who are wealthy or hold good social 
positions do not perform the religious ceremonies even in their own homes294. On the other 
hand, no one except a Brahmin can be a priest. Thus, the caste system is permissive in giving 
the Brahmins the freedom not to adopt the priestly vocation, but restrictive in not allowing 
anyone but a Brahmin to become a priest. Till recently, as Hindu priests, the Brahmins 
exercised their function at different levels, each carrying different status295. At the top were 
the spiritual directors, teachers of Hindu philosophy and consultants on points of sacred law, 
who also at times performed or at least supervised the important religious rites in the houses 
of the wealthy clients such as kings and princes. After them came those who performed the 
seasonal worship for fees which were more or less standardized. Lowest in the hierarchy were 
the salaried priests who performed the daily rites in the houses of the wealthy. These were 
regarded as superior members of the domestic staff. Brahmins could also make a living by 
giving expositions of mythology or reciting the sacred religious texts and the epics, 
combining their expert comments with them. Some of these men acquired a great reputation 
as expositors and were specially invited to the houses of the wealthy to preach on ceremonial 
occasions. Another source of income for the priests who were learned in philosophy and logic 
was provided by the custom of inviting them to hold debates and discussions for the education 
of the public. At the funeral ceremonies these discussions were as much expected as were 
music and dance in other joyous ceremonies. These pundits received large fees and presents 
on these occasions and when the patrons were wealthy the presents included gold and silver 
vessels of all kinds. 

293 GRANT McCall, 'Dharma Dynamic in the Indian Village' (New Delhi, Cosmo Publications, 1982). 
2,4 PANDE Chandra, 'Foundations of Indian Culture' (Delhi, Motilal Banarsidas, 1984). p. 60-61. The Brahmins 
were priests, counselors, hermits and philosophers. Every tradition in India, be it Buddhist or Jain or Ajivikas or 
Sankhya can be understood only in relation to Brahmanism. 
295 FULLER Christopher, 'Servants of the Goddess' (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1984). p. 23-48. 
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The professional priests always had a working knowledge of Sanskrit and often were familiar 
with the 'Sastras' or sacred literature. But what they always had to acquire was a thorough 
knowledge of the liturgy of worship of all the different gods and goddesses as well as of the 
rites connected with daily life. In addition, they also had to possess some knowledge of Hindu 
astrology. All this, they learned more in their family than by any formal study296. An 
extensive religious literature of great antiquity supports the pre-eminence of the Brahmins. 
The charter for the social classes in ancient India is found in the Rig Veda. This charter 
awards the highest rank to the Brahmin priest. As early as the eight century BC, Hindu 
thought had separated worldly power from other-worldly power. Since then, the two realms 
have been in the hands of the different specialists - worldly power in the hands of the kings 
and the princes and the other-worldly power in the hands of the priests. In the Hindu ideology, 
the ritual power of the Brahmin priests was superior and more important than the secular 
power of the kings, who were expected to protect and depend upon their priests. Indeed it was 
the duty of the kings to protect the populace, to ensure their conformity to the rules of caste 
system and to wage wars against the enemies when necessary, always under the guidance of 
the Brahmin priestly preceptors297. In this way, from ancient times, in Indian history, the 
political power was controlled and guided by the spiritual power of the Hindu priests. 

3.1.1.4. A Symbolic System in Operation 

The set of laws of ritual purity for the Brahmins has one purpose: holiness. The positive 
precepts have been ordained for the cultivation of virtue and for the promotion of these finer 
qualities, which should distinguish any truly religious and ethical being. The negative 
precepts are defined to combat vice and suppress evil tendencies and instincts, which stand in 
the way of a Brahmin, as he strives towards holiness. Any interpretation will fail which take 
the 'do-nots' of the Brahmins in piecemeal fashion. The only sound approach is to forget 
hygiene, aesthetics, morals and instinctive revulsion, even to forget the race and related issues 
of ancient history and enter straight into the symbolic Hindu Universe which constitutes the 
basis of the purity of the Brahmins. In this Brahmanic ideology, every man is conceived as 
having no other function than that of maintaining the cosmic order and consequently the 
social order. Here comes the separation and the boundaries. The rules of purity and pollution 
create boundaries between the social groups and separate them with a distinct status in and 
rank within the caste hierarchy of Hinduism. 

The more deeply we go into the rules of ritual purity and impurity, as practiced by the 
Brahmins, the more obvious it seems to us that we are dealing with a symbolic religious 
system. Impurity is never a unique isolated event. Where there is a practice of impurity, 
there is a system. Within this symbolic system, dirt is essentially a disorder. Dirt offends 
against order. Eliminating it is not a negative movement, but a positive effort to organize the 
environment. Separating, tidying and purifying should be seen in this light. The rituals and 
practices of purity and impurity create unity in experience. Far from being aberrations from 
the central project of religion, they are positive contributions to social and personal 

In ancient India, the family transmuted the essentials of the hereditary caste functions to the successive 
generations and this was especially true of the Brahmin families Refer' OMAN John Campbell, 'The 
Brahmanas, Theists and Muslims of India' (Delhi, Hentage Publishers, 1973). ρ 34-48. 
2 , 7 HEITZMAN James & WORDEN Robert, 'India a Country Study' op cit p. 8-14. The right of a king to the 
throne, no matter how it was gained was usually legitimized through elabourate ntuals and genealogies 
concocted by the Brahmin pnesls In spite of the numerous kingdoms in India, the spread of Brahmanism was a 
two way process of Sanskntization of local cults and localization of BrahmamcaJ social order, which in tum 
enabled the priestly and land-owning castes the domination over the Indian society. 
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organization, guided by the religio-cultural values. By their means, symbolic patterns are 
worked out and publicly displayed. Within these patterns, different elements are related and a 
variety of experiences are given meaning. Impurity is the by-product of a systematic ordering 
and classification of matter, in so far as ordering involves rejecting inappropriate elements29 . 
Thus, the idea of ritual purity and impunty takes us straight into the field of symbolism and 
promises a link-up with the symbolic Hindu universe. What we see, in all these beliefs, is a 
concern about man's rightful and proper place and destiny in the world and in his society. 
Hence, when reflecting about purity and impurity in Hindu culture, our reflection takes us to 
the Brahmanic explanation of the relations of order to disorder, being to non-being, form to 
formlessness, life to death. Here, we enter into a discussion of the Hindu law, which is the 
foundation of Hindu social order of the caste system as well as the rationale for the purity of 
the Brahmins and consequently the impurity of the dalits. 

3.1.2. HINDUISM AS 'SANATANA DHARMA'- THE LAW 

Hindus call their religion 'Sanatana Dharma' - the Law. Our important question is what is 
'dharma', as explained by the Hindus? Dharma is the law of being, the orderly fulfillment of 
an inherent nature and destiny. When God created the universe, he endowed it with order, 
with the laws to govern creation. Dharma is God's divine law prevailing on every level of 
existence, from sustaining cosmic order to religious and moral laws, which bind mankind in 
harmony with that 'order'. The human beings are maintained by dharma and they are held in 
most perfect relationship with a complex universe. Every form of life, every group of men, 
has its dharma, the law of its being. When humans follow dharma, they are in conformity with 
the 'truth' that inheres and instructs the universe and they naturally abide in closeness to God. 
Adharma is opposition to divine law. Dharma prevails in the laws of nature and is expressed 
in Hindu Scripture for the Hindus to respect and follow299. 

3.1.2.1. The Universal Dharma - Rta, the Cosmic Law 

In ancient Hinduism, sacrifices performed for the gods (devas) were vital for obtaining the 
material benefits given to humans by the gods. The efficacy or the power of these sacrifices 
were determined by their being performed in exactly the manner and order prescribed. The 
proper order of a sacrifice was called 'rta'. Eventually, this concept would become one of the 
key concepts of the Hindu worldview, meaning first something like 'moral order', and later 
'cosmic order' or 'cosmic law', the 'universal dharma'. Vedas speak of 'rta', the 'eternal law' as 
independent of the gods. In the Rig Veda, 'rta' controls all the changes and operations of the 
universe including the actions and the thoughts of the gods. It stands apart and above them as 
an impersonal and infallibly effective power300. The word 'rta' is connected with 'rtu', the 
seasons, the regular round of spring, summer, rain, autumn, and winter. Beyond that, we can 

MALINA Bruce, 'Chnslian Origins and Cultural Anthropology' op. cit p. 21-22. To make sense of their 
environment and its attending processes, human beings draw lines through them When persons, places and 
things are within their lines or boundanes, they are pure or clean When they are out of place, they are impure or 
unclean 'Dirt' is, in fact, a socially contrived category to refer to something out of place 
2n CREEL Austin,' Contemporary Philosophical Treatments of Karma and Rebirth', in 'Karma and Rebirth', 
(ed) NEUFELDT Ronald, (Albany, Slate University of New York Press, 1986) ρ 105-107 Rta represented 
Order, not only in the rhythm of the planets, the cycle of the seasons and the world of nature, but in all the 
aspects of the life of the universe, including the social and moral life of mankind It is the right path for things, 
the cosmic norm that regulates existence It is the order that is applicable to the macrocosm of heaven and earth, 
and also to the moral conduct of men From the principle of Ria emerged the doctrine of Dharma 
3 0 0 SINGH Harbans & JOSHI Lai Mam, 'An Introduction to Indian Religions' (Panala, Publication Bureau, 
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understand 'rta' as the principle of order behind all things and events. Rta, according to the 
ancient sages of the Rig-Veda, was the first emanation from the Absolute and thus the 
primary manifestation of the original act of creation. Rta is characterized as the eternal law or 
blueprint of cosmic order and the Vedic mind conceived this transcendent law as the only fit 
expression of the Absolute which itself stands beyond human speculation301. Thus, the Rg 
Veda repeatedly expresses the belief that all things or beings truly exist and fulfill their true 
functions only when they follow the courses set for them according to Rta. This grand concept 
is the ultimate reference behind the Vedic ritual. It was repeatedly affirmed as the infinite and 
eternal 'Ground', in which the earth and the heavens, the planets and the sovereign deities and 
the orderly succession of the seasons subsist and upon which their continuance depends. 

Accordingly Rta is perceived to signify the 'universal dharma'; nothing is outside its 
governance and everything being subject to it. Moving in harmony with Rta implies 'truth' 
and disharmony with 'Rta' means 'falsehood'. Rta is not a personal being, nor a divine 
instrument. It is the universal 'Ground of Order', the foundation of Cosmos. All beings, 
divine, human, sub-human, animate and inanimate subsist in Rta or through the order of 
existence which Rta sustains. Rta simply is and all the other things live, move and have their 
being through Rta302. As the most perfect symbol of deity in manifestation, rta, the supreme 
law of harmony, demanded homage and compliance from gods and men. The early Hindus 
seemed to have had a dualistic picture of the universe which was composed of two distinct 
areas in much the same way as the Persians imagined the cosmos: one area was the realm of 
Being (sat), and the other was the realm of Non-Being (asat). The former realm was governed 
by order, (rta), whereas the latter was characterized by chaos (anrta). The gods as well as 
humans were all sub-ordinated to 'rta' so that 'rta' could itself be imagined as an abstract, 
unitary force or divinity by itself303. 

Rita and Karma 

In the Upanishads, 'rta' works itself out in the ethical realm of human society through 'kanna' 
or action. This idea first appears in the 'Brahmanas' in which it is stated that all the human 
beings come into the world pre-fashioned by themselves. What does this mean? Whatever a 
person has done in the previous life determines what he/she becomes in this life and by means 
of 'samsara' (transmigration), in the next life304. In relation to 'rta', then, 'karma' means 
something like the law of the deed: every act, moral or otherwise, is the result of some 
previous act which caused it. Everything a person does is caused by what he/she has done in 
the past and in tum will cause his/her future actions. In particular, 'karma' determines which 
of the 'caturvamas' or four colors (caste groups), one will be rebom into. The beliefs about 
transmigration point in the same direction. The theory of transmigration connects successive 
existence on the basis of merit or demerit acquired in each existence and so makes them 
interdependent. People attribute their present fortune or misfortune to the supposed past good 

3 0 1 PANDE Chandra, 'Foundations of Indian Culture' op.cit. p. 24-27. The Rta is the ideal principle of ordering 
the paradigmatic principle of ultimate reality. Conceptually it may be assimilated to Natural Law, at once 
cosmic, moral and ntuahstic. It is at once reality and ideality joined together in fullness. 
3 0 2 MYERS Michael, 'Brahman' (Richmond, Surrey, Curzon Press, 2001). p. 174-179. 
3 0 3 ΕΠΉ Arthur Bemedale, 'The Religion and Philosophy of the Veda and the Upanishads' (Delhi, Motilal 
Banarsidas, 1970). p. 455-467. 
3 0 4 Samsara means repeated births and deaths and transmigration. Padma Purana delineates that there are 8, 400, 
000 species, and that the fallen 'jiva' has to undergo birth in every one of them. After evolving through many 
thousands of births, the 'jiva' at last reaches the human form that offers it a chance to cultivate self-realization 
for the ultimate liberation from the cycle of samsara or rebirths. Refer: GOSWAMI Satsvarupa Dasa, 'Readings 
in Vedic Literature', op.cit. 28-29 
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deeds or past faults. Birth in different castes is conditioned by deeds of the previous life. 
Therefore, since all of society is organized according to these caste groups, the very structure 
and stratification of society as the caste system reflects 'rta' in the here and now in the society 
and in this way, the social order corresponds to the cosmic order305. 

Universal law, 'rta' is cosmic order, God's rule at work throughout the physical province. It is 
the infinite intelligence or consciousness in nature, the sustaining cosmic design and 
organizing force. Rta is then the underlying divine principle and universal law regulating 
nature, from the voyage of stars in vast galactic orbits to the influx of subatomic energies. 
When the Hindus are in tune with rta, the universal dharma and realize that man is an integral 
part of nature and not above it or dominating it, then they are in tune with God. The Hindus 
has to feel that they are guests on the planet with responsibilities to nature. The physical body 
was gathered from nature and returns to it. Nature is, though exquisitely complex, yet quite 
orderly. The coconut always yields a coconut tree, a lotus a lotus, a rose a rose, not another 
species. The nature is diverse, yet constant. The Hindus as part of nature must seek to bring 
his life into harmony with the 'rta', the cosmic order. For this, first of all, they must follow the 
'social dharma' - the duties of the castes. That means, a Brahmin remains a Brahmin and 
follows the duties of the Brahmin; and a dalit remains a dalit and should follow the duties of 
the dalits. Anything to the contrary is 'adharma' and that way, the social order would not 
correspond to the 'cosmic order', 'rta'. The ritual practices of purity and impurity confirm and 
strengthen the 'social order', by which the different social groups (castes) are separated, 
classified and confirmed in their social roles in the Hindu society. A distinctive feature of 
overall religious ethos of Hinduism is that religion influences all aspects of society. As a 
scholar puts it, 'with other peoples, religion is only a part of life; there are things religious and 
things lay and secular. To the Hindu, his whole life is religion. All to him is religion and 
religion never receives a name from him, because it never has for him an existence apart from 
all that has received a name306. In later Hinduism, 'dharma' would evolve from the pnnciple 
of rta as the Hindu central doctrine and take the most prominent place in Hindu religious 
thought and spiritual life. Thus, in a way, it was Rta that would be known in the later stages of 
Hinduism as the universal Dharma. 

The concept of Rta and Dharma in their unitary signification 

The theme of dharma that emerged from the cosmic principle of rta runs so deep into Hindu 
culture that many scholars regard it as synonymous to it. A concept of multiple connotations, 
dharma, as Hindus perceive it, includes cosmologica!, ethical, social and legal principles that 
provide the basis for the notion of an ordered universe307. Almost every form of Hindu social 
and cultural organization and the corresponding rights and responsibilities of social groups 
such as castes is attributable to the overriding concept of dharma. To violate one's dharma is 
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Press, 1962) ρ 14-17 Vedic liturgy is seen as an attempt to reproduce the cosmic order so as to assure the 
effective functioning of human society The social order and the ntual order are two manifestations of the same 
process 
5 0 6 RADHAKRISHNAN Sarvepalli, 'The Hindu View of Life' (New York, The Macmillan Company, 1968) ρ 
56-58 Ria manifests itself in nature and also in human society. Rta is the right order of the universe - it stands 
for both the 'satya' - the truth of things as well as the 'dharma' or the law of evolution Dharma, from the root 
'dhr' to hold, means that which holds a thing and maintains it in being Every form of life, every group of men, 
has its dharma, which is the law of its being 
107 RENO Louis, 'Hinduism' (New York, George Braziller, 1962) p. 18-19. Dharma is at once norm or moral 
law, virtue and meritorious action, the order of things transformed into moral obligation, a principle which 
governs all manifestations of Hindu life 

93 



unthinkable. The charge of 'adhanma' (contravention of dharma) is one of the most serious 
charges that can be levelled against anyone. All behaviour is viewed in the context of duty or 
dharma. The Brahmin avoids contact with dalits, devotes himself to learning, and accepts 
gifts, because it is his dharma to do so; a dalit serves the high castes, often at the cost of 
servitude, because it is his dharma. A dalit defers to a high caste man, stands up when the 
latter passes, lets him initiate a conversation and addresses him respectfully, because that is 
what he has been told, as his dharma. However much it might displease him, he will continue 
to do it, because dharma cannot be violated. One's opinions, attitudes and feelings cannot 
stand up against the overwhelming power of dharma. Then, dharma is both the way things are 
and the way they should be, the only appropriate order for the universe and for man in it. This 
includes the various manifestations of what we call religion; ritual, devotion, myth and 
doctrine; it also includes social order as Vamashramadharma, the caste system as a form of 
sacred law and the corresponding philosophical theories of man and universe. Like all laws, 
dharma may be observed or it may not; but whether or not it has followers, it will remain 
inviolate and inviolable. Dharma is not only morality, moral good, justice and righteousness, 
though it includes all of these elements. It is first of all the socio-cosmic order, which is 
essential for the maintenance of the happy existence of the whole universe, which is 
constituted by the three worlds 'trailokya' (earth, heaven and the space between, or later, 
earth, heaven and the infernal regions)308. The observation of dharma ensures the continuity of 
the empirical world. If an individual fails to observe it, he must expect the worst disasters. If a 
society, as whole, neglects the prescriptions of dharma, then the world will perish; in 
whatever way disorder enters the 'trailokya', the life of all is endangered. 

3.1.2.2. Exposition of Dharma by the Brahmins 

Maintenance of 'dharma', the all-encompassing order, is the pre-occupation of the Brahmins. 
It is their task to see that the totality of the cosmic order is respected. The Hindus learn about 
Dharma and their obligations towards it only as mediated by the Brahmins, who teach them as 
an essential part of the sacred Hindu Revelation. Many treatises of dharma exist, of which the 
Laws of Manu is the best known as well as the most orthodox work. The hierarchical vision 
of human society implies that dharma does not have identical content for each Vama or caste 
group. Each group has its own dharma - its svadharma. Then, 'svadharma' is the social 
function that each Vama had to perform for the good of the entire Hindu society. For the 
Brahmin, it is 'brahman' - his sacerdotal function; for the Kshatriya, it is the 'ksatra', the 
martial and princely function; for the Vaisya, trade and agriculture and for the S udrà, the 
service of the higher Vamas, which implies submission. If a Vama does not perform its 
proper functions or tries to take over the duties of other Vamas, disorder and destruction will 
be the catastrophic result309. The Brahmins, with the help of the kings, must ensure the 
maintenance of the Hindu social order, as the manifestation of the maintenance of the cosmic 
order. Dharma, in reference to human beings, operates through the law of Karma. 

In the light of this discussion, we notice two features that immediately stand out ( 1 ) the two senses of right, 
namely righteousness and entitlement are brought together, in the Indian conception, in contrast to their 
separation in western thought, and (2) with this convergence, the primary category is not that of moral principle, 
but of a primordial order that is neither exclusively moral nor exclusively cosmological, but both together at 
once DANDEKAR Ramesh, 'Dharma', in 'Sources of Indian Tradition (ed) EMBREE Ainslie (New York, 
Columbia University Press, 1988) ρ 213-133 
m CHAPPLE Christopher, 'Karma and Creativity' (Albany, State University of New York Press, 1986) ρ 2-7 
Acts (Karman) produce corresponding fruits (phala) in the form of future births (janma) The theory of karma 
was seen as a tool to reinforce societal injustice and discourage efforts to better oneself or to help others (though 
ethical, psychological and meditative acts can lead to liberation) 
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The Law of Karma 

Karma is the law of the universe controlling births and deaths. The transmigration of souls is 
governed by 'karma', an essential component of cosmic Law or universal Dharma. In terms of 
the law of karma alone, it is possible to understand why some souls are bom as animals, 
others as insects or birds and others as human beings. It accounts for the divergence in the 
physical forms that the same soul might take in its different worldly lives310. Karma alone can 
explain why some persons in this world are happy, successful, physically well-built, and, in 
general, occupy a high position in life, while others are bom deformed or become disabled, 
poor, wretched and miserable in their low station in life. The word karma is from the Sanskrit 
root kri, meaning 'to do'. Literally, then, the word karma means 'that which is done', or 
'action'. The doctrine has for its basis the very popular notion that all action has its reaction, 
and that the type of reaction is causally connected to the type of action. Nothing is plainer 
and easily understandable to us, familiar with agriculture, than the phenomenon that we reap 
what we sow. Similarly, if we are told that a good deed is rewarded and a bad action 
punished, it seems to be a quite simple and logical preposition311. Simply formulated, 'karma' 
states that all actions have consequences that will affect the doer of the action at some future 
time and this is what the doctrine of karma is all about. In metaphorical terms, one reaps in 
accordance with what one sows. Right actions have one kind of effect and wrong action 
another kind. Right actions result in good consequences and wrong actions in bad. The sum 
total of the good and bad we experience in all our lives must accord with the sum total of our 
merits and demerits312. The doctrine of Karma, which means the inevitable working out of 
action in new life, has wide and popular appeal among the Hindus313. It is no exaggeration to 
state that it is the doctrine of Karma that provides ready entrance to the other doctrines of 
Hindu, Buddhist and Jaina thought. 

The Social Dharma or Varnadharma - the social law 

The 'social dharma' or the social law that is a part of the 'universal law' is known as the 
Varnadharma and it consists of occupations, duties and responsibilities, which must be 
fulfilled by the human beings as the members of a family and society. Rta or universal dharma 
signifies the pattern, the rhythm. It operates in the cosmic and moral world. While it is revered 
and obeyed by the gods, who remains true to their nature, man also should be true to his 
nature. The ethical order pertains to the moral contact of the entire humanity and this ethical 

CREEL Austin,' Contemporary Philosophical Treatments of Karma and Rebirth', in 'Karma and Rebirth', 
(ed) NEUFELDT Ronald (Albany, State University of New York Press, 1986). p. 2-3. Karma implies that moral 
life is not chaos, and that a man's actions in the past are responsible for his present state and that his present 
deeds will condition his future fortunes. Thus Karma places responsibility for the present upon each individual's 
past actions; at the same time, the future is dependent upon present behaviour. Whatever one's present 
circumstances, the ultimate goal of liberation is available to all. 
3 1 1 SARMA Subramanya, 'The Nature and History of Hinduism', in "The Religion of the Hindus', (ed), 
MORGAN Kenneth, op.cil p. 23-27. All creatures as long as (hey are creatures, are involved in this lime 
process which is called samsara, the state of each creature in any particular life depending upon the good or evil 
it has done in the preceding life. Thus our character and destiny shape themselves from life to life, according to 
an organic law, which is wrought into our very nature. 
3 1 2 KEYES Charles & DANIEL Valentine, 'Karma: an Anthropological Enquiry' (Berkeley, University of 
California Press, 1983). p. 2-7. The popular ideas of Karma pervade the beliefs of Hindus and Buddhists in 
South and South East Asia. Refer also: REICHENBACH Bruce, 'The Law of Karma: A Philosophical Study' 
(Honolulu, University of Hawaii Press, 1990). ρ 1-3. 
3 1 3 T1GUNAIT Pandit Rajamam, 'From Death to Birth: Understanding Karma and Reincarnation' (Housedale, 
Pennsylvania, The Himalayan Institute Press, 1997). Refer also: CHAPPLE Christopher, 'Karma and Creativity' 
(Albany, State University of New York Press, 1986). 
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order is part of the cosmic order. That which is consonant with overall harmony, in the human 
sphere of activity, is considered moral or good. 'Harmony' is the right relationship of the parts 
to the whole cosmic order and what is right can only be good. Regarding human beings, the 
'social group (Vama), into which one is bom is caused by 'karma', the actions of the past. 
Each 'Vama' has fixed privileges, duties and responsibilities and this situation has reference to 
the natural order of the universe itself. 

The Rg Veda thus explains the different functions, according to social dharma: 'In how many 
parts was he transformed when they cut the Purusha in pieces? What did His mouth become? 
What his arms, what his thighs, what His feet? His mouth then became the 'brahmana', from 
the arms the 'ksahtriya' was made, the 'vaishya' from the thighs, and from the feet the 'Shudra' 
came forth'. As a consequence of social dharma, the works of Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas 
and Shudras are different. Bhadvad Gita asserts: The works of Brahmin are peace, self-
harmony, austerity and purity, loving forgiveness and righteousness, vision, wisdom and faith. 
These are the works of a Kshatriya: a heroic mind, inner fire, constancy, resourcefulness, 
courage in battle, generosity and noble leadership. Trade, agriculture and rearing of cattle are 
the work of Vaishya. And the work of the Shudra is service. They all attain perfection when 
they find joy in their work. 'Greater is one's own work, even if this be humble than the work 
of another, even if this be great. A man should do that work which God gives him'314. We 
understand that, in the social context, dharma refers to the rules of social intercourse laid 
down for every category of persons in terms of social status (Vama), stage of life (ashrama) 
and inborn qualities (guna). In other words, for every person there is an appropriate mode of 
conduct (svadharma), defined by his or her caste, gender, age, and temperament. Such 
context-sensitive prescriptions are, however, subject to the dictates of general morality 
(sadharana dharma) which are binding on everybody. In Indian religious traditions, all human 
actions have inescapable consequences. If dharma is the abstract principle of the social order 
and the consensus about the good life, karma is praxis or the individual actor's endeavour to 
live according to dharma. 

From the Cosmic Order to the Social Order 

Once the cosmic balance of hierarchically ordered principles and the relationship of dharma 
and karma were firmly established in Hindu religious discourse by the Brahmins, there 
emerged the idea of hierarchically ordered social groups of the Hindus. Under inspiration 
from the Hindu cosmology, and its cosmic order, the Brahmins first copied the hierarchy on to 
the social order in the guise of the system of castes, then on to the individual organism itself, 
in the guise of the harmonious hierarchy of the organs. As the head, shoulder, thigh and feet 
of the social body, each social group has to assume one's place in the 'global order'. The 
purity codes 'are a way of talking about what is proper' for a certain place and certain time. 
Pollution is a label attached to whatever is out of place with regard to the society's view of an 
orderly and safe world. It involves 'drawing the lines that give definition to the world around 
us'. Then, purity is fundamentally concerned with the ordering of the world and making sense 
of one's everyday experiences in light of that order, which is usually conceived as being 

3,4 GOSWAMI Satsvarupa Dasa, 'Readings in Vedic Literature', op.cit. p. 51-65. The Vedic literature confirms 
that 'Varnasramadharma' has been existing since time immemorial It proceeds not from man, but from 
Bhagavan Krsna himself, who states in Bhagavadgita - 'Catur-vamayam maya srstam, guna-karma vibhagassah: 
according to the three modes of materia] nature and the work asenbed to them, the four division of human 
society were created by me (4 13) The Vishnu Purana 3.8.9 explains further· The supreme personality of 
Godhead, Lord Vishnu, is worshipped by the proper execution of presenbed duties in the system of Varna and 
asrama. There is no other way to satisfy the supreme personality of Godhead. One must be situated in the 
institution of the four Varnas. 
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divine ordained cosmic order Hindu culture draws extensive lines of punty, of clean and 
unclean, in an attempt to create a model of God's cosmic order in the social and personal life 
and to help an individual locate his or her place in the social world313 As a consequence, a 
devout Hindu is very much concerned about exactly when and where pollution has been 
contracted and what needs to be done to dispel it 

We have to remember that the ancients knew well that human society in their time was only a 
few steps away from anarchy and chaos Constant reminders and constant vigilance were 
needed, to protect the human society from disorder and chaos, to ensure the correct behaviour 
of the members of the society for the common good of all the members, and this was done 
through a fixed social order The Hindu interest in ntual punty represents a larger interest in 
the wholeness of the social order and cosmic order For the Hindus, maintaining order on one 
scale, which is the social order, contnbuted to keeping order on a larger scale, which is 
cosmic order316 Observing the rules of punty and impunty would be meaningful to the 
extent that they allowed the Hindus to move in step with, or mirror, the divine order They 
wanted to imitate the divine order in the cosmos, at their human level, through the 
corresponding social order of the system of the castes At issue for the Hindu mind is the 
concept of order - 'rta' or 'dharma', the order not only in the rhythm of the planets, the cycle 
of the seasons and the world of nature, but in all the aspects of the life in the universe, 
including social and moral life of mankind It is the nght path for things, the cosmic norm that 
regulates existence that is applicable to the macrocosm of heaven and earth and also to the 
microcosm of the human society317 The rules of punty and pollution regulate and ensure the 
social order by placing each social unit in its proper or nghtful place This is particularly true 
in the case of the Brahmins who have to be pure as Hindu pnests and of the dalits who have to 
be impure as the pnests of the demons and this 'nght order' can never be violated in the social 
world of the Hindus, as required by the Hindu Scnptures 

3.1.2.3. Symbolism in Hindu Ritualism 

It is evident to us, after our discussion on the world-view of the Hindus, that though the ntuals 
of punty and impunty look superfluous from outside, they have deep religious significance 
Religion is an expression of human desire to communicate with God and Hinduism is no 
exception Ritual punty is of utmost importance to the Hindus, because, first of all, 
everything and everyone should correspond to the eternal order - 'rta' or eternal law -
'dharma' Secondly, the Hindus strongly believe that whatever comes into the presence of 
holy God has to be Orderly' or 'pure' There is particular concern to avoid pollution or 
'disorder' in the sanctuary, so that worship to the holy God and His benefits for the human 
beings can be made in a pure state Punty is particularly required of the Brahmins, the Hindu 
pnests 'Yagna' or sacnfice is the means to maintain 'rta' or rhythm, the cosmic order of 
natural events, more specifically the succession of events, of the seasons, of the rain and of 
the harvest of crops 

Pnests alone can offer sacrifices and recite incantation, which is very important for the 
continuation of the cosmic order and guarantee the continuity of life in the world The 

3 1 5 ORGAN Wilson, 'The Hindu Quest for the Perfection of Man (Athens, Ohio University Press, 1970) Refer 
also KNIPE David, 'Hinduism' (San Francisco, Harper Publications, 1991 ) 
3 1 6 ANAND Kewal Krishna, 'Indian Philosophy The Concept of Kanna' (Delhi, Bharatiya Vidya Prakashan, 
1982) ρ 17 19 The Universal principle of Rta, the unchanging law, came to be regarded in the moral and social 
sphere also as real, eternal and inviolable as it is in the cosmic order 
3 FOWLER Jeaneane,'Hinduism Beliefs and Practices' (Brighton, Sussex Academic Press, 1997) ρ 105 
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Brahmins, as the priests who perform the sacrifices became the most influential members of 
the community in the Hindu society. To be a Brahmin meant, first of all, to be a Vedic 
sacrificial priest. As a priest, he is a minister of the revealed 'Word' that is the Scripture and a 
master of the house of God that is the Temple. He occupies the central place in a network of 
obligatory Hindu ritual observances in which all was interpreted in terms of sacrifice. It would 
have been impossible for such an individual as a Brahmin to follow any occupation outside of 
this ritual context. In any case, the Brahmin knew that it was his careful accomplishment of 
ritual duties that ensured the prosperity of both his family and society at large, and in a way, 
assured the continuity of the cosmic order. In his ritual world, 'karman' is the rite that 
produces a determined result. It has to be done within the strict limits inside which it is 
prescribed. By performing 'karman' the Brahmin co-operates in the maintenance of 'rta' or 
'dharma', the total order of the entire universe. The Brahmin, who performs the ritual, is 
keenly aware of his crucial role in the maintenance of the cosmic system. 

The Hindu Temples and their sanctuaries 

Life is fragile, collapses easily, and human beings need protection from some secure centre of 
power that is unassailable, permanent and immutable. Such centres of power are the temples 
and their sanctuaries, where all the human needs may be brought and the divine power 
invoked against the threats and dangers of fragile human life. From these centres, human 
beings can face their environments and find their way through life's hazards and problems. It 
is in the temples and their sanctuaries that the fragile human beings share in the awesome 
reality of divine life of the powerful divinities who with their power and vitality sustain order 
in the universe and in the society, so that mankind is protected from the ever present threats 
and dangers, especially of the evil spirits. Throughout Indian history, temples, as the centres 
of divine powers, exercised an enormous influence on the religious and social life of the 
Hindus. The Hindu temple is a place of worship like any other, but it has some unique 
features. It serves as the symbolic link between God and Human, the Spiritual and the 
Material, and the Ideal and the Obvious. Names of the miscellaneous segments of the temple 
designate different organs of the human body. The Sanctum Sanctorum (garbhagraha) 
represents the human heart318. 

Granted that being 'holy' means being set apart, the next idea that emerges as a consequence 
of such an understanding of holiness is 'purity'. The sacrifices and ceremonies are focused on 
the idea of the holiness of God, and consequently on the idea of the purity of the Brahmins to 
offer the sacrifices, in the 'sanctum sanctorum'. Orthodox temples are built according to 
'agamas' or sacred rules because the temple epitomizes God in a spiritual form. Even today, 
the Hindu temple remains as an architectural monument structured according to strict 
canonical prescriptions. The metaphysical content of the temple as the dwelling place of the 
divinities is realized by magical rules that prescribe meticulous dimensions and proportions. 
These injunctions were at first mnemonic, transmitted by word of mouth through the 
centuries, from one generation of anonymous craft-guild to another in a common heritage, 
leading to standardization of architectural procedures and uniformity of style in widely 
separated places that became manuals and grammars of architecture, the 'Vastu-Sastras'. The 
craftsmen are considered the inheritors of Visvakarman, the great architect of the universe. 
The precincts of the divinities, with the geometrical elevation of the shrine, were meticulously 

3 1 8 NANDAKUMAR Prema, 'Hindu Temples and Festivals' in 'Hindu Spiriluahty' (ed) SUNDARARAJAN 
Rajesh & MUKERJI Bilhika (New York, The Crossroad Publishing Company, 1997) ρ 421-436 We may refer 
also to YOUNGER Paul, 'Introduction to Indian Religious Thought' (Philadelphia, The Westminister Press, 
1973) ρ 25-26 
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set out in every part, with reference to the modulus of the sanctum-sanctorum, which was 
always a cube The 'Sikhara', literally a mountain-peak, was the architectural realization of 
the mystical world-mountain, 'Meni' the abode of the gods They were appropriately 
enshnned around the central deity, in proliferating altars, niches and recesses in the sanctuary 
in an integral architectural system in an exquisite coalescence of metaphysics and art In its 
basic formulation, the sanctuary in its entirety, the 'Vimana' was topped by a pyramidal 
tower, the 'Sikhara' In the heart of the 'Vimana', the 'garbha-gnha' or the sanctum 
sanctorum was situated319 

The gigantic structure of the Hindu temples that are found throughout India reveals the 
extraordinary religious dedication and the spiritual pursuit of the Hindus These temples 
became the focus of the consecrated activity of the best in the crafts and the fine arts, not only 
of the technical skills in the community but also of the highest scholarship and learning The 
sanctuary became the pivot of the dissemination of culture and the votaries were structured in 
its precincts in the tenets of religion and philosophy The temples maintained schools of 
higher education and religious research and provided free refectones for the deserving among 
the scholars and the ascetics With their enormous wealth, the temples supported the pnests 
grating them cultivable lands and numerous privileges They maintained architects, sculptors 
and engravers, musicians, pipers and drummers, chonsters, dancing girls, florists, umbrella 
and torch bearers, conch-blowers, painters and carpenters and above all Jewel-smiths since 
the deities had to be a repertory of ornaments Endowed with regular revenue through 
assigned neh cultivable lands and properties and bestowed with huge income through the 
generous contnbutions of the kings and the nobles and other such wealthy devotees, the 
temples could easily afford the huge expenditure of daily offenngs called 'nivedya', of 
maintaining perpetual lamp, the ascetics and the courtesans, the rest houses for the devotees 
and of organizing the public recitation of the 'puranas' and other religious discourses, and still 
saved much wealth in the temple treasury 320 

Ritual purity required of the Brahmins 

For performing the important role of the Hindu pnest in the temple, the Brahmin implicitly 
accepts the limits assigned to him life-span, membership of certain social group, a certain 
lineage and above all the obligation to remain 'pure'321 One is a Brahmin because one is bom 
of Brahmin parents, as the result of his past 'karma' and not by virtue of any particular 
intnnsic excellence of his own He may of course fall from his caste by acting contrary to his 
duties, but that will make him an 'outcaste', not a Kshatnya or S udrà The Brahmin is 
responsible for the Vedic science Through his teaching and his advice he is also responsible 
for the social order of 'dharma', which his Brahmin ancestors have worked out and exposed 
in the 'great tradition' That is why a king has not only a Brahmin chaplain but also a Brahmin 
pnme minister Only a Brahmin is competent to know the religious (and other) norms of 
men's conduct, not least of the King, who is required to listen and follow the directives of his 
Brahmin guide The texts of the Hindu Tradition are all the works of the Brahmins, and the 
ideal Hindu society is something that has to be maintained in accordance with the direction, 
guidance and the supervision of the Brahmins 

319 RAO Ramachandra,'Bhuvaneswara Ralinga Temple Architecture'(Hyderabad, Akshara, 1980) ρ 1 S 
3 2 0 MICHELLE George, 'The Hindu Temple (New York, Harper and Row, 1977) For the wealth and the social 
services of the Hindu temples, we may refer also to KRAMRISCH Stella, 'The Hindu Temple' (New Delhi, 
Motilal Banarsidass, 1976) 
321 DANIELOU Alain, 'Hindu Polytheism' (New York, Bollmgen Foundation, 1964) ρ 63 78 

99 



As Hindu priests, the Brahmins identified their ritual purity as the essential condition to enter 
the sanctuary and communicate with the God/gods and thus the ritual purity was required of 
the Brahmins only in relation to the purity of God/gods and their sanctuary that is situated in 
the Hindu Temples. Holiness is the attribute of Godhead. The blessings God are the source of 
all good things for humanity, and the withdrawal of blessings is the source of all dangers. 
God's blessing is essential to create and recreate order, through which men's affairs prosper. 
The Brahmins offer sacrifices to continue the 'eternal order' - 'rta' or 'dharma'. As priests, 
they are set apart for performing the sacrifices in order to obtain God's blessings for 
humanity322. As set apart they are to be holy. The concerns of their ritual purity reveal their 
identity as priests and their vocation to be holy. Purity understood as holiness is never to be 
contaminated by profanity or defilement. The access to the holy by the impure, as well as the 
entry of the pure into the impure is always dangerous. We see that not only that the dalits can 
never enter the habitations of the Brahmins, that the dalits also forbid the Brahmins from 
entering their habitations. The Brahmins must be in pure state to offer the sacrifices, to the 
holy God. By the various rules of avoidance and purification, the purity of the Brahmins was 
given a physical expression in their encounter with God. The Brahmanical observances of 
dietary rules and other practices of purity would have any meaning only in relation to the 
great liturgical act of worship and prayers, which the Brahmins offer for the welfare of the 
community as a whole. Even eating in the house, is an extension of the liturgical life of the 
Brahmins and hence, numerous rules of purity were observed by the Brahmins when eating323. 
It was only in reference to the temples and their sanctuaries that the many regulations of the 
ritual purity of the Brahmins find their meaning and derive their significance. 

3.1.2.4. The impurity of the Dalits is conditioned by Brahmanism 

When we examine the social structure of the Hindu society, we find that there are two 
extreme categories of binary opposition that hold the Hindu society together: the Brahmins 
and the untouchables (dalits). The Brahmins, being priests in principle, occupy the supreme 
rank with respect to the whole set of castes and are set apart in a separate place of habitation 
in the village, called as 'agraharam'. The dalits, as impure servants, occupy the lowest rank 
and are segregated outside the villages proper, in distinct hamlets, (or at least distinct 
quarters), known as 'cheri'. On the one hand, the Brahmins were honoured as 'gods' on 
earth, privileges were their lot and presents were bestowed on them by the kings, princes and 
the nobles. On the other hand, the dalits were not permitted to use the same wells as the 
others, access to Hindu temples was forbidden to them up to the Gandhian reform and they 
suffer from numerous other disabilities. Why this separation of the dalits? Is it because of the 
nauseating smell of the skins they are accustomed to treat? Hygiene is often invoked to 
justify ideas of impurity. In reality, even though the notion may be found to contain hygienic 
associations, these cannot account for the practices of excluding and discriminating the dalits 
as 'impure' people, because impurity is a religious notion and as such the impurity of the 
dalits, just like the purity of the Brahmins is first of all a religious phenomenon and has to be 
understood and explained as such. 

Ancient Brahmanical literature confirms that temporary and permanent impurities are 
identical in nature. Not only in India, but in large areas of the world, death, birth and other 
events in personal or family life are considered to harbour a danger which leads to the 
temporary seclusion of the affected persons and to prohibitions against contact. Whenever 

BASHYAM Arthur 'The Origins and Development of Classical Hinduism' (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 
1991). p. 30-32. 
323 OMAN John Campbell, 'The Brahmans, Theists and Muslims of India' op.cit. p. 34-48. 
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conditions of ritual impurity occur, a bath is taken as the most widespread remedy for them. 
In India, persons, affected by events such as birth and death, are impure for a prescribed 
period and remain temporarily untouchables. Thus P.V. Kane, the learned jurist to whom we 
owe the monumental work, the 'History of the Dharmasastra', writes that a man or a woman 
becomes untouchable even to the nearest relatives and best friends for a certain time as a 
result of these events324. The higher castes such as Brahmins may have temporary impurity, 
but the dalits are permanently impure. The impurity of the dalits is conceptually inseparable 
from the purity of the Brahmins. We understand that the Brahmin, as priest, has the highest 
'purity', as a result of his function as a priest and of his sacred duty to enter the sanctuary and 
offer worship to the deities. In the same way, it is the specialization in the impure tasks, in 
practice and in theory, that leads to the attribution of a massive and permanent impurity to 
some categories of people, traditionally known as 'untouchables' and today as the dalits. In 
particular, untouchability will not truly disappear, until the purity of the Brahmins is itself 
radically devalued in Hinduism325. 

The asymmetry of a symmetry 

The conclusion is that the Hindu society is to be viewed as a totality, made up of two unequal 
but complementary parts: the Brahmins and the dalits. The Brahmin is superior in his purity, 
which consists of doing actions that are pure, eating pure food and increasing his own 
personal sacredness by the study of the Vedas and by marriage only with the people who have 
kept pure conduct - the Brahmins. Their abstaining from marriage from other castes is due to 
the concern of purity which would be contaminated by less sacred connections. Opposed to 
the pure Brahmins, the dalits are permanently impure and they have no possibility of 
becoming pure in this life. It is the ideal of purity, which is the basis of separation among the 
human beings as belonging to different castes in the Hindu social world. Hindu world-view 
holds the cosmos to be symmetric, but within that symmetry, there is an asymmetry - the 
existence of two opposite and complimentary principles, as the fundamental constituents of 
the cosmic phenomena. This has to be maintained as part of the eternal order - 'rta' or 'eternal 
law 'dharma'. The Purusha-Prakriti and Shiva-Shakti traditions of Hindu thought represent 
the active-passive, energy-matter, subtle-gross and the right-left opposites. The Right is 
Dakshina: honest, impartial, amiable and submissive, and the Left is Vama: crooked, reverse 
and contrary. The Supreme reality is an individual whole, but within the unity of the whole is 
a fundamental dualism: of a male principle Purusha and a female principle Prakriti326. The 
female's place is on the left of the male. However, in specific rituals and ceremonial worship, 
she comes to the right, because the right is pure and sacred327. Among the Hindus, the practice 
of considering the left hand as profane and the right hand as pure is strictly followed in daily 
life. Actions like eating, writing, offering, receiving are reserved for the right hand. Parents 
take extra care in the upbringing of left-handed children to ensure that they use the right hand 

KANE Panduranga, 'History of the Dharmashastras' (Poona, Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1941). 
325 Louis Dumont and David Pocock insist thai the ritual impurity of the dalits is essentially related to the ritual 
purity of the Brahmins. Refer: DUMONT Louis & POCOCK David, 'Pure and Impure,' Contributions to Indian 
Sociology, no.3, 1959. p. 9-39. 
326 Prakriti is the cosmic energy that exists eternally. This primal matter co-exists eternally with Purusha, the 
conscious principle of creation. Prakriti, in its transformation, becomes a perceivable object, while Purusha, the 
Self remains the perceiving subject. The natural world, as known by men, is the result of this union. For more 
details on Hindu Cosmology, we may refer to: BHATTACHARJEE Siva Sadhan, 'The Hindu Theory of 
Cosmology: An Introduction to the Hindu View of Man and his Universe' (Calcutta, Bani Prakanshani 
Publications, 1978). 
327 HUTTON John Henry, 'Caste m India: Its Nature, Functions, and Origins', op.cit. p. 67-68. 
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for these activities . In all this, what we see is duality in unity. The pure Brahmins and the 
impure dalits constitute the opposite but complimentary principles of the Hindu social order, a 
duality in the unity of Hindu society. The Brahmins have to be always pure and the opposite 
is true for the dalits - they have to be always impure. 

3.1.2.5. Purificatory Agents 

Impurity in Hinduism is symbolized by the peripheral extremities of the human body: 'all 
margins and matter issuing from the human body are considered polluting...hair, nails, spittle, 
blood, semen, urine, faeces or even 'tears'. Human bodies in the act and process of producing 
bodily secretions or associating with these matters are recognized as polluting. Impurity is 
also incurred during birth and death. However, while birth signifies 'auspicious impurity', 
death is considered as 'inauspicious impurity'. The core concern of Hindu ritualism is 
concerned with the manipulation and maintenance of purity and avoidance of impurity for the 
good of the society at large. Purity is maintained by associating or coming into contact with 
things and actors assigned pure status. They are essentially two ways to bring about a 
condition of purity- one is to distance oneself from objects signifying impurity and the other is 
to purify oneself by purificatory agents. According to the texts as well as the customs, 
impurity is remedied through bath, as water is a great purificatory agent. Also the products of 
the cow such as urine and dung are agents of purification. Simple types of pollution are 
removed by water and greater degrees of pollution are removed by cow-dung and water329. 

The sacred Cow 

Cow-dung, like the dung of any other animal is intrinsically impure and can cause defilement. 
In fact, it will defile a God. But, it is pure, relative to a mortal. The cow's most impure part, 
dung or urine, is sufficiently pure relative even to a Brahmin priest, and is the remedial 
instrument to remove the latter's impurities. Cows are seen as goddesses and are worshipped. 
The cow is the living symbol of Mother Goddess and of the bounty she bestows on mankind. 
No sacrifice can be performed in Hinduism without the aid of curds and ghee (clarified 
butter). These are produced from the milk of the cow. Cows provide the milk, which is the 
food for the sages and the children. Thus the cows are the 'refuge' of the world that finds 
nourishment in the milk that the cows so generously offer. It is for this reason that the cows 
are said to be highly blessed and most sacred and they stay at the head of all the other 
creatures. The sages declare: 'Truly, the cows are the mothers of the universe'330. The human 
infant is fed breast milk by its human mother for about three years. After the weaning, the 
cow acts as the surrogate mother providing milk for the rest of human life- through childhood, 
adult age and old age. Cow is verily the mother of the world and that is why the Hindus forbid 
the killing of the cow for meat or for any other purpose. The reasoning is one should be filled 
with repugnance and sadness at the ungrateful idea of killing a mother, whether surrogate 
mother or otherwise331. 

328 Ibid. p. 68-69. 
529 ALLEY Kelly,' Idioms of Degeneracy: Assessing Ganga's Purity', in 'Purifying the Earthly Body of God' 
(ed) NELSON Lance (Albany, State University of New York Press, 1998). p. 297-330. 
330 The Cow is a symbol of Motherhood and Fertility. It is also symbol of health and abundance. For more 
details on the sacred cow, refe: FIELDHOUSE Paul, 'Food and Nutrition: Customs and Culture' (London, 
Croom Helm, 1986). p. 175-182. Refer also: EDWARDS Michael, 'Every Day Life in early India' (London, 
Batsford Ltd., 1969). 
331 Ibid. p. 177-178. The belief is that all who kill cows rot in hell for as many years as there are hairs in the 
body of the cow. The Cow was created by Brahman on the same day as were the Brahmins, and so, has to be 
respected like the Brahmins. 
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Waters of Purification 

Water is the most common medium of purification. It is considered to have an intrinsic purity 
and the capacity to absorb pollution and carry it away. In Vedic texts, water is referred to as 
'apah' or literally 'Waters'. The waters are considered to be purifying in a spiritual context. 
Rg Veda sings the praises of the purifying Waters thus: 'Hail to you, divine, unfathomable, all 
purifying Waters'. The Rg Veda identifies the Waters as the first residence (ayana of Nara) of 
the Eternal Being and therefore water is said to be 'pratishistha', the underlying principle or 
the very foundation of the universe. It is said that the primordial cosmic man or Purusha was 
bom of the Waters. Early Vedic texts identify water as a manifestation of the feminine 
principle, known commonly as 'Sakti'. Rg Veda declares: 'I call the Waters, Goddesses, 
wherein the cattle quench their thirst; Oblations to the streams be given'332. The Satapatha 
Brahmana clarifies: 'Water may pour from the heaven or run along the channels dug out by 
men; or flow, clear and pure, having the Ocean as their goal. In the midst of the Waters, 
crystal clear and cleansing, from whom all the deities drink exhilarating strength, into which 
the Universal Lord has entered, purity is attained . Vedic philosophy thus bestows a sacred 
character on water, which is identified as a medium to attain purity. A cleansing bath was 
believed to liberate one from sin and impurity. Rg Veda says: "Whatever sin is found in me, 
whatever wrong I may have done, if I have lied or falsely sworn, waters remove it far from 
me'334. The act of bathing was considered intensely spiritual and it was believed that physical 
acts of imperfection were removed and spiritual oneness with the Eternal Self was attained 
during the process. According to the Vedas, it was not the act of taking a bath itself, but the 
coming into contact with the sacredness of water and the attainment of such knowledge and 
thus the proximity with water that made one sinless and guided the individual to the Eternal 
Self. Water is considered sacred but it is always clarified that man does not pray to water, the 
physical entity, but to the source of life and spirituality within the water. 'Water is the purified 
as well as the purifier, the real and the spiritually conceived source of life', a sacred thing 
recognized to have ability to absorb and thus remove pollution directly335. 

3.1.2.6. The Pollution rules function at two levels in caste system 

Pollution ideas work in the system of castes at two levels, one largely instrumental and the 
other expressive. The rules of purity serve, first of all, as an instrument to strengthen the 
social order of caste system. They also serve to explain and express the hierarchical social 
order that results from the caste system. 

At the instrumental level 

At the first level, the more obvious one, we find people trying to influence one another's 
behaviour. Beliefs reinforce social pressures: all the powers of the universe are called in to 
guarantee the ideal social order. We notice that the ideal social order of the society is 
safeguarded against dangers, which threaten not merely the transgressors alone, but all the 
members of the Hindu society. The danger-beliefs of purity and impurity serve as threats. 

As translated by WILSON Horace Hayman, 'Rg Veda Samhita', in 6 Vols. (Poona, Bhandarkar Oriental 
Research Institute, 1925-1928). 
333 As translated by EGGELING John, 'Satapatha Brahmana' in 'Sacred Books of the East' (Oxford, Oxford 
University Press, 1984). 
3M As translated by WILSON Horace Hayman, 'Rg Veda Samhita', in 6 Vols. (Poona, Bhandarkar Oriental 
Research Institute, 1925-1928). 
335 ZIMMER Heinrich, 'Myths and Symbols in Indian Art and Civilization' (Princeton, Princeton University 
Press, 1974). p. 109-122 
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which one man uses to coerce another person into appropriate social behaviour among the 
Hindus. The practices serve as a strong language of mutual exhortation. At this level, the laws 
of nature are dragged in, to sanction the moral code: this kind of disease is caused by this 
fault. The whole universe is hamessed to men's attempts to force one another into appropriate 
behaviour. Thus we find that certain moral values are upheld and social rules are defined by 
beliefs in dangerous contagion of impurity. We see particularly the pollution beliefs are used 
in a dialogue of claims and counter-claims to status of purity and impurity and consequently 
to justify the claims of appropriate 'rank' in the hierarchical Hindu society. Thus, the rules of 
purity/impurity serve as an instrument to establish the hierarchical system among the Hindus. 

At the expressive level 

At the expressive level, the rules of purity and pollution express and reveal the hierarchy and 
'rank' of the social groups in Hindu society. Within the caste system, the purity of the castes 
is correlated with an elaborate hereditary division of labour. The work performed by each 
caste carries a symbolic load; it says something about the relatively pure status of the caste in 
question. Some kinds of labour correspond with the excretory functions of the body, for 
example that of washermen, barbers and sweepers. Some professions are involved with 
bloodshed or alcoholic liquor such as tanners, warriors and toddy-tappers. So, they are low in 
the scale of purity in so far as their occupations are at variance with the Brahmanic ideals of 
purity. The castes which follow strictly the Brahmanic ideals of purity are seen to occupy 
comparatively higher rank in the caste hierarchy. The purity rules thus express the rank of the 
respective castes. Dietary rules of purity also point to the relative rank of the castes. For 
example, 'one can rank the high castes in order on the basis of whether the Brahmin will 
accept water, fried food or boiled food from them; and one can rank the low castes in 
descending order on the basis of whether their contact pollutes water for the Brahmins 336. 

3.1.2.7. Maps and Boundary Lines 

There is considerable attention paid by any purity-conscious group to patterns of ordering, 
that is, the lines, boundaries and structure which indicate just where each person, place, 
things, etc. belong in the given society. Douglas says: 'The image of society has form; it has 
external boundaries, margins and internal lines'33 . The Hindu society is no exception to 
establishing boundary lines, which basically indicate who is 'in' and who is 'out,' or what 
belongs where and what does not. For example, there are clear and specific boundary lines 
separating members and non-members of a particular community of people. Since 'purity' 
means the exact classification of persons, places, things, etc., there is great concern over 
things which, either do not fit a given definition or do not find an exact place on the map. 
Something out of place is inherently suspected. Things, persons, places, etc. are 'pure' when 
they remain fully within their allotted category or location; but when they straddle a line or 
blur a definition, they are moving out of place and begin to be thought of as 'impure.' Such 
things are perceived as dangerous and threatening, precisely because the perceivers are unsure 
of just how to classify them. We find considerable concern where to fix lines and boundaries. 
We find people using not only the general category of order and disorder, but the specific 
terminology of 'clean/unclean,' or 'pure/polluted' in reference to what is 'in place' or 'out of 
place.' From our explanation, it is clear that 'purity' has to do with system, order and 
classification. It attends to correct labels and accurate definitions; it assigns appropriate 
physical space to things and people as well as their proper social location; it is concerned with 

HUTTON John Henry, 'Caste in India- Us Nature, Functions, and Origins' op.cit. p. 205-206. 
DOUGLAS Mary, 'Punty and Danger', op.cit. p. 114. 
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completeness and wholeness. The prerequisite of such a system is clarity, the ability to know 
exactly what something is and where it belongs. This need for clarity requires precise criteria, 
which can be easily observed and thus expresses itself in a concern for external and 

33B 

observable phenomena 

From our discussion, we understand that the basic rationale of the rules of purity/pollution is 
about classification and separateness about which fits in and where and which is out of place. 
Numerous scholars explain that working together of the Aryan religion and culture and the 
religio-cultural traditions of the indigenous conquered peoples produced the present 
hierarchical Hinduism and its practices of ritual purity/impurity. The caste system, with the 
Brahmins at its apex as priests and the dalits at the bottom as the slaves, is to be seen as the 
result of the coming together of the Aryan and the indigenous populations during the Vedic 
period. Both Hinduism and the caste system had been established during the pre-Christian era 
and had spread from northern India to the southern part of the peninsula, absorbing and 
eventually winning over such sophisticated competitors as Buddhism and Jainism. Thus the 
historical process was one of progressive Hinduization of the indigenous tribes, by the Aryan 
groups. Those tribes closer to the centers of the Aryan rule were integrated into Hindu social 
order first; those further distant, being integrated later339. Some resistors, unwilling to confirm 
to Hinduism and caste system, withdrew to economically-marginal areas. The most remote 
tribes, such as those in the northeastern mountains, withstood Hinduization more successfully 
than those in the peninsula. The Hinduized indigenous tribes, the ancestors of the dalits, 
would invariably find their social rank at the bottom of the hierarchy of the caste structure. 

3.1.3. THE QUESTION OF ETHNICITY AND THE RULES OF PURITY 

Now that we have explained the role of purity rules in any given society as setting 'order' 
through creating boundaries among social groups which is especially true of the Hindu 
society, let us now seek light from the pages of Indian history on how these boundaries were 
first drawn. This effort takes us to the recent findings on ancient Indian civilization and on the 
origins of Hinduism in Indian soil. This journey through the ancient Indian history is 
especially going to be relevant for our research, because, we are going to begin our discussion 
on Judaism and its rules of purity, with the same historical context of immigration and 
settlement. In presenting this comparative exposition of historical settlement of the Aryan 
groups in India and Jewish groups in Palestine, we make use of the findings of latest historical 
studies in these respective fields, which we do not claim to be absolute and confirmed facts of 
history. From the evidences available, they seem to us to be reliable historical information. 

3.1.3.1. The Emergence of the Aryans in India - C 1700-900 BC 

We would like to insist that any quest for the origins of caste and the practices of 
untouchability, especially the social exclusion and slavery of the dalits ends in speculation, 
uncertainty and even frustration. On the related question whether the Aryans were insiders or 
outsiders to India, the pages of ancient Indian history as well as the insights of the modem 

3 3 8 MALINA Bruce, 'Christian Origins and Cultural Anthropology' op.cit ρ 32-35 
3 3 9 Kosambi, the well-known scholar of the history of ancient India, gives the outlines of the progressive 
Hinduization of the indigenous people through the process of conquest and expansion by the Hindu tnbes in 
ancient India Refer- KOSAMBI Dharmanand, 'Ancient India Its Culture and Civilization' (New York, 
Pantheon, 1965). KOSAMBI Dharmanand, 'The Culture and Civilization of Ancient India in Historical Outline' 
(Delhi, Vikas Publications, 1970) We may refer also. KOSAMBI Dharmanand, 'An Introduction to the Study of 
Ancient Indian History' (Bombay, Popular Prakashan Publications, 1975) 
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archaeological excavations provide little that leads to any firm conclusion. In today's India, 
more than a search for facts and matters of history, the 'Aryan' question has become a 
political and ideological battle between the high caste and the low caste scholarship. Till the 
closing years of the British rule in colonial India, the Brahmanical historians and politicians 
desired to identify some ethnic proximity with the colonial British ruling class in order to find 
favour with the British and thereby accede to power-sharing when the Britrish decided to co-
opt some qualified Indians in the administration of their colonial Indian empire. The 
Brahmins, as the caste of the educators who had the privileged access to higher education, 
were able to make use of the modem education that the British opened up in India and thereby 
were able to accede to administrative and judicial power when the British first co-opted the 
Indians in their administration. Once they got close to the British, they also wanted to prove to 
them their superiority as well as separation from the uneducated, ignorant and often 
uncivilized poor low caste people of India. That is why the Brahmins were very happy to 
insist that they had common origin with the so-called Indo-Europeans like the British. The 
Brahmin historians reflected this concern of the Brahmins and in their proposals even 
identified the common location of the Indo-European race as Southern Russia, the land by the 
side of the Caspian Sea. Many western scholars who were eager to justify the prolongation of 
the British colonial rule in India joined this assertion and advocated that the Aryans of the 
Vedas were a branch of Indo-Europeans who invaded or migrated to India, via Persia. 

Now, times have changed so much in India with the introduction of the democratic rule and 
the popular vote. In the present changed circumstances, there is a need for the high castes and 
the low castes alike to affirm their Indian roots to justify their claims for acceding to political 
power. The present Brahmanical historians and politicians insist that the Aryans were indeed 
insiders to India and they vehemently deny the Aryan invasion or migration theories which 
they themselves very strongly advocated some decades ago340. But the present low caste 
historians and politicians are unrelenting in their portrayal of the high castes as 'foreigners' 
and invaders/migrants to the Indian soil. They assert that only the low castes were the 
'original inhabitants' and hence the authentic 'sons of the soil' of India. Under such contrary 
viewpoints and speculations, often mirrored in ideological and political battles and in the 
absence of any certitude about the debated past historical events34 , the researcher would like 
to seek some reliable evidence from the texts of the earliest Indian religious literature, the Rg 
Veda, on the question of the much debated encounter/conflict between two distinct peoples. 

340 KLOSTERMAIER Klaus, 'A Survey of Hinduism' (Albany, Slate University of New York Press, 1994) p. 
33-39 The author says. 'The certainty seems to be growing thai the Vedic Indians were not invaders from 
Southern Russia but indigenous for an unknown penod of time in the lower Central Himalayan regions' (p.38). 
He further states 'Aryan society appears at a very early stage to have had a hierarchical structure with Brahmins 
and Kshatnyas competing for the first place, Vaishyas constituting the bulk of the independent farmers, cattle 
breeders, artisans, and traders, and the sudras provided services of all kinds Outside this structure, there existed 
the indigenous, tribal population that became partly assimilated in the course of time (p. 39). This statement is a 
clear example for the speculations and uncertainties about the history of ancient India and the ongin of the caste 
system and the social exclusion of the dalits Here, we note that while the indigenous origin of the Aryans is 
affirmed and the existence of caste system is confirmed by the author, a reference is also made to the presence of 
the indigenous tribal population But there is no explanation given about how the caste system originated in 
India, and what was exactly the relationship between the Aryans and the indigenous tnbal population. What the 
researcher would like to insist is that, in spite of so many statements to the contrary, there is clearly no certitude 
on the Aryan question. Indeed, too much ambiguity and incertitude characterize the quest for the origins of the 
caste system and the practices of untouchabihty even today 
341 For more details about the debate on the identity of the authors of Indus Valley Civilization, refer to 
BRYANT Edwin, 'The Quest for the Origins of Vedic Culture The Indo-Aryan Migration Debate' (New York, 
Oxford University Press, 2001) We may refer also to the several articles in WEBER Steven and BELCHER 
William (ed), 'Indus Ethnobiology New Perspectives from the Field' (Oxford, Lexington Books, 2003) 
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Two different peoples 

We can at least conclusively affirm the authenticity of certain facts as portrayed in the texts of 
Rg Veda, in spite of the incertitude and the diversity of hypotheses on the Aryan people. What 
emerges from the texts of Rg Veda is that the Aryans were highly self-conscious tribes who 
shared a common religion and language in opposition to the other peoples, named as Dasyus. 
They exhibited superior military technologies, though they chose to be a rural and pastoral 
people as opposed to the urban culture of the Dasyus. As Massey, quoting Ramprasad 
Chanda, asserts, the hymns of Rg Veda reveal two hostile peoples in the land of the 'Seven 
Rivers', now called Punjab, the deva worshipping Arya and the 'deva-less and riteless' Dasyu 
or Dasas. Massey quotes some verses from Rg Veda to prove his statement: 1. Vi janihayaran 
ye ch dasyvo - You (Indra) know well Aryas and Dasyus. 
2. Hatavi dusyun prarya vaamamavata - He (Indra) killed the Dasyus and protected the Aryan 
race (colour). 
3. Vadhihi dasyu dhanini - You (Indra) killed rich Dasyu. 
4. Akarma dasyurabhi no amanturanya-varto amanus - All around us are ritualless Dasyu, 
inhuman, who are following alien laws. 
5. Anaso dasyu - noseless Dasyu. 
6. Sa jatubharma chhadadadhana ojo, puro vimindannacharada vi dasi, vidana vajima dasyuve 
hetimasnarya saho vadhrya sumnamindar dasyu hatyaya - Armed with his thunderbolt, Indra 
went about destroying the forts of Dasas. O Indra, throw your thunderbolt at the Dasyus, 
increase the power and glory of Aryas. 
7. Sa vartrahendra Karsunayoni purandaro dasiraraiyada vi, hatavi dasyuna pura ayasinin 
tanta- Indra, the Vartra-killer, fort-destroyer, scattered the Dasa who dwelt in darkness, he 
killed the Dasyus and broke the forts made of iron. 

From what we see and examine from the Rg Veda, the earliest source for the ancient history 
of India, there is a clear distinction between the Aryans and the Dasyus as 'separate' 
people342. We acknowledge that we are not using a definite and certain historical data when 
we make a definite distinction between the Aryans and the Dasyus. As we propose to 
reconstruct the painful heritage of the dalits and their separation, social exclusion and slavery 
starting from the dark pages of ancient Indian history, we may be permitted to make some 
valid presumptions in the context of speculations and incertitude. We presume, as we narrate 
the early history of the dalits, that the Dasyus were indeed the ancestors of the dalits and that 
Üiiji wc-iL diffuuit pujpli tlinn the j^ijimu uf Üii, Vidii, u»ilii,uüuii. WL ulsu suppust that tin 
Dasyus or Dasas, so often mentioned in the Rg Veda as the enemies of the Aryans, were the 
authors of the urban Indus Valley civilization that predates the rural Vedic civilization. 

3.1.3.2. Indus Valley Civilization - 3000-1700 BC 

In the Indus Valley were found ruined cities, Harappan and Mohenjo-daro, nearly 5,000 years 
old. From the archaeological excavations in these sites, we learn about an ancient civilization 
that flourished in the north-westem parts of the Indo-Pakistan subcontinent. It derives its 
name from the main river of the region and is known as the Indus civilization. In fact, 
however, it extended far beyond the limits of that valley. The Indus civilization covered an 
area of 1,600 kilometres from east to west and 1,100 kilometres from north to south; it will 
not be surprising if future discoveries widen the horizons still further343. This is an area much 

342 MASSEY James, 'The Dalits', op.cil. p. 25-26. 
343 For more information on the India Valley Civilization, refer to: POSSEHL Gregory, 'The Indus Civilization' 
(Oxford, Alta Mira Press, 2002). KENOYER Jonathan, 'Ancient Cities of Indus Valley Civilization' (Oxford, 
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greater than that occupied jointly by the contemporary civilizations of Egypt and 
Mesopotamia. A technically accomplished and uncommonly homogenous cultured people 
lived in well-defined brick houses that raised at least two stairs above substantial foundations 
and were equipped with drainage systems on neatly planned city blocks. Many houses had 
their own wells. The excavated sites revealed relics of a highly developed urban civilization. 
These cities were well laid out. They had wide streets and brick houses. There were drains, 
wells and bathrooms. The cities were enclosed by high walls. The city-dwellers of the 
Harappan age were not only clever builders, but also polished artists. They have left behind 
articles of Jewellery, pottery, sculpture and over two thousand small tablets called seals. 
These seals have inscriptions on them, which the scholars of Indus Valley Civilization are not 
yet able to read and understand conclusively or explain their meaning. Of course, some 
scholars have reached speculative conclusions that seem to express more their own 
ideological positions on the controversies surrounding the identity of the people of Indus 
Valley Civilization rather than any definitive, objective and trustworthy facts that can be 
confirmed as fully authentic and beyond controversies344. 

The sudden disappearance of the urban Civilization 

The total, albeit gradual, eclipse of Harappan civilization is all the more mystifying. 
Sumerian civilization led on to that of Babylon, Egypt's Old Kingdom was succeeded by the 
Middle-Kingdom and the New Kingdom, China's dynastic succession scarcely faltered. But 
in the Indian subcontinent, the first great experiment in urban living, in political organization 
and in commercial enterprise disappeared without trace beneath the sand and the silt. In the 
land of reincarnation, there was to be no rebirth for the bustling and ingenious world of the 
Harappans. History would have to begin again with a very different group of people - the 
Aryans345. What brought the Indus cities to an end has for long been a matter of debate. The 
occurrence in the habitation area at Mohenjo-daro of some human skeletons, including one, of 
which the skull bears the mark of a cut, has been interpreted as evidence of a massacre at the 
hands of the invading 'Aryans'. This view, however, now is contested. In the first place, the 
skeletons do not all belong to one and the same occupation-level, which should also be the 
latest, marking the end of the Indus settlement. Secondly, at the site there is no evidence of an 
alien culture immediately overlying the Indus one 

Another theory ascribes the end of the Indus civilization to heavy flooding. Climatic changes, 
the diversion of the waters resulting from factors at or near their source, may have been the 
cause of the desertion of the site. Pestilence and the erosion of the surrounding landscape 
owing to over-exploitation may also be reason for the end of certain settlements. There is 
enough evidence to show that the great Indus civilization did not come to a sudden dead 

Oxford University Press, 1998). 
344 For details about the structure and the meaning of the Indus Script, we may refer to: SARKER Rama, 'Indus 
Script and it's Language' (Delhi, Sharada Publishing House, 2002). MISHRA Madhusudan, 'From Indus to 
Sanskrit' (Delhi, Yugank Publishers, 1996). PATHAK Aran, 'Deciphering the Indus Script' (New York, 
Cambridge University Press, 1994). 
145 KEAY John, 'India: A History', Atlantic Press, New York, 2000. p. 17-19. 
346 STEIN Burton, op.cit. p. 16-19. It has today stimulated a variety of environmental hypotheses for their 
mysterious end. The hypothesis of the conquest by the invading Aryans is rejected. These hypotheses include 
climate change, floods, changes in the course of Indus river and its tributaries, and/or the exhaustion of local 
wood supplies, caused in part at least by the profligate consumption of fuel for the baking of the bncks, the 
smelting of copper and other human uses. It is generally conceded that deforestation contributes to soil erosion, 
the silting of rivers and the loss of underground water. 
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end Our knowledge of the Aryans in India during this earliest penod is based pnmanly on 
the Rg Veda wherein emerges a fairly clear picture of the situation at that time348 A senes of 
related tribes, settled mainly in the Punjab and adjacent regions, speaking a common 
language, sharing a common religion, and designating themselves by the name 'arya' (the 
noble ones), are represented as being in a state of permanent conflict with a hostile group of 
peoples known variously as Dasa or Dasyu 3 4 9 From the frequent references to these 
conflicts it emerges that the result was the complete victory of the Aryans During a later 
period represented by the later Samhitas and the Brahmana texts, the Aryans seemed to have 
extended their temtory, principally in the direction of the Eastern temtones, down the Ganges 
valley and references to conflicts with the Dasa are rare Other terms, e g Mleccha and 
Nisada are used as designations of non-Aryan tribes, while the word 'Dasa' becomes the usual 
word for 'slave' The Dasas or Dasyus could have been the authors of the Indus Valley 
Civilization or just ancient forest tnbes of India What is important for our discussion is that 
there were prolonged conflicts between these two groups of people as 'Aryans' and 'Dasyus' 
in which the 'Aryans' won a decisive victory and made the Dasyus their servants and slaves 

3.1.3.3. A religio-cultural encounter between two distinct Peoples 

The Aryans were highly conscious of their ethnic unity and identity, based on a common 
language, a common religion and a common way of life and of the contrast between 
themselves and the Dasas The latter were only partly absorbed into the Aryan community in 
the capacity of slaves as some others escaped to mountain regions (tnbals), temporarily out of 
the reach of the Aryans350 The Aryan community was very much concerned about 
differentiating themselves, 'Aryas' (noble ones), from the indigenous peoples they 
encountered (probably the Harappans to begin with) We present two evidences found in Rg 
Veda 2 12 4 and 3 34 9 Both the texts are from the hymns sung to the martial god, 'Indra', 
the special protector of Aryans in battle In the first text, Indra is praised for scattering the 
'inferior Dasa 'Vama' (color, race - 'dasam Vamam adharam'), in the second, he is 
celebrated for smiting the Dasyus, while he watches over the 'Aryan Vama' Elsewhere, we 
are told exactly why these Dasas or Dasyus are to be despised Not only do they look 
different (RV 5 29 10 probably refers to 'noseless' (anasah), ι e , snub-nosed Dasyus) but they 
speak and worship differently (RV 7 6 3, 7 21 5), and therefore unacceptably Thus it appears 
that in the beginning 'Vama' was a term that had some racial connotations But, it is also 
more than mere racial segregation It is a separation of two distinct peoples, the Aryans and 
the Dasas, who worshipped differently351 So, the Dasas were not only excluded from the 
community of the Aryans as slaves, but were also excluded from the ntuals and places of 
worship of the Aryans, an exclusion, which continued till very recently and we may 

KENOYER Jonathan Mark, 'Ancient Cities of Indus Valley Civilization' op cit ρ 173 174 It took over one 
thousand years for the political and cultural center of the northern sub continent to shift from the Indus valley to 
the middle Ganges region Because the process of change was gradual, it is unlikely that anyone living during 
the penod between the decline of the Indus cities (1900 1300 BC) and the nse of the early historic cities (800 
300 BC) would have been aware of the shift 
^ MISHRA Satya Swamp, 'The Aryan Problem a Linquistic Approach of Rg Veda' (New Delhi, Munshiram 
Manoharlal Publishers, 1992) In fact, all the records of Hindu social, religious and speculative thought, as of the 
Hindu literature in general, begin with the Rg Veda Refer also EDGERTON Franklin, 'The Beginnings of 
Indian Philosophy (Cambridge, Massachusetts, Harvard University Press, 1965) 
3 4 9 MASSEY James, 'Dalits in India' (New Delhi, Manohar Publications, 1995) ρ 24-29 
3 5 0 STEIN Burton, 'A History of India' (Oxford, Blackwell Publishers, 1999) ρ 31 35 The term 'arya' meant 
pure, and implied the invaders' conscious attempts at retaining their tnbal identity and roots, while maintaining a 
social distance from earlier inhabitants 
551 WOLPERT Stanley, 'A New History of India' (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2000) ρ 14 36 Refer also 
KLOSTERMAIER Klaus, 'Hindu Writings' (Oxford, Oneworld Publications, 2000) ρ 34^1 
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remember here that the dalits were excluded till very recently from the Hindu temples. It is 
not easy to account historically for the complex relationship that linked the Aryans with the 
native population, 'Dasas', globally designated by some scholars as 'Dravidians'352. We may 
point out that the settlement of the Aryan tribes is certainly one of the most difficult and 
controversial questions of historical research in Indian history. 

The conflict of the Aryans and the Dasyus 

Whether it is conquest or migration or revolt, what we are sure is that a group of people 
known as Aryans, whether they came from within or without Indian society, realized the 
specificity and incompatibility of their religious perspectives with those of the 'Dasas', whom 
they conquered. The rural Aryans developed their self-awareness in opposition to the 
prevailing urban culture. The opposition of Aryans to Dasas was, first of all, a 'conflict of 
religion'; it was not simply one group of people facing another in war and conquest. It was 
also one religion facing another and one culture facing another and above all, a rural 
civilization facing an urban civilization. The conflict was not only about domination but also 
about culture and religion. Thus, the encounter included and the conflict involved the 
economic, social, political, and religious dimensions. The rural Aryans of a distinct religio-
cultural tradition faced in conflict and war, the city-states of a very different urban people, the 
Dasas, whom they conquered and made slaves. The victorious Aryans were obsessed to 
safeguard their boundaries against an alien people and against their religion, culture and 
civilization and this obsession became the particular concern of their priests, the Brahmins. 
The practices of ritual purity on the one hand, affirmed the 'separateness' or 'set-apartness' of 
the Brahmins, the Aryan priests from the Aryan people and on the other hand, of the Aryan 
people from the non-Aryan population, the conquered 'Dasas' to begin with. Here we see the 
role of rules of purity and pollution - to 'separate' or to 'set-apart'. This separation is in a way 
the 'right or correct social order' that reflected the eternal cosmic order that the Hindu 
ideology would call as 'rta or dharma' - the eternal law, that pervades the entire universe and 
finds it's reflection in the 'social order' or 'svadharma' of Hindu caste system. The 'Aryans' 
observed ritual practices of purity, to create boundaries with the non-Aryans, particularly the 
conquered 'Dasas'. An entire symbolic system would support such a separation. 

3.2. RITUAL PURITY IN JUDAISM 

As we have explained, the purity rituals function as a group's way of marking itself off from 
others. The regulations of purity/impurity are boundary defining acts, by which a group closes 
it's boundaries to others and defines it's identity as a distinct social entity333. In Palestine, the 
Jewish community observed ritual practices of purity and pollution, in relation to the non-
Jewish people, particularly the Canaanites, the alien people, from whom the people of Israel 
considered themselves as 'separate' or 'set apart' as the result of their election and covenant 
with Yahweh, the only true God. In order to mark their boundaries as the chosen holy people 
of God definitely and clearly in relation to the Canaanites to begin with, and in their later 
history to the non-Israelites whom they called as Gentiles, the Jewish society formulated 
appropriate symbolism and world-view and the ritual practices of purity and pollution were a 

NAYAR Balakrishnan, The Problem of Dravidian Origins" A Linquislic, Anthropological and Archeological 
Approach' (Madras, University of Madras, 1977). 
33 Mary Douglas's work 'Purity and Danger' has proven tremendously influential in the fields of anthropology 
and religious studies. A number of scholars have Ined to incorporale Mary Douglas's insights in their research. 
As an example for a recent research into the Jewish Purity System refer: KLAWANS Jonathan, 'Impunty and 
Sin in ancient Judaism' (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2000). 
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clear expression of the 'separateness' and 'set-apartness' of Israel. Whatever may be the 
history or origin and settlement of Israel in Canaan, what emerges as certainty, both from the 
biblical pages and from the archaeological excavations, is that Israel constituted a separate 
religious identity and made sure to reveal this self-identity, as distinct and separate chosen 
people of Yahweh from the Canaanites354. As the people of Israel came face to face with the 
Canaanites, a West Semitic people strongly established in the buffer regions of Syria and 
Palestine, they made sure to establish themselves as the 'covenanted' and 'set-apart' people 
under the sovereignty of Yahweh, their God. Indeed, the covenant with Yahweh, who 
occupied the place of their earthly sovereign as well as their heavenly deity, was the 
foundation upon which the self-identity of Israel was constituted and explained355. 

The people of Israel developed their self-awareness and identity as a strictly monotheistic 
people, in opposition to the prevailing polytheistic religious culture of the city-states in 
Canaan. They came to realize the specificity and incompatibility of their monotheistic 
religious perspectives with those of the polytheistic Canaanites and later with other 'Gentiles'. 
The conflict was essentially religio-cultural and in this engagement Israel constituted and 
revealed its separateness through an elaborate system of ritual purity/impurity that exhibited a 
distinct and meaningful symbolic order and structure. The Law, as given by Yahweh to 
Moses, became the foundation of their purity/impurity system just as the 'Dharma' became 
the foundation of the purity/impurity system for the Hindus. The books of the Law, especially 
the Book of Leviticus, proposed the regulations and guidelines for all the practices of ritual 
purity in Judaism. The rules of ritual purity, as advocated in the sacred scriptures served as the 
boundary markers, defining the identity of the Jews (all the Jews) as the chosen holy people of 
Yahweh, in distinction from everybody else in their world. The Jews insisted that Yahweh, 
the one and only God, freely chose them and gave them the Holy Law - Torah. Obedience to 
the commandments of God, so clearly set out in the Torah, was obviously a fundamental 
responsibility to the devout Jews. It belonged to the distinctiveness of their race and religion 
and marked them out as Yahweh's special possession35 . 

3.2.1. INTERCULTURAL AND INTERRELIGIOUS COMPARISON 

Before we present the symbolic system of ritual purity of Judaism and examine its similarities 
and dissimilarities with Hindu symbolic system of ritual purity, let us make a brief note on 
inter-religious and intercultural comparison. Culture can be considered as the entire social 
heritage of a given society. It is the 'living tradition' of a particular human group, a way of 
living learned from and shared by the members of that group. Culture is the whole way of life 
that includes ideas, language, beliefs, customs, codes, institutions, tools, techniques, work of 
art, rituals, ceremonies and symbols. Though religion can be considered as a constitutive unit 
of culture, yet it can be distinguished from culture. Also, culture can exist independent of 
religion. However, religion that deals with the ultimate questions of life, death and salvation 
and consists of the person's relation to God, gods or spirits, represents the deepest hopes, 
fears, concerns and values of human beings, and as such it is usually religion that gives 

We may refer to several books that explain the process of the settlement of the people of in Palestine: 
BRIGHT John, 'A History of Israel' (Louisville, John Knox Press, 2000). LEMCHE Niels Peter, 'Prelude to 
Israel's Past' (Peabody, Massachusetts, Hendrickson Publishers, 1999). HALPERN Baruch, 'The Emergence of 
Israel in Canaan' (Chio CA, Scholars Press, 1983). GOTTWALD Norman, 'The Tribes of Yahweh' (Maryknoll, 
Orbis Books, 1979). 
355 DEARMAN Andrew, 'Religion and Culture in Ancient Israel' (Peabody, Massachusetts, Hendrickson 
Publishers, 1992). 
356 COHEN Norman, 'The Way into Torah' (Woodstock, Vermont, Jewish Lights Publishing Company, 2000). 
PATRICK Dale, Old Testament Law' (Atlanta, John Knox Press, 1985) 
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meaning to the culture. Culture consists of material, intellectual and spiritual aspects of life 
whereas religion deals with the spiritual quest of human beings. However, in so far as religion 
proposes the deepest beliefs and values of human beings, it has tremendous impact on culture 
of a given society and in this way conditions and gives direction and meaning to it357. 

The practices of ritual purity may deal with the material aspects of life as eating, avoiding 
contacts with people, places and things and above all with washing and bathing as rites of 
purification. Since these practices demand a specific life style, they are cultural practices of a 
given society. However, these practices derive their meaning from the religious beliefs and 
values. Thus, they are to be considered, first of all, as religious practices that have spiritual 
and salvific significance for human beings and that is why they have religious belief system as 
their foundation. Hinduism and Judaism are two distinct religions whose foundational beliefs 
are different. As we engage in the examination of their comparable ritual practices of 
purity/impurity, we not only readily highlight the convergences and similarities but also 
illustrate the divergences and the dissimilarities. We have to remember that each culture is a 
universe to itself and as such, its unique characteristics and salient features cannot be ignored 
or minimized when we engage in a comparison and examine the similarities between two or 
more cultures. This is especially true in our case as we seek to juxtapose the purity/impurity 
practices of Judaism and Hinduism. 

3.2.1.1. Hinduism and Judaism juxtaposed 

Without making this research a comparative study of Hinduism and Judaism, we would like to 
briefly present the similarities and dissimilarities between these two important religious 
traditions. As we compare the practices of ritual purity/impurity in Hinduism and Judaism, we 
cannot ignore the most important aspect of their differences, as seen in the fact that Hinduism 
is a typical representative of Eastern religions where as Judaism is the foundational source of 
the present Western civilization. Hinduism is essentially pantheistic where as Judaism is 
theistic. For the Hindus, the entire universe emanated out of the substance of the one Ultimate 
and Absolute principle, called Brahman (God), whereas for the Jews, God created the entire 
universe and as the creator, God is distinct and exists independent of his creation that depends 
on God, the one and only creator, for its continued existence. In Hinduism, the mystical 
experiences of the human beings lead to the experience of the unity with the divine and as a 
result, only the human experiences validate the Scriptures. Hence truth is relative to the level 
of human experience; consequently, there exists many levels of truth. In this way, polytheism, 
monotheism and monism co-exist in Hinduism depending on the level of the religious 
experiences of the human beings who communicate with the divine, the Absolute, according 
to their own particular spiritual experience358. Individuality of the souls is 'maya' (illusion) 
since all is God and no other is real. Salvation is the enlightenment of the soul that leads to its 
awareness of being an essential part of the divine or the Absolute. In the Hindu monistic 
belief system, sin is not committed against God or gods, but against one's own self and it has 
to do with those actions that create 'negative' Karma, that which is not proper to the nature of 
the 'self (atman) as elaborated in the moral and ethical codes. The penalties of sins are 
accrued only against the 'self, resulting in the repeated cycle of births and rebirths until the 
self reaches enlightenment which is the true salvation359. 

BACHIKA Reimon, 'Traditional Religion and Culture' (New Brunswick, New Jersey, Transaction 
Publishers, 2002) Refer also FOCAULT Michel,'Religion and Culture'(New York, Routledge, 1999) 
358 DANŒLOU Alain, 'Hindu Polytheism' (Bollingen Foundation, New York, 1964) 
359 PERRETT Roy, 'Hindu Ethics a Philosophical Study' (Honolulu, University of Hawaii Press, 1998) Refer 
also MAITRA Susilkumar, 'The Ethics of the Hindus' (Calcutta, Calcutta University Publications, 1963) 
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In Judaism, it is the revelation from God that leads to the understanding of the divine truths 
among human beings and only the revealed sacred scripture that comes from God can validate 
the human experiences in relation to the divine, who is the one and the only true God and 
there is no other; Judaism is, indeed, strictly monotheistic. Individuality is real and sin is 
personal, committed against God and his divine commandments. Sin is, first of all, the 
disobedience of man against God and his divine will, that is revealed in the scripture as his 
sacred commandments. Each sin is an offence against God that results in the alienation of the 
offending man (creature) from God (the creator). The penalty is being removed from God's 
favour and his friendship. Salvation is a free gift from the merciful God who forgives and 
reconciles the human beings with himself thereby granting his love, protection and friendship. 
In Hinduism, sin is not being true to the 'self (atman) that can have different identities in the 
cycle of rebirths. Thus, a self can be a Brahmin in one life and a dalit in another life 
depending on the 'karma' or the totality of the actions of the past life. Failure to carry out the 
duties of the given existence, for instance as a Brahmin or as a dalit, is sin. In Judaism, sin is 
the failure to be true and faithful to God as his obedient creature. Human beings commit sins 
when they disobey God's divine commandments in the singular exalted existence on earth as 
a human person, who has been created by God as the crown of creation and as the master of 
all the creatures. As we briefly juxtapose Hinduism and Judaism, it is clear that both these two 
religions diverge significantly not only in their doctrines about God, man and the universe but 
also in their conceptions of sin, death, after-life and of salvation. Though they are so 
dissimilar in their fundamental doctrines, they seem to have similar perspectives regarding the 
practices of ritual purity/impurity. 

3.2.1.2. Purity System in Hinduism and Judaism 

What we observe as the point of convergence in Hinduism and Judaism, with regard to the 
practices of ritual purity/impurity is that all the regulations governing purity/impurity and the 
ideology of their justification are found in the priestly documents. Thus, the rules of 
purity/impurity are proposed by the priests both in Hinduism and Judaism. Also, the 
substance of those laws is pertinent to day-to-day things and events of life as eating and 
washing and birth and death. The regulations of purity/impurity have no intrinsic relationship 
to the spiritual life of the human beings as such, except as proposed and formulated by the 
priestly ideology. Even if it is only a priestly ideology, it is applied to all the people of both 
the Hindu and the Jewish society, thus to the entire community, as part of the authoritative 
sacred scriptures. As a result, the priestly ideology of purity/impurity permeated and 
dominated the socio-religious life of all the members, both in Hindu and Jewish societies. 

Holy God and sacred Sanctuary 

We see that within the Hindu and Jewish communities, purity regulations served an important 
purpose: differentiation and definition of the social groups, thereby pointing to the 'specific 
place' of each group and the exalted rank of the priestly group within the entire community. 
Though the purity rules are concerned only with food, sex, land and human relationships in 
general, they find reference and derive meaning only in cult and worship of the given society. 
The impure, according to the purity code, above all, are not worthy to participate in the 
liturgy. Both in Hindu and Jewish societies, the impure persons were banned from entering 
the sacred precincts. The worship or sacrifice is performed in a place set aside for the purpose 
of cult and worship, known as 'sanctuary', where the deity resided. Thus, the sanctuary is the 
dwelling place of the deity on earth. Ritual impurity that clung to man would tend to pollute 
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the sanctuary and in the end, lead to the divine vacating the sacred precincts because of the 
impurity that is incompatible with the holiness/purity of the deity. Not only the things set 
apart for the divinity in the sanctuary are holy, but even those who come into the sanctuary 
and thus in contact with the deity also must be holy/pure360. 

Pollution of the sanctuary through the introduction of defiled persons or things would render 
the sanctuary utterly unfit for the dwelling of the deity. Holy deity, holy space and holy items 
require protection from profanation and defilement. That is why the sanctuary and the cultic 
services are to be maintained always in pure state. Otherwise the deity will depart from 
sanctuary, leading to terrible disasters and punishments of the entire society. Since the 
impurity of the persons and the things causes profanation and defilement of the sanctuary, the 
impure or defiled persons are forbidden from approaching the sanctuary3^1. Impurity is 
considered an evil power, like the demon, by the polytheistic Hindus who feared that demons, 
as evil forces, would drive their gods from the sanctuary as the result of impurity of the 
devotees. The dalits, as the priests of the demons, were required to chase out the demons by 
playing their drums, in order to protect the Hindu gods, even while they were not allowed 
inside the Hindu Temples as 'impure' people. In fact, the dalits were supposed to carry their 
past 'karma' with them and hence as the result of the past karma, they are in a permanently 
'impure' state. That is why the dalits were considered unclean and sinners and as sinners, they 
were not allowed to go inside the Hindu temples. Jewish priestly worldview also considered 
the impure as the unclean sinners and thus did not permit the impure Israelites and the 
idolatrous Gentiles to enter the sanctuary and worship Yahweh, the God of Israel, in order not 
to provoke the holy God and inflame His anger. There exists a particular difference the way 
Hinduism and Judaism viewed ritual impurity in the sense that Israel has 'demythologized and 
devitalized cosmic evil'. In Judaism, it is not the evil forces, existing beyond the control of 
the divine, which can force the exit of the divine from its earthly dwelling place. Rather, it is 
man himself, with the impurity caused by his physical and moral failings, who rejects God 
and provokes His anger. Sin may not leave a mark on the face of the sinner, but it is certain to 
mark the face of the sanctuary and unless it is quickly expunged, God's presence will 
depart362. The maintenance of the divine in her midst in order to assure his protection and 
blessings was Israel's prime objective in performing the purificatory rites at the temple and 
observing the numerous regulations of purity before acceding to the sanctuary. That is why 
through the strict observances of purity regulations it was ensured that the Jewish people were 
kept, as much as possible, in a pure state363. However, both in Hinduism and Judaism, the 
purity rules extended back from the Temple into the homes and thence to the tables of the 
people. It is here Hinduism and Judaism meet, in relation to the rules of purity originating at 
the sanctuary, the place of cult and worship and then reaching out to the houses, to the persons 
and to their living conditions, to the food tables and to the food itself. 

3.2.1.3. Differentiation, Classification and Hierarchy 

Both in Hinduism and Judaism, the binary opposites of holy/profane of the deity and of the 
sanctuary, lead to the construction of binary opposites of pure/impure and clean/unclean 

360 BOSKER Baruch, 'Approaching the Sacred Space', Harvard Theological Review 78, no.3, 1985. 
361 MACCOBY Hyam, 'Ritual and Morality: The Ritual Purity System and it's Place in Judaism' (New York, 
Cambridge University press, 1999) 
362 KLAWANS Jonathan, 'Purity, Sacrifice and the Temple: Ancient Judaism' (New York, Oxford University 
Press, 2006). Refer also: NEUSNER Jacob, 'The idea of Purity in Ancient Judaism' (Leiden, E.J. Brill, 1971). 
We may refer also the various articles in. NEUSNER Jacob & CHILTON Bruce (ed), 'Uncleanness in Formative 
Judaism' (Lanham, University Press of America, 1986). 
163 Refer for details: LEVINE Baruch, 'In the Presence of the Lord' (Leiden, E.J. Brill, 1974). 
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regarding persons, things and places The differentiation as pure/impure, as a category, is then 
related to the self-definition of the social group. What is quite noticeable in Hindu and Jewish 
punty systems is that both Hindu and Jewish groups defined their self-identity always in 
reference to an 'other'. Thus, self-definition of the group and the constitution of the 'other' 
are interlinked 'projects' with reference to the pure/impure. Through defining the other as 
impure, a group determines what it is not. In short, it establishes boundaries between 
pure/clean oneself and the impure/unclean other. The other is therefore an essential 
component of the group's project of self-definition. Very often, the 'other' is potentially 
problematic, for the 'other' may challenge the self-definition of the group in question by 
transgressing its boundaries in some way, thereby calling the very identity of the group into 
question. Therefore the group that defines its identity takes action to exclude, marginalize or 
restrict the 'other'. As it constructs excluding boundaries and separating walls of enclosures, 
the categones of pure/impure are employed to separate, classify and set apart. The Aryan 
Hindus constructed their group identity in relation to the Dasya and later in reference to the 
impure dalits. The ancient Israelites established their group identity in opposition to the 
Canaamtes, the aliens and later in reference to the 'Gentiles'. The differentiation of the 'other' 
through the construction of appropnate boundanes introduces a certain classification within 
the group itself and this classification establishes a hierarchy that is operational, above all, in 
the cultic settings, through the reference to the deities and sanctuanes. This hierarchy that is 
first operational in the sanctuary is then extended to the social world where contacts and 
interactions between the members take place. Since the hierarchy originates in the cultic 
setting, the rank is assigned depending on the 'holiness' or the 'punty' of the social groups 
within the larger community. This way, a divinely ordained hierarchy extends from the most 
pure members to the most profane members. In the Hindu hierarchy, we know that the pure or 
holy Brahmins stand at the summit of hierarchy, having the highest rank. In the same way, in 
the Jewish caste system also, the pnests were assigned the highest rank. 

Similar to the Hindu caste system that ranked all the members of the Hindu society, the 
Jewish caste system also ranked all the members of the Israelite society according to the level 
of their punty by placing them into one of the ten castes. The ranks were assigned according 
to the specific place that the persons occupied in the temple cult. The Jewish caste hierarchy 
was the following: 1. The Pnests 2 The Lévites 3. The Israelites 4. The impaired pnests 
(who have transgressed the rules of Lv 21: 7, 13, 14 and mamed women who are divorcees or 
in the case of a High Priest, a non-virgin) 5. The Proselytes (the foreigners who have chosen 
to worship Yahweh) 6. The Freedman 7. The Mamzers (who are offspnng of incestuous 
marriages: Lv 20: 17-21) 8. The Netins (foreigners who once were servants to the Israelites) 
9. The Shetuqs (people who know their mother, but not their father (M Qid. 4.2) and 10. The 
Foundlings (people who know neither their mother nor their father (M. Qid 4.2). This holy-
profane continuum is physically represented by the fact that each sub-group within the large 
group is permitted entry only to certain areas of the sanctuary compound of the Jerusalem 
Temple3 . The first six groups can approach Yahweh in his sanctuary and participate in the 
cult that only the pnests, the holders of the first rank in the Jewish caste hierarchy performed, 
while the last four were denied admission to the Temple and its sanctuary . Similar to 
Jewish caste system, in Hindu caste system also, some groups, especially the high castes, 
were admitted to the sanctuary and participated in the cult that the Brahmins, the holders of 

3M We find the Jewish hierarchical list in NEYREY Jerome, 'The Symbolic Universe of Luke-Acts' in 'The 
Social World of Luke-Acts' (ed) NEYREY Jerome, (Peabody, Massachusetts, Hendnckson Publishers, 1991) 
279-280 The hieracrchy evidently is denved only through a reference to the temple and it's cult 
363 FLESHER Paul, 'Mishnah's Caste System' in 'New Perspectives of Ancient Judaism' (ed) NEUSNER Jacob 
et al, University Press of America, Lanham, Vol I, 1987 ρ 104 105 
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the first rank in the Hindu caste hierarchy performed, while the lower castes like the dalits 
were denied admission to enter the Hindu temples 

Ritual, Moral and Genealogical Purity 

In both Hinduism and Judaism, we see a distinction regarding ntual impunty, moral impunty 
and genealogical impunty Ritual impunty refers to impermanent defilements that are related 
to birth, death, sex, disease and other circumstances of life as contacts and social interactions 
between people that can be reversed, both in Judaism and Hinduism, through the procedures 
of punfication Moral impunty results from grave sins such as idolatry, bloodshed and 
forbidden sexual relations etc and both in Judaism and Hinduism, they can be remedied only 
through repentance and reparation or they lead to punishment While the Jews expected divine 
punishment here and now, in this life, the Hindus awaited the divine punishment in the next 
life, after reincarnation In the Hebrew Bible, the pnestly strand (Lv 1-16) employs punty 
terminology in ntual context whereas the Holiness Code (Lv 18-20) employs punty 
terminology in the moral context In Judaism, the Hebrew root t m' is used to refer to both 
ntual and moral impunty and the terms 'evah' and 'hanaf are used in reference to moral 
impunty only 3 6 6 Similarly, in Hinduism, the root 'theetu' is used for ntual impunty and the 
term 'pavam' is used to refer to moral impunty Both Hinduism and Judaism also advocate 
also genealogical punty that can be safe-guarded by the absence of mixed mamages 
Genealogical descent and the myth of belonging to a histonc community with a common past 
and a shared destiny were important elements in the subjective self-understanding of ancient 
Israelites as a group as distinct from the Gentiles That is why Ezra and many Rabbis forbade 
intermarriage between the Jews and the Gentiles In the same way, in Hinduism, caste as a 
system continues to this day only through the observation of genealogical punty by which the 
members of caste marry only the members of the same caste This is especially true for the 
Brahmins, the Hindu pnests as is the case with the pnests in Judaism 

3.2.2. JEWISH PURITY LAWS REVEAL A SYMBOLIC SYSTEM 

After illustrating, bnefly though, the similanties and the dissimilanties in the punty system of 
Hinduism and Judaism, as the next step, we now present, in some detail, the Jewish punty 
system, especially as it was practiced dunng the Second Temple Penod This is the context in 
which Jesus proclaimed his message of the kingdom of God and engaged, debated and at 
times challenged and refuted the ntual observances of Judaism in line with his own vision of 
'holiness' and 'punty' Like the rules of Hindu ntual punty, the laws of Jewish punty also 
reveals a symbolic system The very first chapter of the first book of the Torah, Genesis 1 
illustrates that light was separated from darkness, the waters from the firmament and the day 
from the night, thereby explains that the clean/pure was also separated from the 
unclean/impure as the first creative act of God, the creator367 According to the Genesis 
perspective of creation, the whole cosmos seems to have been structured according to the 
principle of division between the clean and the unclean in a definite cosmic order The vanous 
regulations of the Torah regarding the practices of ntual punty/impunty, especially in the 
book of Leviticus, manifest a corresponding division between the clean and the unclean in the 
Jewish social world In this way, we see that a social order that corresponds to the cosmic 
order of the created is intentionally established in the Jewish society368 

KLAWANS Jonathan, Impunty and Sin in Ancient Judaism' op cil ρ 26 35 
3 6 7 DOUGLAS Mary, 'Natural symbols Explorations in Cosmology, with a New Introduction', Routledge, 
London, 1996 
3 6 8 WOLF Hans Walter, Anthropology of the Old Testament' (Philadelphia, Fortress Press, 1975) We may refer 
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3.2.2.1. The purity/impurity regulations in Judaism 

We find most of the purity regulations in the book of Leviticus, chapters 11-21. Altogether 
we see seven different regulations regarding purity369. As we have already pointed out, these 
are priestly laws and they make tediously explicit the connection between the purity 
regulations and the cult of worship to Yahweh in his sanctuary. 

1. One must not eat unclean animals, birds, creeping things and must not touch their carcasses 
(Lev 11 ). The violator is unclean until the evening, must wash and then wait for sunset. But 
what we are not told is why these particular animals are unclean and lead to unholiness. All 
living creatures are simply divided into clean and unclean, without explanation. 

2. The second source of uncleanness is childbirth (Lev 12). A woman who has given birth is 
ruled unclean, just as at the time of her menstruation, for seven plus thirty-three days for a 
male child and fourteen plus sixty-six for a female. She then had to bring a burnt-offering and 
a sin-offering and 'the priest shall make atonement for her and she shall be clean'. We are not 
told the nature of sin. 

3. The third source of uncleanness (Lev 13) is swellings, eruptions or spots on the skin, 
generally mistranslated as 'leprosy', though that cannot have been the correct diagnosis of 
these curious conditions. The same word is applied to 'leprous diseases', in a garment, or in a 
house and these are not susceptible to what we know as leprosy. When such skin-ailments 
appear, the priest is to examine the person and under certain conditions, pronounce the person 
unclean and a 'leper' who when declared so by the priest, must announce his condition and 
remain outside the 'camp'. Once the disease is healed, the leper is subject to a rite of 
purification. 

4. The fourth source of uncleanness is a 'disease' on the walls of a house (Lev 14). The house 
is shut up and resurveyed after seven days. If the disease is still on the stones, the stones are 
removed. If the disease breaks out again, then the house has to be broken down. If the 
disease does not recur, the house is cleansed as is the leper: 'So he shall make atonement for 
the house and it shall be clean'. What is interesting to note is the requirement to 'make 
atonement', though no sin has been specified. 

5. The fifth source of uncleanness is bodily discharges (Lev 15). The text lists persons made 
unclean by the bodily discharges. The first is a man who suffers discharge, the second is a 
man who has an emission of semen and the third is woman who discharges blood during her 
regular period and the fourth is a woman who has a discharge not during her period. At the 
end comes a general explanation (Lev 15: 31): 'you shall keep the people of Israel separate 
from their uncleanness, lest they die in their uncleanness by defiling my tabernacle that is in 
their midst'. Here in a single sentence is explained the complete priestly ideology of purity. 
All matters of purity attain importance because of the cult; the uncleanness affects the cult. 
The priest, as the minister of the cult, has to atone for the uncleanness of the people. 

also DOUNGLAS Mary, 'Implicit Meanings Essays in Anthropology' (London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1975). DOUGLAS Mary, 'Leviticus as Literature' (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2000) 
3 6 9 As slated in NEUSNER Jacob, 'The Idea of Punty in Ancient Judaism' (Leiden, E.J. Bnll, 1971) ρ 13-16 
We may refer also to. NEUSNER Jacob, 'Punty in Rabbinic Judaism. A Systematic Account' The Sources, 
Media, Effects, and Removal of Uncleanness' (Atlanta, Scholars Press, 1994) WENHAM Gordon, 'The Book 
of Leviticus' (Grand Rapids, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1979) LEVINE Baruch, 'The JPS 
Torah Commentary Leviticus' (Philadelphia, The Jewish Publication Society, 1989). 
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6. The sixth source of uncleanness is sexual misdeeds (Lev 18 & 21). Here are combined the 
uncleanness through sexuality and the uncleanness of the land. The land, like the cult, must 
be kept clean. The cult and land are later joined to the people. All the three must be kept free 
of impurity. The divine favour is joined to the specific rules concerning purity in food and 
sex. 

7. The seventh source of uncleanness is the corpse, presented specifically as the concern of 
the priesthood (Lev 21). The priest is not to defile himself with the dead, except for his 
nearest kin. The uncleanness of the corpse is not explained, but taken for granted. That sort 
of uncleanness will prevent the priest from going to the sanctuary or participating in the cult. 
Not only the priesthood, but also all the holy things of the cult are to be kept pure or holy. 

The focus was on the Temple and the cult 

In the entire Jewish Scripture, we find that 164 of 212 references to the term 'pure' belong to 
the priestly literature and these references to purity concern cult, land, food, sex, the divinity 
and the relation between individuals. In all this, what we see is a 'priestly ideology' at work, 
always with reference to the sacredness of the cult, very similar to the priestly Brahmanical 
ideology in Hinduism. It is evident that the priestly ideology primarily focuses upon the 
temple itself- its' priesthood, cult, rites and their larger meanings 70. Then, these concerns of 
the sacred cult are extended to the day-to-day issues of the community and its common life, 
which are always understood in terms of the participation of the people in the cult. In the 
priestly documents, even the social virtues or vices have importance and find meaning only in 
reference to the people's participation in the cult. Thus, we see that it is the cult that turned 
out to be the one point in which the lines of structure - both cosmic and social - converged. 
Social values have meaning in so far as they find place within the 'correct order' and the 
correctness seems to account for the centralization of purity/impurity regulations within the 
cultic framework. To put in simple terms, the purity of Israel is the correct order and the 
impurity of Israel is disorder. The rules of purity reflected Israel's particular understanding of 
the universe in which it dwelt and they covered all aspects of the people's lives371. Israel is 
the chosen people of the one and only true God and this unique identity entails separation 
from the nations and their ways which is guaranteed through the observation of the 

The Pnestly Documents of the Old Testament are particularly concerned about the transcendence of Yahweh. 
Refer: OLSON Alan & ROUNER Leroy, 'Transcendence and the Sacred' (Notre Dame, Indiana, University of 
Notre Dame press, 1989). For highlighting God's transcendence, the Priestly Documents of the Old Testament 
focus especially on the 'holiness' of Yahweh. While stressing the distance between God and Man, they insist on 
the distinction and differentiation between the sacred and the profane. According to these documents, the 
transcendent deity can be approached only through the mediation of cultic ntual and cultic functionaries 
Consequently the priests come into prominence as the official mediators between God and the People and hence 
the priests are to remain 'holy' like God himself. That is why there are numerous regulations to safeguard the 
purity of the priests. These Priestly documents of the Old Testament also project Israel as a chosen nation that is 
constituted by the Covenant with Yahweh as the holy community of the worshipers linked to Yahweh through 
the cull, its institutions and the set-apart clergy. As a consequence of such 'set-apart' image of the nation of 
Israel, the pnestly documents also delineate regulations for safeguarding the 'holiness' of the people of Israel. 
Refer: WILLIS David, 'Notes on the Holiness of God' (Grand Rapids, William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 2002). We may refer also to: KLAWANS Jonathan, 'Punty, Sacrifice and the Temple: Ancient 
Judaism' (New York, Oxford University Press, 2006). KNOHL Israel, 'The Sanctuary of Silence: The priestly 
Torah and the Holiness School' (Minneapolis, Fortress Press, 1995). 
171 OTZEN Benedict, 'Judaism in Antiquity' (Sheffield, JSOT Press, 1990). p. 69-101. The sacred rites were to 
be earned out with the greatest precision in the temple, because what at stake were the continuity of the universe 
and the stability of the world order 
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purity/impurity regulations. The purpose of these rules is to limit as far as possible the 
polluting social interaction with the reckless impure people within Israel and with the 
idolatrous Gentiles elsewhere in order to reduce the threat of moral corruption of Israel, 
because Israel is a holy property of God and hence the holiness of the nation of Israel has to 
be maintained in all the ways possible, in its people, in the land, above all, in the cult of 
worship to Yahweh, especially in the Temple of Jerusalem372. 

3.2.2.2. Holiness and the Divine Order 

The most important core value of Judaism was God's 'holiness: 'you shall be holy, for I the 
Lord your God am holy' (Lev 19:2) is the comer stone of the religious ideology of Hebrew 
religion. This phrase, 'for I am holy,' became a refrain echoing throughout the Bible (Lev 
11:44, 45; 19:2; 20:7; 26: 21 :28 ) . The people of Israel were called upon to be holy, 
because as Yahweh insists, 'I, the Lord God, am holy' (Lev 19:2). Holiness requires that 
different classes/categories among human beings and animals shall not be confused. It means 
'keeping distinct' the categories of creation. It therefore involves correct definition, 
discrimination and order. Under this head, even the rules of sexual morality exemplify the 
holy. Incest and adultery (Lev 18: 6-20) are against holiness, in the simple sense of being the 
wrong order against the right order of marriage. Morality conforms to, and does not conflict 
with holiness. In his heavenly abode, Yahweh was well guarded from impurity, and this 
condition has to be reproduced as nearly as possible in his earthly residence, the sanctuary. 
God's 'holiness' was understood as the divine power to bless and to curse, that is, to order the 
world: 'God's work through the blessing is essentially to create order, through which men's 
affairs prosper'. When the blessing was withdrawn, confusion occurred, along with 
barrenness and pestilence (Dt 28:15-24). God's prime act of blessing occurred in the ordering 
of the world at its creation. The creation story in Genesis 1, which is generally known as the 
'Priestly Account,' fully expresses the divine order of the world. It encoded various 'maps' or 
configurations of lines, which God made for Israel to perceive and to follow374. To understand 
the world as the Jews did. Genesis 1 is an excellent window into the world-as-it-was-
perceived. When analyzed, the creation story in Gen 1 yields many maps. According to it, 
God did not make things heiter skelter but arranged them orderly in a proper cosmos. By 
constantly 'separating' things (Gn 1:4, 7, 14), God created a series of maps which order, 
classify and define the world as Jews came to see it. 

Time: at creation, time was separated into day and night, and the week was then separated 
into work days and Sabbath rest; sun, moon and stars serve to mark the time precisely. The 
fundamentals of a calendar are thus established, whereby order is created amidst the chaos. 

Things: at creation, animals, birds and fish were created in their pure form (no hybrids and 
no unclean creatures); each class was separated in terms of its proper place, food and means 
of locomotion. 

372 MCKNIGHT Scot, A Light among the Gentiles' (Minneapolis, Fortress Press, 1991). 
373 DE LANGE Nicholas, 'An Introduction to Judaism' (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2000). p. 187-
188. Ex 19: 5-6. Israel is separated from the other peoples and dedicated to the service of God. Separation and 
dedication go together as seen in Lev 19:2 - 'You shall be holy'. 
m DOUGLAS Mary, 'Purily and Danger', op.cit p. 67-69. We may refer also to: NEUSNER Jacob, 'The Idea 
of Purity in Ancient Judaism' (Leiden, E.J. Brill, 1971). 
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Diet: at creation, a proper diet was assigned to each creature. Thus we find the difference as 
the animals that eat meat and those that live by vegetarian food such as fruits and leaves. 

Place: at creation, dry land was separated from the waters above and below; with the creation 
of animals, birds and fish, each creature was separated into its proper place: animals roam the 
earth, birds fly in the air and fish swim in the sea. 

Role/Status: at creation, the hierarchy of creation was established; the heavens 'rule' over the 
night and the sun 'rules' over the day; among the creatures on the dry land and the seas, Adam 
was given dominion over them all (1.26,28). 

Creation, the premier act of ordering and classifying the world, constitutes the original map of 
'purity' or holiness for Israel. The holy God expressed holiness through this order. And so 
subsequent holiness among God's creatures involves 'keeping distinct the categories of 
creation'. Holiness, then, expresses God's act of definition, discrimination, and order375. The 
holiness of Israel has to be expressed in their living in accordance with the 'order' of 
definition and discrimination, as proposed and revealed by God as his commandments in the 
sacred scripture. 

3.2.2.3. Replication in the Temple 

God's call to the people of Israel, 'Be ye holy, as I am holy' became the norm, which 
indicated how things in Israel's world should replicate and express the divine 'order' 
established in God's initial, programmatic action of creation. This 'holiness' came to be 
embodied especially in the centrai symbol of Israel's religion and culture, the Temple system, 
where specific maps, replicating the patterns of Genesis 1, regulated the cult in the Temple, 
which was thought to be the center of the universe 376. The Temple of Jerusalem, separated 
from profane world around it, functioned as the focal point of Hebrew religion. It had clearly 
marked lines of demarcation over which only certain individuals could pass. Furthermore, it 
was incumbent on the priesthood, who had control of the Temple, 'to distinguish between the 
holy and the common, and between the clean and the unclean' (Lev 10:10) and permit only 
the holy and the clean to approach the holy Lord in his sanctuary. In Judaism, the regulations 
of ritual purity serve the purpose of ordering, i.e., drawing boundaries around both natural and 
social spaces and identifying them as good or bad, inside or outside, clean or unclean, high or 
low. In short, rituals construct and maintain symbolically the cosmos, an Ordered' universe. 

They symbolize 'the ideal order' of the world and help structure the identity of the social 
groups, within that order. In Judaism, when the cult was centralized in the Jerusalem Temple, 
its sacrificial system became the concrete structural expression of the ordering of the 
universe377. After the monarchy was abolished, the Temple became the central and dominant 
symbol of Israel's culture, religion and politics. The order of creation served as a blueprint for 
the shape of the temple system. But it also yielded maps for structuring aspects of Jewish life 
in relation to the temple3 8. Neyrey explains that the symbolic universe of Israel, Israel's land 

NEYREY Jerome, 'The Symbolic Universe of Luke-Acls' in 'The Social World of Luke-Acts' (ed) 
NEYREY Jerome (Peabody, Massachusetts, Hendrickson, 1991). p. 271-279. 
376 LEVENSON Jon, 'The Jerusalem Temple', in 'Jewish Spirituality', Vol. II, (ed) GREEN Arthur (New York, 
Crossroad, 1986). p. 32-61. The Jerusalem Temple was (he center of the world and also a microcosm of the 
universe. It constituted a miniature cosmos As Jewish religion was centralized, it was centralized in (he Temple. 
377 EDERSHEIM Alfred, 'The Temple, its Ministry and Services' (Peabody, Massachusetts, Hendrickson, 1996). 
378 BALENTINE Samuel, 'The Torah's Vision of Worship' (Minneapolis, Fortress Press, 1989). 
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and places (m. Kelim 1.6-9), classes of persons (t. Megillah 2.7), holy times (m. Moed), and 
unholy physical 'uncleannesses' (m. Kelim 1.3) were all classified and ranked according to 
degrees of punty or impurity. It is the temple punty system that established and controlled the 
social identity, social classifications and social boundanes of the Jewish people as the holy 
people of God. There was a clear perception by the Jews, of what it means to be an observant 
Israelite, which was symbolized in the social importance of certain customs, ntuals, places 
and persons379. In the temple and the cult, the patterns of Genesis 1 were reproduced in 
different ways. 

Things: what animals may be offered on the altar? Only 'holy' animals, that is, those which 
are in accordance with the definition of a clean animal and which are physically perfect may 
be offered (unblemished). 

Persons: who may offer them? Only a 'holy' pnest, who has the nght bloodline, enjoys an 
unblemished physical condition, and is in a state of ntual punty. Who may participate in the 
sacnfice? Only Israelites and only those with whole bodies may participate. 

Place: where should the offering be made? Only in Jerusalem Temple which is a microcosm 
of creation. Even within the temple, there are specific places for pnests, for Israelites, for 
women and for Gentiles. 

Time: when should the offenng be made? What offenng is appropnate for what occasion? 
All of this is specified in the liturgical calendar380 

The hierarchy of purity - with reference to space 

The rules of punty help us to understand and explain the symbolic universe of the Jews. What 
we observe is that persons, places, things, times and even food are ordered, classified and 
ranked in some systematic way381. A person, place, thing, time or food is 'pure' or 'holy' 
insofar as it has a specific place and stays in that place. The opposite is regarding impunty - a 
person, place, thing, time or food is 'impure' or 'unclean' insofar it is out of place382. Jews 
could order space in terms of progressive degrees of holiness The clearest example is the map 
of places from m. Kelim. There are ten progressive degrees of 'holiness': one moves upward 
and inward to the center, from non-Temple to Temple, from outer courts to the Holy of 
Holies, where God is enthroned on the cherubim. The principle of the classification and hence 
of the 'holiness' is the proximity of the space to the heart of the Temple383. The hierarchy of 
holmess/punty with reference is space is given as: 
The Land of Israel is holier than any other land... 
The walled cities (of the land of Israel) are still more holy... 
Within the walls (of Jerusalem) is still more holy... 
The Temple Mount is still more holy . 
The Rampart is still more holy. 
The Court of the Women is still more holy... 

7 9 JEREMIAS Joachim,'Jerusalem in the time of Jesus'(Philadelphia, Fortress Press, 1969) ρ 271-358 
3 8 0 NEYREY Jerome, 'The Symbolic Universe of Luke-Acts', in 'The Social World of Luke-Acts' (ed) 
NEYREY Jerome op cit ρ 285-293 
381 JENSON Philip Peter, 'Graded Holiness' (Sheffield, JSOT Press, 1992) 
3 8 2 NEYREY Jerome, 'The Symbolic Universe of Luke-Acts', in 'The Social World of Luke-Acts' (ed) 
NEYREY Jerome op cit ρ 285 286 
3 8 3 Ibid ρ 298-299 

121 



The Court of the Israelites is still more holy... 
The Court of the Priests is still more holy... 
Between the Porch and the Altar is still more holy... 
The Sanctuary is still more holy... 
The Holy of Holies is still more holy... (m. Kelim 1.6-9). 

The hierarchy of purity - with reference to people 

The ranking of people replicates the map of places, for one's rank corresponds to one's 
proximity to the sanctuary. Priests find the first place in the hierarchy because they enter the 
Holy of Holies, Lévites next because they enter the Sanctuary, Israelites next because they 
stand in the Courts. The map of people and the previously illustrated map of places contain a 
hierarchical ranking of one's place on the social map. It is possible and necessary to know 
exactly where people should stand. The hierarchy of the Jewish caste system is centered, first 
of all, on the castes that possess pure, native Israelite ancestry and those that, for some reason, 
do not possess. People with damaged family lines (slaves, bastards) are ranked last. There are 
clear and specific boundary lines separating members and non-members of God's covenant 
people (Lv 20:26; Jn 4:8; Acts 10:28). 

The practice of circumcision, kosher diet and Sabbath observance indicate that one is an 
insider to the covenant. Consecrated 'covenant people' belong to the realm of God's 'Holy 
Land'. Gentiles, like the Romans, are not covenant members and so are out of place in the 
'holy land' of Israel, especially in its sacred city and more so in the Temple (Acts 21:28)384. 
The dead do not belong in the realm of the living, hence should be in their own realm of 
tombs and graveyards. The worst aspect of the possessed man in Mark 5:5 was that he had to 
leave the realm of the living to dwell among tombs; his cure then permitted him to leave the 
realm of the dead and to be properly dressed and seated again among the living (Mk 5:15). 
The sick do not belong in the realm of the healthy; lepers should dwell apart and cry 
'unclean!' (Lk 5:12-16). The physically handicapped such as the paralytics, the blind and the 
deaf also belong to the realm of the sick and not to the realm of the healthy. Inasmuch as 
holiness is related to wholeness (one must be completely what one is), people with defective 
bodies (e.g. eunuchs) are unclean; a man with crushed testicles, for example, may not enter 
the temple area to offer sacrifice (Lv 21:20); defective animals are not fit offerings for the 
'holy' God. Sinners, likewise, do not belong in the same space as the observant Jews 85. 

The hierarchy of purity - with reference to body 

Things, persons, places and times should be fully in their right place and there should not be 
too much or too little. 'Too much' means that something spills over into other areas where it 
does not belong; 'too little' suggests that something is incompletely in its place or unsettled in 
it. This is based on the perception that 'wholeness' is related to 'holiness.' What is 
'marginal,' then, is the focus of great concern, for it is not wholly one thing or another. With 
respect to the body, 'too much' is polluting, as in the case of a hermaphrodite who is both 
male and female. In this vein, effeminate males and masculine females are 'too much,' being 
both male and female. Bodies might have 'too little' and be un-whole and unclean. Eunuchs, 
those with damaged testicles and those without a penis are deficient in what it means to be 

384 NEYREY Jerome, 'The Symbolic Universe of Luke-Acts.' in 'The Social World of Luke-Acts' (ed) 
NEYREY Jerome, op.cit. p. 279-280 
385 Ibid, p.279-282. 
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male (t. Meg. 2:7) . Lacking bodily wholeness, people lack holiness. Such persons may not 
be priests nor may they bring offerings into the holy temple. Bodies might have 'too little' and 
so be defective and unclean. Eunuchs, those with damaged testicles, and those without a 
penis lack adequate sexual organs and that is the reason why they are considered deficient in 
what it means to be male. According to Lv 21:16-20, the lame, the blind, the deaf and others 
with such physical defects lack in wholeness. Lacking bodily wholeness, they are deficient in 
holiness and that is why these may not be priests or bring offerings into the holy temple. 
Concerning margins of the body, considerable attention is given to what crosses boundaries or 
margins387. Hence attention might be focused on a woman's menses, which exit from her 
sexual orifice, just as there might be concern over men's semen and the effect of sexual 
intercourse on the purity of a priest. Leprosy or at least skin diseases refer to what is flaking 
off the body's surface, that is, what has become marginal to the body. One would expect 
comparable attention to be given to tears, spittle, vomit, etc388. 

Hierarchy of purity - with reference to food and time 

According to Douglas, there are three rules that governed Israel's eating habits, which 
remained constant throughout its entire history. They are the following: 1. the rejection of 
certain animals as unfit for eating at the table (Lv 11). 2. Of those admitted as edible, the 
separation of the meat from blood before cooking (Lv 17:10). 3. The total separation of milk 
from meat, which involves the minute specialization of utensils (Ex 23:19; 34:25; Dt 14:21). 
Douglas stresses the relationship between meats and people and their degree of cleanness in 
relationship to the altar. She notes that 'between the Temple and the body, we are in a maze 
of religious thoughts'389. Certain foods do not fit the full definition of what it means to be a 
sky, earth or sea creatures and so they are marginal, unclean and polluting. Since there is a 
specific time for everything, especially a time for 'work' and a time for 'rest,' if 'work' is 
done at the wrong time, that is, on the Sabbath, it is out of place (Lk 6:1-5). Finally, as the 
result of the concern for 'wholeness', there is a general prohibition against mixing kinds: 
clothing - wool and linen should never be mixed. Regarding agriculture, ploughing should be 
done by either ox or ass, but never by the two yoked together. As far as crops are concerned, 
only one kind of seed should be sown in a given field at any one time. In matters of 
husbandry, cattle of one kind should not be bred with that of another kind (Lv 19:19; Dt 22:9-
11). Since each thing has its proper place, the mixing of two kinds blurs distinctions and 
creates hybrids, which are perceived as unclean. All of these examples have to do with 
concern for correct 'order' in the world, and in the society, by which boundary lines and 
margins were created390. 

We see, from our illustrations, that the rules of purity have meaning only in relation to the 
cultic practices of the Jews. The purity system established the structure and social 
stratification of the Jewish community, the norms of public and private behaviour and the 
lines of demarcation between holy Israelites and those at or beyond the margins of God's holy 
people (i.e., physical or social deviants, Samaritans and Gentiles) 3 " . The organization of 

3 8 6 Ibid. p. 285-287. 
3 8 7 PILCH John, 'Sickness and Healing in Luke-Acts', in 'The Socia] World of Luke-Acts' (ed) NEYREY 
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society along purity lines called for a careful avoidance of contact with all that was judged 
impure or unholy (sinners, lepers, blind, lame, menstruants, corpses, toll collectors, 
Samaritans and Gentiles) and proper respect for holy places (temple, synagogue), holy 
persons (temple personnel), acts of purification (hand washing before meals) and holy times 
(Sabbath, festivals). In a society already conditioned by economic and social stratification, 
this system advocated, superimposed and legitimated hierarchy, by purity classifications. 
What we see is a definite hierarchy - the rich were ranked above the poor, the clergy above 
the laity, the urban dwellers (especially in Jerusalem) above the rural peasantry (especially in 
distant Galilee), men above women, the married above the unmarried, the healthy above the 
ill, and the conformists above the deviants. 

3.23. THE PURITY SYSTEM IN THE TIME OF JESUS 

Jesus challenged many regulations of the purity system of the Second Temple Period. Morton 
Smith has pointed out that in the period of the Second Temple 'the differences, as to the 
interpretation of the purity laws, and especially as to the consequent question of table 
fellowship, were among the principal causes of the separation of Christianity from the rest of 
Judaism and the early fragmentation of Christianity itself 392. The challenge of Jesus, so 
wide-reaching in its political and social ramifications, inevitably led to conflict and ultimately 
to the division of two separate religions: Judaism and Christianity393. For our research, it is 
the encounter of Jesus with the Jewish practices of purity and impurity, which should serve as 
the 'normative' pattern when we seek a meaningful encounter of Christianity with the Hindu 
practices of purity and impurity in India. In the next chapter, we present the inclusive vision 
of Jesus that he proclaimed as the kingdom of God. In line with his message, the ministry of 
Jesus challenged some of the regulations of Jewish purity system. In order to examine the 
encounter, the challenge and the conflict of Jesus with the Jewish religious leaders of his time, 
regarding the regulations of ritual purity/impurity, we present the specific practices of 
purity/impurity of the Second Temple period, especially during first century AD, as observed 
by the Jews in Palestine and in the countries of 'Dispersion'. 

During this period of repeated subjugation to successive foreign powers, namely the Persians, 
the Greeks and the Romans, many Jews, at least a growing proportion within the Jewish 
territories, believed that their distinctive religious and national prerogatives were under 
increasing threat394. In fact, some Jewish leaders considered their survival as a nation 
dependent on their ability to maintain this distinction, as given in Ezra 9. Obedience to the 
laws on unclean food had been one of the most important issues in the Maccabean rebellion: 
'Many in Israel stood firm and were resolved in their hearts not to eat unclean food. They 
chose to die rather than to be defiled by food or to profane the holy covenant; and they did 
die' (1 Mc 1: 62-63). During the time of Jesus, the first century AD to be precise, the Jews 
greatly cherished the memory of the Maccabees and thus would never ever dream of eating 
any unclean food. The typical Jewish attitude at that time with which we are concerned is 
probably well caught by Luke's account of Peter's reaction to the vision given him in Joppa: 
'I have never eaten anything that is common or unclean' (Acts 10:14). Jewish devotion on 
this point was particularly expressed in their abhorrence of pigs and of pork. The height of 
Antiochus Epiphanes' abomination had been the sacrifice of swine on the altars of the temple 
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(1 Mc 1:47; 2 Mc 6: 18-23). Abstention from pork was thoroughly an important characteristic 
of Jewish conduct both in Palestine and in the Diaspora. Equally abhorrent to the devout Jews 
was the food tainted by the abomination of idolatry, the meat left over from the pagan 
sacrifices (2 Mc 5:2). Likewise they avoided the meat of clean animals, from which the blood 
had not been drained, in accordance with the clear and repeated commandments of Moses 
(Lv. 3:17; 7:26-27; Dt 12:16, 15:23). 

3.2.3.1. The focus on the exclusivity of Israel 

There is no doubt that during the time of Jesus (the first century AD) the rigid attitude of the 
exclusivity or the separateness of Israel was quite strong. Such a rigid perspective about the 
uniqueness of Israel began with the reform movement of Ezra. In the long history of the 
Jewish people, Ezra marks the opening of a new period, a new stage of development, as 
important as the rise of prophecy, and only less important than the work of Moses. If Moses 
were the real founder of the Jewish religion, giving to it the power to rise above, and draw 
away from the regions of the 'peoples round about', Ezra stood forth, at a most critical post-
exilic period, to save the Jewish religion, and with it the national life, from relapsing into 
decay through contact with Gentile ideas and practices 3 5. The people of Israel were exposed 
to the unlimited influence of the Gentiles and all the negative impact that would have brought 
on them as the result of exile. Ezra sought to safeguard the holy seed of Israel from the 
profanation of the Gentiles. There is enough, even in the scanty information contained in the 
book, which bears his name, to show that Ezra had two main ideas, both of which he 
succeeded to a great extent in carrying out in practice. One was to set up a barrier between the 
Jew and the Gentile, for the protection of the Jew in living the life that he ought to live in 
obedience to the will of God. The other was to proclaim that the revelation of the divine will 
was given to Israel in the Torah and consequently to insist that the duty of every faithful Jew 
to conform to the regulations of Torah. The two ideas are closely related. The Jew had a 
religious life to live; or else he would not be a Jew. The Torah was to be his guide in living 
that life; but he could not follow this guidance unless he was shielded to some extent from 
contact with the Gentile world, with its many abominable practices and temptations to 
apostasy396. The exclusivity of the Jewish community from the Gentile world had to be a clear 
separation, on which the vitality of the Jewish people depended, so thought Ezra. 

From the time of Ezra, accordingly, there was need of those who should interpret the Torah, 
in such a way, that the uniqueness of the people of Israel was clearly manifested. Provision 
was made to meet that need of interpretation of the Torah, through the Scribes. Ezra himself 
was styled as 'Sopher', the Scribe, and the period after him is known as the period of 
Sopherim. It had been the function of the priests to give religious teaching to the people as 
occasion required. And doubtless many, perhaps most of the early Sopherim were priests. 
From the time of Ezra, then, down to the year 270 B.C., or thereabouts, the work of 
interpreting and teaching the Torah was carried on by those who, as individuals, were called 
Sopherim. They were collectively styled as the Great Synagogue. Their teaching was 
necessarily based on the Torah and their interpretation, Midrash, was presumably a simple 
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explanation and application of the text to the case before them, whatever that might be . The 
decline and disappearance of the Sopherim, or the Great Synagogue, is certainly connected in 
some way with the change in the political condition of the people of Israel brought about by 
their transfer of Israel from Persian to Greek rule. Under Persian kings, the Jewish community 
was able to order its religious life with little or no interference from without. But when Judea 
came under the sway of Greek sovereigns, it began to feel a powerful and varied influence 
which is summed up under the name of Hellenism. It is easy to see how this new influence 
made the simple and peaceful practice of the religious life no longer possible for the Jews. 

But it is not clear why the Sopherim should have failed to deal with Hellenism, still less why, 
as an organized body of teachers, they totally disappeared. At the end of eighty years from the 
death of Simeon the Just, i.e. in or about the year 196 B.C., an important step was taken in the 
organization of the religious, no less than of the political life of the Jewish people398. It was 
the establishment of a great council or senate known, perhaps from the beginning, but 
certainly from an early date, as the Sanhedrin. During the time of Jesus, Sanhedrin was 
composed of the chief priests, the elders of the people (lay aristocracy around Jerusalem) and 
scribes (sages, learned in the law).The high priest who became the dominant figure and the 
highest personality of Jewish religion during the time of Jesus, presided over the Sanhedrin. 
The high priest wielded the central authority over the Jerusalem Temple and its 

399 

administration 

3.23.2. The Temple centred Religion 

The Jerusalem Temple was the central and dominant symbol of Israel's culture, religion, and 
politics, during the time of Jesus. There are many ways by which the Jews manifested their 
overwhelmingly powerful attachment to the Temple of Jerusalem. Chief among them was that 
each year they sent the temple tax to Jerusalem. There existed also the spiritual relationship 
between those in the Diaspora and the temple in Jerusalem. For example, prayer meetings 
were held in the synagogues on the days when feasts were occurring in the temple and the 
worshipers in the synagogues offered their prayers facing Jerusalem. In some cases, the 
synagogues were constructed oriented toward Jerusalem. In this way, the Diaspora 
synagogues provided a means for Jews to be connected to the central sanctuary while still 
residing in distant cities throughout the Greco-Roman world. In a revealing statement, Philo 
notes that while Diaspora Jews counted their adopted countries as their 'fatherland', they held 
the holy city where stands the Temple of the Most High to be their 'mother city'. Also 
thousands of pilgrims from around the Mediterranean traveled to Jerusalem for the great 
feasts, especially the Passover. Within the compass of Jerusalem dwelt a population of 
600,000. At the time of the Passover the crowd swelled to between two and three millions. 

3 9 7 FINKELSTEIN LOUIS, 'The Pharisaic Leadership after the great Synagogue (170 BCE - 135 CE) in 'The 
Cambridge History of Judaism', (ed) DA VIES William David & FINKELSTEIN Louis (Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 1989) ρ 245-246. Refer also COHEN Shaye, 'From the Maccabees to the Mishnah' 
(Philadelphia, The Westminister Press, 1987) HALIVINI David Weiss, 'Midrash, Mishnah and Gemara' 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts, Harvard University Press, 1986) 
3 , 8 For more details, refer EFRON Joshua, 'Studies on the Hasmonean Penod' (Leiden, E J Bnll, 1987). Refer 
also SURBURG Raymond,' Introduction to the Inteitestamental Penod' (London, Concordia Publishing House, 
1975). Maintaining themselves as a distinct people became a necessity for the Jewish community, especially 
because many Jews were impacted by the dominant Hellenist culture 
3 9 9 MANTEL Hugo, 'Studies in the History of the Sanhednn' (Cambridge, Massachusetts, Harvard University 
Press, 1961) 

126 



The temple treasury defrayed whatever funds necessary for the services of the sanctuary, all 
temple repairs and the salaries of a large staff of regular officials. These included those who 
saw to the correctness of the copies of the law used in the synagogues, those who examined 
Leviticus fitness of sacrifices, those who instructed the priests in their various duties and those 
who made the necessary articles such as curtains. The fees of the Rabbis, according to their 
own testimony, were also included in the expenditure of the temple. After all this lavish 
expenditure there was not only enough to pay for the repairs of the city-walls, the roads, and 
public buildings of Jerusalem, but sufficient to accumulate immense wealth in the treasury400. 
At the time of Jesus, the Temple was the supreme religious and political institution for the 
Jews all over the world. It overshadowed Jerusalem and dominated life in the city. Eighty 
percent of employment in Jerusalem depended on the Temple, not only on its day to day ritual 
needs, but also on the periodic pilgrim festivals and the ongoing building, repairing and 
renovating projects which it constituted. 

The cult in the Jerusalem Temple at the time of Jesus 

Every day, priests offered public and private sacrifices for the good of society. The twice-
daily official sacrifices on the vast ever-burning altar consumed animals and forests of wood. 
There were cattle pens on the north side and sometimes the water of the Kidron stream where 
the blood was flushed became so thick that it was sold to farmers as fertilizer. Over it all 
hung a pall of smoke from burning flesh, and when the great pilgrim festivals, like Passover, 
were in full swing, the Temple was like a 'slaughter house'. The priests stood in blood 
sacrificing the victims of private offerings. Enormous amounts of animal blood spilled around 
the altar everyday and splashed upon the priests as they worked. Nine thousand priests and 
Lévites worked there, although not at the same time. Jews were expected to make the 
pilgrimage to the temple three times a year, twice in the spring - at Passover and Pentecost -
and once in the fall, at Succoth. Therefore Jerusalem thrived on what today would be called 
the convention business401. At the time of Jesus, at the core of Judaism, there was an 
overwhelming concern for purity and the purification from impurity was carried out through 
the Temple-based rituals, making the Temple the very center of Jewish cult and rituals. 

There was a clear perception by Jews, of what it means to be an observant Israelite, which 
was symbolized in the social importance of certain customs, rituals, places and persons. The 
temple purity system established and controlled the social identity, social classifications and 
social boundaries of the Jewish people as the holy people of God. This system established the 
structure and social stratification of the Jewish community, the norms of public and private 
behaviour, and the lines of demarcation between holy Israelites and those at or beyond the 
margins of God's holy people. The structure of the Temple itself revealed the concern of 
Judaism for purity regulations. The Court of Gentiles, about thirty-five acres, was for 
Gentiles, and the actual Temple was separated from this court, in order to receive only the 
Jewish population. The Temple itself was divided into three basic areas - open to men and 
women, only men, and only to priests. The priestly area was further divided into three areas -
the first was the place of sacrifices. The second was the holy place, where stood a golden table 
for the Bread of the Presence, a golden lamp stand with seven branches and a golden incense 
stand. The last was the holiest of the places, the inner room, called 'the Holy of Holies', a 
dark completely empty room thirty feet square, where only the high priest entered402. As we 
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have already pointed out, the organization of society along purity lines led to the careful 
avoidance of contact with all those that were judged impure or unholy (sinners, lepers, blind, 
lame, menstruants, corpses, toll collectors, Samaritans and Gentiles) and proper respect for 
the holy places (temple, synagogue) and the holy persons (temple personnel). It required acts 
of purification (rituals of purification in the Temple and the hand washing before the meals at 
home) and the observance of holy times (Sabbath, festivals). 

The ministry of the priests at the time of Jesus 

The tribe of Lévites was chosen by Moses and consecrated for divine service as priests. 
Moses said, 'You have been dedicated to the Lord, for you were against your own sons and 
kinsmen, to bring a blessing upon yourselves this day' (Ex 32: 25-29). The reform of Josiah in 
621 BC, suppressed the local sanctuaries, centralized the rituals especially the sacrifices in the 
temple of Jerusalem and reserved the exercise of priesthood to the descendants of Zadok 
alone. In this context of sweeping reforms, there arose the distinction between the Priests and 
the Lévites (Ez 44: 10-19). The simultaneous disappearance of monarchy and the Jerusalem 
temple in 587 BC, freed the priesthood from the political power and established it as the only 
religious guide of the nation, leading to the appearance of the 'high priest' in post-exilic 
Judaism. The high priest was the most important person in the Palestinian Jewish community 
in the post-exilic period. He was not only the head of the cult; he was the president of the 
Sanhedrin, the highest Jewish Council and the chief representative of the people to the ruling 
officers of the foreign powers who ruled Palestine during these centuries40 . 

The priests, as the representative officers for sprinkling the blood for the forgiveness of sins 
of the people and as their authorized mediators, were required all the more to show forth the 
'holiness' of Israel. The bodily qualifications required in the priesthood, the kind of 
defilements which would temporarily or wholly interrupt their functions, their mode of 
ordination, and even every portion, material and color of their distinctive dress were all 
intended to express in a symbolical manner this characteristic of holiness. In Israel, the priests 
always exercised, first of all, the office of worship404. As the man of the sanctuary, a priest 
gathered the faithful into the house of Yahweh and presided over the liturgies at the time of 
the feasts of the people. He presented to God the offering of his faithful and he transmitted to 
the faithful the divine blessing. Once a year, on the Day of Atonement, the high priest 
officiated for the pardon of all his people's faults (Lv 16). In addition, the priest also 
performed the rites of consecration and purification such as the purification of lepers (Lv 14) 
and of the mothers after the childbirth (Lv 12: 6-8). The priests were also the ministers of the 
Word of God as they explained to the people the narratives from the sacred scripture on which 
the Jewish faith was based405. Of course, in the history of Israel, the Word of God came to the 
people through another voice: that of the prophets, who were called by God and prompted by 
the Spirit to speak in God's name. However, the priests were the custodians of the sacred 
scripture and they ensured the written redaction of the Law. In the last centuries of Judaism, 
before the destruction of Jerusalem, the synagogues multiplied all over Roman Empire and 
the priesthood concentrated on their ritual duties in the Jerusalem Temple, leaving the 
interpretation of the sacred scripture to the scribes, often called the Rabbis. 
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The Lévites and the cult 

The Lévites were to act as priests' assistants, as singers and musicians, as gate keepers and 
guards, and as officers and judges. It had been their duty to look after the sacred vestments 
and vessels, the store-houses and their contents and the preparation of the shewbread, of the 
meat-offerings and of the spices. They were also generally to assist the priests in their work, 
to see to the cleaning of the sanctuary and to take charge of the treasuries. The service of the 
week was subdivided among the various families which constituted a course. Just like the 
priests, the Lévites had been arranged into twenty-four courses. Each course of priests and of 
Lévites came on duty for a week, from one Sabbath to another. On Sabbaths the whole course 
was on duty406. On feast-days any priest might come up and join in the ministrations of the 
sanctuary. At the Feast of Tabernacles all the twenty-four courses were bound to be present 
and officiate. When actually engaged in service within the Temple, the priests were not 
allowed to drink wine, either by day or by night. The law even made provision to secure that 
the priests should come up to Jerusalem properly trimmed, washed and attired so as to ensure 
the decorum of the service. The priests had to undergo a course of instruction and were 
strictly examined before being allowed to officiate. 

The observation of Halakah and Mishnah 

'Halakah' is derived from the Hebrew word 'halk' meaning 'to walk'. As the collective name 
for the rulings (halakoth), Halakah denotes simply guidance on how one should walk in the 
ways of the Lord. It is about how life should be lived in obedience to the Law, and how the 
devout Israelites should fulfill the often repeated call to 'walk in the 
law/statutes/ordinances/ways of God. The Halakah is legal interpretation of the (written) 
Torah. The best examples of such interpretations are those preserved in rabbinic tradition. The 
Mishnah is the initial codification of these traditions (completed about 200 AD) but the 
practice long predates the Mishnah, which refers back explicitly to Pharisaic teachers of the 
Pre-70 period 7. The Ten Commandments were at the heart of the Law, yet the people of 
Israel were required to follow the 'Mitzvoth', the 613 commandments, given at Mount Sinai. 
The non-Israelites had to follow the Noachic commandments which are seven: prohibitions 
from blasphemy, idolatry, bloodshed, incest, theft, eating flesh from living animals and 
recognition of true God. The idea of Israel as a distinct and holy seed arose at a time (fifty 
century BC) when self-definition could no longer be simply equated with geography. It is the 
issue of the borders, in non-geographic fashion. Jewish groups in the post-exilic period held 
diverse and often incompatible views on the question of Gentile impurity. Some rabbinical 
sources advocated that the Gentiles are permanently impure. In this context, the observation 
of 'Mitzvoth' and 'Halakah' became a very important criterion for the conservative Jews to 
distinguish the Jewish people as Yah weh's chosen race from the impure Gentiles 

3.2.3.3. The different factions within Judaism 

There was no 'mainstream Judaism' or 'normative Judaism' during the time of Jesus. Rather, 
a variety of competing and sometimes overlapping theological views and corporate 
allegiances existed within the first century Judaism 8. The beginning of the Hasmonean era 
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(2n Century BC) was the time when the number of Second Temple sects crystallized. Neither 
before the second century BC nor after 70AD did the same range of organized sects exist 
among the Jews. The historical circumstances of the middle second century BC would seem 
to have contributed the most conducive factors for spawning such sects. This was indeed a 
time of upheaval. The trauma of the persecution of Antiochus IV (175-164 BC) that forced 
Jews to abandon the key Jewish practices and adopt Greek ways, the desecration of the 
Temple of Jerusalem especially by the consecration to the Greek god Zeus, unchecked 
hellenization, the Hasmonean usurpation of high priesthood, that family's problematic 
behaviour, and their combining political and religious roles- all resulted in great tumult and 
upheaval among the Jewish population and gave rise to numerous sects within Judaism. We 
have to remember that the members of the sects especially their leadership hailed from the 
socially, economically and religiously powerful classes of Jerusalem society whereas the 
common people were not sharing the priorities of these sects which were more obsessed with 
meticulously establishing walls around themselves in order to separate the members from 
other sects, ordinary Jews and the non-Jews or Gentiles. This social separation was rigorously 
mandated and articulated in a variety of ways, but the focus was always the Law. The 
numerous controversies about the various laws of Moses and the manner of their observation 
separated these sects from one another. The Essenes obviously were organized in opposition 
to the Temple establishment with their own self-understanding and so can reasonably be 
called a sect. Along with the Essenes, there existed a diversity of groups such as Pharisees, 
Sadducees, Zealots and Herodians409. 

Sadducees 

The derivation of the name Sadducees is not certain, but it is usually connected with Zadok, 
either the high priest under David or some later Zadok. Others derive it from the word 
'saddik', meaning 'righteousness'. The Sadducees were the party of the wealthy priests and 
their friends in the aristocracy (Acts 5:17). They combined conservative religious attitudes 
with power politics. Their political position and practical sense of survival made them much 
more open to certain Hellenistic cultural influences and a rejection of the Pharisees' 
innovations410. Josephus and the New Testament ascribe to them distinct beliefs different 
from the beliefs of the Pharisees. They denied the resurrection of the dead and the existence of 
angels and spirits. They accepted only the Torah, the written Law as authoritative and rejected 
the Pharisaic doctrine of the traditions of the elders. The origin of the Sadduceen party 
probably lies in the position of the high priest during the Persian administration. The high 
priest was accepted by the Persian authorities as the representative of the people and this 
naturally gave the priestly families a certain amount of prestige and political influence. Under 
the Hasmonean kings, the Sadducees were the ruling party. While they were not precisely a 
political party, they did represent certain ideas on how to live under the Roman 
administration. It appears that the Sadducees included the conservative class landowners and 
merchants. They believed in stability and therefore in peaceful collaboration with a foreign 
rule which could not be dislodged. This was odious to the extreme nationalist wing of 
Judaism, known as Zealots. As a group, the Sadducees disappeared with the destruction of the 
temple and priesthood in AD 70 and the Judaism that survived the disaster was rabbinical and 
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Pharisaic4". None of the writings we have about the Sadducees present their own side of the 
controversies. Most of what we know about the Sadducees comes from the writings of 
Josephus, the Jewish historian who presents them as a quarrelsome group who disputed about 
the immortality of the soul and considered only Torah as authoritative religious literature. 

Essenes 

The founders of the 'yahad', the community at Qumran, were Temple priests, who saw 
themselves as continuators of the true priestly line, which is of Zaddock 12. The Essenes, who 
were the members of the Qumran community, regarded themselves as a priestly community 
and they rejected the current priesthood in Jerusalem and declared that the Temple had been 
defiled by the 'Wicked Priest'. So, in effect, they set themselves up as an alternative Temple 
community. For the Essenes, the old Temple service was invalidated because it was defiled. 
The deliverance would begin with the rise of the sect and the coming of the teacher. They 
further rejected the calendar then followed in Jerusalem. They therefore set out to create a 
new Temple within their community until God would intervene through the Messiah, who 
would be in the line of Aaron, and establish the Temple once again. The Qumran community 
believed that the presence of God had left Jerusalem and had come to the Dead Sea. Now, the 
'community' constituted the Temple, just as some elements in the early Christianity saw the 
new Temple in the Body of Christ, in the Church, the Christian community. In some 
measure, this represents a 'spiritualization' of the old Temple, for the Temple now is the 
community and the Temple worship is performed through the community's study and 
fulfillment of the Torah. The discovery of 'Jubilees' in Qumran library, while not definitive 
evidence that the document is Essenian or produced by the 'yahad', allows us to suppose that 
the book was favourably received by that group. As far as their common interest is 
concerned, both Jubilees' as well as the 'yahad's view of purity reveals an obsessive interest 
in menstrual purity. Also, the calendar of each is virtually identical to one another413. 

With them, the concern for dietary purity was even more dominant. This is clearly evident, for 
example, in the importance they placed on purificatory washings and in the rules for 
preserving the purity of the community meal. We knew already from the description by 
Josephus about how important the daily meal was for the Essenes. They would refer to the 
refectory as to some sacred shnne. They ate only after purification. The meal began and ended 
with prayer and was eaten in reverential silence; the garments they wore for the meals were 
like 'holy vestments' (Josephus, War 2.129-133). Likewise it was only after a careful and 
rigorous novitiate that the would-be covenanter was permitted to touch 'the common food' 
(War 2.138-139). 1QS 6 confirms the religious significance of the common meal, each meal 
requiring as its initial act the blessing of the bread and wine by the priest (6.2, 4-5). And after 
describing the hierarchical character of their seating in the assemblies (6.8-9), it goes on to 
describe the requirements and stages for the novitiate in language which closely parallels that 
of Josephus (6.16-17, 20-21). The comparison between 1QS 6 and 1 QS a 2, the latter being a 
description of the eschatological meal in which the Messiah would participate is of interest to 
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us 4 I 4 . The two meals are described in very similar terms. That is to say, clearly, the daily 
meal of the Qumran community was seen as a foretaste of the eschatological banquet in the 
presence of the (royal) Messiah. The parallel with the parables of Jesus at this point is 
striking. Even more striking, however, is the concern shown by the community to protect the 
sanctity of the common meal table415. The novices had to go through a lengthy period of 
preparation and were expected to observe the rigorous oaths they had taken, before being 
admitted to the common meal (Josephus, War 2.143). The Rule Book insists: 'No man, 
smitten with any human uncleanness, shall enter the assembly of God. No man, smitten in his 
flesh or paralyzed in his feet or hands or lame or blind or deaf or dumb, or smitten in his flesh 
with a visible blemish... let him not enter among (the congregation), for the angels of holiness 
are (with) their (congregation)...(lQsa2.3-10). We notice that the above rule is quite similar 
to the one concerning sanctuary: 'Say to Aaron, None of your descendents throughout their 
generations who has a blemish may approach to offer the bread of God. For no one who has a 
blemish shall draw near, a man blind or lame...or a man who has an injured foot or an injured 
hand' (Lv 2: 17-21). Here is a clear expression of the Qumran sect's sense of being a priestly 
community: the regulations regarding who is debarred from the priesthood were taken to 
apply to their own community41 . 

The Zealots 

It comes from the Greek word 'zelotes' meaning 'one who shows zeal and enthusiasm'. The 
Zealots were a Jewish sect, which represented the extreme of fanatic nationalism. Their belief 
in the messianism of the OT was entirely limited to the recovery of Jewish independence. 
They believed in the worship of Yahweh alone, and were convinced that acceptance of 
foreign domination and payment of taxes to a foreign ruler was a blasphemy against Yahweh. 
The party seems to have originated in the revolt against the census taken under Quirinius, 
legate of Syria in AD 6-7, for an uncertain length of time. The sect was a minority and was 
regarded by other Jews with distaste at least. Their tactics were those of the modem political 
terrorists. They raided and killed frequently attacking both, foreigners and Jews whom they 
suspected of 'collaboration'. They carried out the art of assassination to such a point of skill 
that the Romans called them 'sicarii' (slabbers) from their practice of concealing a dagger 
beneath the garments for stealthy use in crowded areas. One of the disciples of Jesus, Simon 
was called the Zealot. He was probably a former member of the sect417. 

The Herodians 

The identity of this group is disputed both among the ancients and among the modem 
scholars. It has been proposed that they were a sect, which believed that Herod the Great was 
the Messiah or a religious sect that Herod founded. Some suggest that it was a sect of anti-

4 1 4 YADIN Yigael, 'The Message of the Scrolls' (New York, Crossroad Publishers, 1992) ρ 185-189 The 
Qumran sect seems to be none other than the Essenes or a sect that resembled the Essences in every respect It 
may sound strange that today we actually know more about the sect of the Scrolls than we do about the Essenes 
The Essenes' Hebrew name, which is only given in Greek or Latin is as yet unknown to us Even there is a 
hypothesis that it is the Christian sect of Ebiomtes that lived at Qumran Refer to BOCCACCENl Gabriele, 
'Beyond the Essene Hypothesis'(Grand Rapids, William Β Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1998) ρ 25-49 
4 1 5 VANDERKAM James & FLINT Peter, 'The Meaning of the Dead Sea Scrolls' ( San Francisco, Harper 
Publishers, 2002) 
4 1 6 JONES Allen, 'Essenes' (New York, University Press of America, 1985) 
4 1 7 HORSLEY Richard & HANSON John, 'Bandits, Prophets and Messiahs' (Minneapolis, Winston Press, 
1985) ρ 190-243 For more details about the Zealots, we may refer to HENGEL Martin, 'The Zealots' 
(Edinburg.TT Clark Publications, 1989) ρ 337-341 
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Roman Jews who wished to see Palestine independent under the house of Herod None of 
these views has any probability, as it is almost impossible that they were a religious sect, and 
most unlikely that an anti-Roman group could have been associated in any way with the 
house of Herod, whose one consistent principle was loyalty to Rome More recent scholars 
have proposed that they were soldiers of Herod, his courtiers or members of his household 
staff It is more probable that they were those who favoured the house of Herod - they 
supported the Herodian rule and the Roman authonty and the Government upon which the 
Herodian dynasty rested and flourished41 

The Pharisees 

Since the conflict of Jesus regarding ntual punty took place mostly with the Phansees, we 
present this group, in a much greater detail than the other social groups It was during the time 
of one of the Hasmonean princes, John Hyrkanus (135-105 Β C ), that the name Pharisee 
almost certainly made its first appearance Those who came to be called by that name had 
held the principles already set forth in regard to the Torah for some considerable time, as held 
by Ezra In the reign of Hyrkanus, these adherents of the principles of Ezra took a step which, 
amongst other things, led to the common use of the name Phansee as their distinctive epithet 
They formed a voluntary association of those who definitely pledged themselves to separate 
their tithes in accordance with Torah The members of this association called themselves 
'habenm', companions, and they pledged themselves not merely in regard to tithes but in 
general to maintain in their own practice the laws of the clean and the unclean, as laid down in 
the Torah Among the Phansees, there were four grades ranged one above the other in 
accordance with the increasing strictness of their practice These grades are enumerated in M 
Hagg Π 7 The passage runs as follows 'The garments of the 'people of the land' Am-ha-
aretz', are a source of uncleanness to the Pherushim, those of the Pherushim to the eaters of 
the 'teruman', those of the eaters of the 'teruman' to the eaters of what is sacred, those of the 
eaters of what is sacred to those who use [the water of sprinkling] the sin offering' The 
members of the first class are called Pherushim, ι e Phansees The word means 'separated', 
and the separation is obviously that between the members of the association on the one hand, 
and the Am-ha-artez, the people of the land, on the other The other three higher grades of 
'habenm' were all included within the association of Pherushim, though marked off from 
each other But all alike were separated from the Am-ha-artez We see that the Pherushim, as 
a class, marked the actual line of separation from the 'people of the land' by their specific 
observances of ntual punty Among the four grades, the lowest order was the most numerous, 
because the severe tests of the higher grades would be satisfied only by a smaller and smaller 
number of men419 

One of the most sinking features of the Phansees in Palestine pnor to the Jewish revolt was 
their preoccupation with defining the limits of table-fellowship more scrupulously J 
Neusner has concluded from his meticulously detailed study of rabbinical traditions about the 
Phansees that of the 341 individual rulings, no fewer than 229 directly or indirectly pertained 
to table-fellowship, approximately 67% of the whole420 The Phansees simply sought to 
apply the punty laws governing the temple to their everyday lives Their laws regarding ntual 
punty normally applied to the pnests in the temples when performing their temple service or 

4 1 8 SCOTT Julius, Customs and Controversies' (Grand Rapids, Baker Boos, 1995) ρ 208 209 Their name 
identifies them as members of the household or court of the Herods or supporters of the dynasty 
4 1 9 DAVIES William David, 'Introduction to Pharisaism' (Philadelphia, Fortress Press, 1967) ρ 6 7 The 
essential idea of Pharisaism is the separation of God's chosen people, the Israel, from the nations 
4 2 0 HERFORD Traners 'The Phansees (Boston Beacon Press 1952) ρ 104 122 
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when they went to the temple. The Pharisees thus held that even outside the Temple, in one's 
own home, a person had to follow the laws of purity at the table. They held that one must eat 
his secular food, that is, ordinary everyday meals, in a state of purity as if one were a Temple 
priest. Thus, the Pharisaic rule imposed the perpetual 'ritualization' of daily life421. The 
purity of the meal and the table was an important concern among many of the Pharisees of 
Jesus' time. They interpreted the law with scrupulous exactness and strictness in detail. The 
strong impression given by Josephus is that the Pharisees were the most important of the three 
or four factions in Jewish social and religious life. They cannot be dismissed as merely a 
purity sect without significant influence beyond their own cities. Their influence reached well 
beyond their own ranks. They were characterized by zeal for the law and concern to practice 
that pattern of life, which maintained the righteousness of the covenant and Israel's status as 
the people of God. 

The name 'Pharisee' and their association, 'Pherushim', is derived from the Hebrew word 
'Parush', meaning 'separated'. However, the separation can be viewed in two ways: (1) 
separation of Israel from the nations (2) In Israel, the separation of the pure from the impure 
'people of the land'. The Pharisees appear in Josephus as a political party who sought to 
impose their interpretation of the Law upon the nation of Israel. With the coming of Roman 
rule and the establishment of the Herodian dynasty, the political power of the Pharisees was 
quite limited and they concentrated on their own fellowships and on influencing the life of the 
nation on the local level. It may be that the role of Hillel the Elder is significant in this change 
of approach422. The Pharisees appear to have been for the most part non-priests. The concerns 
of the Rabbis who succeeded them, as indicated by rabbinic literature, would indicate that 
their adherents included small landowners and the shopkeepers and artisans of the towns. The 
Pharisees' reputation for exactitude in the study and interpretation of the biblical law and their 
applications of it to the areas of life where other Jews did not apply it distinguished them from 
other Jews. Their interpretations and applications were attributed to the 'traditions of the 
elders'. Their concern for ritual purity led to a great interest in the proper preparation of 
foods, careful observance of the agricultural laws, and meticulous tithing. Because the 
Pharisees saw Torah as a developing dynamic force, they sought to keep the Law of Moses 
from becoming a dead ritual and to give it new meaning and life. Thus they were also open to 
further doctrinal developments - resurrection of the body, last judgment and rewards and 
punishment in the afterlife423. They were very influential throughout Palestine through their 
presence in the synagogues. Josephus estimates that there were only about 6,000 members 
(Antiquities 18.2.4). They had very stringent rules for membership and considered themselves 
the guardians of religious orthodoxy. According to them, these laws, if faithfully followed, 
would maintain the ritual purity of the Jewish people and prevent them from contamination by 
the Gentiles and the sinners and prepare them for the coming of the expected Messiah424. 

Scribes 

Scribes are not cultic officials but rather official interpreters of the Mosaic Law (Torah). 
They constituted a further arm of the temple apparatus. They held a key position in the 

ni SANDERS Ed Parish, 'Paul and Palestinian Judaism' (Philadelphia, Fortress Press, 1977). p. 151-152. Unlike 
the Essenes, the Pharisees did nol regard the Temple sacrifices as invalid and did not feel compelled to withdraw 
from Jerusalem and the Temple. 
422 SANDMEL Samuel, 'Judaism and Christian Beginnings' (New York, Oxford University Press, 1978). 
423 SCOTT Julius, 'Customs and Controversies' (Grand Rapids, Baker Boos, 1995). p. 202-206. 
424 NEUSNER Jacob, 'Judaism· In the Beginning of Chnsliamty' (Philadelphia, Fortress Press, 1984). p. 45-62. 
It is the punty rules that set the Pharisees apart from the people among whom they lived. 
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Sanhedrin and, like the faction of the Phansees, represented the link between temple authonty 
and Torah observance They were not identical with the Phansees, but there is good reason 
why Scnbes and Phansees appear together so frequently in the Gospels The Scnbes were the 
official scholars of the Torah Most of the Scnbes accepted the principles of the Phansees, 
and the Phansees followed the teachings denved from their scnptural interpretations425 

Moreover, the Phansees felt that if the applications of the law were to be binding, they have to 
have the force of Torah itself The means to achieve this was to promote the idea of oral law 
or 'traditions of the elders' as equally authontative revelation with the wntten Law The 
Jewish scnbe in New Testament times was a scholar and intellectual of Judaism, who 
received the title 'rabbi' His scholarship was the knowledge of the law, which he regarded as 
the sum of wisdom and the only true learning His position in the Jewish community was a 
respected position of leadership The scnbe as such was not a member of any Jewish sect or 
party, but in fact most of the scnbes were Phansees, adhenng to the stnct interpretation of the 
wntten law and the oral traditions426 

The Sinners 

Dunng the time of Jesus, the entire Jewish life was dominated by 'religion' that impacted the 
manners, customs, institutions, the laws, the daily life and social interaction What is 
important is that the 'religion' impacted the different sects in diffenng ways in the sense that 
the sects followed the laws as they understood and found meaning It is in this context that we 
should understand the meaning of the word 'sinner' First of all, the word 'sinners' was used 
to refer to the Gentiles (Lk 6 33, Mt 5 47, Mk 14 41) as the people outside the law They did 
not belong to the covenant people, the people of the law, and as such they were literally 
lawless At the same time, the word 'sinners' was used to descnbe some within Judaism, 
especially those of whom a particular faction disapproved All the sects had abhorrence not 
unrmngled with contempt for the country people or the 'am-ha-arets' because these masses of 
ordinary people did not possess legal piety that came from the knowledge of the Law With 
regard to Jesus, the Phansees disapproved of his association with those people, who were not 
following the laws of punty and restnctions of food Thus 'sinners' is a language, used by 
one group of Israelites to descnbe another It is understandable that those who were earnest 
and fervent in their observation of the practices of ntual punty would be most likely to count 
those not observing such regulations as sinners, since they did not share that zeal and thus 
blatantly disregarded the matters of punty The Phansees, of course, did not regard all the 
non-Phansees as sinners However, the more the members of the Jewish community departed 
from the standards that the Phansees or the Essenes set to maintain the covenant 
nghteousness as the chosen people of God, the more likely they dubbed them as impure 
sinners The tax collectors were despised for national and political reasons than religious 
reasons (Lk 7 34, Mt 11 19) in the sense that they collected taxes for the foreigners427 

Samaritans 

In the New Testament Samantans is the name given to the inhabitants of the distnct of 
Samana But the name has deep religious overtones Within Jewish society the Samantans 

425 STEMBERGER Gunter, 'Jewish Contemporanes of Jesus Phansees, Sadducees, Essenses' (Minneapolis, 
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were at the bottom of the scale in racial purity, even below Gentiles. It is because, to the Jews, 
the Samaritans were a heretical and schismatic group of mixed Jewish origins. They were also 
the spurious worshippers of the God of Israel. The origins of the schism between Jews and 
Samaritans lie deep in early Israelite history. The Jews, who settled in Jerusalem after the 
edict of Cyrus in 583 BC, did not regard the community which inhabited the district of 
Samaria, the ancient heartland of Israel as true Israelites. They were the descendants of a 
mixed population: Israelites who had survived the Assyrian deportations and peoples from 
various Mesopotamian communities who had settled in Israel. These peoples had introduced 
the worship of their own gods into the land of Israel. The opposition was aggravated during 
the time of Ezra and Nehemiah, when the rebuffed Samaritans who desired to join the 
construction of Jerusalem temple, opposed the construction and created problems. At some 
date between the time of Nehemiah and the beginning of the Maccabean period, the schism 
became open and complete when the Samaritans built a temple to Yahweh at Mount Gerizim. 
The insistence of the Jews on genealogies to prove purity of blood probably comes from the 
time of the Samaritan disputes. In 108 BC John Hyrcanus destroyed the Samaritan temple and 
ravaged the territory. The enmity between the Samaritans and the Jews is further reflected in 
the abominable act of a band of Samaritans who intentionally profaned the temple of 
Jerusalem during the administration of Coponius (AD 6-9), by scattering the bones of dead 
men in the sanctuary. As a result of this troubled history, the Samaritans were considered to 
be even more impure than the Gentiles and hence contact with them was completely avoided 
as causing impurity to the Jews42 . 

Gentiles 

Two Hebrew words 'am' and 'goy' both signify 'people'. In later Old Testament, a usage 
appears in which the two terms are distinguished 'am' for Israel and 'goyim' for peoples other 
than Israel. The distinction, which the Jews made between themselves and the Gentiles arose 
after the exile and seems to have risen from a combination of several factors. The subjection 
of the Jews to imperial powers, which were often oppressive, bred hatred and resentment. The 
religious difference was sharpened when the Jews came into contact with the supranational 
religions of Hellenism. The Gentiles were called idolaters or demon worshippers, were denied 
credit for any sound moral instincts or good behaviour, and no vices were considered beneath 
them. In this, they stood in contrast to the people of the revealed Law429. We see both 
integrating and resisting tendencies in the pages of Hebrew Bible regarding the religion of the 
Gentiles. The general orientation towards Gentiles was two-fold: Jews were convinced that 
they were God's chosen people, formed under the covenant of Abraham and Moses and 
therefore they detested and guarded themselves from sinful contamination found in the 
Gentile world. At the same time, Yahweh created the world and is the ruler of the universe. 
Hence, they felt that they were to be the 'light' of the world. Israel had a mission to bring the 
worship of the one true God to the Gentiles. The people of Israel sought to be separate from 
the Gentiles in order to be their light. Separation is a religious conviction expressing itself in 
social boundaries. 

Israelites had to be constantly aware of the fact that they were different from the Gentiles. The 
separation was tied to the election and to the resulting ritual and moral purity that was 
demanded of the chosen people. Separation consisted in leading a holy life pleasing to God. 

4 2 8 MCKENZIE John, 'Dictionary of the Bible' (New York, Macmillan Company, 1965). P. 765-766. 
4 2 9 Ibid, ρ 302-303. The chosen people received the light of the Law that was also the right path leading them to 
the true God whereas the Gentiles were considered as walking in the darkness without the light of the Law and 
hence were falling into all sorts of vices and were generally immoral and hence impure. 

136 



Separation from Gentiles was required for the Jews, because the Gentiles, in their idolatrous 
and polytheistic religious practices, were separate from the Jewish people430. The Rabbis 
explained this separation by telling the Jews that all the people became unclean through 
biological contact with Eve who was made impure by the serpent. The Jews were purified 
through covenant with God at Mount Sinai where they accepted Torah as the rule of their life 
whereas the Gentiles who did not receive the Law still remain impure. Of particular interest 
for us is what all this would have meant for the devout Jews in their social intercourse with 
the Gentiles. The dominant tendency was to avoid such intercourse as much as possible. The 
fear of idolatry and of impurity was a considerable limiting factor of any social intercourse, 
since by definition, a Gentile was an idolater. We find several rabbinical sayings which insist 
that the Gentiles were 'simply unclean persons and the dwelling places of the Gentiles were 
unclean'. The prohibition on Gentiles entering the temple sanctuary was already well 
established in the time of Jesus and must have been based on the belief that Gentiles were 
unclean idolatrous worshippers and hence sinners4 '. 

Competing views regarding the impurity of the Gentiles 

Biblical sources differ regarding the precious mode of impurity connected with the Gentiles 
and the question of permanent impurity of the Gentiles remained a point of contention among 
various Jewish groups throughout the Second Temple Period. Genealogical status unlike 
ritual status or moral condition cannot be altered. Describing Gentiles as a threat to 
genealogical purity of Israel establishes an impermeable boundary between Israel and alien. 
The key markers of Israelite identity have been complex. The most important variable in 
Second Temple construction of Jewish identity and by extension construction of boundary 
between Jew and Gentile was the genealogical component of Jewish identity. Some groups 
and Rabbis defined their Jewishness mostly or exclusively in genealogical terms and they 
established an impermeable boundary between Jews and Gentiles. By contrast some groups 
welcomed those Gentiles who adopted the moral and religious characteristics of Jewish 
identity. During the Second Temple period there were disagreements about the boundaries. 
Ezra is the first to define Jewish identity in almost exclusively genealogical terms. Prior to 
Ezra, the boundary dividing the Jew and Gentiles was primarily moral-religious and could be 
crossed by Gentiles who forswore idolatry and immorality and joined the community of Israel 
either as resident aliens (gerim) or as Israelites by marriage. As holy seed singled out for 
God's cultic service, the priests could not profane themselves by marital unions with persons 
of profane seed. Priestly marriage with persons of foreign descent was prohibited. Ezra 
advanced the argument that all Israel, not merely the priestly class is a holy seed distinct from 
the profane seed of Gentiles. According to Ezra, genealogical purity was required of all 
Israelites to guard against profanation of the holy seed. Concomitantly because holy and 
profane cannot be mixed, the boundary between Jew and Gentile was declared by Ezra to be 
impermeable and intermarriage became impossible. Indeed, as a desecration of holy property, 
it was seen as a serious offence against God432. 

4 3 0 McKNIGHT Scot, 'A Light among the Gentiles' (Minneapolis, Fortress Press, 1991). p. 11-29. 
431 SANDMEL Samuel, 'Judaism and Christian Beginnings' (New York, Oxford University Press, 1978) .p. 231-
23S We may understand that the rabbinical view of the permanent impurity of the Gentiles was based on the 
notion of idol worship that the Rabbis accused the Gentiles of performing, instead of worshiping the one true 
God- Yahweh-lhe God of Israel. 
4 3 2 HAYES Christine, 'Gentile Impurities and Jewish Identities' (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2002). p. ΙΟ
Ι 3. Though the Torah never spoke of the impurity of the Gentiles, the Rabbinical literature followed the 
guidelines and explanations of Ezra and, thus during the time of Jesus, the Rabbis insisted that the Gentiles were 
permanently impure, especially because of the practice of idol worship. 
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Two competing views are seen in the Second Temple Period. The Ezra line of the impurity of 
the Gentiles was picked up and developed by such works as Jubilees and 4QMMT and the 
writings of Qumran. According to these texts, the gerim or aliens constitute a separate body or 
group alongside the lay Israelites, Lévites and the Priests. Jubilees 22:16 insists: 'Separate 
yourself from the nations and eat not with them. Their works are impure and all their ways are 
pollution and an abomination and uncleanness. They offer their sacrifices to the dead and they 
worship the evil spirits and they eat over the graves and all their works are vanity and 
nothingness'433. The Letter to Aristeas, by a second century BC, Alexandrian Jew, states: 
'We have been distinctly separated from the rest of mankind. Therefore, lest we should be 
corrupted by any abomination or our lives be prevented by evil communications, God hedged 
us round on all sides by the rules of purity, affecting alike what we eat or drink or touch or 
hear or see'434. The impurity ascribed to the Gentiles by rabbinical writings and some sections 
of the Jewish population such as the Essenes was an intrinsic and permanent impurity which 
inhered in the Gentile qua Gentile and was not simply the result of his or her failure to 
observe purity regulations. It is called genealogical purity435. 

The separation of Gentiles during the time of Jesus 

Let us be clear about the separation of the Gentiles as impure people: the Torah attributed no 
inherent impurity to the Gentiles and only starting with the book of Ezra, during the post-
exilic period we find Old Testament texts that attribute impurity to the Gentiles that was 
further elaborated by the Rabbis in various ways. For our discussion, let us state that only the 
Rabbis, especially at the time of Jesus, attributed permanent impurity to the Gentiles and they 
explained that the permanent impurity resulted from the Gentiles' practice of idol worship. 
According to the Rabbis, the Jews should cut down all contacts with the impure idolatrous 
worshippers. Since it was impossible to completely cut off heathens in their midst and social 
interaction with them, the Jews should at least follow certain rules to regulate their contacts 
with the Gentiles. 

To begin with, every Gentile child was to be treated as impure. Mishnah goes so far as to 
forbid aid to a Gentile mother in the hour of her need or in her nourishment to her babe. Even 
if the Gentiles are not to be precipitated into danger, yet it is not necessary to deliver them 
from the dangerous situations. In the time of Jesus, the Rabbis imputed all sorts of unnatural 
and most vile crimes to the Gentiles. It was not safe to leave the cattle in their charge, to allow 
their women to nurse Jewish infants or their physicians to attend the sick Jews. It was 
considered unsafe to walk in their company without precautions of security. The Gentiles 
should be avoided as far as possible except for the sake of business. The houses of the 
Gentiles are defiled and thus impure since they contain idols or things dedicated to the idols 
and their feasts even if they are joyous occasions are defiled by the Gentile practices of 
idolatry. Their meat, food, olive oil etc. are polluted because the Gentiles did not follow the 
laws of purity and thus let the objects of consumption defiled. Even for business, transactions 
with Gentiles were prohibited by the Rabbis three days before and three days after the Gentile 
festivals since the Gentiles would have been in excessive contact with the idols during their 
celebrations. The Rabbis asked the Jews to avoid passing through a city or town having 
heathen festival. They forbade the Jews from sitting in the shadow of any tree dedicated to 
idol worship. Since the wood of the tree was polluted by idol worship, if such a wood was 
used for cooking, the food was polluted; if a shuttle was made with that wood, it became 
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polluted and impure; all cloth woven on that wood were polluted and hence forbidden for 
wearing; if some pieces of the polluted cloth mixed with other clothes or garments all became 
unclean. Jewish workmen were forbidden from assisting the Gentiles in building their temples 
or stadiums or halls where the Gentiles pronounced judicial sentences. 

It is not lawful for Jews to sell houses or fields or cattle to the Gentiles. Milk drawn by the 
heathens and bread and oil prepared by them were defiled and hence impure. Their wine was 
polluted and the mere touch of the Gentile polluted the entire cask436. What is important for 
our discussion is that during the time of Jesus, the Gentiles were considered permanently 
impure, just like the dalits in India. The Rabbis established the separation of the Jews and the 
Gentiles on the basis of religion in the sense that the Jews worshipped the only true God, 
'Yahweh' whereas the Gentiles worshipped the idols. Here, we recall our statement about the 
separation of the Aryans and the Dasyas, which was, first of all, and above all else, a 
separation of religion and cultic worship. That is why the attitude and message of Jesus 
towards the rules of impurity as advocated by the numerous rabbinical guidelines and his 
dealings with the permanently impure Gentiles during the time of his public ministry becomes 
very important for our reflection and interpretation. 

3.2.3.4. Jewish Factionalism at the time of Jesus 

From our brief presentation of the various sects within Judaism and their differing 
perspectives of fidelity to Yahweh, it is evident that there was much Jewish factionalism 
among the Jews and it concerned much about the observances of ritual purity/impurity. 
Moreover, the regulations of purity also impacted their social contact with other social groups 
like the Samaritans and the Gentiles. The Pharisees and the Essenes, in particular, were 
marking themselves out, even from other Jews, by their determination to keep themselves 'set 
apart' for God. It must be regarded as basically a factional attitude: in order to preserve their 
own ideal and identity they were bound to be critical of others who seemed to them to 
threaten that ideal and identity of the Jewish nation. We know from Josephus and Acts that 
Pharisees were marked by 'akribeia', that is, by concern to keep the law with scrupulous 
accuracy and exactness (Josephus, War 1.108-109; 2.162; Life 191; Ant. 20.200-1; Acts 22:3; 
26:5) 4 7. They believed that they were being faithful to their covenant obligations and 
therefore were 'righteous'438. Since some at least of that claim was bound up with their 
following the 'halakah' (oral tradition), the claim to being righteous was a way of affirming 
and defending the halakah. And inevitably such a claim would carry with it the corollary that 
those who ignored the halakah, disputed it or interpreted and practiced the law differently and 
in a way which called in question their own interpretation, were not righteous; that is, they 
were 'sinners'. Consequently, the severity of their condemnation of other Jews (whoever they 
were) especially of Jesus for consorting with such should not be played down. The depth of 
such factional hostility towards Jesus should not be ignored. In their conflict, the importance 
of what was at stake, for both the Pharisees and other factions, was about following 'God's 
holy will' and being faithful to him. 

Table fellowship and factional views 

Jewish factionalism was particularly evident in their practice of table-fellowship. Here we 
need to remind ourselves of how important was the principle and practice of hospitality in the 
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ancient world and particularly of the religious and social significance of the meal table in the 
Ancient Near East. In Jewish thought, Abraham and Job were extolled as the models of 
hospitality, where it was precisely the shared food that was the expression of such great 
hospitality (Gn 18; Jb 31:31-32). Jeremias has expressed the significance of the meal table 
well: inviting a man to a meal was an honour. It was an offer of peace, trust, brotherhood and 
forgiveness; in short, sharing a table meant sharing the goodness of life. In Judaism in 
particular, table-fellowship means fellowship before God, for the eating of a piece of broken 
bread by everyone who shares in the meal bring out the fact they all share in the blessing 
which the master of the house had spoken over the unbroken bread 4 3 9. The point of criticism 
against Jesus, then, as it is recalled in the Synoptic Gospels, was that he ate with the 'sinners'. 
It was perceived by many Pharisees to constitute a challenge to their own self-understanding 
as faithful covenant members -'the righteous'440. We can see that the Pharisees used the word 
'sinners' as a factional term. 'Tax-collectors', for example, were regarded as apostates, the 
collaborators of the occupying power, serving as their instruments. Evidently Jesus appeared 
to many Pharisees as a serious threat, as the one who challenged the boundary-marking rituals 
like hand-washing by which Pharisaic 'haberim' preserved their separateness from the 
uncleanness of other Jews. He was threatening their identity and challenging their boundaries 
and in their eyes that would be tantamount to challenging the covenant, breaking the covenant 
or even abandoning the covenant. To call in question their own well defined understanding 
and practice of covenantal nomism was to threaten not just the law, but the covenant, of 
which the law was a fundamental expression. It was therefore in effect to put in question 
Israel's foundational pillars. 

The many debates about purity rules 

The rabbinic traditions about the Pharisees and the Gospels provide a fairly reliable account 
of varieties of interpretation of purity in the respective Jewish factional communities, which 
formulated and preserved them. From all these sources, it is evident that purity and impurity 
played a central role in the Judaic religious life, both at home and in the Diaspora in the time 
of Jesus. The Pharisees had two other groups at other extremes. On the one side, there were 
the Sadducees who denied that the laws of purity were applicable outside the temple. At the 
other end of the spectrum were the Essenes who observed rules of ritual purity even stricter 
than the Pharisees. Also, within the ranks of the Pharisees, there were many debates between 
the schools of Shammai and Hillel about particular details, where the concern in effect was to 
define the precise limits of the table-fellowship441. The debates about the precise 
circumstances in which food containers would be rendered unclean, indicate clearly the 
importance of such matters for the Pharisees, and their concern to maintain their purity (Mt 
23: 25-26). Particularly important was the cleansing of the hands, which were always liable 
to uncleanness through an unintentional touching (Mk 7:2-5; Mt 15:2; Lk 11:38). 

The Pharisees were not limiting their rulings and practices to their own ranks. The well 
attested Pharisaic criticisms of Jesus' table-fellowship as eating with 'tax collectors and 
sinners' (Mk 2:16; Mt 11:19; Lk 7:34; Lk 15:2), and of his eating with unwashed hands (Mk 
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7 2-5, Mt 15 2, Lk 11 38) were precisely the cnticisms of the devout Phansaic Jews who 
condemned others for not observing the phansaic halakoth 'Why do your disciples do not 
live according to the tradition of the elders7 (Mk 7 5, Mt 15 2) Wherever the Phansaic 
influence was strong, both within Palestine and among the strong concentrations of Jews m 
the Diaspora, there was a pressure from the Phansees on the Jews to observe the halakic 
clanfications of the laws of tithes and punty, particularly to observe the rules regarding the 
practices of table-fellowship The Phansees, unlike the Qumran covenanters, lived among the 
fellow Jews and their observation of punty rules and food-restnctions set them apart from the 
people, among whom they lived It also caused friction between them and other groups, 
including such groups as Sadducees and Essenes Here was their conviction that God 
required Israel as a whole to practice such rules of punty Certainly wherever the zeal was 
taken as the ideal, the corollary would be a sharp cnticism of any who threatened such stnct 
observation of punty laws Here we find the root of tension between Jesus and Phansees The 
Phansees were those who held a specific and differentiable concept of the Law, one that 
affirms the authonty of the paradosis, the 'tradition' of the Fathers, and the one which has 
nghteousness, 'dikaisune', under this Law as it's dominant goal442 Other factional groups 
presented covenantal fidelity according to their distinct perspectives But all the Jewish 
groups followed the ntual practices of punty, though at different levels It is these practices 
that differentiated them from the non-Jews and confirmed their identity as 'separate' or 'set-
apart', the chosen people of God443 

Concluding remarks 

In the two sections of Part Π, first we identified the system of ntual punty as the foundation of 
the caste system and of the practices of discnmination and social exclusion of the dalits We 
pointed out how entire system of Hindu ntual punty reveals a symbolic universe that is based 
on and explained by the Hindu religious pnnciples of Dharma, Karma and Samsara As the 
next step, we explored the histoncal context in which the encounter between two different 
peoples seems to have originated the segregating and separating practices of the Hindu system 
of ntual punty A group of people known in the early Hindu scnpture of the Rg Veda as the 
'Aryans' created boundanes and established margins against the non-aryan population whom 
they called as 'Dasas' or 'Dasyus' It was an effort at affirming their own identity as a distinct 
people and separating themselves from assimilation with the other people whom they 
encountered in their proximity Relating the same phenomenon of the ethnic divide of 
aryan/dasa of Hinduism to Judaism, we examined how the Jewish people expressed their 
identity as the chosen people of God and their distinct identity as the people of election and 
covenant through certain observances of ntual punty Here the ethnic divide was 
Jews/Gentiles We also descnbed how in the factionalist Jewish society of the Second Temple 
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penod, some Jewish groups created boundanes of punty that included some people as good 
members of the Jewish community and excluded others as impure sinners Jesus preached the 
good news of kingdom of God that proposed an inclusive vision and universal message in 
order to cross over all the boundanes of exclusion and separation and to build a new 
community of authentic fellowship In the next section, we propose to examine how in this 
alternative vision of Jesus are found the perspectives to build an authentic community in 
which dignity and equality are all the human beings can be assured by a genuine fellowship 
that is built on just social structures 

3.3. CROSSING OVER THE BOUNDARIES 

Regarding the practices of punty-impunty, we understand from the first part of our research 
that the punty rules in Hinduism and Judaism functioned as 'boundary-setting' mechanisms 
of differentiation and classification within the ethnic/racial divisions of the Hindu community 
(Aryans/non-Aryans) and of the Jewish community (Jews/non-Jews) In the time of Jesus, the 
punty rules that the Phansees so fervently defended advocated a certain kind of community, 
which excluded some people and condemned some others as sinners Jesus challenged this 
excluding and separating tendencies within Judaism through an inclusive vision that he 
proclaimed as the good news of the Kingdom of God As a result, he came into conflict with 
the groups like the Phansees and the Scnbes regarding the punty regulations concerning ntual 
washing and clean food Jesus envisioned a new community that broke the boundanes of 
separation created by the temple based punty system which naturally provoked the hostility of 
the Jewish religious leaders who saw him as a rebel and trouble-maker The controversies 
between Jesus and his opponents like the Phansees and the Scnbes were fought in the context 
of Jewish ntual practices of the Second Temple Penod444 However, within this Jewish 
context and temtory, Jesus already began his universal and inclusive 'Jesus movement', that 
began in his native Galilee but reached out to all the nations and to all the peoples, crossing 
over the boundanes of separation and exclusion In this inclusive vision of Jesus that he 
proclaimed as the Kingdom of God, the researcher finds the perspectives of inclusiveness and 
universality that may greatly ennch the emerging dalit theology and enlarge its acceptability 
among all the sections of the Chnstian community in India 

3.3.1. JESUS PROCLAIMS THE KINGDOM OF GOD 

Kingdom of God is an expression charactenstic of Jesus, explaining his own personal 
expenence of God, as his loving Father and portraying his own specific mission as the God's 
'sent' As such, this expression occurs in a great vanety of his sayings, especially in the 
parables 'Not only is the Kingdom of God the central theme of preaching of Jesus, the 
referent of most of his parables and the subject of a large number of sayings, it is also the 
content of the symbolic actions which form so large a part of his ministry his table-fellowship 
with tax-collectors and sinners and his healings and exorcisms'445 The proclamation of the 
Kingdom of God, then, is evidently the central concern of the words and works of Jesus In a 
certain way, the kingdom of God has become present in the very person of Jesus Chnst, in his 
words, teachings and actions Jesus proclaimed the unconditional 'eternal love' of God, 
offered to humanity as gracious gift, as the foundation of God's kingdom Not only Jesus' 
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message but also his ministry of healing through the performance of the miracles as well as 
his ethical imperative of love are to be ordered around the central issue of kingdom of God 
which literally means 'God reigns'. Jesus portrayed God's unconditional love as the center 
and the foundation of human lives. In his 'communion' with the outcasts and the sinners, Jesus 
lives out as it were the Kingdom, demonstrating in action God's unconditional love for the 
poor and the downtrodden and, above all, for the undeserving sinners. Jesus explained that his 
miracles are the 'signs' of the arrival of God's Kingdom. His healings thereby signalled the 
dawning of God's reign and his exorcisms the end of Satan's rule. Through his inclusive vision 
that he proclaimed as the Kingdom of God, Jesus proposed to lead humanity from the 
segregating laws and separating traditions that set boundaries among people to an authentic 
fellowship among the entire humanity. The kingdom of God, as Jesus proclaimed, consists of 
those persons who follow the way of love and justice, inasmuch as they treat one another with 
compassion and kindness, without the discriminations of sex, rank or race, thereby bringing 
about a fellowship, extending through the whole range of human life446. Jesus combined the 
Israel's pre-exilic faith in the present kingship of God and the post-exilic hope for a future 
definite display of God's kingship in his teachings about the Kingdom of God. The fullness of 
God's Kingdom comes only in the future, at the end of time. Yet, the Kingdom has come and 
is already present in the person of Jesus447. 

3.3.1.1. Jesus and the Jewish Factions 

We have already explained how the Jewish factionalism was strongly at work within the 
Jewish society in Jesus' time. As we have earlier explained, the Sadducees formed the priestly 
group who held a monopoly over the high priesthood of the Jerusalem temple. Jesus, bom to a 
family that claimed Davidic ancestry in the tribe of Judah, did not belong to the priestly tribe 
of Levi and had no ancestral ties with the Sadducees. Living and preaching in the rural and 
distant Galilee, he had hardly any contact with them. When he finally met them in Jerusalem, 
Jesus did not feel comfortable with the Sadducee outlook, and neither would they have felt 
comfortable with his vision. The Essenes and Jesus shared a vivid eschatological expectation 
and awaited the rule of God. However, the differences are quite obvious. The Essenes were 
obsessed with rules of purity and other ceremonial practices. Jesus expressed his message of 
God's unconditional love, in a typical rural language as seen in his parables: sowing and 
harvesting, fishing and building, stitching and kneading the dough, feeding and feasting and 
settling the accounts for daily workers or of debtors. The mental horizon of these two 
movements is poles apart. For Jesus, the poor are the blind, the lame, the lepers, the all and 
sundry humble folk found on the Galilean byways (Mt 11:5; Lk 14:21). At Qumran, the seat 
of Essenes, the poor are the members of the sect, rejected from their rightful place in the 
Jerusalem temple and persecuted. 

We know of the Zealots particularly in the context of the Jewish War. They became the soul 
of the resistance to the Roman legions during the war. Their last stand on the rock of Masada 
paints a fierce commitment to freedom and readiness to die rather than surrender. There 
remains a vast difference between the outlook of Rabbi Jesus and the Zealots. For the Zealots, 
the sword was the way to the advent of the kingdom. For Jesus, it was love that leads to 
God's kingdom. Jesus could not approve of the violent ways of the Zealots. The life of the 
Pharisees was that of ordinary lay people sharing in the various avocations and concrete 
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problems of the common folk. But it was also a life inspired by a fierce attachment to God 
and to the demands of the Covenant. They paid great attention to the ritual of the temple and 
its laws of purity that came down to matters of kitchen, food, clothing and the Sabbath. The 
culture of the Pharisees was so deeply rooted in the Jewish tradition that it was the only 
current that survived the disaster of 70 AD. It became the solid basis on which shattered 
Judaism could be reconstructed after the debacle of the Jewish War. Like the Pharisees, Jesus 
lived among the common folk. However, unlike the Pharisees, he was not obsessed with the 
ritual regulations of purity that reduced the devotion to God and his Temple only to some 
external observances of washing and resting. He sympathized with the forlom situation of the 
ordinary people and had much compassion for them. These ordinary people, called the 'am 
ha- 'aretz or the 'people of the land' did not belong to any of the Jewish groups. With his 
message and vision of the Kingdom of God, Jesus reached out to these poor and neglected 
sections among the Jewish people44 . 

3.3.1.2. Jesus proclaims an inclusive Message 

During the second temple period (516 BC-70 AD), there was a great deal of fermentation of 
religious ideas within the Jewish society. The Talmud mentions that there were 23 sects in 
Judea alone pointing to a period of multiple debates and disputes within Judaism resulting in 
differentiating sects 9. The many sects of Judaism presented alternative versions of what it 
meant to be God's covenant people. Jesus distanced himself from the other versions currently 
on offer. Transcending the narrow factionalism of the numerous sects of his time, Jesus 
proclaimed a different message that is both universal and inclusive. Because he did not see 
military victory over Israel's foreign enemies as the vehicle of the arrival of God's kingdom 
on earth, he gave no support to people of violence. He did not make common cause with those 
who ran Jerusalem and its Temple. Neither did he align himself with the Essenes in their 
protest against the Temple's defilement. He did not endorse the Pharisees' desire to extend the 
purity laws beyond the Temple, to create a sacred sphere free from Gentile contamination. In 
contrast to the Essenes, who eagerly looked forward to the impending celestial battle between 
the Sons of the Light and the Sons of the Darkness, to bring on the age of Redemption, or to 
the Zealots who advocated direct military action against the Romans and the Herodian 
mercenary forces, a path that could only result in another bloody repression against the poorly 
armed and poorly trained bands of guerrillas, Jesus portrayed God's rule as 'love' and 
'service'. He condemned the Pharisees as 'lovers of money (Lk 16:14) and extortionists (Lk 
11:42). Likewise Jesus accused the temple merchants and their Sadducean bosses of making 
the house of God 'a den of thieves' (Lk 19:45-47). Similarly he censured the Scribes for 
seeking public honour in the synagogues, while they secretly devour widows' houses (Lk 
20:47). Jesus exposed their machinations (Lk 20:1-26) and attacked their manipulation of 
prayer and acts of justice and compassion for their self-aggrandizement and exploitation450. 

Early in his career, he sought a sort of association in the movement of John, called 'the 
Baptist', who preached in the wildemess and sought to renew the people of Israel by 
conversion and repentance 4 5 1 But soon, Jesus started his own movement that was to be 

8 STEGEMANN Wolfgang, 'The Gospel and the Poor' (Philadelphia, Fortress Press, 1984) 
*" ROGERS Cleon, 'The Topical Josephus' (Grand Rapids, Zondervan Publishing House, 1992) ρ 69-95 
4 5 0 SIMON Marcel, 'Jewish Seels at the Time of Jesus' (Philadelphia, Fortress Press, 1967) Refer also 
FREYNE Sean, 'The World of the New Testament' (Michael Glazier, Wilmington, 1980) 
4i' TAYLOR Joan, 'The Immerser John the Baptist within Second Temple Judaism' (Grand Rapids, William Β 
Eerdmans Company, 1997) 

144 



centred on his distinct vision and message He attracted people among the fnnge and the 
outcast groups of Palestinian society- the uneducated labourers like the fishermen, the tax-
collectors, the cnpples, the lepers and the prostitutes, in short, the kind of folks who were 
distained and despised as sinners by the self-conscious religious groups such as the Phansees 
and the Essenes Part of his appeal among these poor and despised people was denved from a 
specific reputation as the healer and miracle-worker The gospels portray him rather as a 
reluctant miracle-worker who intended his healings to point to the amval of God's rule in his 
own person, in his words and deeds as the God's sent 

The Kingdom of God revealed in Jesus' words and deeds 

The term 'Kingdom of God' or its equivalent in the secondary and more rabbinic formulation 
preferred by Matthew, 'Kingdom of Heavens' is found rarely in the Old Testament452 It 
occurs only occasionally in the Targums, the translations of the Old Testament into Aramaic, 
the vernacular of Palestine at the time of Jesus It is comparatively infrequent in rabbinic 
literature and is found only thnce in Qumran (1QM VI, 6, ΧΠ, 7, lOSb IV, 25F) In the New 
Testament, the expression occurs overwhelmingly in the Synoptic Gospels, almost always in 
the sayings of Jesus - some 90 times, as against only twice in John, about six times each in 
Acts and Paul, and once in the book of Revelation4 3 Thus, the frequency with which Jesus 
uses this expression in the Synoptic Gospels is quite unique Jesus regards the founding of the 
kingdom of God as his mission, the purpose for which he had been sent by his heavenly 
Father He replies to the people of Capernaum 'I must preach the good news of the kingdom 
of God to the other cities also, for I was sent for this purpose' (Lk 4 43) Jesus preached 
pnmanly not about himself but about God and his coming kingdom He saw the Kingdom of 
God as God's loving and saving presence in the midst of all (human) beings, regardless of 
their state of (im-)punty 

To the listeners of Jesus' words, his Aramaic formula, 'malkutha', would have indicated not 
so much a place ruled over by God, which is what the English word 'Kingdom' suggests, but 
as the activity through which God reveals himself as King454 In this sense, 'Kingdom of 
God' is synonymous with 'God reigns' Although nominal in form, the expression is verbal in 
meaning It stands neither for the temtory ruled by God (kingdom), nor even for his royal 
power (kingship), but for the concrete exercise of this power (rule) in actions through which 
God shows himself to be the king455 Then, the Kingdom of God refers to God's kingly 
activity The Jewish theology reveals this kingly activity of God in two different ways God 
shows himself to be king first by creating the universe and secondly by liberating his people 
through his mighty deeds in history Both the types of action, creation and liberation, are acts 
of kingship because they are both acts of salvation456 The Jewish theology further explained 
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that the realization of the kingdom of God is the very purpose of creation . God's kingdom 
is a process and its growth takes place only through the power and initiative of God. The 
people of Israel eagerly awaited the arrival of the Kingdom of God and their messianic 
expectations reveal eager this eagerness though the Jewish sects differed among themselves 
about the manner and the consequences of the arrival of the Kingdom of God458. 

3.3.1.3. The Kingdom of God as portrayed by Jesus 

The proclamation of the Kingdom of God and the call to repentance belong to the core 
message of Jesus. Jesus nowhere tells us clearly just what the Kingdom of God really is. He 
described it in a metaphorical language of the parables. This is because the Kingdom of God 
is in fact a metaphor, and not a concept. As such, it can represent or evoke a whole range of 
series of conceptions or ideas. The metaphor of God's reign, as Jesus spoke of it, was 
therefore an image filled with much tradition and eager anticipation439. 

Jesus' sayings about the kingdom of God 

The word kingdom of God has a diversity of meaning in the Gospels, a diversity that goes 
back to Jesus himself. As we examine those different sayings of Jesus about God's kingdom, 
we may distinguish five, distinct, yet sometimes overlapping, meanings460. 

1. The kingdom is a transcendent reality that people enter one by one. Here the kingdom is a 
sovereignty or reign that individuals may accept and this acceptance guarantees admission: 
'Unless you tum and become as children, you shall not enter into the kingdom of heaven' (Mk 
10:15). 'It is hard for the rich to enter the kingdom of heaven' (Mk 10:23). 'Not everyone who 
says to me, 'Lord, Lord' will enter into the kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the will 
of my father in heaven' (Mt 7:21). 

2. The kingdom is a future reality that will come, but how it will come or what it will be like 
are not specified, as 'thy kingdom come!' in the Lord's Prayer (Mt 6:10). 

3. The kingdom is an eschatological reality. It will be established by God's angels or by the 
Son of Man and its arrival will be accompanied, by cosmic signs. Many of the passages that 
reflect this view have the establishment of God's rule as the subject, though they do not 
actually contain the word 'kingdom'. How the end-time figure came to be called the Son of 
Man is not clear. Even murkier is Jesus' own view of the relationship between himself and 
the Son of Man. 

4. The kingdom will be a new order on earth: Several passages belong to this category: Mt 
19:28 (the disciples judge the tribes of Israel); Mk 9:33-35 (who is the greatest?); Mk 10:35-
45 (who will sit at Jesus' right hand?). There is one further passage that is difficult to assess. 
According to Mt 16:18-19, Jesus told Peter that he was 'Rock'. The saying continues, 
promising that what Peter binds, will be bound in heaven. The name 'Rock' fits some way or 
other in Jesus' expectation that there would be a new order in which he and his disciples 
would have major roles. 
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S. The kingdom is present in Jesus, particularly in his words and deeds. Being asked by the 
Pharisees when the kingdom of God was coming, he answered them: 'The kingdom of God is 
not coming with signs to be observed; nor will they say, 'Lo, here it is!' or 'there'; for 
behold, the kingdom of God is in the midst of you' (Lk 17:20-21). When some said that Jesus 
cast out demons by Beelzebul, he replied: 'by whom do your sons cast them out? Therefore 
they shall be your judges. But if it is by the finger of God that I cast out demons, then the 
kingdom of God has come upon you' (Lk 11:15-20, Mt 12:24-28). Jesus thought that the 
kingdom was 'somehow' present in his teaching and healing. Admittedly, there is nothing 
inherently impossible to view that the kingdom was in some way present, while in another 
way being a future reality. 

In these diverse perspectives, about the kingdom of God, we are certain about this: Jesus 
believed that the moment of decisive change in human history was near and that God was 
about to establish a new order on earth461. In itself, the kingdom is a provocative metaphor. Its 
advent is fraught with paradox. It is now but not yet, revealed but hidden, given yet sought. 

3.3.1.4. Kingdom of God in the Jewish traditions 

Even if its meaning was not always very clear, yet, the kingdom of God, as we have already 
pointed out, was a Jewish religious term that was familiar enough to the contemporaries of 
Jesus. In fact, the people of Israel, groaning under the political rule of successive foreign 
powers who exercised ruthless domination over them, were looking forward to the dawn of 
God's rule in their midst. However, the hope in God's rule would have provoked different 
expectations among the listeners, depending on their own particular expectation of God's 
immediate intervention in human history. In the first place, 'Kingdom of God' as a symbol 
had deep roots in the religious consciousness of Israel, as God's chosen people. Israel 
experienced God's intervention in human history as much in creation as in her liberation from 
the Egyptian slavery. Creation is understood in the Bible in mythical rather than in 
metaphysical terms. It is depicted as a sort of gigantic rescue operation, in which God 
rescues the world from the turbulent waters of chaos and maintains it, in its precarious 
existence, by staving off the destructive forces of chaos that are always threatening to engulf 
it (Gn 1: 1-3; Ps 74: 12-17; 89: 8-14). Creation thus becomes a saving event, so closely 
parallel to the great saving event of the Exodus. God shows himself as the Creator-King in as 
much as he created and sustains the universe. In this way, creation figures as the first of series 
of saving deeds for which God is acclaimed as Creator and King in the 'enthronement Psalms' 
in which the refrain 'Yahweh reigns' introduces references to creation 462. 

The role of Creator King is a firm part of the Jewish consciousness of God at the time of 
Jesus. The rabbis speak of God's eternal or hidden kingship, which is acknowledged by 
Israel, but yet to be manifested to the Gentiles. Yahweh exercises his universal kingship by 
his providential care of all created things (Mt 5:15; 6: 26-30). The awareness of God as the 
Liberator King, who sets his people free, is the specific note in which the creation should be 
seen in the Bible463. God is Liberator King, in as much as he intervenes in history to save his 

461 SANDERS Ed Parish, 'The Life of Jesus' in 'Chrisüanity and Rabbinic Judaism', (ed) SHANKS Hershel 
(Washington D.C., Biblical Archaeological Society, 1989). p. 58-59. 
462 FUELLENBACH John, 'The Kingdom of God' (Maryknoll, Orbis Books, 1997). 
463 GUTIERREZ Gustavo, 'A Theology of Liberation' (Maryknoll, Orbis Books, 1973). The theology of 
liberation brings particular focus on the liberating intervention of God in history as part of salvation he brings. 
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people from the situations of desperate peril that they encounter . He rescues them from 
slavery in Egypt (Exodus), from starvation in the wilderness (Numbers), from annihilation by 
powerful enemies during the wars of the conquest (Joshua, Judges) and from exile in Babylon 
(Deutro-Isaiah). It is in these mighty saving acts that Israel has its specific encounter with her 
God, experiencing him as the Covenant God who is deeply concerned about the concrete 
historical welfare of his chosen people. 

Kingdom of God as the hope of the people of Israel 

Israel experiences God, in her history, as her liberator King. It is precisely this core religious 
experience of Israel that witnessed the mighty works of Yahweh in her favour which lends to 
a creative tension, which dominates her history. While Israel trusts implicitly in the promises 
made to her by her liberator God, she does not, in the present, experience the realization of 
these promises. What has been promised is the 'land' - a comprehensive symbol for salvation, 
conceived of in a material way, as freedom, peace, justice and long-life prosperity (Ex 3:17; 
Dt 28:1-14)465. What are experienced by Israel, at present, are poverty, conflict, oppression, 
colonization and exile to foreign land. Promise clashes with fulfillment, resulting in a tension 
that can be resolved only by projecting the fulfillment of the promise in the future. What 
Israel believed was all the promises of her liberator God will be 'one day' definitely fulfilled 
and thus God's kingdom, as a definitive divine saving act, will 'one day' come on earth. In this 
way, the kingship of the liberator God of Israel becomes an eschatological kingdom. By the 
time of Jesus, to the people of Israel, God's rule had come to represent particularly the 
expectations of a final eschatological act of God, on behalf of his chosen people. While the 
hope of the people of Israel took various forms in the course of their history, two forms are 
especially important for our consideration, because they have largely determined the 
eschatological thought patterns of the New Testament, particularly Jesus' own understanding 
of his specific mission and his proclamation of his message as good news. The two forms are 
the Messianic Expectation and the Apocalyptic Hope. 

Messianic Expectation 

Jewish traditions eagerly awaited the establishment of God's rule on earth with the coming of 
the Messiah, from the line of King David who would establish a world-wide kingdom of 
justice, peace and prosperity in which all the promises of God will finally be realized. Such a 
'Davidic Messianism' looked forward to the realization of God's promise of liberation 
through a descendant of David, i.e. a son of David, who will be raised up by God as the 
'Messiah', the anointed one or the king par excellence. This current of thought is particularly 
manifested in the writings of the great 8th century prophets like Amos, Isaiah, Micah and 
Hosea. Davidic Messianism takes off from the prophecy of Nathan in 2 Sam 7:12-16, where 
David is promised an eternal dynasty and reaches its finest flowering in prophetic oracles like 
that of Is 11: 1-9 which tells of a 'shoot from the stump of Jesse . The Messiah is pictured 
as the ideal king and his kingdom is seen as the restoration of a lost golden age of perfect 
freedom, peace and prosperity, which prevailed on the earth during the time of the mythical 

LADD George Eldon, 'Jesus and the Kingdom' (Grand Rapids, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
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man who once reigned over paradise (Mie 5: 2-3; Is 11:2-9) . Man will be reconciled with 
man and nature, and thus humanity will live in perfect harmony. However the hope expressed 
in Davidic messianism is a thoroughly this worldly one in the sense that God's promises are to 
be realized in a this-worldly kingdom to be established on earth and within history. Davidic 
messianism received a severe set back with the fall of Jerusalem and the Babylonian exile of 
587 B.C. The exiles who returned from Babylon were no longer governed by the Davidic 
kings, but by the priestly scribes, Ezra and Nehemiah. 

Apocalyptic Hope 

Under the influences of Persian and Babylonian religions which Jewish traditions encountered 
during the Exilic periods, Messianism gave way to the Apocalyptic Hope that looks forward 
to an imminent, catastrophic intervention of God, in which he would destroy 'this evil age' and 
usher in 'the age to come' by creating 'a new heaven and a new earth' (Is 65: 25). God will 
destroy this world because it is unredeemably evil. It is a world given over to Satan, the 'ruler 
of this world' who controls it through the demons that cause sickness and suffering and 
through the demonic men, particularly the rulers of the great world empires who oppress the 
righteous people of God (Dn 8:17-27). In the place of the evil world, God will create a new 
material universe, 'a new heaven and a new earth'. The apocalyptic hope affirms not a vertical 
opposition between 'this world' which is earth and the 'other world' which is heaven. It only 
points to the temporal opposition between 'this age' which is unjust and oppressive and is 
signified and revealed in the physically and socially distorted structures of the present world 
and the 'age to come' which is the eschatological order of total peace, perfect justice, 
fellowship and harmony that is to be revealed in the renewed cosmos 8. We see that unlike 
Davidic messianism, apocalyptic hope is strictly eschatological and foresees salvation not as 
the fulfillment of human history but as its end. History will come to an end and give way to 
eschatology - to a definitive, enduring state of harmony and bliss in a 'new world'4* . 

Diverse expectations in Jewish traditions 

Along with messianism and apocalyptic hope, various other kinds of expectation and hope 
arose in Jewish traditions. The concrete expectations of most people would have been a 
confused mixture of messianic, apocalyptic and other elements such as the 'messianic priest or 
prophet of the Qumran community'. All these varied forms of hope were taken up into the 
expression the 'kingdom of God'. The two principal forms, messianism and apocalyptic hope, 
played the role of paradigms or schematic outlines When Jesus spoke about the 'kingdom of 
God' to the Jewish listeners, each of them would have understood the expression in his/her 
own way. The expression 'kingdom of God' is not a concept which can be precisely defined, 
but a polyvalent metaphor, which stood for the confident hope of Israel in a definitive 
liberation. When Jesus announced that the Kingdom of God is at hand, the metaphor would 
have evoked different responses in different individuals, always bringing to expression the 
particular form of hope nourished by each. All Israel's expectations, no matter what their 
form, looked for liberation through an outpouring of God's power. Davidic messianism relied 

BLENKIN Joseph, 'The Promise to David The Anointed King in God's Plan' (London, Darton Publishers, 
1964) With the arrival of Davidic Messiah, God's promise to King David of an everlasting dynasty will be 
finally fulfilled and the thus the people of Israel were looking forward to an anointed King- the Messiah 
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world of injustice, oppression and domination, God would inaugurate a kingdom of justice, peace and harmony 
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on political power of the ideal king who would be a physical descendant of David. The zealot 
nationalists of Jesus' time opted for the power of the arms, wielded in a 'holy war' waged for 
and under God. The Pharisees trusted in the moral power generated by their perfect 
observance of the Law. The apocalyptists hoped for a mighty display of cosmic power of 
God470. Jesus rejected all such ways (Mt 4:1-11). For Jesus, it is not power, but God's 
presence in his words and deeds which is the key of liberation and that is what Jesus 
expressed when he proclaimed the arrival of God's kingdom. 

3.3.2. JESUS REVEALS AN INCLUSIVE VISION 

Drawing from his own experience of God as 'abba', the dear Father, Jesus proclaimed God's 
unconditional love for all men as the good news. The Kingdom of God, as proclaimed bv 
Jesus, then, is ultimately his revelation of God's unconditional love for the entire mankind47 . 
The Kingdom is a free gift (Mk 4: 26-29; Lk 17: 7-10), an offer of God's love breaking into 
human lives as a challenge that summons human beings to a decision (Lk 16:1-10). The God 
whose reign and kingdom Jesus brings and proclaims is the one universal God, beside whom 
there are no other gods, and who is favourably disposed to all human beings in his limitless 
compassion and unconditional love. This God is to come and now who is in the process of 
coming, has also been at work in history. Jesus called this God 'Father'. He calls people to 
'repent' and believe the good news that he is proclaiming. He assures that the acceptance of 
his Gospel will lead not only to a change in the lives of the individuals but also desirable 
changes in the relationships between people and above all, important structural changes in the 
society. The love of God leads to the love of neighbour and thus love becomes the summation 
of the ethics of God's kingdom. It is through love and fraternal service for one another, 
always imbued by the unconditional and universal love of God that mankind may receive 
God's rule not only in their hearts but also in their societies472. 

3.3.2.1. Kingdom of God and Repentance 

Jesus offered a new relationship with God, through himself, as the way, the truth and the life. 
Jesus revealed God's attribute as love in relation to the world and to humanity473. The offer of 
God's love that the Kingdom symbolizes demands from man an appropriate response, which 
Jesus defined as 'repentance'. By 'repentance', Jesus did not mean only to change one's mind, 
to have after-thoughts, and therefore 'to have remorse for some action or other' which is a 
negative movement of turning away from sin, but the dramatic positive movement of the 
whole man turning to God and his unconditional love. To repent and believe in the good 
news, which is the appropriate response Jesus called for, is to accept the fact that God loves 
us, and to allow our lives to be transformed by this love (Un 4: 7-12). The core message of 
Jesus contains an indicative, which epitomizes all Christian theology and an imperative, 
which sums up all Christian ethics. Its indicative is the proclamation of the kingdom, that is, 
the revelation of God's unconditional love. Its imperative is a call to repentance, that is, the 
demand that we open our hearts to this love and respond to it by loving God in neighbour. 
When the revelation of God's love (Kingdom) meets its appropriate response in man's trusting 

7 0 VERMES Geza, 'Jesus, the Jew: A Historian's Reading of the Gospel' (Philadelphia, Fortress Press, 1981). 
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acceptance of this love (repentance), there begins a mighty movement of personal and social 
liberation which sweeps through human history. The movement brings freedom in as much as 
it liberates each individual from the inadequacies and obsession that shackle him. It fosters 
fellowship, because it empowers free individuals to exercise their concern for each other in 
genuine community. And it leads on to justice because it impels every true community to 
adopt just social structures which alone can make freedom and fellowship possible474. 

God's Kingdom and Freedom 

The Kingdom brings genuine freedom to human beings in as much as it liberates a man from 
the internal compulsions and the external pressures that inhibit and enslave him. The 
experience of God's unconditional love, which is the kingdom, cures man and fills his heart 
with so much joy that he no longer needs the transient satisfaction that the 'things' may give. 
Jesus himself is the supreme example of such freedom. He is driven by no demons of greed 
or ambition. He is daunted neither by pressures of heterogeneous Law (Jn 8: 1-10), nor by the 
violence of established authority (Lk 13: 31-33). With supreme freedom, Jesus challenged the 
most sacred institutions of his people, when his concern for his fellowmen impelled him to do 
so. He broke the Sabbath (Mk 7:1-15), touched lepers (Mk 1:42) and dined with the socially 
outcast and the sinners (Mk 2:15-17). In his freedom Jesus makes the human beings free. 
Jesus frees them from sin and guilt (Mk 2: 1-12), from the dread of demons (Mk 1: 21-28), 
from the deadening routine of ritualism (Mt 6:7), and from the oppressive burden of the law 
(Mt 11: 28-30). He frees them from the terrible isolation to which human beings can be 
condemned by social ostracism (Lk 19:1-10), ritual uncleanness (Mk 1:40-45), or mental ill-
health (Mk 5:1-21). Jesus summoned his followers to freedom from the hampering weight of 
possessions (Mk 1:16-18), or from the clinging hindrance of over-developed family ties (Lk 
9:61). Above all, he empowered mankind with the freedom to love (Lk 7:36-50). The total 
liberation of mankind thus comes from a trust in God so absolute that one needs no other 
security in life (Mt 6:25-34). This is the true freedom that Jesus proclaimed475. 

God's Kingdom and Fellowship 

The freedom of the kingdom finds its fulfillment not in selfish wilfulness, but in commitment. 
Bom of an experience of God's unconditional love for humanity, the freedom of kingdom 
finds its fulfillment in the unconditional love of human beings for one another. The love of 
God makes a man free from himself and free to be himself, free to live a life of self 
commitment in faith and love. The authentic fellowship of the kingdom is strongly advocated 
by Jesus, who both practiced and preached a radical and absolutely universal concern for 
every man in need (Lk 6: 27-36; 10:25-37). The great commandment of Judaism of Dt 6: 4-6, 
which urges us to love God with all our hearts, is modified by Jesus into his 'love 
commandment' by the addition of an obscure and rarely quoted text from Lv 19:18, which 
commands us to love our neighbour as ourselves. To love God with all our hearts means also 
to love one's neighbour as oneself. In fact, one loves God by loving neighbour. The new 
commandment of Jesus is that we love one another as he has loved us. Our appropriate 
response to God's love for us is that we love our neighbour in whom we encounter God (Mt 
25:31-46). Fellowship, which is radical concern for the neighbour (agape) is a great value of 
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the kingdom. Every act in promotion of the fellowship among the human beings is actually a 
valuable contribution for the growth of God's kingdom on earth476. 

God's Kingdom and Justice 

Where there is genuine fellowship, there will be also authentic justice. The radical concern for 
God's kingdom will not tolerate passivity in the face of social, economic and political 
structures that oppress and dehumanize mankind. The followers of Jesus cannot be content 
with merely rescuing the victims of these structures or attempting to convert the exploiters 
who maintain them. It is the dehumanizing structures themselves of which both the 
oppressors and the oppressed are the victims that must be challenged and changed. Jesus did 
not merely convert individuals, but attacked structures also. His opposition to burdensome 
legalism of the scribes, his consistent violation of the rules of caste separation through his 
table-fellowship with tax-collectors and sinners and his protest against the exploitation of the 
priestly aristocracy are clear evidences of how Jesus stood against oppressive structures. Even 
in performing miracles, Jesus did not see them as mere works of compassion, which bring 
relief to the handful of the sick, but as skirmishes in a great battle of liberation in which he 
destroys the demonic 'power-structure', which is the cause of all human ills. They signify the 
decisive defeat of Satan and the definitive end of his rule. The whole of the demonic 'power-
structure', through which Satan dominated the world, is being steadily eroded through the 
healings and exorcisms of Jesus. We have to remember that in the apocalyptic world-view of 
Jesus' time, a multitude of spirits determined cosmic processes and historical events. Jesus 
showed that the concern of the Kingdom should not be content with only individual rescue, 
but must challenge the 'demonic' power structures, which oppress humanity. 

God's Kingdom- a call to authentic Community 

The message of Kingdom of God is above all, a call to constitute an authentic community. As 
we have pointed out, the Kingdom proclaimed by Jesus leads to freedom, fellowship and 
justice. It leads, first of all, to new liberating relationships with God and with men. God is 
experienced as 'abba', the Father who loves us unconditionally, and men and women are 
experienced as brothers and sisters accepting each other in a fellowship of mutual concern. As 
a consequence, it leads to new liberating structures in society, the end of economic 
exploitation, political domination and socio-cultural oppression. As response, the Kingdom 
calls for both the change of hearts and the change of structures. Both are necessary for an 
authentic liberated individual and a liberated society477. A mere change of heart, without a 
corresponding change of structure besides being suspect, will leave the present oppressive 
situations and relationships unchanged. A change of structure without a corresponding 
change of heart will lead to new oppressions, as the 'liberated' among the oppressed people 
may also be driven by the demons of selfishness and greed that may possess and enslave 
them. The result is the oppressed will become oppressors in their tum. All the human beings, 
together, must shape a world in which there will be neither oppressor nor oppressed, because 
men might have learnt to live together without exploiting one another in fellowship and 
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freedom. It is to such a community of free people living in a non-exploitative society that the 
Kingdom of God summons us, and to which it leads by its own inherent dynamism of love478. 

The Vision of Jesus for a new society 

A new society is implicit in the dynamics of God's Kingdom. There is no doubt that the 
proclamation of Jesus included a 'vision' for a new society. Jesus definitely had a vision, 
explicit or implicit, of a new society, though he offered no blueprint for it. It is for his 
followers to elaborate in the light of their particular historical experience, a specific socio
political model or models in which this vision will be best realized. Like the kingdom itself, 
the new society, proposed by Jesus remains a 'vision' - a summons rather than a blueprint of 
plan, an inspiration rather than a program of action, because the vision of Jesus is theological, 
not sociological. It spells out the values of the new society, which are freedom, fellowship 
and justice. It is for the humanity, to elaborate the concrete social structures through which the 
values of the Kingdom are realized in each generation 7 . Human beings as we are, we 
understand that we can never build a 'perfect society' in history. However, the vision of Jesus 
is a never ending call to engage in a ceaseless creativity that will produce in every age new 
blueprints for society ever more consonant with the Gospel vision of man and his life in a 
community of human beings. Lying on the horizons of human history and yet part of it, the 
Kingdom of God is offered to us as a gift, yet confronting us as a challenge. It stands before 
us as a vision proposed by Jesus. 

The Kingdom of God - the realization of God's plan for Humanity 

The Kingdom of God is not to be in another world, but is the old world transformed into a 
new one . Thus, God's kingdom is not 'this worldly' nor 'other worldly'. It is 'already' and 
'not yet'. It is not some kind of extra-terrestrial entity that will be superimposed on this world. 
Nor is it a process of spiritual or internal change that leaves the outer realities looking much 
the same. It is the liberation of the world we live in, know, touch, smell, and suffer, from all 
that corrupts and destroys. It essentially consists in the ordering of human society according to 
God's rule. The Kingdom aims at transforming human relationships; it grows gradually as 
people slowly learn to love, forgive and serve one another. The Kingdom is the concern of 
everyone: individuals, society and the world. Building God's kingdom means working for 
liberation from evil in all its forms. In a word, the Kingdom of God is the manifestation and 
the realization of God's plan of salvation in all its fullness. 
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Kingdom of God and discipleship 

The ethical teachings of Jesus was not intended to provide a set of rules to regulate the moral 
conducts of his followers, but rather to challenge them to live as if the kingdom were already 
a reality 4 8 1. Jesus addressed people with the call 'follow me' challenging them to become his 
disciples and walk with him in his way (Mk 1: 16-20). The discipleship takes place by binding 
one's life and destiny to the person of Jesus482. Discipleship is to follow Jesus, who offers 
God's unconditional love as gift, and motivates us to love our neighbours483. As a teacher, 
Jesus is presented in the gospels as having operated a two-tiered system, with different 
audiences for different occasions and settings. He is also portrayed as exhibiting two different 
styles - one for the crowds and the other for a small band of companion-disciples. There may 
be a hint of more permanent teaching location at Capernaum, but in all the gospels the 
constant pattern is that of an itinerant ministry of Jesus, accompanied by his small band of 
disciple-companions. It was to these that the important teachings of Jesus were primarilv 
directed, and it is in this school that his words began to be transmitted and reflected upon4 . 
The new community, which arises as a consequence of the Kingdom, is always an unfinished 
task, summoning us to a permanent creativity of love of God and the love for the neighbour, 
in solidarity with all our brothers and sisters who constitute humanity in this world. To the 
extent that we are open to the liberating revolution of God's unconditional love, to the extent 
that we are prepared to live by the values of Jesus and commit ourselves to the building up of 
the community of freedom and fellowship that Jesus envisioned, to that extent the Kingdom 
of God comes among us. In a community that is truly Christian, there can be no greed and no 
destitution, as the experiment in Christian living attempted by the Jerusalem community 
clearly shows (Acts 4:32-35).485. 

3.3.2.2. The Kingdom of God and the Miracles 

Jesus, when he proclaimed the message of God's kingdom, performed certain actions that 
were seen by his contemporaries as works of power to the point that opponents did not 
challenge the fact of the deeds but the source of power by which they had been accomplished. 
It is exactly this very combination of deeds and words that makes it so difficult to fit Jesus 
neatly into any of the roles that can be documented - teacher, oracular prophet, prophet of 
liberation or aspirant to popular kinship or to political power486. The Jewish scholar Geza 
Vermes has compared Jesus with contemporary Galilean 'holy men' mentioned in the 
rabbinic literature 87. However, there is a big difference. The holy men performed some 
spectacular actions to enhance their religious authority. Unlike them, Jesus refused to heal or 
exorcise in order to increase his public credibility. Instead he interpreted what he was doing as 
sign of the arrival of God's reign. These signs demonstrated that the hopes for the new order 
were at last beginning to take shape (Is 35: 61) in the person and ministry of Jesus. It is 
important to insist that all sections of Israel benefited from Jesus' healing and exorcism, 
which occasionally embraced the Gentiles too. Like his habit of sharing his meals across the 
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many sections of people he encountered, his healing and exorcism enabled him to signal 
God's intention to overcome the man-made boundanes that separated people as pure and 
impure, especially in the context of their sickness4 8. 

All the four gospels regard the healing activities of Jesus as an important part of his ministry 
and give it a significant amount of space in their narrative. We have narratives about 
individual healing and also groups of people suffering from sickness or demon possession489. 
We can better understand the kind of man Jesus was and how he attracted crowds and 
followers through a focus on his miracles. People flocked to Jesus seeking to be healed (the 
summary in Mk 1:32-34). Neither Jesus nor others thought that his miracles showed that he 
was a supernatural being. They were evidence, according to Jesus, that he had the Spirit of 
God on him. The people, at the time of Jesus, believed in spiritual powers, some divine and 
some demonic and they attributed to them many illnesses as well as antisocial behaviour. 
Jesus' followers and Jesus himself, besides seeing the miracles as proof that he had the Spirit 
of God, saw in them the fulfillment of prophecy. When John the Baptist sent a message to 
Jesus, asking, 'Are you he who is to come?' Jesus appealed to the miracles as the witness to 
his divine mission: 'Go and tell John what you hear and see. The blind receive their sight and 
the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised up, and the poor 
had good news preached to them' (Mt 11:4-5). 

Symbolic character of the miracles 

In the four Gospels, many miracles are reported. In Mark, for example, out of 661 verses, as 
many as 209 deal with miracles490. And Matthew and Luke carry the same tendency still 
further; Matthew, in particular, emphasizes the theme to an extraordinary extent. In addition 
to the familiar collections of sayings, the Synoptics repeatedly retold the tales of Jesus' 
prophetic acts of power, his healings and exorcisms. John omits the vast majority of Jesus' 
reported miracles, retaining only seven, of a particularly stupendous character. However, the 
last chapter of that Gospel offers the comment that Jesus, with his followers as witnesses, 
performed many other actions as well, 'which are not recorded in this book' (Jn 21: 25). Many 
of those actions, indeed, were once again miraculous, described by the word 'sign' (semeion) 
which appears no fewer than seventeen times in John's Gospel. 

John refers with particular emphasis to these signs and it seems that both the writer of that 
Gospel and others believed that Jesus regarded his apparently miraculous actions as 
possessing a symbolic character. That is to say, he is represented as considering them to be 
symbols of his unique status, and this is also how the evangelists wished to present these 
supposed deeds. Almost all the miracles act out, and symbolize, the present coming of the 
Kingdom of God, and its complete realization that lies ahead. These supposedly miraculous 
happenings are signs: signs that the Deliverer is present, and signs of the greatness of his 

In a world that condemned the sick people as impure and hence to be excluded from the society, Jesus 
offered another vision and message through his miracles of healing that called upon the people to care for the 
sick and bring them comfort and compassionate care. Refer. THOMAS John Christopher, 'The Devil, Disease 
and Deliverance' (Sheffield, Sheffield Academic Press, 1998). 
4 8 9 In the time of Jesus, in the absence of any scientific explanation, people attributed most of the sicknesses to 
the work of the demons That is why chasing out the demons found an important place in the public ministry of 
Jesus. For more details refer to FERGUSON Everett, 'Demonology of the Early Christian World' (New York, 
The Edwin Meilen Press, 1984) ρ 1-33 
4W JEFFREY John, 'The Meaning of the Miracles of Jesus' (Grand Rapids, William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 2004) ρ 1-5 
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power491 Thus, when, for instance Jesus walks on the water he is demonstrating a triumph 
over satanic evil forces, which he is thereby reducing to subjection, while at the same time 
displaying how potent authentic faith can be The waters appear again when Jesus is alleged 
to have calmed the storm, which made them turbulent This turbulence in a Jewish world, in 
which winds and sea were anthropomorphized, stood for the worldly troubles that the 
Kingdom of God is to bnng to an end Jesus is accomplishing two things at one and the same 
time he is symbolizing the divine transformation, but simultaneously he is also bringing 
about its arrival that he signified through the performance of the miracles492 

As did many prophets before him, Jesus communicated by symbolic acts as well as by words 
He called 12 disciples, apparently to represent the coming restoration of the 12 tnbes of Israel 
He ate with sinners, in order to indicate that they would be included in the kingdom He 
entered Jerusalem on a donkey perhaps to remind his followers of the prophecy of Zechanah 
9 9 (cited in Mt 21 5 your king is coming to you, humble, and mounted on an ass) When he 
overturned tables and stalls in the Temple area, he was acting symbolically indicating that the 
Temple would be renewed in his person His last meal with the disciples seems also to have 
been a symbol, one that pointed toward the coming kingdom, which would be like a banquet 
On the kingdom as banquet, we note the parables in Mt 22 1-14 and Lk 14 15-24 The cures 
Jesus works are part of God's campaign of liberation from the alienation of disease and death 
The exorcisms demonstrate that the rule of God has arrived (Mt 12 25-27, Lk 11 17-22, Mk 
3 24-27)493 These deeds of divine power 'dunameis', as the Synoptics call them, constitute 
more than a simple apologetica! confirmation of the validity of the Master's teaching They 
are not a mere attempt to prepare people's minds to receive the Good News They have as 
much evangelical value as the Sermon on the Mount, the Beatitudes or the parables Like 
symbolic actions of a prophet, the miracles performed on behalf of the lowly of Galilee speak 
the messianic Good News to the poor4 4 

3.3.2.3. The Kingdom of God revealed in the Parables 

Jesus is a teacher, who, with amazing clanty and incisiveness, succeeded in enshrining his 
messages, in the haunting and unforgettable poetry, we call parables495 The parables are like 
pictures, painted with broad brush strokes, pointing to the kind of response he was looking for 
from his audiences faith, generosity, humility, responsibility, alertness, persistent prayers, 
forgiveness etc 4 9 6 The poetry combines contrast and paradox, irony and humour, the similar 
and dissimilar, profound insight and concrete usage in a very powerful way The parables 
provide us with Jesus' own perception of God's kingdom and describe in symbols the effects, 
which the reign of God will bnng about in the world both as present expenence and future 

4 9 1 HAROLD Remus, 'Jesus as the Healer' (New York, Cambridge University Press, 1997) 
4 9 2 In casting out the demons, the mission of Jesus is actually taking place, as proclamation of the good news in 
deeds The kingdom is, thus, being actualized or fulfilled In themselves, the exorcisms of Jesus reveal the 
Kingdom of God in operation It is the indivisibility of miracle and message, which reveals the exorcism of Jesus 
to be especially unique Refer TWELFTREE Graham, 'Jesus, the Exorcist' (Peabody, Massachusetts, 
Hendnckson Publishers, 1993) ρ 170-171 
4 9 3 Επη explains the theological significance of the miracles as the signs that portray the end of the rule of the 
devil in the world Refer HOWARD Επη, 'Healing Sign of the Kingdom' (Peabody, Massachusetts, 
Hendnckson Publishers, 2002) 
4 9 4 Rene explains that Jesus proclaimed the good news of the Kingdom of God in words and deeds and the 
miracles are actually the proclamation in deeds Refer LATOURELLE Rene, 'The Miracles of Jesus and the 
Theology of the Miracles' (New York, Paulist Press, 1988) 
4 9 5 DODD Charles Harold, 'The Parables of the Kingdom' (New York, Scnbner Publishers 1961) 
4 % The parables are nol merely the explanation of some aspects of God's kingdom but also they are invitations to 
reflect the message and respond to God's love with appropnate attitudes and behaviour Refer CAPON Robert 
Fairer, 'The Parables of the Kingdom (Grand Rapids, Zondervan Publishers, 1985) 
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promise. The parables do not provide us a theory about God's rule, but present us a vision that 
calls for immediate action at individual level and also at the level of social institutions. As 
earthly stories, with a heavenly meaning, the parables disclose to us how human life is 
affected when God brings in the divine reign on earth497. Jesus did not invent the parable 
form. Parables had long been used in Greece and Rome as well as in the stories and writings 
of Israel. The rabbis also told parables and used them to illustrate explain and defend their 
interpretation of the Law498. The Hagada valued and esteemed the parables as follows: Do not 
despise the parable. With a penny candle one may often find a lost gold coin or a costly pearl. 
By means of a trifling parable, one may sometimes penetrate into the most profound ideas4 . 
However, we have to insist that, the parables genre, as used by Jesus, do not appear either in 
the Hebrew Bible or in Hellenistic literature. Of course, there are many short narrative 
fictions, which appear to be parables, but they do not use the distinctive formula of Jesus: 'It 
is like'. Thus, the ingredients for the genre are present in Jewish, Greek and Roman literature, 
but the particular configuration does not occur. There are allegories, fables and plenty of 
similes and metaphors in OT, but there are only two parables in the strict sense - Nathan's 
story of a lamb (2 Sm 12:1-6) and Isaiah's parable of unproductive vineyard (Is 5: 1-7)500. 
That is why Joachim Jeremias would confidently assert: 'In all the rabbinic literature, not a 
single parable has come down to us, from the period before Jesus' '. 

The distinctiveness of Jesus' Parables 

Jesus spoke to the crowds mostly in parables. The parable are allotted one-third of the space 
given to all Jesus' recorded teachings. The Parabolic teachings as compared to the non-
parabolic material constitute the following percentages of the Gospel teachings of Jesus 
reported in the first three Gospels: Mark 16 per cent, Matthew 43 per cent, and Luke 52 per 
cent. Mark went so far as to say that Jesus did not say anything to the crowds without a 
parable (Mk 4: 34). The parables are also strikingly lacking in the preserved traditions of the 
Pharisees though it is often claimed, without evidence, that they are frequent in their rabbinic 
tradition. The absence of parables in the Hebrew Bible and in the tradition of the Pharisees is 
all the more striking when it is taken together with the relative paucity of the parables in the 
early Christian tradition as well502. Unlike the rabbis, the parables of Jesus are teachings in 
themselves, and are not serving as a vehicle for any lesson. Jesus let the story speak for itself, 
inviting the hearers to participate in it and to take a stand503. What is so distinctive of the 
parable of Jesus is the way in which the deeper dimensions of life, the perspectives of God's 
judgment and love, are married to ordinary matters and secularity. To Jesus' audience, the 
parables covered common ground: the people knew about the sheep and the shepherds, the 
lost coin, the vineyards, the unjust judges and the wayward children. The parables were easy 
for the hearers to relate to, because they dealt with practical, down-to-earth matters and 
concerns of daily life. But, these seemingly simple stories are multi-faceted views into inner 
truth and reality. They provoke important questions about life and demand a response. They 

497 God affects human lives through the outpouring of his graces that may bring desirable changes in attitudes 
and actions of the individuals, thereby ultimately changing also the society for the better. Refer: KISSINGER 
Warren, 'The Parables of Jesus' (Metuchen NJ, Scarecrow Publishers, 1979). 
4n CHILTON Bruce,' A Galilean Rabbi and His Bible' (Wilmington, Delaware, Michael Glazier Inc., 1984). 
499 Preaching through parables seemed to be a unique characteristic of Jesus as he taught the people about the 
Kingdom of God: Refer: FICHTNER Joseph, 'Many things in Parables: Reflections for Life' (Makati, 
Philippines, St. Paul's Publications, 1990). p. 4-5. 
500 HARKNESS Georgia, 'Understanding the Kingdom of God' (Nashville, Abingdon Press, 1974). p. 92-93. 
501 JEREMIAS Joachim, 'Rediscovering the Parables' (New York, Charles Scribner's Sons, 1966). p.lO-l 1. 
502 SCOTT Brandon Bernard,' Hear then the Parable' (Minneapolis, Fortress Press, 1989). p.63-64. 
503 FISHER Neal, 'The Parables of Jesus. Glimpses of God's Reign' (New York, Crossroad, 1990). p. 21-22. 
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challenge some of the basic assumptions about God, the world and humanity. They reveal the 
truth of the heavenly reign and challenge us to live in the 'now' of the kingdom. They 
undermine the existing structures and systems, relationships and attitudes. They are about 
justice and mercy, about conversion and humility, and service and love504. 

3.3.2.4. The Commandment of Love - the new ethics of the Kingdom of God 

Jesus told the crowds that God loves all - especially the lost and the last and that they would 
also be included in the kingdom. What did he expect them to do in response to God's love? 
Presumably to act accordingly, in keeping with the gracious offer of the unconditional love of 
God. If God treated them with mercy and tolerance, they should accept God's love, and treat 
others in the same way as God does- with love and mercy. The focus is on what God is like 
(he includes the lost and is surprisingly merciful) and on what the kingdom will be like 
(values will be reversed; those who are last will be first). 'Love' is the central word in the 
'two greatest' commandments that Jesus selected from the Hebrew Bible: Love of God and 
love of neighbour (Mk 12:28-34 quoting Dt 6:4-6 and Lv 19:18). Jesus could summarize the 
entire Scripture thus: 'So whatever you wish that others would do to you, do so to them, for 
this is the Law and the Prophets' (Mt 7:12). In Jesus' teachings, it is love that finds the central 
place as the ethics of God's kingdom. The love command is presented as a sovereign claim 
bom of sovereign love and righteousness of God, operative already in history as the 
redeeming power of the new age. Jesus did not present it as an ethical system. Rather, it 
stands in judgment over every ethical system and over every moral choice. It stands there as 
the sign and way of God's redemptive purpose and power. God's love for man is the basic 
fact of human existence. In I Jn 3:23, Jesus' own double commandment becomes the 
exhortation to believe in Jesus Christ. I Jn 4: 10-11, true love is identified as God's love for 
us. All pervasive character of God's being and acting is portrayed as love: God is love (1 Jn 4: 
8, 16). It is not a metaphysical definition of God's essence. But in relation to the world, as 
perceived as his being and acting, God is revealed as love505. 

Man finds his dignity and purpose of life in the love for God who created him in his image. 
Hence man can become God's image only through a life of love. God's kingdom is first and 
foremost the rule of God's unconditional and forgiving and protecting love. Jesus reveals 
'love' as the supreme revelation of God to the world and establishes 'love' as the ethics of 
God's kingdom. According to Jesus, God's kingdom comes into the world to the extent the 
people love God with all their strength and love the neighbours as they love themselves. All 
the three synoptic Gospels recognize this importance that Jesus accorded to the 'love 
command'. Matthew points out that on this commandment depend all the law and the 
prophets' (Mt 22:40). Mark attests that love command is 'more than all whole burnt offerings 
and sacrifices (Mk 12:33). Luke presents it as the way through which one can 'inherit eternal 
life' (Lk 10: 25, 28). Jesus brought together Dt 6:5 (love of God) and Lv 19:18 (love of 
neighbour), two distinct texts, associated no where else in Jewish literature, into a creative 
combination as 'love command' and proposed it as the single ethical regulation for the 
kingdom of God. Here lies the unique teaching of Jesus. For Jesus, to love God means to love 
one's neighbour as oneself. Loving neighbour is the concrete actualization of one's love for 
God. To experience God as 'Father' is to experience the neighbour as 'brother'506. 

504 McKENNA Megan, 'Parables: The Arrows of God' (Maryknoll, Orbis Books, 1994) p. 1-2. 
503 The love command of Jesus has as the foundation the unconditional love of God that is offered to all 
gratuitously and in response, inspires and imbues human beings to do the same. Refer: FURNISH Victor Paul, 
'The Love Command in the New Testament' (Nashville, Abingdon Press, 1972. p. 59-69 
506 SOARES-PRABHU George, 'The Dharma of Jesus' (Maryknoll, Orbis Books, Maryknoll, 2003). p. 167-
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The eternal Law or Dharma of Jesus - the love commandment 

To love God and neighbours is the most characteristic of Jesus' teaching, his dhanna or 
eternal law. The love that Jesus commanded, be it directed towards neighbour or enemy, is 
understood in just one way- an active good will towards the other. Love when exercised as 
ethics of God's kingdom, brings into existence a community. Because it stands as the supreme 
command of the sovereign Lord, there is no room to pick and choose its desired objects. Love 
command is unrestricted; it makes no distinctions on the objects of love - the real persons507. 
It is love that fulfills all the laws, a love that is boundless and uncalculating and 
unconditional, reflecting God's own love for humanity. Love is no mere sentiment. It is a 
readiness for the concrete action that helps the neighbour. Love is a disposition that drives 
toward its own concretion in works of love. It involves a radical turning from the 
conventional patterns of reciprocity, of loving those who do us kindness (Mt 5:46) and of 
seeking lawful revenge against those who do harm (Mt 5:39-40). The sons of God respond to 
the new age by their readiness to love even their enemies. The disposition to love our enemies 
makes us ready to do good to them, to pray for them, to bless them (Lk 6: 27-28). Luke puts 
the 'golden rule' in this context (Lk 6:31). The parable of Good Samaritan makes clear that 
while the holy Priest and the Lévite do not risk defilement by contact with one who is 'half-
dead' and hence neglect to show mercy (Lk 10: 30-37), the Samaritan offers compassionate 
love, which becomes the law of the new age. The entire revelation of Jesus is based on the 
single foundational message that God is love. Jesus revealed God's attribute as love in 
relation to the world and humanity. Love comes from Father and can indeed come only from 
him. God alone is the source of love, of all love- 'every sort of love, the highest and the 
lowest, the poorest and the richest, the most ridiculous and the most sublime'; all sorts of 
love, in so far as it is love, they come only from God because the simple fact is God is 
love'508. Jesus explained this truth in word and deed during his public ministry. What Jesus 
asks his disciples is to experience the parental love of God, the Father, in the same way as he 
experiences, like a trusting child. 

Love all, even enemies 

As the corollary of his love command, Jesus repeatedly exhorted the disciples to refrain from 
judging others: 'Do not judge that you may not be judged'(Mt 7:1). Above all, Jesus appealed 
to the disciples to love even the enemies. He said, 'Love your enemies and pray for those who 
persecute you' (Mt 5: 44). He further stated: 'Love your enemies, do good to them and lend to 
them without expecting to get anything back. Then your reward will be great, and you will be 
the sons of the Most High, because he is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked. Be merciful 
just as your Father is merciful (Lk 6:35-36). Here is another distinctive feature of the 'love 
command' of Jesus: loving enemies is not some 'extended form' of brotherly love or love of 
neighbour. The love that Jesus commanded, be it directed toward the 'neighbour or toward the 
enemy', is understood in just one way: as an active good will toward the other person, as a 
child of God509. Jesus explains further: 'God causes his sun to rise on evil persons and good 
persons, and sends rain not only on the righteous persons but also on the unrighteous persons' 
(Mt 5: 45). The inspiration and obligation to love all without distinction comes from the 

168. Dharma can be translated as 'Law'. According to Soares-Prabhu it is the love of God and the love of 
neighbour that together constitute the 'Law' of Jesus to be followed faithfully by his disciples. 
507 FURNISH Victor Paul, 'The Love Command in the New Testament', op.cit. p. 24^4. 
508 SOARES-PRABHU George, 'The Dhanna of Jesus', op.cit. p. 168-170. 
509 PIPER John, 'Love your Enemies' (New York, Cambridge University, 1979). We may refer also to: 
HARVEY Anthony Ernest, 'Strenuous Commands: The Ethics of Jesus' (London, SCM Press, 1990). 
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example of God himself. Love is the all pervasive characteristic of God's being and acting. 
Loving is not just one of God's activities, alongside his creating, ruling, judging, forgiving 
and providing. God's activity is loving activity. He creates the world and mankind in love, he 
rules in love and he judges in love. That God is love is shown in all his actions. By the love 
command a community of God is called into being and is summoned to responsible action. It 
is a community that lives from and under love's command, because God is love. It does not 
exist from itself or for itself, but from and for God. As individuals and as a community, the 
followers of Jesus experience and exhibit love as forgiveness (Mt 18: 21-22), reconciliation 
(Mt 5: 23-24), selfless service (Mk 10: 42-45), the non-judgmental acceptance of persons (Mt 
7: 1-5), a willingness to show concern even for the unrewarding (Lk 6: 32-34) and a goodwill 
to reach out to and help even those who are hostile (Lk 6: 35-36)510. It implicates the believers 
in 'doing good' to the neighbours in their material and social needs and leads them to share 
their bread with the hungry and the clothes with those who do not have enough to wear (Mt 
25: 31-46), visiting prisoners (Heb 13:13), communicating with the lowly and the outcasts 
(Mk 2: 13-17), sheltering the homeless and caring for the sick (Mt 25: 36) . 

Jewish tradition understood neighbour as the 'son of one's own people', or the 'fellow-
tribesman' or simply a 'brother'. Even the extension of this command to the stranger (Lv 19: 
34), does not make much difference since 'stranger' referred to a dispossessed Israelite living 
in a territory where he had no property or tribal rights or somebody who has been 'adopted' 
into the Jewish society as a 'proselyte'. A non-Israelite is designated not as 'stranger' but as 
'alien' or as 'Gentile'. Jewish tradition was not familiar with the idea of loving enemies, 
especially when such enemies were understood not just as personal adversaries but as 
members of an alien and hostile group. How shocking it must have been to the listeners of 
Jesus, who were from a society where hatred of the foreign oppressor was preached with 
religious fervour, when Jesus proposed that they love their enemies, including the alien and 
the hostile groups, like the Romans, that opposed or oppressed God's people. Understood this 
way, the command to love one's enemies becomes the most challenging and radical of Jesus' 
demands. Of course Jesus did not hesitate to question and condemn the selfish and 
hypocritical ways of the Pharisees and the oppressive ways of the Sadducees during his 
earthly ministry, but he never hated any person or any group. On the contrary, he offered the 
grace of reconciliation and repentance to all. The 'dharma' of Jesus that he proclaimed as the 
ethics of God's kingdom presented an inclusive and universal vision that challenged the 
boundaries of separation of the ritual purity system of the Second Temple Period512. 

3.3.3. JESUS ENCOUNTERS THE LAWS OF PURITY 

In our research, our focus is on the problem of ritual impurity of the dalits. That is why we 
focus, in the following pages, on the singular question of how Jesus dealt with this particular 
problem of ritual purity/impurity of people during his public ministry. We present the distinct 
portrayal of each of the four gospels about how Jesus ran into conflict with the practices of 
purity-impurity as practiced by different religious groups of Judaism such as the Pharisees and 
the Scribes who accused him of breaking the holy regulations of the sacred Law and the 
hallowed Tradition which commanded such purity practices. We examine how he responded 
to those allegations presenting his own distinct perspectives regarding the practices of ritual 
purity/impurity especially in the context of his inclusive vision on the kingdom of God that 
transcends all boundaries. What is evident is that between Jesus and the Pharisees, there was a 

5 1 0 SOARES-PRABHU George,'The Dharma of Jesus', op.cit ρ 168-170. 
511 STASSEN Glen & GUSHEE David, 'The Kingdom Ethics' (Downers Grove, InlerVarsily Press, 2003). 
5 1 2 SOARES-PRABHU George, 'The Dharma of Jesus', op.cit p. 171-172 
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clash of differing perspectives about the fidelity to God's covenant and to the sacred Law. 
They differed in their vision and message about how to be a faithful people of God. We 
examine first the earliest composition of the four gospels, the Gospel according to Mark513. 

3.3.3.1. Gospel according to Mark 

Mark, who proposes to present the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is concerned 
with the deeds of Jesus that, according to him, convey Jesus' vision of the Kingdom of God. 
Mark presents many actions of Jesus that broke the traditional rules of purity. He presents 
Jesus' healing lepers by a touch (Mk 1:40-44). Here, the issue of impurity does not arise at 
all, since Jesus might have very well purified himself before going to the Temple. The same 
is seen regarding the woman with a continual flow of blood (Mk 5:24-34) who touched Jesus' 
garments and as a result, the haemorrhage ceased. The woman was frightened particularly 
because she made Jesus unclean by her touch. Both narratives illustrate the healings that Jesus 
performed. However, they say nothing of the uncleanness that has been imparted to him by 
the touch of those people in a state of impurity. Far more curious is the silence about the 
impurity that would have been communicated to Jesus when he went to the home of Simon, 
the leper in Bethany (Mk 14:3) on the way to Jerusalem for the Passover. Merely coming 
under the same roof as the leper defiled a person. Jesus ought to have remained pure since he 
planned to celebrate the Passover the next day. If he had become impure, he would have had 
to wait a whole month before keeping the Passover. We may safely conclude that Simon was 
already cured and thus was no longer ritually a leper after purification. What is of interest to 
us in this entire episode is that Mark presents Jesus in the company of a leper during a meal. 
There are several other instances presented in the Markan gospel wherein Jesus openly 
repudiated the practices of ritual purity of official Judaism. According to Jesus, such practices 
as empty ritualism went against the central concerns of the Kingdom of God514. We present 
some of the statements of Jesus regarding the practices of ritual purity for closer examination. 

Mark 2:15-17 

The issue here is what the Pharisees would have seen as Jesus' disregard for the Law, in this 
case, the laws governing table-fellowship - particularly clean and unclean foods, tithes, and 
ritual purity. We know from rabbinic tradition how central these concerns were for the 
Pharisees already before AD 70. It was just these laws which preserved Israel's holiness as the 
people of God in the eyes of the Pharisees, hence their elaboration of them and their concern 
to avoid breaching them. It was the disregard for these laws, in particular, which merited the 
dismissive and condemnatory epithet 'sinner' from the Pharisees. Jesus, by eating with such 
'sinners', would be seen by the Pharisees to show the same disregard for these laws. Hence 
their accusing question: why does he eat with tax collectors and sinners? (2:16). Jesus' 
openness to tax collectors and sinners as expressed particularly in table fellowship (Mt 11:19; 
Lk 7:34) is firmly rooted in the earliest historical memories of the primitive Church. In this 
question of the Pharisees, the word 'sinners' did not refer to the Gentiles (Mk 10:33; 14:41; 
Mt 5:47; Lk 6:33), but to the sinners within the nation of Israel. Mark insists that the gospel of 
Jesus calls for the inclusion of all the people into the authentic nation of Israel, even those 
who are disregarded and disqualified as sinners by the Pharisees515. 

513 STOCK AugusUne, 'The Method and Message of Mark', (Wilmington, Delaware, Michael Glazier, 1989). 
514 BOOTH Roger, 'Jesus and the Laws of Purity: Tradition Hislory and Legal History in Mark 7' (Sheffield, 
JSOT Press, 1986). 
515 ROWLAND Christopher and SANDERS David, 'Mark', in 'Sowers and Reapers: A Companion to the Four 
Gospels and Acts (ed) PARR John (Nashville, Abingdon Press, 1997). p. 133-192. Refer also: EDWARDS 
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Mark 2: 23-28 

The issue is the questioners' concern that the law should be complied with as fully as possible. 
The concern would be same, whether it was a major fast which was in view of the Day of 
Atonement or one of the other great solemnities or a personal fast expressing repentance, or 
the regular weekly fasting practiced by the Pharisees (Jb 12:8). Once again, Jesus is shown as 
coming under fire because of insufficient commitment to and faltering discipline regarding 
matters that devout Jews of his day evidently saw as important aspects of covenant 
righteousness, integral elements of Tialakah' which emerged directly from the law of the 
covenant. There is indeed a tension between the lifestyle of Jesus' followers and the accepted 
practices of hallowed Jewish tradition. Linking of the two mini-parables to the particular case 
of fasting invites hearer and reader to focus on the principle enshrined in these verses - the 
newness of Jesus' words and deeds316. The sayings of Jesus, without any way disregarding the 
practice of fasting once for all, serve to justify the departures from accepted tradition among 
the Jewish listeners. The two mini-parables about new patches on an old cloth and new wine 
in old wineskins justify the departures from old patterns and customs hitherto regarded as 
typical of Jewish piety. 

Mark 3:1-5 

The issue, this time, is about what is lawful on the sabbath and what the sabbath law permits 
and forbids. The Pharisees no doubt already recognized that the danger to life overrode the 
regulations regarding sabbath. But the handicapped individual concerned in this instance was 
evidently in no danger to his life. Consequently a devout Jew, able to help the man in his 
disability, could show his respect for the law by delaying his help till the evening or till the 
following day (Lk 13:14). With such a short delay, the man would hardly have been 
inconvenienced very much. The cause of offence, in this case, was that Jesus was not willing 
to show even the fairly minimal level of respect for one of the fundamental laws regulating 
God's covenant with Israel. In this episode, Jesus responds to the test case of performing an 
unnecessary healing in breach of the sabbath by challenging the understanding of sabbath by 
the Pharisees. Jesus was remembered as approaching the whole question of sabbath law from 
a quite different angle from the Pharisees - and by extension, not only the sabbath law, but the 
law as a whole. The Pharisees saw the law as having a first claim, the law being God-given 
rule for life within the covenant. In this episode, we see a case where basic human 
relationships were being hindered rather than helped by giving the law priority over human 
need. For Jesus, the obligation to help someone in need, whose need he could meet was 
evidently a higher responsibility than the observation of the sabbath law. Indeed compassion 
and goodness were obviously considered far more important than the regulations of the law 
concerning Sabbath and accordingly they must take precedence317. 

James, The Gospel according to Mark' (Grand Rapids, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2002). 
HARINGTON Daniel, 'The Gospel according to Mark' (New York, William H. Sadlier Publishers, 1983). 
516 NEYREY Jerome, 'The Idea of Purity in Mark's Gospel', Semeia 35 (1986). Refer also: GUNDRY Robert 
Horton, 'Mark: A Commentary on his Apology for the Cross' (Grand Rapids, William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 1993). HOOKER Morna, 'The Gospel According to Saint Mark' (Peabody, Massachusetts 
Hendrickson Publishers, 1991). 
517 BORG Marcus, 'Conflict, Holiness and Politics in the Teachings of Jesus' (Harrisburg, PA Trinity Press 
International, 1998). Refer also: WITHERINGTON Ben, The Gospel of Mark- A Socio-Rhetoncal Commentary' 
(Grand Rapids, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2001). 
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Mark 7:1-23 

What sort of attitude did Jesus propose to his disciples regarding the purity laws comes to 
clearest focus nowhere more sharply than in Mark 7: 1-23, specifically verses 15 and 19. For 
if Jesus actually said, 'there is nothing outside a man entering into him which is able to defile 
him, (v. 15), then, the comment of v. 19b is sound (declaring all foods clean). Then the 
conclusion is unavoidable that Jesus denied the necessity of treating some foods as 'unclean' 
and so in effect called for the abolition of the important sequence of laws dealing with 
unclean foods (Lv 11; Dt 14)518. Jesus' conclusion was that cultic or ritual impurity does not 
defile a man, as much as moral impurity as in Mark 7 :19: 'There is nothing from outside a 
man entering into him which is able to defile him; but those things which come forth from a 
man are what defile a man'. Mark 7:1-23 does claim that Jesus annulled the purity rules, the 
custom of the Pharisees. The cleanness of food is contrasted with the unclean things in the 
heart of man, which come out and defile: evil thoughts, fornication, theft, murder, and so on. 
The composite passage thus links two entirely separate aspects of uncleanness, one 
concerning the Pharisaic tradition about washing of hands and the other the biblical rules of 
food and eating. The former is declared to be the works of man, the latter to be unimportant 
by contrast to inner uncleanness519. 

Matthew would (23:25-28) take up and develop the contrast between the inside and the 
outside. The Pharisees clean the outside of the cup and the plate, but inside they are full of 
extortion. 'First clean the inside of the cup, that the outside may be also clean' (Mt 23: 26). 
Similarly, the scribes and the Pharisees are like the whitewashed tombs, outwardly beautiful, 
but inwardly full of uncleanness (Mt 23: 27). We can see that each issue as portrayed here 
touched sensitive nerves in the self-understanding of the typical devout Jew of that period, 
especially concerning his identity as a member of the Jewish nation that God chose to be his 
own people. This identity as the chosen people was expressed and embodied in the obedience 
to the sacred law of the covenant and in the observances of ritual practices of purity. It is no 
doubt precisely because Jesus was remembered as challenging that self-understanding of his 
own people's faith as portrayed by the Pharisees that these incidents were preserved as a 
single unit in the gospel according to Mark. The clear statements that we have examined 
above in the chapter 7 of the Gospel according to Mark would have helped the early followers 
of Jesus to understand the bearing of such controversies between Jesus and the Pharisees on 
their own Christian faith and life especially regarding the observances of ritual purity. These 
episodes and sayings of Jesus were treasured by the early Christian community to understand 
the attitude of Jesus to the law, especially as seen with regard to the purity of food and the 
table, the fundamental importance of sabbath and the tension between the eschatological new 
and the traditional old law in such matters as fasting520. 

518 BOOTH Roger, Jesus and the Laws of Purity: Tradition History and Legal History in Mark 7' (Sheffield, 
JSOT Press, 1986). As a good Jew, Jesus would have certainly observed such practices as reciting the Schema 
and respecting the Law. But he challenged the ritual observances and other such practices when they went 
against the new 'Dharma' or Law that he preached as his message, which is the priority of love, compassion and 
inclusiveness over ritual observances of separation and exclusion. It is in this sense that Jesus undermined the 
Jewish purity/pollution system. Refer also: WAETJEN Herman, 'A Reordering of Power: A Socio-Political 
Reading of Mark's Gospel' Minneapolis, Fortress Press, 1989). p. 131-158. 
519 GUNDRY Robert, 'Mark: A Commentary on His Apology for the Cross' (Grand Rapids, William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1993). p. 347-356. Mark's point is this: Jesus has authority to change the 
commandments because he is divine, and the ciders are not. 
520 HOOKER Morna, 'The Gospel According to Saint Mark' (Peabody, Massachusetts, Hendrickson Publishers, 
1991). p. 172-181. We may refer also to: STOCK Augustine, 'The Method and Message of Mark' (Wilmington, 
Delaware, Michael Glazier, 1989). 
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3.3.3.2. The Gospel according to Luke 

A Gospel written by a Gentile Christian, to his fellow Gentile Christians, the universalism of 
the Good News of Jesus Christ finds the best expression in the Gospel according to Luke. To 
Luke's universalism, also belongs the emphasis upon Jesus as 'the friend of sinners' and a 
non-Jewish openness towards women. Luke follows Mark in locating the Pharisees in 
Galilee and not in Jerusalem. Along with the scribes, they are a leadership group with power 
and wealth in the Galilean villages (Lk 5:7-26; 30-32; 6:7-11; 11:37-53; 14:1-3; 15:2). From 
the sociological viewpoint, the Pharisees function as rich and powerful patrons of the peasants 
within the village society and as brokers for the peasants in their relations with the outside 
world. In contrast to them, the poor, the sinners and the outcasts like the tax collectors and 
non-Jews accept Jesus and salvation from God and become true Israel. Luke complains that 
the poor are judged unclean and outsiders to the social order by the Pharisees. He also points 
out that they do not care for the poor who depend on them. Luke shows Jesus in interaction 
with Pharisees in Galilee more constantly and more closely than in other Gospels521. Much 
more than Mark or Matthew, in Luke, the Pharisees have an important social position in 
Galilee. Luke pictures the Pharisees as the local leaders who are engaged in a contest with 
Jesus for influence and control in Galilean society. They considered Jesus as a threat to their 
exalted social position. Their love for power and wealth leads to the rejection of Jesus and his 
vision for a new community. For example, three times Jesus eats with the Pharisees (5:36; 
11:37; 14:1), and in each case, the Pharisees are watching him and a conflict erupts. The 
Pharisee who invites Jesus in 14:1 is a local Pharisaic leader. When the Pharisees scoff at 
Jesus' teaching concerning the dishonest steward and mammon, Luke makes the startling 
assertion that they were 'lovers of money' (16:14). Regarding the sinful woman, the 
Pharisees think that Jesus should have known that the woman who came to him was a sinner 
and hence should not have let her touch him (7:36-39). Jesus answers their objection by 
discussing about the question of the forgiveness of sins and also by pointing out that the 
woman is fulfilling the acts of courtesy omitted by the host, Simon the Pharisee, by washing 
his feet, kissing him and anointing his head with oil (7:40-47). 

The Pharisees' use of purity regulations to maintain a particular social order leads to unjust 
relationships between people as pure and impure and consequently as higher and lower. In 
response, Jesus insists that true uncleanness is moral and not ritual deficiency, and thus Jesus 
opens the group boundaries in Christianity to the outcasts, the Gentiles and the sinners322. 
Luke (11:40) adds that God made both the inside and the outside of the cup and dish. For 
Jesus, as portrayed by the Synoptic Gospels including Luke, what is to be kept pure is the 
inside of the man, his moral behaviour and ethical attitudes. In Acts, Luke makes reference to 
purity laws in the revelation to Peter (10:9-23; 11:4-12). He insists that cleanness no longer 
applies to foods, because 'what God has cleansed, you must not call common'. He adds the 
information that Paul purified himself before going to the Temple, but was alleged to have 
brought unclean people there (Acts 21: 17-28). In Acts 15:25, he gives the information that 

PARR John, 'Luke' in 'Sowers and Reapers: A Companion to the Four Gospels and Acts (ed) PARR John 
(Nashville, Abingdon Press, 1997). p. 193-289. Refer also: WILSON Stephen, 'Luke and the Law' (Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 1983). p. 103-117. According to Luke, when the 'Law' becomes the 'ethos' of a 
particular 'ethnos' and thus an instrument of separation and exclusion, only 'love' can complete it. 
522 GOWLER David, 'Portraits of the Pharisees in Luke-Acts' (New York, Peter Lang Publishers, 1991). p. 177-
296 Luke likes to point out the fact that the tax collectors and the 'sinners' were all gathering around to hear 
Jesus and that the Pharisees and the Teachers of the Law (Scribes) were complaining that 'this man welcomes 
sinners and eats with them (Lk IS: 1-2). Luke would like to insist that welcoming the so-called impure 'sinners' 
was a regular practice of Jesus. 

164 



only those food laws in the Torah that concerned the Gentiles were imposed on the Gentile 
Christians, and that God has cleansed the Gentiles' hearts by faith (15:9). 

Maps of Persons 

Now let us pay close attention to the encounter of Jesus with the situations of impurity, and 
what he taught about such conditions, according to Luke. Jesus traveled outside the 'holy 
land' of Israel. He crossed into Gentile territory and had dealings with Gentiles (8:26-37); and 
even in Galilee he had dealings with Gentiles (7:1-10). He boasted that this contact was 
expected of God's prophets, inasmuch as Elijah lived with the widow of Zarephtha in the land 
of Sidon (4:26) and Elisha healed Namaan the Syrian (4:27). Samaritans, with whom no 
observant Jew should have any dealings (John 4:9), were objects of Jesus' healing attention 
(17:11-19) and his praise (10:29-37); Samaritans were welcome in Jesus' circle of covenant 
followers (Acts 8). Jesus, moreover, commanded his disciples to leave the 'holy land' and to 
proselytize unclean Gentiles 'in all Judea, Samaria, and to the ends of the earth' (Acts 1:8). 
Luke and his readers knew quite well what this signified, for Peter enunciated the relevant 
principle to a Gentile: 'You yourselves know how unlawful it is for a Jew to associate with 
and to visit anyone of another nation' (Acts 10:28). 

The dead, who rank among the most unclean of all people, were objects of Jesus' touch and 
that of his disciples: the son of the widow of Nain (Lk 7:11-17), Jaims's daughter (Lk 8:49-
56), Tabitha (Acts 9:36^1), Eutychus (Acts 20:9-10). Whereas a priest and a Lévite would 
not stop and touch the man left 'half dead' by robbers, a Samaritan did; and Jesus praised this 
act of kindness (Lk 10:30-33)523. The morally unclean were the objects of Jesus' attention. 
He regularly ate with tax collectors and sinners (Lk 5:27-32; 7:29, 31-34; 15:1-2; 18:4-14; 
19:1-10). He was not offended, as he should be, by the approach of a public sinful woman 
(Lk 7:37-39). His chief apostle, Peter, admitted that he too was a sinful man and that Jesus 
should avoid his company (Lk 8:42-48). But Jesus promised him that he would make him 
'fisher of men'. The bodily 'unwhole' were also objects of Jesus' ministry: cripples (Lk 5:17-
26; Acts 3:1-10; 9:32-34), the blind (Lk 7:21), the sick (Lk 4:38-40; Acts 5:15-16), the 
possessed (Lk 4:31-37; 8:26-39; Acts 16:16-18). Jesus declared, moreover, that these people 
who are physically unwhole/unclean should be invited to table as honored guests (Lk 14:13, 
21), a gesture which violated a deep sense of holiness-as-wholeness which is expressed in Lv 
21:17-20. Included here are people from unclean trades. Peter lodges with Simon, a tanner 
(Acts 9:43; 10:6), whose profession was unclean. Shepherds were the first to hear of the birth 
of God's Holy One (Lk 2:8-18)524. In one of Jesus' parables, a swine-herder was received 
back into the family with no particular ado (Lk 15:15-16). Far from maintaining a defensive 
posture in regard to the unclean of Jewish society, Jesus disregarded the 'maps of people' 
entirely. These contacts, moreover, were not accidental but intentional on his part. 

52•, NEYREY Jerome, 'The Symbolic Universe of Luke Acts', in 'The Social World of Luke-Acts' (ed) 
NEYREY Jerome, op.cit. p. 271-304. 
524 NEYREY Jerome, 'The Symbolic Universe of Luke Acts', in 'The Social World of Luke-Acts' (ed) 
NEYREY Jerome, op.cit. p. 278-289. Refer also: NEYREY Jerome, 'Render to God' (Minneapolis, Fortress 
Press, 1987). GOODING David, 'According to Luke: A New Experiment of the Third Gospel' (Grand Rapids, 
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1987). 
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Maps of the body 

Jesus also disregarded the 'maps of the body' as seen in his actions and attitudes, concerning: 
Bodily surface: Jesus was in bodily contact with persons, the surface of whose bodies was 
unclean, such as lepers (Lk 5:13). A woman with dishevelled hair, a disorderly surface, wiped 
Jesus' feet with her hair (Lk 7:38). 
Bodily orifices: Jesus showed no concern to guard against anything coming from his or 
another's orifices: the mouth, for eating: he ate common bread with common people (Lk 
9:10-17); he regularly ate with unclean people, tax collectors and sinners (Lk 5:27-31; 7:34; 
15:102; 19:7). In an analogous way, he did not wash his hands, the required ritual which 
made them clean so as to safeguard the purity of the mouth (Lk 9:10-17). He and his disciples 
totally disregarded the dietary laws (Lk 10:7-8; Acts 10-11); the mouth for kissing: he 
allowed himself to be kissed by a sinful woman (Lk 7:38; 22:48); regarding sexual orifice, he 
was touched by a menstruating woman (Lk 8:43-48). His Gentile disciples did not require 
circumcision, the ritual concern of Jews for the male sexual orifice (Acts 8:26-39). 
Unclean Bodies: Jesus touched unclean corpses (Lk 8:54; 7:14) and so did his disciples (Acts 
9:40-41; 20:10). Bodily defects are simply overlooked. Philip the deacon catechized and 
baptized the Ethiopian eunuch, whose sexual deficiency would render him cultically unclean 
because of bodily unwholeness (Acts 8:26-39). 

Jesus turns the world upside down 

Jesus does not seem to have regarded the map of sacred times because of his perceived 
violation of the Sabbath observance (Lk 6:1-5, 6-11; 13:10-17), nor did he observe days of 
fasting (Lk 5:33-35). Jesus' own actions and teaching indicated many more reversals, based 
on the principle of how God works in the world. Examples might include the following. The 
child Jesus sits among the learned, 'listening to them and asking them questions' (Lk 2:46): 
the unschooled teaches the teachers. Jesus acclaims the poor, the hungry, and the sorrowful 
'happy!' and he pronounces 'woe' upon the rich, the well-fed, and those laughing. Followers 
of Jesus who lose their lives save them, but those who save their lives lose them (Lk 9:24). 
Jesus proclaims that the last will be first and the first last (Lk 13:30). Again he states that 
those who exalt themselves will be humbled; but those who humble themselves will be 
exalted (Lk 14:7; 18:14). The greatest among Jesus' followers must become the youngest like 
the children, and the leader as one who serves (Lk 22:26). The preferred guests at a special 
banquet table should be the unclean of Israel, rather than its elite and pure folk (14:12-14). 

A Pharisee, who observed all the traditional holiness maps, (I am not like other men...I fast 
twice a week, I give tithes of all that I get), is supplanted by the sinful but repentant tax 
collector (Lk 18:9-14). God was reversing the status of unclean Gentiles when the Holy Spirit 
was poured on them, as in the case of Cornelius (Acts 10:44-47; 11:17), the Samaritans (Acts 
8:14-17), and the Ephesians (Acts 19:2-7)525. Jesus never condemned those, whose lives were 
happy, who enjoyed honour in society, who were learned, or who had status. He did not 
banish them from the map of God's covenant members. Rather he rearranged the lines of the 
map so that those formerly excluded from the map were included and those on the outer 

525 NEYREY Jerome, 'The Symbolic Universe of Luke Acts', in 'The Social World of Luke-Acts' (ed) 
NEYREY Jerome, op.cil. p. 297-298. We may refer also to: MALINA Bruce, 'The New Testament World' 
(Louisville, Westminister Press, 2001). MALINA Bruce, 'The Social World of Jesus and the Gospels' (London, 
Routledge, 1996) 
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circles of the map were now closer to the center. Yet to a devout, first-century Jew, this 
sounds as though the world has been turned upside down. For according to the perception of 
those who espouse more traditional maps, that is, Jews with strong holiness concerns, Jesus 
seemed to reverse the world order: low is high / and high is low 
empty is full / and full is empty 
dead is alive / and alive is dead 
last is first / and first is least 
sad is happy / and happy is sad 
losing is saving / and saving is losing 
rejection is exaltation / and exaltation is rejection 
unclean is clean / and clean is unclean 
sinner is favoured / unflavoured is the righteous 
In this perception the world has been turned upside down. But to an insider, Jesus and his 
followers were not destroying the system or rejecting traditional values, but rather 
restructuring the system and redrawing the lines of the maps according to the principle of 
God's 'mercy and compassion for all', the universal unconditional love of God that Jesus so 
joyfully preached. It is a question of perception of how God's community should be526. 

Jesus and the meals as rituals 

Meals are ostensibly eaten among specific group members, but Jesus develops a strategy of 
eating across the board. He dines with Pharisees, who would be classified by his culture as 
holy and separated people (Lk 7:36-50; 11:37-44; 14:1-7). Yet he breaks the rules by eating 
with people regarded as sinners and outsiders (Lk 5:29-32; 15:1-2; 19:5-7). He boasts of the 
public criticism of him as the one who 'came eating and drinking' but of whom some charge, 
'Behold a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners' (Lk 7:33). Jesus 
could claim to be following the pattern of a saintly prophet who shared the table of a foreign 
woman in a foreign land (Lk 4:25-26). But he gives mixed signals in regards to the map of 
persons; he is upsetting the accepted norms. Jesus' selection of table companions is no mere 
lapse of regard for the customs of his day but a formal strategy. Although likes should eat 
with likes, by eating with sinners and foreigners Jesus formally signals that God extends an 
inclusive invitation to non-observant and sinful outsiders for covenant membership and for 
status as forgiven persons. This is demonstrated, in part, by the parable of the great feast 
where the messengers went not to the houses of the elite but to those of the non-elite, even the 
despised outsiders, whom they invited to the banquet (Lk 14:21-23). The most striking 
example of the Lukan ideology of an inclusive meal comes in Acts 10 through the explanation 
to Peter of the foods, which God lowered from heaven for him to eat (Acts 10:14). The vision 
of the foods is really about the people with whom Peter should break bread. Peter explains to 
Cornelius: 'You yourselves know how unlawful it is for a Jew to associate with or to visit 
any one of another nation. But God has shown me that I should not call any man common or 
unclean' (Acts 10:28). The meals of Jesus and his disciples present a new map of people who 
belong to God's covenant. 

New maps of places 

Although the stated cite is Bethsaida (Lk 9:10), the countryside around it is the real locus for 
this feeding: more than 5000 people are gathered into one place, a thing impossible in a small 

526 NEYREY Jerome, 'The Symbolic Universe of Luke Acts', in 'The Social World of Luke-Acts' (ed) 
NEYREY Jerome, op.cit. p. 298-299. We may also refer to the several articles in: MALINA Bruce (ed), 'The 
New Testament World: Insights from Cultural Anthropology' (Louisville, Westminister Press, 1993). 
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city of that region. The space, then, is the countryside, unregulated, chaotic space, and so 
presumably unclean space. At least it is hardly the space for a ceremony like a meal. For 
example, out there one would not expect to find water for the proper washing rites. The 
people gathered are a mixed lot: some were 'in need of healing,' and so unclean; and Luke 
describes them as 'a crowd', which admits varying degrees of faithfulness to the law and so 
varying degrees of holiness. Food is brought to Jesus, 'five loaves and two fish'. Nothing is 
said about whether this is kosher food, whether the tithes have been paid on it, or whether it 
has been properly prepared. Nothing, then, seems right according to the cultural rules for 
meals: no concern for who is eating with whom, where, how or what is eaten. Yet that is 
precisely Luke's point: Jesus' table-fellowship turns the world upside down for he welcomes 
anyone, especially sinners and the unclean, to eat with him anywhere and at anytime. 

Re-mapping ways of God 

The issue of diet and circumcision were no small matters, for they were the specific rituals, 
which tended to define a Jew. Hence, when Jesus and his followers abrogated dietary laws or 
rejected circumcision, they rejected the distinctive practices of 'the people Israel', thus 
implying that there is no thing as a holy people, a people set apart for God. In this they imply 
that bodily orifices need not be guarded. Neither Jesus nor his disciples seemed to practice 
any defensive strategy, but trampled on the lines of the maps of their symbolic world and 
rationalized their behaviour as well. They themselves did not respect the meanings encoded 
in the maps, which make up Israel's life and faith and they taught others to disregard them as 
well. Moreover, they knew what they were doing. And so, from the perspective of the Jews 
of the temple and synagogue, Jesus and his followers were 'pollution' in Israel. It is no 
wonder then, that Jesus and his followers were said to 'tum the world upside down,' for they 
ostensibly disregarded the fundamental lines, which express the values and the structures of 
first-century Judaism527. For Luke, in Jesus and in his community, God's ways and dealings 
with mankind have been re-mapped that set new standards of being holy in the sight of God. 

3.33.3. The Gospel according to Matthew 

Throughout the Gospel according to Matthew, the author portrays the spiritual lifestyle of his 
Jewish-Christian community and the dominant Jewish milieu in which its members lived. 
Matthew and his community elevated the command 'to love and to show mercy' over cultic 
concerns, and they were committed to a mission to the Gentiles; but they never abandoned the 
Mosaic Law. Jesus is presented as the fulfillment of the Law and the Prophets, a theme, which 
is more prominent than in Mark and Luke. Matthew has more citations of the Old Testament 
than Mark-Luke. 37 Old Testament citations are introduced with a formula, 'that it might be 
fulfilled'. Jesus is presented as the fulfillment of the Law and the Prophets, and therefore he is 
superior to Old Testament revelation. While our discussion here does not directly involve the 
purity regulations as such, we find Jesus challenging the foundation of the purity regulations, 
such as the 'laws' and traditional regulations. 

5 ELLIOT John, 'Temple Versus Household in Luke-Acts', in 'The Social World of Luke-Acts' (ed) NEYREY 
Jerome, op.cit. p. 211 -240. Refer also: M ALINA Bruce, 'The Social Gospel of Jesus' (Minneapolis, Fortress 
Press, 2001) Turning the world upside down implies a new vision and consequently a different message and that 
is what Jesus offered to his community. Hence the community of Jesus was called upon to live under the values 
that seemed to turn the world upside down. 
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Matthew presents the Pharisees, among the many groups of Judaism, as the day-to-day 
opponents of Jesus par excellence. They oppose his teachings on Sabbath, purity and other 
issues and try to destroy his reputation and influence with the people. Jesus is depicted as 
victorious over his opponents in the sphere of factional dispute, challenge and riposte. He 
cannot be overcome by verbal conflict. His status as teacher and honoured leader who knows 
the true meaning of the law and interprets it authoritatively is established. He can only be 
overcome by physical, (»liticai power in the hope that his influence will be negated. The 
Pharisees join the chief priests in asking for a guard for Jesus' tomb (Mt 27:62-65). But, Jesus 
would triumph even over death. The Risen Lord would ask his disciples to proclaim his good 
news to all the nations. In all these events in his life, and also in his proclamation, Jesus 
fulfills the Law, in the sense that he brings the Law to completion. The commandments of 
love encompass for Matthew, the intention of the law and the prophets. The love command is 
the prism through which the others are to be understood. While the holiness code focuses on 
separation and caused the Pharisees constantly to fear contamination, the love code of Jesus is 
inclusive even to the extent of loving one's enemies and assumes that true holiness, not 
uncleanness is contagious. Matthew underscores in 8-9 that Jesus willingly touched a leper, a 
haemorrhaging woman, and a girl believed to be dead, and was willing to enter the house of a 
Gentile. His same lack of concern for cleanliness regulations is obvious in 15:1-20. It is not 
the Law, but the person of Jesus who becomes the center of the new way. The disciples gather 
in the name of Jesus in a new community528. They should live, in such a way, as to be the 
'salt' and the 'light' of the world (Mt 5:13-16). 

The Fulfillment of the Law (5:17-48) 

Jesus denies that he has come to abolish the law or the prophets, claiming instead that he 
intends to 'fulfill' them. Focusing directly on the law, he then says that until heaven and earth 
pass away and everything has been accomplished, not the smallest part of the law will 
disappear (5:17-18). Whoever abolishes a single commandment will be least in the kingdom 
of heaven, he says, and whoever practices and teaches the law will be considered great (5:19). 
The next statement summarizes this introductory paragraph by saying that Jesus' disciples, if 
they are to enter the kingdom of heaven, must possess a level of righteousness that outstrips 
the righteousness of the scribes and the Pharisees (5:20) 5 2 9. In 5:21-47, Jesus explains the 
meaning of his admonition to keep the law at a level that even the scribes and Pharisees have 
not reached. He lists six illustrative commands, drawn directly from, or implied by the 
Mosaic code and then comments on how his disciples should conform to these commands. 
Jesus speaks of what 'was said to the people who lived long ago' (5:21, 33), alluding to what 
God said to the Israelite generation of the exodus. He, then, contrasts the word of God during 
the time of the exodus with his own teaching using the phrase, 'But I say to you'. Matthew 
uses the term 'fulfill' in his Gospel most often to refer to the realization of biblical prophecies 
about or by Jesus530. 

528 SNODGRASS Klyne,' Matthew and the Law', in Treasures New and Old' (ed) BAUER David & POWELL 
Mark Allan (Atlanta, Georgia, Scholars Press, 1996) ρ 99-128 Refer also: TISERA Guido, Umversalism 
according to the Gospel of Matthew' (New York, Lang Publishers, 1993). MORRIS Leon, 'The Gospel 
according to Matthew" (Grand Rapids, William Β Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1992 
5 2 9 STOCK Augustine, 'The Method and Message of Matthew' (Collegeville, Minnesota, The Liturgical Press, 
1994) ρ 71-134. The fact is Jesus sets a higher standard of holiness to his disciples, but the holiness or 
righteousness is defined differently by Jesus than the definition of the Pharisees 

MEIER John, 'The Vision of Matthew' (New York, The Croosroad Publishing Company, 1991). p. 222-264 
Jesus tells his disciples that his mission vis-à-vis the Law and the Prophets is not one of complete dissolution 
His mission has rather the positive scope of giving the Law and the Prophets their eschatological fulfillment, a 
prophetic fullness, which rescinds the letter of the Law, even as it completes its meaning 
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In the first antithesis (5:21-26) Jesus quotes word for word from the Decalogue (You shall not 
kill,' Ex 20:13; Dt 5:17), and then follows the quotation with a summary of the Mosaic 
teaching about what should happen judicially if one person kills another. The murderer, 
according to the Mosaic Law, should be punished with death, a penalty normally applied, 
after a court has reached judgment on a particular case (Nm 35:30; Ex 21:12; Lv 24:17; Nm 
35:16-21, 29-31). By forbidding the kind of anger against a fellow member of the community 
that degenerates into name-calling and by commanding reconciliation, Jesus has, by 
implication, forbidden murder. Jesus' teaching, therefore, fulfills the law's prohibition of 
murder by forbidding the attitude from which murder springs. Jesus urges his disciples to 
love not only their neighbours but their enemies also. They are to pray for their persecutors 
(5:11-12; 5:44) and greet not only their kin but others also (5:47). The basis for this unusual 
attitude among Jesus' disciples is their relationship to their heavenly Father. They are his 
children, and as children they should imitate his gracious actions, both towards the good and 
the evil, the just and the unjust (5:45). Thus, Jesus tells his disciples to love not merely their 
neighbours and aliens who pose no threat to them, but to love those who actively seek their 
harm531. The admonition of Jesus to his followers is 'to be perfect as their heavenly Father is 
perfect' (5:48). The term 'perfect' translates the Greek adjective 'teleios', which means 
'having attained the end or purpose, complete'. Jesus' followers are to conform their 
behaviour not merely to the requirements of the Mosaic code but to a set of deeper principles 
that bring the Mosaic commandments to their ultimate goal and completion. This is the sense 
in which their righteousness is to exceed the righteousness of the Scribes and the Pharisees 
(5:20). In 7:12 he says that the message of 'the law and the prophets' can be summarized in 
the dictum - 'everything that you want people to do for you, precisely these things you should 
also do for them'. The meaning of this phrase is virtually identical to a commandment of the 
law itself, 'You shall love your neighbour as yourself (Lv 19:18)532. 

Rest on the Sabbath (12:1-14) 

Jesus redefines the law's requirement that God's people must refrain from 'any work' on the 
sabbath. Just prior to this passage, Jesus has invited the weary and the heavily burdened to 
take his easy yoke upon them (11:28-30). The heavy burdens to which Jesus refers are the 
legal interpretations and ancillary requirements that the scribes and the Pharisees have tied up 
into heavy bundles and placed upon their follower's shoulders (23:4a). In contrast to the 
scribes and Pharisees, who have been unwilling even to move a finger in order to lighten this 
load (23:4b), Jesus invites people to take up his easy yoke and light burden (11:30). He will, 
he says, give them 'rest' (11:28-29). To illustrate the difference between the 'rest' provided 
by the Pharisees and the 'rest' provided by Jesus, Matthew links Jesus' statement to the 
debate between Jesus and the Pharisees over the law's requirement that God's people 'rest' on 
the sabbath533. Jesus claims that the Pharisees' mistaken accusation against the disciples arose 
from their inability to understand the biblical principle that mercy was more important than 
sacrifice. Thus, the sabbath ought to be observed not by a definition of rest that excludes 
mercy but by defining rest in terms of showing mercy to others. The Pharisees ask Jesus what 
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they hope will be a damning question, 'Is it permitted to heal on the sabbath?' (12:10). Jesus 
responds by reminding them of their own allowances for showing mercy to a distressed 
animal on the sabbath (12:11), and concludes that since a man is more valuable than an 
animal, doing good on the sabbath and therefore healing on the sabbath, is permissible 
(12:12). Jesus then heals the man (12:13), and the Pharisees depart to plot his death (12:14). 
This passage takes the issue of Jesus' authority over the sabbath to a new level. Now the 
question is not merely whether one can permit the occasional preparation of food on the 
sabbath as an act of mercy, but whether one can heal someone on the sabbath who was 
chronically ill and might just as easily have been healed the previous day. Jesus' position on 
this question is that the sabbath is a day for 'doing good' and that healing, even if it does not 
respond to some emergency, is therefore permissible. 

Dietary Restrictions (15:1-20) 

In Matthew 15:1-20, the debate revolves around 'the traditions of the elders' rather than the 
Mosaic law, but as the discussion develops, Jesus implies that the law's dietary restrictions 
are no longer binding. The trouble begins when the Pharisees and scribes criticize Jesus' 
disciples for failing to wash their hands before eating. In response, Jesus claims that the 
scribes and the Pharisees have elevated their traditions above the commandment of God. He 
substantiates this charge with the further claim that they avoid obeying God's instructions to 
honor father and mother by means of a special understanding of the biblical command to keep 
one's vow (Nm 30:2). Their tradition claims that if a son vows to give all personal profit 
from his own wealth to the temple, that vow could not be broken even to care for his father 
and mother. Peripheral cultic matters have provided an opportunity for escaping the law's 
fundamental concern with showing respect for and mercy to one's parents. 

Jesus then summons 'the crowd' and explains further that one is defiled not by what enters the 
mouth but by what comes out of it. Informed by his disciples that this statement has offended 
the Pharisees, Jesus explains it. What goes into the mouth, he says, merely passes through the 
body; but what comes out of the mouth originates with the heart, and the heart produces the 
evil designs that result in murder, adultery, immorality, theft, false witness, and blasphemy. 
These evils, not failure to wash one's hands, says Jesus, are true defilement5 A. If Matthew 
has used Mark's Gospel as his primary source for this narrative, then he has made three 
changes that are significant for understanding his approach to the law. First, he omits Mark's 
explicit comment that by this teaching Jesus had pronounced all foods clean (Mk 7:19). 
Second, he emphasizes that the primary question at issue was 'hand washing' by adding to the 
end of the narrative Jesus' words, 'but eating with unwashed hands does not defile a person' 
(Mt 15:20b). Third, he trims Mark's list of twelve sins that originate with the heart (Mk 7:21-
22) to seven. The first of these seven sins, the 'evil designs', is apparently the source for the 
other six, all of which are violations of the Decalogue (Mt 15:19). These changes have led 
many interpreters to conclude that Matthew edited Mark's account to make its approach to the 
law less radical. Thus, in Matthew, Jesus does not disavow the food laws but limits the 
significance of his comments to eating with unwashed hands, a custom whose origins actually 
do not lie in the Mosaic code535. 
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Observance of Passover (26:17-29) 

This method of fulfilling the Mosaic Law reappears in Jesus' celebration of Passover in 
Matthew's Gospel (26:17-19). The law required every Jew who was ritually clean and not 
outside the land of Israel, to celebrate Passover during the seven days, from the fourteenth to 
the twenty-first of Nisan (Nm 9:13). In Matthew, as in the other Gospels, Jesus and his 
disciples gathered on the night of Jesus' arrest for a Passover meal (26:17-19). They ate the 
meal at night on the first day of the feast of Unleavened Bread as the law instructed. They 
also ate it, in conformity with the law's instructions, in Jerusalem (26:18) rather than outside 
the city in Bethany, where they were staying (21:17; Dt 16:7). Bread (26:26), wine (26:27), 
and a dish containing either salty water or a fruity paste (26:23) were all part of the meal for 
Jesus and his disciples, just as they were for other first-century Jews. The meal also included 
an interpretive element in agreement with the law's requirement that the meaning of the meal 
be explained (Ex 12:26-27). The interpretation that Jesus gave to the meal, however, was 
different from the one that the Mosaic Law dictated. Rather than reminding his disciples of 
God's mercy to his people at the time of their exodus from Egypt (Ex 12:11, 27), Matthew 
tells us that Jesus used the bread and the wine to describe his coming death - his broken body 
and shed blood. His shed blood, he explains, inaugurates 'the covenant' and effects 
forgiveness of sins 'for many' (26:28). The language seems to be drawn from Jer 31:31-34, 
where the prophet speaks of a 'new covenant'. Jesus both observes and transforms an 
important requirement of the Mosaic Law. A ritual designed to recall God's greatest act of 
redemption for his people is reinterpreted as a reference to another great act of redemption 
predicted by the prophets and fulfilled in Jesus' death. Jesus does not abolish the Mosaic Law 
but alters it in such a way that it becomes something new. 

Jesus' teaching as the New Law 

According to Matthew, Jesus has brought a new law, not inconsistent with but nevertheless 
different from the Mosaic Law. There is continuity as well as discontinuity. When Jesus 
teaches his disciples from 'the mountain' (5:1), the setting of his teaching parallels Moses' 
mediation of the law, received on Mount Sinai, to the people below. But Jesus' words are 
more than simply an interpretation of the Mosaic Law or an addition to it. Matthew 
demonstrates by his emphasis on the 'authority' of Jesus' teaching that although the Gospel of 
Jesus has continuity to the Mosaic Law, yet it is also something new. The parable of new 
cloth represents the way of life introduced by Jesus and the old cloth represents the Pharisaic 
way of life. According to Matthew, Jesus is not saying that there is an incompatibility 
between the Jewish Scriptures and the messianic movement. Rather, his message challenges 
the basic tenets of first-century Pharisaic interpretation. Old wine = the Pharisaic religious 
system based on detailed interpretations of the Mosaic Law. This interpretation of the law 
had become authoritative for Pharisees and for many Jews who were not Pharisees. Old 
wineskins and Old Wine = Numerous interpretations of the Mosaic Law on such things as 
eating, fasting, Sabbath observances with religious faith controlled by the priests and the 
religious practices outlined by the Pharisees. New wineskins and the new wine = New 
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covenant established by the death of Christ and the empowerment of the Holy Spirit and the 
new Spirit-filled life that fills the Disciples of Christ536. 

Matthew portrays the gospel as having continuity and discontinuity with the law, which Jesus 
'completes'. He summarized the law and the prophets in terms of basic principles on which 
they depend, love for God and love of neighbour. At the end of the Gospel, Matthew presents 
Jesus instructing his disciples, once again, from a mountain (28:16) just as he had him at the 
beginning (5:1). Again Jesus' commands are an important element in the instruction: 'All 
authority has been given to me in heaven and upon earth. Go, therefore, and teach all the 
Gentiles, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 
instructing them to keep (tereo) everything I have commanded you (entello). And, behold, I 
am with you all the time, indeed until the end of the age' (28:18-20). 

3.33.4. Gospel according to John 

Throughout his Gospel, John conducts an intense debate with 'the Jews'. First the Jews' 
demand from Jesus a sign to demonstrate his right to act in the way that he does- chasing the 
traders and the money changers from the Jerusalem temple. Jesus answers with a statement 
that, on the literal level, sounds ridiculous, but at a deeper, symbolic level is profoundly true: 
'Destroy this temple, and in three days I shall resurrect it' (Jn 2: 19). With this episode begins 
a series of confrontations in which 'the Jews' or 'the Pharisees' so thoroughly misunderstand 
the deeper significance of Jesus' deeds and words that they eventually claim that he has a 
demon and seek to kill him. Jesus can only conclude from this firm rejection that they are the 
children of the devil537. In the Gospel according to John, we do not see a direct confrontation 
of Jesus with the ritual practices of impurity. Rather what we observe is a complex approach 
to the entire 'Law of Moses' on which the purity system is founded. As in Matthew, in John 
too, Jesus does not disapprove of the law and the prophets but through his 'words of life' 
leads to its completion and fulfillment. He is the way, the truth and the life and whoever walks 
in the way of Jesus finds life and light because Jesus has the words of life and he is the light 
of the world. That is why Jesus can fulfill the Law and in doing so, Jesus replaces some key-
elements of Mosaic Law including the practices of ritual purity. In the new temple, that is 
Jesus himself, the believers are invited to worship God in spirit and truth. Thus the old temple 
and its system of ritual purity become outdated and hence they are no longer necessary. 

Jesus Christ and the Mosaic Law 

The Mosaic Law plays a key role in the controversy between Jesus and the Jews. The Jews 
proclaim their allegiance to the Mosaic Law and believe that this loyalty is fundamentally 
incompatible with belief in Jesus. In their view, Jesus breaks the law (5:18), and leads others 
to do the same (5:10-12, 7:47; 7:12). His offences against the law are so severe as to require 
his death (8:59; 10:31-33; 19:7; 5:18). Loyalty to Moses requires the excommunication from 
the synagogue of all, who confess that he is the Christ (9:22, 34; 12:42; 16:2). Even 
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entertaining the notion that Jesus is the Christ (7:40-44) reveals ignorance of the law and that 
one lies under a curse (7:49) 'We are disciples of Moses and we know that God has 
spoken to Moses but we do not know where this man is from' (9:28-29). Jesus offers a 
defence for his supposed legal infractions (5:17; 7:21-24; 10:34-36) and claims that Moses 
wrote about him in the law (1:45; 5:46). Those who believe what Moses wrote, Jesus asserts, 
will believe in him (5:46), and Moses becomes the accuser of those who do not believe (5:45). 
Even the Jews' hatred of him fulfills the 'law', broadly interpreted in this instance to cover the 
other scriptures also (15:25). When Jesus speaks of the Mosaic Law, he typically distances 
himself from it: speaking to the Jews he refers to the law as 'your law' (8:17; 10:34), and to 
his disciples he calls it 'their law' (15:25)539. 

Sabbath Work, Equality with God, and the Mosaic Law 

Beginning in chapter 5, controversy breaks out between Jesus and the Jews (or Pharisees) 
over Jesus' activity on the Sabbath and his claims for himself. By the end of chapter 10, the 
issues in the dispute between Jesus and his Jewish opponents are clearly defined, and the legal 
basis for the opposition to Jesus has hardened into the form it will take when the Jews accuse 
Jesus before Pilate. 'We have a law,' the Jews tell Pilate in 19:7, 'and according to that law 
he ought to die, because he made himself out to be the Son of God.' This charge is based on 
Jesus' dispute with the Jews about his person and work in 5:1-47; 7:1-52 and 8:12-10:39. 

The First Charge: Sabbath Work (5:1-18; 7:21-24; 9:1-41) 

The trouble begins with the healing of the lame man at the pool of Bethzatha, in Jerusalem 
(5:1-9). The man had been ill for thirty-eight years and had hoped to elicit a magical cure 
from the pool by dipping himself into the water before anyone else after the water had been 
disturbed (5:5-7). Bypassing all this, Jesus simply told the man to get up, pick up his mat and 
walk (5:8). The man was instantly healed (5:9a). The last line in this part of the narrative, 
however, sounds a forbidding note: 'And that day was the sabbath' (5:9b). In the second part 
of the account, 'the Jews' register no objection to the miracle itself, but have three problems 
with the way in which Jesus effected the healing. First, he told the man whom he had healed 
to carry his mat on the sabbath. Second, the Jews quickly learned that the man was not 
violating the Sabbath on his own initiative but because the one who had healed him told him 
to carry his mat (5:11-12). Their concern, therefore, shifted to Jesus (5:15). Third, the 
subsequent narrative reveals the concern of some of 'the crowd' and of 'the Pharisees' that 
Jesus was leading people astray (7:12, 47). The seed of that concern may lie in Jesus' 
instructions to the lame man to cany his mat on the sabbath. Jesus had not only violated the 
sabbath himself (5:18), but he also had led someone else to violate it540. 

The sabbath controversy arises again in chapter 9, where Jesus opens the eyes of a man who 
had been bom blind (9:1-2, 19, 32). Here too Jesus not only heals on the Sabbath but makes 
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clay from his spittle to anoint the man's eyes and tells the man to go and wash in the pool of 
Siloam, an additional activity that John again emphasizes by repetition (9:6-7, 11, 14-15, 26). 
For the second time, Jesus has not only healed someone who was chronically ill on the 
sabbath, but has also led someone else to perform unnecessary activity on this day. Thus, 
Jesus has much to answer for in the eyes of his Jewish opponents. The Pharisees insist that he 
cannot be from God and is a sinner because 'he does not keep the sabbath' (9:16; 5:18)541. To 
their dismay, however, his defense only produces what, from their perspective, is a more 
serious breech of the law. Jesus claims that he is justified in working on the sabbath because 
of his unity with God. The formerly blind man, now Jesus' disciple (9:28) offers a similar 
defence. Whereas the Pharisees who interrogate him are convinced that someone who does 
not keep the sabbath is a sinner and not from God, the blind man is equally convinced that 
Jesus' sabbath activity does not disqualify him from being a 'prophet' (9:17) and 'from God' 
(9:33). Indeed, it in no way disqualifies him from being the Son of Man himself (9:35). 

The Second Charge: Blasphemy (8:12-59; 10:22-39) 

In 8:12-59 and 10:22-39, Jesus' violation of the Sabbath fades from view, and his close 
relationship with the Father becomes the primary issue. 'The Jews' articulate clearly the 
central concern of 8:12-59 in 8:25 when they ask Jesus, 'Who are you?' and in 8:53, 'Who do 
you make yourself out to be?'. This section of the Gospel places the differences between 
Jesus and his opponents on this issue in bold relief: Jesus claims to be the light of the world 
(8:12), the revealer of truth (8:32, 45-46), the one who can set others free from sin (8:24, 34-
36), and the one who can prevent them from experiencing death (8:51). Most important of all, 
Jesus claims to have a breathtakingly close relationship with God. Jesus claims that God, his 
Father, bears witness to the truth of his claims (8:18), that to know him is to know the Father 
(8:19, 55), that his origins and destiny lie with the Father (8:21, 23-24), that the Father sent 
him (8:26, 29), that he speaks as the Father taught him (8:28, 38-40, 55), that he only does 
what is pleasing to the Father (8:29), that he came from the Father (8: 42), and that the Father 
glorifies him (8: 54)542. 

This crescendo of claims, climaxing in the ultimate self-assertion is matched on the Jewish 
side by ever increasing dismay and rejection. At first the Jews do not understand Jesus. 
'Where is your Father?' they ask (8:19), and, 'Who are you?' (8:25). The Jews seem to have 
been baffled by Jesus' statement that they will be unable to follow him to his destination. Is 
he speaking of suicide? (8:22). Jesus persists in his claims and the Jews become more hostile. 
Surely Jesus has deviated from normal Jewish belief and so, he is a Samaritan - or is demon-
possessed (8:48, 52). Finally, as Jesus' assertions about his identity reach their startling 
climax, the Jewish response is fittingly dramatic. When they realize that Jesus is claiming 
unity with God himself, the Jews pick up stones to stone him (8:59). The discussion in chapter 
10 is shorter, but advances the same claims with the same results. The issue again is who 
Jesus claims to be. The Jews ask, 'How long are you going to annoy us? If you are the Christ, 
tell us plainly' (10:24). Once again, the Jews pick up stones to stone Jesus (10:31). For the 
Jews, Jesus must die. John summarizes this in 5:18: he not only broke the sabbath, but was 
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also calling God his own Father, making himself equal to God . Jesus' controversy with 'the 
Jews' and 'the Pharisees' over the law in chapters 5-10 reveals a clear if complex approach to 
the Mosaic Law. Jesus 'broke' the Sabbath commandment (5:18) and demonstrated that it 
was no longer applicable either to him or to his disciples. On the other hand, Jesus affirms 
that 'the scripture cannot be broken' (10:35) and that to believe Moses was to believe him 
(5:46). These two apparently contradictory attitudes toward the Mosaic law are bound 
together by the notion that Moses wrote about Jesus (5:46), that Abraham rejoiced to see his 
day (8:56), and that Isaiah saw Jesus' glory and spoke about him (12:4). The law, like all of 
scripture, points forward to Jesus (5:39). 

In the above pages, we made some scriptural exegetics on the four Gospels, with reference to 
the encounter of Jesus with the practices of purity-pollution as practiced in Jewish religion of 
his time. This discussion also led us to examine the attitude of Jesus towards the sacred 
Mosaic Law and the hallowed Jewish Tradition, which advocated such purity practices. We 
see that the four evangelists used different theological perspectives, but they were fully in 
agreement on Jesus' rejection of the practices of ritual purity whenever such practices came in 
the way of exercising charity and compassion towards others as Jesus extended help and 
healing to the needy. Mark insists that Jesus completely disapproved of such regulations, 
while Luke declares that Jesus by invalidating the ritual practices of purity in fact presented a 
different social order that is inclusive and based on kindness and compassion. Matthew sees a 
new Moses in Jesus who fulfills the Law and John presents Jesus as replacing the key-
elements of the Law. The four Gospels leave us in no doubt that Jesus in fact rejected some of 
the practices of ritual purity of Judaism since they excluded some people and condemned 
others as sinners. His vision and message of holiness was indeed more rigorous with reference 
to ethical behaviour of righteousness, compassion and forgiveness, yet was more inclusive 
and universal in the sense that all the people are included within his community. 

3.3.3.5. Re-mapping the Sacred 

We have explained how the purity/impurity system provides maps designating social 
definitions or bounded categories in which everything and everybody either fits and is 
considered clean/pure or does not and is considered unclean/impure. This is especially true of 
Israelite purity system that provided many such maps, based on the Mosaic Law and the 
hallowed sacred Tradition. There were maps for: 
l.Time, which signified rules of sabbath, when to say Shema and when circumcision should 
be performed; 
2. Places, spelling out what could be done in the various precincts of the Temple or where the 
scapegoat was to be sent on the Day of Atonement; 
3. Persons designating whom one should many or touch or eat with, who could divorce, who 
could enter the various spaces of the Temple and the Temple courtyards and who could hold 
certain offices or perform certain actions; 
4. Things, classifying what was considered clean or unclean, could be offered as sacrifice or 
could be allowed contact with the body; 
5. Meals, determining what could be eaten, how it was to be grown and when and where it 
could be eaten and with whom it could be shared; 
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6. Others, that is, whoever and whatever could pollute by contact. 

It is the reference to the 'sacred' that is the foundation of separating maps both in Judaism and 
Hinduism. By disregarding such maps of demarcation and separation, Jesus asserts his clear 
rejection of the revered Temple purity system544. Some common synonyms for the sacred 
include - holy, saint and the sacral. The 'sacred' is something set apart or 'separated', and 
thereby it establishes separating maps. Persons, places, things and times were symboled or 
filled with some sort of 'set-apartness'. The perception of the sacred of the set-apart clearly 
implies some sort of social lines marking off one side from the other. The entire system of 
purity rules involve separation of the 'pure' from the 'impure' or the 'clean' from the 'dirt'. 
The pure and the impure, or the clean and the dirt should be in their proper place and they 
should be never mixed. For example, garden dirt in the backyard is in its proper place. When 
the same dirt gets into the house, then the house becomes dirty or unclean. The mixture of dirt 
with the clean creates the problem in the house. The same logic applies to the social space545. 

The purity rules placed the powerful aristocracy - religious, political and economic - at the 
top and set them apart from the impure common people, who are out of place in the 'sacred 
space' of the elite. The elite, as individuals, can be good and kind people, but they are part of 
a structure that excludes them as 'the pure' from ordinary people who are considered 'the 
impure'. Such separation among people was based essentially on the 'sacredness' of the 
Temple and its sanctuary and the purity regulations were intended to safeguard the 
'sacredness' of the holy places. In the Second Temple period of Jesus' time, the Temple was 
at the center of Jewish exclusivist ideology that set apart the elites as clean/pure from the 
ordinary people as unclean/impure through the numerous regulations of purity5 . We speak of 
the Jerusalem Temple system in this way in order to present its similarities with Hindu 
Temple system and its purity practices that established and sustained boundaries among the 
people through the separating system of castes. In attacking the purity rules, Jesus was, in 
effect, attacking the Jewish Temple system and the separation and exclusion it brought among 
the different sections of the people. 

3.33.6. Jesus and the Temple 

We have already explained that the Jerusalem Temple was the central symbol of Judaism 
during the time of Jesus. It is there that every day the priests offered public and private 
sacrifices for the good of society. As the supreme religious and political institution of the 
Jews, it overshadowed Jerusalem and dominated the Jewish life. Eighty percent of 
employment in Jerusalem depended on the temple, not only on its day-to-day ritual needs, but 
also on the periodic pilgrim festivals and the ongoing building project, which it constituted. 
At the time of Jesus, there was an overwhelming concern regarding purity/impurity at the core 
of Judaism and the purification from impurity was carried out only by Temple based rituals. 
There is no doubt that Jesus had devotion to the institution of the Temple. He tells the 
cleansed leper to 'go, show yourself to the priest, and offer for your cleansing what Moses 

544 MALINA Bruce & ROHRBAUGH Richard, 'Social Science Commentary on the Synoptic Gospels' 
(Minneapolis, Fortress Press, 1992). p. 72-73. 
545 MALINA Bruce, 'The New Testament World' (Louisville, Westminister Press, 20010. p. 163-165. 
546 The problem of the system of purity, as promoted by the Temple-centred religious practices, is that it 
promotes separation and consequently hierarchy among the people. Refer: ELLIOT John, 'Temple Versus 
Household in Luke-Acts', in 'The Social World of Luke-Acts' (ed) NEYREY Jerome, op.cit. p. 223-237. 
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commanded' (Mk 1: 44; Lk 17:14). However, he was convinced that the religious authorities 
needed conversion and the Temple system needed reformation. 

Jesus set out to Jerusalem to call for such conversion and reformation. Jesus' last trip to 
Jerusalem probably resulted from a mounting conviction on his part that he must confront 
Jewish leaders in the Holy City with the message of the kingdom's imminent appearance. 
Appropriately enough, he set forth this teaching in this most holy place of Judaism, the 
Temple (Mt 26:55; Mk 14: 49; Lk 22: 53). All three synoptic writers imply that his call for 
reformation took place after the Temple cleansing. Jesus' cleansing of the Temple could not 
have been a very violent act, for it resulted neither in his arrest nor in his banishment from the 
Temple. The 'cleansing' was a prophetic demonstration similar in character to Jeremiah's 
protest (Jer 7:Iff). Like Jeremiah Jesus predicted the destruction of the Temple (Mt 24: 1-3; 
Mk 13: 1-4; Lk 21: 5-7), though he seems to have uttered this oracle privately to his disciples, 
not aloud within the Temple itself. Unlike Jeremiah, Jesus did not tie the destruction of the 
Temple specifically to the sins of the people (Jer 7: 16-20). Rather, what he called for was the 
reformation of the temple system. At any rate, Jesus did not pronounce the temple itself 
valueless from a religious point of view. Otherwise, his first followers in Jerusalem would not 
have continued to worship there after the resurrection (Acts 2:46; 3: 1 ; 5:12,25)547. 

The Sacrificial system is like a barren Fig Tree 

Much of the Jewish nationalism and ethnicity and thus the 'separateness' as purity were 
defined in relation to devotion to Jerusalem and to the Temple. Jesus was opposed to the 
nationalistic agendas of his day and the ideologies of separateness. This would inevitably 
form a part of Jesus' critique of Jerusalem and the Temple. That Jesus was opposed to narrow 
nationalistic attitudes can be demonstrated in numerous ways: for example, his attitude to the 
Samaritans (Lk 10: 33; 17:16) and to the Romans (Lk 7: 1-10) and to Caesar (Mk 12: 13-17). 
In Jesus' vision, there can be no exclusion. In choosing to build an inclusive community, 
Jesus proposed to act as the replacement of the temple, which was, for the Jews, the dwelling 
place of the 'shekinah', the presence of God with his people. Jesus was implicitly claiming to 
do and be what the temple was and did - to bring God's presence, in his case, to his inclusive 
new community as the way, the truth and the life. A vision and message that was so different 
from the 'purity' obsessed temple system naturally brought Jesus into conflict with the 
religious establishment of the Jerusalem temple who conspired to get rid of the trouble maker 
and their decision to do away with him sealed Jesus' fate. There is no doubt that Jesus died as 
a result of a conflict with the authorities of the Temple. Jesus seems to have condemned the 
sacrificial system of the Temple, which led to his conflict with the powerful temple system. 
The driving out of the 'money- changers' usually referred to as the 'cleansing' of the temple 
(Mk 11:15-19) reveals some aspects of the conflict of Jesus with the temple authority. It is an 
act of prophetic symbolism that declares the end of the sacrificial system 8. 

Jesus' cursing of the fig tree (Mk 11:12-14), at least for Mark, was a clue given privately to 
Jesus' disciples to explain his enigmatic public action in the temple. The attack on the traders 
in the temple and the cursing of the barren fig tree are conceptually related by Mark, in the 
sense that the attack on the traders is placed within the context of the cursing of the fig tree. 
What Jesus had done in miniature for fig tree, God would do for the temple. The point made 

CHILTON Bruce, 'The Temple of Jesus His Sacrificial Programme within a Cultural History of Sacrifice' 
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clear by Jesus is that the temple has become barren and is failing to produce the expected 
fruit. The Markan composition warrants our seeing the fig tree as a symbol of the sacrificial 
system whose time is now passed: 'It was not the season for figs' (Mk 11:13). The command, 
'may no one eat fruit of you ever again' (11:14), is interpreted in relation to the expulsion of 
the moneychangers (11:15-16) from the temple, to mean that the sacrificial system must come 
to an end. The moneychangers were essential to the operation of the sacrificial system. They 
provided the currency and the victims necessary for the offering of individual sacrifices. In 
attacking them, Jesus attacks the whole purity system, because it does not bear fruit549. So, 
Jesus' act was not an action of 'cleansing' the temple because the unholy trade polluted it, but 
it was rather an act of prophetic symbolism foretelling the end of the ritual sacrifice. Since 
purity was so much at the heart of Jewish religion and since that concern focused so much on 
the Temple, someone who was so cavalier regarding purity and popular despite that, would 
very well have been perceived by the Temple authorities as something of a threat to the whole 
Jewish religious system which centered on the Temple. 

Jesus forgives the sins 

One of the most distinctive features of Jesus' ministry was his offer of forgiveness to those 
who sought from him healing and divine blessing. Jesus' unconditional forgiveness of sinners 
is one of the most shocking dimensions of his ministry, and the implication of his actions for 
the sacrificial system, especially in terms of the Yom Kippur ritual, is to be noted. His 
offering of forgiveness and restoration in a way undercut the normal sacrificial system550. 
Surely a consistent policy of fraternizing with the so-called 'sinners', which was a repeated 
feature of his Galilean ministry, must be seen as undermining one of the most important 
aspects of the temple's significance - purification of the people from impurity. The healing 
ministry of Jesus had also definite implications. The cured person had the visible sign of the 
curse of their sinfulness removed and so could be restored to the community. Healing and 
exorcising ministry in Galilee did not directly attack the temple symbolism but transformed its 
range and scope, presenting Jesus as the new temple and as the center of new alternative 
religious system55 . In Judaism, the sacrificial system, particularly the sin-offerings and the 
rituals of the Day of Atonement, were designed precisely to provide forgiveness. 

In Lv 4-5, wherein the legislation governing sin-offerings and guilt-offerings are explained, 
the following verse occurs repeatedly at the end of the instructions as: 'so the priest shall 
make atonement for the sinner for his sins, and he shall be forgiven' (4.26, 31, 35; 5.10, 16, 
18). We note that a wide range of sins against God and neighbour are covered by such a 
provision (Lv 6:l-7)552. When Jesus said to the Paralytic 'your sins are forgiven' (Mt 9:2), 
Jesus was not claiming a special status for himself by saying the words, which only a priest 

CAHVEZ Emilio, 'The Theological Significance of Jesus' Temple Action in Mark's Gospel' (Lewiston NY, 
Edwin Meilen Press, 2002). There is an aspect of pre-figuration in the cursing of the fig tree in the sense that just 
like the fig tree that withered, the temple system that was not yielding the desired fruits of inclusiveness and 
meaningful worship was, according to Jesus, bound to wither. 
550 CHILTON Bruce & CRAIG Evans, 'Jesus in context: Temple, Purity and Restoration' (New York, Brill, 
1997). We may refer also: WALKER Peter, 'lesus and the Holy City' (Grand Rapids, William B. Eerdmans 
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could say. The problem seems to be rather that he pronounced that the sins were forgiven 
outside the cult of sacrifice and without any reference (even by implication) to the cult and the 
purificatory rituals or the sacrifices of atonement. It was not so much that he usurped the role 
of God in announcing that the sins were forgiven. It was rather that he usurped the role that 
God had assigned only to the priests and the cult as codified in the Torah. God could forgive 
sins no doubt when and as he chose. But man could pronounce the forgiveness of sins only 
when he operated within the terms and the structures that God specifically provided- the 
Temple, the priesthood and the sacrifice. The central feature of the message of Jesus was that, 
not the sacrifices and the rituals, but only the unconditional love of God offers the forgiveness 
of sins to mankind. It is not man making a claim on God for the forgiveness of sins through 
the rituals and sacrifices, but God, in his love and compassion, forgives man his sins, when 
man repents and asks God for forgiveness. This perspective was in keeping with the vision of 
Jesus that differed from the traditional Jewish perspective. In that sense, Jesus' disregard of 
the terms for the forgiveness of sins through the Temple and Priesthood, as specified in Torah 
could be counted as a kind of blasphemy. It is in this sense that the Pharisees and the Scribes 
called Jesus' actions of forgiving sins blasphemous (Mt 9:3). 

Challenge to the Temple-centered religion 

Forgiving sins was something of a feature of Jesus' deeds (Mk 3:28; Lk 7:47-9). His disciples 
have interpreted from their faith of Easter (Jn 20:23; Mt 16:19; 18:18) that 'binding and 
loosing' include pronouncing sins forgiven. In this, we can definitely see something of an 
implied challenge to Temple centered religion. The forgiveness of sins and therefore 
pronouncement of acceptability, to and by God, lay in the hands of the priests, as the result of 
the sacrifice performed by them. Jesus might well be seen as putting a question mark against 
the importance and even the necessity of the cult of purification. Jesus was undermining the 
authority of those whose power rested upon that system of ritual purity. To hinder or prevent 
the provision of pure animals for sacrifice was tantamount to calling for an end to the whole 
sacrificial system. Mark and Matthew do not hesitate to show that the accusation against Jesus 
of having so spoken was widely known in Jerusalem (Mk 15:29; Mt 27:39-40) and more 
important, all three Synoptic evangelists do not hesitate to report Jesus' prediction of the 
destruction of the Temple. Still more important, Jn 2:19 reports its equivalent on the lips of 
Jesus himself: 'Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.' We should also note 
that the accusation against Stephen in Acts 6.14 echoes the same charge: 'We have heard him 
(Stephen) say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place'. The Gospel of Thomas 
attributes to Jesus a not dissimilar saying: 'Jesus said: I shall destroy this house, and no one 
will be able to rebuild it' (Gospel of Thomas 71). Surely that Jesus must have said something 
at least about the destruction of the Temple or of it's passing away. These words of Jesus 
were recalled in the Synoptic Gospels as a prediction of the destruction of the Temple. Jesus 
presented himself as the agent of restoration of Israel. (Mt 28: 18-20)553. 

Jesus, the holy Land and the sacred Law 

In Judaism, Temple and Land were symbiotically related in terms of both symbolic 
functioning and social control. They excluded some people and included others. Some people 
became pure and others became impure. Some land was pure and hence Holy Land and other 
lands were impure as pagan lands. For Jesus, the whole concept of land had been taken up 
into a new, non-geographic dimension. He was teaching in the synagogues of Galilee or 
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houses, but his preference appears to have been for the open air - desert places, along the sea-
front, plains on the road, hillsides are all mentioned. He translated the Land symbol into a new 
metaphor, by using the images of birds, the trees, olive and vine, the flowers and the seeds, 
not about election and destiny, but simply to include all that is of the land554. As we have seen 
earlier, especially in the Gospels according to Matthew and John, on the one hand, Jesus is 
shown without contrivance to have been willing to observe the law. He is recalled as wearing 
the tassels required by law (Nm 15.38-39; Dt 22.12) on the four comers of his outer garment 
(Mk 6.56; Mt 9.20; Lk 8.44). To the rich young man's request, 'What must I do to inherit 
eternal life?' Jesus replies by directing his attention to the second table of the Ten 
Commandments (Mk 10:19). And it is obvious from not a few passages that Jesus drew much 
of the authority for his own teaching from the Jewish scriptures and that he drew freely on 
them in his controversies (Mk 7:10; 10:6-7; 12:26, 29-31). Not least we should note Mt 5:17-
20: 'Think not that I have come to abolish the law and the prophets; I have come not to 
abolish them but to fulfill them. For truly, I say to you, till heaven and earth pass away, not 
an iota, not a dot will pass from the law until all is accomplished'. 'Whoever then relaxes one 
of the least of these commandments and teaches them shall be called great in the kingdom of 
heaven'. Jesus expresses a new meaning of the Law and demonstrates it in action555. Temple, 
Land and the Law, in so far as they included some people as pure and excluded other people 
as impure and sinners were imperfect symbols and they have to find a new interpretation in 
the person of Jesus and in his message. 

3.4. SUMMARY 

In this second part of our research, we presented three different systems regarding the 
practices of ritual purity/impurity. The first was the Hindu system that has 'Dharma' or the 
universal Law as its foundation. The second was the Jewish system that has 'Torah' or the 
Law as its foundation. Both these systems, Hindu and Jewish, even if they differ regarding 
their perspectives about God, mankind and its salvation and the creation and the end of the 
universe, however, manifest striking similarities regarding the foundations and the practices 
of ritual purity. Their purity practices reveal a meaningful symbolic system that establishes a 
definite order of holy and profane, pure and impure, high and low and finally clean and 
unclean. The revealed social order that the practices of ritual purity sets in operation, 
demarcates and strengthens the ethnic divide that was seen in the case of Hinduism as 
Aryans/Dasyas and in the case of Judaism as Jews/Gentiles. The result of the functioning of 
such a purity system is the construction of boundaries of separation between the human 
beings as holy and profane and pure and impure thereby establishing a definite hierarchy and 
rank among the people as high and low. As the result such boundaries and hierarchy, the 
purity system creates victims of social differentiation and exclusion. 

Jesus announced, especially through the parables, the good news of the arrival of the kingdom 
of God in his very person. He also revealed the coming of God's kingdom in his miraculous 
deeds that he called signs. God's kingdom, according to Jesus, is experienced by the human 
beings, first of all, as the inclusive and universal love of God, his Father in heaven, who loves 
and cares for all the human beings as his own beloved children. Jesus did not condemn 
Judaism as a religion to which he belonged as a Jew, but rather sought, through his alternative 
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vision and message, to cross over the boundaries of separation that the practices of purity 
created and strengthened. His vision and message began a movement that became later the 
primitive Church. As the Church proclaimed the inclusive and universal message of Jesus as 
the good news, she was able to establish among the believers who came together as the 
community of Jesus Christ an authentic fraternal society that was built on genuine fellowship 
animated by fraternal sharing and compassionate caring in mutual service (Acts 2: 44-47). 
The third part of our research illustrates the emergence of this primitive community of Jesus 
Christ as 'Ekklesia in Koinonia' and later seeks light from the witnessing life of this early 
Church to identify appropriate perspectives for the emerging dalit theology in order to be an 
effective instrument for establishing a casteless society in India. 
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PART III 

BEYOND THE BOUNDARIES 

4.0. INTRODUCTION 

The originality of the Christian faith has been that it could remove the barriers between Jews 
and non-Jews erected by the Law. It could reach out to 'all peoples and to all the nations' (Mt 
28:19) seeking to establish an authentic fellowship of a truly sharing and caring community. 
But even if the mind of Christ about including all peoples in his new community was very 
clear, the early Church would extend her frontiers rather slowly. It was a process lasting 
several decades; during this time, the early Church had to overcome many conflicts, divisive 
and often painful hurdles. But finally the early Church found ways towards a universal 
mission for all nations, in order to establish an inclusive community of all the peoples, 
according to the vision of Jesus Christ. 

4.1. TOWARDS EKKLESIA IN KOINONIA 

The early Church needed time to understand the significance of the inclusive dimension of the 
universal message of Jesus for the world. It was the gradual discovery of the mind and vision 
of Jesus that led the Church to break the boundaries of the Jewish/Gentile divide and to 
become a universal 'Ekklesia in Koinonia'. Actually, it meant a parting of ways with Judaism 
moving beyond the racial/ethnic divide, and seeking an inclusive concept of community. 
There was much discussion and debate among the early followers of Jesus Christ about what 
the inclusive vision of Jesus, whom they witnessed as the Risen Lord, implied for his 
community of the first disciples. The early Christian community could see that Jesus' 
message of the Kingdom of God that the apostles and the disciples announced as the Gospel 
of Lord Jesus Christ brought into existence an authentic human community of people who 
were sharing their goods and were caring for one another as in a true family (Acts 4: 32-35). 
They could name this sharing and caring community as 'Ekklesia in Koinonia'. There were 
efforts to identify the foundation of such a genuine fellowship and elaborate its vision even as 
the disciples proclaimed the good news to all the nations and to all the peoples and called 
upon them to live according to the vision and the ideals of the kingdom of God. In every 
place and in every generation, the Gospel of Jesus Christ has to bring into existence the 
'Ekklesia in Koinonia' as envisioned by Jesus himself. 

4.1.1. BEYOND THE ETHNIC/RACIAL DIVIDE 

The first step towards establishing such an inclusive community was the inclusion of the 
Hellenist Christians in the full community of the believers in Jerusalem and the resolution of 
the problems of human discrimination and separation through establishing just and balanced 
structures of responsibility and power sharing among both Jewish and Hellenist Christians, 
thereby promoting authentic sharing and caring among all the members. 

4.1.1.1. The first step: Inclusion of the Hellenist Christians 

Foreign domination and the poor economy of Palestine had led to a general emigration of 
Jews all over the Mediterranean world, known as the 'Dispersion', so that Jewish colonies 
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could be found almost anywhere in the Roman Empire. In Rome itself, in the first century 
A.D., there were eleven or twelve synagogues. At Alexandria they formed a particularly large 
proportion of the population: there were a million Jews in Alexandria and Egypt altogether, 
and they were always a factor in municipal politics, even though their social exclusiveness 
prevented them from becoming a 'pressure-group' for the acquisition of political power556. 
Everywhere they refused to be merged with the Gentile inhabitants, as they adhered to their 
own beliefs and practices, meeting each Saturday for psalms, readings from their Scriptures 
followed by an exegetical sermon, and prayers. 

Early members of the Christian community - the Jewish Christians 

If Jesus was an uncomfortable figure within second Temple Judaism, calling in question its 
internal boundaries and various attempts at self-definition in terms of the Torah and ritual 
purity, the same seems to have been less so for his first followers in the aftermath of the 
emergence of their faith in the Risen Lord. They seem to have sat at least a little more 
comfortably within the spectrum of the prevailing Judaism(s) of Judea in the middle decades 
of the first century. It is important to remind ourselves that these first 'Christians' (at this 
stage, the term itself is anachronistic) were not only Jews, but very loyal Jews. They did not 
see themselves as a new religion. Of course, they believed that the crucified Jesus was both 
the Messiah and the Lord who rose from the dead. This belief, it is true, made them something 
of an oddity within the spectrum of second Temple Judaism. Nevertheless, it left them still 
well within the parameters of what it meant to be a good Jew at that time. The Hebrew 
Christians seem to have remained firmly attached to the Temple, though they were regularly 
meeting in the houses557. They also seem to have made very little, if at all any, attempt to stir 
from Jerusalem. There is no evidence on their part of any sense of mission to the Gentiles. 
Equally striking is the account of Pharisaic sympathy towards the new group as seen in Acts 
5: 33-39. Gamaliel, a leading Pharisaic teacher, defends the Christian community with some 
sympathy. The new 'sect' was of such a character as to attract, most probably, several 
Pharisees, who evidently did not cease to be Pharisees when they came to believe in Jesus, the 
promised Messiah558. 

However, there remained some differences between the Jerusalem Christian community as a 
Jewish sect and other Jewish groups. In contrast to the widespread apocalyptic expectation, 
the disciples of Jesus preached (1) that the Messiah had already come and was appointed in 
heavenly power and glory, (2) that the resurrection of the dead had already begun, and (3) 
that the promise of the outpouring of the Spirit according to Joel 3:1 had already been fulfilled 
(Acts 2:14) 5 5 9. No wonder that, for understandable reasons, the high-priestly leaders of the 
people who had handed over the agitator Jesus to Pilate again felt under attack. As they were 
accustomed to do, in the interest of retaining their dominant power in Jewish life, they 
proceeded against the followers of Jesus though in a relatively moderate way, because the 
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Galilean enthusiasts were provoking the city population. However, the conflict seemed to 
have been resolved (Acts 5:17-42). These Galilean disciples were, by profession, all farmers, 
fishermen and small craftsman. They knew Greek very imperfectly, if at all, and as such, they 
would hardly have been equipped to engage in a mission (to the Gentiles) in Hellenistic cities 
where a command of Greek was necessary, even if the command of the Risen Lord was 
evident and explicit. Moreover, they were preaching for the present, not in Jesus' home 
province of Galilee, but in the metropolis, Jerusalem, where the sentiments of Jewish 
'separation' and hence 'exclusion' of the Gentiles were very strong. 

Early Church as a distinct community 

As belief in the significance of Jesus' resurrection spread among particular Jewish 
communities, perhaps confirmed or intensified by demonstrations of miraculous healings and 
exorcisms performed by Spirit-fired apostles, local 'ekklesiai' or communities of 'saints' or 
followers of 'the way' of Jesus were formed. This process of gradual differentiation of a 
discrete group from a wider synagogue population should not be understood as a 'conversion' 
away from Judaism to a new religion but as the awareness of 'election' within the People of 
Israel. For just as the members of the Qumran community came together in the wilderness 
and immersed themselves in ritual baths to mark their designation as the remnant of Israel 
who would inherit God's Kingdom, and just as the devotees of John the Baptist underwent the 
public ceremony of baptism in the Jordan River to announce their renewed personal 
commitment to the Covenant, the followers of Jesus practiced their own initiation ceremony, 
immersing their bodies in ritual baths, in flowing streams or rivers, or by sprinkling on the 
head by a Spirit-inspired apostle to signify their own admission to the Kingdom of God. 
However, they had their own distinctive beliefs, rooted in their faith in Jesus Christ. 

It is exactly their faith in the Risen Lord that brought some distinct perspectives to the Jewish 
Christians. In contrast to other Jewish apocalyptic groups, the focus of the followers of Jesus 
was firmly on the present. While the Qumran community looked to the future for signs of the 
End of Days, and John the Baptist spoke of the coming Kingdom, the followers of Jesus 
believed that, in the vindication of Jesus, on the cross in Jerusalem, in the face of both Roman 
brutality and the political impotence of Judean leaders, God had already inaugurated the era of 
the salvation of Israel. They took it for granted that Jesus' coming, being a fulfillment of the 
Scriptures must be continuous with the past revelation of God to his people and could not 
mean a break either with the old covenant made with Abraham, symbolized by circumcision, 
or with the covenant made at Sinai and the Law given to Moses on Mount Sinai. If something 
new had happened, it was the supreme and final revelation of one and the Same God, Creator 
of the world, Lord of history, the God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and the twelve patriarchs, 
through his chosen one, Lord Jesus Christ. His 'final word' to his people must be consistent 
with what was spoken in the past by the prophets (Heb 1:1-3). 

Palestinian Christianity - Temple centered in Jerusalem 

We first meet the Early Church as a community of believers in Jerusalem. At the Jewish feast 
of Pentecost, seven weeks after the crucifixion of Jesus, many were baptized as a result of the 
preaching of Peter. The church was thus from the beginning a sizable community. It lived its 
life in fellowship, worship, and mutual help, receiving new members daily (Acts 2:43-47). 
It's preaching was simple: repentance for sin, belief in the death and resurrection of Christ, 
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with strong emphasis on resurrection and baptism (Acts 2:29-42) . This proclamation was 
accompanied by signs and wonders and by the manifestation of the power of the Holy Spirit, 
resulting in many conversions, even among the priests of Jerusalem. Because of this deep 
sense of continuity within Judaism, various ideas and attitudes characteristic of traditional 
Judaism became and have largely remained integral to the practices of the early Christians. 
The Jews believed in God's election: God had chosen Israel to be an exclusive society, 
uncomipted by heathen influences, yet with the two qualifications that this particularity of 
providence was not grounded upon any merit in the people chosen but in the sovereign, 
inscrutable will of God and that Israel was called to exercise a priestly function in relation to 
mankind as a whole. Intensely tenacious of their Law, which they held to have been given by 
God to Moses on Mount Sinai, the Jews adopted a negative attitude towards pagan religion, 
which they regarded as the cult of evil spirits. 

In Greco-Roman society, they were a race apart, the object of some degree of vulgar distrust 
and at times hostile prejudice561. They refused to participate in the imperial cult, though they 
offered daily sacrifice on behalf of the emperor in the Temple at Jerusalem and were ready to 
dedicate synagogues 'to God in honour of the emperor'. They were socially distinctive, 
marked out by circumcision and notorious for their abstinence from pork and other unclean 
food. In the second century B.C., the Maccabean martyrs had preferred to die rather than eat 
pork. Jews could not eat with Gentiles and could not compromise with any recognition of 
pagan deities in official ceremonial. The first Christians in Palestine shared all these ideas of 
'separateness' of the Jews from the Gentiles. However, they were united as Jewish 
Christians562. Three times, Luke would like to insist on the ideal conditions of this Jewish 
Christian community (Lk 2: 44-47; 4: 32-37; 5: 12-16). The chief characteristics of this 
Jerusalem Christian community are: (1) adherence to the teachings of the Twelve and the 
centering of its religious life in the Eucharistie liturgy (2) a system of distribution of goods 
that led wealthier Christians to sell their possessions when the needs of the community's poor 
required it and (3) continued attendance at the Temple, since in this initial stage there was 
little or no thought of any dividing line between Christianity and Judaism563. 

The tension between Hellenist Christians and Hebrew Christians 

An abrupt break brings the description of the ideal conditions in the Jerusalem community 
(chs. 1-5) to an end with 'the murmuring of the Hellenists against the Hebrews' in Acts 6:1. 
F.C. Baur, who provided the basic stimulus for the critical interpretation of Acts 6 and 7, 
conjectured that behind the discontent of the Hellenists towards their fellow believers there 
was 'a deeper ground for the disagreement' between the two parties. All at once we come 
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5" CHADWICK Henry, 'The Early Church' (New York, Dorset Press, 1967). op.cil. p. 9-12. 
562 DUNN James, 'Unity and Diversity in New Testament' (London, SCM Press, 1990). p. 235-260. 
563 LUDEMANN Gerd,' Early Christianity according to the Traditions in Acts', op.cit. p. 62-65. In a way, Luke 
projects the Christian ideal, as well as how the earliest community tned to follow Jesus commandment of love. 
We need not presuppose that the owners sold 'all' their possessions. They some Umes placed the right of 
ownership at the service of community. What is important is the result - 'there was no needy among them. It is 
love and sharing that fulfilled others' needs. SPENCER Scott, 'Acts', (Sheffield, Sheffield Academic Press, 
1997). p. 56-57. While surrendering one's possessions remained optional for community membership, honest 
communication was an absolute requirement. The sin of Ananias was not telling lie as such. It is withholding 
something that had been dedicated to God. They were punished not because they did not give up all their 
possessions. Rather, their action was a sham, and they were in a way cheating God and the Christian community. 
Refer also: HARRISON Everett, 'Interpreting Acts: The Expanding Church' (Grand Rapids, Academic Press, 
1986). The action is called for on the part of the new existence as 'one heart and one mind'. 
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down from the ideal conditions of harmony and unity in the primitive community to the 
sphere of tensions and challenges of reality of daily life564. The proclamation of the Galilean 
disciples of Jesus, starting with Peter and the apostles should have brought some Hellenist 
Jews to the faith in Jesus as the Messiah. The complaint of these Hellenists against the 
Hebrews indicates a significant problem within the early Church. It concerned a dispute 
between Christian Jews of Palestine and the Christian Jews who came from the Dispersion. 
What must be noted here is the meaning of the words 'Hebrews' and 'Hellenists'. The name 
'Hebrew' is used in only two other places in the New Testament as a reference to Jews. In all 
three instances, it has the same implication. A Hebrew was one who in all respects observed 
the Mosaic Law and lived according to the traditions of the Fathers. The Hellenists, having 
come from dispersion, were not so much concerned about traditional 'rules' as the Hebrews. 
The unhappiness between the Christian Hellenists and the Christian Hebrews was therefore a 
difference between the Christian Jews with a strong Palestinian background and Christian 
Jews connected with the Dispersion 

Two different attitudes towards the Law and the Temple 

The term 'Hellenists' is to be understood in a cultural as well as linguistic sense: that is to 
say, Hellenists were Greek-speaking Jews. The Jews of Antioch and Alexandria and other 
parts of the western Diaspora had been Greek-speaking for generations. The presence of 
Greek-speaking Jews in Palestine itself, as early as the reign of the second Ptolemy (285-246 
B.C.), is attested in the Zenon papyri. In Palestine, many Jews would be bilingual, speaking 
both Aramaic and Greek. What then determined whether a Jew was designated a Hebrew or a 
Hellenist? It is suggested that the Hellenists were Jews who spoke Greek only, the Hebrews 
would be Jews who either spoke Aramaic only or (like Paul and many others) spoke both 
Aramaic and Greek. In the New Testament 'Hebrew' is used in a linguistic sense to include 
Aramaic. Perhaps the decisive criterion was membership of a synagogue where the service 
was conducted in Hebrew or of a synagogue in which the scriptures were read, the prayers 
and blessings recited, and the sermon preached, in Greek566. The latter would be the one in 
Jerusalem, described in Acts 6:9 as the 'Synagogue of the Freedmen - both Cyrenians and 
Alexandrians and those from Ciucia and Asia'. This was the synagogue attended by Stephen, 
whose interventions there sounded so subversive that they led to his conviction before the 
Supreme Court on a charge of blasphemy and to the persecution and to the subsequent 
dispersal of his fellow-Hellenists who were believed to share his views. Palestinian Judaism 
had a particular fixation on the Law and the Temple, since the days of the Hellenistic reform, 
attempted under Antiochus IV, and the Maccabean revolt, which arose as a result of such 
reforms. 'Zeal for the law and sanctuary' was a regular feature of Jewish piety in Palestine 
between Herod and 70 AD. Within Palestinian Judaism there was no freedom for open 
criticism of the Torah, the Temple and the sanctuary - all were related to Moses himself. Of 
course, the earliest Aramaic-speaking community at Jerusalem, following the preaching of 
Jesus, still did not have that strict attitude towards the Law, which at a later stage, under the 

564 STOTT John, 'The Message of Acls' (Downers Grove, IL, Inter Varsity Press, 1990). p. 28-30. B.C. Baur and 
his successors in the Tubingen school carried their theory too far, so as to insist that there were two churches -
one Hebrew and another Hellenist. 
565 CROWE Jerome, 'From Jerusalem to Antioch' (The Liturgical Press, Collegeville, Minnesota, 1997). p. 61-
62. The Hebrews were Palestinian bom Jews who spoke Aramaic. The Hellenists were foreign born Jews who 
spoke Greek. There were synagogues in Jerusalem, where worship was conducted in Greek, and possibly others, 
where other languages were used More than the language, it is the attitude towards the law that separated them. 
The Hellenists seemed to have had a different attitude towards Law and the Temple than the Palestinian Jews. 
566 STOTT John, 'The Message of Acts' op.cit. p. 120-121- It is a cultural conflict, with the Hebrew Jews 
immersed in Palestinian culture and the Hellenists in Greek culture. 
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leadership of James the brother of the Lord and after the withdrawal of Peter in about AD 
43/44, marked it out. If it was to survive in Judea, the Christian community should have the 
same respect towards the Law and Temple, as the Palestinian Jews. 

The Jewish-Christian 'Hellenists' coming from the hellenised world, would not have had the 
same respect towards Torah and the Temple, as the Palestinian Jews and Hebrew Christians. 
Perhaps, they were not strictly observing the purity laws of table fellowship. We can infer 
that the Hebrew Christians probably refused full table fellowship with the Hellenist Christians 
because these did not observe the ceremonial law in its entirety. This led to inequality in the 
distribution of food to the poor Hellenist widows, which in tum caused division in the 
fellowship. The problems could have been even deeper. There may also have been cultural 
differences between them. We do not expect, Luke who was writing the history of the early 
Church to an official, Theophilus, to present some unpleasant accounts about the early 
conflict between the Hebrew and the Hellenist Christians, particularly after he insisted twice 
that 'all who believed were of one heart' (Acts 2 :44; 4:32). Yet a closer reading suggests that 
there should have been some conflict, and as a consequence, some arrangement of 
reconciliation took place between the Hebrew Christians and the Hellenist Christians in 
Jerusalem. The evidence suggests that the conflict should have been certainly to do, along 
with the table fellowship, which is explicitly mentioned by Luke, also with the Law, and the 
Temple, and the sacrifices in the Temple, and even worship5 7. 

The solution - two separate communities in unity 

In Acts 6: 1-6, we have the narrative about the 'institution of the Seven'. The Twelve 
preferring to give themselves only to 'prayer and the ministry of the word', asked the 
community to institute other officers to take care of the duty of serving the widows. The men 
thus chosen were 'full of spirit and wisdom' and 'faith and the Holy Spirit'. These were 
instituted in their office, by the imposition of hands of the Twelve. However, we see later that 
these ministers, actually set apart to serve the neglected widows, were shown preaching and 
baptizing, much as the apostles did. It is striking that their names include neither typically 
Jewish names like Dositheus, Theodorus, Jason, Sabbataeus, so on, nor pagan theophoric 
names. Their names are all Greek568. How to explain this episode of the nomination of seven 
leaders of the Hellenist Christian community? The Hellenists, the Greek-speaking Jewish 
Christians who had little or no understanding of Aramaic or deliberately wanted to use their 
Greek mother tongue in worship, would have certainly formed an independent group out of a 
need to worship in their own language. Presumably these Hellenist Christians came from the 
various diaspora synagogues. The Twelve, true to their sentiments of Christian fellowship, 
would have given the Hellenist Christians certain freedom of worship as a distinct 
community. It was particularly necessary for the Hellenist Christians to worship in Greek. 
Hence, the Twelve would have approved separate worship of the Hellenist Christians. They 
nominated seven leaders for this community. What we understand from the evidence is that 
these 'Seven' are in reality not men who care for the poor, but the leaders of a separate 
community of the 'Hellenist Christians'5 9. This was the first community which would have 
started translating the Jesus tradition into Greek as gospels, and at the same time prepared the 

56 DUNN James, 'Unity and Diversity in New Testament' (London, SCM Press, 1990). p. 269-304. 
508 HENGEL Martin, 'Acts and the History of Earliest Christianity' (Philadelphia, Fortress Press, 1979). p. 71-
72. With the exception of Philip and Nicanor, the list of seven in Acts 6:5 does not contain any of the typical 
Jewish names. Simply from the exclusively Greek names, one might suppose that the 'seven' came from abroad. 
The last of them the proselyte Nicolaus is said to have come from Antioch. 
569 DUNN James, 'The Parting of Ways' (London, SCM Press, 1991). p. 60-62. 
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way for Paul's preaching of freedom by its criticism of the ritual law and the cult. This 
community was foremost in propagating the Christian message later throughout Judaea and 
the neighbouring regions; it eventually launched the Gentile mission, and in particular was 
responsible for founding the church of Syrian Antioch570. 

The conflict of the Hellenist Christians with the Jewish leaders in Jerusalem 

The very fact that the Hellenist Christians could speak or function effectively only in Greek 
was sufficient to indicate, on the one hand, how much they must have been influenced by 
Hellenistic culture (language as the expression and vehicle of culture). Their ability to 
function only in Greek, on the other hand, must have left them at a disadvantage so far as the 
full participation in the Temple cult was concerned. The two worlds of the Hebrew and 
Hellenist Christians were set in contrast regarding the Temple worship, sacrifices and cult571. 
In this situation, the Hellenist Christians might have questioned the centrality of the Temple 
and the need for sacrifices. Their belief in Jesus, as the 'end' and completion of all the Temple 
sacrifices, should have brought them into open conflict with the Jews and Jewish leaders in 
Jerusalem. Along with their doubts over the centrality of the Temple, some of the Hellenist 
Christians might have even questioned the need for the Christians to observe the rules 
regarding tithing, sacrifices and the pilgrim feasts. While attending synagogues of the 
Hellenists in Jerusalem, these could have exposed their faith in Christ, and criticized the need 
for the sacrifices in Temple, as Christ had already fulfilled all the sacrifices once for all. Such 
discourses naturally led to strong opposition from the Hellenist Jews. This is evident from the 
account of the stoning of Stephen. All his accusers were from the Dispersion: Cyrenians, 
Alexandrians, Cilicians and Asians. Those who belonged to the 'synagogue of the Freedmen' 
were probably members of a congregation of Jews who had been returned from captivity 
outside Palestine by the Romans (Acts 6:8-9). Strange as it may seem, Hellenist Jews rather 
than Hebrew Jews were the persecutors of their Hellenist Christian brothers and this was in 
the country of the Hebrew Jews, Palestine. The zeal for the Law and the Temple was 
widespread in Jerusalem, which would not be lacking among the Christian Hebrews. Only the 
Hellenist Christians spoke against the Temple and its cult, as clearly seen in the preaching of 
Stephen. On the side of the Jews, there was likely to be suspicion regarding the (Christian) 
Hellenists' faithfulness and loyalty to the covenant distinctives, including the Temple and its 
cult especially its sacrificial system for the remission of the sins. 

The critique of Temple sacrifice and condemnation of empty ritualism 

The preaching of the Hellenist Christians need not have provoked the open acts of violence in 
the quite different milieu of a Greek polis with predominantly Greek-speaking synagogue 
communities. In Jerusalem, where the Temple was situated, in the stronghold of Judaism, the 

570 HENGEL Martin, 'Acts and the History of Earliest Christianity' (Philadelphia, Fortress Press, 1979). p. 72-
73. Simon from the North African city of Cyrene who had carried the cross for Jesus during the way of the cross 
to Calvary and his two sons, Alexander and Rufus presumably became the members of the Christian community 
and hence there is a special reference to them in the Gospel according to Mark (Mk 15:21) Also, Lucius of 
Cyrene and Barnabas from Cyrus are mentioned among the prophets and the teachers of the Christian 
community. A special reference is made to a certain Manaen (Menahem), a close friend of king Herod Antipas, a 
sign that the new message of the Gospel reached also the upper classes as well. 
57 LUEDEMANN Gerd,' Early Christianity according to the Traditions in Acts', op.cit. p. 78-79. The 'seven' 
have predominantly Greek names in contrast to the predominantly Semitic names of the twelve apostles. We can 
make a seasoned guess at the occasion of the conflict: Aramaic speaking Christians who were strict observers of 
the law fell out with the Greek speaking Christians over the question of law and the language barrier added a 
further element to the dispute. 
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preaching of the Hellenist Christians against the Temple was felt as a senous provocation, 
which, in tum, led to the martyrdom of Stephen and the expulsion of the Hellenist Christians 
from the city572 The fuller terms of the charge on which Stephen was indicted clearly refer to 
the Temple and cult 'This man never ceases to speak words against this holy place and the 
law, for, we have heard him say that Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place, and will change 
the customs which Moses delivered to us' (Acts 6 14) The echo of the charge against Jesus is 
sinking (Mk 14 58) Jesus was accused of speaking about the destruction of the Temple573 

Even the other elements in the accusations - 'we have heard him speaking blasphemous 
words against Moses and God' (Acts 6 11) and, 'we have heard him claim that this Jesus, the 
Nazarean, will destroy this place and change the customs that Moses handed down to us' 
(Acts 6 14) are largely concerned with the Temple and its cult The most significant feature of 
the episode, however, is that it was the criticism of the Temple, more than the claim regarding 
the messiahship of Jesus, which led to the hostility against Stephen574 In the Hellenistic 
synagogue which he attended in Jerusalem, Stephen propounded an interpretation of the 'new 
way' much more radical than that maintained and taught by the Twelve, especially with 
regard to the Temple and all that it stood for A public debate was arranged in which Stephen 
defended his position with powerful arguments But, powerful as his arguments were, they 
appeared to threaten the sanctity of the Temple as well as the permanent validity of the whole 
ancestral law of Israel The coming of Jesus, Stephen maintained, involved the abrogation of 
the Mosaic customs and the cessation of sacrificial worship The cntique of Temple by 
Stephen reflected the same perspective of Jesus, about Temple and its cult Temple sacrifices 
became empty rituals that involved the killing of poor animals This system has now lost its 
validity and significance with the appearance of the true Temple of God that is Jesus Christ 
himself Jesus is also the eternal pnest who offered sacrifice once and for all for the salvation 
of mankind (Heb 10 IO)575 

The larger community of Jews, whose attachment to the Temple was enormous, certainly 
would not allow any kind of radical criticism of the Temple cult go unchallenged First of all, 
the inhabitants of Jerusalem, including the high pnests, who depended on the Temple cult too 
much, in economic and political as well as religious terms, would not sit idly in such 
circumstances 'Yet the Most High does not dwell in houses made with hands' (7 48) This 
last would be the most shocking feature of the exposition of Stephen The adjective chosen, 
'cheiropoieton', 'made with hands', would be a horrifying word to use m this context Because 
that was the word used by Hellenistic Jews to condemn idolatry576 For a Jew, idolatry is the 
ultimate blasphemy and crime against God The word 'made with hands' summed up the 
typically dismissive Jewish polemic that Gentile gods were mere human artifacts The idol 
was by definition 'cheiropoieton', 'the thing made by human hands', an implication that any 

LUEDEMANN Gerd,' Early ChnsUanity according to the Traditions in Acts' op cit ρ 84 85 There were 
certainly many Hellenist Jews of the Diaspora in Jerusalem The examples are Simon of Cyrene and his two sons 
(Mk 15 21), and Paul's sister (Acts 23 16) The dispute would have ansen in Hellenistic synagogue community 
to which Stephen belonged Again, the issue was Stephen's critical view of the law, to which his opponents took 
offence The dispute was initially verbal, and then became physical Stephen combined his faith in Chnst with an 
understanding of the law that was unacceptable to the member of the Hellenistic synagogue The dispute seemed 
to be with the Hellenist Christians, as they were the ones who were expelled from the Capital It is evident 
Stephen was following the cntique of Jesus when he criticized the Law and the Temple 
5 7 3 WIENS Delbert, Stephen's Sermon and the Structure of Luke Acts' (N Richland Hills, Texas, BIBAL 
Press, 1995) 
5 7 4 RIENSER Rainer, 'Paul's Early Penod (Grand Rapids William Β Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1998) ρ 
8 15 KOENIG John 'Jews and Christians in Dialogue (Philadelphia, The Westminister Press 1979) ρ 34 39 
5 7 5 DUNN James, 'The Acts of the Apostles' (Valley Forge, PA, Trinity Press International, 1996) ρ 89 101 
5 7 6 BRUCE Fredenck, 'The Acts of the Apostles' (Grand Rapids, William Β Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
1990) ρ 180 214 
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Greek speaking Jew could not mistake. This word had already been used, with disparaging 
overtone, by Stephen in v. 41 as - 'so they made a calf in those days, offered sacrifice to the 
idol, and revelled in the works of their hands'. To use the same word, to refer to the Temple 
as in v. 48, would certainly have sent shock waves through any Jewish audience or 
readership577. The Temple was so central for Jewish worship and Jewish identity, and in this 
respect Stephen's speech was a very serious attack, at first very subtle, but very blatant and 
blunt. Anyone who put forward these views, and in Jerusalem (rather than from the safety of, 
say, Qumran or Leontopolis), must have enraged a Jewish audience beyond bearing. This was 
construed as blasphemy against Moses and against God himself, and on this grave charge 
Stephen was arraigned before the Sanhedrin. When Judea became a Roman province in AD 6, 
capital punishment was reserved to the Roman governor. In one area, however - offences 
against the sanctity of the Temple (whether by action or by word) - the Sanhedrin was 
allowed to pronounce and execute the death sentence. It may be recalled that, when Jesus was 
brought before the same court, an attempt was made to convict him on a charge of speaking 
against the Temple: "I will destroy this Temple that is made with hands' (Mk 14:57). In the 
case of Jesus, the charges, made against him by the witnesses, were not proved. He was 
accused of calling himself the 'Son of God', and 'Messiah', and was handed over to the 
Roman Governor. With regard to Stephen, the charges were proved from his discourse. The 
events with regard to the death of Stephen mark the beginning of a radical critique of the 
Temple and its sacrificial cult by the early Christian movement57 . 

4.1.1.2. The second step: Inclusion of the Samaritans 

Stephen's martyrdom led to the first major persecution of the infant church (Acts 8: 1-19) 
which appears not to have extended beyond Jerusalem. The apostles, as Hebrew Christians, 
were not persecuted. The fact that they were not Hellenistic Jews and that they lived the 
traditional Palestinian Jewish life may account for this. Moreover, the persecution does not 
seem to have been of long duration. However, the combination of 'heterodox' belief about 
Jesus as the Messiah, and radical criticism of the Temple, was evidently too much, resulting 
in the expulsion of the Hellenist Christians from Jerusalem579. This persecution would 
certainly provide the possibility for a very crucial transition in the thought of the first 
Christians. It marked the transition from belief that God would convert Gentiles by bringing 
them into worship in the Temple, the more traditional Jewish view with which perhaps the 
Hebrew Christians were quite comfortable, to the recognition that God may actually want 
them to go out to the Gentiles, as the Hellenist Christians would have felt under the 
circumstances. It was the persecution, which inspired the new movement to look outward, 
whether willingly or not, whether by (fresh) conviction or not. What is important is that it led 

577 KILGALEEN John, 'The Stephen Speech' (Rome, Biblical Institute Press, 1976). Refer also: SOARDS 
Manon, 'The Speeches in AcU' (Louisville, Westminster Press, 1994). p. 57-69. 
978 The theological discourse of (he letter to the Hebrews reflect the attitudes of the early Christian community 
towards the sacrifices in the Jerusalem temple especially as it reflected and understood the implications of the 
sacrificial death of Jesus on the Cross. Refer: LINDARS Barnabas, 'The Theology of the Letter to the Hebrews' 
(New York, Cambridge University press, 1991). ISAAK John, 'Situating the letter to the Hebrews in early 
Christianity' (Lewiston NY, Edwin Meilen Press, 2002. The tension, conflict and controversies between the 
Jewish Christian groups and the Jewish groups would lead to the inevitable parting of ways and the emergence 
Jesus movement as a separate religion distinct from Judaism Refer: DUNN James, 'The Parting of Ways' 
(London, SCM Press, 1991). p. 67-70. 
579 The controversies and the resulting tension and conflict over the Messianic role of Jesus between the Jewish 
Christian groups and the Jewish groups would lead to the inevitable parting of ways and the emergence of the 
Jesus movement as a separate religion distinct from Judaism, known as Christianity. Refer: DUNN James, 'The 
Parting of Ways' (London, SCM Press, 1991) p. 67-70. Refer also: ARRINGTON French, 'The Acts of the 
Apostles' (Peabody, Massachusetts, Hendrickson Publishers, 1988). p. 71-80. 
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directly to the mission outside Israel, to Samaria, to Antioch and then to the Gentiles. Paul, a 
devout diaspora Jew was involved in the persecution and tried to stamp out this disturbing set 
of beliefs from his fellow Hellenists. However, Paul's encounter with Christ would lead to his 
conversion and commission, with incalculable consequences for early Christianity. 

New dimensions of Christology and mission 

In view of all the above discussion, it becomes increasingly likely that it was with Stephen 
and with the Hellenists that a theology of Jesus' death as the sacrifice that ends all Temple 
sacrifices first emerged. This understanding would have led them to see the sacrifices in the 
Temple as outdated and meaningless rituals. It is all too understandable that the 'more 
conservative' Aramaic-speaking Jewish Christians, i.e., the 'Hebrews' of Acts 6:1, under the 
leadership of the disciples of Jesus who came from Galilee, Peter and the sons of Zebedee, 
held back from these controversies within the Greek-speaking synagogue communities. Any 
open dispute with the Jews would have restricted their possibility of calling their own fellow-
countrymen in Israel to conversion. By contrast, the expulsion of the Hellenists at the end of 
the conflict in Jerusalem indicated to these Greek speaking Christians the necessity of turning 
to their Jewish fellow-countrymen in the Hellenistic cities on the frontiers of the Holy Land 
and beyond580. Here the momentous step forward took place, carrying the Gospel from the 
open country of Judaea to the Hellenist cities around and later to the great metropolises all 
over the Roman Empire. Through the Hellenists, the young faith of Christianity, step by step, 
became a 'city religion', since Greek-speaking Jews in Palestine, Phoenicia and Syria lived in 
the urban centres of the cities of the Roman Empire. 

The mission to the Samaritans 

The early Church first crossed a boundary, and broke a barrier, when the Hellenist Christians 
were included as part of the Christian community, though with the arrangements of separate 
worship. The next step, the inclusion of Samaritans in the Christian community is a 
momentous step towards the inclusive mission of the early Church. After the stoning of 
Stephen, the Hellenists, the Greek-speaking Jews of the Diaspora who had gathered in 
Jerusalem, were forcibly dispersed. First, we see Philip preaching in the 'city of Samaria', 
Sychar, which was then the capital of Samaria (Acts 8:5). This ministry to the Samaritans 
marks a definite breakthrough for the inclusive vision of mission of the early Church581. We 
have already explained in the last chapter the rivalry between the Jews and the Samaritans, 
how Jesus could break the traditional barriers and proclaim the gospel to the Samaritans, and 
how many believed in his message. It is quite significant that as the result of the critique of 
the Jerusalem Temple, the Hellenist Christians had to leave Jerusalem, and would enter 
Samaria, where Jesus had spoken about the true cult- worship in Spirit and truth (Jn 4: 23). 

Now, Philip would preach the gospel to them, to worship the Lord not in the Temple of 
Gerizim or Jerusalem, but in Spirit and truth. Philip was certainly not the only missionary of 
the Hellenists; some would also have gone to Damascus and others to the Phoenician cities 
until finally, after some more 'wandering', they would have reached the capital city of 
Antioch. In contrast to the Hellenists, Peter first tums to the purely Jewish cities of Lydda and 

580 DUNN James, 'The Acts of the Apostles' (Valley Forge PA, Trinity Press International, 1996). p. 83-88. 
581 LUDEMANN Gerd,' Early Christianity according to the Traditions in Acts', op.cil. p. 84-85. Persecution 
became an occasion for the mission to the Samaritans that led to the expansion of the early Church beyond the 
Jewish territories. KENT Homer, 'Jerusalem to Rome: Studies in the Book of Acts', (Grand Rapids, Baker Book 
House, 1999). p. 76-80. We may refer also to: DUNN James, 'The Acts of the Apostles' op.cit. p. 102-116. 
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Joppa (Acts 9:32-43) . The center of Christian Hellenists, the place where their community 
first came to be noticeable, was the Syrian city of Antioch, three hundred and fifty miles north 
of Jerusalem. It was here that the followers of the Jesus movement were first called 
Christians583. 'Christos' is a Greek word for a Hellenistic concept of Messiah. Before Paul, or 
the four Gospels, these Hellenists developed a clear 'Christology'. For them, Jesus' exaltation 
by God, had given him a unique status among men, and proclaimed him as almost a divinity. 
Thus, we may infer that the idea of Jesus' divinity as a systematic belief must have been 
developed by the Hellenists. Most scholars now think that it was probably the Hellenists who 
composed the hymn quoted by Paul in his letter to Philippians and which deifies Jesus (Phi 2: 
6). The resurrection of Jesus inspired a specific 'Christology', and it is from the 'Hellenists 
Christology' that there first evolved the specific reference to Jesus as divine being, one with 
God the Father, and the Holy Spirit584. 

4.1.1.3. The final step: Inclusion of the Gentiles 

We are only three years after the death of Jesus. 'I am Jesus whom you are persecuting', 
declares Jesus to Saul who becomes Paul. For him being an apostle always meant, 'apostle to 
the Gentiles' (Rom 11:13). Clearly, in Paul's own recollection of his entry into the new 
movement, and in the recollection preserved by Luke, the major factor in his conversion was 
his conviction of a calling to take the gospel to the Gentiles58 . The mission to the Gentiles is 
clearly the initiative of the Risen Lord, who commissioned the apostles to go and preach to all 
the nations. What we understand from this episode is that the Risen Christ through his 
appearance to Paul made the final step in inclusive mission, with a decisive intervention. It is 
Jesus who initiated the mission to the Gentiles, especially by commissioning Paul as the 
apostle to the Gentiles. It is Jesus who would break all the barriers as between Jews and 
Gentiles and inspire the early Christian community to reach out to all the nations586. 

The first inclusive Christian community established by Peter 

Although circumcision was repellent to Greeks and Romans, many of the Gentiles were 
attracted to Judaism, by Jewish monotheism, by the purity of Jewish morality, and by the 
antiquity (if not by the style) of their sacred books. Without being ascetic, except in some 
deviant groups, Judaism stood for chastity and stable family life; and among themselves, the 
Jews practiced works of charity, visiting the sick, caring for the dead, showing hospitality to 
strangers, and giving alms for the poor. Around many synagogues of the Dispersion, there 
gathered many devout Gentiles commonly called 'God-fearers' (the term applied to any 
Gentile good synagogue member). A Gentile might undergo circumcision and, more 
commonly, the baptism required of would-be proselytes, but this was rare. The hellenized 
Jews of the Dispersion, to the regret of the stricter Palestinian Jewish authorities, were 
normally content to welcome Gentile adherents without insisting on circumcision, as 
generally necessary for salvation. In many of the major cities of the Mediterranean, weekly 
synagogue assemblies, with their public reading and exposition of scripture, attracted large 

5 8 2 LUDEMANN Gerd," Early Christianity according to the Traditions in Acts', op.cit. p. 132-133. The 
persecution of Herod Antipas and the martyrdom of James the apostle became the occasion for Peter to leave 
Jerusalem and to engage in mission outside Jerusalem and Judea. 
5 8 3 HORSLEY Richard & SILBERMAN Neil Asher, 'The Message of the Kingdom' (New York, Grosset, 
1997). ρ 129-130. Antioch is portrayed as a dynamic congregation. 
5 8 4 HENGEL Martin & SCHWEMER Anna Maria, 'Paul: Between Damascus and Antioch: the Unknown Years' 
(Louisville, The Westminsiter Press, 1997). ρ 268-278. 
5 8 5 KEE Clark, 'Who are the People of God''' (New Haven, Yale University Press, 1995). p. 194-197. 
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numbers of sympathetic pagans who were impressed with the power of monotheism and the 
underlying social ideals of the Mosaic Law. Only a few became so admiring of Israel's 
traditions that they underwent the formalized rituals of conversion, including the ritual of 
circumcision for men. Most others remained devout at a distance, popularly known in Greek 
as 'theosebeis', or 'God-Fearers'. Peter went to Caesarea to visit the home of a 'God-Fearer' 
named Comelius. With the story of the inclusion of Comelius and the outpouring of the Holy 
Spirit on this Gentile begins the first inclusive Christian community in the history. 

According to Acts, Peter had to be convinced by a vision to make the trip to a non-Jewish 
household. In the vision, he was told to eat food that was unclean. When Cornelius's 
messengers came to him, Peter realized that the vision pertained to visiting a Gentile's home 
that was according to a Jewish belief 'impure'. He did not hesitate, inspired by the vision, to 
follow the messengers to go to a Gentile's house, in spite of his traditional reservations. As a 
guest of Comelius, Peter the Jew, interacted socially with a Gentile who feared God. Though 
a God-Fearer, Comelius had not converted to Judaism. In other words, he had rejected 
idolatry but had not passed through the whole process of formal conversation, which would 
have included circumcision. To Peter's utter amazement, as Acts tells us, the Holy Spirit fell 
mightily on the uncircumcised men587. His response captured the essence of the moment: 
'Surely no one can refuse water for those to be baptized who have received the Holy Spirit 
just as we did, can we?'(Acts 10: 47). 

Because of a dramatic demonstration of the Holy Spirit's presence during his visit in this 
Gentile home, Peter instructed Comelius and had him baptized even though he had not been 
circumcised. Thus, through baptism, Comelius was accepted into the full fellowship of the 
followers of Jesus without a formal conversion to Judaism. A convert to Judaism had three 
requirements: he was first required to be circumcised, then to undergo ntual immersion in 
baptism, and finally to offer a sacrifice in the Temple. Peter himself, the head of the early 
Church, instructed Comelius to be baptized without circumcision. What is important for us is 
that it is the work of the Spirit of Jesus, which led to the founding of the first inclusive 
Christian community, that too, by the 'order' of Peter588. The encounter of Peter with 
Comelius marks the beginning of another understanding. 'What God has cleansed you must 
not call impure'; an explicit note picked up in Acts 10:28: 'God has shown me that I should 
not call any person impure or unclean', a very strong and comforting reference to the dal its in 
India. An inclusive vision is implied in the talk of the Spirit, baptism and cleansing (Acts 10: 
44-48; 15.9) - 'God cleansed their hearts by faith'. Above all, we see that a striking lesson is 
learnt, that a Gentile, one who as such was debarred from entering closely to the presence of 
God in the Jerusalem Temple, was to be recognized as 'acceptable to him' (Acts 10:35). The 
distinction between Jew and Gentile, epitomized by the cult is, no longer, to be counted as a 
factor (Acts 10: 45-47; 11:12, 15-18; 15:8-9). Here we have an explicit analogy to the dalit 
Christians: 'God cleansed their hearts by faith', and 'God has shown me that I should not call 
any person impure or unclean'. As impure dalits, they were barred from entering the Hindu 
temples and participating in the Hindu rituals. By embracing Christian faith, thereby 
consciously leaving the context of the Hindu temples and their rituals, the dalit Christians 
have entered the new fold of the Church and have been washed clean in the waters of 
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Baptism. It is no longer acceptable that they should be still treated as unclean by the high 
caste Christians within the fold of the Indian Church. 

The First Gentile Mission and the first inclusive Christian Community 

The persecuted Christians who had been in Jerusalem fled in various directions, up the coast 
to Phoenicia and as far as Antioch, but also to the island of Cyprus, which was in the north
eastern comer of the Mediterranean, only about 90 to 100 miles off the Syrian coast. It is 
these men who began what may be called the first Gentile mission - the proclamation of the 
gospel explicitly to the Gentiles. Once again, we see the surprising initiative of God, to reach 
out to all the peoples. It was not a mission originated by the leadership of either Jerusalem or 
Antioch church, but by the single initiative of God through some anonymous men from 
Cyprus and Cyrene. A great number of Gentiles who believed turned to the Lord (Acts 11:20-
21). In Antioch, the community of all the believers in Jesus, Jews and Gentiles alike, came to 
be called as 'Christians' (Acts 11:26). We know from subsequent developments that the 
followers of Jesus actively preached among the Jews of the city. The Jewish population was 
estimated to number as high as 65,000 and whose synagogue assemblies, scattered in both 
poor city quarters and wealthy suburbs, ranged in orientation from fierce nationalism to more 
thoroughly assimilated Hellenistic ideals. Antioch's sheer size and cosmopolitan atmosphere 
apparently provided unique circumstances in which a small group of Spirit-filled preachers 
and prophets was able to organize fellowships among Jews and Gentiles589. Now, no longer 
were they Jewish Christians or simply 'Jews', (loudaioi) or Gentiles, but together they were 
called 'Christians' whose most clear hallmark, which distanced them from the other Temple-
centered Jews, or from other Gentiles was their faith in Jesus as the 'Christ'. Just as the 
acolytes of the imperial cult were known as Augustiani, and the adherents of the various 
mystery religions were known by the name of the patron deities, the faithful followers of 
Jesus, both Jews and Gentiles together, came to be known as Christianoi, or 'Christians', to 
the people of Antioch (Acts 11:26)590. In later church tradition, the Antioch community was 
remembered as a dynamic congregation with a special commission of outward preaching. The 
Antioch Christians seem to have gradually expanded their activities into the hinterland of 
Antioch and around the broad Bay of Alexandretta to the neighbouring cities of Cilicia. What 
is important to our research is that, it is in Antioch that under the new name 'Christians', the 
community of the believers in Jesus Christ, would consist of both the Jews and the Gentiles. 
Now they would have a new and distinct identity apart from the Jewish community, in 
Antioch, under the name - 'Christians' and worship as a separate community, the 'Church' 
59'. What is more, this Christian community takes the initiative for a new mission, by sending 
Paul and Bamabas (Acts 13:3). 

The Jerusalem Council 

The death of Agrippa I in the year 44 apparently precedes the council, and the latter is 
followed by the mission in Greece with the fixed point of about AD 50 in Corinth. These 
dates lead us to fix the time of Jerusalem Council around 48/49592. Paul and Bamabas 
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returned and reported to the Church in Antioch what God had done with them and how he had 
opened the door of faith to the Gentiles (Acts 14: 26-27). But, the early Church had to cross 
another hurdle towards crossing the boundaries and cracking the walls and barriers of 
separation and move towards her inclusive vision for mission. A raging argument arose with 
the visit of 'some who had come from Judea'. The heart of the problem is described in Acts 
15:1. Luke does not identify who came down from Judea to Antioch and were teaching that 
'unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved'. This 
extreme view, which not merely requires circumcision but sees it as necessary for salvation, is 
precisely what we find Paul combating in Galatians. There is good reason to think that it is 
this same very conservative Jewish Christian faction that not only came to Antioch but 
proceeded on to Paul's newly founded churches in Galatia to spread their own message. 
Presumably these are also the same as the 'false brothers' who debated this issue in Jerusalem 
according to Gal 2:4, although it is very possible that Paul is already, in Gal 2:4, referring to 
the same debate in Antioch recorded in Acts 15:2. We are told that Paul and Barnabas had 
'no small debate with them', a phrase, which reflects good classical understatement meaning 
'there was a lot of debate'. But those who had come from Jerusalem insisted to them, 'to go 
up to Jerusalem to the apostles and elders' so that the final decisions might be made by them. 
Paul and Barnabas were 'sent on their way' by the Antioch church. The delegation passed 
through Phoenicia and Samaria. It shared the news of the conversion of the Gentiles, which 
we are told brought great joy to all the believers who heard about it. It is quite possible that 
the Christians from the 'sect' of the Pharisees stood up and said that Gentiles must be 
circumcised and ordered to keep the Law of Moses593. In other words, they were to be treated 
as proselytes to Judaism. The issue to be decided is what will be required of the Gentiles so 
they can be full participants in the fellowship, fully accepted by the Jewish Christians. 

Settlement in Jerusalem Council 

In the Council, it was Paul's advocacy which won the day. We are told that the manifestations 
of divine grace were so clear in Paul's missionary work, as they had been in Peter's, that they 
could not withhold agreement (Gal 2:7-10; Acts 11:23; 15:7-12). Despite the explicit 
instruction of the Torah on the point (Gen. 17.9-14), God's will now to the contrary had been 
made clear in a way which none of them could deny. And so the momentous decision was 
made: circumcision was not to be regarded as necessary for Gentile membership of the 
Christian community. It had been precisely almsgiving which had marked out Cornelius as an 
acceptably judaized Gentile (Acts 10:2-4). The decision would seem to cut the nerve or at 
least undermine the principle of covenantal nomism as understood and practiced within the 
Judaism of the day59 . Paul and his companion Barnabas, as well as those leaders like James, 
who were representing the more conservative side of the issue, reached an agreement to write 
a letter to the non-Jewish believers. It said: 'For it has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to 
us to lay upon you no greater burden than these necessary things that you abstain from what 
has been sacrificed to idols and from blood and from what is strangled and from unlawful 
marriage. If you keep yourselves from these, you will do well. Farewell' (Acts 15:28-29). It 
is a compromise by which the laws binding the Gentiles in Torah were only applied to the 

The question of circumcision raised the issue of the identity of the Gentile converts and as consequence the 
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Gentile Christians, as in Lv 17-18 eating meat offered to idols (17 8-9), partaking of blood 
(17 10), eating meat that was not properly slaughtered (17 15), and having intercourse with 
close kin (18 6-13) The Jews should understand that the Gentiles were not required to 
observe the Mosaic ceremonial laws The Gentiles are called upon to be accommodating to 
Jewish dietary sensibilities, and be sensitive to the concerns of the Jewish Christians who 
were to observe the Law 

It is no exaggeration to say that Acts 15 is the most crucial chapter in the whole book Here 
the matter was resolved as to what constitutes the people of God, and how the major ethnic 
division in the church (Jew/Gentile) should be dealt with so that both groups might be 
included in the community of God's people on equal footing Luke is eager to demonstrate 
that ethnic divisions could be and were overcome, despite the objection of very conservative 
Pharisaic Christians A fellowship as one community was based on Christian faith alone, 
and not in any ntuals and traditions Here, we may refer to the practices of caste system, 
whereby, some Christians enforced caste traditions and 'separation' of dalit Christians in 
churches and graveyards All such traditions can have no place in Christian community The 
only cntenon of belonging to the Christian community is the faith in the Lord Jesus Christ596 

4.1.2. THE AUTHENTIC COMMUNITY OF GOD 

We have already explained how Christianity arose during a time when there was already 
enormous religious curiosity on the part of Romans and other peoples about Eastern religions 
and divinities Early Christianity sought to take advantage of this curiosity and it offered to 
pagans a religion that focused on authentic fellowship It did not require ntuals such as 
circumcision or food laws that would have immediately alienated the Gentile Christians in 
obvious and observable ways from their fellow Gentiles Christian worship did not require 
Temples, costly animal sacrifices or hereditary pnests, the very essence of much of ancient 
religion The early Christians could meet in homes and the ntuals were flexible597 It is not 
surpnsing that in the course of the next two centunes Chnstianity came to be seen by pagans 
as a much more appealing religious option than Judaism, ordinary magic or various other 
forms of traditional and popular religion like the mystery religions that existed in the Empire 
In spite of some differences of point of view about the observances of the Jewish law, there 
was unanimity of what is the implication of Chnstian faith in the Lord Jesus Chnst for all the 
members of the early Chnstian community - to become a community of genuine love and 
authentic fellowship that is revealed in genuine sharing and canng 

4.1.2.1. The Community as 'Koinonia' 

This perspective of shanng and canng is portrayed by Luke who would insist 'And all who 
believed were together and had all things in common, and they sold their possessions and 
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goods and distributed them to all, as any had need' (Acts 2: 44-46). This description is given 
slightly in more detail in Acts 4:34-35: 'There was not a needy person among them, for as 
many as were possessors of lands or houses sold them, and brought the proceeds of what was 
sold and laid it at the apostles' feet. The distribution was made to each according to his need'. 
The first Christian community saw that if she had to be faithful to the inclusive vision and the 
universal message of Jesus Christ that he proclaimed as the kingdom of God it has to be an 
authentic community that is guided by justice, peace and genuine fellowship. Thus becoming 
authentic community was the most important aspect of the vocation of the first Christian 
community in the Roman Empire. While different perspectives about the 'community' existed 
in the Roman Empire, for the first Christian community the task was very clear: to be a 
community of authentic fellowship that is faithful to the inclusive of Jesus Christ and thus be 
the sign of God's kingdom on earth. 

The community in the Graeco-Roman World 

Traditionally there had been two main types of community with which people might associate 
themselves: 'politeia', the public life of the city or nation state to which people belonged; and 
'oikonomia', the household order into which they were bom or to which they were attached. 
For some, involvement in communities of both types could be a very satisfying affair598. But 
for many, particularly the politically disadvantaged sections of society, disenchantment with 
the 'polis' easily set in as a result of the mechanisms of exclusion. Some of the more 
thoughtful and devout members of society began to look beyond the public life of the 'polis' 
in which they lived towards a cosmopolitan order, which would encompass all men. They 
wrote or dreamt of a universal commonwealth, an international brotherhood, in which the 
basic divisions that separated the people would be resolved and unity established among 
human beings. Whether this was viewed as a Stoic commonwealth in which reason reigned, 
or as an international theocracy ruled from Jerusalem by the Messiah, this idea maintained a 
powerful grip on the minds of many Greeks, Romans and Jews. In increasingly greater 
numbers such people began to find their desires fulfilled in a variety of voluntary associations 
that multiplied in cities all over the ancient world, especially in Greek centers. Though these 
associations had their precursors in groups formed for various purposes among the social elite 
in earlier centuries, it was in the late Hellenistic period that they came into their own and 
attracted a wide following - in part from the socially disadvantaged members of society. The 
novel feature of these groups was their basis was something other than the principles of 
'politeia' or Oikonomia'. They bound together people from different backgrounds, on a 
different ground to that of geography and race, or natural and legal ties. Their principle was 
koinonia, i.e. a voluntary sharing or partnership599. 

Community in Judaism 

Among the Jews, there was widespread dissatisfaction with the priestly hierarchy in 
Jerusalem, particularly in view of its collaboration with the Roman authorities and its 
absorption of Greek culture. In reaction against this, brotherhoods were formed to preserve 
the purity of the traditional faith, to maintain the vigour of their messianic hope and to 
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promote adherence to the ethical code enshnned in their sacred books. For some, so apostate 
were the religious leaders and their cultic practices, and so impure the society around them 
that they withdrew into monastic communities on the fringes of civilization or as conclaves 
within urban life. This was the course of action adopted by the Qumran community on the 
shores of the Dead Sea, and by the associated 'Essene' communities scattered throughout 
Jewish cities and colonies. Others formed fraternities within the flux of everyday affairs, to 
educate and encourage their members in ways of living a holy life in the midst of the world 
about them. Such, among others, was the practice of the 'Pharisees', a term which probably 
embraces a number of likeminded, though not identical, puritan groups in Jewish society. 
These formed themselves into 'haburoth' in order to maintain rigid standards of purity and 
celebrate religious meals together. Apart from the brotherhoods, there was another institution 
within Judaism, which became a center of religious and communal life, namely the 

600 

synagogue 

Church as community - Ecclesia in Koinonia 

Among the many types of voluntary communities that existed, both in Judea and in the 
Roman Empire at large, the believers in Jesus Christ constituted their own small communities, 
which they called as 'Ekklesia' - the Church. In Greek 'ekklesia' was a familiar word. From 
the fifth century BC onwards it referred to the regular 'assembly' of citizens in a city to 
decide matters affecting their welfare. We have an example in the New Testament itself 
where ekklesia is used to describe just such a meeting. This occurred during Paul's stay in 
Ephesus during his third missionary journey (Acts 19· 21-41). The silversmiths of that city, 
fearing for their trade in view of his preaching against idolatry, provoked a demonstration of 
the populace against Paul and his associates. The town clerk of Ephesus, probably the chief 
civil officer in the city, urged the crowd to restrain themselves, advising the silversmiths to 
make their complaint formally before the courts or proconsuls. If the people wished to take 
matters further they should do so in the lawful and regular ekklesia where such matters were 
decided (v. 39), not m the unconstitutional and near-notous ekklesia now in session (v. 41)601. 
In the book of the Acts of the Apostles, thus, we have two typical instances of the Greek use 
of the word in reference to an assembly of the people. 

The term has also been found three times in inscriptions in relation to cultic societies, but in 
these as well, the sense of 'meeting' or 'assembly' predominates. The term does not possess 
an inherently religious (let alone cultic) meaning. Thus, in Greek, ekklesia meant a public 
assembly, the popular assembly of the political community. In Jewish circles, as the Greek 
translation of the Old Testament (the Septuagint or LXX) shows, ekklesia is generally used to 
translate the Hebrew word for the 'assembly' of the people of Israel before God, though 
sometimes this is rendered by 'sunagoge'. It also describes other assemblies of a less 
specifically religious or non-religious kind, for example the 'gathering' of an army in 
preparation for war (ISm 17· 47; 1 Chr 28: 14) or the 'coming together' of an unruly and 
potentially dangerous crowd (Ps 25: 5; Eccl 16: 6). All in all, it occurs about one hundred 
times in the Septuagint, though predominantly to refer to Israel's meeting before God602. In 
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many texts, including some important ones, the Septuagint had used ekklesia to translate 
qahal, the assembly of the people of the covenant before Yahweh, in the Old Testament. Dt 
23:2-9 and the history of its early Jewish interpretation are especially important. Here 
ekklesia is understood as the true people of God, separated from all unholiness and impurity. 
The Christian communities, starting with Jerusalem, called themselves the 'ekklesia' of God 
(1 Cor 15:9; Gal 1:13). The early Church must have seen itself as the community of the 
chosen people of God, the new Israel, called by God, through faith in His son, Jesus Christ. 
The word 'church' was already in Christian use before Paul commenced his work, at least in 
Hellenistic-Jewish Christian circles. This means that from the earliest times Christian 
communities distinguished their gatherings from Jewish assemblies on the one hand and the 
Hellenistic cults on the other603. 

The Greek word 'koinonia' means to have in common. It comes from the same root as 
'koine', 'common', as in koine, the common Greek of New Testament times. The word was 
applied in 'Greek thought', to all types of activity - legal, social, civic, sexual, and religious -
in which there was a common element, that was shared in, or that affected all the participants. 
The word could carry the dynamic idea of 'to give a share' as well as the static concept 'to 
have a share'604. In Pauline usage (and he uses the word, more than the rest of the New 
Testament combined), there is a strong communitarian sense - a community with someone is 
created by common participation in something. Among the English words used to express the 
meaning of the Greek word are joint participation, communion, mutuality and sharing. It is 
the community dimension of the biblical usage of the concept 'koinonia' which makes it a 
particularly important word for the study of the doctrine of the church605. 

4.1.2.2. The Praxis of 'Togetherness' 

What constituted the early Church as a unique community or ekklesia in koinonia, was her 
faith in Jesus Christ and also her inclusive vision for the universal mission by which, she 
could cross over all boundaries of ethnic divide, and become truly a family of the children of 
God. We present the 'praxis of togetherness' among the Christians in the early Church, in the 
following list, which is far from exhaustive: 
Outdo one another in showing honour (Rom 12:10), 
live in harmony with one another (Rom 12:16), 
welcome one another (Rom 15:7), 
admonish one another (Rom 15:14), 
greet one another with a holy kiss (Rom 16:16), 
wait for one another ( 1 Cor 11:33), 
have the same care for one another ( 1 Cor 12:25), 
be servants of one another (Gal 5:13), 
bear one another's burdens (Gal 6:2), 
comfort one another (1 Thes 5:11), 
build one another up (1 Thes 5:11), 
be at peace with one another (1 Thes 5:13), 
do good to one another (1 Thes 5:15), 
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bear with one another lovingly (Eph 4:2), 
be kind and compassionate to one another (Eph 4:32), 
be subject to one another (Eph 5:21), 
forgive one another (Col 3:13), 
confess your sins to one another (Jam 5:16), 
pray for one another (Jam 5:16), 
love one another from the heart (1 Pet 1:22), 
be hospitable to one another (IPet 4:9), 
meet one another with humility (IPet 5:5), 
have fellowship with one another (Un 1:7). 

It is genuine 'koinonia', which distinguished and set apart the community of the believers in 
Christ, as a unique community of love and fraternity. The early church's most beautiful word 
for the new reality that spread in the community is 'agape' (love) It is the authentic 
fellowship constituted beyond the existing social categories of people which made the early 
Church a true 'koinonia'. 

Theological Foundations of Fellowship 

We refer to the Epistles for exposing the theological foundations of the Koinonia of the 
Christian community: 
1. Christian fellowship is a fellowship with the Father: 'And truly our fellowship is with the 
Father and with his Son Jesus Christ' (1 Jn 1:3). 
2. Christian fellowship is distinctively a fellowship with Christ, because the Father extends his 
fellowship through his Son: 'God is faithful; by Him you were called into the fellowship of 
his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord' (1 Cor 1:9). 
3. The fellowship is also with the Holy Spirit: 'The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of 
God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with all of you' (2 Cor 13:13). 
4. Christian fellowship is based on and comes about through the 'gospel message'. God's call 
to fellowship is made known through the gospel. The message about Christ, inspired by the 
Holy Spirit, is itself a basis of fellowship: 'We declare to you what we have seen and heard so 
that you also may have fellowship with us; and truly our fellowship is with the Father and 
with his Son Jesus Christ' (1 Jn 1:3). Fellowship with God and Christ is based on the 
apostolic proclamation of the gospel that points out how God has reached out for fellowship 
with the humanity through incarnation. The eternal life that was with the Father was revealed 
to the people by the 'gospel' and these people are called into a life of authentic fellowship. 
The 'word' of eternal life that became incarnate in Jesus Christ establishes a fellowship 
between the proclaimers and the believers of the Gospel message, a fellowship that has a 
divine basis and origin. The proclamation of the Gospel inevitably results in a fellowship that 
is based on a shared or common faith of all the believers. This is the observable and obvious 
result of the proclamation of the gospel: the participation in the common faith produces a 
community where love is shared. 

5. The Lord's Supper is appropriately called 'communion' or 'fellowship'. Paul makes 
concrete what is involved in the fellowship with Christ; it is participation in his body and 
blood (ICor 10:16-17). Paul's argument is not that Christians take part in the Lord's Supper 
because they are a community, but that they are a community because of participation in the 
body and blood of Christ. The 'body of Christ' in 1 Corinthians 10:16 is the body on the 
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cross; the 'one body' of 1 Corinthians 10:17 is the church. Thus we include the Lord's 
Supper here as part of the theological basis for fellowship and as a further elaboration of what 
is included in fellowship with Christ607. 

Expressions of Fellowship 

1. The contribution of material possessions for the needs of others is called 'koinonia' or 
fellowship; indeed, this is the most frequently occurring usage of this word in the New 
Testament. Paul expressly calls the collection for the poor in Jerusalem a 'koinonia' in Rom 
15:26, and in the next verse he explains that it is appropriate for the Gentiles to minister 
material things to the Jews because the Gentiles first shared in spiritual blessings from the 
Jews. 'Koinonia' expresses well the purpose of the collection among the churches Paul 
founded, a sense of fellowship and community between the Gentile and the Jewish believers. 
Giving is a concrete expression of sharing and enhances the sense of community. 

2. Cooperation in the advancement of the gospel is another expression of fellowship. The 
giving of material possessions may assist the preaching and teaching of the gospel, but this is 
only one form that assistance in the proclamation of the gospel may take. Cooperation went 
beyond financial support. 

3. The sufferings of Christ created the Christian fellowship. Having fellowship with him, 
often found expression in sharing in his suffering. There is a close connection between the 
sufferings of Christ and those of the Christians. The advancement of the gospel often meant 
the experience of suffering. Christian suffering is not solely the suffering that is common to 
human beings, but also what comes because one is a Christian (as in persecution in Rv 1:9) 
and what is undertaken for the sake of others in the service of Christ (Heb 10:33). 

4. All that has been said is caught up in the sharing of a common life together. The disciples 
devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and 
prayers (Acts 2:42). There is a common life in Christ; fellowship does include association 
with fellow Christians. This is one of the rich blessings of Christian life. 

5. A specific expression of Christian fellowship is agreement in doing the Lord's work. The 
agreement is particularly important regarding the decision of labour, in preaching the Gospel 
and serving the Lord608. 

4.1.2.3. The Sources of 'Koinonia' in the Ekklesia 

The source of Christian life is God, whom Paul frequently refers to as the Father. It is God 
who calls the Church into being, constitutes its identity in Christ and empowers it through the 
Spirit. Through the Spirit, Christ lives in his Church, and this Spirit makes real God's gift to 
the community. It is through the community that the saving reality of Christ is made effective 

607 FERGUSON Everett, 'The Church of Christ: A Biblical Ecclesiology for Today' (Grand Rapids, William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1996). For more insights on the theological foundations of Christian fellowship 
we may refer to: DOOHAN Helen, 'Paul's Vision of Church' (Wilmington, Delaware Michael Glazier, Inc., 
1989). HARRISON Everett, 'Interpreting Acts: The Expanding Church' (Grand Rapids, Academic Press, 1986). 
608 SCHREINER Thomas, 'Paul: Apostle of God's Glory in Christ' (Downers Grove, Illinois, InterVarsity Press, 
2001). p. 307-330. Refer also: NODET Etienne & TAYLOR Justin, 'The Origins of Christianity: An 
Exploration' (Collegeville, Minnesota, The Liturgical Press, 1998). p. 145-167. 
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in the world. Paul would insist that Christ is not only the founder of the community of 
believers but in a real way he is also present in the community (1 Cor 6:15). 'For as the body 
is one and has many members, and all the members of that one body, being many are one 
body, so also is Christ (1 Cor 12:12). 

CaUed By God 

The church exists in the gathering together of believers in Jesus, who express their faith in 
their celebrations, in their lifestyle, and in their service609. 'For as many of you as were 
baptized into Christ have put on Christ, there is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave 
nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus' (Gal 3:27-28). 
Faith in Christ, lived out in the community, and through the service for others, is the 
cornerstone of the church and this early insight regarding Christ directs Paul's further 
theological reflections. The idea of call is basic to Paul's understanding of the Church, for 
God calls the Church into being because of his graciousness and his love: 'Oh, the depth of 
the riches and the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments and 
how inscrutable his ways!' (Rom 11:33). 

The one God of Israel remains faithful to his promises to Abraham, but now extends his call 
to all who believe, attaching no conditions to his free gift of eternal life in Christ Jesus (Rom 
3:24; 6:23; Gal. 2:21). Thus God's call includes the Gentiles who are also the 'beloved 
children of God' (1 Thes 1:4), who are justified and glorified through faith in the Lord Jesus 
Christ: 'Moreover, whom God predestined, them he also called; and whom he called, he also 
justified. And whom he justified, he also glorified' (Rom 8:29-30). Because of his call, God's 
righteousness becomes that of the believer (Rom 1:17), whom he reconciles to himself (2 Cor 
5:18) by the blood of the Cross through Jesus Christ crucified. Not only does God offer the 
possibility of transformation and new life, but also he provides blessing in abundance (2 Cor 
9:8), supplying every need 'according to his riches in glory in Christ Jesus' (Phil 4:19). The 
Church responds to this gift by the quality of life of faith, hope and love (2 Cor 6:1 ; 1 Thes 
1:3) that will animate the lives of the believers as God's justified and reconciled children. 

Baptized in the Name of Jesus 

In baptism. Christians 'put on Christ' (Gal 3:27), being also 'baptized into one body...and 
all...made to drink of one Spirit' (1 Cor 12:13). Baptism washes, sanctifies, and justifies us 
(1 Cor 6:11), and through the Lord Jesus Christ, we receive 'our reconciliation' (Rom 5:11). 
However, something more profound occurs. In baptism we 'put on the new person', for we 
'have been baptized into Christ Jesus, buried, therefore, with him by baptism into death, so 
that as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in 
newness of life' (Rom 6:3-4). Through baptism we participate in Christ's death and 
resurrection, but Christ also transforms our Christian lives, for in him we are the new creation. 
'If anyone is in Christ, he [or she] is a new creation; the old one has passed away, behold, the 
new has come' (2 Cor 5:17). Christians live this new life in Christ, as members of Christian 
community and in the service of one another. In fact, he goes on to reflect: 'Who shall 
separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or 
nakedness, or peril, or sword?' (Rom 8:35). Nothing 'will be able to separate us from the 

(m SCHMIDT Daryl, 'The Jesus Tradition in the Common Life of Early Christian Communities' in 'Common 
Life in the Early Church', (ed) HILLS Julian (Hamsburg, Trinity Press International, 1998). p. 141-142. 
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love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord' (Rom 8:39). Being baptized into Christ marks the 
beginning of our Christian existence, and as such, initiates our new life in Christ. 

Sanctified and Missioned by the Spirit 

Paul relates the Spirit with God, Christ, the Church, and the Christian: 'The Spirit of God who 
'raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you' (Rom 8:11). God also sends his Spirit into our 
hearts and it is 'the Spirit of his Son' who cries out 'Abba, Father' (Gal 4:6). We know the 
power of the Spirit and by this power we 'abound in hope' (Rom 15:13). As Christians, 'our 
sufficiency is from God, who has qualified us to be ministers of a new covenant, not in a 
written code but in the Spirit; for the written code kills, but the Spirit gives life' (2 Cor 3:5-6). 
For this is the will of God: your sanctification (1 Thes 4:3) and it is the Holy Spirit who 
sanctifies (Rom 15:16). Paul describes Christian life in terms of the Spirit, for in the Spirit we 
enter into a relationship with God (1 Cor 2:10-14). 'Likewise the Spirit helps us in our 
weakness' and 'intercedes for us with sighs too deep for words' (Rom 8:26). Paul associates 
this same Spirit with spiritual gifts: 'Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and 
there are varieties of service, but the same Lord; and there are varieties of working, but it is 
the same God who inspires them all in everyone' (1 Cor 12:4-6). However, these 
'manifestations of the Spirit' are there only 'for the common good' of the Church (1 Cor 
12:7). The Spirit of Christ makes us holy, forms us into one body, and gives us the gifts for 
use in the service of the Church for the common good of all the members 0. 

4.2. THE DHARMA OF JESUS ENCOUNTERS THE HINDU DHARMA 

We have sufficiently explored the inclusive and universal message of Jesus that he proclaimed 
as the kingdom of God and the 'ekklesia in koinonia ' that resulted from his proclamation. Our 
investigation is whether they can become the foundation of a casteless society in India that the 
dalit theology seeks to establish? Our conclusion is that the emerging dalit theology has to 
draw from the inclusive vision and the universal message of Jesus, which is the good news of 
the kingdom of God, as a resource and engage and challenge the caste-structured Indian 
society for reform and transformation611. This task of dalit theology has to be seen at two 
levels: First of all, dalit theology has to inspire and guide the Indian Church to become the 
sign and instrument of authentic fellowship, a true 'Ekklesia in Koinonia' in India. Secondly, 
dalit theology has to engage respectfully and challenge meaningfully Hindu religion so that 
the entire Indian society can cross over the boundaries of separateness and discrimination of 
casteism and move towards a casteless society of authentic fellowship. The meaningful 
engagement with Hinduism is very crucial for the eradication of the caste system and for the 
liberation of the dalits in India. That is why the researcher presents a brief exposition of the 
structure and practice Hinduism in present India before examining the possible avenues of 
engagement of the emerging dalit theology with Hinduism. 

4.2.1. HINDUISM, THE RELIGION OF THE MAJORITY IN INDIA 

Hinduism is the religion of the majority of the people of India, though several religions have 
significant presence in India for many centuries 12. The percentage of the people following the 

JERVELL Jacob, 'The Theology of the Acts of the Apostles' (Cambodge, Cambridge University Press, 
1996) MCKECHNIE Paul, 'The First Christian Centunes Perspectives on the Early Church' (Downers Grove, 
Illinois, InterVarsity Press, 2001) 
611 AMALADOSS Michael, 'A Call to Community' op cil ρ 71-73 
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diverse religions in India has more or less remained unchanged dunng the past fifty years 
dunng the post-independent penod Just pnor to political independence in 1947, a big chunk 
of the Muslim population was transferred to Pakistan and to Bangladesh dunng the partition 
of India as demanded by the Muslim leaders The distribution of Indian population according 
to the religions is given below as per the Census of 1991 6 1 3 

Hindus 690-700,000,000 (82% or 83%) 
Muslims 95-100,000,000 (11 5% or 12%) 
Chnstians 20,000,000 (2 5%) 
Sikhs 16,000,000 (2%) 
Buddhists 6,000,000 ( 75%) 
Jains 4,000,000 (.50%) 
Others 4,000,000 ( 50%) 

The so-called 'Hindu' percentage is something of a problem, since it includes Scheduled 
Castes (untouchables) and Scheduled Tribes (tribals) that together account for some 23 5 
percent of the total population If one were to assume that these low-status groups would 
hesitate or prefer not to identify themselves with the category 'Hindu', this could lower the 
'Hindu' total to as low as 500 million, or, in other words, not much more than 60% of the 
population If one then combined the Scheduled Castes and Schedules Tnbes with the other 
minonty religious groups (Muslim, Chnstian, Sikh, Buddhist, Jain and Others), the non-
Hindu or minonty percentage would be nearly 40% 

By way of an overall approximation, it can be said that about two-thirds of all Hindus are 
Vaisnavas (followers of Visnu or one of his incarnations as Krsna or Rama), about one-third 
would be Saivas (followers of Siva) We find also the 'goddess' traditions throughout India 
It is probably fair to say that Vaisnava traditions (especially the traditions of Rama and Krsna) 
are particularly strong in the northern Hindi heartland region of north central India as well as 
in the Northeast region around the state of Bengal and the western region of Gujarat and 
Maharashtra Saiva traditions are particularly strong in Tamilnadu and Karnataka in the 
southern region but also in Kashmir in the far Northwest region and in the Northeast region in 
and around Bengal There are several hundred monastic orders within the vanous Hindu 
traditions, and estimates run from 1 million to as many as 15 million regarding the number of 
persons involved m the 'professional religious' or monastic life in India The most famous 
monastic order is the Dasanarm, literally meaning 'the ten-named' In other words, it is an 
order with 'ten named subdivisions', founded by the great Vedantin philosopher, Sankara, 
probably some time in the eighth century of the Common Era and continuing down to the 
present, with centers in all the major regions of present-day India. The membership of this is 
overwhelmingly high-caste Brahmin In addition, there are numerous other sampradaya-s or 
'orders' belonging to the vanous Vaisnava and Saiva groups all around India, as well as 
vanous independent monastic groups and a great vanety of individual itinerant sadhu-s (holy 
persons)614 In addition to these traditional forms of Hindu spintuality, there are also many 
varieties of what can be called reformist and revisionist Neo-Hindu religious groups such as 
Brahma Samaj and Arya Samaj Their emergence in the nineteenth and twentieth century 

6''' LARSON Gerald James, 'India's Agony over Religion' (Albany, State University of New York Press, 1995) 
ρ 19 20 Over the years from the year 1991 whose statistics we have presented above the Indian population has 
shown an increase in the absolute numbers but the distribution of the Indian population according to the religions 
has remained very much the same till today without any significant changes 
614 Ibid ρ 20 21 Refer also MICHAELS Axel, 'Hinduism' (Princeton, Princeton University Press, 2004) 
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largely represents Hindu India's reaction to Western civilization, secularization, 
modernization and the Christian missionary work615. 

4.2.1.1. The three levels of Hinduism 

The anthropologist, Agehananda Bharati, has usefully distinguished three levels of Hindu 
religion: (a) 'village Hinduism' made up of grassroots 'little tradition'. It is characterized by 
belief in local demons and spirits, eccentric varieties of magico-religious practices and 
shamanistic traditions of ecstatic experience, however, with some observance of all-India 
mainline Hindu practices and festivals. (b) literate or scripture-based 'Sanskrit, Vedic 
Hinduism', of a learned 'great tradition' variety, represented by Brahmin priests, pandits 
(traditionally trained scholars), itinerant ascetics or monastic practitioners; and, finally, (c) 
the 'renaissance Hinduism' or Neo-Hinduism of what Bharati calls the 'urban alienate', or, in 
other words, a portion of the new urban middle class, characterized by the modernized, 
reformed and often Westernized Hindu spirituality of gurus such as Ramakrishna, 
Vivekananda, Satya Sai Baba and many others 6 1 6. Bharati's levels, of course, are not to be 
taken as hard scientific categories based on survey research. They are, rather, a rough 
heuristic overview of some of the more obvious types of Hindu social reality. Assuming, as 
mentioned above, that the category of 'Hindu' includes at least about 500 million, (not 
including Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes as 'Hindu'), possibly as many as 3% to 5% 
could be included in the category of 'renaissance Hinduism' or Neo-Hinduism. In other 
words, between 15 and 25 million, most of whom come from the 'forward' castes and many 
of whom are English-speaking can be in this category. Possibly 13% to 15% could be 
included in the category of literate, scriptural 'Sanskrit or Vedic Hinduism'. In other words, 
between 65 and 75 million, and again largely made up of the higher or 'forward' castes, with 
possibly some few knowing English but with most speaking a modem, regional language such 
as Hindi, Bengali, Gujarati, and so forth. The remainder could be included in the category of 
'village Hinduism' (or, in other words, just over 400 million and largely belonging to the 
Other Backward Classes or other low-status persons). These, of course, are only rough 
approximations for gaining some insight into the 'Hindu' population in modem India. What 
is important for our research is that there are many currents in Hinduism. Only when all these 
diverse, at times opposing, currents are included together that Hindus represent a majority in 
all States and Union Territories with the exception of the state of Jammu and Kashmir, in 
which Muslims represent a two-thirds majority. In the state of Punjab, the majority (60%) is 
Sikh, and in the small tribal States of Nagaland and Meghalaya, there are majorities (80% and 
53% respectively) of Christians617. 

4.2.1.2. Hindu allegations of caste discrimination in the Church 

The last decade has seen the rise of Hindu Nationalism all over India. The Rashtriya 
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) and Vishva Hindu Parishad are the Hindu frontal organizations, 
which promote the current Hindu Nationalism, whose ideology is a convenient modem 
adaptation of the traditional Brahmin ideology. The RSS and VHP, and their political wing 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), make deliberate and calculated tirades against the secular fabric 

6 1 5 LARSON Gerald James, 'India's Agony over Religion' op cit ρ 21-22 
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cannol be exactly grouped under the three categories because many Hindus while believing in the classical tenets 
of Hinduism at the same time also participate enthusiastically in popular Hindu religious practices 
6 1 7 LARSON Gerald James, 'India's Agony over Religion', op.cit p. 21-22 
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of the country618 If they can, they would like to do away with the secular constitution of 
India, which abolished the 'hierarchical boundanes' of caste system among the people In the 
Constitution of India, all the people of India are declared equal Thus the 'separateness' and 
'set-apartness' of the privileged social groups, particularly the Brahmins, have been set aside 
by the secular nature of democratic India Hindu nationalist propaganda of the RSS, VHP and 
BJP is undoubtedly an effort to safeguard the traditional privileges of the upper castes in the 
Hindu society. However, it is presented as an effort to protect their 'Eternal Dharma' or Hindu 
religion, which, they insist, is under the threat of extinction as the result of the proselytizing 
activities of Islam and Chnstianity in India In this nationalist and religious discourse, we see 
a valiant effort by the privileged groups in Hinduism, to preserve the cracking walls of the 
'boundary' set by the Hindu faith, among the different social groups in modern secular India 

The duplicity of the Indian Christian Community is exposed 

What is of concern to us is that these Hindu fanatical voices point out and condemn the 
duplicity in the Indian Church regarding her 'casteless egalitarian Christian faith' A Hindu 
fundamentalist, Jawahar, writes thus 'The key weapon brandished by the champions of 
Christian conversions is the 'oppressive caste-system of Hinduism' which is deemed as 
justification enough for people to migrate to Chnstianity And the orchestrated indignation 
and self-nghteousness with which these paragons sermonize from the rooftop make one 
almost believe for a moment that they are nght after all That is the power of lies, told 
repeatedly and at high decibel levels But it is a common knowledge that, even in Chnstianity, 
salvation for a Nadar lies only with a Nadar, a Pillai gets invanably wedded to a Pillai, and 
Dalits continue to be 'untouched' by the high caste Chnstians, with the healing touch of the 
new order remaining a pipe dream All these happen by conscious choice as is evident from 
the 'detailed' specifications that prospective bndes and grooms take special care to mention 
In fact, with several sects and equal number of churches (denominations) dotting the 
landscape, there is also strong tendency to remain within those folds also Thus the system of 
castes, clans and sub-sects thnves memly in the promised land of 'Chnstianity' too The 
upper caste converts, especially, tend to carry forward their erstwhile supenor status to their 
new faith They would not countenance a dilution of their caste status If Chnstianity, as the 
Chnstians themselves confess, albeit in defence, has failed to address the scourge of casteism 
and instead solidifies it even more, then why at all should the oppressed classes be made to 
change religious colors'' Let us now move on to the pnde of Indian Chnstianity, the Dalits 
These children of Han, hanjans, as Gandhi used to refer to them, became children of Jesus -
let's baptize them as -Jesusjans- in great numbers and with greater hopes of economic 
prospenty and more importantly, social emancipation Let us know for sure, if Jesus had 
succeeded where Han failed Jawahar poses these questions 'Is it Chnstian that a few upper 
caste communities corner all the benefits under the pretext of minonty nghts and comer 
power9 Is it Chnstian to keep the Dalits off the power structure and manipulate funds'7' 

'Is it Chnstian to attach caste surnames to their Chnstian names and identify themselves more 
with caste than Chnst Is it Chnstian to allot separate places in the churches, separate chapels 
and even separate graveyards for their Dalit brethren'' Is it Chnstian to deny self-respect to 
these less pnvileged members of the congregation9' 

618 HANSEN Thomas Bloom, 'The Saffron Wave Democracy and Hindu Nationalism in Modern India' 
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Jawahar concludes: 'Let us face things. Dalit members are being exploited in every way by 
the power wielding upper caste Christians in the Church. After all, there is as much casteism, 
if not more, in Christianity as in Hinduism; so how can they mis-represent their 'product' to 
be a better one?*619. 

Responding to the allegations which are unfortunately true 

The practices of caste distinctions in the Church, as raised by the Hindu Nationalist discourse, 
point to the struggle the Indian Church has to still go through to become an authentic 
community of Jesus. We have already seen how the early Church had to face similar 
problems. When we look at the first accusation, we remember Acts 6, wherein the Hellenist 
Christians complained that their widows were neglected. The Apostles responded, as we have 
observed, by naming leaders 'full of faith, wisdom and Holy Spirit' to guide them and teach 
them. When we look at the second accusation about 'separation' between caste groups in the 
churches and graveyards, we think of Acts 15 and Gal 2, and their related controversies about 
the custom of circumcision and eating separately. The Church had to face those problems and 
had to respond with a new vision in spite of the opposition within and persecution without, 
arising from breaking the existing boundaries and barriers in Jerusalem. Today, in India also, 
the Church has to proclaim the Kingdom of God, to sidestep the laws that separate people as 
high and low, create boundaries and construct barriers. It is sadly true that many upper caste 
Christians, just like some of the Jewish Christians, are still conditioned by those laws even if 
they accepted the message of Christ. It is problem 'within' or 'internal' to the Church. The 
Church faces the much larger problem 'without' or 'external', being condemned as not 
belonging to India, and hence her prerogative to preach the Gospel as good news is 
challenged especially by the leadership of the high caste based Hindu organizations like the 
RSS. The Indian Church has to meet her challenges to be 'koinonia' in India - internally 
(within the Church) and externally (in relation to Hinduism). 

In a situation of opposition, harassment and even persecution, the Indian Church requires new 
ideas, attitudes and approaches, particularly in the light of the developments of the past two 
decades of Hindu revivalism, nationalism and fanaticism. At this time, there exists a real crisis 
with regard to the missionary vocation, missionary motivation and missionary activity of the 
Indian Church. Perhaps, some perspectives of Evangelization during the post-Vatican Π 
period that negate the baptism of the non-Christians as unnecessary for their salvation could 
have led to this crisis, but the deeper causes originate from the strong and aggressive 
opposition and violent resistance of the Hindu groups like the RSS and the VHS that oppose 
any form of direct evangelization. The leaders of these groups often exaggerate to the point of 
telling total falsehood about the motivations and methods of the missionary efforts of the 
Church in India. We cannot dismiss this missionary crisis as something superficial, passing, 
and normal. It goes very deep and raises fundamental theological questions with serious 
repercussions on the life and activity of the Indian Church and of each individual Christian 
community and person. Hence the issues cannot be glossed over. On the one hand, the 
declaration of Paul, 'Woe to me if I do not preach the Gospel' (I Cor 9: 16) remains a 
mandate for every Christian community and its application in Indian soil remains a task as 
well as responsibility requiring a new vision for mission in India. On the other hand, the 
motivation and zeal that animated missionary work in the past, needs new perspectives, 
arising from the new vision for mission, to be an authentic 'koinonia' in the Indian soil as per 
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the vision of Jesus Christ that he preached as the Kingdom of God. It is in this context of 
doubt and hesitation that the emerging dalit theology is called upon to respond to the 
tremendous challenges faced by the Church in India 

4.2.1.3. Inter-religious Dialogue with Hinduism- in an attitude of respect 

While the Nationalist Hindus highlight the evident duplicity on the part of the Indian Church 
and challenge the discrimination of the dalit converts within Christian fold, the emerging dalit 
theology cannot and should not simply condemn Hinduism, in its tum, as the perverted 
religion of the high castes who make use of the Hindu sacred principles and the sacred texts of 
their holy scriptures for oppressing, enslaving and exploiting the low castes and for promoting 
the socio-economic advantages and the selfish gains of the high castes. Often, the modem 
dalit protestant movements especially the virulent dalit 'sahitya' or literature engage in such 
outright condemnations of Hinduism and indulge in confrontations with high caste Hindus. 
However, the emerging dalit theology, that is called to be fully at the service of the Gospel or 
good news of Jesus Christ, cannot and should not become an ideology of outright 
confrontation and conflict in the hands of some angry protest movements against Hindu caste 
system. We have to remember that the religions are called, in a very special way, to be at the 
service of reconciliation, fellowship, solidarity, peace and harmony among the peoples and 
the nations of the world during this time of unfortunate violence and sectarian conflicts in 
many continents. The violent clashes that we witness all over the world resulting from hatred 
and intolerance between the religions in an age when so many nations have stockpiled huge 
quantities of weapons of mass destruction can be dangerous for the survival of the human 
civilization and can lead to the very extinction of the human race in our planet. That is why 
the dialogue and fraternal engagement between the religions has become today an important 
necessity rather than a preferred option in the world stage. Fortunately this fact is more and 
more recognized by many religious leaders of the world, especially by the Christian leaders 
and theologians of all major denominations within Christianity. 

Today, we see that, in all the Christian denominations, inter-religious dialogue is placed 
specifically at the service of world peace and common good of the entire humanity. Christian 
tradition that has conceived of four covenants made between God and mankind gives 
legitimacy and support to the initiatives of inter-religious dialogue and engagement. A famous 
text of St. Irenaeus in Adversus Haereses states it clearly: 'Four covenants were given to the 
human race: one, prior to the deluge, under Adam; the second, that after the deluge, under 
Noah; the third, the giving of the Law, under Moses; the fourth, that which renovates the 
human being and sums up all things in itself by means of the Gospel, raising and bearing 
human beings upon its wings into the heavenly kingdom'. However, nothing in the succession 
of the four divine covenants suggests that anyone abolished those preceding. All the 
covenants hold together620. We understand that God's Spirit is at work in all the sincere 
religious quest of humanity that is revealed in the religious values and the sacred traditions of 
numerous religions. The universality of the salvific plan of God and the efficacious working 
of the divine Spirit among different peoples who sincerely seek God with devotion is affirmed 
by all the important Christian denominations. As a result, a meaningful and fruitful dialogue 
between Christians and the people of other religions is advocated by the Catholic Church as 
well as by the Protestant and the Orthodox Churches as legitimate, right and necessary. Of 
course, even while the universal salvific plan of God is clearly affirmed, the unique 
mediatorship of Jesus as Lord and Saviour of the world is also firmly upheld by the Churches. 

The four covenants appointed out by St Irenaeus have been explored in more details by Jacques Dupuis: 
Refer- DUPUIS Jacques, 'Christianity and the Religions' (Maryknoll, Orbis Books, 2002). p. 104-105. 
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Catholic Church and inter-religious dialogue - Nostra Aetate 

When we look for the official declaration of the Catholic Church, we may refer to the Second 
Vatican Council document, Nostra Aetate, the declaration on the relation of the Church to 
Non- Christian Religions. Nostra Aetate states: 'From ancient times down to the present, there 
is found among various peoples a certain perception of that hidden power which hovers over 
the course of things and over the events of human history; at times some indeed have come to 
the recognition of a Supreme Being, or even of a Father. This perception and recognition 
penetrates their lives with a profound religious sense. Religions, however, that are bound up 
with an advanced culture have struggled to answer the same questions by means of more 
refined concepts and a more developed language. Thus in Hinduism, men contemplate the 
divine mystery and express it through an inexhaustible abundance of myths and through 
searching philosophical inquiry. They seek freedom from the anguish of our human condition 
either through ascetica! practices or profound meditation or a flight to God with love and 
trust. Again, Buddhism, in its various forms, realizes the radical insufficiency of this 
changeable world; it teaches a way by which men, in a devout and confident spirit, may be 
able either to acquire the state of perfect liberation, or attain, by their own efforts or through 
higher help, supreme illumination. Likewise, other religions found everywhere try to counter 
the restlessness of the human heart, each in its own manner, by proposing 'ways', comprising 
teachings, rules of life, and sacred rites. The Catholic Church rejects nothing that is true and 
holy in these religions. She regards with sincere reverence those ways of conduct and of life, 
those precepts and teachings which, though differing in many aspects from the ones she holds 
and sets forth, nonetheless often reflect a ray of that Truth which enlightens all men. Indeed, 
she proclaims, and ever must proclaim Christ 'the way, the truth, and the life (Jn 14:6), in 
whom men may find the fullness of religious life, in whom God has reconciled all things to 
Himself. The Church, therefore, exhorts her sons, that through dialogue and collaboration 
with the followers of other religions, carried out with prudence and love and in witness to the 
Christian faith and life, they recognize, preserve and promote the good things, spiritual and 
moral, as well as the socio-cultural values found among these men' '. The presence of truth 
in other religions is thus affirmed by the Catholic Church without hesitation that calls upon 
and encourages the Catholics to enter into fruitful dialogue and collaboration with the 
followers of other religions all over the world. In India, where the majority of the people 
follow Hinduism, a fruitful and meaningful dialogue with Hindu religion is not only a 
desirable and a very useful effort, but also a quite necessary and inevitable obligation. 

Statement of the Pontifical Council for Inter-religious Dialogue 

In the fortieth year of Nostra Aetate, in his message to the Hindus on the feast of Diwali 2005, 
the President of the Pontifical Council for Inter-religious Dialogue, Archbishop Michael L. 
Fitzgerald expressed the solidarity of the Hindus and Christians and conveyed to the 'dear 
Hindu Friends' his warm and cordial greetings: 'As you celebrate Diwali again this year, I 
wish every one of you much joy and happiness. May this holiday season bring you 
refreshment in mind and body and renew you in spirit to continue meeting the difficulties of 
daily life with courage and hope. It is only natural for us to hope that the joyful character of 
our religious celebrations may extend to every moment of our existence. And we have been 
able to do this together through the bonds of friendship forged by dialogue over the years, we 
Christians have come to discover that you, as Hindus, are greatly concerned about those who 
are suffering. For your part, you may have come to realize that the Christian faith teaches that 

621 We have quoted from Nostra Aetate, the Document of the Second Vatican Council on the relation of the 
Church to Non- Christian Religions, as published by the Vatican, 196S. 
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every human being is created in the image and likeness of God and is thus deserving of 
attention and concern At a time when aggressive secularism would seem to be on the increase 
and respect for basic human values often appears to be on the decline, cooperation among 
people of different religions can bnng about a new respect for religion in today's world Dear 
Hindu fnends, let us continue to collaborate in finding solutions to the problems we face, 
whether they be small or great, whether local or international Diwali celebrates light, 
goodness, reconciliation, peace, harmony and happiness I wish you all a very happy feast622 

The latest official declaration from Vatican reinforces the desirability and the necessity of 
engaging in fruitful inter-religious dialogue and collaboration in view of confronting 
aggressive secularism that results in the neglect of the basic human values in the world 
thereby leading humanity to its peni 

World Council of Churches and inter-religious dialogue 

The seventh assembly of the WCC which was held in Canberra, Australia in 1991, on 
'Religious Plurality, Theological Perspective and Affirmations' clearly stated the desirability 
and the necessity of inter-religious dialogue and engagement 'God's creative work is also 
available in the religious traditions of non-Chnstians because God has been present in their 
seeking and finding, that where there is truth and wisdom in their teaching, and love and 
holiness in their living In the process of dialogue, the Chnstians must keep the balance 
between the universal creative activity of God toward all humankind and the particular 
redemptive activity of God in the person and work of Jesus Chnst The saving presence of 
God's activity in all creation and human history comes to its focal point in the event of Chnst 
However, Chnstians affirm unequivocally that the Holy Spint has been at work in the life and 
traditions of people of living faiths The truth and goodness of other religions which come out 
under the guidance of the Holy Spint can differ from the Word in Jesus Chnst It implies that 
other religions can have truth and goodness or holiness independently from the Chnstian 
truth, namely, Jesus Chnst However, the Spint acts in conjunction with Jesus Chnst Inter-
religious dialogue is a 'two way street' Chnstians must enter into it in a spint of openness, 
prepared to receive from others, while on their part they give witness of their own faith 
Authentic dialogue opens both partners to a deeper conversion to the God who speaks to each 
through the other Through the witness of others, we Chnstians can truly discover facets of 
the divine mystery which we have not yet seen or responded to The practice of dialogue will 
thus result in the deepening of our own life of faith We believe that walking together with 
people of other living faiths will bnng us to a fuller understanding and expenence of truth 
This new understanding is not only conversation (dialogue of ideas) but is also an encounter 
between people (dialogue of life) It depends on mutual trust, demands respect for the identity 
and integnty of the other, and requires a willingness to question one's own self-understanding 
as well as openness to understand the others on their own terms623 We see that already in 
1991, the World Council of Churches stated in unequivocal terms that the dialogue and 
collaboration with other religions is desirable and useful and can lead Chnstians to a greater 
appreciation of the Chnstian faith and to a more profound understanding of the Truth that is 
God himself We have to mention that the Orthodox Church is also always well represented in 
the worldwide inter-religious dialogue meetings and conferences thereby expressing its 

Statement from the Pontifical Council for Inter Religious Dialogue, Vatican, November 2005 
623 The Statement of the seventh assembly of the WCC, held in Canberra, Australia in 1991, on 'Religious 
Plurality Theological Perspective and Affirmations', Geneva 1991 
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openness to the engagement of the Christian Churches in serious and continuous efforts to 
promote the inter-religious dialogue among the religions of the world624. 

4.2.1.4. Hinduism and Christianity juxtaposed 

When we speak of inter-religious dialogue, we have to recognize the fact that there are indeed 
genuine differences between the religions of the world in their important doctrines regarding 
God, mankind and salvation. This is especially true in the case of Christianity and Hinduism. 
The non-Christian religions of the East, for which the best case study can be the great 
religious tradition of Hinduism, have incorporated in the course of centuries a mass of 
meditations, of light, of spiritual experience, of prayer and of fidelity. Certain of them which 
Zaehner calls 'mystical', transmit the ancient wisdom of great religious geniuses. They are 
linked to cultures that have an impressive spiritual value. They have something to say to the 
Christians and this is especially true of Hinduism that has tremendous spiritual vitality. 
Nothing prevents us, the Christians, from recognizing the fruit of the graces of God and of the 
illuminations of his Spirit in what Hinduism proposes as positive and true religious 
experience, even if it is mingled with inexactitudes and illusions6 5. Certainly, for any people, 
the religions into which they are bom, which they practice and which are, moreover, 
profoundly linked with all the concrete conditions of their social and cultural life are obvious 
mediations of salvation. As Christians, even when we believe in the unique mediation of Jesus 
Christ regarding the salvation of humanity, we also acknowledge and recognize the mediating 
role of other religions in the universal salvific plan of God. The paradox of our Christian 
belief is revealed in the statement of Paul: 'God wishes that all men should be saved and come 
to the knowledge of the truth. There is one God and there is likewise one mediator, between 
God and men, Christ Jesus, himself a man, who gave himself as a ransom for us' (1 Tim 2: 4-
6). The different religions, as they respond to the spiritual yearnings of humanity and lead 
mankind towards the Divine and thus become the sources of divine blessings on earth, have a 
definite place in the history of salvation that develops through various stages. Each of these 
stages is an integral part of the one and only process of God's progressive self-manifestation 
to humanity to lead mankind to salvation, which is a participation in his eternal divine life. 

The Noah-Covenant that included the entire humanity, the Israel-Covenant that limited it to 
the chosen people of Israel and finally the new and decisive Covenant established by God in 
his incarnate Son represent the successive steps taken by God in his personal commitment to 
men. Each inaugurated a regime of salvation in the world. It does not however follow that the 
advent of a new age in the history of salvation automatically abolished the regime of salvation 
established by God at an earlier period of salvation history. As an integral part of the Noah-
Covenant, the non-Christian religions still maintain for their adherents the role given to them 
by God to be the providential means of salvation. These religions continue to be the channels 
of God's countless blessings and observable manifestation of his loving care for many of their 
adherents all over the world. This is especially true in the case of Hindu religion that has 
undeniably touched the lives of millions of people with genuine spiritual experiences not only 
through the ages past but also today as Hindu faith continues to be a vibrant force of authentic 
spiritual renewal, not only in contemporary India but even in many western countries through 
numerous Hindu 'ashrams' and centres of meditation. 

Regarding the openness of the Orthodox Churches to serious inler-religious dialogue, we would like to point 
out the fact that the worldwide Spiritual leader of the Orthodox Churches, Ecumenical Orthodox Patriarch 
Bartholomew of Constantinople, joined Pope John Paul II in the Inter-religious meeting for World Peace held at 
Assisi, on the 27'h October 1986. 
625 ZAEHNER Robert Charles, 'Hinduism' (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1966). 
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Genuine differences between Hinduism and Christianity 

Hinduism, in the same way as many religions including Christianity do, makes claim to 
universality, uniqueness and religious involvement that is sincere and specific to each of the 
adherents. It also demands the totality of a person's response that affects his relation to 
himself, to his neighbour, to his country and to the world. There can be some similarities in 
the perspectives and priorities of the many religions in the world and this is true also with 
Hinduism and Christianity626. However, we must not forget that there are clear and noticeable 
differences between the religions of the world, because each religion remains a unique 
spiritual quest in the history of mankind with its particular history, cultural background and 
specific orientation. That is why the great specialist in the field of comparative religions, 
Robert Zaehner sounds a cautious note in warning us not to set aside too lightly the undoubted 
differences of belief and practices among the religions of the world. He insists: 'To maintain 
that all religions lead to the one true God conceals the evident differences among the 
religions. Not only on the dogmatic, but on the mystical plane, too, there is no agreement 
among the religions. I will not say that the basic principles among the religions are 
irreconcilably opposed; they are simply not starting from the same premises. The only 
common ground is that the function of religion is to provide release; there is no agreement at 
all as to what it is that man must be released from. In short, as Robert Zaehner rightly 
concludes, the great religions are talking at cross purposes'627. 

More specifically, with reference to Hinduism and Christianity, the radical difference lies on 
the 'once for all' character of the distinctively Christian means of grace and salvation. It 
involves the unique and unrepeatable redeeming activity of Christ. Although Hinduism has 
never had much reluctance to thinking in terms of divine incarnation, this nonetheless is a 
very different idea, distinct from that of the Christian Incarnation. Besides there are radical 
differences of views on the status of finite beings and the clue to the basic difference is found 
in the idea of creation. The Christian tradition has a profound understanding of the way the 
transcendence of God requires all other beings to be distinct from him as his creatures. Finite 
reality depends on God but is never merged in the reality of God. Even after receiving God's 
salvation man remains a distinct entity, separate from God. Also there is clear distinction 
between avatar of Hinduism and incarnation of Christian faith: An avatar may enter human 
life, but he does not share it. He is over and above it, always God, helping, guiding, 
instructing, but as God. Above all, in the essential Christian claim about Jesus Christ, there 
can be no compromise with Hinduism, for that matter with any other religion, over either the 
complete divinity or the complete humanity of Jesus, who is 'the eternal Son of God made 
flesh and dwelt among us' (Jn 1:14). The fullness of divinity of Jesus as well as his total 
humanity is the fundamental and the foundational belief of all the Christians628. 

History as point of divergence 

For Judeo-Christian tradition, time has a beginning and will have an end and thus the idea of 
cyclic time which is the core belief of Hinduism cannot exist in Christian faith. For the people 
of Israel, Yahweh does not manifest himself in cosmic time like the gods of other religions, 
but in a historical irreversible time. Each new manifestation of Yahweh in history is not 
reducible to an earlier manifestation. His gestures are personal interventions in history and 
reveal their deep meaning for his people. Hence every historical event acquires a new 

NEIL Stephen, 'Bhakti: Hindu and Christian' (Madras, Christian Literature Society, 1974). 
ZAEHNER Robert Charles, 'The Comparison of Religions' (Boston, Beacon Press, 1962). p. 12-15. 
ZAEHNER Robert Charles, 'Christianity and other Religions' (New York, Hawthorn Press, 1964). 
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dimension and becomes a theophany. Christianity even goes further than Judaism in 
valorizing history. Since God was incarnated and took on a historically conditioned human 
existence, history acquired the possibility of being sanctified. In other words, a clearly defined 
historical time was sanctified by the presence and work of Christ in history. When a Christian 
participates in the liturgical act, it is not a mere repetition of the act of a mythical or cosmic 
time but the re-enactment of what actually took place in a particular historical time of 
humanity in which Christ lived, suffered and rose again. God's intervention in history, above 
all his incarnation in the historical person of Jesus Christ, has a transhistorical purpose, 
namely, the salvation of all men but it is accomplished in the historical time of entire human 
history. For Christianity, then, time is real because it has a meaning and purpose, the 
redemption of humanity. The meaning of the sacred history is unique in Christian faith, 
because Christ's incarnation is a unique fact. Christ died for our sins only once in a historical 
moment and it happened once for all for the salvation of all mankind. It is not an event subject 
to repetition that can be reproduced several times. In Christianity, the development of history 
is thus governed and oriented by the unique fact of Christ's incarnation and his redemptive 
mission. In Hinduism, history has no value as such, since time moves in cycles. 

God's love as point of convergence 

The unique contribution of Jesus Christ to the spiritual quest of the human race is his focus on 
God as 'love' that he preached as the Gospel or the good news of the kingdom of God. As a 
result, the most basic component of the religious involvement among Christians is focused on 
God's gift of his love. God's love unconditionally floods our hearts through the Holy Spirit 
that is given to us in our Baptism. As Christians, we are called upon to love God with all our 
strength and might. The entire Christian spirituality is grounded on the love of God that the 
conviction of Paul so beautifully declares: 'There is nothing in death or life, in the realm of 
spirits or superhuman powers, in the world as it is or the world as it shall be, in the forces of 
the universe, nothing in all creation that can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus 
our Lord' (Rom 8:33). The focus on God's infinite and unconditional love, as revealed in the 
Gospel message of Jesus Christ, becomes the point of convergence for all the Christians in 
their dialogue and engagement with other religions. Any effort of inter-religious dialogue by 
the Christians begins with the focus on God and his infinite love for the entire humanity. 

In Hinduism, we find that from the time of the Bhagavadgita, the concept of being in love 
with the loving God develops which is termed as 'Bhakti'. As a religious term, 'Bhakti' 
conveys the meaning of choosing God as one's part, of worshipping, adoring and loving him 
with one's whole heart, mind and strength, so similar to the Shema. The religious attitude 
contained in 'Bhakti' connotes the notion of a personal God to whom love and devotion are 
totally submitted. The term 'Bhakti' thus expresses inter-personal relationships of loyalty, 
service, reverence, devotion and love, especially in the experience of relationship between 
God and mankind629. The best description of the idea of Bhakti includes inter-personal 
participation and communion between God and man in mutual love and surrender. The God 
of Bhakti is gracious and compassionate towards all the human beings. But he is especially 
benevolent to those who love him and trust him. His devotees are dear to him and he takes 
every initiative to commune with them through love and kindness. Bhakti on man's side is the 

For more details on the theme of 'Bhakti' as religious expenence we may refer to NEIL Stephen, 'Bhakti 
Hindu and Christian' (Madras, Christian Literature Society, 1974) PECHILIS Karen, 'The Embodiment of 
Bhakti' (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1999) 

214 



loving response to God, on whom he acknowledges his utter dependence for gaining 
liberation from the cycle of rebirth. In the Bhakti theology, liberation does not appear to be 
the outcome of yogic techniques or ritual practices but of God's grace and man's cooperation 
with it. Bhakti implies the reciprocal surrender of love in the sense that the self-surrender of 
the devotee is compensated by the corresponding God's own gift of himself. God is the 
darling of devotees and the devotees are dear to him. The features of the Bhakti tradition, 
outlined above, contain many basic insights into the religious experiences of 'being in love'. 
To be in love is to be in love with someone. To be in love in an unrestricted manner is to be in 
love with someone transcendent. When someone transcendent is the beloved, the one to 
whom the human beings belong, he is in the heart of the human beings and is real to them, 
from within them. He loves them, cares for them, protects them from the dangers of evil and 
leads them towards their salvation630. 

4.2.2. DALIT THEOLOGY AND HINDUISM 

As we have already pointed out, a particular task of the emerging dalit theology in the Indian 
theological scene is a meaningful engagement with Hinduism. This task arises by the very 
goal or the purpose of the dalit theology which is to eradicate the hierarchical system of 
castes, and the discrimination of the dalits, and the construction of a more equal and just 
society in India in the place of caste system. In so far as it is Hinduism that provides the 
religious legitimacy to the system of castes and its hierarchy, it had to be encountered, 
engaged and even challenged by the emerging dalit theology. As we have explained and 
illustrated, the symbolic system of ritual purity/impurity of Hinduism led to the hierarchical 
caste-structure, and this particular religious practice of ritual purity of the Hindus that has 
resulted in the hierarchy among the human beings and the dehumanization of the dalits, has 
eventually become the recognized cultural behaviour of all the Indians, even of those who 
belong to the strict egalitarian religions like Christianity and Islam. Even if the discrimination 
of the dalits is a traditional cultural behaviour in India that exists even among the Buddhists, 
the Muslims, the Sikhs and the Christians, it is, first of all, a religious practice of the Hindus 
and that is why the emerging dalit theology has to engage Hinduism to challenge the 
foundation and the legitimization of the caste system. We do realize that culture is much 
broader than religion, but we also know that it is religion that becomes the foundation and the 
legitimization of cultural behaviours in as much as religion represents the transcendent 
dimension of culture and in a certain way acts as the 'soul' of a given culture. 

As the conditioning agents of the cultural behaviour of the people, religions have certainly 
contributed to the progress of culture and the construction and development of a more humane 
society in the history of the world. Also, it cannot be denied that many religious practices 
have sometimes had an alienating influence upon cultures leading to oppression, exploitation, 
social exclusion, violence and dehumanization of individuals and groups in human history. 
Religions have played both a constructive and destructive role in the development and 
progress of human society towards greater justice, equality, freedom and fellowship, which is 
also true in the case of Christianity. Religion can be a vehicle of positive transformation of a 
given society towards equality and justice, but it can also be used as a tool to reinforce 
oppression, exploitation and dehumanization of many human beings631. It is to be admitted 
that many times Christians have not been behaving as the good human beings in the history of 

630 PECHILIS Karen, 'The Embodiment of Bhakli' (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1999). 
6}' MASSEY James, 'Religion as a Source of Bondage or Liberation with special reference to the Dalit 
Christians' (New Delhi, ISPCK, 1999). 
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mankind and they have inflicted their share of oppression, exploitation and violence in the 
world. The crusades in the Middle East, the practices of slavery in the America continent and 
the exploitation of the colonial lands in Asia and Africa provide only some of the examples 
for the unbecoming inhuman behaviour of the Christians in the history of the world. However, 
we understand that it is not the Gospel message that prompted the inhuman behaviour of those 
selfish Christians. On the contrary, the Gospel required even those oppressive and exploitive 
Christians to behave in the opposite way, demanding them to manifest goodness, kindness, 
caring and sharing in their relationship with others as the true Disciples of Jesus Christ. What 
we find in these bad Christians is that they failed to live up to their duties as faithful 
Christians. But it so happens that in some cultures and among some peoples, certain religious 
beliefs justify and promote the inhumanity among the human beings and thus become the 
sources of oppression and dehumanization of so many human persons in the world. The good 
news of Jesus Christ, that he proclaimed as the Gospel of the Kingdom of God, can never 
support or justify those cultural behaviours that dehumanize people as unequals and oppress 
them as slaves, even if they are sanctioned, legitimized and supported by some religious 
beliefs, in the name of God. Even if Jesus was a devout Jew, unhesitatingly dedicated to the 
religious heritage of his chosen people, he questioned and challenged their religious practices 
of ritual purity for the simple reason that such a system dehumanized some sections of the 
people and excluded others in the name of God. 

4.2.2.1. A discerning dialogue and engagement with Hinduism 

The same Gospel that Jesus proclaimed as the good news of the Kingdom of God is the 
Christian message that the Church continues to announce to the world as she is involved in 
her universal mission, as mandated by Jesus Christ. The mission of the Church obliges an 
active engagement on her part with the nations and the peoples of the world and this 
missionary task requires useful interaction and dialogue with their cultures and religious 
traditions. Since the same Spirit of God who guides the Church in her mission is actively 
present in the spiritual experiences and the salvific contributions of the world religions, the 
Church has to unhesitatingly acknowledge and appreciate their noble traditions and their 
values, as found and lived in the wisdom and the rich heritage of the many peoples. At the 
same time, like Jesus himself, the Church must also not hesitate to question, challenge and 
confront those culturally accepted, religiously legitimized and scripturally sanctioned values 
and practices that dehumanize some people in the society by promoting unjust, oppressive and 
evil social structures. What is presupposed is an attentive, careful and discerning dialogue and 
engagement that recognizes, appreciates and promotes only those cultural values and religious 
practices that respect the human person's dignity, equality and transcendent destiny, and 
challenges those that promote the contrary632. In this task, the Church has to abundantly use 
the grace of discernment, to be able to read the signs of the Spirit's presence in the world and 
to recognize the favourable time and the right manner of proclaiming the good news of Jesus 
Christ as the message of the Kingdom of God633. 

Our dialogue and engagement as Christians with the religious and cultural traditions as well 
as with the secular ideologies like Marxist Communism presupposes our strong faith and total 
commitment to Christ and loyalty and fidelity to the values that he so eloquently proclaimed 
as the good news of the Kingdom of God. Of course, as a positive outcome, we will be 
spiritually enriched and our perspectives about peoples and nations and their religio-cultural 

6 3 2 AMALADOSS Michael, 'Making all things New' (Anand, Gujarat Sahitya Prakash, 1990) ρ 34-37 
6 3 3 AMALADOSS Michael, 'The Practice of Inter-Religious Dialogue' (Anand, Gujarat Sahitya Prakash, 1992) 
p. 45-52 A careful discernment is the first requite in any serious engagement of Inter-Religious dialogue 
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values will be greatly enlarged through a meaningful and respectful dialogue with the 
religions of the world: 'Truth is not a thing we possess, but a person by whom we must allow 
ourselves to be possessed. This is an unending process. While keeping their identity intact. 
Christians must be prepared to leam and to receive from and through others the positive 
values of their traditions. Through dialogue, they may be moved to give up ingrained 
prejudices, to revise preconceived ideas, and even sometimes to allow the understanding of 
their faith to be purified634. Thus, it is evident that dialogue and engagement of the Church 
with other religions is very much necessary and highly welcome and this is also applicable to 
the emerging dalit theology. 

4.2.2.2. Dalit theology at the service of the kingdom of God 

We have sufficiently explained that the emerging dalit theology has the task to engage 
Hinduism in a fruitful dialogue, in order to face squarely the phenomenon of the caste system 
and the discrimination of the dalits as 'impure' people as practiced in India. In this 
engagement, dalit theology should not hesitate to recognize and appreciate the positive values 
of Hindu 'dharma' because it is the duty and privilege of the Christians to offer thanks to God 
for 'whatsoever things that are honest, whatsoever things that are just, things that are upright 
and pure, everything that we love and admire and whatever is good and praiseworthy' (Phil 
4:8). Then, the emerging dalit theology cannot take an utterly negative, confrontational and 
condemnatory attitude towards Hinduism which exhibits so much beauty and nobility. As it 
engages Hinduism, dalit theology has to sincerely appreciate whatever that is true, whatever 
that is honourable, whatever that is upright and pure, whatever we love and admire and 
whatever is good and praiseworthy in Hinduism63 . At the same time, dalit theology cannot 
but challenge those practices of Hindu faith that create separating boundaries and segregating 
frontiers between people as different castes, establish some castes as high and honourable 
others as low and polluting thereby leading to the segregation and the dehumanization of the 
dalits as an excluded and enslaved 'impure' community. 

We insisted that any dialogue and engagement between religions has to be a meaningful 
exercise of mutual enrichment for both the dialoguing partners. For dalit theology, this 
dialogue and engagement with Hinduism must become a channel by which the gospel 
message of kingdom of God may penetrate the Hindu 'dharma', in such a way as to break the 
boundaries and barriers that Hindu 'dharma' set among the peoples and social groups, 
particularly through the separating practices of the caste system. The fruitful dialogue with the 
Gospel of Jesus Christ may turn out to be an occasion of divine blessing for Hinduism, as she 
encounters the completing and fulfilling grace of Jesus Christ in his Gospel. No doubt, the 
Gospel of Jesus Christ will certainly challenge those aspects of the religious practices of 
Hinduism that manifest human selfishness rather than God's holy will, but this moment of 
difficult and painful challenge can also become an occasion of wonderful blessing and 
completing grace to Hinduism whereby the Hindu faith may find completion and fulfillment 
in Jesus Christ. Jesus so comfortingly tells Hinduism even if he challenges some of her 
religious traditions: 'Think not that I have come to destroy the Hindu Dharma. I am not come 
to destroy but to fulfill. For truly I say to you, till heaven and earth pass, one jot or one title 
shall in no way pass from the Hindu Dharma, till all be fulfilled' (Mt 5: 17-18). Following 
the example of Jesus Christ, the emerging dalit theology has to be fully at the service of the 
kingdom of God, whereby it unceasingly proclaims the inclusive vision and the universal 

634 AMALADOSS Michael, 'Making all things New', op.cit. p. 57-63. 
635 As proposed by the declaration : 'Dialogue and Proclamation' by Pontifical Council for Interreligious 
Dialogue and Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples, Rome, June 20, 1991 
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message of Jesus Christ as the coming of God's kingdom on earth. In this role, we understand 
clearly that the emerging dalit theology cannot project an utterly negative attitude of outright 
condemnation of Hinduism, even if the ritual practices of Hinduism have sanctioned and 
legitimized the dehumanization of the dalits in India. In fact, it is our hope that an active and 
fruitful engagement of dalit theology with Hindu religion may positively contribute to the 
establishment of an authentic fellowship of truly caring and sharing people among the 
numerous communities in India, in the place of the present separated and segregated caste 
groups among whom genuine fellowship cannot exist at all. 

4.2.2.3. Dalit or Christian Theology? 

In our research, we proposed to add an additional chapter to the emerging dalit theology by a 
focus on the Jesus' vision of the kingdom of God. From our discussions so far, we come to 
this conclusion: Jesus' vision leads towards the establishment of human and Christian 
communities of authentic fellowship that have no borders or boundaries of exclusion and 
separation. The emerging dalit theology, inspired by the vision of Jesus, must seek to be at the 
service of the Indian Church in building new human communities as well as authentic 
Christian communities in India in which the equal dignity of all the Indian people, including 
the dalits, will be respected and promoted. We explained why and how the emerging dalit 
theology must engage and dialogue with Hinduism. We concluded that dalit theology, first of 
all, should have a respectful attitude towards Hinduism. The new perspective cancels the 
earlier attitude of superiority, confrontation and condemnation of Hinduism that we find so 
much in some dalit literature. 

Christian theology and dalit literature 

The dalit literature usually focuses on the past painful history of the dalits. It inspires the 
dalits to unite, encourages them to get educated and at times it incites their revolt and 
retaliation against the high castes through violence636. Contrary to the antagonistic attitudes of 
typical dalit literature or 'sahitya', the Christian commitment calls for repentance and 
conversion, reconciliation and renewal and above all, the creation of authentic fellowship in 
caring and sharing communities. It is evident to us that dalit theology cannot renounce its 
fundamental character of being a Christian theology. The first question before dalit theology 
is whether it is a dalit literature or a Christian literature. As a dalit literature, it may focus 
more on the painful past of the dalits that is a history of their slavery and social exclusion. As 
a Christian literature, dalit theology, along with the focus on the painful past of the dalits, may 
also envision a future that assures the dalits' liberation and salvation through faith in Jesus 
Christ. The present context of the dalits in India, both in the Indian Church and also in the 
Indian society, is a continuity of a history of discrimination and oppression that arises from 
the past in which the dalits were condemned as 'impure' untouchables and were excluded as 
salves. At the same time, this 'present time' is also filled with hope in the sense that through 
their faith journey, with the guiding light of Jesus Christ to accompany them in their struggle, 
the dalit converts are confident of marching into a future of equality and dignity637. 

The paradoxical role of dalit theology is found in the fact that it has to be both a dalit 
literature as well as a Christian literature. In its contents, the emerging dalit theology has to 
certainly deal with the painful past of the dalits as well as to focus on their hopeful future, 

For examples of Ihe angry and the avenging perspectives of dalit literature we may refer to ANAND Mulk 
Raj & ZELLIOT Eleanor' 'An Anthology of Dalit Literature' (New Delhi, Cyan Publishing House, 1992) 
637 WEBSTER John, 'Religion and Dalit Liberation' (New Delhi, Mohanlal Publications, 1996) 
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even while reflecting on the 'present' context that is both 'discrimination and also fervent 
hope of liberation'. It is this present context that becomes the 'locus theologicus' of dalit 
theology. The content of the emerging dalit theology as we have seen in our brief exposition, 
adequately focuses on the past oppressed 'dalit' condition that continues in the present time 
both in the Indian Church and in the Indian society. But a similar focus is not, so far, 
sufficiently given towards the future 'hope' of the dalit converts for liberation in Jesus Christ. 
In other words, what has, so far, happened to the dalit converts, in becoming Christians and 
the new life that is seen in their spiritual and material conditions has not been sufficiently 
highlighted in the theological discourse of the emerging dalit theology. The revived hopes, the 
sprouting confidence, the quest for dignity and the undeniable progress made so far in their 
socio-economic situation as well as emotional and spiritual well-being, even if its is not very 
significant, have not been given equal privilege and focus in the content of the emerging dalit 
theology. The fact is every dalit convert not only remembers and understands the difficult past 
history, but also keeps a strong and fervent hope in the future through his faith in Jesus Christ 
638. For a dalit convert, the past identity, that was imposed in him is named as 'dalitness' a 
situation of oppression, social exclusion and discrimination that continues also in the present. 
But there is also another identity of a dalit convert that he has consciously chosen- 'Christian'. 
The dignity as a Christian -the child of God and an equal member of the Church- is not yet 
fully realized in the present, as a result of present discriminations in the Church. But the dalits 
are full of hope that they will soon find their legitimate place within the life of the Indian 
Church as equal and full 'Christians'. Their confidence for the future comes from their firm 
faith in Jesus Christ who assures them equality and dignity in his Church. The dalit converts 
strongly believe that, in spite of the present obstacles, the Spirit of Jesus will guide them 
towards their destination of liberty, dignity and equality639. Then, the 'present' paradoxical 
identity for a dalit convert is a mixture of his being a dalit and a Christian at the same time, a 
person who is oppressed and discriminated, yet who is full of hope because he is fast 
approaching his liberation, through his unwavering faith in Jesus Christ. 

A theology that is genuinely dalit yet authentically Christian 

The question before the emerging dalit theology is whether to dwell more on the painful past 
of the dalits or on their future hope in liberation. In a way, the ambiguity of the present time, 
which is a mixture of the past and the future, is revealed in the very name of the dalit converts 
as 'dalit Christians'. At present, they are both 'dalits' and 'Christians'. Their identity as 
'dalits' is a caste reference that is imposed on them. Their identity as 'Christian' is something 
that they consciously chose of their own free will, hoping for liberation from the past 
enslavement. The term 'dalit' affirms their caste identity as excluded slaves. The term 
'Christian' offers hope for a life of freedom that comes from the faith in the liberating God, 
the Father of their Lord Jesus Christ. The researcher is of the opinion that the present contents 
of dalit theology focuses more on the imposed identity of the dalit converts as 'dalits' while 
not equally dwelling on their freely chosen identity as 'Christians'. The imposed caste term 
'dalit' that separates is privileged in the theological discourse of the emerging dalit theology, 
while the freely chosen term 'Christian' that unites is not equally highlighted. Even the very 
name of the movement, 'Dalit Christian Liberation Movement' that was inspired by dalit 
theology, points to this fact. We see that the imposed identity 'dalit' comes first and the 
chosen identity 'Christian' comes next. By highlighting more the imposed caste identity as 

638 THUMMA Anthomraj, 'Dalit Liberation Theology' (New Delhi, ISPCK, 2000). p. 64-69. 
639 Bishop Azariah gives excellent expression to the future hope of the dalit Christians. Refer: AZARIAH 
Masilamani, 'A Pastor's Search for Dalit Theology' (New Delhi, ISPCK, 2000). 
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'dalits' and less on their consciously chosen new identity as Christians, dalit theology faces 
criticism as a 'casteist movement' that promotes casteism in reverse. The researcher suggests 
that the new identity of the dalit converts as 'Christians' that implies a firm faith in the 
liberative message of Jesus, has to take precedence over the vision and message of Hindu 
Dharma that imposes the identity of the dalits as the 'broken people' or 'impure 
untouchables'. That is why the name 'Christian' has to take precedence and has to come first 
before the name 'dalit' in the movement that is initiated by dalit theology. The researcher is of 
the opinion that even the change of name as 'Christian Dalit Liberation Movement' that 
places the term 'Christian', first in order, is sure to transfer the present focus of dalit theology 
on the past identity of the dalit converts as 'impure' people towards the future hoped for 
'dignity' and 'equality' that is sure to come as the result of the enduring hope of the dalit 
converts in their liberating God. While rightly focusing on the present condition of oppression 
and enslavement by the selfish forces of evil, dalit theology should also equally bring 
attention to the future freedom and dignity that is sure to come to the dalits from their 
liberating God, the Father of their Lord, Jesus Christ. In short, what we propose is the right 
balance of focus between the two identities of the dalit converts as dalits and also as 
Christians in the theological discourses of the emerging dalit theology. 

4.2.2.4. Dalit theology and the inclusive vision of Jesus 

As we have pointed out, by becoming antagonistic and confrontational like the dalit literature 
or 'sahitya' through an exclusive focus on the oppressive past of the dalits, dalit theology 
presently faces the critique of being another casteist ideology in the Christian garb. The 
researcher desires that the emerging dalit theology has to inspire the dalits and all the people 
of good will in India to move forward with an inclusive vision and universal message that has 
animated the message of Jesus that he announced as good news. Indeed as we go through the 
pages of Indian history, we observe that every protest movement against the caste system and 
the practices of untouchability has ended up as a casteist movement in reverse, a tragedy, 
against which the proponents of dalit theology should constantly be on guard. As dalit 
theologians, when we speak only of the miseries of the dalits, we may end up making the 
walls of separate enclosures around the dalits and their liberative aspirations through a 
discourse that is distinctly casteist. The only way dalit theology can keep a careful balance in 
its focus on the dalits and their struggles for equality and dignity and yet at the same time 
remain open to the engagement of fellowship and community with the non-dalits as required 
by their Christian commitment is to draw more and more light and inspiration from the 
inclusive vision of Jesus. Even while he began his ministry to a particular people of Galilee, 
Jesus was careful to proclaim a universal message that was focused on God and his Kingdom. 

Jesus' message constantly affirmed the universal and inclusive love of God to all the people 
even while projecting God's preferential option to the poor and the needy. Jesus was 
continually enlarging the geographical and sociological enclosures, moving beyond the 
frontiers of Galilee and the separating enclosures of the people of Israel, reaching out to all 
the nations of the world and to all the peoples of human history. As we have already 
explained, from this inclusive vision of Jesus that constantly crossed over human boundaries 
of separation through the focus on the borderless 'heart' of God that loves and seeks all 
mankind, came the universal mission of the Church whereby the Gospel is announced to all 
the nations and all the peoples in order to create an authentic fellowship in genuine 
community640. As applied to the Indian context, the inclusive vision and the universal 

SOARES PRABHU George, The Dharma of Jesus', op.cit. p. 180-181. 
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message of Jesus soundly affirms the enduring hope of the dalit converts for resurrection that 
was never extinguished by their crucifixion as 'impure people'. The bent down dalit converts, 
though crushed by the burden of oppression, are keeping their heads high by looking towards 
what God offers them as his unfailing promise of liberation and new life through his son Jesus 
Christ. Rather than stagnating in the past memory of exploitation inflicted by the forces of 
evil, the dalit converts are looking towards the future with confidence and courage that comes 
from their unshakable faith in their Lord Jesus Christ. Of course, there is no doubt in their 
minds that the past should never be forgotten; rather it should be always remembered as part 
and as the 'cause' of present dalit condition of social exclusion and crucifixion. However, for 
the dalit converts the future hope takes a larger focus for guiding them in their present quest 
for dignity and equality as they seek to cross over the man-made boundaries of social 
exclusion, deprivation, marginalization and discrimination. 

The present content of dalit theology is right to focus on the oppression of the dalit people. 
That is a good beginning. However, the proposed destination has to be universal from the 
beginning, the common humanity of all the people. Dalit theology, even while remaining the 
legitimate voice of the suffering dalits, has the theological task to continually look beyond the 
'dalit' boundaries and to reach out to the entire humanity of all the nations and all the peoples, 
just as Jesus was careful to do. While never hesitating to join forces with the fellow dalits, 
which is absolutely necessary for their liberation in the Indian context, given the fact that the 
Christian community is a small minority, whereas the dalits make up a huge Indian 
population, the Christian dalits should also never fail to express their particular belief in Jesus 
Christ as committed and loyal Christians for their liberation and salvation. By drawing upon 
from the inclusive vision and the universal message of Jesus that he preached as the kingdom 
of God, the emerging dalit theology will be abundantly enriched and can nobly serve not only 
the dalit Christians and their fellow dalits in India but also those who suffer dalit-like 
discriminations and oppressions all over the world. In this way, the emerging dalit theology 
can become truly good news of liberation and emancipation for the marginalized people. 

4.2.4. DALIT THEOLOGY AS THE VOICE OF THE VOICELESS 

As the emerging dlait theology seeks inspiration and guidelines from the inclusive vision and 
the universal message of Jesus and engages and confronts the Hindu practices of the caste 
system, it cannot renounce its fundamental task- to be the voice of the voiceless in India, the 
dalits. In fact, in order to be faithful to the vision and the message of Jesus, the dalit theology 
has to be an authentic voice of the dalits '. Let us examine how the emerging dalit theology 
can become such a voice in the Indian theological scene. 

4.2.4.1. Towards people-centered religion 

We have seen how Jesus condemned temple-centered purity practices because it created the 
distinctions and divisions among the people as pure and impure and left some people as high 
and some people as low. It made circles of exclusion and separation among the people. The 
Brahmanical system in India advocated a temple centered purity system that excluded the 
dalits as impure people. In Indian religious tradition, the Bhakti movement is a clear 
expression of the people centered religion that Jesus advocated in the place of the temple 
centered religion. As emerging dalit theology seeks to propose a people centered religion as 

641 Azanah explains clearly how the Mission in India, in order to be faithful to Jesus Christ, has to be actively in 
the service of the voiceless dalits Refer: AZARIAH Masilamani, 'Mission in Christ's Way in India Today' 
(Madras, Christian Literature Society, 1989) 
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advocated by Jesus himself, it may find valuable insights from the traditional religious 
practices of cult and worship of the dalits. It is no exaggeration to say that the dalits fervently 
and vigorously practice a people-centered religion. They may belong externally to a particular 
religious tradition like Hinduism or Buddhism but the world-view of the dalits very often does 
not tally with the religious tradition to which they appear to belong. 

Dalit religious practices reveal a people centered religion 

While for the elites, religion is identified primarily with the belief system, code of conduct, 
and philosophical worldview, for the dalits religion is a matter of performing a series of rites 
and rituals very much tied up with their life, its moments of joy, its situations of dangers and 
threats. These religio-cultural traditions of the dalits constitute the collective memory of the 
dalits, transmitted through all those channels that make up their spiritual heritage such as 
stories, myths, histories, poetry, music, sacraments, liturgies, prophecies, proverbs, visions, 
and laws. The cultural and religious experience of the dalits manifest God's saving love 
through their history. The only aspect of religion that would not easily yield to change is the 
ritual. Concepts, beliefs and myths may be easily reformulated, but not the rituals, because the 
rituals are like 'magic' and are strongly supported by various beliefs. It is evident that the 
dalits were not former Buddhists as Dr Ambedkar proposed in his writings 2. If the dalits 
were former Buddhists, there would be surely some leftover Buddhist rituals in their religious 
practices that we do not find in any of the dalit communities. What is evident to us is that dalit 
religion differs from the Brahmanical religion in every aspect of religious practice. We 
present some details for confirming our statement 

In the Sanskrit Brahmanical religion, the gathering together is for individual worship and 
festivity and is always inside a building. The Hindu temple itself is so constructed to divide 
people. It has separate places for different castes and the dalits have no place inside. The 
'sanctum sanctorum ' of the usually big temples is an excluded tiny place where the access is 
very much limited to the priests. The purpose of dalit worship is gathering together a 
community for corporate worship and festivity and is conducted in an open place, under the 
shady trees, groves or riverbanks. The worship always takes place in the open, where the deity 
takes the central place around which the people gather. The dalit deity is actually the source of 
unity and fellowship of the community. The deities of Sanskritic religion reside in the idol 
kept in the 'sanctum sanctorum' of the temple. After the idols are established, prayers are 
offered beseeching the deity to come and reside in the idols. The dalits do have 'symbols'. 
Most of them are not icons or idols but mostly shapeless stones or some weapons that acquire 
holiness only when the whole community gathers. The 'deity' comes on the objects or persons 
only when the community is present. If anyone is possessed when the whole community is not 
present, the possession is not 'sami' (God), but 'peyi' (devil). The deity of the Sanskritic 
religion is kept in the room and is locked and the keys remain with the priest. The Brahmin 
priest is thus in possession of the deity whereas in the dalit religion, the worshippers, as a 
community, are in possession of the deity. The Sanskrit priests are those who perform rituals, 
the typical priests called 'pujaris'. The dalit priests, on the contrary, are more prophets than 
ritual priests who speak in the name of God to the community644. While some people like 
women of certain age and people belonging to low castes are prohibited from approaching the 

DELIEGE Robert, 'La Religion des Intouchables de l'Inde' (Pans, Presses Universitaires du Septentrion, 
2004). Refer also. WHITEHEAD Henry, 'The Village Gods of South India' (Madras, Asian Educational 
Services, 1999). We would like to pint out the fact that the dalits predominantly worship the village goddesses. 
643 CLARKE Sathianathan, 'Dalits and Christianity', op.cit. p. 157-179. 
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deity in the sanctum sanctorum of the Hindu temples and have the 'darshan', there is no 
prohibition or exclusion whatsoever to have the 'darshan' of the deities of the dalits. 

Corporate not individual worship 

The dalit worship is always corporate. The dalit deity cannot be worshipped individually. If 
there is enmity between two persons or families, the deity cannot be worshipped at all. There 
are some case studies which point out that first of all peace has to be established before any 
celebration to the dalit deity can be organized. For example, in a village, the celebration of the 
festival was withheld for eleven years because of the enmity between two families. The 
festival was conducted only after peace was restored through prolonged mediation between 
two families645. It attests to the fact that there is no place for private worship in dalit religion. 
In the Sanskrit Brahmin religion the worship is individualistic. Anyone can worship the deity 
at any time without any consideration of community or peace with neighbor. What is very 
important to note is the Brahmin deities divide people. Only the high caste males can go 
inside the temple. Even a Brahmin woman cannot enter the 'sanctum sanctorum' where the 
deity resides. The priest takes the major share of the offering. The dalit religion is a religion of 
equality. The first share of the offering is always given to old women. The sacrificial animal 
is shared equally, quantitatively and qualitatively, from the most delicious portions of the 
animal to the less delicious ones. All the other offerings to god/goddess are also shared 
equally, by all the worshippers. In the dalit religion, all the worshippers have equal and active 
participation in the rituals and expenses. In the Sanskrit religion only the Brahmin priests have 
active part in the rituals. We see that dalit theology can draw valuable insights from the 
religious cultural traditions of the dalits themselves for the ways of establishing a people 
centered Church in India, according to the vision of Jesus. The focus is on the community and 
the values are equality, justice and sharing646. The corporate nature of worship where the 
entire community celebrates the ritual without the exclusion of any group or even individual 
manifests a people centered religion and that is what the emerging dalit theology has to 
promote with the community of the Church. We have sofar presented some important 
perspectives drawn from the message and ministry of Jesus that are capable of bringing 
inclusive vision and universal message to the emerging dalit theology even while preserving 
the commitment for the liberation and emancipation of the dalits. 

The Christian denominations in India, even if they have different liturgies and differing 
rituals, are united together in the common faith in Jesus Christ. Their commitment to Jesus 
Christ and to his specific vision for a new community unites all the Christians in India, and 
this bond of unity is a powerful force to gather them together in the midst of divisions arising 
from the differences in liturgy and rituals. The Christian community in India, even if it has 
numerous denominations, can and must speak in one voice about her vision and mission in 
India, based solely on the vision and mission of Jesus Christ, the Lord and Saviour. As the 
Christians witness the dehumanizing practices of caste system that sets boundaries of 

When we speak of the dalit ideal of reconciliation and unity before religious celebration, we cannot but 
remember the words of Jesus: 'Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your 
brother has something against you, leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to your 
brother; then come and offer your gift' (Mt 5: 23-24). 
646 Refer to' DELIEGE Robert, 'La Religion des Intouchables de l'Inde' (Paris, Presses Universitaires du 
Septentrion, 2004). For some more details of the popular religious practices in rural India that closely resemble 
the dalit religious traditions, we may refer lo: DANIELOU Alain, 'Hindu Polytheism' (New York, Bollingen 
Foundation Publishers, 1964) ZIMMER Heinrich, 'Myths and Symbols in Indian Art and Civilization' 
(Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1974). 
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separation between people and excludes the poorest among them as impure and hence 
untouchables, the voice of the Church has to be heard loud and clear against these 
discriminatory practices, however sacred they may be to some Indians, or however enduring 
such traditional practices may be in the Indian soil. Without making an outright condemnation 
of Hindu religion as the religion of the savages as some foreign Christian and Muslim 
missionaries unfortunately did in the past, since Hinduism has so much beauty and nobility, 
the Christians, like Jesus Christ himself, should dare to challenge those ritual practices of 
purity and separation that militate against the very foundation of 'human community' in India. 
In Jesus' inclusive vision and message of the kingdom of God, the Christian community in 
India may find more than adequate vision and resource to engage Hinduism meaningfully and 
challenge her ritual practices of caste separation. It is in the emerging dalit theology that the 
Indian Church can truly find a powerful voice and sufficient resource to encounter the caste 
system at its ugly face, challenge its foundations and operations in the Indian soil, and lead 
the separated and thereby disunited Indian people towards an authentic fellowship of caring 
and sharing people. The goal is to create an authentic human community in India that truly 
cares for justice, equality and dignity of all the Indians. Though the dalits are numerous in 
most of the Christian denominations in India, so far, they have remained voiceless at the 
margins. Now the emerging dalit theology has become their powerful and legitimate voice. In 
becoming their voice, the dalit theology becomes a powerful voice within the Church to 
challenge the inequalities resulting from the Hindu caste system. However, in voicing the 
concerns and aspirations of the voiceless dalit Christians, dalit theology has to be always 
faithful to the vision and mission of Jesus Christ that, as we have so clearly explained, is 
revealed in his proclamation of the kingdom of God. 

4.2.4.2. The Church at the service of the Kingdom of God 

The Kingdom of God is inseparable from the Church, because both are inseparably bound 
together in the person and work of Jesus himself. As we have pointed out, the kingdom of 
God is principally revealed in the person of Jesus Christ and had its beginning in his 
mission 7. The Church has received from the risen Christ the mission of proclaiming the 
Gospel of God's kingdom to all the nations until the end of time (Mt 28: 19). In so far as she 
shares in the mission of Jesus Christ, the Church is the seed and the beginning of God's 
Kingdom in a visible way on earth. The Church, as she remains faithful to her mission and 
loyal to Jesus Christ and his message, 'slowly grows to maturity' in this world, and in her 
growth God's kingdom advances on earth. However, the fullness of God's kingdom will be 
revealed only at the end of time. Here on earth, as she continues the mission of Jesus Christ, 
the Church longs for the arrival of the fullness of God's kingdom at the end of time. However, 
it is not correct to separate the Church from the Kingdom of God as if the Church belonged 
exclusively to the imperfect realm of history, while the kingdom of God would be the perfect 
eschatological fulfillment of the divine plan of salvation. We cannot make an absolute 
separation of the Kingdom of God from the Church since the Church by her very existence is 
ordered towards the Kingdom of God. The Church and the keys of the Kingdom are indeed 
tied together (Mt 16: 18-19). 

While remaining distinct from the Kingdom, she is indissolubly united to it. She is the sign, 
an instrument and the servant of the Kingdom. The Church participates in the new age of the 
Kingdom as a witness and herald. She is the sacrament of the Kingdom through her signs and 
instrumentality in this world. She lives and works for the Kingdom. Her task is centered upon 

M7 DUPUIS Jacques, 'Who do you say I am' (Maryknoll, Orbis Books, 1994). p. 57-79. Refer also: 
FUELLENBACH John, 'The Kingdom of God' (Maryknoll, Orbis Books, 1997). p. 23-45. 
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the Kingdom of God to announce the Kingdom, to witness to it in faith, hope and love and to 
be an instrument of its realization on earth However, the Church is not identical with the 
Kingdom of God; rather God's Kingdom is the aim and the ultimate goal of the Church The 
Church's mission is to foster the Kingdom of God, at whose service she is placed648 The 
Church serves the Kingdom by spreading throughout the world the 'Gospel values' which are 
an expression of the kingdom and which help people to accept God's plan Part of her role in 
spreading the values of the Gospel consists in recognizing that the inchoate reality of this 
Kingdom can be found also beyond the confines of the Church, for example in the hearts of 
the followers of other religious traditions, insofar as they live evangelical values and are open 
to the action of the Spint It must be remembered nevertheless that this is indeed an inchoate 
reality, which needs to find completion through being related to the Kingdom of God God's 
kingdom is already present m the Church yet will be realized fully only at the end of time in 
the glorious eschatological world to come 

Church as an authentic community of the Disciples of Christ 

The Church is a community of those who believe and testify that the Kingdom of God broke 
in upon the world, through the person of Jesus Chnst and his Paschal mystery As the servant 
of the kingdom of God, the Church cannot be a community withdrawn from the everyday 
world and be indifferent to its affairs Rather, she has to be a community active in the world 
and devoted to its transformation The Church acts in the world like yeast in the flour (Lk 13 
20-21) Paul reminds the community of Romans 'The Kingdom of God is not a matter 
whether you get what you like to eat or dnnk, but the Kingdom of God is a matter of justice, 
peace and joy'(Rom 14 17) The primitive Christian community offers exemplary models of 
social life in the light of the message of the Kingdom For the first Christians, the Kingdom 
was an expenence of life and grace, and a way of life The three 'summary passages' m Acts 
present the primitive Christian communities (Acts 2 43-47, 4 32-35, 5 12-16), as an abiding 
model for building an authentic 'society of Christian fellowship' or ekklesia in komoma that 
can become truly the sign of God's kingdom on earth 

The Church in India, following the early Christian community, has to become a community of 
authentic fellowship, in order to be a sign and sacrament of God's kingdom in India In the 
authentic 'fellowship' of the Christians in India, the Church can become a visible sign of the 
new human community which creates no boundaries of caste separation among the peoples 
This requires that the Indian Church must be able to overcome, first of all, the internal 
problems of caste divisions and discriminations, along with other bamers of 
race/language/ethnic divide in her midst In the Church of Jesus Chnst, the ethnic, social, and 
sexual differences between persons become unimportant Paul asserts 'There is neither Jew 
nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female, for you are all one 
in Chnst Jesus' (Gal 3 28), 'for he is our peace, who has made us both one, and has broken 
down the dividing wall of hostility' (Eph 2 14) Christians cannot afford to let ethnic, social 
or sexual distinctions be the cntena for creating separations or 'separateness' within the 
Church Every baptized Chnstian has the same awesome dignity before God and as a 
member of God's people deserves the highest respect Caste differences, discnnunations and 
prejudices among the Christians, and conflict and hatred arising from them, totally contradict 
the Church's identity as God's people in Chnst The Indian Church can become a witness to 
the Kingdom of God only when she becomes the sign and instrument of the new human 

M e DUPUIS Jacques, 'Towards a Chnstian Theology of Religious Pluralism' (Maryknoll, Orbis Books, 1997) 
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community - a casteless society in India. The Church in India has to become an authentic 
fellowship of caring and sharing Christians who valorize equality and dignity of all the 
Christians in their community, in order to be this sign of God's kingdom in India. Only as an 
authentic community of Christ, can the Indian Church contribute to the creation of a free and 
fraternal community in India by releasing its moral and spiritual resources in the midstream of 
Indian life. The being of the Church is in communion and its mission is to create fellowship 
and the Indian Church cannot evade this important responsibility as an essential part of God-
given mission. The creation of a deep sense of fellowship and togetherness is of paramount 
importance in India, but it cannot be achieved without the establishment of justice, dignity 
and equality among the different people in India 

4.2.43. Dalit theology as the powerful voice within the Church 

The danger the Indian Church often faces is that under the influence of the Brahmanical 
religion it may be tempted to become a temple centered religion. The practices of 
discrimination and separation of the dalit Christians even in the sacred precincts by the high 
caste Christian converts point to this temptation to neglect the inclusive vision of Jesus for his 
Church. Dalit theology, by challenging the Indian Church to be a people centered Church, can 
help her overcome the separation of caste system and become Ekkelsia in Koinonia. A Church 
of authentic fellowship alone can strive with moral force and vigour to establish a new 
authentic community of fraternity and fellowship among all the Indian people in India. The 
Church herself becomes a witness to the Kingdom of God when she becomes the sign and 
instrument of the new human community - a casteless society. The emerging dalit theology is 
called upon to inspire and engage the Indian Church, at times even to forcefully challenge her 
existential structures and functioning ways, always imbued with Jesus' inclusive vision and 
the inspiring message of God's Kingdom. In this way, the Church will be called upon by the 
dalit theology to be faithful to her call by being a people-centered Church. It is the privileged 
vocation of the dalit theology to constantly remind the Indian Church to become a true sign of 
God's kingdom among the Indian people, by inspiring and impacting the Indian Church in the 
matters of justice and liberation, of equality and dignity and above all, guiding her to invest 
and unleash the forces of the divine Spirit towards creating an authentic fellowship among the 
Indian people who live presently in the caste-ridden society 50. 

Solidarity with the downtrodden 

The Indian Church can fulfill a meaningful role as the servant of God's kingdom only when it 
relates to the poor, oppressed and marginalized peoples and social groups in India as a builder 
of solidarity with the downtrodden which is an essential constituent aspect of the mission of 
the Church. It is in choosing to be identified with them that the coming kingdom is discerned, 
met and served. It is in their life, suffering, and struggles sincerely shared that the Church has 
to meet Jesus. Without participation in their pain, the Church scarcely keeps the memory of 
the Lord's death in the scriptures and in the Eucharist. In India, the oppressed, especially the 
dalits, are the passion of Jesus. They are the Good Friday that the Church must grieve over 
with reverence and hope. They are the crucifixion of the Son of Man and the Son of God, 
Jesus Christ who died and rose again in glory. No Christian mission is meaningful in India 
without the identification with them, and commitment to their resurrection from the tombs in 

649 ELSBERND Mary & BIERINGER Reimund, 'When Love is not enough a theo-ethic of Justice' 
(Collegeville, Liturgical Press, 2002). 
6 5 0 WILFRED Felix, 'The Emergent Church in a New Society' (Trichi, St Paul's Seminary, 1988). 
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which they are held, guarded by the musclemen of the ruling castes and classes according to 
the laws of ritual purity/impurity and traditional caste discriminations, is a fundamental 
Christian engagement. Following Jesus' own example, the Church has to go to all those 
outside the camp, bearing their shame and suffering, instead of running after those whom God 
shuns, those who use their power, science, religion and high birth to oppress, enslave and then 
legitimize it all 6 5 1 . The preferential option for the least and the lowly is an obligation that 
arises from the fidelity and commitment to the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 

In India, the Church, while remaining deeply committed to the issues of justice and equality, 
has to build the bridges of fellowship and solidarity to establish authentic fellowship among 
the peoples and social groups. The contribution of the Church as a promoter of fellowship and 
as a builder of community of justice and peace assumes particular importance in the context 
of conununalism, with which India is beset today. The conflict, violence and riots that mar the 
relationship among the various ethnic, linguistic, and particularly religious groups have deep 
historical, psychological and above all economic roots. Beneath the surface of apparent 
religious strife, caste conflicts and destructive rivalries, there lies submerged a world of 
oppression and domination. Almost every communal conflict is the symptom of a situation of 
bondage or of a long standing injustice that has not been redressed. The liberative role of the 
Church should, therefore, go below the surface to the underlying causes. By creating more 
human and just communities in India, the Church is actually evangelizing, becoming a sign 
and instrument of God's kingdom, which brings men face to face with the reality of God and 
his love. The Church, as the sign and instrument of the Kingdom of God, has to reveal her 
identity as Ekklesia in Koinonia in India first of all in the new community of love, peace and 
justice that she builds among the Christians. In the authentic 'fellowship' of all the Christians 
in India, the Church can become a visible sign of the new human community in India that she 
seeks to build, i.e. a casteless society that creates no boundaries among the people. This 
requires that the Indian Church must be able to overcome, first of all, the internal problems of 
caste divisions and discriminations, along with other barriers of race/language/ethnic divide. 
The model of the Church, as presented by Vatican Π is 'Communion' that is a way of living 
together as a community in Jesus Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit in imitation of 
the perfect communion that is the most Holy Trinity. 

Ekklesia in Koinonia in India 

We have explained that the Indian Church is at the service of God's kingdom as a sign and 
'humble' instrument. As the Church strives to establish a new human community among the 
India people, in response to her vocation of establishing God's kingdom in the world, she has 
to become a witness of such a new community. It is by becoming an authentic Christian 
community of 'koinonia' or fellowship herself, - in Jesus Christ, through the Holy Spirit, 
under the 'eternal love' of the heavenly Father - she can be such a witness. Caste differences, 
discriminations and prejudices among the Christians and the conflict and the hatred arising 
from them totally contradict the Church's identity as God's people in Christ Jesus. When the 
Church strives to liberate people from misery and oppression and thus seeks to humanize this 
world in making it more just, free and human, it is bringing light, life and hope as Jesus 
himself did. By creating more human and just communities in India, the Church is actually 

6 : 1 For details on constructing a just and authentic community in India, we may refer to the insights of the late 
Scares Prabhu for illumination and light: SOARES PRABHU George, 'Dharma of Jesus' (Maryknoll, Obis 
Books, 2003). We may also draw from the insights of Michael Amaladoss. AMALADOSS Michael, 'Making all 
things New' (Anand, Gujarat Sahitya Prakash, 1990). 
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fulfilling her evangelizing mission . She becomes a sign and an instrument of God's 
kingdom that brings men face to face with the reality of God and his abiding love leading to 
an authentic fellowship. In the genuine fellowship among the Christians in India, the Church 
can truly become a visible sign of the new human community in India that creates no 
boundaries among the Indian people. The task of the Indian Church is to establish genuine 
communities at two levels in India. The first is establishing an authentic Christian community 
of all the believers in Jesus Christ (first level). This authentic Christian community that is 
'EkJdesia in Koinonia' has to become an effective instrument for establishing a new 'human' 
community of equality and justice in India (second level). In this way, Church first becomes 
an authentic Christian community of the believers of Christ and then strives to an effective 
instrument for establishing a new 'human' community' in India. The first is a sign and 
humble servant of the Kingdom of God and the second is another step in the unending effort 
towards the realization of the Kingdom of God on earth. 

The emerging dalit theology has to be placed at the service of the Church first of all as a 
critique to constantly remind her of her vocation and mission to be an authentic fellowship, 
'EkJdesia in Koinonia ' in the model of the primitive Christian communities, especially when 
she is infected by the caste disease and all the spiritual infirmities associated with it such as 
selfishness, division, conflict, power struggle, manipulation and exploitation that render the 
Church incapable of being a powerful witness of authentic fellowship. In this way, through a 
reasonable critique of dalit theology, the Indian Church will be made a more committed and 
faithful instrument of the Gospel of Jesus Christ in India. At the same time, the dalit theology 
can enable the Church to enter into a common effort with all the liberative forces that are 
operative today in India through identifying the common areas of engagement, thereby joining 
hands with all the people of good will who seek not self gain but the happy and peaceful life 
of all the Indians without hunger, deprivation and subjugation. 

4. 3. SUMMARY 

In the third part of our research, first we presented the struggles of the primitive Church to 
translate the inclusive vision and the universal message of Jesus Christ. In becoming truly 
'Ekkesia in Koinonia' the early Church became the sign and instrument of God's kingdom on 
earth. As the primitive Christians began to understand the implications of the vision and 
mission of Jesus, they went beyond the ethnic/racial divide of Judaism to build the community 
of Jews and Gentiles alike, all united together in their faith and loyalty to Jesus Christ as the 
Lord and Saviour. We insisted that even if the EkJdesia in Koinonia of early Christians parted 
ways with Judaism and became a separate religion of Christianity in the course of history, 
there should always be profound respect and sentiments of continuity among the Christians 
towards the Jews since God's covenant with the chosen people of Israel remains irrevocable 
and Christian faith has certain continuity with Judaism. Applying the same principles to 
Hinduism, a noble and mystic religion of profound spiritual insight, we proposed that even if 
the Hindu ritual practices of purity/impurity sanctioned and sustained the caste 
discriminations of the dalits, yet the emerging dalit theology should have sentiments of 
respect towards Hinduism. We examined how the dalit theology can draw from the inclusive 
vision of Jesus and the Jesus movement in Palestine to become an acceptable and legitimate 
voice within the Church in India. 

Document on 'Solidarity with the Poor For Justice, Peace and Integrity of Creation' (Geneva, Programme 
Unit on Justice and Service, World Council of Churches, 1987) 
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Dalit theology, as it is emerging now, faces the critique of being a casteist ideology in the 
Christian garb. We suggested the perspectives that we found in the engagement of Jesus with 
Judaism in the rural Palestine for bringing inclusive vision to the emerging dalit theology. In 
this way, we brought the message of dalit theology closer to the message of God's kingdom 
that Jesus proclaimed. In this way, guided by the inclusive vision, the emerging dalit theology 
can become a powerful voice within the Indian Church. It can inspire the Christians of all 
denominations to build up authentic fellowship in their midst in order to become truly the 
'Ekkelesia in Koinonia' that they should become. Having empowered the Indian Church to 
be an authentic Christian community, the dalit theology can enable the Indian Church to 
challenge the oppressive caste structures in the Indian soil in order to lead the Indian society 
towards a new human community built on the principles of justice, equality, dignity and 
fellowship. The researcher brought together the contrasting visions of ritual purity and the 
kingdom of God and in this additional chapter on the emerging dalit theology. It is the firm 
conviction of the researcher that by integrating the inclusive vision and message of Jesus that 
he announced as God's kingdom, the emerging dalit theology can become a real blessing of 
God to the Indian Church and also to Indian society. 
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CONCLUSION 

5.0. INTRODUCTION 

When we started this project, the objective was quite modest: to add one more chapter to the 
emerging dalit theology in India. Thus, the research was appropriately sub-titled as, 'an 
additional chapter to the emerging dalit theology in India'. We proposed to bring together the 
two contrasting visions of ritual impurity and the kingdom of God. Hence our research is 
given the title: 'Ritual Impurity and the Kingdom of God'. It is our choice to make use of 
contextualism and its inductive method that implied that our research would have three steps: 
observation, interpretation and application. That is why we put together our research in three 
parts. The first part explained what is observed about the caste system and the discrimination 
of the dalits in India. The second part interpreted this reality of caste discrimination through 
the examination of the foundation of caste system, the system of ritual purity. It also presented 
the message and attitude of Jesus regarding the practices of ritual purity arising from his 
inclusive vision of the kingdom of God. The third part applied the inclusive message of Jesus 
for engaging the practices of ritual purity in India. The researcher concluded that in India, the 
emerging dalit theology must seek to build an authentic Christian and human community in 
the place of the caste system, inspired by the vision and message of Jesus that he announced 
as the Kingdom of God. 

First we answered the question what is dalit theology. Since the last decade, the dalit 
theology, as a sort of liberation theology in Indian context, has sought to give voice to the 
'dalits', the lowest caste groups in India. The dalits are a huge population in India, numbering 
nearly 200 millions, and along with the tribals with whom they share a common ancestry, 
their population as the scheduled groups of India would be a whopping 275 millions. As the 
result of a series of historical events that took place in India more than three thousand years 
ago, the dalits became slaves, and the tribals became an isolated and impoverished population 
of distant hills. The historical events refer to a mixture of immigration, conquest and self-
affirmation of a distinct 'ethnic' group, known in their sacred scriptures of Vedas as 'Arya' 
(noble ones). This ethnic group originated the Hindu religion and found an appropriate 
religious ideology known as caste system in order to mark the boundaries and construct 
barriers between themselves and the 'Dasyas', the ancestors of dalits/tribals. It is nothing 
unusual in that distant past, as we could find the same tendency among many ethnic groups in 
the world who marked their 'separateness' through a similar social organization known as the 
caste system in India. 

5.1. The emerging dalit theology as the dalit Christian voice 

The caste system which is the social organization of the Aryans, who would later identify 
themselves as 'Hindus', has the principle of purity/impurity as its essence. While the highest 
social group of the Hindus, the Brahmins or the caste of Hindu priests, considered itself as the 
purest caste, the Dasya slaves, known now as the 'dalits' were separated as 'impure' 
untouchables. Ritual impurity added to the miseries of slavery of these unfortunate people for 
nearly three thousand long years, stifling their voice and their religio-cultural expressions. 
They became the victims of oppression, social exclusion and marginalization, a pitiable 
situation that lasted unchanged. The many protest movements against the system of castes did 
not bring any relief to the discriminated dalits who awaited the good news of liberty and 
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equality. Since the sixteenth century, when Christian faith came to the Indian scene, 
particularly with the European missionaries, both Catholic and Protestants, several millions of 
the dalits embraced the Christian faith, in order to find their dignity as human beings in the 
Church. Today, the 'dalits' and the tribals constitute nearly 70% of the thirty million 
Christians in India. Of course, the discrimination arising from the tradition of caste system 
would not spare them even in the Church - Catholic and Protestant alike. As a result, the dalit 
Christians became twice discriminated, first within the Indian society and secondly within the 
Indian Church. During the last decade, 'dalit theology' arose as a sort of liberative voice of 
the dalit Christians who express their liberative and salvific aspirations, based, above all, in 
their faith in the crucified and risen Saviour, our Lord Jesus Christ. 

The need to give inclusive vision 

When the dalits, the oppressed and discriminated people, raise their voice, there is bound to 
be a lot of emotion arising from the subjugated hearts, which naturally leads to condemnation 
of the unjust and devilish practices of caste system. Such an emotional voice inspires 
assertive, at times, militant actions of the dalits demanding dignity and equal rights in the 
Indian Church and in the Indian society. Actions lead to reactions, and thus the high caste 
population both in the Indian Church and in the Indian society try to stifle the revolting voice 
of the dalits, leading to tension, stress and above all 'disunity' in the Church. When emotions 
run high among both the dalits and the high caste Christians, the 'community' becomes the 
victim, in the sense that Christian fellowship and solidarity are neglected and forgotten. This 
is what happened when the dalit theology emerged during the last decade. Accusations and 
counter-accusations dominated the Indian Church scene about who was destroying the unity 
and fellowship of the believers in the Christian community of India. 

5.2. An additional chapter to the emerging dalit theology 

The researcher, inspired by the liberative yet communitarian expressions of the Gospel, 
ventured to present an inclusive vision to the emerging dalit theology through this additional 
chapter. The concern was, on the one hand, to keep the focus on the legitimate liberative 
aspirations of the dalits thereby justifying the preferential option for their progress and 
development, on the other hand, to give expression to the authentic Christian fellowship as 
required by the message of the Gospel. This effort led the researcher to identify the belief 
system of ritual purity as the essence of the caste system which discriminated the dalits as 
impure slaves. The entire caste system involves the consideration of maintaining purity and 
avoiding impurity, by which the separate caste groups are hierarchically arranged. Hence, the 
central element of the research is the principle of ritual purity and impurity, and the researcher 
kept the focus on this singular central principle throughout this exposition. 

Contextual Theology in India 

In the first part we presented the important principles of the Hindu caste system which made 
the dalits the 'impure slaves'. We identified the principle of ritual purity as the foundation of 
the Hindu caste system which established hierarchy among the different caste groups 
according to the level of their purity. The Brahmins as Hindu priests were at the top of the 
caste hierarchy and occupied the highest rank as the purest caste, while the dalits as slaves 
were at the bottom of the caste hierarchy and occupied the lowest rank. We proceeded to 
explain how the dalits, through the centuries, expressed their firm conviction of equality of all 
the human beings through some secular and religious movements, which gave rise to many 
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protest movements against the caste system. Conversion of dalits to other religions was a 
result of the liberative aspirations of the dalits for equality and dignity. But neither their 
participation in the protest movements nor their conversion to some egalitarian religions from 
Hinduism brought them, the dignity or equality which they desired and sought. 

Next, we presented how the yearnings for liberation set into motion the mass conversion 
movements among the dalits in India, who found the Gospel message of equality and dignity 
of all the human beings as liberating good news. As the result of the mass conversion 
movements, during the nineteenth century, the dalits presently constitute the majority both in 
the Catholic Church and in the Protestant Churches in India today. However, these dalit 
converts have been treated as 'impure people' by the minority upper castes in the Indian 
Church. In short, conversion to Christian faith did not bring the Christian dalits neither 
equality nor dignity both in the Church and also in the larger Indian society. It is in this 
context that some dalit theologians voiced their trust and confidence in the liberator Jesus, and 
assured their dalit brethren that God is on their side, and that he will certainly set them free 
from oppression and slavery. This is the context of the emerging dalit theology in India. We 
presented the salient features of the emerging dalit theology and presented it as a contextual 
theology, arising from the liberative aspirations of the dalits in India. The liberation theology 
introduced the new method of doing theology from the 'praxis' which the emerging dalit 
theology closely followed and expressed the pain and anguish of the suffering dalits in India. 
At the same time, it became their voice of hope and trust in the God of the poor, who brings 
liberation to his oppressed children. The Christians among the dalits in India, as they shared 
the 'praxis' of oppression and inhuman discrimination of the dalits as 'impure slaves' of the 
Indian society, reflected on their faith in Jesus Christ, and expressed their firm hope of 
liberation by the God of the poor and the oppressed who will set them free. 

Hindu Dharma and Jewish Law - instruments of separation 

In the second part, we portrayed the Hindu Dharma as the foundation of the caste system. It is 
'dharma', which, as the very essence of Hindu belief system, set the principles of Hindu 
social order in accordance with the eternal Cosmic Order. Ritual purity is a consequence of 
the Hindu social order, which set the Brahmins as pure and the dalits as impure. Thus, the 
separation of the different social groups was explained by this Hindu belief system of 
'dharma'. We presented the similarities between Hindu dharma and the Jewish Law and 
portrayed how the Jewish Law served as the foundation of the practices of ritual purity of 
Judaism. The separation of the Jews from other social groups was explained, justified and set 
into practice by the teachings of Jewish Law. We illustrated the tremendous similarities that 
exist between the Hindu and Jewish practices of ritual purity and explained the consequences 
of the observation of the purity laws - creating boundaries and barriers between the segments 
of people, as insiders and outsiders. 

Jesus compliments Judaism 

Next, we presented the inclusive vision of Jesus as revealed in his message of the Kingdom of 
God, which proposed an alternative social order - an authentic community of equality and 
fellowship. Jesus preached the good news of the kingdom of God and the ethics of love of 
God and love of neighbour which became the foundation of his vision for a new society. Jesus 
broke the Jewish purity laws, thus calling into question the existing social order of the Jewish 
society which segregated and separated people as pure and impure. Breaking all the 
boundaries and barriers, he proposed an inclusive vision in which all people can find the same 
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privilege and dignity as the children of God, the loving father. His message of inclusive vision 
inevitably brought him into conflict with Jewish religious authorities and led Jesus to 
crucifixion. But his resurrection became the assurance of the victory of God over the 
separation and inequalities of the sinful world. The Risen Lord called upon his disciples to 
proclaim his inclusive vision as good news to all the nations and to all the peoples. In his new 
community, there should be no more boundaries or barriers among the people. It is a new 
family - God's own family that consists of all the beloved children of God, constituted in his 
Son, Jesus Christ. 

Christian Community is called upon to set aside the boundaries 

In the third part, we explain the trajectory of the early Church which broke away from 
Judaism and became a separate 'religion' of a new community. Though the Risen Lord 
commanded the disciples to preach the good news to all, the early Church, consisting of the 
Jewish believers of Jesus, understood the consequences of the mandate only through the 
course of her mission. We identified the important steps through which the early Church, 
beginning as a Jewish sect, became a truly inclusive community of love. This process had its 
own tensions, controversies, and at times conflicts. But it was the Spirit of the Risen Lord, 
who was always at work among his people that set the definite course of the mission of the 
early Church towards all peoples. As a result, the early Church became a true community of 
all, beyond the ethnic/racial divide. While appreciatively acknowledging the salvific role of 
Hinduism and the presence of God's revelation in Hindu faith, we portrayed how the Hindu 
'dharma' has to meet the good news of Jesus Christ in fruitful dialogue. The emerging dalit 
theology has to present the inclusive vision of Jesus to the Hindu faith, through fraternal 
engagement. We identified the important perspectives which the dalit theology has to 
preserve, when it challenges the caste system of Hinduism - liberation and inculturation. A 
liberated and inculturated Christian community has to be the model and incentive to build an 
authentically human community of equality and fellowship in India, whereby the hierarchical 
caste system which dehumanized the dalits as impure slaves will be eradicated through the 
installation of the truly human communities. Dalit theology has to be a vibrant force to 
construct liberated and inculturated Christian communities in India. 

5.3. The focus on Jesus' inclusive vision and message 

In order to propose an inclusive vision, dalit theology has to draw inspiration from Jesus who 
preached the good news about the Kingdom of God. Jesus was faced with several streams of 
traditional religiousness when he answered his prophetic call. Not every kind of religion 
appealed to him. From his later reactions we gather that the narrow ideology of the Zealot 
movement did not attract him. Nor did the sectarian Puritanism of the Essenes have any 
impact on him. As for the Pharisaic spirituality of self-righteousness, Jesus openly ridiculed 
it. His confrontations with the Sadducees - the chief priests and elders - indicate that he 
hardly approved their aristocratic 'leisure-class' spirituality. In short, the dominant currents 
within Judaism such as the narrow ideology of the Zealots, the sectarian Puritanism of the 
Essenes, the self-righteous legalism of the Pharisees, and the leisure-class mentality of the 
Sadducees had not impressed him. Rather, it was in the ancient (Deuteronomic) tradition of 
prophetic asceticism represented by the Baptizer that Jesus discovered an authentic spirituality 
and an appropriate point of departure for his own prophetic mission. In opting for this form 
of liberative religiousness to the exclusion of others, which appeared enslaving, he indulged in 
a species of 'discernment'. He did not just follow blindly the prophetic asceticism practiced 
by John the Baptizer, even if he received John's baptism. Alone in the desert, Jesus was 
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engaged in a deep and profound religious search which led him to understand the social 
consequences of the unconditional love of his heavenly father for all God's children. Even 
while he was tempted by the selfish manipulation of the evil one, he would identify a clear 
vision for his mission to the world. Filled with the power of the Spirit, he set out to preach the 
Gospel. His entire religious experience and his profound message would be summarised in the 
single term: The kingdom of God'. 

Drawing from the vision of the Kingdom 

We presented Jesus and his message of the Kingdom of God as the central point of our 
reflection. Our additional chapter to the emerging dalit theology draws from the message of 
Jesus on the Kingdom of God, and proposes an inclusive vision, which is liberative, yet at the 
same time, can build authentic fellowship among the human beings beyond the caste, ethnic, 
language, racial, religious and class divide of the Indian society. As the theology of the dalits, 
dalit theology has to imbue the dalits, the outcasts of Indian society, with this vision, which is 
liberative, yet authentically communitarian. As Pieris states, 'Jesus became one with the 
outcasts in order to awaken them to the fact that he was challenging the existing system, to 
enable them to join him in setting aside the rules, to create within their own mutual 
relationships an exchange of recognition, affirmation, and honour, to show them how God 
was with them, to stimulate them to discover the revolutionary meaning with which their 
suffering was replete, and to summon them to stand together on the basis of their shared 
suffering in order to say a clear no to oppression, relativize all human powers, authorities, 
rituals, and laws, and stand as a sign of the liberation God wills for the people. The method of 
Jesus was not sidereal but incamational, not metaphysical-absolute-idealist but concrete-
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historical-social. He worked from within the situation in order to transform it' . 

A liberative fellowship 

We particularly see the liberative yet inclusive fellowship of Jesus at the meal table. The 
notable feature of the meal tradition associated with Jesus is diametrically opposed to the 
social customs of the day, especially as regards those with whom it is appropriate to share 
table. Jesus consorted openly with social outcasts; one label for social outcasts was "toll 
collectors and sinners"; Jesus was criticized for eating with social outcasts; and Jesus justified 
his practice of sharing an open table in aphorism and parable. The inclusive table practices of 
Jesus would become the norm for the Eucharistie table of the early Church. Jesus' vision of 
the Kingdom of God had a tremendous liberative force. Jesus chose his mission in such a way 
that he could unleash the liberative force of the Gospel. The emerging dalit theology, 
confronted with a variety of ideological and religious trends in India, is continually invited to 
make a conscious choice to be a liberative religious force in the Indian scene. The emerging 
dalit theology should be at the point of intersection between the metacosmic spirituality of the 
monastic religions and the cosmic religion of the simple peasants, to be the locus where the 
liberative forces of both traditions combine in such a way as to exclude the aristocratic 
leisure-class mentality of the former and superstitions of the latter. This is a missionary 
method we learn from Jesus, who fulfilled or brought to completion all the religious quest of 
the entire mankind. 

PIERIS Aloysius, 'An Asian Theology of Liberation', op.cit. p. 33-37. 
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Engagement of inculturation and dialogue 

Dialogue is the new positive attitude towards non-Christian religions which suggests a new 
approach and a new relationship. Within the wider context of meeting of minds and hearts, of 
discovering God wherever he is present and active, of mutual respect for and acceptance of 
each other's integrity and commitment, of the act of communion in understanding truths and 
sharing religious experience (dialogue), there is certainly room and possibility for the sharing 
of Christian experience and the communication of the Good News of the Christ-event. In 
India, where the society is characterized by the separation and division of the human beings in 
the name of castes, what is needed, therefore, 'base human communities', in which, for 
instance, Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims and Christians will come together on the basis of their 
shared concern for and praxis of liberation - and on this basis they will understand themselves 
and each other ever more deeply and engagingly. Inculturation and dialogue, therefore, 
cannot be separated from liberation, in dalit theology. 

Building Human communities 

The building up of 'kingdom communities' or 'basic human communities' wherein Christian 
and non-Christian members strive together for the dawn of full humanity must be the vision of 
the emerging dalit theology. 'Full humanity' is not only the common ideal of their strivings, 
but also the Christological title by which the Christian members of such 'human' communities 
would recognize and confess the One whose disciples they boldly claim to be. India presents 
the religious experience of the poor (dalits), whereby a 'non-people' is struggling to be a 
'people', a struggle in which God is an intimate partner. It is the poor and the oppressed 
people who can religiously experience the justice of God and understand God's just demands, 
for it is to them that the divine opens its heart. The textual religions in India need to be 
revitalized by the people's religion that contains the seed of this revelation. The basic 'human' 
community' has to be rooted in the cultural and religious traditions not only of the elites but 
importantly in the religio-cultural traditions of the poor and the downtrodden like the dalits. 
Through presenting forcefully the instrumentality of the authentic Christian community as the 
principal sign and instrument of the kingdom of God, the dalit theology envisages to build a 
'human community' in India, whereby India can become a casteless society. In this 'human 
society' not only the barriers of separation and 'set-apartness' as pure and impure people will 
be broken and wiped away, but authentic fellowship will be constructed on the foundations of 
justice, equality and true fraternity. 

5.4. Conclusion - Turning the world upside down 

The incriminating charge of defilement levelled against Jesus and his disciples carries this 
expression: They are turning the world upside down'. Jesus is accused of 'perverting the 
nation' (Luke 23:2, 14). Stephen is charged with speaking 'blasphemous words against Moses 
and God, the Holy Place and the Law and of claiming that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy 
this place and will change the customs which Moses delivered to us' (Acts 6:11-14). And 
Paul is denounced as 'teaching men everywhere against the people and the law and this place' 
and by bringing Greeks into the temple, 'defiling this Holy Place' (Acts 21:28). When hostile 
Jews hailed Jason and the brethren before the magistrates in Thessalonica, they accused them 
of a serious charge: 'They turn the world upside down' (Acts 17:6). In their eyes, the 
Christian missionaries were trying to destroy the order of the world and the established 
structure of the society. This charge is made before a Roman court, but actually it represented 
a widespread Jewish perception of the Jesus movement. 
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Many Jews perceived Jesus, Stephen, Paul, and other Christians who were their own fellow 
Jews as subverting the Jewish 'world'. They were accused of attacking the major institution 
of the day, the temple, by rejecting the major symbol of Israel's faith (this holy place); they 
were perceived as dismissing the prerogatives of Israel as a chosen collective (the people). 
They were thought to abrogate the principles by which the faith of this chosen people was 
structured (Moses, the law, the customs), and the rituals which symbolize that faith 
(circumcision). They were perceived as rejecting 'God' and even upsetting the system of 
nature by 'turning the world upside down'. In the eyes of some, then, the Christians appeared 
to urge a revolution against the traditional values and structures of Israelite faith as a section 
of Jewish population understood and wanted to protect it. But what Jesus and his disciples 
actually did was to bring a meaningful encounter between their traditional Jewish belief 
system and their faith in Jesus who proposed an inclusive and universal vision that crossed 
over all boundaries of separation. Dalit theology seeks to tum the Indian world 'upside down', 
to create authentic human communities in the place of the oppressive caste system, through 
the message of the gospel. The Christian movement that inspired dalit theology may be 
opposed by the elite Hindus, just like Jesus' movement was opposed by the Jewish religious 
authorities. But the caste societies in India need to be 'turned upside down' and that is the 
specific mission of dalit theology. We have shown through our additional chapter to the 
emerging dalit theology, how Jesus and his message of the Kingdom of God can tum the caste 
system in India 'upside down' thereby creating a loving and caring society in India that lives 
in equality, justice, love and fellowship. 
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SUMMARY 

The emerging Dalit theology as the Christian voice of the Dalits in India 

The proposed research has a moderate goal: adding another chapter to the emerging Dalit 
theology in India. Since the last decade, the Dalit theology, as a sort of liberation 
theology in Indian context, has become the Christian voice of the 'Dalits' the lowest and 
the most impure people in India. The Dalits are a huge population, numbering nearly 200 
millions, and along with the Tribals with whom they are supposed to share a common 
ancestry, they make up a whopping 275 million persons in India. They are generally 
considered to be the indigenous people of India, and today they are officially known as 
the 'Scheduled Groups'. Made slaves of the Hindu society through conquest and 
subjugation several thousand years ago, the Dalits suffered from many disabilities and 
discriminations, as polluting and 'impure' untouchables. A set of regulations in the Hindu 
Scriptures justified their ritual impurity, social exclusion and life-long slavery. Since the 
political independence of India in 1947, democratic rule, based on an egalitarian 
Constitution, guides the vision and progress of the Indian nation towards building a more 
just and fraternal society. 

There have been some noteworthy initiatives by successive Indian Governments to 
promote the welfare of the Dalits and Tribals and these efforts are together known as the 
'measures of positive discrimination' in their favour. In spite of such laudable measures 
of positive help and assistance, the socio-economic development and the educational 
progress of the Dalits is very slow and their living condition continues to be quite 
miserable and painful and their advancement is often made conflictual and controversial, 
as the result of the continuing discrimination, oppression, exploitation and the traditional 
prejudices of some high caste population. The deprivation, discrimination and disabilities 
of the Dalits continue not only within the Indian society at large, but also within the 
Indian Church. This paradoxical context of 'opportunity/resistance' to the progress of the 
Dalits, prevailing both within the present independent and secular Indian nation, as well 
as within the Indian Church constitutes the 'praxis' or the context of the emerging dalit 
theology. The Dalit Christians, inspired by the liberative good news of Jesus Christ, 
affirm their hope and vision towards building a future society, equal and just, not only in 
India, but also in the world at large. The emerging Dalit theology expresses these 
aspirations of the Christian Dalits, as they presently seek, struggle and strive for justice 
and dignity, equality and authentic fellowship as a Christian community in the face of the 
Hindu oppressive caste system that has dehumanized the entire Dalit community as 
'impure' people for thousands of years. 

Critique of exclusiveness and caste obsession in reverse 

The present content of the emerging Dalit theology is criticized as exclusive theology that 
promotes 'caste obsession in reverse' in the sense that it strengthens the very same 'caste 
divisiveness' that it seeks to destroy, by segregating the Dalits as a distinct group, in the 
same way as the Hindu caste structure does. Such a critique, even from some scholars 
who are sympathetic to the progress of the Dalits, raises some important questions about 



the future directions of the Dalit theology. This research, keeping in perspective that 
critique, seeks to add an additional chapter, with the goal of providing an inclusive 
perspective to the emerging Dalit theology. It tries to found this perspective on the 
universal message of Jesus Christ that is portrayed in the pages of the Gospels as 'the 
Good News of the Kingdom of God'. 

Ritual Impurity as the focus of this research 

Since the theme of Kingdom of God is such a vast subject, this research deliberately 
limits the focus to the particular subject of ritual impurity and examines how Jesus 
encountered the controversies of ritual impurity and proposed an alternative vision and 
universal message of inclusion in the place of exclusion of people. The reason is that it is 
the concept of ritual impurity that is at the foundation of the caste system and is 
operational in the discriminating and excluding practices of the caste system. 
This additional chapter to the emerging dalit theology interprètes the message of Jesus on 
the Kingdom of God as a liberative one that can build authentic fellowship among the 
human beings beyond the caste, ethnic, language, racial, religious and class divide of the 
Indian society. 

The Research Question: Ritual Impurity and the Kingdom of God 

The system of castes, a hierarchical social structure perhaps quite unique to India, creates 
boundaries between caste groups according to the 'ritual purity/impurity' of each caste. 
The Dalits are casteless people and therefore the least 'pure' or the most 'impure' among 
the people in India and all their deprivations and degradations are founded upon and 
explained by their ritual status as the 'impure people'. Thus, the Dalits suffer from the 
traditional indignities of social exclusion and oppression as the result of their hereditary 
low ritual status as the 'impure people' as assigned and explained by the Hindu belief 
system. Whatever may be the consequences of caste oppression on the existential 
situation of the Dalits, be it their economic poverty or social exclusion, the foundation of 
such deprivation and discrimination is normatively explained in the Hindu Scriptures as 
arising out of their low ritual status as 'impure' people. It is the Hindu religious practice 
of purity/impurity that explains and justifies the boundaries of demarcation and 
separation among the different caste groups including the social exclusion of the Dalits. 
Even if the caste system is a Hindu phenomenon, every religion has been infected by the 
disease of caste discrimination. Thus, the conversion of the Dalits to Christianity or to 
any other more egalitarian religion such as Buddhism, Islam or Sikhism did not alter their 
sad situation of social exclusion and discrimination since the Hindu religious ideology of 
caste system has become an Indian cultural phenomenon. Jesus had to address the 
questions of ritual purity/impurity in his dealings with the Jewish people of his time, 
known as the Second Temple Period. He challenged the boundaries of separation then 
prevailing among the people arising out of the conditions of ritual purity/impurity, by 
enlarging the horizon through his inclusive vision. Our research question is whether the 
inclusive vision and the universal message of Jesus, proclaimed as God's kingdom, can 
provide the perspectives of inclusiveness and universality to the emerging Dalit theology, 
presently branded as a sectarian, caste obsessed and divisive ideology. 



Contextualization and Praxis Orientation 

In this research, particular attention has been payed to the 'context'. As a theological 
perspective, contextualization stresses what is concretely going on, in this case, the 
reality of 'opportunity/resistance' to the emancipation of the Dalits as equal human 
beings in India. Through the phenomenologjcal approach, we explain ritual 
purity/impurity, the source of the oppression of the Dalits, under its own terms, that is, as 
the Hindu worldview understands it and justifies it as a righteous and legitimate religious 
practice, especially as it is exposed in the normative Hindu Scriptures. The referential 
aspect of contextual approach enables us to have a place in our research for 'God talk' or 
'God language' for reference and thus helps us to clarify, appraise and even critique the 
Hindu worldview of ritual impurity and the consequent social exclusion of the Dalits. In 
this study, it is Jesus' inclusive vision and universal message for building an authentic 
human community that he proclaimed as the good news of the Kingdom of God that 
becomes our reference, that can be called as 'God talk' or 'God language'. We propose to 
contextualise Jesus' appraisal and critique of the Jewish ritual (im)purity practices of the 
second temple period in the framework of the Hindu system of purity and from this 
interpretation we seek to draw meaningful conclusions for the emerging Dalit theology 
that strives, as its goal, to negate the ideology of caste system and the resulting 
oppression of the Dalits as 'impure' people. This specific approach of dialectical 
interrelation between the phenomenological and the referential aspects guides this entire 
research. 

The inductive method is the preferred tool of contextualization. The inductive method is 
quite different from the deductive method that begins with explicit axioms or simple true 
statements. The inductive method starts with observation as the first step with the 
objective of finding out the truth that also involves acting upon the truth as the next 
logical step through the interpretation of the observed reality or event. In this research, 
Dalits as a deprived and oppressed people are privileged as the 'locus theologicus '. 

Towards an additional chapter 

In the first part of the research, we present the 'context' in which Dalit theology emerged 
in India. First, we explain the 'context' of the caste-dominated Indian society that 
operates under the divisive ways of the caste structure. We proceed to describe the 
characteristics of the caste system and the discriminations that the Dalits had to endure as 
impure untouchables. We examine the process of democratization in India especially the 
functioning of compensatory discriminatory measures in their favour. Next, we 
investigate the impact of the process of democratization of the Indian society on the caste 
system in general, and on the deprivation, marginalization and discrimination against the 
Dalits in particular, in the present independent and secular India. We conclude this 
section with a brief examination of the numerous socio-cultural and religious movements 
that arose as protest movements against caste system throughout the Indian history. We 
pay particular attention especially to the modern political movements of the Dalits and 
their movements of conversion to the egalitarian religions such as Islam, Buddhism and 



Christianity. In the next section we present the 'context' of the Indian Church. First we 
present a brief history of the Indian Church, of course, always with reference to the 
Dalits. We present the history of the establishment of the Catholic and Protestant 
Missions in India. We examine the evolution of Indian theology and explain how it 
responded inadequately to the liberative quest of the Dalits who sought Christian faith for 
dignity and equality. Dalit theology, as the theology of the Dalits, by the Dalits and for 
the Dalits, emerged in the context of the struggles against the discrimination of the Dalits 
both in the Church and in the Indian society. It expresses the aspirations of the dalits for 
social justice, equality and fellowship. After presenting briefly the contents of the 
emerging Dalit theology, we make an appraisal. We conclude that Dalit theology needs to 
be enriched and guided by an inclusive vision in its future development. 

In the second part of this research, we delve into the system of 'ritual purity/impurity' 
since the separations and the demarcations of the caste system and the oppression and the 
social exclusion of the Dalits arise from the Hindu belief system of 'ritual 
purity/impurity'. Firstly we discuss the conception of 'ritual purity/impurity' as practiced 
in Hinduism and its relation to the Hindu 'Dharma', the Hindu sacred Law. Secondly, we 
compare the Hindu concept of 'purity/impurity' to the Jewish concept and practice of 
'purity/impurity' as can be seen in the Jewish scriptures of the First Testament. Special 
attention is paid to the understanding and the practice of ritual (im)purity of the Jewish 
people during the time of Jesus which is known as the Second Temple period. Thirdly, 
we explain how the inclusive vision of Jesus resulted in the concept of mission of the 
early Church and in the establishment of inclusive Christian communities in the Roman 
Empire. Here, we first we examine how Jesus presented his inclusive vision as the good 
news of the Kingdom of God and envisioned an authentic community as the visible 
expression of God's kingdom on earth. Later, we examine how Jesus, inspired by the 
inclusive vision of the Kingdom of God, challenged certain practices of ritual purity that 
justified the existing boundaries of separation and hierarchy among the Jewish people. 
Thus, in the second part, the Hindu system of ritual purity and the corresponding system 
of Jewish purity are brought into a meaningful encounter with the inclusive vision and the 
universal message of Jesus. 

In the third part of this research, we first describe the process by which the early Church 
crossed over the boundaries of separation. The universality and the inclusiveness of the 
message and the vision of Jesus was not understood and acknowledged immediately by 
the early Church. It was a slow process of discernment that included profound reflection 
on the vision of Jesus and dialogue over his message. At times, there were painful 
conflicts among the early Christians over the Jewish boundaries of separation such as the 
practice of circumcision. We examine how the inclusive vision of Jesus that encountered 
ritual impurity, challenged its excluding tendencies and initiated a movement of inclusion 
as a new community of God, and how this can impact the Hindu 'dharma' and its caste 
separations in India today. We conclude that the role of Dalit theology within the Indian 
Church is to be a catalyst at the service of the Christian Dalit communities in order to 
build genuine Christian communities and authentic human communities in the place of 
the oppressive and segregating caste system all over India. 



Concluding remarks 

Throughout our discussion, in the three parts of our research, we keep our focus on the 
problem of ritual impurity as our central subject, because it is the principle of ritual 
impurity that brands the dalits as 'untouchables' or 'impure' people as per the Hindu 
worldview. We bring a sort of dynamic engagement between the separating ways of 
'ritual (im)purity' and the inclusive vision of God's kingdom, as proclaimed by Jesus. 

This research offers inclusive and universal perspectives to the contents of Dalit 
theology, making it more acceptable and relevant to the Christian communities that 
presently brand it as divisive and caste obsessed. On the one hand, Dalit theology has to 
proclaim Jesus and his gospel as good news that has the necessary dynamism to heal the 
wounds of oppression, slavery and discrimination of the Dalits. On the other hand, Dalit 
theology must always strive towards creating a casteless society in India by challenging 
the caste ideology and by presenting Jesus' good news of inclusion and fellowship as the 
foundation of a new social structure that is characterized by equality, justice and 
authenticity.. 





Samenvatting 

De opkomende Dalit theologie als de Christelijke stem van de Dalits in India 

Het hier voorgestelde onderzoek heeft een bescheiden doel: een nieuw hoofdstuk toe te 
voegen aan de opkomende Dalit theologie in India. In het laatste decennium is de Dalit 
theologie, als een vorm van bevrijdingstheologie in Indiase context, de Christelijke stem 
geworden van de 'Dalits' die de laagst geclassificeerde en meest onreine mensen vormen in 
India. De Dalits is een zeer grote bevolkingsgroep van ongeveer 200 miljoen mensen en 
samen met de zogenoemde 'Tribals' met wie ze verwant zijn in afstamming, vormen ze een 
kolossaal aandeel van 275 miljoen mensen in de bevolking van India. Algemeen worden ze 
beschouwd als de oorspronkelijke inheemse bewoners van India en tegenwoordig staan ze 
officieel bekend als de 'Scheduled Groups'. In de Hindoe samenleving werden de Dalits vele 
duizenden jaren geleden door verovering en onderwerping tot slaven gemaakt en hadden zij te 
lijden onder vele vormen van onrecht en discriminatie omdat ze beschouwd werden als 
onaanraakbaren die onrein waren en anderen onrein maakten. Een reeks van bepalingen in de 
Hindoe geschriften rechtvaardigden hun rituele onreinheid, hun sociale uitsluiting en hun 
levenslange slavernij. Sinds de politieke onafhankelijkheid van India in 1947 wordt de 
richting van de Indiase natie bepaald door een democratisch bestel dat aan allen 
grondwettelijke gelijkwaardigheid verschaft en dat het land oriënteert op een rechtvaardiger 
en broederlijker samenleving. 

Opeenvolgende Indiase regeringen hebben vermeldenswaardige initiatieven genomen om het 
welzijn van de Dalits en van de Tribals te bevorderen. Deze voor hen gunstige maatregelen 
staan bekend als de 'maatregelen van positieve discriminatie'. Maar ondanks zulke 
lovenswaardige maatregelen die positieve hulp en ondersteuning bieden, verloopt de socio-
economische ontwikkeling en de vooruitgang in vorming en onderwijs van de Dalits erg 
langzaam. Hun levensomstandigheden blijven beroerd en moeilijk. Dat is het gevolg van een 
niet aflatende discriminatie en onderdrukking, van uitbuiting en van de traditionele 
vooroordelen van bevolkingsgroepen die tot hoge(re) kasten behoren. De achterstelling, de 
discriminatie en het onrecht van de Dalits blijven voortduren, niet alleen in de Indiase 
samenleving als geheel maar ook in de Indiase Kerk. De praxis en de context van de 
opkomende Dalit theologie worden gevormd door de paradoxale situatie van kansen voor en 
verzet tegen de vooruitgang van de Dalits, zowel binnen de onafhankelijke en seculiere 
Indiase natie als binnen de Indiase Kerk. De Dalit christenen worden geïnspireerd door het 
bevrijdende 'goede nieuws' van Jezus Christus en zij vestigen hun hoop op de verwachting 
van een toekomstige samenleving die gelijkwaardigheid kent en rechtvaardig is, niet alleen in 
India maar ook in de wereld als geheel. De opkomende Dalit theologie is de uitdrukking van 
deze aspiraties van de Dalit christenen. Ze is een zoektocht naar en een strijd en een streven 
voor rechtvaardigheid en waardigheid, gelijkwaardigheid en een waarachtige vorm van het 
leerling-zijn van de Christelijke gemeenschap. Ze is dat in confrontatie met het 
onderdrukkende kaste systeem van de Hindoe samenleving dat de gehele Dalit gemeenschap 
gedurende duizenden jaren ontmenselijkt heeft als 'onreine mensen'. 

Kritiek op exclusiviteit en op 'omgekeerde kaste-obsessie' 

De opkomende Dalit theologie wordt momenteel inhoudelijk bekritiseerd als een exclusieve 
theologie die een 'omgekeerde kaste-obsessie' bevordert. Door de Dalits af te zonderen als 
een aparte groep, op dezelfde wijze als dat gebeurt in de Hindoe kaste-structuur, zou juist de 
verdeeldheid in kasten die men tracht te bestrijden, worden versterkt. Een dergelijke kritiek 



wordt soms geuit door onderzoekers die positief staan ten opzichte van de vooruitgang van de 
Dalits. Het roept belangrijke vragen op over de toekomstige richting van de Dalit theologie. 
Dit onderzoek wil rekenschap geven van deze kritiek en probeert een nieuw hoofdstuk aan de 
opkomende Dalit theologie toe te voegen met het doel een inclusief perspectief op de Dalit 
theologie te ontwikkelen. Het tracht dit perspectief te baseren op de universele boodschap van 
Jezus Christus die wordt geschetst in het Evangelie als het 'Goede Nieuws van het Koninkrijk 
van God'. 

Rituele onreinheid als het brandpunt van dit onderzoek 

Omdat het thema van 'het Koninkrijk van God' zo uitgebreid is, wordt in dit onderzoek het 
brandpunt bewust gelegd in het specifieke onderwerp van de rituele onreinheid. Er wordt 
onderzocht hoe Jezus de controversen rond de rituele onreinheid tegemoet getreden is. En er 
wordt onderzocht waarin zijn universele boodschap bestaat die mensen insluit en niet uitsluit. 
Dit brandpunt wordt gekozen omdat het concept van rituele onreinheid de basis vormt van het 
kaste systeem en het werkzaam is in de daarmee verbonden discriminerende en uitsluitende 
praktijken. 

De vraagstelling van het onderzoek: rituele onreinheid en het Koninkrijk van God 

Het kaste systeem is een hiërarchische sociale structuur en is wellicht uniek voor India. Het 
schept grenzen tussen kaste- groepen volgens de rituele (on)reinheid van elke kaste. De Dalits 
zijn kaste-loos en daarom de minst reine en meest onreine onder de mensen in India. Alle 
vormen van achterstelling en terugzetting die zij kennen zijn gebaseerd op en kunnen worden 
verklaard door hun rituele status als 'onreine mensen'. Traditioneel hebben de Dalits te lijden 
van de schande van de sociale uitsluiting en onderdrukking die het erfelijke gevolg is van de 
lage rituele status die hen wordt toegeschreven door het levensbeschouwelijke systeem van de 
Hindoe traditie. Welke de consequenties ook zijn die de kaste onderdrukking heeft op de 
existentiële situatie van de Dalits, of het nu hun economische armoede is of hun sociale 
uitsluiting, de fundering van zulke achterstelling en terugzetting wordt op een normatieve 
wijze verklaard door de heilige geschriften van de Hindoe traditie die erop wijzen dat dit 
voortkomt uit hun lage rituele status als 'onreine mensen'. Het zijn de religieuze praktijken 
rond reinheid en onreinheid uit de Hindoe traditie die de demarcatielijnen tussen verschillende 
kaste groepen verklaren en rechtvaardigen, waartoe ook de sociale uitsluiting van de Dalits 
behoort. Ook al is het kaste systeem een fenomeen dat thuishoort in de Hindoe traditie, elke 
religie wordt aangetast door de ziekte van de kaste discriminatie. De bekering van de Dalits 
tot het christendom of tot enige andere, meer op gelijkwaardigheid tussen mensen gerichte 
religie, zoals het Boeddhisme, de Islam of de religie van de Sikhs veranderde niets aan hun 
bedroevende situatie van sociale uitsluiting en discriminatie. Want de religieuze ideologie van 
de Hindoe traditie is een Indiaas cultureel verschijnsel geworden. 
Ook Jezus kreeg tijdens zijn leven in zijn contacten met Joodse mensen in de Tweede 
Tempelperiode te maken met kwesties van rituele (on)reinheid. Hij vocht de scheidslijnen aan 
die op basis daarvan bestonden door met zijn inclusieve visie op mensen de horizon te 
verbreden. De vraagstelling van het onderzoek luidt of de inclusieve visie van Jezus en diens 
universele boodschap van het Koninkrijk van God een perspectief van inclusiviteit en 
universaliteit kan bieden aan de opkomende Dalit theologie die momenteel gebrandmerkt 
wordt als een sektarische, door kasten geobsedeerde en verdeling scheppende ideologie. 



Contextualisenng en gerichtheid op een praxis 

Een bijzonder aspect in dit onderzoek is de aandacht voor de 'context'. Opgevat als een 
theologisch perspectief, benadrukt het begrip contextualisenng het belang van wat zich 
feitelijk voordoet, in dit geval de realiteit van kansen voor en verzet tegen de emancipatie van 
de Dalits als gelijkwaardige menselijk wezens in India. Op een fenomenologische manier 
leggen we de rituele (on)reinheid die de bron is van de onderdrukking van de Dalits uit vanuit 
zijn eigen 'termen'. Dat verwijst naar de Hindoe wereldvisie en haar verstaan van en 
rechtvaardiging van de religieuze praktijken die worden uiteengezet in de normatieve heilige 
geschriften van de Hindoe traditie. Dit is de referentiecontext die ons in staat stelt om in ons 
onderzoek een plaats te geven aan God talk of 'taal van God'.Hierdoor kunnen we de Hindoe 
wereldvisie met betrekking tot de rituele (on)zuiverheid en de daarmee samenhangende 
sociale uitsluiting van de Dalits verhelderen, evalueren en zelfs bekritiseren. In deze studie is 
ons referentiepunt de betekenis van de inclusieve visie en universele boodschap van Jezus van 
het Koninkrijk van God voor de opbouw van een waarachtige menselijke gemeenschap. Dat is 
bedoeld met God talk of 'taal van God'. We doen een voorstel om Jezus' evaluatie en kritiek 
van de Joodse praktijken van rituele (on)reinheid in de Tweede Tempelperiode te 
contextualiseren in het kader van het Hindoe systeem van rituele (on)reinheid. Uit deze 
interpretatie proberen we betekenisvolle conclusies te trekken voor de opkomende Dalit 
theologie die als doel heeft om de ideologie te negeren die ligt in het kaste systeem en de 
daaruit voortkomende onderdrukking van de Dalits als 'onreine mensen'. 

Contextualisering gebruikt bij voorkeur een inductieve methode. De inductieve methode is 
duidelijk anders dan de deductieve methode. Deze laatste vertrekt vanuit expliciete axioma's 
of een stelsel van ware proposities. De inductieve methode kent als eerste stap de observatie 
ten einde zo de waarheid te ontdekken, een waarheid die handelen impliceert als de stap die 
logisch volgt op de waargenomen werkelijkheid of gebeurtenis. In dit onderzoek zijn de 
Dalits in hun achtergestelde en onderdrukte situatie preferentieel gekozen als de locus 
theologicus. 

Naar een nieuw hoofdstuk 

In het eerste gedeelte van het onderzoek presenteren we de context waarin de Dalit theologie 
in India opgekomen is. 
Allereerst leggen we de context uit van de door kasten bepaalde Indiase samenleving die 
actief is onder de tot ongelijkheid leidende structuren van de kaste structuur. We beschrijven 
de kenmerken van het kaste systeem en de discriminaties die de Dalits als onreine en 
onaanraakbare mensen moesten ondergaan. We onderzoeken het proces van democratisering 
in India en vooral gaan we na hoe de maatregelen van positieve discriminatie als compensatie 
hebben gefunctioneerd. Vervolgens onderzoeken we in het huidige, onafhankelijke en 
seculiere India de invloed van het proces van democratisering op het kaste systeem als 
zodanig en op de ontberingen, de marginalisering en de discriminatie tegen vooral de Dalits. 
We sluiten dit deel af met een kort onderzoek naar de talrijke socio-culturele en religieuze 
bewegingen die opkwamen tegen het kaste systeem door de gehele Indiase geschiedenis. 
Daarbij besteden we bijzondere aandacht aan de moderne politieke bewegingen van de Dalits 
en aan hun geschiedenis van bekering tot de op gelijkwaardigheid gerichte religies zoals de 
Islam, het Boeddhisme en het Christendom. 
In het volgende deel presenteren we de context van de Indiase Kerk. Eerst stellen we een 
korte geschiedenis van de Indiase Kerk voor, steeds in relatie tot de Dalits. We gaan de 
geschiedenis na waarin de katholieke en de protestante missies zich in India hebben 



gevestigd en ontwikkeld. We onderzoeken de geschiedenis van de Indiase theologie en leggen 
uit waarom deze een inadequaat antwoord vormde op de vraag van de Dalits die in het 
Christelijk geloof naar bevrijding zoeken. Er ontstond een Dalit theologie als een theologie 
van de Dalits, door de Dalits en voor de Dalits. Deze kwam op in de context van de strijd 
tegen de discriminatie van de Dalits die plaatsvond in de Kerk en in de Indiase samenleving. 
Deze vormde de expressie van de aspiraties van de Dalits naar sociale rechtvaardigheid, 
gelijkheid en broederschap. Na een korte presentatie van de inhouden van de opkomende 
Dalit theologie geven we een evaluatie ervan. Onze conclusie luidt dat de Dalit theologie in 
de toekomst dient te worden verrijkt en georiënteerd door een inclusieve benadering. 

In het tweede gedeelte van dit onderzoek speuren we in het systeem van rituele (on) 
zuiverheid. Want de scheidslijnen van het kaste systeem en de onderdrukking en sociale 
uitsluiting van de Dalits komen voort uit de wereldvisie in de Hindoe traditie aangaande 
rituele (on)reiiiheid. 
Allereerst bespreken we de concepten van rituele (on)reinheid zoals deze in het Hindoeïsme 
worden gepraktiseerd en de relatie ervan tot het concept Dharma, de heilige Wet in het 
Hindoeïsme. Vervolgens vergelijken we het Hindoe concept van (on)reinheid met het Joodse 
concept en de praktijk van (on)reinheid zoals deze worden aangetroffen in de Joodse 
geschriften van het Eerste Testament. Vooral wordt aandacht besteed aan het verstaan en de 
praktijk van de rituele (on)reinheid van de Joodse mensen in de tijd van Jezus in de 
zogenoemde Tweede Tempelperiode. Ten derde leggen we uit hoe de inclusieve visie van 
Jezus in de vroege Kerk resulteerde in een concept van missie en in de vorming van 
inclusieve Christelijke gemeenschappen in het Romeinse Rijk. In dit gedeelte onderzoeken we 
allereerst hoe Jezus zijn inclusieve visie voorstelde als het goede nieuws van het Koninkrijk 
Gods en zich een authentieke gemeenschap voorstelde als de zichtbare expressie van Gods 
Koninkrijk op aarde. Verderop in dit gedeelte onderzoeken we hoe Jezus, geïnspireerd door 
de inclusieve visie op het Koninkrijk van God, bepaalde praktijken van rituele (on) reinheid 
aanvocht die bestaande grenslijnen en hiërarchieën in het Joodse volk rechtvaardigden. 
Ten slotte worden in het tweede gedeelte het Hindoe systeem van rituele (on) zuiverheid en 
het Joodse corresponderende systeem met elkaar geconfronteerd in het licht van de inclusieve 
visie en de universele boodschap van Jezus. 

In het derde gedeelte van dit onderzoek beschrijven we allereerst het proces waarlangs de 
vroege Kerk de grenslijnen doorbrak. De universaliteit en de inclusiviteit van de boodschap 
en van de visie van Jezus werden door de vroege Kerk niet onmiddellijk verstaan en herkend. 
Het was een langzaam proces van onderscheiding dat een diepgaande reflectie impliceerde op 
de visie van Jezus en een dialoog over zijn boodschap. Van tijd tot tijd waren er moeilijke 
conflicten onder de vroege Christenen over de Joodse scheidslijnen, onder meer over de 
besnijdenis. We onderzoeken hoe de inclusieve visie van Jezus geconfronteerd werd met de 
rituele (on)reinheid, hoe deze visie de uitsluitende tendensen aanvocht en een beweging 
initieerde van inclusiviteit als een nieuwe gemeenschap van Godswege. We onderzoeken 
tevens welke implicatie dit heeft voor de Hindoe Dharma en de kaste scheidingen in 
hedendaags India. We concluderen dat de Dalit theologie in de Indiase Kerk een rol als 
katalysator heeft ten dienste van de Christelijke Dalit gemeenschappen. In heel India dienen 
nieuwe waarachtig Christelijke en waarachtig menselijke gemeenschappen te worden 
gevormd in de plaats van het onderdrukkende en segregatie brengende kaste systeem. 



Concluderende opmerkingen 

Gedurende alle besprekingen in de drie delen van ons onderzoek is de aandacht gericht op het 
centrale onderwerp, dat van de rituele (on)zuiverheid. Want dit principe bestempelt de Dalits 
in de Hindoe wereldbeschouwing als onaanraakbare en onreine mensen. We brengen een 
dynamische confrontatie naar voren tussen de scheidswegen van de rituele (on)reinheid en de 
boodschap van Jezus aangaande de inclusieve visie op Gods Koninkrijk. 

Dit onderzoek biedt inclusieve en universele perspectieven aan op de inhouden van de 
Dalit theologie. Hierdoor wordt deze meer acceptabel en relevant voor de Christelijke 
gemeenschappen die deze momenteel bestempelen als iets dat verdeling zaait en door kaste is 
geobsedeerd. Enerzijds dient de Dalit theologie Jezus te verkondigen en zijn Evangelie als het 
'goede nieuws' dat een dynamiek kent die noodzakelijk is om de wonden te helen van de 
slavernij en discriminatie van de Dalits. Anderzijds dient de Dalit theologie altijd te streven 
naar het scheppen van een kasteloze samenleving in India door de kaste ideologie aan te 
vechten en door Jezus' 'goede nieuws' voor te stellen als de inclusiviteit en broederschap die 
het fundament zijn van een nieuwe sociale structuur van gelijkwaardigheid, rechtvaardigheid 
en waarachtigheid. 
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