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Abstract
The article attempts to problematize Christian theology sociologically, navigating it through the 
minefield of the ‘Two Great Commandments’ given by Jesus, within the Indian context of caste 
and gender. ‘Thou shalt love the Lord thy God’, the First Commandment which mandates the 
believers to love God becomes intriguing as it forces one to ask who is my God and how do 
I relate to the form of this God? The article looks at how Dalit theology experiences Jesus as 
opposed to upper-caste theology. The Second Commandment, ‘Thou shalt love thy neighbour 
as thyself’, becomes more challenging than the First in an Indian context because it contradicts 
the practices of caste and gender discrimination. For Indian Christians the idea of ‘love thy 
neighbour’ then reworks back into the question of who is ‘allowed’ to be my neighbour. The 
article analyses Jesus through his historical existence rather than his divinity.
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Introduction
And one of them, a doctor of the Law, putting him to the test, asked him, “Master, which is 

the great commandment in the Law?” Jesus said to him, “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with 
thy whole heart, and with thy whole soul, and with thy whole mind.” This is the greatest and the 
first commandment. And the second is like it, “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.” On 
these two commandments depend the whole Law and the Prophets (Mt. 22.35–40 Baltimore 
Catechism Version)
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The First Commandment speaks of devotion and faith towards one’s God while the 
Second Commandment has a moral connotation to it, which encompasses the idea of 
respect, humanity, and moral responsibility. The Two Commandments are divided by the 
upper-caste practitioners in India as mutually exclusive but they fundamentally belong 
together! This article endeavours to analyse the Great Commandments within the histori-
cal context of India, with reference to caste and gender.

The article is concerned with the human experience or what is called the ‘Dalitness of 
Jesus’ by Arvind P. Nirmal and the way it is translated into Dalit Christian consciousness, 
rather than the divinity of Jesus (Nirmal, 1994). Dalit theology is interpretative in its 
approach towards the Bible, this construal is rooted in the experiences of being Dalit and 
Christian. Problematizing the issue of caste within Christianity, Dalit theology seeks to 
counter the dominant Brahminical discourse of Indian Christian Theology. It takes a 
sharp turn away from the adavaita vedanta understanding of Christianity which centres 
on arriving at a homology between Hinduism and Christianity. Adavaita, essentially 
means ‘non-dual’, thus the adavaita vedanta tradition believes that ‘Brahman is real, the 
world is an illusory appearance; the individual soul is Brahman alone, not other’ 
(Malkovsky, 1999: 399). In other words, human being and God are not separate from one 
another, rather they are one. According to the adavaita tradition Jesus has been created 
by the supreme, the Brahmana (Aleaz, 1998: 121). Further the advaita vedanta tradition 
believes that Jesus is an avatar (reincarnation) of the Brahmana (Thomas, 1969: 88). The 
notion of Jesus being a Brahmana has been challenged and critiqued by Dalit theology 
(Jeremiah, 2007: 398). Dalit feminist theology emerged from the necessity to contextual-
ize the Bible and Jesus from the Dalit women’s experiential reality of being Dalit, women 
and Christian. Dalit feminist theology engages with auto/biographical methodology to 
examine the Bible and Jesus (Nelavala, 2006).

‘Thou shalt love the lord thy God…’

The First of the Two Great Commandments concerns loving God, raising for us the fun-
damental question of ‘Who is my God?’ I attempt to interrogate the nature of God from 
the Hindu, Dalit Christian and Dalit Christian Feminist context respectively, placing 
Dalits as the reference point.

The Hindu God Brahma gave birth to human life from his four body parts – the 
Brahmin (priest) was born from his mouth, the Kshtriya (warrior) from his arms, the 
Vaishya (merchant) from his thighs and the Shudra (servant) from his feet, doing so he 
ordered the Hindu society into a hierarchical structure placing the Brahmin on the top 
– which is known as the caste system but a fifth caste was produced subsequently, that 
of the Dalits – the caste of the outcastes and therefore they became the untouchables! 
In a society wherein the humanity of an entity is recognized through one’s high caste 
status, the Dalits are doomed to be sub-human entities, as ‘outcastes’. Dalits suffered 
caste discrimination in its gravest forms on account of being deemed untouchables and 
sub-humans within Hinduism, which sanctions this injustice as religious practice. 
Many Dalits then found conversion as a means to escape casteism, thus the Dalit 
Exodus came from conversions into Islam, Sikhism, Buddhism and Christianity. The 
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1. For instance Robert de Nobili, a famous Christian missionary of the eighteenth century, 
adopted the Brahminical practices of ‘vegetarianism’ and wearing ‘saffron clothes’ the col-
our of Hinduism, with a cross around his neck. Available at: http://apostlethomasindia.word-
press.com/the-myth-of-saint-thomas-and-the-mylapore-shiva-temple-2010-ishwar-sharan/
pirates-in-priests-clothing-francis-xavier-robert-de-nobili-sita-ram-goel/. Last accessed 10 
November 2014.

Dalit converts redeemed their humanity through practicing egalitarian religions and 
forsaking Hinduism.

The Christian God provides a space for Dalits to live as his ‘children’ that is the 
reason why Dalits comprise the majority of the Christian population in India. However, 
the Church was soon co-opted by the caste system (Massey, 1997: 65). When the 
Christian missionaries came to India they concerned themselves with converting the 
upper caste Hindus, believing that they would reach the others through the trickledown 
effect. Rajkumar illustrates how the ‘mainstream church traditions- the Syrian 
Christian, the Roman Catholic Missions and the Protestant Missions not only ignored 
the question of Dalits but also encouraged caste discrimination within the Church thus 
marginalizing the Dalit Christians further’ (Rajkumar, 2010). The missionaries were 
not particular about the importance of leaving caste behind on conversion to 
Christianity. The experience of being Christian was thus corrupted for Dalits by the 
accommodation of caste practices into Christianity under the garb of culture, social 
norms and in Robert de Nobili’s1 case ‘nobility’. This resulted in a Hindu reading of 
the Christian faith, and the consequential development of Indian Christian Theology 
dominated by Brahminic interpretations. Nirmal notes that ‘Indian Christian Theology 
following the Brahmanic tradition has trodden the jnana marga, the bhakti marga and 
the karma marga’ (Nirmal, 1994). Jnana marga is the path of knowledge, bhakti marga 
is the path of devotion and karma marga is the path of actions (Romus, 1995:1). 
Brahmanic-Christian rhetoric was discordant with the pertinent Dalit experiential real-
ity. The jnana marga, the bhakti marga and the karma marga, which were essentially 
philosophical schools of thoughts, were of no liberative and theological value to Dalits. 
Dalit theology therefore evolved as a counter theology to accommodate the experi-
ences of Dalit Christians which were primarily caste ridden. Dalit theology evolves 
from the identities and experiences of being Dalit, Christian, and male or female within 
a caste stratified society.

Traditionally the jobs held by Dalits are representative of serving, primarily through 
the act of cleaning. Dalits are used as an agency to ‘purify’ society from its stench which 
rises from the latrines, night soil, dirty clothes, dead and decaying flesh, dirty vessels and 
rooms, and childbirth. This agency in turn brands them as polluting agents. As for Jesus’ 
service, he purified and cleansed through his touch; he healed the mad, the lepers, the 
dead, the bleeding, and the possessed. Dalit theology posits Jesus as a Dalit deity believ-
ing Jesus to be a Dalit in terms of his experience of suffering and service. Jesus as well as 
the God that Jesus is talking about is the ‘Servant’ God, a God who serves (Nirmal, 1994). 
The parallels drawn between Dalits and the Christian God, using the category of service, 
result from the historical occupations of the community. Nirmal asks a structurally 
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2. Bhangi refers to a formerly untouchable caste in India. Traditionally the community was 
assigned the role of sweepers and scavengers under the caste system. The term Bhangi is also 
used as a pejorative to stigmatize the community.

powerful question ‘are we prepared to say that my house-maid, my sweeper, my bhangi2 
is my God?’ (Nirmal, 1994). This culturally rooted perception of Jesus is antithetical to 
the high caste’s understanding of Jesus in which ‘his represented face is the desired face 
of western heterosexual norms: he is always poignantly beautiful’ (Visvanathan, 1996).

Peculiar to Dalit culture is the reverence of Goddesses who are autonomous from the 
male Gods. The Dalit male Gods contrary to the Hindu male Gods occupy a secondary 
position. The shift from the Dalit Goddesses to the Holy Trinity is a paradigm shift as the 
Trinity is normatively regarded as male. For feminists this lies in the politics of creating 
egalitarian and liberating spaces within the Bible and the Holy Trinity. Jesus becomes a 
curious case for feminists as his dialogues with women vary throughout the Bible. One 
of the most difficult statements for feminists that Jesus makes with regard to women and 
outcast communities is presented in the story of Syro-Phonecian woman:

Jesus left that place and went to the vicinity of Tyre. He entered a house and did not want 
anyone to know it; yet he could not keep his presence secret. In fact, as soon as she heard about 
him, a woman whose little daughter was possessed by an impure spirit came and fell at his feet. 
The woman was a Greek, born in Syrian Phoenicia. She begged Jesus to drive the demon out of 
her daughter. “First let the children eat all they want,” he told her, “for it is not right to take the 
children’s bread and toss it to the dogs.” “Lord,” she replied, “even the dogs under the table eat 
the children’s crumbs.” Then he told her, “For such a reply, you may go; the demon has left 
your daughter.” She went home and found her child lying on the bed, and the demon gone (Mk 
7.24–30, NIV)

Jesus’ refusing the Syro-Phoenician woman’s request and likening her to a dog becomes 
problematic for feminists as well as oppressed communities. Though Mark’s intention is 
to narrate the faith of the Syro-Phoenician woman, for Dalits as well as feminists having 
faith in a person who likens them to dogs becomes challenging. The attributes of dogs 
given to a community raises for us the dynamics of power and hierarchy exercised by 
Jesus on the Syro-Phoenician woman who is ill-treated on account of being a woman and 
that of a marginalized community. For feminists, Jesus then becomes the one who is in 
need of liberation as much as the stigmatized woman. Jesus’ constant acts of transgress-
ing boundaries are figurative of his perpetual need to be emancipatory in his outlook 
towards the powerless.

Dalit feminist theologians have also attempted to speculate about the portrayal of God 
as a woman within the Bible. Prasuna Nelavala reflects upon the parable of the Lost Coin 
(Lk. 15.8–10) where Jesus uses a female metaphor to speak about God (Nelavala, 2004: 
121). The entire act of finding the lost coin by lighting the lamp, sweeping the floor, 
searching diligently, finding the lost coin and rejoicing with celebrations is analogous to 
God’s act of finding lost people by illuminating them through the light of the gospel and 
celebrating the Last Supper. These comparative narratives taken in the context of Dalit 
women are an endeavour to establish the image of a female God within Christianity. 
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Dalit-feminist theology tries to conceive Christianity with reference to their historical 
consciousness of pain, stigmatization, enslavement, joys and hopes, of being lost and 
found, like the silver coin in Jesus’ parable of the lost coin.

Susan Visvanathan speculates about the androgynous form of Jesus in an effort to 
understand Jesus beyond the categories of male and female. Visvanathan shows how 
‘while being a man he [Jesus] could understand and empathise with women as much as 
with the Centurion’s daughter or Lazarus, or the lepers, the blind or Zachariah, who was 
always so ashamed’ (Visvanathan, 1996: 3017). Jesus would openly cry, feel pain, anger 
and humiliation. Roja Singh notes ‘reading the Bible to disturb rather than settle the 
minds marks the oppressed people’s subversion of an apathetic Christianity’ with refer-
ence to Dalits (Singh, 2010: 2–27). Anger against the wrongs done to the community 
becomes a part of Dalit theology. Anger becomes a historical concept while addressing 
the experiences of the Dalit community, which has been forced to suppress its anger 
under the circumstances of a threat to its existence. Jesus’ anger is profoundly recorded 
in Mark’s work when he writes, ‘He had looked around at them with anger, being 
grieved by the hardness of their heart’ (Mk 3. 5, NIV). The similarity between Jesus’ 
anger and Dalit anger arises from, the cruelty of others that makes them suffer through 
the centuries.

Love thy neighbour as thy self

The Second Commandment brings to the forefront the question: ‘Who is my Neighbour?’ 
The concept of neighbourhood in its relevance to India is predominantly located within 
the framework of caste. The categories of neighbourhood and caste are linked with social 
interaction, freedom of mobility and notions of purity-pollution. The term ‘neighbour’ 
thus raises questions of exclusivity and inclusivity. Do we feel any moral obligation 
towards those whom we have already designated as outsiders? This distinction between 
‘us’ and ‘them’ creates a binary which renders the less privileged as the ‘other’. In a 
society which is strictly segregated and simultaneously clustered together on the basis of 
caste identity, the Second Commandment is challenging as the fundamental question of 
who is allowed to be my neighbour, becomes central. Zygmunt Bauman speaks on ‘the 
difficulty of loving thy neighbour’, posing it as a phenomenon which contradicts human 
instincts and the law of nature, embodied in the struggle for survival (Bauman, 2003). 
For him the survival of the human is the survival of humanity within the human. Self-
love does not need any commandments; it is basic survival, and every species does it. It 
is the act of loving your neighbour which establishes our advance from being a species 
to being humans. Thus for Bauman, ‘loving your neighbour may require a leap of faith; 
the result, though is the birth act of humanity’ (Bauman, 2003: 78).

Traditionally, living spaces in India have been allocated and designed with respect to 
the caste system. These living spaces are guarded from the’ polluting’ touch of subordi-
nate castes and specifically from the Dalits. As fortressing one’s house against the ‘pol-
lution’ through separate residential areas is not enough, laws on mobility are established 
which restrict patterns of movement and interaction for entire communities. This further 
reveals the problematic impact of historic exclusion on the ostracized communities. 
These experiences of exclusion, segregation, untouchability, poverty and violence have 
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3. Harriet Jacobs escaped slavery and became an abolitionist, her work Incidents in the Life of a 
Slave Girl was published in 1861.

been instrumental in shaping the historical consciousness of the Dalit community. The 
historical context of the Dalit community is cardinal in doing theology as it emerges 
from the experiences that are specific to the Dalit community.

When Jesus is asked by a lawyer ‘And who is my neighbour?’ Jesus narrates the par-
able of the Good Samaritan:

In reply Jesus said: “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he was attacked 
by robbers. They stripped him of his clothes, beat him and went away, leaving him half dead. A 
priest happened to be going down the same road, and when he saw the man, he passed by on 
the other side. So too, a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other 
side. But a Samaritan, as he travelled, came where the man was; and when he saw him, he took 
pity on him. He went to him and bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he put 
the man on his own donkey, brought him to an inn and took care of him. The next day he took 
out two denarii and gave them to the innkeeper. ‘Look after him,’ he said, ‘and when I return, I 
will reimburse you for any extra expense you may have.’ “Which of these three do you think 
was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?” The expert in the law replied, 
“The one who had mercy on him.” Jesus told him, “Go and do likewise.” (Lk. 10. 29–37 NIV)

Jesus conveys a powerful message to the socially privileged by associating with those 
considered as ‘sinners’ – the socially degraded. Jesus redefines the meaning of neighbour 
by suggesting that the question is not: ‘are they my neighbours?’ instead it is ‘am I going 
to be a neighbour to the people suffering from injustice?’ For the oppressors the realiza-
tion of being the ‘robbers’, ‘the priest’ and ‘the Levite’ rather than being the ‘victim’ is 
essential in transformation into the Good Samaritan. The Good Samaritan represents the 
act of transcending the borders of stratified neighbourhood – the Samaritan goes out of 
his way to help the man, considering it his human/moral duty. He recognizes the victim 
as his neighbour. This transcendence into neighbourliness is vital for a fully human exist-
ence. It is only when the high-castes take the initiative to transcend the borders of caste 
through recognition of Dalits as their neighbours that they can attain their humanity. The 
conception of neighbourliness, within an India fragmented by caste, religion and gender, 
encourages us to encompass the oppressed. The text of the Good Samaritan proves to be 
liberating for the Dalits while challenging the dominant castes and encouraging them in 
their partaking of Jesus’ neighbourliness.

When speaking of love and neighbours, the idea of human rights is of paramount 
importance. Harriet Jacobs,3 an African American, who was once a slave, writes about 
her mistress, ‘But I was her slave, and I supposed she did not recognize me as her neigh-
bour’ (Jacobs, 1861:16). This rhetoric of dehumanization creates a frightening moral 
fragmentation, an ability to act with compassion and justice towards those within the 
closed, religious/caste circle yet allow others outside the circle to be abused, silenced and 
stripped of their rights. The politics of space is defined within a neighbourhood consist-
ing of boundaries; the dialogue of pollution and purity also arises within these bounda-
ries. When in Mk 7.1–23 Jesus speaks of ‘that which defiles’ he is redefining the norms 
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of socializing and the notion of human rights by giving new laws of purity which are 
concerned more with moral purity than with purity defined by human traditions. Dalit 
theology engages in reconstructing the ‘historical Jesus’ of Nazareth with an orientation 
to caste and Indian Christianity. According to Laynton (2014: 222–23) these reconstruc-
tions are grounded in historical methods which entail ‘the critical analysis of gospel texts 
as the primary source for his biography, along with consideration of the historical and 
cultural context in which he lived’. Laynton goes on: ‘The purpose of examining the 
Historical Jesus is to examine evidence from diverse sources… to create a composite 
picture of Jesus’. In an Indian context, the use of the term historical Jesus implies that the 
figure thus reconstructed will differ from that presented in the teaching of the dominant 
high caste.

How Does Dalit Theology Approach God?

The real pain that Dalits feel in the face of oppression becomes the raw material from which 
theology is practiced. It is the real everyday experience of Dalits that make up the ‘ingredi-
ents’ as James Massey terms it, for an authentic Dalit theology (Massey, 1994: 338).

Dalit theology presents Jesus as a political philosopher and community mobilizer. The 
Dalit Jesus is one who openly sides with the suffering lot, a Jesus who breaks social norms 
for the emancipation of the oppressed and a Jesus who is crucified for transgressing social 
norms. Jesus the ‘Son of Man’, the Messiah, was born in poverty as Mary could not find 
a place better place than a manger for her delivery, Jesus the son of a simple carpenter was 
raised among the poor, and he lives for the poor, relieving them of their misery. Jesus 
preached the Kingdom of God for social transformation and egalitarian values. In Lk. 4.18 
Jesus says that his religion is for the oppressed and the sinners. Jesus also breaks traditions 
of commensality through dining practices, eating and drinking food offered by ‘sinners’. 
Jesus in the Indian context then becomes a crusader against the caste system. Dalit theol-
ogy becomes a means to reclaim the mission and body of Christ.

Religious conversion becomes an instrument of political assertion for the oppressed 
and their historical consciousness becomes a tool to do theology. Historical conscious-
ness is used as a tool to generate narratives in theology which acquire the temperament 
of life-history and community stories. These narratives take on the character of cement-
ing the past to the present in creating a contextual Biblical and Christian experience for 
the Dalit community. Dalit theology uses the categories of self (situated in the commu-
nity) and the community to arrive at parallels between Jesus’ life and their own life strug-
gle in order to experience faith. Bama, a Dalit Christian woman and writer, documents 
her encounter as a Dalit nun with the Church in her work ‘Karukku’ (Bama, 2012). 
Though she believes in Jesus and God, she is critical about the Church’s intention. In 
communities deprived of education, where fewer written histories are documented, oral 
traditions take on a central role. The oral traditions consist of folklore, myths, songs (for 
occasions), knowledge passed orally from one generation to another and memories of 
individuals. These become sites of historical data for sociologists, anthropologists and 
historians. Thus Dalit-feminist theology roots itself in the historical consciousness of its 
community by producing narratives, which is one of the tools of historical method. These 
auto/biographical narratives consist of memories of self and others who undergo the 
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same fate. The narrator utilizes her/his position as a ‘witness’ to caste discrimination to 
arrive at theological understandings. These accounts in a sense become authentic docu-
ments for data collectors. The historical consciousness of the Dalit community which is 
formed through the experience of being branded as ‘outcastes’ and untouchables mani-
fests itself in auto/biographical narratives produced by Dalits. These narratives further 
imply the existence of a ‘witness’ who can recount the events of the past chronologically. 
These documents thus become chronicles of Dalit peoples’ sufferings and joys. Pramod 
Nayar urges us to treat Dalit auto/biographies as ‘testimonios’ of atrocity narratives that 
‘document trauma and strategies of survival’ of the community (Nayar, 2006: 83). These 
narratives gain the status of archival records, which document a perception of Jesus and 
the purpose of his life that is different from high-caste and Western theology. Thus Dalit 
theology, using the methodology of auto/biography is an engagement with the history of 
the Dalit community, its sufferings and liberation as well as the history of Jesus’ mission 
and life, in the light of India.

Dalit theology has the transformative and egalitarian power to apply the teaching of 
Jesus within an Indian context and to change the course of Christianity by posing Jesus 
as a political figure, a crusader against caste and gender discriminations.
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