INDIA : The Church In Kandhamal Stands Firm On Faith

By  Archbishop Raphael Cheenath SVD
1. Introduction - You have responded positively and very generously to the persecuted Christians of Kandhamal district. I would like to acknowledge your solidarity and support on behalf the priests, religious and the faithful. It is quite sometime since I gave you an update of the situation and various developments in the district and the displaced Christians in refugee camps and outside Orissa. I would like to take this opportunity to share with you the present scenario and some hopeful developments.

2. General atmosphere - The general atmosphere of Kandhamal looks as if it is normal; but it is deceptive to a great extent. The people are able to move about around the relief camps, but dare not to venture into the villages, because there is still fear among the people that they may be attacked or forced to become Hindus, which is true in number of cases. Even the district administration doesn’t encourage people to move into certain villages, for instance Kurtumgoda and Sankharakhole. Most of the priests who "fled" the parishes for obvious reasons have returned to their respective parishes, but have been instructed by the Administration to restrict their movements.

2.1 "Will there be another attack?" - Even though the District Administration was keeping the Church out of the relief and rehabilitation works in the beginning, it is now asking us to cooperate with the initiatives taken by the Government, because the people have lost confidence in the government and in their empty and unfulfilled promises. 

· * The District administration is trying to get the people back to their work culture. It has requested us to find suitable activities where people can be gainfully employed under NREGS.

· * It is trying to reopen schools by gradually dismantling relief camps in the school premises. 

· * It has shown its willingness to resettle the families, who cannot return to their original villages, in alternative locations.

· * It has agreed to help people to get their land documents, certificates, voters ID, BPL cards, etc. which they have lost during looting and arson.

· * It also encourages micro entrepreneurship so that some people could be employed, say in works like brick-making, carpentry, etc which will facilitate rebuilding the houses.

· * It encourages and promises cooperation to establish peace clubs.

Nevertheless I am of the opinion that we are engaged in a long drawn battle. We don’t have the end in sight. Therefore we are now confronted with a serious question. I was trice asked by some in USA. "Will there be another attack?" This is our present challenge. I am told that secret meetings by the Sangh Parivar are held all over in Kandhamal. It is not a good sign.

2.2 Unfulfilled Promises - The District Administration is speaking well. But they are interested only in sending back the people to villages without adequate security and providing basic needs. They are trying their best to keep the law and order situation under control and project to the world that ‘peace has returned in Kandhamal’. But this does not solve the problems of our people, because the professed attitude of the Government has been "PUT OUT THE FIRE". There had been no serious enquiry made to find out who set the fire and consequently to punish the culprits. It is ironical to say that the state does not know the culprits. Political compulsions in the election year could be the only reason why the state is not seriously engaged in the investigation. Will the truth behind all murders ever come out to the lime light? On the other hand some Christians have been arrested in the recent past as ‘suspicious persons’.

No proper and adequate compensation is given to the affected people. The destruction and looting of the properties continue. Besides, the District Administration has not tackled the basic problems of our people. For instance:

· * Land is not allotted either for houses or for institutions, even though the Chief Minister and District Magistrate had promised several times.

· * No effective steps have been taken to tackle the question of forced conversion of Christians into Hinduism,

· * Proper assessment of things destroyed by competent persons is not done; the beneficiaries are never consulted. The whole process is a ‘show’ and filled with rut.

· * No criminals or ring leaders have been so far punished even after fifteen months, after the first violence in December 2007. The culprits are still scot-free and continue to threaten the people. 

· * No effective steps have been taken to prevent massive looting of properties.

· * Interior villages are left alone without proper police protection.

· * Most of the people who were forced to go to villages are not given tents. How will they live without any protection over their head?

2.3 Harassment continues with impunity - On the other hand, humiliating and discriminatory rituals are imposed upon the Christians by the Sangh Parivar elements with impunity. For instance: 

· * Some villagers from Betticola had gone to their village. They were told by the people in the village that they will never allow the Christians to come back. If they did, Christians have to live as Hindus. They have to follow certain rules, like Christians have to pay Rs. 501 for their return. If a Christian is riding a cycle and happened to meet a ‘Hindu’ Tribal, he has to get down from the cycle and walk. While bathing in the pond in the village, tribal ‘Hindus’ have to take bath first, only then Christians can bathe.

· * People from Tiangia, Betticola, Chanchedi and a few other villages are still frightened to go to their villages. Local BDOs are forcing the camp people to go back to their villages knowing fully well that there is no guarantee for life in the interior villages. 

· * 17 people from Gimangia had gone to their village but they were threatened by the local villagers and they returned to the camp.

· * Women are also asked to wear a towel and something to cover their body. (A Brahminic dictate to humiliate women)

· * Christians have to salute tribals whenever and wherever they meet them.

· * Christians are threatened with dire consequence if they dare to go to the Church. If they still make an attempt there are prescribed sanctions like they will have no access to drinking water wells, ponds, gathering of firewood, etc. They will also be subjected to social segregation and exclusion.

· * Another dangerous trend that is unfolding now is to kidnap or whisk away individuals and leaders and murder them. (On 20th Feb. 2009 dead body of Hrudanada Nayak, a Christian was found in the forest. He was found missing for a couple of days.)

2.4 Ridiculous Compensation Package - After the attack on Christian institutions in December, 2007 the administration gave compensation to the institutions of social, educational, health care, etc., but refused to give compensation to the churches and religious institutions. The Supreme Court, after the recent violence, has directed the District Administration to give compensation also to the churches and religious houses.

The District Administration is making an assessment, but without the presence and opinion of the beneficiaries (families, priests, etc). Unfortunately the whole process is tardy and unfair. For instance, a parish church, which could have in its campus Church, presbytery and religious houses etc, even if all of them are attacked, they are to be considered as one single unit for compensation to a maximum of Rs. 2 lakhs. Any normal sensible person will say it is unfair, since all the institutions are heavily damaged. We are still negotiating with the District Administration for an increased package of compensation and to consider each institution separately. I hope that Supreme Court will intervene in this matter.

3. Response of the Archdiocese - Relief and rehabilitating activities are carried out with the contribution from the Indian Church, Caritas India, Catholic Relief services (CRS), Misereor and the Archdiocese of Mumbai. Relief materials supplied so far include food materials, medicine, study materials, cooking utensils, clothes for men, women and children, firewood, blankets, toilet articles, family kits, boxes for families and school children, tarpaulin, assistance for purchase of building materials, traveling allowances, etc. The displaced persons who lived in the relief camps and in different locations in Orissa have received this support.

3.1 Refugee Camps - Existence of refugee camps proves that there is still fear, uncertain future and free movement of religious bigots threatening Christians. One of the main reasons for this painful situation is that none of those criminals who rained terror and murdered at least 74 persons including a priest, destroyed properties worth several millions have been punished even after fifteen months. They are freely moving around spewing venom and hatred against the Christians. On the other hand attack on minorities in Karnataka was stopped in five or six days; the notorious terrorists who attacked Taj Hotel, Nariman House, etc. were eliminated in three days. I am happy about it. But why is it in Kandhamal the violence still continues? The politically motivated indifference of the government has emboldened the Sangh Parivar to go on with their nefarious plans of total elimination of Christians from Kandhamal district, Orissa and from India itself in order to realize their Hindutva ideology. There are 8 camps in Kandhamal run by the government where nearly 7000 people are staying while another 4 outside Kandhamal and one more in Jharsuguda. Then there are more than 1200 families who have left the district and number of families has left the State for good.

3.2 Education - We are trying to save the academic year of our students. 201 most vulnerable students have been taken out from Kandhamal by the CRI and other agencies for their education. We have paid the examination fees for 750 students of High Schools and Colleges for final examinations. 518 children receive tuition; most of them attend local schools.

3.3 Youth Care and Vocational Training - CRI have taken several groups of youth for training. This includes the vocational training, trauma counseling etc. All in all 450 students (dropouts and displaced) are getting vocational training (driving, mechanical, computer, tailoring, carpentry, masonry, nursing, etc.) On the other hand many youths have abandoned Kandhamal, even Orissa. We have no information about them. We are trying to make a survey of them.

3.4 Legal support - It needed all out efforts to collect the data from the camps and the field to present our cases both in the High Court and Supreme Court. Lots of affidavits and complaints have been collected and based on these some PIL had been filed. We have been motivating the people to file FIR. Many complaints given by the people to the police stations have not been filed as FIR. Some people, because of fear and humiliation that they had experienced in the past from the upper caste and the police, did not dare to file FIR. Without the help of lawyers we could not have achieved this. Without taking the issues to the court the people would not have got any justice at all. So, we had to have recourse to committed lawyers. We have now six legal centres, 22 fulltime lawyers and 14 social activists at work to fight for justice. They are busy with the preparation of cases, training of people to face the court, evaluation of loss of properties, etc. 

3.5 Psycho-social and Trauma Counseling - So far 115 persons have been trained in psycho-social and trauma counseling, who in turn will help the people in the camps and in the villages. Sisters and priests are also involved in this. This is one of the urgent needs of the people and some efforts made in this regard have been proved quite successful. Language is a problem for those who come from outside the State to give training.

3.6 Health Intervention - This was one of our first activities in the camps. Now we have four mobile medical teams which bring healing touch to the sick primarily in relief camps. Now they are moving to villages with police protection. Teams consist of Doctors, nurses and social workers. Our health workers have come from different institutions and congregations (32), doctors (12), and nurses (130), besides those who are already working in the Archdiocese. We have treated 23,000 patients so far in our relief camps. Making use of the camp situation, number of special medical camps like dental care, eye check etc was organized. In February 2009 in collaboration with the District Administration, we had organized free Eye Operation Camp in Baliguda parish.

3.7 Human Rights Intervention - A net work of Civil Society organizations, academicians, and professionals has been formed under the banner "Orissa Human Rights Protection campaign" (OHRPC). So far they have initiated twelve interventions creating awareness among the general public and leaders of both communities.

3.8 Documentation - Religious sisters are profiling the life stories of the martyrs of Kandhamal. They gather information about the victims and their experience. They guide the national and international journalists. Till now about 10 international NGOs have come to gather information from the field directly.

4. Understanding the root causes - It will not be right to state that all non-Christians and all tribals are engaged in the persecution. A number of non-Christian sisters and brothers both from Panos and Kondhs have supported and have given protection to Christian sisters and brothers, largely in a hidden manner. The fact of the matter is that not only the dalit Christians but most of the non-Christian dalits and Kondhs (tribals) live in utter poverty. The state has failed them.  Unfortunately in the recent past, a larger number of simple and gullible non-Christian tribals have been systematically poisoned by the Hintutva forces with the active participation of the local trading community, who have come from outside the district and state. The tribals are made to believe that they are Hindus, which is not true at all. Ironically the people of the soil, both the Panos and Kondhs are alienated from the ownership of Kandhamal and the trading class has taken control over the socio-economic and political life of Kandhamal. These traders could not digest the growth of the dalit Christians and so they turned the non-Christians, especially the tribals against the Christians. Apparently it looks that the attack is on Christians by the Hindus. It is only one part of the story. Deeper analysis shows that the Hindutva groups like RSS, VHP, Bajrang Dal and Durga Vahini would like to eliminate both the dalits and tribals irrespective of religion and plan to establish ‘Hindu Rashtra in Kandhamal and Orissa’. The challenge before all of us is to unite all the panos, Kondhs and other marginalized communities in Kandhamal based on gospel values. The real enemy is hidden but well organized and the state, instead of protecting and promoting the rights of the citizens, overtly and covertly supports the Sangh Parivar. We need to expose them and challenge them. We need to defeat them politically and ideologically. It is not an easy task. I am happy to say that some attempts have been made by the archdiocese to bring together various leaders of the panos and Kondhs cutting across religions, to make them understand the larger fascist strategy of the hindutva forces. The response so far is good. I believe that these are some hopeful signs.
5. Clearing some misconception about the Church and the laity - For the sake of clearing the air I would like to clarify a few remarks that are going around about the leadership of the bishops, clergy, religious and the laity during the persecution in Kandhamal. Before I clarify I would like to make a clear distinction between natural calamity and man-made tragedy. In the first instance, everyone has access to the affected areas and anyone is free to bring relief to the victims. On the other hand, during persecution both the victims and those who would like to help the victims are terrorized, driven away and threatened. Everyone, including the humanitarian agencies, is at the mercy of the persecutors. Besides, in Kandhamal situation the administration kept the Church and the missionaries strictly out of the area. The administration also, under the garb of maintaining law and order, prevented the journalists, central ministers, President of CBCI, Cardinal Telesphore Toppo and many others from visiting the area. Cardinal was allowed only after a month. Only the RSS, VHP and Bajrang Dal activists had free access. Instead of being sympathetic, the administration was either indifferent or connived with the persecutors. Naturally the Christian community with all their leaders had to be on the run. Now coming to the point I must say that there were three remarks that questioned the leadership of the church in Kandhamal. 

5.1. The Church leadership in Orissa failed the Christian Community - ‘Priests and religious fled the area leaving the faithful helpless’, it was said. The truth is that everyone including the Christians fled the area. In the first attack in December, 2007 the fundamentalists attacked the institutions and infrastructures. People stayed back in their respective places. But in the second attack which began in August, 2008 the main targets were the priests, religious, the lay leaders of the Church and Christian NGOs. So all tried to escape the onslaught and it is true that the people who were caught and managed to reach the camps were for sometime without shepherds. The miscreants were searching for priests and religious. In the processes of fleeing six priests were brutally attacked. Three of them would have been burned to death, but providentially escaped. But one of them my treasurer, Fr. Bernard Digal succumbed to the injuries he had received during the violence. Two priests were kidnapped and beaten up. As the miscreants were negotiating to burn them, they managed to run through the forest to safety. Most of the priests and religious who fled from the villages, spent sleepless nights, three to four days, in the forests to escape from the eyes of the murderers. It was a total lawless situation and my priests, sisters and lay sisters and brothers were helpless. If priests and religious would have stayed back in order to show their zeal for the Lord and dedication to the faithful many of them would have joined the list of martyrs. Kandhamal would have become the land of the martyrs. Indeed, we lost this chance! I am glad to say that most of the priests have gone back to their parishes even though they are advised by the district administration to restrict their movements. The fundamentalists have now introduced a new and dangerous elimination scheme. Namely, kidnap or whisk away someone and murder. The victim could be anyone!

5.2 What were the bishops of Orissa doing during persecution, implying, I guess, that their leadership was not sufficient and visible? I must inform you that three or four times the Bishops of Orissa had come together with other denominations to discuss and plan in order to bring relief and comfort to the persecuted section of the people. In my absence, Bishop Thomas Thiruthalil of Balasore visited several times and helped the staff in Bhubaneswar. Bishop Sarat Chandra Nayak, Bishop of Berhampur also visited many times the area and he even maintained a relief camp in Berhampur. I was at home in Kerala when Swami Lakmananada Saraswati was murdered. Three times I had to cancel my ticket to Bhubaneswar as I was advised not to come to Bhubaneswar since the situation was dangerous. Some reliable sources informed me that I was one of their targets for elimination. In my absence, the Bishop’s House was stoned. Only after four months I could visit Kandhamal district, but with full police protection. I was happy to meet my priests and religious and the faithful in January 2009 and personally I was strengthened by their determination and faith. 

5.3 Where was the leadership of the laity? - This may mean that the laity did not exercise their leadership, or the Hierarchy did not give them a chance to exercise it. The fact is that our lay leaders were all targeted for elimination. We have IAS and IPS and OAS officers; some of them retired. Since they were all included in the hit list they had no choice, but go into hiding in order to save themselves from arrest or physical violence or death. It is not my intention to justify what we have done but to say that we are human. We have tried our best. On some accounts we have done our best. Obviously we could have done more. 

6. New Administrative set-up to facilitate peace building - We have an Executive Committee, which consists of five members, a Coordination Committee consisting of eleven committees that take care of various aspects of relief and rehabilitation and a General Body. They meet regularly to share, assess, evaluate and plan for the future.

7. Conclusion - I am overwhelmed by the generous response of the whole church in India. CBCI, Dioceses, CRI, institutions and individuals have responded with generosity and concern. I would like to take this opportunity to thank the bishops, clergy and religious and the laity for their generous help given to the persecuted Christians of Kandhamal. The commitment of Christians to their faith, especially of those who are still struggling to go back to their villages for fear of being forced to become Hindus, the heroism of our clergy and religious who have gone back to their parishes, the determination of the persecuted people particularly the women and children in confronting the evil forces, continuous and generous support of our friends and well wishers encourage us all to renew our faith again. Our faith is truly tested in fire. We continue to walk with hope that Easter awaits us. "Blood of martyrs is the seed of Christianity". This saying of Tertullian, will soon be a reality in Kandhamal. Please pray for us. +Raphael Cheenath, SVD, Bhubaneswar. 

