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The Diocesan Priest as Facilitator of a Just Society
Walter Fernandes, S.J.


The question that is being asked is whether a diocesan priest can be a tool in social reform and in building up a just society. In what manner can he be a social reformer in the context of the Northeast? I begin with the assumption that the diocesan priest is better suited for this role than the religious. In order to understand it, I shall at first try to understand the meaning of priesthood in the Church and based on it, shall look at his social role. My starting point in this reflection is the foundation laid by Vatican II and the theology of priesthood and of society as it has developed in recent decades. Based on this understanding I shall reflect on the tasks his role as a social reformer imposes on the diocesan priest.
The Priest in Society

The Vatican II Pastoral document Gaudium et Spes describes the Christian as a person who listens to the signs of the times and responds to them in a spirit of faith. Lumen Gentium, its document on the Church, speaks of the priest as a person chosen from among the people of God in their service. The two together help us to understand the priest’s role in the Church and society. As an active member in the spiritual-secular interface he is close to the daily joys and travails of the people he has been chosen to serve. The post-Vatican II theology also seems to keep a distinction between the priestly and religious vocation. However, the theology of the pastor has developed more than that of the diocesan priest. The pastor and the religious are seen to play complementary roles. They support and enrich each other and interact with the laity to enrich the Church (Abeyasingha 2003: 188-189). 
Besides, the canonical aspect of the diocesan priest’s incardination has been well defined. He “shares with the bishop the responsibility of the diocese” while the role of the religious “extends to all places where his congregation will send him” (Kattrukudiyil 2004: 25). However, to the best of my knowledge, the theology of the social reality of the diocesan priest being rooted in a community and the religious playing complementary prophetic role has not developed adequately. From the incardination of the diocesan priest follows the reality of his being rooted in one area. So the starting point of this theology should probably be the fact that he is in a good position to play a social role in the daily life of the community while the religious are best suited to play a prophetic role. Common to the two is the Word of God that comes to them through daily experiences (Mc Alpin 2002: 40-41). I am not aware of a good theology of this mutuality in which pastoral care in a given area is the response of one and prophetic proclamation to support it is the role of the other.

Though inadequate, this nascent theology of a diocesan priest goes far beyond the traditional “spiritual” interpretation of pastoral work. It takes us towards an understanding of a holistic care of the person and of the community. The fact of the diocesan priest being rooted in one area challenges him to respond to the situation as it evolves in his own life and that of the people he serves. If he is in touch with the daily events, his ministry is rooted. So his response becomes a proclamation of love as Jesus lived it and as he experiences it in his life. Thus the fact of being attached to an area equips the diocesan priest to facilitate justice-oriented social change. Belonging to a diocese also has problems such as less manoeuvring space than what the religious have. The latter can move away from a region in case of misunderstandings. It is more difficult for a diocesan priest to do. But the fact of being rooted in one region compensates for this limitation.
The Task of Reconciliation   

The challenge of social change imposes specific tasks on the diocesan priest in the Northeast. The first of them is to be a messenger of reconciliation. To play this role he does not need to dwell at length on the nature and causes of ethnic conflicts such as immigration, encroachment of land, unemployment, lack of productive investment or a feeling of the people’s culture and identity being under attack. He has to be aware of the causes and conflicts in order to deal with them but his concern is the fact that, amid such perceived or real attacks on their economy, culture and identity, every ethnic group re-asserts itself as the sole inheritor of the traditions and resources of a region, rewrites its own history and acquires a new identity in order to lay exclusive claim to the diminishing resources. The myths each community creates and the history it rewrites are positive inasmuch as they help it to regain its identity. However, integral to myth formation are the stereotypes and prejudices developed about other ethnic groups. This factor cuts the group off from others around it since each community considers itself the sole inheritor of the resources, identity and culture of a region. So the others become its competitors and even enemies. Ethnic conflicts follow from it, some of its recent examples being those among the Boro-Santhal, Kuki-Naga, Meitei-Naga, Kuki-Karbi, Dimasa-Hmar, Mizo-Bru and Assamese-Bihari. Lasting longer than the killings that are intrinsic to them are the tensions that build on the stereotypes and prejudices that accompany their identity formation (Acharya 1990: 70).
That defines the priest’s role. As Karl Rahner said in his ordination golden jubilee homily, the priest stands between God and the community to take to God its aspirations, gifts, trials and sufferings and bring down His blessings on it. He belongs to the community but stands apart from it in order to proclaim God’s blessings. He is involved in its struggles but not in its conflicts. By standing apart from it while being part of it he helps it to experience God’s pardon and share His blessings with others. This role of the diocesan priest rooted in a community is crucial to the region that needs not a pastor who takes sides between groups in conflict but a leader who is one with the community and understands its aspiration to be itself but helps it to journey beyond selfishness. Thus he represents Him who came to make all things new by becoming one with us. Thus he plays the social role of bringing about reconciliation by being part of the community but going beyond the “purely spiritual ministry” to its social processes. As a Christian, with the community he reads the signs of the times. As a priest he remains outside its conflicts and represents to it a reconciliation and service-based leadership (Kunnunkal 2004: 173-175) to bring down on it the blessing of moving away from the stereotypes and prejudices that close it within itself.
An Encounter of Cultures

The role of a mediator accompanies the priest whether he belongs to the region or has come from outside it. He joins a community both as a teacher and a learner with the realisation that becoming a mediator also involves an encounter of cultures. He inserts himself in the culture of a community without becoming integral to it. He begins with an understanding that culture is not only its externals of dance and song as the dominant media would have us believe but is primarily the expression of a community’s identity. He becomes a part of its identity aspirations but plays a prophetic role by taking a distance from the trend to turn culture into a façade of conflicts. At the international level rich countries legitimise wars against poor nations as “clash of civilisations” (Al-Azmeh 1999). In the northeast the elite of some communities legitimise their effort to monopolise the resources by proclaiming their own culture superior to that of others (Datta 1990: 39-41) or justify rejection of some communities like the Adivasi who are passing through an identity crisis by speaking of them as being a group without a culture (Fernandes 2004). 
That is where he lives the incarnation by inserting himself in the local culture and finding its value while keeping a distance from it in order to free it from what goes against the rights of others. Whether he is from the region or outside, the priest has to experience what John S. Dunne (quoted in Hendricks 2003: 35) calls “passing over from one culture to another, from one way of life to another…to the standpoint of another culture, another way of life, another religion. It is followed by an equal and opposite process we might call ‘coming back’ … with new insight to one’s own culture, one’s own way of life.” 
Such “passing over” can be an antidote to the temptation to impose one’s own culture or value system on the communities one wants to serve. An outsider joining a community begins a new power relationship with it. If he/she aims at changing the “other” it can become a relationship of a dominant dealing with subalterns. Studies on missionary enterprises in India show that, in such an unequal relationship the subalterns begin a process of social negotiation. They accept what they consider beneficial or essential to get dominant support but do not yield on issues that they consider basic to their own survival or identity (Webster 1992: 40-45). An example from the Northeast is the conversion of the Jaintia and the Khasi to Catholicism. Though late comers, Catholics met with success among them because the missionary tolerated many of their traditions but not their deities. He might not have understood all their customs or would not probably have retained them if he was in control. However, the fact that he tolerated their retention helped these tribes to accept Catholicism while retaining their identity (Lamin 1999: 98-100).
However, to be effective as a facilitator of justice in the long run, the priest has to go beyond this dominant-subaltern relationship which can keep the outsider apart from that society and make social reform difficult. Reform can begin only when the outsider begins within himself the double process of “passing over to the standpoint of another” and becoming conscious of his oneness with that community while recognising and respecting the differences. In other words, he takes a critical look both at his own and the local culture (Hendricks 2003: 35) in order to discover not only commonalities but also differences and respect both (Petras 1994: 2070). The challenge is bigger for someone from one of the communities in conflict. He has to overcome the temptation to behave as a representative of his own community and become an intermediary who looks at his own culture and that of the other critically in order to reform both. To be a facilitator of reconciliation, he has first to “pass over” to the culture of the community of the “enemy” and then “come back” to his own. If he remains only with his own community he ceases to be an intermediary and cannot bring down God’s blessing of reconciliation even on his own community.
Awareness of Changes
“Passing over” and “coming back” are dynamic steps that interact with an evolving reality. Neither culture nor economy is static. So the priest who wants to get involved with a community’s aspirations has to be alert to the material, social, spiritual and psychological changes occurring in it without taking them in isolation. In other words, while being aware of the changes, he has to overcome the temptation to attribute all change to one aspect. Some attribute changes to the economy alone and others propagate attitudinal change or focus only on social structures or spiritual transformation as the source of reform. It can be counterproductive because these aspects are inter-related. There is hardly any case in history of healthy social change without many of these factors interacting with each other (Good 1996: 1540-1541). Change in one area alone can only replace one conflict or exploiter with another and cannot bring about an atmosphere of reconciliation based on justice.
Among these factors, the economy is the first, not the only, step in understanding the changes. Outsiders who control the economy of the Northeast have treated the region as a source of raw materials of tea, petroleum and coal and recently uranium and have not invested in productive jobs in the secondary (manufacturing) sector. Though the standard of education in the region is high, the “Seven Sisters” together have only 214 industries, many of them sick. As a result, dependence is high on the primary and tertiary sectors. The primary sector in the region depends almost fully on land and forests and the tertiary sector on jobs in the administration while in much of India the latter includes components such as trade, information technology and tourism. In 1996 75.26% of the Nagaland workforce, 74.81% of Meghalaya, 73.99% of Assam and 70% of Manipur was in the primary sector against an All India average of 67.53%. The secondary sector employed around 4% of the workforce in five States and 8% in two, against an All India average of 11.97%. The tertiary sector employed 24% of the workers in Arunachal Pradesh, 21.46% in Meghalaya, 21.26% in Nagaland and 29% in Mizoram against an All India average of 20.5% (D’Souza 1999). 
Homogenisation and Globalisation

These sectors are saturated and cannot create more jobs because with globalisation the control of the economy has passed from outsiders within India to those who control the world economy to the benefit of the trans-national corporations. The middle class and most businesses in India accept it because it benefits them. They thus help the global forces to impose their will on the country. We have discussed many of its features elsewhere.  So we shall not dwell on them again. Here we limit ourselves to the fact that their impact is only now being felt in the Northeast. So we shall dwell somewhat at length at its seven main forms.
The first is ethical globalisation that propagates “the highest profit at any cost” as its sole motive. Its priority is to produce high profit goods. So it convinces the middle class consumers that their social status depends on buying new products everyday. It presents efficiency as the sole criterion of a good economy (Kurien 1996: 54) and rejects concessions to the poor as inefficient. To ensure profit it creates new consumer needs and gives more money to the consumer through high salaries and credit cards and other means. Intrinsic to created needs is inbuilt obsolescence or goods getting outdated more due to new fashions and status symbols than to technological changes. Thus it caters to the middle and upper classes but neglects the needs of the poor such as staple food, cheap cloth and life saving drugs (Reddy 1995: 210-211). Such consumerism by a minority is not possible without impoverishing the majority. So intrinsic to the global economy is a middle class desensitised to impoverishment because in order to keep buying new goods, this class has only to see the advantages it gets and has to believe that poverty is the fault of the poor (Ghosh 1997: 3). 
An example of lack of sensitivity is starvation deaths in 2002. While India exported 5 million tonnes of wheat (The Statesman, September 16, 2002) and declared its intention to become the biggest exporter of rice (The Times of India, September 18, 2002) some thousands died of starvation because they could not earn enough income to buy food. Instead of dealing with their hunger, India kept a buffer stock of 64 million tonnes when it needed only 22 million tonnes and allowed much of it to rot instead of distributing it under productive schemes such as food for work (Mitra 2002). Another basic feature of the global economy is individualism which it presents as an important human value. It is seen for example in the priority given to private vehicles and neglect of public transport except prestige projects like the Delhi metro. The railways are denied funds in favour of the Golden Quadrilateral – the six lane highway crisscrossing the country. Thus individualism and selfishness combine in favour of profit and go against the poor.

Its second feature is privatisation to which efficiency is linked. The mass media attribute all problems to the “public sector” and try to convince the middle class that efficiency and privatisation will transform their lives. The old timers who oppose reforms of the public sector play into the hands of those who uphold privatisation as the only solution. It extends to the social services such as water supply. Essel World, the world’s biggest water Supply company, has opened many offices in India. Much of the controversy surrounding the Ausaid projects in Shillong is around the privatisation of town water supply. The middle class is provided alternatives such as aerated water while the town water supply is often polluted and 50% of India’s villages do not have access to safe drinking water. An effort is being made to privatise rivers, the people’s lifeline, for the profit of some companies, the plan to inter-link rivers being one of its components (Bandyopadhyaya 2003). State health services were inefficient. Instead of reforming them, private services alone are encouraged though they are limited to those who can pay their high cost. The Government amends the Constitution to make primary education compulsory but its policies ensure that the poor are deprived of their right to education, food, health care and water.
The third feature is “free market” which is not production or employment generation but export of manufactured goods from rich to poor countries. The poor countries are expected to remain suppliers of raw materials whose price keeps falling. For example, the share of finished products in Indian exports has fallen from around 9% in 1990 to below 7% in 2000. Imports are imposed even when not required. For example, the WTO Agreement on Agriculture forces every country to import 3% of its food even when it is self-reliant. It helps European and American countries to dispose of the surplus they produce (Srivastava 2003: 91-96). Ban on subsidies in order to encourage high priced exports from the rich countries is a major cause of unemployment. It has resulted in thousands of Indian farmers committing suicide. The fact that these policies create more unemployment is crucial to the Northeast where 40 lakh persons are estimated to be unemployed. 

Then comes financial globalisation in the name of free flow of capital. Most of it is portfolio investment meant to buy up existing companies or manipulate the stock market. Half of the USD 50 billion foreign investment in India since 1991 is portfolio. It moves from one country to another where profit is the highest but does not contribute to a country’s development (Ghosh 1997). In order to import luxury items for the middle class financial globalisation goes hand in hand with the accumulation of big foreign exchange reserves made up of NRI deposits, expatriate remittances, portfolio investment and IMF borrowings. Even staple food is exported to earn it but the poor are neglected (Patnaik 1996).

The next is labour globalisation. While capital is given a free rein, more restrictions are put on the flow of labour from the poor to the rich countries (Kurien 1996: 21-22). In the poor countries the IMF imposes “employment adjustment”, a euphemism for reduction in jobs. Tools used for it are mechanisation and the voluntary retirement scheme (VRS). Portfolio investment results in monopolisation and closure of small units, as studies in Goa and Karnataka have shown. According to one estimate five lakh small units shut down in the 1990s. According to the International Labour Organisation 12 million jobs were lost in India 1991-95 (VAK 1996: 167). A study of The Centre for Monitoring Indian Economy shows that the employment scenario has deteriorated after it (Editorial, The Assam Tribune, 27th February, 2004). That too affects the poor more than the middle class because the latter can get fairly high salary jobs through outsourcing which causes unemployment in rich countries where too the poor suffer. But those in poor countries suffer more because the rich countries are welfare States with unemployment, health, old age and other insurance schemes while to the poor in countries such as India, unemployment is starvation (Munck 2002).

Natural resource globalisation is the next feature. Consumerism and over-consumption by a few results in the monopoly of the natural resources as raw material to produce new goods. It is crucial to the Northeast which is one of the world’s 25 mega biodiversity and has more than half of India’s forest area. The economy and identity of its people is centred on them but the international conventions linked to globalisation deprive them of their right over their benefits. For example, the WTO Agreement on Intellectual Property Rights puts tradi​tional knowledge in the public domain and denies their communities all rights over it. Thus they de-legitimise the communities that have developed knowledge around these resources and legitimise monopoly over them by the forces that want to use them only for profit. These companies also want much land. As a result, displacement and land alienation to “development projects” often for the profit of some companies are intrinsic to it.
Its last feature is globalisation of the communications media. The economy that marginalises the majority to the benefit of a minority can be sustained only if the middle class, its main beneficiary, internalises its value system and becomes selfish. The media, especially the commercials, spread these values. That explains why control over the information technology (IT) and foreign investment in the electronic and print media have become crucial issues in WTO negotiations. IT, its main tool plays in the contemporary world the role that education and religion played in the past. Today the child gets its values from the media and peers. So “Hollywood, CNN and Disneyland are more influential than the Vatican, the Bible or the public relations rhetoric …..” (Petras 1994: 2070). One can thus see its importance in propagating the values of globalisation.
Implications for the Northeast


The above analysis shows the effort to monopolise the livelihood of the poor to the benefit of the middle class consumers and of the producers whose sole motive is profit at any cost. The monopoly over the production and marketing of goods, financial transactions and other economic processes extends to the natural resources and to components such as culture and jobs. An area that the processes depend on is monopolisation of culture. Two of its facets are visible in the Northeast that is only now beginning to feel their impact. The first is imposition of an external culture in the name of nationalism and the effort to treat “Aryanisation as the norm of Indianisation.” From it follows its second facet viz. the reaction of many communities in this region that resent the efforts to monopolise their culture and economy. In this reaction the three steps of defending their livelihood, protecting their identity and propounding a sub-nationalism specific to a cultural and ethnic group merge into one (Datta 1990: 36-39). Intrinsic to this reaction is the second step. Many North Eastern communities have developed exclusive identities and have closed themselves up within their ethnic group and treat other groups as a threat to themselves or as enemies. Ethnic conflicts arise from the effort to protect their livelihood and identity from such outsiders whether they are from the region or not (Baruah 1999: 30-32).
Globalisation builds on these processes and intensifies monopolisation. In the Northeast, the effort is to gain monopoly over its land and water resources. It will deprive several lakhs of people of their livelihood and intensify the conflicts. In reply to a question the Union Power Minister outlined in the Rajya Sabha on 14th March 2002, final plans to build 10 major hydroelectric dams in the region whose hydro-power potential he estimated as 58,971 KW or 38% of the country’s total (The Assam Tribune, March 15, 2002). They will damage its fragile ecology but we shall not enter into its technical aspects. We shall dwell only on their negative impact on the people. Globalisation plays a role in them. According to persons who visited an exhibition organised at The Hague in November 2000 to attract foreign investment to India, most pavilions were named after North Eastern geographical landmarks, especially water sources like Barak and Brahmaputra. Its message was that these resources are available to those who want to exploit them for profit.

These projects pose a threat to the livelihood of many communities. They will take away their land in most cases without replacing it. By depriving many more of their livelihood they will add to the estimated 40 lakh unemployed. The cost of producing a job had gone up from Rs 1 lakh in 1990 to Rs 5 lakhs in 1996 (Manorama 1998: 569) and seems to have risen to 10 lakhs today. So at least Rs 400,000 crores are needed to deal with the backlog. The private sector will not make this investment and the public sector cannot afford it. So the projects will result in more frustration and loss of identity and poverty. Some attribute the unrest in Tripura to the Dombur dam that deprived the tribals of more land after the Bangladeshi Hindu refugees had occupied 60% of their community land. But despite their protests, more than 6,000 families were displaced and most of them were not even compensated since community land is considered State property (Bhaumick 2003: 84).
The Northeast and Fundamentalism

The above is the context of hardening ethnic identities or cultural ethnocentrism. Globalisation completes the process begun by those who imposed on the region a single economy and culture in the name of nationalism. The pastor has to be sensitive to the sense of frustration that can follow from such imposition because “when communities come in contact with each other, much cultural borrowing takes place…. If the sharing is unbalanced and a dominant culture bulldozes another, the feebler culture can be hurt and even destroyed” (Menamparampil 1996: 39). That becomes the basis of hardened identities or ethno-centrism. In discussing it I shall not dwell on the close link between globalisation and fundamentalism since I have discussed it elsewhere. I only want to add that the dominant attitude towards the Northeast tends to be fundamentalist. The “Mainland” is considered real India and the Northeast looked upon with suspicion. For example, in 2001 Mr L. K. Advani is reported to have said that “some Indianness should be put in the people of the Northeast.” In May 1999 a Calcutta weekly said that Mr P. A. Sangma’s Indianness can be doubted since his features are different and he cannot be understood either in Hindi or English. In 2002 reacting to his “foreign origin” stand a Congress leader is reported to have said that Mr Sangma cannot understand India because he is from the Northeast.
I do not want to take sides on Mr Sangma or the foreign origin issue. I give these statements only as examples of the dominant view of the Northeast as being “foreign”. Another view is that the North Easterners have a colonial attitude and cannot be trusted since they are different from “Mainland” or “real” India. At times this thinking is combined with a fundamentalist view of India and a religious colour is added to it. For example, on April 28, 2004 inaugurating a seminar on “Social Change in the Northeast” at Vivekananda Kendra Institute of Culture (VKIC), the Director of Indian Institute of Advanced Studies (IIAS), Shimla, its organiser, said that India has to recover from Mughal and British colonialism but the Northeast continues to remain colonial in its outlook and should free itself from it. Among areas she identified as steps towards freedom is what she called the desire of many Christians of the region to return to their traditional religions.
This view of Christianity has become a common feature of fundamentalist thinking on the Northeast. For example, in late December 2001, more than 300 tribal leaders including two Khasi former Christian pastors who had gone back to their old religion were brought together at VKIC to discuss their traditional religion. According to a news item one of the participants was an American woman who claimed at a press conference at Dimapur, that she was once in a convent but left it because the congregation considered non-Christian and tribal religions evil. When questioned closely by a local correspondent, she could not identify the convent or the religious congregation to which she claimed to have belonged. 
 
In this strategy, the Hindutva forces claim to support the traditional religions and cultures and on the other accept them only as long as it suits their needs. Many refer to the traditional religions as “Backward Hinduism” and try to co-opt some of them. For example, in the inaugural mentioned above, the speaker referred to Srimanta Sankardev as a representative of Hindu ideology though most Assam historians speak of him as a socio-religious reformer, not merely a religious leader. After such co-opting mechanisms its third part is to identify Islam and Christianity with colonialism and demand freedom from them.  

On their part the communities of the Northeast often find themselves in an ambiguous situation, unable to deal with the multiple attacks from different directions. On one side, the communications media expose them to the consumerist value of globalisation and convince them that only those who can buy ever new products are fully human. On the other, they are exposed to the ambiguity of nationalism being identified with Hinduism and the allegation that the other religions are colonial in nature. Amid this ambiguity they have also to face the reality of their high educational status and the depletion of their livelihood resources with no alternative to replace them. Attacks on their culture and identity further complicate the issues. That can explain their reaction of unrest or armed resistance, drugs and exclusive ethnic and cultural revival that sounds fundamentalist.
The Role of the Pastor

This is the context of the pastor’s work in the Northeast. He has to respond to the ambiguity and sense of alienation amid which many of its communities live. But while being one with their communities he cannot abandon his role of a reformer. His task in this capacity is not to reject any community or culture but not be an exclusive messenger of any one of them. He has to understand the aspirations behind their cultural revival but not accept the fundamentalist form of hardened ethnic identities or exclusive claims that they may take. He understands culture as an expression of a community’s social relations, thinking patterns and worldview expressed through a several components such as songs, dances and other external forms (Handoo 2002: 127-130). 
Because it is a response to changing situations and the fact that each community adapts itself to its surroundings also accounts for the diversity of cultures. It is seen in systems such as differences in the marriage customs, family relations (matrilineal or patrilineal) and status of men and women. So the pastor who is rooted in the community respects the diversity of cultures and does not impose one set of values on the people of the region. He has to realise that, a culture confers an identity on a community and is linked to its sustenance. As such a community perceives an attack on its culture as one on its livelihood and very identity. If the feeling of attack continues, it views interaction with another culture as a mode of protecting its own identity and turns it into inimical relationship.
The pastor as a reformer understands and respects these aspects but not uncritically. He looks at them critically without sitting in judgement over them. He understands their value system, worldview and the changes that are taking place, reviews his own value system within this totality and evolves the norms to facilitate reforms in that society. He also goes back to their history and learns from it lessons required to move towards the future and not go back to the past. For example, studies on the Christianisation of many tribes in the Northeast show that even the missionary who did not respect their culture played a reformist role without his being aware of it. When he turned the welfare of the village and health and educational services into an integral part of his work the people perceived him as someone who could make a contribution to their identity and help them modernise themselves without denying their past (Ruivah 2002: 167). Thus whether the missionary intended it or not, their Christianisation was able to give them a sense of belonging to a new community and help them to evolve an identity built on their past. The tribals who considered their community basic to their existence perceived Christianity as a mode not of preserving it in its entirety but of reproducing it in another form amid colonial changes that destabilised them. They viewed education as a crucial tool in this trajectory though the missionary might have introduced it for purely evangelical reasons. 
The pastor has to understand this ambiguity. At times his exclusive evangelical stance can limit the pastor’s work. Social reform involves adapting one’s work to their main needs. For example, the community continues to be the point of reference of most ethnic groups in the Northeast but our educational and pastoral work tends to be individual oriented. Without our intending to or being aware of its consequences, this approach can reinforce the individualist value system that is intrinsic to globalisation. The pastor has to accept this task in his work of a priest who wants to be a social reformer. It would involve the pastor finding ways of rebuilding the community not as it was in the past, but in a new form to respond to present-day challenges. For example, respecting culture may involve introducing many of its elements in the liturgy, educational and social field, thus turning the Church and the school into centres of the growth of the community. 
Basic to this approach is an attitude supportive of rebuilding their community. To achieve it he goes beyond the externals of their culture to its core and value system. It may mean that as a man standing between God and his community he challenges some of its values as well as the fundamentalist interpretation some of their leaders try to give it. In so doing he is aware of the danger of falling on the defensive or becoming a Christian fundamentalist. In other words, a social reformer respects the people’s culture understood as an expression of their community and identity but does not remain at the past as fundamentalists including some ethnic groups in the region do. The reformer helps them to reinvent their past, build on it and modernise it. He thus helps them to move away from the temptation to co-opt their past by calling it Hindu or Christian or by rejecting it completely by claiming that it was all bad and that Christianity alone has done good to the community. A pastor who is a social reformer identifies both the good and negative points in their tradition without being fundamentalist on either side. 
An example of an area where this approach is needed is their livelihood and identity symbolised by the sacred groves. Some claim that they have disappeared in Meghalaya or that the sustainable forest use system in Nagaland has been weakened because with their Christianisation the tribal communities have abandoned the sacredness attached to them. Some fundamentalists give it as a reason to ask these communities to return to their past which they interpret as “backward Hinduism”. The Churches have done some work in this direction. An example is the booklet of Jacob Aluckal on the environment in the Northeast. However, they need to do on this issue much more that what they have done till now.

In this search one has to be wary of easy answers to the challenges facing their livelihood and identity. One such easy answer is the middle class view of the environment as conservation alone without people. Some middle class environmentalists even consider the people’s communities enemies of nature and ignore the fact that they have preserved these resources for centuries. Some others take one possible biblical interpretation as nature put at the disposal of human beings who have complete mastery over it. Some others view it as God’s creation that has to be preserved but no role for human communities in its use. Some others ask the people to go back to their tradition and keep it unchanged. 
Reform involves understanding the sacredness attached to their livelihood and identity by re-inventing it as a modern value of their community without co-opting their past as Christian or Hindu or as belonging to any other religion. In order to preserve the livelihood for posterity, these communities had conferred sacredness on their forests, sacred groves and other resources crucial for their sustenance. After Christianisation they continue to know them as their livelihood but have lost the sense of sacredness attached to them. That makes it easy for the commercial forces to destroy them as a raw material and cause many of their resources to disappear. To revive them one has to reinvent their traditional sacredness but not as it was in the past. It has to be given a new interpretation as livelihood that belongs to all the communities of the region. That requires the Churches to help evolve a new ideology of the sacredness of nature as the “creation” that God has put at the disposal of the community as its livelihood (D’Souza 2001). 
Such an ideology cannot be evolved by a few individuals in isolation. Development of an ideology supportive of conservation or regeneration of nature requires an alliance between Christian and youth leaders and environmental and social thinkers. Such new thinking is also integral to the effort to rebuild their communities in a new form to suit present needs, a community that is not exclusive but one that re-interprets its tradition of sharing in a new form. Traditionally sharing and equity were limited to the community. Equity has been weakened with the “modern value” of individualism overtaking them. At times our educational and pastoral approach may even be supporting individualism and thus go against a community ethos, without those in charge being aware of it. The alliance mentioned above around their livelihood can be helpful in re-interpreting equity and sharing to suit today’s needs. Sharing has to go beyond individual communities to others including those whom they consider competitors for their livelihood. It also requires a new approach to their livelihood to help them to produce and market their produce and control their local economy as a community even with individual ownership. They have to be trained and assisted in the process of taking control of their local economy. That can be a crucial element in the task of rebuilding their community and identity.
Conclusion

In this paper we have reflected on the role of the diocesan priest as a mediator who belongs to the community but does not limit himself to it. That confers on him the task of accepting their culture and community while going beyond it to an updated value system.  and reform. In this effort he recognises the diversity of cultures in the Northeast not as a source of conflict but as its strength. He begins by recognising that it has today become a source of conflict and has to assist the communities to go beyond themselves. Adding the biblical concept of sharing to their tradition of equity can be an important step in it. Another step is to recognise the sacredness attached to their livelihood by recognising it as the creation of God put at the disposal of all the communities thus moving away from an exclusive attitude. The pastor looks at his own culture and that of the community he serves critically and challenges the community to go beyond itself in the biblical spirit.
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