Christian Minorities in Orissa under Attack

Archdiocese of Cuttack –Bhubaneswar

                  Kandhamal District, Orissa,

1.  The Attack
The feast of Christmas, an event of joy and peace turned to be a tragedy. When the world commemorated the first anniversary of Tsunami,  the Christians in Kandhamal district were devastated by another Tsunami of  communalism. The trouble began on 24th December 2007 at 8.00 a.m. at Bamunigam village, close to the police station under Daringabadi Block of Kandhamal District. Kui Kalyan Samiti(a tribal community) had called  for a bundh( a means of protest) on 25 and 26 December, Christmas day.(The aim of the bandh was political; it had   nothing to do with Christians; but the calling of a bandh on Christmas day was  a calculated mischief). Christians suspected trouble. So, already  on 22nd December, a Christian delegation had  informed the District Magistrate and the Superintendent of  Police of Kandhamal district about their fears. The  civil authorities  promised all help and protection.

As the Christians were preparing themselves for Christmas celebration, some Hindu Fundamentalists (Sanghparivar) forcefully removed Christmas decorations which the Ambedkar Baniko Sangho comprising the local Christian entrepreneurs had put up with due permission from the administration. The Sanghparivar also stopped the( hatto) weekly market intentionally in order to prevent the Christians  from doing  Christmas shopping. All of a sudden a crowd of two to three hundred fanatics with destructive weapons began to destroy the shops of Christians.(The Hindu shopkeepers did not like the shops of Christians which came up in resent years; indeed a challenge to the Hindu shops). They shot at our boys; two were wounded. Hearing the gunshots our people ran to the jungles to save themselves. All the sixteen Christian shops were looted and torched by them.

2.  A pre—planned Operation

Orissa has a history of communal flare-ups every now and then. But this time it was very intensive, violent and pre-planned from all points of view. Sanghparivar, under the leadership  of  Swami Lxmananda Saraswati,  a self-styled ‘sadhu’, was making preparation for months and years for this onslaught in Kandhamal.

2.1.  The speed with which attacks were carried out clerly shows that it was not possible unless it was planned. Within half an hour over two hundred people in Bamunigam parish premises (they sprang up form no where) and 400 to 500 persons in Balliguda where maximum destruction took place. In Balliguda the attackers came in trucks and jeeps.They appeared on the scene of destruction with instruments capable of causing massive destruction in a short time. For instance, they used swords, cycle chains, sticks, crowbars, acid for burning, guns, iron cutters, etc.

The attackers had enough foodstuffs with them to prepare their meals in the area of attack. 

2.2.  They blocked all the roads to Kandhamal within hours by felling huge trees on the road, a fact that was accepted also by the administration.

2.3.  The attackers were grouped together in hundreds so that they could simultaneously attack in seven different locations.

 All these show that without pre-planning such unprecedented destruction is not possible within a short time, maximum destruction in three days.
3. Nature of their operation.

Right in the beginning I had told my priests and religious that they should escape to anywhere as soon as they hear about an impending attack. The absence of those in charge gave the fundamentalists an opportunity to effect total destruction of everything unhindered.

They broke open the door and looted whatever they could. Then they gathered everything in the middle of the buildings(church, convent, priests’ residence, etc) poured petrol and made a bonfire. Before leaving the place they made sure to smash window glasses, twist the grills and fans. The whole operation was carried out with clinical precision. 

They were shouting slogans: ‘Jai Shri Ram’ ‘Jai Bjrang Dal’ ‘Kill the Christians,’ ‘Christians go back’, etc. They desecrated the churches and statues with a  vengeance.

We could not rely on the police or the force. In fact, most of the destruction took place even in the presence of police force. For instance, the large church of Bamunigam parish was vandalized and burned in the presence of 20 policemen who just watched.

4.  Who were the attackers?

In general the armed mob belonged to an outfit what is known as ‘Sanghparivar’, professing an extremist and intolerant ‘Hindutva’ ideology of hate and violence against minorities. But the people who perpetrated the crimes in Kandhmal on the occasion of Christmas, were as a rule from other villages to avoid recognition; so after committing the crimes, they disappeared from the scene. So, often it is difficult to identify the individuals involved in the acts of arson and vandalism.

5.  How did the Government handle the problem?

In general the Government promised us all support and protection. But our experience shows that, even though prior information was given on 22nd and 24th December to the civil authorities, no effective and preventive measures were taken. So they were not able to control the attackers or prevent the destruction. The police force was a mere spectator. Either the deployment of the force was insufficient or the force was not given the power to take necessary action on the spot. One catholic officer tried to persuade the fanatics not to desecrate the church at Balliguda, the headquarters of the Sub-Divisional Office. The crowd pushed him aside. Strange enough, he was transferred the next day itself.

Definitely the police and the intelligent department knew what was coming, but either they did not inform the authorities or some of the officials colluded with the nefarious plan of the Swami. The inaction and indifference of the officials  prove this opinion very strongly. So  the whole operation was pre-meditated and preplanned with the connivance of  some of the officers in high places. 

6.  Quantum   of Destruction

The sequence of events is quite clear. The Christian community and its institutions were targeted. The devastation went on for more than 72 hours with the police being physically present on the spot and looking on. The anti-Christian violence  continued unabated till 27th December 2007. More than half of 24 parishes in Kandhamal District could not celebrate Midnight Mass because of fear of attack. During Midnight Mass on 24th December, someone threw a bomb at Archbishop’ House at Bhubaneswar. It exploded; fortunately no damage took place.
Their aim was total destruction of property and  weakening of morale of Christian community. There was no attack on people. Since I had told the clergy and religious to save themselves, none of them fell victims to their attack. During the vandalism that lasted for four days the following things were destroyed, looted or torched.

Large parish churches                               8

Village churches                                        50(so far known to us)

Convents                                                    4

Presbytery                                                  5

Hostels                                                       4

Minor Seminaries                                      2

Vocational Training center                        1

Health centers(Balliguda, Pobingia,

Srasananda)                                                3
7.  What are the main reasons for this present crisis?

Christians are accused of ‘converting’ Hindus to Christianity. The Sanghparivar exaggerate the number of Christians in order to drive them away form the State and eventually from the country(This is the hidden agenda of Sanghparivar). Conversion is only a bogy to camouflage their sinister intention of making India a Hindu Nation. Consequently all other minorities should abide  by the majority rules, otherwise they are to be ready to  leave the country or ready to die. Just now the fanatics are going around in Kandhamal threatening individuals and families by giving them three options: leave the country, or become a Hindu or be ready to die. The Christians who have witnessed the total destruction of all their belongings are in great mental agony. 

The real reason for this calculated atrocities on the Dalits(SC+ST) is the liberation of the Dalits whom the upper caste have been treating  for many centuries  as ‘ untouchables’ and cheap labour.  According to Hindu tradition they are outside the Hindu caste system; so they are called ‘out-castes’. The church has been in the forefront to initiate a movement in order to liberate them by the dedicated services (education, health, development) of Christian missionaries and NGOs. As a result many of the educated SC/ST persons are well-placed in the society and have improved their life in every way. The Sanghparivar (Upper Caste) who had them under their hegemony all these centuries are now challenged. They are threatened. So, by using the bogey of  ‘conversion’ they want to stop the development of the Dalits. They want to protect the hegemony of the upper caste. As they did in the past for many centuries, they want to continue to keep the SC-ST oppressed and marginalized for ever.

8.  Relationship between Christians and  Hindus in India and the role of the catholic community in the local context?

Till a few decades ago various religious communities lived in harmony  in India. Then began the hate campaign systematically organized by the Sanghparivar to create an enemy in the Christian, an enemy  of the nation and that of the Hindus. Gradually and diabolically the mind of the  ordinary people are poisoned, so that they are obsessed to do any heinous crime(for instance, the destruction of Babri Masjid in Agust 1992, massacre of Muslims in Gujarat in March 2002, the vandalism and destruction of the churches in Gujarat  two years ago).This venom of communalism is poisoning the entire rural masses in the country. Therefore, no government which wants to hold on to political power will go against this diabolic movement for fear of displeasing the Hindu majority and lose the forth-coming election in 2009. So the fundamentalists have a field day for regular attack or harassment of the minorities in India. Now  it becomes clearer that Orissa is the second state selected for ‘Hindutwa’ experiment. Secularism guaranteed by the Constitutions of India is no more in practice in India as far as minorities are concerned. The minorities are left at the mercy of the Sanghparivar.

Christian community can not use the same wrong means  which the Sanghaparivar uses in order to counteract this danger. Therefore they should  adopt a more positive approach. For instance, they should be more open in order to keep closer relationship with  members of other faiths. Regular contact with other NGOs and government officials should be maintained, and not only when the house is on fire. Inter-religious dialogue should be regularly conducted so that an atmosphere of friendship is created.

9.  What is the political role of Hinduism in India?

Religion of majority in India is Hinduism; minorities are comparatively small. In general Hindus are tolerant and had maintained reasonably good relationship with other religious groups throughout. But the Samghparivar( Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) Viswa Hindu Parished(VHP), BAJRANG DAL, etc.,) is determined to establish a Hindu Nation at any cost. The fundamentalists are using religion for capturing political power; the dangerous means they use to achieve this goal does not reflect a great desire for any religious renewal as such. It is interesting to note that the means they use to achieve this political supremacy (violence, murder, arson, rape, lie, etc.) are contrary to the religious tenets of Hindu Scriptures. It looks like that any means is good enough to achieve their goal.

10.  Violation of Minority Rights 

During natural calamities, such as Super-cyclone, floods, Tsunami etc., it was the NGOs and the Church which brought in relief and rehabilitation immediately. Successive Governments in Orissa  have appreciated and encouraged the voluntary agencies in the past. Contrary to the accepted practice the Government of Orissa  declared that no NGOs and the religious groups including the Churches are allowed to distribute relief except the Government agencies, and those who violate this will be arrested. Even after thirty days  this embargo is still in force. The Government justifies its stand saying that it wants to maintain law and order situation in the district. Looking at this law in the context of what has happened in December and how the Government has  reacted, one can find  three sinister motivations in this.
10.1  To  prove their claim that Christians are converting by force, fraud and enticement. So don’t allow them to distribute relief to the needy, so no conversions  will take place.

10.2  To alienate the Dalits and the Tribals from the Church and from its developmental activities thereby hinder the liberation movement among the Dalits and Tribals.

10.3  To pressurize Christians to return to Hinduism, ‘Gharvapasi’.

This triple hidden motivation advocates the theory that there could have been a secret understanding between the Sanghparivar and the Government “to take no serious action” to prevent this destruction and persecution, so that the Hindu majority will be pleased on whose votes depends the future of the Government. This theory explains  why or how the Orissa Government with all  its might was unable or unwilling to stop the destruction of institutions and properties in a small district, like Kandhamal for nearly four days and nights?

11.  The present situation in the strife torn Orissa for the Christian  Community.

The situation seems to be peaceful; but priests, religious and the people are still under the fear of being accused by the Sanghparivar(conversion, instigating the people, etc.).Many of our hostel children have no place to stay. So they are sent home; they may lose one year. Many men are  hiding themselves in the forest for fear of arrest.

Few arrests have been made;  threats and intimidation are still  going on. Atmosphere of suspicion  is very strongly in the minds of all. Some relief materials are distributed by the Government, but some feel that it is not enough. Some steps are being taken regarding adequate compensation. But the absolute rule against the distribution of relief by the NGOs and the Church still remains even after 30 days. 

12.  Short history of Catholic Church in Orissa.

Faith came to Orissa more than three centuries ago; but it began to take root in Orissa for the last one and half centuries. There are five dioceses and over 500000 Catholics in 37 million people in Orissa. Christian denominations and Catholics together  make about one million in Orissa. 39 % of the people are Scheduled Castes (SC) and Scheduled Tribes(ST). Church is flourishing. We have good number of vocations for priesthood and religious life.
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