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Caste-biased clergy ruined Dalit Catholics: Franklin Caesar Thomas

https://mattersindia.com/2021/03/caste-biased-clergy-ruined-dalit-catholics-franklin-caesar-thomas/
Franklin Caesar Thomas, New Delhi, March 12, 2021

Dalit groups such as the National Council of Dalit Christians have been demanding human dignity and equality within the Church. On March 10, the council urged Pope Francis to create a separate ritual Church for Dalit Catholics to end their centuries-old discrimination.
Council coordinator Franklin Caesar Thomas spoke to Matters India about their new demands. Excerpts
Matters India: Could you elaborate your demand for a separate rite for Dalit Catholics?
Franklin Caesar Thomas: As per the Code of canons of Oriental Churches, 1990, Title 2 Churches Sui Iuris and Rites, Cannon 28 (i) and (ii), Dalit Catholic Christians are having the indigenous/separate Dalit liturgical, theological, spiritual, and disciplinary patrimony, culture and circumstances of history of a distinct people, by which its own manner of living and the faith is manifested in each Church sui iuris. So, the Dalit Catholic rite ought to be treated and stated/ announced by the Holy Father Pope/ Holy See as per their tradition of the Dalit Catholic Christians.

The Samaritan/present untouchable Dalit Catholic Christians—a social outcaste group—is held up by Jesus and Vatican/Holy See as the example of brotherly love toward one’s neighbor. In this parable, as well as throughout Luke’s Gospel, Jesus is compassionate to the marginalized: Samaritans, Dalit Christian Gentiles, Dalit Christian women, Dalit Christian children, and other marginalized regarded as outcastes.

Why do Dalit Catholics need a rite?
Pope John Paul II in his many addresses to “ad limina” visits of Catholic bishops from India has told them that Christians must reject divisions based on caste, saying such prejudice “denies the human dignity of entire groups of people.”

Policy of Dalit Empowerment in the Catholic Church in India, An Ethical Imperative to Build Inclusive Communities, Year, 2016 by the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of India. VII. Recommendations, 98th Point follows.

“B. That Practices of Untouchability, Discrimination, and Exclusion be forthwith abolished:
a. Time-bound action plans are to be initiated by every diocese to abolish all forms of practices of untouchability, discrimination, and exclusion, especially in places of worship and burial grounds.” The ruling dominant caste non- Dalit Bishops could not able to curb the untouchability practice for the past many hundred Years.

Chapter, Status of Dalit Christians, paragraph No, 25, Page No. 15 says as follows:

“…There is wider acceptance that the practice of untouchability and discrimination against Dalits exists in the Church and there is a need to address these issues urgently…”

The non- Dalit Bishops’ controlled hegemony did not succeed to curb the above said untouchability/ caste discrimination oriented/ linked sin and the crime for the past many centuries.

In Tamil Nadu State, the Archdiocese of Pondicherry – Cuddalore (Founded in 1886), Tiruchirapalli (Founded in 1846), Salem (Founded 1930), Kuzhithurai (Founded in 2014), Kumbakonam (Founded 1899), Tanjore (Founded in 1952), Sivagangai (Founded 1987) Dioceses had not sent Dalit priest’s names to Holy See as candidates for the Bishopric/Episcopal head preliminary selection process, it is nothing but the caste discriminatory/ untouchability mindset, the above Dioceses’ Bishop Chairs afraid and deny to allow the Dalit Priests to be selected as Bishops and to sit on it.

Pontifical Mission Society Human Rights Office, Missio 2010, Page No: 55, Postfach 10 12 48, D-52012 Aachen.
On the contradiction of being Dalit Christians
“Even when our Church leaders go abroad, as we hear from the funding agencies and Church organizations, they speak only about the poverty of the Dalits but deny the existence of the caste system and caste discrimination in Tamil Nadu. Even the funds raised abroad on behalf of the Dalits have not been spent for their upliftment. The 2005/06 Foreign Contribution Regulation accounts indicate that the Church spent only 0.12 percent and 0.32 percent for Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe welfare respectively (cf. The Hindustan Times, 4 November 2006).”

Thus the human dignity and the wealth of the Dalit Catholic marginalized Christian people were ruined for many centuries by the non-Dalit clergies’ caste hegemony and the caste/untouchability linked prejudice.

If the Holy See approves the Dalit Catholic rite, it has nothing to do with segregation, the recognizing and even creating Dalit institutions, in India especially, is not segregation. Segregation is there when the dominant Caste Catholic people and some dominant caste clergies exclude Dalit Catholics. Indian Dalit Catholics are creating things rite for themselves. It is not segregation.

As said by Pope Francis, “Christianity does not have simply one cultural expression, but rather, remaining completely true to itself, with unswerving fidelity to the proclamation of the Gospel and the tradition of the church, it will also reflect the different faces of the cultures and peoples in which it is received and takes root.”

The Pope ought to approve a new separate Dalit Catholic rite, it is the proof that each people can pray to the God of Jesus Christ from its cultural riches and expressions without altering the unity of the Catholic faith, precisely to propose norms for adaptation to the character and traditions of various Dalit Catholic Christian people.

As per the data of the Holy See web site, 80 percent of the Indian Catholics are from the Dalit Catholic community people, as on date, though many thousands of Dalit Catholic Christians Priests are there who are above 35 Years, who inherit proper theological, general education, moral character, spiritual capacity, without respecting Canon Law 378, Section No. 1, in the Bishopric/ Episcopal candidates’ preliminary selection process, purposefully, the dominant Caste/ non- Dalit Bishops are neglecting the qualified Dalit community Priests’ names in the preliminary selection by disrespecting the teaching of Christ, Holy Father Pope, Holy See’s commandments, Indian law, and the International law in a rebellious ways. That is why as on date in Tamil Nadu’s 18 Dioceses, 1 Bishop from the Dalit community is serving as Bishop. The non- Dalit/ dominant Castes Bishops had identified only 10 non- Dalit Priests as the candidates for the Bishopric/ Episcopal candidates and sent it to the Office of the Holy Father Pope for the past 14 consecutive years, Holy See also had endorsed the caste biased identification, thus for the past 14 Years, no Dalit community Bishop was elected as Bishop, in the name of divine secret, this untouchability/ caste discrimination linked to divine profane is done against humanity and Almighty God. In this way, throughout India in the whole Catholic Church, as on date, in a negligible manner, 12 Dalit Christian Bishops are serving from the Dalit community.

Will the rite resolve the caste discrimination?
Surely, Dalit rite could surely resolve and remove the caste discrimination forthwith very speedily. Since the control would be in the hands of the committed independent Dalit Catholic Dalit Bishops and all the devotees would be exclusively from the Dalit community, surely there would not be any problem regarding double Cemetery as per the Caste, double hearse human dead body carrying Vehicle as per the Caste, segregation in the Church festivals and worshipping, and so on, because the Dalit Catholic people only be there as devotees like Syro- Malankara Catholic Church and the Syro- Malabar Catholic Church people, non- Dalit people and Clergies’ aggression would not be there. The above said two rite, Syro- Malabar Catholic Church has 63 Bishops (for 42,51,339 devotees) and the Syro- Malankara Catholic Church has 14 Bishops (for 4,58,015 devotees). In the same way, the Holy See will select only Dalit Catholic Priests as Bishops as per the recommendation of the Dalit hierarchy without any caste biased. As per the population of the 10 Million Dalit Catholics, many numbers Dalit Catholic Bishops would be there. The Indian Constitution Article 25’s religious freedom would also, grow along with social service towards Dalit Christians and other marginalized people.
Did you get any response?
Yes we got response from the media.
Any response from the Vatican or the Indian hierarchy?
There has been no official response from the Indian Church and the Vatican as of date. Here and there, inside the Indian Catholic Church, priests and faithful demand separate rite. For example, when some Dalit priests of Pondicherry-Cuddalore archdiocese met the archbishop of Madurai, they had informed him that the people are demanding separate Rite under the approval of the Pope because there was no effort taken by the Church to eradicate untouchability practice and the stumbling block/ caste barrier put by the Church for elevating the Dalit priests as bishops.
Caste discrimination in Indian Church: Should Pope intervene?
https://mattersindia.com/2021/08/caste-discrimination-in-indian-church-should-pope-intervene/
A. Pushparajan, Bengaluru, August 5, 2021

Nowadays we come across protests being staged against the appointments of bishops. Leaflets are afloat with an appeal to the Pope to “stop caste discrimination in the Catholic Church.”

A simple glance at these leaflets enkindles certain reflections in a fair-minded faithful like me who has been actively involved in the Church affairs in various capacities (secretary to Archdiocesan Commission for Dialogue for sixteen years, consulter to CBCI Commission for Laity, and member of the National Advisory Council, consulter to the Pontifical Commission for Faith and Culture, among others.).

First of all, there is no gainsaying that the Indian Church has been infested with virus of caste discrimination which needs to be eradicated root and branch. Nor is there a second opinion about the Dalits’ demand to stop caste discrimination.

The only problem is to understand the logic behind raising the demand vociferously on occasions of appointment of bishops. Still worse is the type of argument made out in support of the claim. It usually runs like this: “Since the Dalits form the majority of the faithful in some dioceses, appointment of bishops in those dioceses should be made from Dalit communities.” Worse still is to appeal to Pope Francis to intervene and stop the caste discrimination in our local Church.

• Caste discrimination is not an ecclesial doctrine to be removed by the Papal authority. Nor is it a customary practice of the global Church to be withdrawn by the intervention of the Pope.

• It is a sociological virus that we, Indian Christians, have inherited from the ancient stratification of society. Hence the onus is on us to destroy it ourselves rather than asking our Holy Father to stop it. What we need is a strong ‘political will’ of all the faithful (Dalits or non-Dalits, priests, laity and the religious) to eradicate the virus altogether from our social ethos as well as our mindset.

• Despite the Constitutional provisions forbidding the practice of untouchability, caste discriminations have been persisting until today even in small village-communities. Even in a parish which is purely ‘Dalit parish’ there has been a perpetual warfare between two Dalit communities, one claiming superiority over the other and vice versa, involving even murders of individuals.

• Also in our Institutes or Formation houses where a Dalit has been appointed as head (mainly for the sake of giving preference to the Dalit-cause), the other members, stressed over their shades of Dalit identity have been conflicting with his/her headship, precisely for this reason that he/she does not belong to ‘our’ group.

• With such discriminating practices galore in our petite circles, we live like fighting kids un-repentant of our sin. Is it proper, then, to appeal to the Holy Father to stop it, by appointing a Dalit bishop?

• For argument’s sake, let us suppose, the appeal is granted and a ‘Dalit’ bishop is appointed in a particular diocese. Will it solve the problem of caste discrimination in that diocese automatically? Will not other subgroups clamor for ‘their own’ leader to be appointed a bishop in another diocese in which they are the majority?

A more serious question is: Whether appointment of bishop in the Church can be made on basis representation or reservation?

• Reservation norms are special provisions guaranteed by our Constitution to offer certain facilities like education and job-opportunities to compensate for the deprivations people have suffered for ages in the past. They are to last for a limited period of time only.

• But these provisions do not apply to such leadership-posts like the office of Chief/Prime Minister. Such posts can never be claimed as a matter of ‘right’ on the basis of quota system. Rather it is matter of ‘merit’ which is decided by such criteria as the achievements one has made, the rigorous training one has undergone, hardships one has suffered for the sake of the party and the people, and the contribution one has made to the common good of the society.

• If, thus, the quota-system cannot be applied to even in political realm, how can we claim it to be applied in the realm of spiritual governance?

• To be appointed a bishop is indeed a call within a call. The choice of the ‘high priest’ is usually made only from among those who are already called to be ‘ministers of the Church.’ This call cannot be decided on the basis of numerical strength of the faithful residing in a diocese, or with a criterion of representation or reservation.

• In our Church alone there is a hoary tradition of choosing worthy candidates, a process largely insulated against any lobbying or politicking. Those who are endowed with the desired requirements will ‘command’ the bishoprics rather than demanding it as matter of ‘right’. Much less, to indulge in instigating people to make appeals to the Pope? Least expected, to protest against the appointments already made.

There are some rumors, afloat that manipulations play a role. If true, then the existing hierarchy must own responsibility. They must take some positive steps to address such grievances. More and more transparency must become the rule of the day.

• But this does not mean that the well tested methods of choosing worthy candidates needs to be given up. Otherwise, our Mother Church is fated to degenerate into the same fiasco the Protestant main-line Churches and in the denominations, where the appointment of bishops are heavily politicized.

In fine,

• Let us try to wash our own dirty linens of caste discrimination within our own circles, rather than appealing to the Pope who is not party to it.

• Let us stop claiming for the bishoprics on the basis of quota system or as a matter of representation.

• Let the existing hierarchy prove that they are above suspicion of caste considerations and maintain the sanctity of the hoary tradition of our Mother Church in appointment or transfer of bishops.

Should Pope intervene in caste discrimination in Indian Church?
https://mattersindia.com/2021/08/should-pope-intervene-in-caste-discrimination-in-indian-church/
Franklin Caesar Thomas, New Delhi, August 13, 2021

I have read in Matters India an article written by A. Pushparajan on August 5 under the headline, “Caste discrimination in Indian Church: Should Pope intervene?”
This article is trying to explain some points raised by Pushparajan.

According to the Vatican website (Week of Prayer 2013, Resources for the week of prayer for Christian unity), 16 million Christians belonging to all denominations in India come from the Scheduled Castes communities, and among them Catholics account for 10 million.

The Pope had asked the Indian Catholic Church authorities and lay people to follow the canon law and get rid of the caste discrimination, racism or apartheid.

When the upper caste clergy and others who control the Catholic Church in India do not follow the Pope’s order or the canon law to eradicate the obnoxious caste discrimination, the lay people have the mandatory right (under Section 224 to 231 of the canon law) to complain to the Pope. Also, India’s ordinary citizens have legal right to approach the Supreme Court when their fundamental rights are infringed.

Canon law section 208 says: “From their rebirth in Christ, there exists among all the Christian faithful a true equality regarding dignity and action by which they all cooperate in the building up of the Body of Christ according to each one’s own condition and function.”

Another canon (222-2) says, “They are also obliged to promote social justice and mindful of the precept of the Lord, to assist the poor from their own resources.”

Canon 223 (1) asserts: “In exercising their rights, the Christian faithful, both as individuals and gathered together in associations, must take into account the common good of the Church, the rights of others, and their own duties toward others.” (Courtesy: Vatican website).

Pope Francis has said that inequality is the root of social evil.

Earlier on November 17, 2003, Saint Pope John Paul II told the bishops from India during the “Ad Limina” visit: “All the times, you must continue to make certain that special attention is given to those belonging to the lower castes, especially the Dalits. They should never be segregated from other members of society. Any semblance of a caste-based prejudice in relations between Christians is a countersign to authentic human solidarity, a threat to genuine spirituality, and a serious hindrance to the Church’s mission of evangelization. Therefore, customs or traditions that perpetuate or reinforce caste division should be sensitively reformed so that they may become an expression of the solidarity of the whole Christian community.”

Pope Benedict XVI told the Tamil Nadu bishop during their “Ad Limina” visit on June 18, 2011: “The witness of the reciprocal love and service between you and your priests – without regard for caste or ethnicity but focussed upon the love of God, the spread of the Gospel and the sanctification of the Church – is earnestly desired by the people you serve.”

The caste discrimination and the racism should be condemned and removed by the papal authority since they are against the Church’s social teaching. The racism or caste discrimination is illegal, but continues as an invisible customary practice in the universal Church and in its Indian unit. Caste discrimination can only be withdrawn with the Pope’s intervention.

Pope Francis on his @Pontifex twitter account on March 21 said: “Racism is a virus that quickly mutates and, instead of disappearing, goes into hiding, and lurks in waiting. Instances of racism continue to shame us, for they show that our supposed social progress is not as real or definitive as we think.”
The office of the Pope has accepted hundreds of African and Afro-American (Non-White people) candidates in the preliminary selection for bishops and many of them finally became bishops, archbishops, Vatican diplomats. One of them Cardinal Peter K A Turkson became the prefect of the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace.
When African-American Catholic priests could become bishops, archbishops and cardinals why can’t morally upright, theologically educated, wise and committed Dalit priests become bishops in India? But qualified Dalit candidates are not recommended to the nuncio’s office in New Delhi because of the caste discriminatory prejudice.

This is against the canon law section 377 (2) that says preliminary names of candidates for bishopric should be sent to the Apostolic See without prejudice to the right of each bishop individually to help it appoint worthy and suitable person for the episcopal function.

Does the caste discrimination is only a sociological virus that we, Indian Christians, have inherited from the ancient stratification of society? Can the Church and the lay people have the onus to destroy caste discrimination ourselves? Is it any crime or mistake to ask the Pope to stop the obnoxious caste discrimination?

Although the caste discrimination is partly sociological and hereditary, the Indian Church has not taken sufficient or solid steps to eradicate the untouchability practice among its members.

The Bull of Pope Gregory XV, “Bulla Romanae Sedis Antistitis”, dated January 31, 1623, acceded to the requests of the missionaries to accommodate themselves to certain caste practices and usages of the new converts. Why not the then or the present Pope annul the papal bull which promotes untouchability practice.

It is also alleged that sub groups among the Dalit Catholics fight among themselves, sometimes leading to murder. But such incidents are negligible. Those making this allegation forget that tussles are there between different groups of dominant upper caste Christians.

The fact that Dalits form 50 percent of the Indian Catholics was acknowledged in December 1991 by Pronuncio Archbishop George Zur while address the bishops’ biennial plenary in Pune.

He said: “Though Catholics of the lower castes and tribes form 60 per cent of Church membership they have no place in decision-making. Scheduled caste converts are treated as low caste not only by high caste Hindus but by high caste Christians too. In rural areas they cannot own or rent houses, however, well-placed they may be. Separate places are marked out for them in the parish churches and burial grounds. Inter-caste marriages are frowned upon and caste tags are still appended to the Christian names of high caste people. Casteism is rampant among the clergy and the religious. Though Dalit Christians make 65 percent of the 10 million Christians in the South, less than 4 percent of the parishes are entrusted to Dalit priests. There are no Dalits among 13 Catholic bishops of Tamil Nadu or among the Vicars-general and rectors of seminaries and directors of social assistance centres.”

The situation of the Dalit Catholics have not changed much even after 30 years. Only one of the 18 Catholic bishops in Tamil Nadu is a Dalit. During the past 15 years, 13 high caste priests were identified as bishop candidates in the state that has approximately 500 qualified Dalit Catholic priests.

In the same way, only 11 of the 200 Catholic bishops in India have Dalit background. The country has approximately 3,000 qualified Dalit Catholic priests.

Some of them would have become successful bishops smelling the sheep if the Church authorities had not followed caste discriminatory and untouchability in overt and covert manner.

Cardinal Fernando Filoni, the prefect of the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples, had stressed the necessity of bringing more bishops from the Dalit community during his pastoral to India, February 9-16, 2013.

He told the bishops: “A missionary-minded bishop pays pastoral attention to all the categories of people present in his diocese, without regard for caste or ethnicity but focused upon the love of God and the spread of the Gospel. No ethnic group, low-caste group, or minority group, must feel side-lined, marginalized or left out from the initiatives or pastoral works in your Diocese – I am thinking in admission to the Seminaries, in promoting to important parishes and curial duties, and episcopal candidates.”
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