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Today we join the churches in India as they observe it as a day of prayer and fasting for peace in solidarity
with the victims of the recent violence in the eastern state of Orissa.
About ten days ago, violence against Christians broke out in Orissa following the murder of a right wing
Hindu leader. We do not know who killed him. His supporters believe and insist that the local Christians
killed him and on that basis have been on a rampage of revenge. Since then, over 20 Christians were killed,
thousands fled to the forests, nearly 15,000 people are living in refugee camps, hundreds of houses and
churches destroyed. Violence, though sporadic, continues to this day. The victims of this violence are the
Dalits who are mostly Christians. Dalits are the outcastes of the Indian society, despised as untouchables and
disempowered to the extent of becoming the most vulnerable sections of the society. And the unfortunate
reality is that their aggressors are the equally poor and marginalised Adivasis - the tribal communities who are
pitted against by the rightwing Hindu groups.
There are a couple of things I need to say about this phenomenon of violence. Firstly, violence against them is
an attempt to suppress the poor who are demanding justice and rights. Recent Christian activity in these places
has included empowering the marginalised sections of the Indian society through awareness education. This
has resulted in the poor, mostly the Dalits and Adivasis, resisting traditional oppressive social and economic
structures and demanding justice and rights. This has been too costly for the dominant sections. So in order to
suppress them, religious fanaticism is pressed into service and rumours of forcible conversion of Dalits into
Christianity are circulated. Secondly, it has a political dimension too. Many of you know that the right wing
Hindu groups have been trying to mobilise political clout by fanning hatred and suspicion against other
religious groups in India.
Be that as it may, the churches â��catholic, protestant and evangelical, in an unprecedented way have come
together to appeal to the state for their security, peace and justice and safety. It is in that spirit we pray for the
victims of this violence and with the churches in India and it is against this background I would like us to
understand what the word that we have heard has to tell us today.
In this chapter 18 of Matthew's gospel, Jesus elaborates his commandment of loving one's neighbour. When
he was asked who was the greatest in the kingdom, Jesus says that he who loves his neighbour would be the
one. He elaborates, 'don't sin against the weak and vulnerable, don't hurt the children, and don't be a source of
temptation or a cause of sin'. He further says you have a responsibility towards your neighbour. Loving your
neighbour also implies correcting her or him when you are deeply convinced that your neighbour is straying
away and committing sin. He says be kind to others since others too have been kind to you.
Correcting your neighbour is elaborated not only as responsible but also as an important expression of
neighbourly love. In the Gospel, we find Jesus telling us that if your neighbour sins, correct him/her and ask
him/her to change their ways. If he/she doesn't listen, take two or three and tell him. If he/she still doesn't
listen and change his/her ways, leave him/her but you will be at least clear to your conscience that you have
done your duty.
Correcting others! Indeed a risky job. In an increasingly individualistic world where people are extremely
possessive of their individual freedom, choices and rights, it is risky to intrude into other people's affairs. You
are told to mind your business! These days, many of us can't do that even to our children. Sometimes some of
us may feel that if only we were positive to our parental admonitions, our lives would have been far better.
Some of us as parents wish that our children would listen to our anguish, hear our words as words spoken in
love, and change their ways. I wish my children too were here to hear these words that I am speaking to you.
Judge not, otherwise you may be judged. Correcting others is beset with the danger of judging others
according to your own norms, beliefs, values and expectations of others. While correcting, you may be
crushing their spirits and self-esteem. It can be very disempowering and humiliating. Sometimes you may be

1



driven with self- righteous convictions. It is a problem with many zealous Christians â�� in fact a factor that
played a role in the violence in Orissa. Instead of helping, you run into the danger of estranging yourself from
your neighbour, your friend, your spouse, your child, God and hurt your own character.
Correcting others makes no sense when the ways of the world tend to accept and legitimise certain practices
and structures; we too accept them tacitly even when we know that these are unjust and unfair., e.g. racism
and casteism. On the other hand, some churches deified these structures of oppression and thus provoked
violence. Instead we opt for easy ways of expressing our love and concern. We offer to serve the victim; we
become paternalistic. We reach out to the aggressed but shy away from reaching out to the aggressor, the
offender. We don't see healing the disfigurement of the aggressor as an important aspect of Christian
discipleship.
Love your neighbour as yourself, and Jesus calls this the greatest commandment. But Jesus seems to make
this commission to love difficult and in fact risky by asking us that we must correct one another. It is difficult
because it not only calls for an attitude of love but an inner cleansing, an inner transformation that replaces
self will with God's will. Jesus not only asks us to forgive and pray for our enemies but also to go and tell
them that they are wrong, preach them the gospel of repentance. He wants us to tell them because he loves
them as much as he loves us and he wants us to reciprocate by enabling them to experience the love of God in
their lives. In other words, your love has no meaning if it makes your neighbour feel good but fails to make
him good. God's love is not about changing perceptions but about realities.
That's why God calls Moses to liberate the slaves in Egypt, God calls Jeremiah to uproot and destroy, to build
and plant. God calls Ezekiel to be a watchman holding him responsible for their destruction if they lose their
lives because of their sinful ways. Jesus understands his ministry to set the captives free and to give sight to
the blind. And that courageous love makes him defy the powers that sin against the weak and vulnerable,
eventually leading him to the cross. Jesus shed his blood on the cross because of is choice to defy sin that was
distorting God's purposes. Love if it doesn't transform situations and lives has no meaning. At the most, it may
make us feel good and loved but keep us and other as they are, unchanged and trapped. Many humanitarian
actions, personal and collective, are driven by this desire to free one's own guilt than a genuine concern to
transforms situations.
Neighbourly love is not only about reaching out to the neighbour in his/her need, in his vulnerable moment. It
is also about overcoming self-interests, one's own convictions and rationalisations. It is about being human
and humanising oneself as God wants each of us to be. The parable of the Good Samaritan that we often read
as a classic example of neighbourly love, is actually told by Jesus to a lawyer who tried to corner him with a
tricky question about being a good neighbour. Jesus tells him the story affirming the humanity of the despised
Samaritan, ite and the priest to the sin of indifference, insensitivity and tacit complicity with the structures and
systems that oppress and abuse. The parable is not only about reaching out to the victim but also and
essentially to check the Levite and priest. Read in this way, the gospel is addressed to the powerful and the
privileged and in that it becomes good news to the poor. Many Christians and Christian groups in my country
are often very enthusiastic about preaching good news to the poor but fail to recognise this dimension of
faithfulness that calls us to preach the gospel of repentance to them. The gospel calls us to consider the
distortion and disfigurement of the aggressors, the powerful and privileged, the structures and systems have
succumbed to human greed and selfishness, as frontiers of mission. Costly discipleship indeed!
Correcting others in love - not criticising , nor condemning, not judging - also calls us to a life of humility and
self examination, submitting ourselves to God's will and purposes and to God's judgement. It calls us to a life
in humility, willing to recognise our own human frailty and vulnerability to sin. It calls us to give up our
arrogance and idolatry of self and to submit to God's judgement.
Jesus, on another occasion, tells us, 'stop judging others, and you will not be judged. Whatever measure you
use in judging others, it will be used to measure how you are judged. It is with this consciousness of our own
vulnerability to sin and by submitting ourselves to God's grace, let us love our neighbours believing that God
loves us all- all people of the earth and all of God's good creation. AMEN
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