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EDITORIAL
Breathe on Us …
“I can’t breathe”, is a slogan being used in the protests against the racist
attacks in the US. It is linked with the last words of George Floyd who
was killed on 25 May at the hands of the police officer at Minneapolis.
Although racism has constitutionally been banned in the US it is
vividly precipitated in their cultural layers. When many people in the
world are begging for life, for breath, during the period of covid 19, a
respiratory illness, some others are denied it allowing them to choke
and die.
This slogan is appropriate in India too as the migrant workers had been
going through different chocking situations during the lock down
period. The Supreme Court of India on May 26 ordered the Central and
State Governments to immediately provide transport, food and shelter
free of cost to the stranded migrants. This order is based on the
observation of a three-judge Bench that there have been “inadequacies
and certain lapses” on the part of the Central and State governments in
dealing with migrant workers during lock down period.
The invisible people and their struggles became visible due to the
pandemic. The virus is the same but how it affects different segments
of the society differently is a serious concern for all of us. While many
considered this lock down period as an opportunity to reconnect with
families, friends and relatives, there are others who are struggling to
survive in the midst of joblessness, lack of food, lack of shelter and so
on.
Several terrible images of the journey of migrant workers and the
urban poor have been surfacing before us, reminding that although the
storm is the same, the boats are different and the possibility of
shipwreck is higher for vulnerable boats. The stories of their efforts to
maintain resilience amidst the impact of the pandemic on their lives,
183
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challenges us to accompany them in their journey by sharing food,
water and other resources. These brave children of this land who
showed the courage to transcend distance and uncertainty by walking
or cycling home are the significant commons who carry the keys of
alternatives. Their determination and their hope for innate power are
the inevitable components of change. The distressed bodies of such
vulnerable people speak volumes on the need to seek alternatives.
Whether or not the time has come for us to discuss the post covid
situation is unclear, but it is a reality that many policy changes have
been initiated by government in the name of rebuilding India and
overcoming the effects of the pandemic. The Indian Government has
revised the labour laws and Foreign Direct Investment Policies (FDI)
highlighting the economic depression. They claim that it is the first
step in rebuilding a new India. A significant labour law of 8 hours work
time which has been acquired through blood shed revolutions led by
labourers was scrapped in India by some states to satisfy the investors.
Privatisation is occurring on a large scale and is implemented with an
eye to reduce the social responsibility of the Government. Ultimately
the victims of such reformations are the vulnerable sections of the
society. Within this context we realize that post -truth manufactured
leaders are the bogus leaders with no idea about the well being of
people.
In the faith perspective, this pandemic can be seen as a reminder to
change our ways of life and reorient it so as to celebrate life in its
relationships. It challenges us to have a paradigm shift which
visualises a world beyond profit. It can be envisioned in building long
term people-led solutions. It is a journey from wealth to health, from
capitalism to collectivism, from commodity to community and from
corporate to co-operation. It is a journey to join hands with the
intention of protecting each other. Boundaries of nations are no more
the location of warfare but the location of exchange of mutuality. The
arms and ammunition factories should develop lifesaving machines.
The health of the world should be given priority. In fact, we should go
184
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beyond the people-centred approach and an earth-centred way of life
has to be visualised. The distressed ones are becoming the agents of
change and hence swift and unprecedented action from national
governments and the international community is required in
amplifying the voices of the distressed. Therefore, based on a larger
vision of a just world, we are challenged to act locally and regionally.
This issue of NCC Review is mainly focusing on labour related issues.
Highlighting the significance of labour day, experts are discussing
different dynamics of labour force in India and the way the
Government and the elitist structures enslave them. Yet it is evident
that labourers have the innate power to change the system and hence
they proudly reaffirm that they are labourer and are not for sale. Since
the churches observe the last Sunday in the month May as ‘Pentecost’ a
Bible Study on Pentecost is also included.
Let us pray, God of life, we are breathless now; breathe on us so that we
will have life, life in abundance.
Rev Dr Abraham Mathew
The Executive Secretary
Policy, Governance and Public Witness

=
=
=
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May Day During Corona
- Challenges for the Working class
-Yugal J. Rayalu*
May Day is the day of the laborers and the International ‘Festival” of
the working class. This is the day of reiterating the basic rights of the
working class who live by their sweat.
“Blessed are the poor in spirit,
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven”
(Mathew 5:3)
This is the first time that May Day wasn’t celebrated in the usual way!
Every year throughout the world, the working class celebrates this
‘festival’ that gave the workers their basic rights. This year the working
class along with others are fighting a tough battle against the Corona
pandemonium. All over the world the shutdown has put the poor
people, especially the migrant labourers and the daily wage earners in a
tight spot. Although everyone in general is being affected by the
Covid19, the hardships being experienced by the faceless children of
Mother Earth, who migrate to distant lands for their livelihood, is
incomprehensible.
For the process of production two important ingredients are needed:
capital and labour. Unless these two components come together
Manufacturing/Production/Construction will not take place. For the
sake of cutting costs entrepreneurs all over the world prefer migrant
labourers. Compared to the local men and women, migrant labourer
who comes from a low-income stratum is ready to work at a very low
payment. Being ‘outsiders’, these migrant labourers do not raise their
voice for basic rights and work with minimum needs. In the absence of
any viable socio-political protection, the migrant labourers have been
exploited. All the profit of the entrepreneurs comes from the hard work
of these poor people.
*Dr. Yugal J. Rayalu is Head of the vocational Department at Dharampeth
Science College, Nagpur. He is a Human Rights’ Activist and also Secretary
of All India Progressive Forum.
He can be contacted at
<yugalrayalu@yahoo.com>
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They build tall residential buildings, yet are homeless. They produce
rich silk clothes, yet never wear them. They produce big machines but
never own any mechanized life supporting systems. At last during the
lock down period when all abandoned them, they believed in their own
innate power to transcend the distances by walking or cycling.
The corporates and rich business people who made their riches through
the untiring toil of labourers, did not provide the basic succour to the
same people, even for a few weeks. As soon as the lockdown was
announced, the capitalists threw their labourers out on the streets.
Although the contractors of the labourers are responsible for providing
them with shelter and food, they all vanished from the scene too.
Unfortunately, the Central Government woke up very late. About 50
days after the lockdown, they thought of trains and buses to make the
return journey of migrant workers possible. By then most of the poor
labourers had started their exodus towards their own distant lands.
Some of them walked up to 1100 km! Some women were in advanced
state of pregnancy. Fortunately, on the way they received support from
the civil society and non-governmental organizations. The fact
remains that people with minimum resources at hand came forward to
help, which is an ever-memorable story of solidarity.
“Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy.
Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see god.”
( Mathew 5:7, 5:8)
Let us not forget that these poor people are an important segment of our
overall market mechanism. No wonder USA, the Mecca of Capitalism,
is envisaging a universal minimum income plan for her citizens today.
Although the concept of minimum wages is an entirely socialist idea, it
is now being adopted by the Capitalists, not because of their humane
character but rather to save their market. Undoubtedly Corona has
brought all forces of the productive world face to face.
The biggest challenge before the planners would be to bring back
economy on the rails after lifting the lockdown. Small countries won’t
find it difficult because logistics involved there are simpler. The
challenge is for a vast and diverse country like India, where the
working forces have moved away from their work areas. They are in
disarray, neither here nor there.
187
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It is projected that in India there are 120 million migrant workers.
People go out mostly from rain dependent areas to the industrially
concentrated areas (Mumbai, Bangalore, Kolkata) or well irrigated
areas (Punjab, Haryana). Most of the migrant laborers come from the
states of Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Odisha, Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh.
There is a small section that migrates from Tamil Nadu towards the
state of Kerala. West Bengal is another unique case that sends and
receives migrant laborers.
All the migrant labourers face certain endemic disadvantages. Being
unskilled they are forced to work at the low end of work, receiving low
salary for their work, and often work in hazardous conditions.
Having come from long distances these migrant labourers never claim
any legal as well as social protections. They are well aware that they
are in an alien land where their identity can be misread. Therefore,
quite often they become easy targets of identity politics of a particular
region. In spite of their large numbers (very few countries in the world
have population that exceeds the number of migrant labourers in
India), Indian politics has largely ignored and neglected the migrant
labourers and their issues. The migrant labourers are kept invisible by
the contractors who are the middle men of capitalist structures. The
lock down situation and the related exodus of labourers exposed the
pathos of the migrant workers. Some serious thinking is needed by the
political parties to get justice to this neglected class of the country that
actually makes the country move!
The world has moved a long way since the first May Day that happened
in 1886 in Chicago. The present generation would find it difficult to
believe that the biggest ‘festival’ of the working class originated in the
Mecca of Capitalism, United States of America! It was on this day in
the year 1886 that workers wrote history in blood at the Hay Square of
the American city of Chicago. May Day of 1886 was the culmination
of years of struggle of the working class in and around Chicago. On
May 1, 1886 around 500,000 workers had become the part of struggle
demanding a working day of 8 hours. The logic of the struggling
masses was simple: 1/3rd of the day for work, 1/3rd for rest ( sleep) and
1/3rd for the family. Unfortunately, the owners of mines and factories
did not agree. They conspired with the city administration of Chicago
city and decided to eliminate the top leadership of the struggle.
188
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When the workers assembled at Hay Square on the 1st May 1886, the
city administration in opened fire on the workers. The entire Hay
square turned red with blood. One of the fallen heroes of the struggle,
raised his blood socked shirt and shouted, “let not the sacrifice go
waste, let the struggle continue”. Six of the leaders of Chicago
struggle were gunned down. Leaders of the uprising Albert Parsons,
August Spice, Adolf Fischer and George Engels were hanged to death.
The martyrdom did not go waste. Chicago does have a heart! Soon
American Federation of Labor called for internationalization of May
Day. The demand for an 8-hour working day went beyond the
boundaries of America. In the year 1890 May Day was observed in
many countries of Europe, with the central demand of 8 hours working
day. In the year 1891 the International Congress of Workers adopted a
resolution demanding 8 hours working day all over the world. It was
also decided to observe 1st May as “May Day” or the day of workers’
rights. It was the untiring struggle of the working class of the world that
ultimately resulted in the universal acceptance of 8 hours working in a
day.
Post Corona, the working class in India has to realign itself to the new
realities and the new challenges. The organized labourers have to take
care of the un-organized labourers who constitute 94% of the labour
sector in India. Some state Governments have adopted labour reforms
in the name of encouraging investments and which are actually antilabourer. Traditionally India never believed in ‘Hire & Fire’ method of
human resource management. We always believed in long term
relationship, in personal and social spheres (Even today India has one
of the lowest divorce rates in the world).
Today in India the labour force has moved away from the centres of
production. They have all gone back to their villages. They will find
alternative paths of subsistence. It will take a long time for them to
wipe away the bitter memories of the lockdown period of 2020. The
Government and its machineries need to think about the supporting
system to the reverse migrant communities. However, there remain a
question about filling up the vacuum created in the process of
production. Will the local labourers come forward to work with the
local rich entrepreneurs? The world will never be the same again.
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Unity of the working class is the need of the hour. Irrespective of their
own sectarian interests they need to raise their voice together for the
labour class. Leo Tolstoy reminds us that; “The devil is always united.
The need is for the ‘pure’ to get united.” The division between
organized and unorganized labour category has to be ignored in
demanding minimum justice to all working force. We need a unity that
transcends the religious, communal, regional, caste and language
barriers for fighting for the justice of vulnerable among us. Let us not
forget that God is the one who hears the cry of all irrespective of their
differences. India can grow only by encouraging a sustainable
production in which the labour force should also get a part in leading a
sustainable living. Selective existence is meaningless here. Either we
all survive or no one survives. Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam!!
Live and Let Live! The World belongs to Us!!

=
=
=
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COVID-19: Apparent Oddities in the Articulation of
Rights of Migrant Workers
- J John*
Besides threat to ‘life’, COVID-19 has also brought in ‘livelihood’,
most importantly ‘worker’ into the centre of the political, academic,
industry, business and media discourses as never before in recent
Indian history. However, it is not the rights of workers in the places of
work per se that caught the imagination of the above mentioned
agencies; rather it was the extreme and desperate measures that
hundreds of thousands of workers all over the country took to move
from their places of work to their original residences. The policy
makers, the industry, the media and public suddenly discovered
workers as ‘migrant workers’ in their extreme vulnerable situation,
without too much bothering to understand the structural and
institutional factors that contribute to their vulnerability.
The lockdown, in the wake of Covid-19 pandemic, announced by PM
Narendra Modi on March 24th meant that all activities - economic,
social and cultural - that required social association or physical
closeness of individuals would cease to be operational. Borders
between States were closed and all local, long distance and inter-state
mobility by road, train and air was curtailed to ensure total shutdown.
The sudden announcement of lockdown by the political leadership,
with a notice of just four hours, has actually brought to light the fault
lines in not only the status of employment but also of the actual
realisation of citizenship rights.
Workers, got out of their residences on to the public roads, railway
tracks, walked and are walking en-masse hundreds of kilometres in
search of any kind of transport. Some walked alone but others in
family; with women and children; luggage on their heads, little
children on their shoulders or holding the hands of older children and
adults. Many were on bicycles, two/three wheelers and trucks.
* Mr. J John is an independent researcher, writer and activist based in New
Delhi. Former executive director of the Centre for Education and
Communication (CEC) and among the founders of the English bimonthly
Labour File, his areas of specialization are unorganized labour and small
producers. J John is an Ashoka Fellow and leads the Grassroots Tea
Corporation, a tea farmers’ enterprise.
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Realising public pressure mounting against the administrative
callousness, the Central Government arranged long distance train
services to transport workers and the state governments arranged
buses. Nevertheless, many perished enroute, as happened to 16
workers from steel factory in Julna, Maharashtra on their way to
Madhya Pradesh who were crushed to death near Karmad,
Aurangabad by a goods train on 08 May 2020 and when 24 were killed
when the trucks they were travelling in collided in Uttar Pradesh's
Auraiya district on 16 May 2020.
Who are these workers? Why are they called migrant workers? Are
they also the unorganised workers? There seem to be three basic
identities for the people on the move - of the worker, the unorganised
worker and the migrant worker, in a linear mode. This paper briefly
examines these three identities of the people on the move and how each
successive identity undermines the essential characteristics of the
previous one giving the context for the unprecedented exodus.
The Identity of Worker
In normal circumstances, the identity of worker should be the same to
all who are employed as casual, contract and daily-wage workers in
construction, manufacturing, wholesale or retail markets, shops,
hotels, restaurants, vehicle service centres, repair shops, domestic
work or delivery agencies. The identity of worker should be the same
for those in manufacturing on a piece-rate basis, a part of home-based
garment or craft-based supply chains; self-employed as tailors,
fishworkers, street vendors, home-based workers, rickshaw pullers,
car/auto rickshaw drivers, mechanics, etc. While all contribute to the
national income, their identity as ‘worker’ is seldom affirmed; instead
their imputed identity is that of the ‘unorganised worker’. This is
because in India who are categorised as workers are entitled to superior
statutory protection to that enjoyed by unorganised workers. This
superior protection of workers includes protection at work like
regularity of job, regular payment of wages, the right to be a member of
a trade union and the ability to represent and negotiate with employer
or the government, the sector generally called as the formal sector. It
also includes social security benefits that protect one against
unexpected eventualities in life and after retirement from work.
According to NSSO 2011-12 (68th Round) only eight percent of 47.29
crores of workers in India were in the formal sector.
192
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The Identity of Unorganised Worker
The ‘unorganised worker’ identity undermines and suppresses certain
essential privileges of being a ‘worker’ as mentioned earlier. It entails
that the workers are singularly denied the basic labour rights in terms
of employment relations and social security. It must be observed that
the identity of ‘unorganised worker’ is not incidental, but structurally
determined and has been accepted as given since India’s
independence. Over 92 per cent of India’s workers are in the
‘unorganised worker’ category.
The exclusion manifests in the very definition itself. The Unorganised
Workers Social Security Act, 2008, defines an unorganised worker as
‘a home-based worker, a self-employed worker or a wage worker in the
unorganised sector and also includes a worker in the organised sector
who is not covered by any of the acts mentioned, i.e., The Employees’
Compensation Act, 1923, The Industrial Disputes Act, 1947, The
Employees’ State Insurance Act, 1948, The Employees’ Provident
Funds and Miscellaneous Provision Act, 1952, The Maternity Benefit
Act, 1961 and The Payment of Gratuity Act, 1972.’ The specified laws
are those pertaining to social security and the right to represent and
bargain collectively. The unorganised workers are not denied their
right to be a member of a trade union of their choice, but this right is
seldom practised because discharge of this right might imperil their job
itself. The Minimum Wages Act, 1948; the Maternity Benefit Act,
1961; the Contract Labour (Abolition and Prohibition) Act, 1970;
Building and Other Construction Workers (Regulation of Employment
& Conditions of Service) Act, 1996; and the Building and Other
Construction Workers Welfare (Cess) Act, 1996, etc., are directly or
indirectly applicable to the unorganised workers. However, except
with respect to construction workers, implementation of the provisions
of the other acts is not enforced because workers lack bargaining
capacity. The unorganised workers’ social security rules were framed
in 2009, and the National Social Security Board constituted on August
18th of the same year. However, there has not been any fund allocation
for the same. The Labour Code on Social Security, 2019 does not offer
any substantive change in the situation. The futility is in defining a
sector as ‘unorganised’ in the name of economic underdevelopment,
instead of extending same rights to all workers.
193
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The Migrant Worker
As workers are imputed the third identity, the most acknowledged and
talked about now, that of the ‘migrant worker’, they experience further
diminution of their rights. The term ‘migrant worker’ in the context of
India is a strange one. The Constitution of India guarantees freedom of
movement for all citizens within the territory of India. The
fundamental principles of free mobility are enshrined in clauses (d), (e)
and (g) of Article 19(1) of the Constitution. It guarantees all citizens
the right to move freely throughout the territory of India, reside and
settle in any part of the territory of India and practise any profession or
carry on any occupation, trade or business. Article 15 prohibits
discrimination and Article 16 further affirms the equality of
opportunity for all citizens in the matters of public employment. In
light of these constitutional guarantees, therefore, attributing ‘migrant’
as qualifying identity to a worker goes against the very values
enshrined in the Constitution, more so when the qualifying identity
involves diminution of rights.
Who is a Migrant?
Before discussing the rights that undergo diminution, let us briefly
explore who a migrant is within the geographical boundaries of India.
The Census of India defines a migrant as follows: ‘when a person is
enumerated in the census at a different place than his/her place of
birth, she/he is considered a migrant.’ Information on migratory
movement of people, along with the rates of birth and death, is crucial
in understanding the spatial redistribution of the population and of
changes in the demographic structure of the different geographic
segments (urban–rural, states, etc.) of India. While this is largely the
task of the demographers, others including sociologists, economists
and behavioural scientists explore further into the determinants and
consequences of migration.
Migration has spatial and temporal dimensions. The spatial or
geographic dimension refers to the movement of people which involve
crossing a border or boundary, usually decided administratively like
inter-district or inter-state. Such mobility could be of short or long
distance. The mobility has a place of ‘origin’ and a place of
‘destination’. The temporal dimension of the migration refers to the
194
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duration of stay in a place other than the place of birth, which
determines whether migration is ‘short-term’, ‘seasonal’ or ‘longterm’. When people cross border of their home state, they enter a
different administrative and linguistic domain, which has a number of
implications to the enjoyment of their rights.
According to the census of 2011, there were 454 million migrants in
India. The figure was 315 million in 2001 and 220 million in 1991. The
census categorises reasons of migration into different streams, and
cites that ‘marriage’ and other ‘family-related migration’ account for
74.7% of all migration during the period between 2001 and 2011. The
report of the working group on migration points out that majority of
women who migrate citing marriage as reason eventually join the
workforce, and comprise 57.4% of the total female workforce in India.
Of the 14.6 million migrants (Census 2001) who moved from rural to
urban areas for work and business, 43% were inter-state migrants.
Similarly, of the 7.1 million urban to urban migrants who moved for
the reason of work and business, 41% were inter-state migrants. It was
mainly the inter-state migrants who constituted the caravan in the wake
of the Covid-19 lockdown.
Meanwhile, the Economic Survey 2016–17, cautioning that the census
migration data has its limitations in capturing circular migration and
female migration for work, using alternative estimates proposes that
(i) if the share of migrants in the workforce of 500 million1 in 2016 is
estimated to be even 20%, the size of the migrant workforce can be
estimated to be over 100 million in 2016 in absolute terms; (ii) based
on a new Cohort-based Migration Metric (CMM), annually inter-state
labour mobility averaged 5–6 million people between 2001 and 2011,
yielding an inter-state migrant population of about 60 million and an
inter-district migration as high as 80 million; (iii) the estimates of
internal work-related migration using railways data for the period
2011–2016 indicate an annual average flow of close to 9 million
people between the states.
Interestingly, based on the NSSO report, the report of the working
2
group on migration argues that there is not much distinction in the
1
Arrived at in the Economic Survey 2016-17 by extrapolating the Census 2011 figure
of 482 million people as Indian workforce.
2
Please see for more details: Ministry of Housing and Urban Poverty Alleviation.
(2017). Report of the Working Group on Migration. New Delhi: Government of India.
Retrieved from http://mohua.gov.in/upload/uploadfiles/files/1566.pdf
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occupational structure between migrants and non-migrants, in
particular in the urban areas. The fact that those who migrate for work
are represented in all segments of occupations and economic activities
have a major implication with respect to current discussion. Logically,
those who migrate for work must enjoy labour rights and social
security rights the workers in these occupations and sectors enjoy. The
irony of the fact is that, as we have already seen, almost all of the
workers engaged in these occupations and sectors are in the
‘unorganised worker’ category and they experience institutional
denial of statutorily defined and justiciable labour rights and social
security.
In this context, one tends to agree with the observation made in the
report of the working group on migrant workers3 that ‘in principle
there should be no reason for a specific protection legislation for
migrant workers, inter-state or otherwise. They should be integrated
with all workers as part of a legal approach with basic guarantees on
wage and work conditions for all workers, as part of an overarching
framework that covers regular and contractual work.’
However, as in the case of the ‘unorganised worker’, the government
came up with a legislation exclusively for the migrant worker, The
Inter-State Migrant Workmen (Regulation of Employment and
4
Conditions of Service) Act, 1979.
ISMW, 1979 and its Ineffectiveness
The ISMW Act is notoriously the least implemented among labour
laws. The ISMWA provides for registration of establishments
employing inter-state migrant workmen, and licensing of contractors.
Some safeguards are provided to the workmen, in the form of
obligations placed on the contractor, including non-discrimination in
terms of wages vis-à-vis non-migrant workmen, payment of travel and
displacement allowance and ensuring suitable work conditions.
3

Same as above
This law was modelled on an earlier piece of state-level legislation, the Orissa Dadan
Labour (Control and Regulation) Act, 1975. The ISMWA in 2(e) defines an inter-state
migrant workman/labour as ‘any person who is recruited by or through a contractor in
any state under an agreement or other arrangement for employment in an
establishment in another state, whether with or without the knowledge of the principal
employer of such establishment.’
4
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Assuming that the law does not violate the constitutional provision of
the citizens’ right to move freely anywhere in the country, the law has
many restrictive clauses. If the Act is to be applicable, then five or more
workers must move from one state to another through a contractor,
who is licensed at the source state. The law does not apply to those
migrants who migrate on their own and those who move within state
boundaries, and thereby excludes a significant proportion of migrants
from the purview of the Act. Contractors circumvent the law quite
easily by splitting the number of workers into groups smaller than five.
Moreover, the contractors split their establishments to show that they
employ more than five migrant workers and register migrant labour
with the local employment exchange to evade the provisions of the
Act. Interestingly, the ISMW Act had come into force after arguing that
only amendments to the Contract Labour (Regulation and Abolition)
Act, 1970, a non-discriminatory legislation, will not be sufficient to
address the specific problems faced by the migrant labourers.
The ‘Migrant Worker’ and Diminution of Citizenship Rights
The mass exodus of workers from Delhi, Mumbai, Surat, Ahmedabad,
Tirupur, Bangalore and other major cities of India indicates additional
diminution of rights, and this time, mostly the citizenship rights of
those who have the designated nomenclature of ‘migrant worker’. The
attribution of the identity of ‘migrant worker’ provides justification for
the denial of labour rights and social security rights as ‘worker’ and
‘unorganised worker’, the previous two identities that we have
discussed. In addition, ‘migrant workers’, at destination, experience
diminution of basic civil rights and privileges that they enjoyed at their
respective places of origin.
Absence of, or extremely poor, housing
The mission statement of ‘smart cities’ project launched by the
Government of India in 2015 says that in 2011 nearly 31% of India’s
current population lived in urban areas and contributed 63% of India’s
GDP. It further says that with increasing urbanisation, urban areas are
expected to house 40% of India’s population and contribute 75% of
India’s GDP by 2030. (Ministry of Urban Development, 2015) A
significant percentage of urban population lives in slums; of a total
197
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urban population of 65.49 million, 22.4% lived in slums as of 2011.
Despite ‘affordable housing, especially for the poor’, as a core
infrastructure component of the smart city programme, or the Pradhan
Mantri Awas Yojana (Urban) Mission, intending to provide housing
for all in urban areas by year 2022, the absence of housing remains an
acute issue in the urban centres. The workers who marched out of
urban and industrial centres might not have even had the privilege to
live in slums. Many engaged by manufacturing enterprises live inside
their workplaces or crammed spaces close to the workplaces, where
they access shared kitchens and toilets. Many live, as families, in open
spaces, on pavements, under flyovers, near railway tracks and on open
grounds. Some stay in groups or as families in crammed spaces paying
exorbitant rent and again sharing kitchens and toilets. Affordable
housing with basic amenities like water, sanitation, adequate
ventilation and access to the internet remains a far cry for millions of
people who throng the cities for employment and livelihood.
Restricted access to food
Food expenses constitute a major portion of expenses for the poor in
India. According to the Food and Nutrition Security Analysis, India,
2019 (Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation & WFP,
2019) in rural and urban areas, the poorest, roughly about 30 per cent of
the poor, spend as much as 60 per cent and 55 per cent respectively, on
food. Despite the enactment of National Food Security Act in 2013, the
right to food is not universal in India, but manifests as rather restricted
food availability to the below poverty-level households by converting
the Public Distribution System (PDS) into the Targeted Public
Distribution System (TPDS). The eligible households are entitled to 5
kg of foodgrains per person, per month at the subsidised prices of ₹3
per kg of rice, ₹2 per kg for wheat and ₹1 per kg for coarse grains
through designated Fair Price Shops (FPS). The Antyodaya Anna
Yojana (AAY) households, which constitute the poorest of the poor,
receive 35 kg of food grain per household per month. However, the
Food and Nutrition Security Analysis, India, 2019 report admits that it
has been seen that poorest 30 percent of households had lower capacity
to access food, and as a result, despite the PDS support, they were not
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able to reach the Recommended Dietary Energy (RDA) levels of
energy and protein intakes. Moreover, the Parliamentary Standing
Committee has observed that 46.7% of the off-taken grain did not
reach the intended beneficiaries in 2011–12 and that they received
large number of complaints such as under weighing, errors in inclusion
and irregularities in AAY under the TPDS from big states like UP,
Maharashtra, Bihar and also from the national capital, Delhi. (Ministry
of Consumer Affairs, Food and Public Distribution, 2015)
Under the TPDS, the centre allocates and transports the food grain
from Food Corporation of India godowns to the ration shops.
However, the states and union territories have the responsibility to
identify eligible households, issue ration cards and licences to dealers
and also tackle complaints. There are two major constraints due to
which the migrant population gets effectively cut off from the food
security entitlement extended through the TPDS. One, food security
entitlement is limited to the identified and then targeted below povertyline population, thereby excluding those who have not been identified
for various reasons, usually termed as exclusion errors. In 2016, the
Comptroller and Auditor General (CAG) found that states had not
completed the process of identifying beneﬁciaries, and 49 % of the
beneﬁciaries were yet to be identiﬁed in all the states. It also noted that
inclusion and exclusion errors had been reported in the beneﬁciary
lists. Two, those who are so identified, receive food through the TPDS
upon furnishing a ration card at a specified FPS tied to their place of
residence. Once people cross the district or state border, they cannot
access their subsidized food entitlement at any outlet of the FPS. This
framework implies that the PDS potentially excludes the 100 million
migrants, as per the migrant data provided by the Economic Survey
2016–17, from accessing subsidized food grain. This crass denial of
the right to food has prompted the migrants leaving big cities en masse
saying ‘hunger will kill us before the coronavirus does’. Despite the
talk of ‘one nation one ration card’ scheme to be implemented all over
the country, no concrete steps for removing bottlenecks had been put in
place to facilitate portability of food security rights before the
lockdown announcement.
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Income insecurity
The ominous portend of hunger deaths has been accentuated by the
non-availability of cash with the people who are stuck in brick kilns,
work places, rented spaces and temporary shelters all over India. Take
the case of 40 PMKVY trainees in a big company who are stuck in
Mindahalli village, Kolar district, Karnataka. They are without their
original papers as they had surrendered them to the company for
technical reasons. After the lockout, the company has not made any
payment to the trainees and they are without any cash to purchase food
items. The landlord in whose premises they are staying demands rent, ,
and has asked them to leave the premises if they cannot pay. In another
case, Pushpen Singh Yadav from Datia district, Madhya Pradesh,
along with five of his colleagues is stuck in Kadi in the Mehsana
district of Gujarat. The group had been doing colouring work in the
cotton mills of Kadi for the last three months. The group has exhausted
all money and have been surviving on food if offered by well-wishers
in the village. On some days, they go with one meal a day while on
others they have to go without food when their luck dies down with no
one offering food. The provision store refuses to give ration without
immediate cash payment. Similar or worse are the cases with shortterm or/and long-term migrant workers all over India. It has been
reported that around 71 per cent of the Micro Small and Medium
Enterprises (MSMEs) are unable to pay either partial or full wages for
the month of March, according to the All India Manufacturers
Organisation (AIMO) leaving millions of workers without cash for
their survival. If this is the case with salaried employees, what would
be the situation of the self-employed?
Conclusion
We have briefly discussed the historical and structural violence that
blatantly disrespect the constitutional and legal guarantees on the
rights of workers. Coupled with all these, the mass exodus of migrant
workers demonstrates that the relief package announced by the
government was neither financially adequate nor emotionally
convincing for urban workers to stay back confidently that their
normal and basic needs will be provided for and life would proceed
200

May 2020 ncc review

21

uninterrupted. It could be characterised as a form of passive resistance
by the masses in response to a government directive that did not
adequately consider their material conditions, dignity and livelihood.
In addition to housing, food and income insecurity, there are also
certain other factors like language, caste, religion, gender, etc, that
play a major role in accentuating insecurities of migrant workers,
which have not been explicated in this note. For instance, the threat of
imminent death, compels workers to leave their places of work to be
with the family members and in the land they have born. The crossing
of borders and travel restrictions will accentuate the feeling of
insecurity and alienation. The exodus will have differing experiences
and consequences for women workers and children, which has also not
been explicated in this report, which is a serious deficiency and must
be explored further.
Here are a few indicative administrative medium- and long-term
actions are not suggested. The government must extend the COIVD-19
insurance scheme for health workers and those engaged in associated
activities including all safai karmacharis, delivery boys, transport
workers, volunteers who supply food/ration to the ‘migrant worker’
and the police force. The tests for Covid-19 as well as the medical
expenses for the Corona patients must be free of cost. The government
must immediately stop the move to extend the working hours from the
current 8 hours to 12 hours a day, a right earned by workers over 200
years of struggle. Government must also desist from making changes
in the labour laws invoking provisions for emergency situations that
promote hire and fire policy and curtailing right to organise and
bargain collectively.
Some workers’ organisations, NGOs and philanthropic organisations,
risking their lives, are standing up to the challenge and are offering
food for the stranded and those on the move. Hundreds of thousands of
workers stand in queue for cooked food or ration, or are going out,
despite the lockdown, seeking food. While recognising that this bold,
timely, empathetic action would have saved hundreds of thousands of
people from debilitating starvation, on the other side, we may have to
acknowledge that it is the extreme helplessness that compels them to
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be in the queue for food and not a sense of right and privilege. Think of
the ignominy and loss of dignity and self-respect that millions of
workers are facing. It is in this context that we have to see the proposal
for infusing cash into the hands of workers who have lost their wages
and income so that they are empowered to take their own decision with
dignity. The welfare package announced by the government, as seen
earlier, is extremely nominal and prohibitively targeted. A proposal
made by Appu Esthose Suresh appeared in The Hindu5 proposes that
₹2.5-lakh crore cash transfer will put money directly in the pockets and
purses of the population up to the 87th percentile of the Indian
population; ₹1.34-lakh crore will be for the poorest 500 million
Indians, whereas ₹1.2-lakh crore will replenish the reduced cash
reserves of the rest of the population uptil the 87th percentile. Though
again targeted, this is a valid and certainly a better alternative. What
6
Social Security Now (SSN) , a national campaign in India, proposes is
universal transfer of ₹15,000 into the hands to everyone in India till the
lockdown remains, in response to the Covid-19 pandemic. Targeting
could be a reverse process by looking at who could be excluded rather
than who should be considered eligible.
In the long run, the government must take steps to ensure that safe and
adequate housing is provided to all workers, especially for those who
migrate for work individually and as family. The government must
ensure food security to everyone making PDS cards portable and
universal. The universal right to health is another area that requires
urgent policy attention.

=
=
=

5

See for more details: Appu Esthose Suresh (2020). Cash less Indians, the new normal,
and survival April 07, 2020. The Hindu. Retrieved from https://www.thehindu.com/
opinion/op-ed/cash-less-indians-the-new-normal-and-survival/
article31274464.ece/amp/
6
For more information see https://www.cec-india.org/our-work.php?wid=3
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We are Workers – We are Not for Sale: The Attack on
the Working Class During the Coronavirus Lockdown
- Gautam Mody*
The severity and harshness of the now two-month-long lockdown
imposed by the government for coronavirus, is unrelenting and is for
all to see. Yet, the Indian capitalist class has decided that they are not
self-reliant enough to bear their share of the burden hence have
persuaded the Government to push the burden on the country’s
working class. The call for self-reliance from the people of this country
by the Prime Minister at a time when thousands of migrant workers are
walking hundreds of kilometres to reach their homes is painfully cruel.
Government of the Corporates and for the Corporates
In pursuance of this, the present regime at the centre has been writing to
state governments to change their laws so that the burden on industry is
minimised. Acquiescing, the Governments of Gujarat, Madhya
Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh have done so speedily.
The Government of Gujarat has offered all new investors freedom
from all labour laws for 1200 days with the exception of the Minimum
Wages Act and the Workmen’s Compensation Act. The Government of
Madhya Pradesh has effectively suspended all labour laws for
establishments employing less than 300 workers. The Government of
Uttar Pradesh has sought to introduce an ordinance suspending all
labour laws for all types of establishments with the exception of
Workmen’s Compensation Act, the Building and Other Construction
Workers Act, clause 5 of the Payment of Wages Act (time of wage
payment) and possibly the Maternity Benefit Act and the Child labour
Act for a period of three years.
These three states along with the state of Assam, Haryana, Himachal
Pradesh, Karnataka, and Tripura have also increased the length of a
permissible a single shift from 8 hours a day to 12 hours a day with
*Mr. Gautam Mody is General Secretary of New Trade Union Initiative He
can be contacted at <secretariat@ntui.org.in> This first appeared at
www.ntui.org.in
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Bihar promising to follow suit. The governments of Maharashtra,
Punjab and Rajasthan too have increased the shift to twelve hours with
two additional provisions that the additional 4 hours’ work will be
double overtime wages and the order is valid for three months. The
increasing of the working day turns back the 150-year-struggle for the
8 hours which is in fact ILO Convention No 1 that India ratified in
1921.
The BJP has actively encouraged labour law ‘reform’ since it came to
power in 2014 through its state governments and speeded up post the
2019 general election with the four Labour Codes. Three of these – the
Occupational Safety, Health and Working Conditions Code, the Code
on Social Security and the Industrial Relations Code – are still before
parliament. The Code on Wages passed in 2019 already introduces a
floor wage creating the potential of a wage below the existing
minimum wage, undermining the very existence of the minimum
wage. The other three effectively place barriers on the right to
association and the right to collective bargaining along with all
associated worker rights. With this agenda some distance away clearly
both capital and government think it best pressed through state
governments.
Lockdown: A New Approach to Crush Workers and Unions
While extending the lockdown into the fourth phase, the Union
Government withdrew its own order of 29 March 2020 effectively
allowing employers to be free to not pay wages and retrench workers as
they wish from 18 May onwards. This is in response to the petition
filed by the employers in the Supreme Court challenging the order of
29 March. Government is yet to put up a robust defence as the court
engages in double speak.
Reality is that except for a tiny minority of employers who felt it
necessary to implement the 29 March order, neither the union
government nor any state government, irrespective of party, has made
any effort to ensure that wages were paid and workers were retained
across the country. The most visible crisis of the working class is that of
the non-resident migrant workers which was precipitated by an
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uncaring government that ordered a lockdown without a warning and
was promoted by a mean, small minded and mendicant capitalist class
that was not just willing to pay wages for the month of March but
possibly in many cases had not paid wages for earlier months too. If
government restricted free movement of people, the capitalist class
promoted the freedom of this country to march towards starvation.
Fiscal Package to Promote Debt
The ruling party has come to realise that the economic crisis it has
triggered since forming the government in 2014,has now with the
lockdown gone beyond control. The domestic capitalist class did not
invest in the last six years and they are not going to now. If it must
attract foreign investment which is its only hope then it must seem
fiscally prudent and not make fiscal concessions in order to maintain
the country’s credit rating. Through the five tranches of the ‘package’
last week the government promised to privatise the entire public
sector, deregulate key sectors along with a slew of loans that public
sector banks would hand out without collateral. All this however
would take a while to work out and some years to bring profits. The
ruling party was aware that it must offer more to make it all attractive
for capital. The only ‘factor of production’ it can control and that is
labour. Hence a holiday from labour laws is part of the ‘package’ The
ruling party left no doubt about this when its government in Karnataka
expressly asked the union government to stop the trains taking nonresident workers back home that workers are indeed a mere ‘factor of
production’ that will move and be moved at will and be at capital’s
beck and call.
As we began the fourth phase of the unplanned lockdown, the plan to
‘test, trace, isolate and support’ is yet to be put in place. The plan to
scale up medical facilities has simply not happened. The private sector
medical services that constitute nearly 80 per cent of our healthcare has
mostly shut shop. The public sector remains under-financed,
understaffed and unprotected. The battle to save the people affected by
the pandemic rests on the shoulders of the country’s underpaid and
overworked public medical and healthcare workers. The responsibility
of keeping our cities and towns clean and the rest of us free from virus
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rests with tens of millions of our comrades who are safaikarmacharis,
ASHA and Anganwadi workers and ANMs who in large numbers are
contract or ‘honorarium’ workers. The rest are all too having to return
to work under unsafe conditions so that they have food at homes and
can send their children to school. Like at all other times no one has
contributed to the economy, as the working class have. And no one has
been exposed to lack of safety and insecurity as has been the working
class.
Never has the attack on the working class been greater. Never has the
need for a united front of the working class been greater. The trade
union has always stood for the united struggle of the working class and
it always will.

=
=
=
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Pitching ‘Tent of Meeting’ in Farmers’ Lands
- R Daniel Premkumar*
In my life journey as a Pastor over six decades in Church leadership, I
treasure most my role as village pastor for almost fifty years. Village
church all along has played and continues to play a significant role in
the community life of rural Christians who are basically drawn from
farming communities. Village churches surely have been places of
gathering, worship, edification, festivities, and a place to decide upon
community issues.
1. The Concept of ‘Tent of Meeting’ in Farmer’s Lands
Christian Agricultural workers, given proper motivation and direction,
can be transformed into barefoot evangelists of the earth community
and can truly make a dent in environmental regeneration. Village
church members are mostly agricultural workers. Their sheer number
globally is mind boggling! What farmers may benefit from, is a
broader Bible based perception leading to environmental and
economic well-being.
On the way to the Promised Land, Moses set up a Tent of Meeting in
the Wilderness to seek the counsel of God and to consult the future
course of direction from God. Revisiting the Mosaic Tent of Meeting
can offer these driving ingredients today!
Following the Biblical example, the proposed initiative is to erect a
Tent of Meeting in each Christian farmer’s agricultural land. If village
church represents God’s presence, then the Tent of Meeting
symbolizes God’s foot-print in the small landholdings of the farmers.
*Rev. Dr. R. Daniel Premkumar is a Presbyter of the Church of South India.
He is an Internationally renowned Bible Teacher and an acclaimed Scholar of
the Old Testament. He lives with Children with HIV and takes care of them.
He involves and guides the farmers search for spirituality in producing food
for all. Dr. Premkumar has also served as the Director of CSI Department of
Dalit and Tribal concerns. He has given leadership to the NCCI Urban and
Rural Mission as it's Chairperson. He has authored many books of which
'Ronnie's Bible' and 'My father was a farmer' stand out and have been
translated in many languages.
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Today, farmers generally treat their land as just a ‘means of production’
and as a mere commodity through which they can earn a living and
make a profit. By encouraging them to have a Tent of Meeting in their
land we are injecting Biblical values of partnership with Creator God,
seeking blessings of God for generations and preservation of land and
water bodies from chemical poisons for future generations.
‘Now Moses used to take a Tent and pitch it outside the camp some
distance away, calling it the “Tent of meeting.” Anyone inquiring of
the LORD would go to the Tent of meeting outside the camp’ (Exodus
33.7)
‘The LORD would speak to Moses face to face, as one speaks to a
friend. Then Moses would return to the camp’, (Exodus 33.11)
2. Does ‘Tent of Meeting’ in Any Way Replace the Village
Church?
Negative! Normally, agricultural fields are located some distance from
human habitation in the village. Dalit and Tribal lands can be as far as
five km as well because of systemic discrimination. Tent of Meeting in
farmer’s field requires merely a 5x5 feet space covered with an old bed
sheet or a rug to resemble a Tent. This is setup in one corner of the field!
The Village Church continues to have her importance and function in
the lives of village Christian community. Village Church also endows
the community her identity which is precious and vital for castigated,
powerless and voiceless communities like Dalits and Tribals. Tent of
Meeting in various Christian farmlands transforms hitherto nondescriptive landscape into an enveloping satellite presence of God.
God’s accessibility is no longer restricted to being once a week, and
God is available for counsel 24x7 within one’s own land!
Farmers love their Bible and welcome any new initiative only if it is
ratified by clear Biblical witness. Agricultural workers now make
sound and reliable stakeholders to work with soil with greater vigor
and motivation by Biblical mandate.
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All day and night Farmers toil with close proximity to nature, seasonal
changes, live-stock, birds, butterflies, earth worms etc. and understand
the Second Creation Narrative which makes humans as an organic
extension of trillions of life forms created by God as found in (Gen2.4 25). These bare-foot evangelists of Earth Community constitute a
strong lobby towards sustainable agriculture and reject chemical or
poisonous mode of agriculture.
3. ‘Tent of Meeting’ Assures and Reminds farmers of Eternal
Nearness of God in their Sacred Endeavor in Producing Lifegiving Grain for Human Survival.
Tent of Meeting also assures farmers that they are not alone in their
struggles and the God of Exodus is with them to protect the land and
bless the produce and safeguard the environment for future
generations.
Tent of Meeting also symbolizes Redeemer God’s presence to the
farmers seeking freedom from bondage and indebtedness for
generations because of their dependence on chemical farming which
drives them to abysmal poverty levels and pollutes God’s creation like
land, water-bodies, harming the health of humans and animals.
4. ‘Tent of Meeting’ is a Tangible Reminder of Christian
Stewardship & Responsibility of Safeguarding Health of The
Soil and Environment
Over the years farmers have gravitated towards chemical farming as
they were lured by agribusiness which promised great harvest and lent
them seeds and chemicals as initial baits. These resulted in great losses,
debts and suicides. By erecting Tent of Meeting in the land we are
injecting Biblical values of partnership, blessing and preservation of
land and water. Tent of Meeting brings creator God into the narrative
of oppressive and predatory multi-billion-dollar agriculture business
and slavery. Farmers cry out to God for freedom just as the Israelites
did and will see the Red sea parting miraculously to protect them from
the alien Egyptians.
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Tent of Meeting in Agri-fields points to the omnipresence of the
Creator God demanding responsible utilization of land asset towards
conscientious use and stewardship.
Who else can do it but the farmer who is the primary keeper of the soil?
5. Tent of Meeting introduces God as Farmer’s Abundant
Source. It is God who Blesses their Efforts and Endows them
with Hope!
Proposed Tent of Meeting makes the farmer realize that he is treading
on the creation of God and Emmanuel Jesus is willing to join hands
with them in leading them out of bondage from MNCs for seed,
manure and pesticide and save them from abusing Created soil by
dumping poisonous chemicals.
God’s presence demands responsible agricultural practices now
extended to hitherto unreached farm lands with realization that Jesus is
Lord of all-life including agricultural lands that produce life giving
grain as well!
6. Tent of Meeting Provides a Portable Altar for Farmers to Lay
their Burdens on the Eternal One!
In Agri-Fields the farmer can now bring before God most difficult
problems and issues facing agriculture, climatic changes and
environmental degradation. We envision a day when we shall be
hearing songs of praise and prayers of intercession from Agri- Fields
all through seven days a week.
Worship is held normally in the village churches during Sunday
evening hours. Presently there is total disconnect between Sunday
evening worship and the Monday morning farm activities. So, church
remains a mute spectator Monday through Saturday for all the travails
and challenges church members face in agricultural sector. Moreover,
the Village Church is normally preoccupied with their matters and
agricultural issues hardly find importance in their agenda.
Village Church for generations has symbolized the presence of God
and demands orderly behavior of devotees. The same presence of God
and responsible behavior is now extended to hitherto unreached farm
lands.
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7. ‘Tent of Meeting’ Provides an Inter-faith Platform for Larger
Community Bonding
Since Agriculture is an Inter-faith endeavor, collaboration, joint
discussions and ventures with people of other faiths is necessary and
now facilitated through Tent Meeting space located in the farm lands!
In the village religious eco-sphere there is a general comity among all
religions to live and let-live! Agriculture does bring all people together
on a common platform at tea shops or Panchayat halls. Even so, we are
yet to seriously unfold and share wisdom, best practices, for positive
and sustainable living from all faiths.
Conclusion
Jesus said; ‘Haven't you read this passage of Scripture: "'The stone
the builders rejected has become the cornerstone’ (Mk 12.10)
Today being a farmer, that too a small farmer, is reckoned to be a losing
proposition. That is why no sane farmer wishes his children should
follow family profession. Since agriculture is not beneficial to support
families, these farmers transform themselves into seasonal migrant
workers to eke out a living in places far from home. Present Covid-19
Lockdown has exposed the gigantic problem of migrant workers
estimated at 110 million criss-crossing the country in search of a
remunerative job leaving behind their seemingly unproductive
profession!
In the name of God and in the name of pro-science we need to protect
our environment with responsible mode of agriculture. Sustainable
and pro-life agriculture is not a luxury any more but is linked to very
survival of human species! It is here that farmers who have erected
Tent of Meeting practicing sustainable agriculture in partnership with
creator God become evangelists of Earth Community and beloved of
the nation. Village churches which stand by such progressive church
members shall lead other faith bodies to follow suit! Surely, stone
rejected by people has become corner stone!

=
=
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Racism and Discrimination Against the North-East
Indian in the Midst of COVID-19 Pandemic
– A Response
- Jianthaolung Gonmei*
“Hating people because of their colour is wrong. And it
doesn't matter which colour does the hating. It's just plain
wrong.” ― Muhammad Ali
Unfamiliarity creates distaste and distaste further breeds fear. Fear,
particularly in times of crisis and calamity bring out the true colour of
the society. As Denis Leary rightly pointed out, “Crisis does not create
character; it reveals it.” Every person is moulded and shaped with
positivity and negativity, yin and yang, and every bit of Dr. Jekyll and
Mr. Hyde, which are the two sides of a same coin. And the everyday
struggles to be humane in every approach make us all human being.
However, in any context, unfamiliarity and the fear of the unknown
usually pave way for racism, xenophobia and discrimination.
Racism and discrimination are not terms that are uncommon or alien to
human society but rather they are well-established and have been wellacquainted with since time immemorial. Michael George Hanchard
affirms that xenophobia, racism, and marginalization date back to as
early as ancient Greece.1 Experiences of racism and discrimination on
the basis of ancestry, physical appearance, national origin, language,
religion or belief, and culture have been a pandemic across the globe.
Every pluralistic society suffers from this very pandemonium and
India is not an exception. Yet one may also realise that in the havoc of
racial discrimination and xenophobic alienation, no one is born racist.
It is the social stigma and prejudices that makes a person racist. This
article attempts to identify and draw attention to the racial
discrimination against the people particularly from North-east India
during the outbreak of novel coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) in
* Mr. Jianthaolung Gonmei did his Bachelor of Divinity in The United
Theological College, Bangalore, India and is currently working as Executive
Secretary – Youth Concerns in National Council of Churches in India.
1

Michael George Hanchard, The Spectre of Race: How Discrimination Haunts
Western Democracy. Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2018.
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India. It further attempts to question the loopholes within the nature of
state-social representation of the country. The conclusion condenses
with a theological discourse to the bigger pandemic of racism and
discrimination in India.
Racism and Discrimination in India
India is not a nation as it is considered in Europe but a state united by
different nations, kingdoms, princely states, different race, culture,
creed, language deeply rooted with belongingness. Therefore, Pt.
Jawaharlal Nehru, the first Prime Minister of India, proudly proclaims
India as being “unity in diversity.” Unfortunately, in this incredibility
of diversity, there lies the superfluity of intolerance and fanaticism
interweaved by doubt, hatred and detestation of the otherness. The
minorities irrespective of their social, political, economic and religious
differences, are vulnerable of being held accountable and questioned
in every way for their appearances or behaviours. Yet the utopic
illustration of the Indian society to the outside world has conjured up
its image as the land of colours and festivals where everyone is happy
and things could never go wrong. Sadly, despite the fact that society
has rapidly moved her direction towards racism, discrimination,
intolerance, bigotry, despotism, authoritarianism and majoritarianism,
there have been only limited attempts to fix this mayhem.
Racism and discrimination in India has been a pandemic and the
country has been fighting against it way before the emergence of
COVID-19 pandemic. Many Indians felt offended when two Swedish
economists conducted a study in 2013 based on World Value Survey in
81 countries, and India and Jordan came out as the least racially
tolerant countries. This result was met with disagreement, rejection
and denial from the Indian side. The study also further suggested that
2
43.5% of Indians ‘would not want neighbours of a different race’. No
matter how much one may try to reject this report, they may also find
that Indian society is predominantly set up of a caste-based structure, a
‘relative degrees of ritual purity or pollution and of social status’ which
2

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2013/05/15/a-fascinatingmap-of-the-worlds-most-and-least-racially-tolerant-countries
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is ironically derived from the Portuguese word “casta” meaning “race”
or “lineage”. Subsequently, the Indian society is primarily based on
racial discrimination.
The people from North-east India are not the only victims of racism
and discrimination but it also extends to the down south, in terms of the
complexion of people from south India and their Dravidic race.
However, the typical victim of racism is unquestionably the
mongoloid Indians, indigenous and tribal communities from the
North-east of India and eastern Himalayan borderland. There is a
constant reminder and a sense among the North-east communities who
are staying in ‘mainland’3 India, that the violence, discrimination, and
negative stereotyping they experience is the result of their belonging to
tribal and indigenous communities with different facial looks rather
than simply a symptom of high crime rates and inter-community
tensions in a culturally diverse polity. Rather than trying to solve the
problem when reported or shared of their experience of racism,
Duncan McDuie-Ra rightly asserts that the north-east communities are
constantly asked to prove racism, which is not always easy to
4
demonstrate.
As Manipuri scholar Yengkhom Jilangamba writes:
How do I prove racism when a young co-passenger on the Delhi
Metro plays ‘Chinese’ sounding music on his mobile, telling his
friend that he is providing, ‘background music,’ sneering and
laughing in my direction? And what one cannot retell in the
language of evidence becomes difficult to prove. Racism is most
often felt, perceived, like an invisible wound, difficult to
articulate or recall in the language of the law or evidence. In that
sense, everyday forms of racism are more experiential rather
5
than an objectively identifiable situation.
3

The geographical separation from the north-eastern region of India by a chicken’s
neck, a narrow strip of land of about 27 kilometres, called the Siliguri Corridor.
4
Duncan McDuie-Ra, “Introduction: ‘Let’s Stop Pretending There’s No Racism in
India”, in Debating Race in Contemporary India. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan,
2015.
5
Ibid.
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Racism and Discrimination Against People from North-East
During COVID-19: Spit Personality
Throughout the history, any disease outbreak is associated and
connected with othering that fuels racism and xenophobia to flourish.
The novel COVID-19 pandemic has uncovered social and political
fractures within communities, with racialized and discriminatory
responses to fear, disproportionately affecting marginalized sections
of society. In India, the COVID-19 has further accelerated and brought
out the true character of the society making it more obvious and
clearer. The media houses, both print and electronic, have been filled
with the reports of racism and hate mongering ever since the time
COVID-19 pandemic was reported in India. The vulnerability of racial
discrimination and victimization of xenophobia have increased
tremendously particularly among the north-east people having
COVID-19 being originated and spread out from Wuhan, China. This
discrimination and racism is usually accompanied by violence and
abuse – physically and/or verbally and mentally.
There are series of incidents of racial discrimination that the people
from North-east India have faced throughout the mainland India
within these few months. Among many, the following are few
significant instances of the reported cases. On 10 February a woman
from Nagaland was confronted in by the residents in Tata Institute of
Social Sciences (TISS), Mumbai suspected to be Chinese and a
Coronavirus infected person and not allowed to enter the building she
6
is staying. On 6 March the female Northeast students of Delhi
University were thrown with water balloons aimed at their private
parts, made racist remarks and shouted ‘Aye coronavirus!’ by two men
7
on bike. On 22 March, a 40-year-old man spat paan (betel nut
chewing) on a woman from Manipur called her ‘corona’, passed a
racist comment “corona is here” and escaped with a scooter who was
later arrested.8 In March, North-east people, especially students and
professionals in Delhi were asked to vacate their rented
accommodations and hostels for fear of spreading coronavirus to the
6

https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/mumbai/mumbai-coronavirus-scare-leadsto-fight-in-chembur-society/articleshow/74143836.cms
7
https://www.india.com/news/india/called-coronavirus-hit-with-water-balloonsnear-du-female-students-from-northeast-share-their-horror-3966438/
8
https://www.ndtv.com/delhi-news/man-arrested-for-calling-northeast-womancorona-spitting-on-her-delhi-police-2200793
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next door.9 Similar incident took place on March, wherein a housing
society tried to forcefully evict a group of north-east women in Gujarat
10
and blamed them for “bringing coronavirus in India”. On 20 March
in Ahmedabad, nine youths from Nagaland were forced to spend 24
11
hours in quarantine – despite no travel, no symptom. On 23 March
north-east students were abused and forced to leave their rented house
in Kolkata. North-east students living in a small village called Chunni
Kalan in Punjab took up in Facebook video protesting to stop calling
12
them ‘coronavirus’. On 28 March two north-east students from
Nagaland denied entry at More Megastore, a retail chain in Mysore
13
even after identifying themselves as Indians with their Aadhaar card.
On 6 April a Manipuri woman was spat betel nut chewing on by a biker
14
in Mumbai. On 7 April, a nurse from Sikkim was asked to vacate her
rented room by the landlord in Siliguri, West Bengal and called her
‘coronadi’.15 On 8 April, two north-east students from Manipur were
denied entry to buy groceries at Starmarket in Hyderabad because they
looked like “foreigners”, despite showing their Aadhaar cards.16 These
are some of the few reported cases on racism and discrimination during
the pandemic. There are numerous cases that have left unreported or
not responded.
Violence, racial discrimination and stigmatising of people from Northeast India, who have come to the metro cities for studies and
employment, is not just a corona phenomenon alone. There has been a
9

https://www.newindianexpress.com/cities/delhi/2020/mar/30/asked-to-vacatehostels-racial-slurs-northeast-indians-in-delhi-deal-with-daily-covid-19-hatred2123304.html
10
https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/verbally-abused-spat-at-harassednortheastern-citizens-come-under-attack-amid-coronavirus-panic-1658826-202003-23
11
https://scroll.in/article/956919/covid-19-naga-women-forced-to-spend-24-hoursin-gujarat-quarantine-despite-no-travel-no-symptoms
12
https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/verbally-abused-spat-at-harassednortheastern-citizens-come-under-attack-amid-coronavirus-panic-1658826-202003-23
13
https://www.news18.com/news/india/northeast-students-denied-entry-at-mysoresupermarket-case-registered-against-outlets-manager-staff-2556131.html
14
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/mumbai/biker-takes-off-mask-spits-onmanipuri-woman-in-mumbai/articleshow/75019085.cms
15
https://www.news18.com/news/india/sikkim-girl-evicted-from-rented-room-insiliguri-over-flu-bhaichung-bhutia-files-complaint-against-landlord-2582637.html
16
https://thelogicalindian.com/news/students-from-manipur-denied-entry-20556
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latent of racism and discrimination that every so often creeps up in the
society. As Suhas Chakma, Director, Rights & Risks Analysis Group
rightly pointed out that the racial discrimination and violence incidents
are just the tip of an iceberg as India’s Mongoloid looking people have
been facing discrimination on a daily basis and the same do not make
news.17 The name calling of racism and discrimination against the
north-east people ranges from branding as foreign nationality
“Chinese” to as staple food “momo”, from a derogatory term “chinki”
to a disease “coronavirus” and to being spat at, beaten and denial of
shelter and food. The social etiquettes of spit personality indeed has
been redirected as the social detestation against the people from Northeast. In fact, it is certain that ignorance alone cannot be blamed but it is
also seen to be a deliberate and targeting act infected with the ‘virus of
hatred’.
These certainly do have long-term impact of leaving severe scares –
psychologically, mentally and emotionally – among the victims with
sense of rejection and alienation within their own country which they
proudly called home.
Nature of State-Social Representation
Acts of discrimination occur within social, political, and historical
contexts. In any forms of discrimination, harassment and/or
victimisation, be it racial, gender, religion or belief, or disability, the
first people to react are always from the community who have been
affected or share the impact. Regrettably, in the present scenario, the
insensitivity of the law makers has led to the misappropriation of the
COVID-19 crisis to reinforce racial discrimination. For instance, the
first response among the state leaders to the racial discrimination
against the people from North-east during COVID-19 has only come
from the leaders and chief ministers belonging to North-east states. It
was later joined by tweets expressing solidarity and condemnation
from various political heads from both central government and other
states. The state response to incidents like racial discrimination in
particular were ultimately reflected because of the sensitivity and
solidarity of political heads.
17

Rekha Dixit, “Northeast people battle racism amid coronavirus pandemic”. The
Week, March 2020.

217

May 2020 ncc review

38

Time and again, there have been a number of cases, even death, due to
racial discrimination against the people from North-east India. Every
such incident was followed by a probe that makes little to no
contribution in terms of finding a solution to the bigger problem of
racism and discrimination, until the recent formation of Police Special
Police Unit for North Eastern Region (SPUNER) under Delhi Police in
Delhi and few other North-East Solidarity forums started by NGOs
and concerned individuals in few metro cities in India. Had there been
a stronger legal enforcement on racism against whomsoever, for
instance such as The Criminal Laws (Amendment) Bill, 2019, calls for
‘Zero Tolerance Policy’ on crime against Northeast Indians, atrocities
against SCs/STs, a significant difference could have been made earlier.
India being a diverse country, there has been a demographical,
geographical, socio-cultural-political and religious-economical
misrepresentation of the nature and character of the country among the
citizen. This misrepresentation has circumscribed the society into
ignorance and alienation from their fellow citizens.
India is proud of the rich ancient history of education system. The
gurukul is often valorised in that it teaches the Vedic system that
revolved around the Vedas, Vedangas and Upanishads and the
Upanayana ceremony among the women. The ancient educational
institutions such as Nalanda University dated back to 5 BCE and other
esteem institutions like Vikramshila are best known for Tantric
Buddhism. Indian education has a wide range of knowledge from
cosmic energy to a deep philosophical understanding and culture that
has made a tremendous contribution to the present scientific studies.
India also has contributed great social reformers, thinkers and world
leaders till the present time.
Nevertheless, in view of the present context seeing the degree of
ignorance when the ‘educated’ university students could not even
reason, locate and identify their fellow citizens, there is always a
question of doubt to the value of their education. Students involved in
such unfortunate incidents of intolerance and racial discrimination
happening in reputed educational institutions such as TISS, Delhi
University, Jawaharlal Nehru University, devalues the rationality of
the education system in India. As C.S. Lewis would accurately put it
“Education without values, as useful as it is, seems rather to make man
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(sic) a more clever devil.” Education beyond literacy and knowledge
but that embeds wisdom plays a very crucial role in making a society
less intolerable and judgmental.
There is an ‘articulation of power’ with the concept of viciousness and
backwardness that the North-east region has been associated with,
replete not only with the colonial discourse of administrative and
militaristic response but also in social relation. This further articulates
the North-east community primarily being identified by tribal tag. The
very act of the spat-upon North-east people has a slight perversion of
what has existed. Spitting is basically considered discharging of
unsolicited things and in this context, it is the discharging of
unsolicited person and/or community. The bottom-line is that the
person or community from North-east is a threat or disease, here
coronavirus, which could potentially contaminate the area or the
person who spits. It is therefore, an expression of revulsion and an
articulation of power, both physically and psychologically. It is evident
that this “display of physical power over people from the North East is
a faint continuity of the power that defines the relationship between the
Indian state and the North East.”18
Both the state and society have an equal responsibility to uphold and
share in representing the knowledge of diversity and differences at
whole.
A Theological Discourse to Pandemic of Racism and
Discrimination
COVID-19 has not only brought in ‘social distancing’ (sic) and
‘physical distancing’ but also religious distancing into the fold in India
against the religious minorities particularly Islam and Muslim
community. It is worth noted that concerns over Islamophobia during
the pandemic have increased for which the media are accused of.
However, the main apprehension is not on the religious identity alone
but on how a religious exposition or a theological elucidation can play
a vital role in response to the pandemonium of xenophobia and racial
discrimination in the midst of the pandemic.
18

Gertrude Lamare, “Covid-19: Even in a pandemic, mainland India is still racist and
intolerant towards North Easterners.” Scroll. May, 2020. https://scroll.in/article/
959873/covid-19-even-in-a-pandemic-mainland-india-is-still-racist-and-intoleranttowards-north-easterners
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The primary foundation (The Greatest Commandment) of Christianity
is to love God and love one’s neighbour as oneself (Mark 12:30-31).
Anything that opposes love opposes the very foundation of Christian
faith, as the greatest gift - love conquers all (I Corinthians 13). Racism
and discrimination is the undeviating contrary to this foundation and
commandment of love. Loving God obligates us to love our neighbour
as well. John straightforward mentions that “Those who say, “I love
God,” and hate their brothers or sisters, are liars; for those who do not
love a brother or sister whom they have seen, cannot love God whom
they have not seen (1 John 4:20) (NRSV).
Racism further is an attack on the image of God that has been given to
everyone as a creator (Genesis 5:1-3). Having being created in God’s
own image by God, every person is united and entitled to the household
of God. Juxtaposing the very union bonded by God as one, racism
rejects and refuses to acknowledge the ‘image of God’ in the other
reminding everyone that each person is the ‘living expression of God’
that must be prized and preserved and never dishonoured.
Racism is divisive and harms the harmony and oneness that should
illustrate in all our relationships with one another. Differences should
not give room for fear among the people. As Paul has advised, “and be
kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in
Christ has forgiven you” (Ephesians 4:32) we need to beseech for the
grace to look beyond our own prejudices. As Christ prayed before his
death, “that they may all be one” (John 17:21), we need to conjure into
relationship building.
The expression of love, acknowledging the image of God and the
extension of oneness that encompasses the Christian faith should move
beyond solace and into the boundary of different race, creed, culture,
language, and traditions. However, the Church is not entirely free from
racism and discrimination in its existence and praxis. There are
challenges and problems of racism and discrimination within the
Church. In fact, the Church cannot take pride in doctrinal and
theological purity if racism and discrimination is allowed to faint the
light of the Gospel.

“Our commitment to be an inclusive church is not based on a social
theory or capitulation to the ways of the culture, but on our belief that
the outstretched arms of Jesus on the cross are a sign of the very love of
God reaching out to us all.” – Bishop Michael Curry
=
=
=
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'Beauty from Ashes' - A Saga of Survival
- Jolly Thomas*
Human history is a saga of survival. The challenges that humanity
encountered in the past are numerous yet the stories always end with
the successful note of the survival of the human kind. Struggles were
hard; prices paid were dear. But finally humanity stood up with the
head raised high. No wonder, the former president of India, Mr. A.P.J
Kalam had one of his books entitled, ‘ The Indomitable Spirit’.
The glory of human kind is most pellucidly visible in the creation
narratives of the Bible which say two things:
1) Human was created in God’s image and likeness.
2) God shared his life (breath) with human and thus human life is
God’s life. This is the indomitable power - the power of the
divine - embedded in the humans enabling survival of every
challenge. Life that does not encounter challenges is prone to
slip into lethargic convalescence. Challenges shake one out of
this lethargy and though might leave one nonplussed initially,
soon one gets over the shock and embarks upon the struggle to
overcome. This power of resistance and survival is at its best
when human stands with God in facing the challenges of life.
When adversities befall, a kind of despondency sets in and the general
human tendency is to ascribe them to ‘fate’, which is supposedly
something beyond us. Humans are not that helpless as to be incapable
of determining their future. As a matter of fact, they are solely
responsible - individually or corporately - for the experiences they pass
through. This is the lesson that Bible drives home. Nor are the
adversities in life ‘Divine Punishments’. The truth that is hardly
discerned is that God neither showers ‘blessings’ nor inflicts ‘banes’ on
any one. What God provides us with is ‘Opportunities‘. How we
handle them is absolutely our choice and responsibility. “----- but of
the tree of the knowledge of the good and the evil you shall not eat, for
in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die”, said God to humans in
the Garden of Eden. The death on eating the forbidden fruit in violation
of God’s warning is the consequence of the willful human act, not a
‘punishment’ from God.
*Rev. Jolly Thomas is a member of the clergy of the Mar Thoma Church. Now
retired and settled at Kottayam, Kerala
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Human beings were created to live in harmony with the rest of the
creation and to sustain them. But humans started overpowering each
other as well as other created beings and as a result the order (Cosmos)
in God's creation turned out to be disorder (Chaos). This chaos
retaliates on human life in different forms and at different times.
Humans fail to discern this tragic truth and dub such repercussions as
God's punishment.
*
'Pandemic’ is the word used now to denote COVID-19 as it has spread
to almost all the countries of the world. But pandemics that have
subdued millions have been here in our midst all this time in the form
of poverty, hunger, malnutrition, epidemics etc., The wailing of these
millions fell on deaf ears and it is a cruel paradox that no one bothered
to gather their statistics. Maybe their cries were too frail to be audible
and they did not matter much to the socio-economic orders of the day.
Antidote to the Coronavirus pandemic may be invented by science
soon but what would be the future of the victims of the abovementioned pandemics, if they are continued to be callously ignored to
drown in oblivion.
Resurrection of Jesus is the most poignant symbol of human survivalsurvival vanquishing even death. It is of tremendous significance that
it was to Galilee that Jesus went subsequent to his resurrection and
Galilee was a place where those far from the center of the society lived;
that was the place where the intervention of Jesus was called for to
redeem the people who were neglected and were deprived of the
esteem of authentic human existence. Where we go from here
following the survival of the COVID pandemic is a million dollar
question. A journey to the Galilees of the present times is urgently
demanded for the redemption of the multitudes subjected to the
pandemics of poverty and ostracization. It is a gross sin to be silent
where we need to be vociferous and also to circumscribe our
engagements with matters that are insignificant and irrelevant to the
world. This truth holds good for the church too.
*
The Pedagogy of Survival:
Survival does not merely mean ‘going beyond’. It means going beyond
with the wisdom accrued in the process of the struggle for survival.
a) Urbanization has been always wrongly considered to be the
mark of civilization. It can be seen that from the ancient days,
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civilizations have been identified with urbanization. It can be
also seen that one of the major reasons for the crumbling of
civilizations in history has been the malicious factor of
urbanization. The recent studies of the Harappa civilization by
Dr. Gwen Robins Schug of the North Carolina University
underlined the above fact. She convincingly postulates that
urbanization was one reason that caused the fall of the
Harappa civilization.
The present day world is not too far from this dangerous plight, says
Dr. Schug. The COVID times reminds us of the detrimental effects of
the urbanization which unsettled the ecological balance of the earth.
The consumeristic culture has quite injudiciously eaten away the vitals
of nature. The self-destructive lifestyle of urban culture is rudely
exposed by the COVID pandemic.
b) The world political arena witnesses unprecedented scenes in
terms of alliances between nations. The hierarchical order of I,
II and III world has vanished into thin air. Thousands fall
victims to the disease all over- more in the 1st world nations
that claim to have reached the pinnacle of development. The
present scenario calls for a redefinition of development and
also lays bare the truth that the three-tier world order is an
artificial construct.
We are forced to seek new forms for world politics. At a time when
arms race and nuclear power mongering are the main agenda of the
nations, India has acquired a magnificent opportunity to proclaim to
the world Mahatma Gandhi’s philosophy of life. Gandhian principles
were in the past crushed to death as the world could not stand the power
of their high ethical demand. This may be an opportune time for their
resurrection.
c) The scintillating growth of science and technology is
definitely a matter of pride for humanity. Nevertheless, this
stride of science and technology spelt two dooms on human
race.
i) There were outright plotting to privatize and
commercialize these achievements. There by they became
the goose laying golden egg for a minority.
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ii) This progress was deemed as the acme of human intellect
and human rationality was crowned as the sovereign. We
may focus our attention on the latter here.
‘A world devoid of God’ is the presumption that took deep roots in
human minds with the advancement of science. ‘God is dead’ is a
philosophical statement by Friedrich Nietzsche. The mad man ran
around the market place with a lighted lamp and cried out: “I am
looking for God; I am looking for God”. He told the people who
judged his words senseless: “Whither is God. We have killed himYou and I.. Is not night and more night coming on all the time?
Must not lanterns be lit in the morning?.... God is dead and we have
killed him.” Nietzsche’s ‘God is dead’ is not a statement of an
atheist but the voice of a prophet who walked ahead of time.
There is a catastrophic deification of human intellect happening along
side the growth of science. Dr. Paul Brunton in his book ‘The Spiritual
Crisis of Man‘ says: “…the loss of belief in a higher power than his
own or Nature’s, the doctrine that physical environment alone moulds
character, the materialism that becomes both an interpretation of the
universe and a code of conduct - these are a few symptoms of changes
that have been promoted by excessive worship of the intellect… The
good achieved by intellectual progress is now offset by the harm which
accompanies it “.
One significant lesson that COVID taught us is that human is not God.
We need a return to God. Quest for truth ought to transcend the borders
of rationality. Passion for truth demands more than just reason.
d) The common man’s view of religion and rituals has undergone
a great change. Religion is an integral part of human being.
God is the ground of being, said Paul Tillich. However, when
religion lost its human touch and stood up on the dry, lifeless
pillars of rights and rituals, religiosity came to rule and
spirituality eclipsed. Relationships forged with human values,
going beyond the fences of religion is what is needed and that
it is possible is another lesson that COVID imparted to us.
Religious worship has become more of an ornamental
celebration now. What is it that we share with God in worshipour body or our soul?
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This lesson demands the urgent attention of the church too. Unless the
structures, worship forms and the worldview of the church undergo a
radical change in the light of the present predicament it will, quite
probably, cease to have meaning and relevance to the common man.
Church that speaks out only for its safety of its own existence and
sneaks into silence where there is violation of human rights is
obviously betraying Jesus Christ, the Lord of the church, says Dr. M.M
Thomas. What people accept and uphold is integrity and not the power
of authority in church too. Perceptions and perspectives of life have
taken drastic turns in this period. Light dawned on us and we realized
that most of what we had deemed as essential and inevitable were not
really so and also that they were mere embellishments bearing no
significance to life. Human zest to conquer and subdue anything and
everything has been proven futile. Many of the subjects that were
discussed and debated upon have suddenly dissipated- politics,
religion, celebrities, nuclear weapons, space research and so on. No
claims in any area of life are trumpeted and blown up. An eerie silence
has brooded over humanity, as it were.
*
With the unspeakably overwhelming causalities of COVID-19 all
around, it may appear a little out of place or improper to discuss the
positives of the pandemics. Nevertheless, certain truths cannot be
denied. The redemption of the nature has taken place- the pollution in
the atmosphere has considerably come down and we are able to breath
clean air; our nostrils have become sensitive enough to identify and
enjoy the different fragrances around; our sight has become clearer and
mountains and stars that had gone invisible have appeared again; the
chirping of the tiny birds have become audible to us. This redemption
of the nature is for the benefit of the coming generations. The painful
present maybe the price we pay to ensure the sustenance of the world
and the human race. Since the dreary immediate blocks our sight, we
are deprived of the vision of the good afar. Let us march on undauntingly with the wisdom imparted by COVID, heralding the good
news of a new world.

=
=
=
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BIBLE STUDY
Pentecost - The Need of the Hour
Pentecost is the Jewish traditional feast of weeks celebrated to mark
the giving of the Law to Moses on Mount Sinai (Ex 31:18).This feast
comes fifty days or seven weeks of the Passover (Ex 34:22). This day
became especially significant for Christians because, seven weeks
after the resurrection of Jesus, during the Jewish celebration of
Shavuot/Pentecost, the Holy Spirit was poured out upon his first
followers, thus empowering them for their mission and gathering them
together as a church. Pentecost is the celebration of coming of the Holy
Spirit. Holy Spirit is sent to us with the mission of sanctifying,
renewing, and guiding everyone in the way of truth (Jn 16:13).
Holy Spirit- Symbol of Oneness:
God in three persons is the symbol of oneness. God, the Trinity, is
absolute communion because there is absolute communication. It is in
the vital cycle of communion and communication that God is the
fullness of life. In the Trinity communication among the Persons is
total and absolute. Communication is the life and breathe of
communion. Without communication there is no communion or
Oneness. The word fire (Acts 2:2) has perhaps been replaced by the
reference to the power (Acts 1: 8) which is to result from the baptism of
the Spirit. This link between the Spirit and power is a very common one
in the New Testament (Acts 6:8; 10:38; Rom. 15:13,19; Eph. 3:16; II
Tim. 1:7). Here we see that the power of the Holy Spirit was outpoured
upon the people who gathered in the upper room. The Holy Spirit
enables the disciples/apostles to continue to do and say what Jesus
Christ began during His earthly ministry. That is, the Spirits’ presence
within the community of believers provides the essential resource for
obeying its missionary vocation (Acts 1:8; 2:1-4,17-21).
•

When the day of Pentecost came: (Acts 2:1-4)

In the realm of spiritual and faith journey, Pentecost is both beginning
and an end. It is an end, since the church celebrates at Pentecost the
ultimate end of the Trinitarian economy of salvation or, to use the
liturgical language, ‘the feast of completion’. Indeed, Pentecost is the
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feast of the Trinity, the revelation of God the Father, God the Son, and
God the Holy Spirit - one God in three persons, existing eternally and
working together for the salvation of the world. It is also a beginning,
because the church, the people of God, upheld by the Spirit, becomes a
witness to God, the Trinitarian God, who pervades and transfigures
history. It is an ever-repeated beginning for all those who are waiting
upon the Lord to empower them for their mission in preaching and
teaching the new life in Christ. It is an endless beginning for all those
who, wishing to experience fully the saving power of the gospel they
are to proclaim to others, wanting to be effective witnesses, pray
continuously ‘Come, Holy Spirit!’
•

They were all together in one place: (Acts 2:2)

We need to observe who all were gathered in that place when the day of
Pentecost had come. Who were they? Were they the followers and
disciples of Jesus Christ in earlier times in his ministry?
The book of Acts tell us that there were about one hundred and twenty
in all (Acts1:15).The very first outpouring of the Spirit was upon the
whole group of disciples, women and Mary the mother of Jesus
reckoned in Acts 1:15 as 120 in number. It should be noted that the
disciples waited for the experience of the Spirit in an attitude of joy of
the resurrection, fear of the Roman imperialism, worship, and praise in
prayer while they waited upon God to act. Thus, the power of the Holy
Spirit edifies the people together in oneness, unity, and love. The
presence of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit takes place with the
people of diverse race, culture, language, and other diversities. Thus,
Pentecost erases deepest divisions among the people. Their unity
became the witness to the people in Jerusalem.
In this text, it is a clear sign that in the presence of Holy Spirit, there
was no division among the people. This is crucial. The coming of the
Holy Spirit erased the divisions among people and they became
witnesses for others. It is important to analyse the witness and ministry
of our churches today. To experience the presence of God it is essential
to erase the existing divisions among our community. When we wait
upon the power of the coming of Holy Spirit in our prayers as ‘Come,
Holy Spirit’, we know that we are calling for the transforming power of
the Holy Spirit; renewing, reviving and sanctifying grace of the Holy
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Spirit. It is crucial to analyse What does this power really mean in our
personal lives, communities, and societies? How does one exercise the
power invested, and power of powerless? The power of the Holy Spirit
led the people together as a united body.
Practices such as caste, racism, rich-poor differentiation, hegemonic
attitudes, patriarchy in the churches are sin against God and God’s
people. To experience the presence of the Holy Spirit we need to unite
to erase all the evil practices that exists in our churches today.
Called to be the Witnesses: (Acts 1:8)
The outpouring of the Holy Spirit in the upper room, led the apostles
from the security of the upper room to direct them to the turmoil of the
street, and diverted their activity from private prayer to public
witnesses (Acts 2:14,36)
Christ’s final words to his followers at his Ascension joined together
spirit and witness: “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit
comes on you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all
Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:8). Here
Christ did not ask the apostles to ‘go, preach the word and baptise’
instead, he asks to be “my witnesses”. It commissioned them to be
public witnesses of Christ before the world. The Christianity shaped by
Acts is neither quiet or passive but aggressive, assertive, challenging,
and countercultural in calling upon everyone everywhere to repent and
turn to Christ in faith. That means the Church of Acts is a missionary
community called together by God’s Messiah and sent out to the world
by the power of God’s Spirit to interpret the importance of Jesus’
resurrection for all people everywhere.
The Spirit, whom we constantly invite through our prayers, enters our
lives with strength. The working of the Spirit in the personal life of the
believers brings about renewal, sanctification, knowledge,
discernment, love, joy, and many other gifts (Gal. 5:22-23). We are
called to produce a concrete image of these gifts in their daily lives and
witness, to let our light by the grace of the Holy Spirit to shine before
others (Matt. 5:15), even in the midst of difficulties and confusion.
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The world presents to the churches and to all of us, the various
difficulties that human beings face all around the world. In the context
of the Corona pandemic, we see our loved ones losing their lives,
families breaking apart, rise in domestic violence, sexual exploitation
and murders, loss of jobs for many, migrants resorting to end their lives
in wells, on the road and on railway tracks, migrants continuing their
journey to their homelands amid prevailing hopelessness and
economies of countries collapsing, ultimately leading to drought,
hunger and poverty. The outbreak of Corona has reaped thousands of
lives for what we did not sow and has led us towards a life of
uncertainty and put all our lives at stake. Here Jesus Christ brings to
our attention to be the witnessing community with the help of Holy
Spirit in all the expressions of human disorder and broken lives. How
can we as a church create assurance of life and hope amid uncertainty
and despair? In this context, we are called to be the witnessing
community to bear witness to liberate people who live with uncertainty
and hopelessness, to aid the sick and suffering, to identify and liberate
the people who are vulnerable and marginalised, and to ensure safe
spaces for exploited and abused, to accept those who are different from
us. To live a Christ like life is the need of hour to mend the broken
bonds and the Holy Spirit encourages us to unite together to walk on
this untrodden path to heal the world and to be the witnesses of the
triune God.
- Femila Livingstone
is a post-graduate in Christian Theology. Previously she was with
NCCI-ESHA project and currently she is the Programme Executive in
CSI-GEET in CSI Synod.
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