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Nirma Rani, a Dalit girl student was slapped for saying Namaste to a Brahmin
teacher and her father was beaten up later for questioning such an act. Caste is
practiced in schools where Dalit children occupy separate seats given to them.
Dhanam lost her eye when she was beaten up by her teacher for helping herself to
drinking water from a pot without waiting to be served by a caste person. She had
polluted the water by her touch.

Most countries list “vulnerable Peop]es” and then Proceed to idcnthcg them as the
}'xomeless, those that are alcohol and &rug addicted, victims of domestic and other
forms of violence, victims of mental and intellectual disabi]itg, and to these, one adds
the young, the chilc{ren, women, those in minoritg situations, cultura”g and lingua“y at
an disadvantage and the like. T heir vu]nerabilitg is raised or lowered according to their
Practices, beliefs and economic status. | he recognition and identification of
loca’ciona”g or socia”g vulnerable sectors of Popuiations is itself onlg an indicator of
the processes that have brought about those conditions. \/u]nerab!e Peoples are the
visible and tangib]e manifestations on the surface, so to speak, of invisible and
intarxgible socia], economic, and Po]itical undercurrents which are active, remote]g and
indigenous]g, contemporarilg and historicallg‘ Folicies, systems and activities imPosed
to control others, to c{ePrive them of oPtions, qua(itg of lhce, all of which contribute to

the overall vulnerabi]it9 of an individual or communitg.

For about two thirds of the human Family, vulnerabilitg is a fact of life. For them there
is no “life in its Fu”ness”, because thcy live in poverty, in naked, economica”\g,
Politica“g, re!igious]g and socia”g caused imPoverishment and on the brink of death. |n
Jndia, the poor who are mostlg women (but more Particularly dalit women), the adivasis
(the indigenous) and the dalits (renderec{ untouchable }33 the caste sgstem) are the
case in Point, the most vulnerable communities. The roots of their condition across
south Asiais their subordinate Placc ina[indu religious and social Bicrarchg that
ranks social groupings according to their relative c]egree of Purit}j and Po”ution.

‘Dalits’, or ‘untouchables,’ are identified as “outcaste,” and yet theg are crucial to the



maintenance of the caste structure, defined and Placed at the bottom bg the structure

of untouc}‘labilitg.

“Dalits are not allowed to drink from the common wells meant for all the people,
attend the same temples, wear shoes in the presence of an upper caste, or drink
from the same cup in tea stalls," said Smita Narula, a senior researcher with
Human Rights Watch, and author of Broken People: Caste Violence Against
India's "Untouchables."”

Their “imPuritg” has historica”g relegatecl Dalits to c}emeaning occupations such as
collection and scavenging of raw sewage. Denied access to temP]es, vi”age water
resources, land, and all sources of social advancement such as education, emplogmcnt,
health care, and a dignhciecl life, thcg exhibit a condition of Powcr]essness in all its
many facets making them vulnerable to extreme forms of vio]encc, dcgraclation and
oPPression. Dailg life for rural untouchables is one of dire poverty, humiliation,
violence and a series of restrictions — on their movements, their life stgles and culture.
]:rcqucnt doses of violent humiliation and subjugation are constant reminders of their
subordinate Position in the social order. T heir life of endless poverty, stigmatized
ideﬂtity and denial of righ’ch destrogs wholistic Ihce, (od's 5/73/0/77, in which Peopie
need not worry about clai]y nourishmcnt, where theg are hea!thg, are not menaced bg

enemies, and en_jog a ]ong life of dignity in Fami!g and communit9 (Prov 3:1 6).

Alctivists sPeak of this dalit reality as a form of “hidden apar{:heid” that is Crging out
Forjustice, Freec{om, and respect for their basic human rights. The cry is loud and clear
for the world to take notice; fora response from the international communit9 and the
church. T hese communities and the many other such vulnerable communities, crucified
on crosses of discrimination are resisting the unjust and oPPressive systems such as
caste and strugg]ing for the reclamation of their humanity, clignity, and their iclcntitg as
children created in the image of (God and their right to live a life of shalom.

A characteristic feature of all oPPressecl communities is their sense of ‘vu]nerability’ -
vulncrabi]itg to be exploi’ced, brokcn, clemoralizecl, dehumanized and subjugatec{‘
Mission in simP]e terms is about communicating the faith in order that the reign of
(God may become a rea]itg |n other words we are called to make Possiblc liberation
and life in all its fullness for all vulnerable Peoples, for all children of (God irresPective

of caste, race, religion orgencler‘ The Cl’}urch needs to awaken to the rea]ity of this



oPPressed and subjugateci world, and resPond to this imPerativc need—that
vulnerable Pcoplc be liberated from enslavirxg systems of caste, race, gcndcr and class.
So]idarity with the vulnerable and their liberation is the basic task of every human

being, so that all may come to be human.

Does vulncrabi!itg contain the Potential, the capacitg and power that can be
emPloyec] for the purposes for mission? [low mig}"t a posture or Position of
vulnerabi]ity on the part of the church equiP it for effective mission? Should
vulnerabi]itg be recognized as enab!ing condition for mission? ]1C 50, what is

vulnerabi]itg? T hese and related questions need to be reflected upon in our

discussions on mission.

What is Vu'ncrabih’ty?

The term ‘vulnerable’ is word that crops up in various areas of studg, such as disaster
management that seeks to weigh the risk and susccptibilitg of communities, and areas
to natural disasters. | he Potential impacts of climate changc on the environment and
socio-economic systems can be understood in terms of sensitivity, ac{aP’cability and
vulnerabi]itg of the system. Simi]arly, in computer security, the term is used to refer to
aweakness in a system which allows an attacker (name!ﬁ a virus or bad soFtware) to
violate the integrity of that system and hence a security risk is classified as a
‘vulnerabilitg’. Securit3 firms maintain databases of vulnerabilities based on version
number of the software. ]F exPloited, each ‘vu!nerabilitg’ ,can Potentia”g comPromise
the system or network. Agap in the defense system, a Possib!e spot where an enemy
could break tl—\roug}'x, is referred to as a “window of vulnerabilitg” (Soelle: 1990: ix).
Medical Parlance uses the term while assessing an individual’s Preclilection to be

infected by a bug orvirus herebg renclcring him/l'ler sick or dgsgunctional.

\ariations on the definition of vulnerabilitg exist. Derived from the | atin term,
vulnerabilis , which means “to wound”, vulnerabilitg is a measure of the extent to which
an indiviclual, a community, structure, service orgeographical areais ]ikely to be
damaged or disrupted, on account of its nature or location, 139 the impact of a
Particular disaster !—razard/oppressivc system (Politica], social, religious or economic).

This measurement results from a combination of Physical, socia], economic, Po]itical,



Psycho!ogical and environmental factors or processes. \/u]nerability is susccpti}pi]itg
to disaster, Pain sugering, as degree of loss, or the tendcncg to be damagcd. [tis the
human “caPacity to be wounded” (Davis: 200%:2738).

Vulnerability
That quality in a man [sic] that enables him [sic] to be defenceless
Unfettered by ties of fear
Unchained by ideologies
Lacking the will to impose or manipulate

Gate-less, wall-less, reachable,
Unlocked, unblocked,
Open armed, growing,
In constant process of definition.
Wanton
Foolishly exposed to life

And its crashing impact,
Free.

(Riem 1994: 21)

Vu]nerabilitg can be decreased through actions that lower the Propensity to incur
harm, or it can be increased througlﬂ actions that increase that Propcnsitg. Resilience
is therefore the opposite of vulnerabi]itg and refers to the ability of an entity to resist
or overcome damage. Resi]ience and vulnerabi]itg are therefore considered to be the

two sides of the same coin.

‘Vulncrabilitg’: a Divine Condition

Whatever we migh’c read or think about vulnerabi]ﬁy) and no matter how much we might
admire others who work in vulnerable situations, few of us find it easy or want to be
vulnerable. Jtis not easy to be open to hurt, clisappointment, rejec’cion, violence or
abuse—and this is the danger of vu]nerability (Riem: 1994 3). Aclmitting vulnerabilitg
and Powerlessness is a scary business, esPeciallg since we want to be in control over
Cvcrgtlﬂing that affects ourlives. ]t is dcfinitc]y a condition most of us would rather
avoid. | he temPtation is alwags to avoid the PainJ to protect ourselves from others
who might cause us Pain. Mang of us Premcer not to take risks and ensure that our
defenses are up most of the time in our dea!ings with others and the world and as Kiem
Points out, with God as well (I 994:5). We call it survival. th, as human bcing s we are

vulnerable and vu]ncrabilitg is a human condition.



Shutting ourselves off and shutting others out is a long term recipe for despair and
isolation. It is impossible to truly love anything without running the risk of being
hurt. So, in life we are often caught between our instincts to play safe and our
desire for a greater wholeness for all that we love (Riem 1994: 3).

PBut vu]nerabilitg is also a divine condition. |n her treatment and interPretation of
(Genesis 22, Davis sPeaks of the total vu]nerabilitg of everyone involved——Abraham,
(God and the child [saac (Davis: 200%: 277-293). (God who has been hurt by human
disobedience calls Abral—]am so not to be alone in the world (Gen 1 7:1 ). (God
requires and clePends on human cooPeratiOH and help to address the ills of the world.
But Gocl needed to be sure that Abraham trusted God and vice versa and hence as
a (Godin Pain, asks Abraham to sacrifice his son ((Gen 22: 2).

Far from demonstrating God’s tyranny, Gen 22 shows us a divine vulnerability so
profound it staggers the religious imagination... God is powerful yet also sick at
heart (6:6)—wounded, over and over again, by acts of unfaithfulness, from...
disobedience... The world is a cruel ...lonely place for God (Davis: 2003: 282).

B}j agreeing to do (God’s bidding, Abraham declares his total, excruciating
vulnerabi]it3 to (5od and by requesting Abraham to offer his son as burnt oFFering
(God exhibits vulnerabi]ity and risk. Abraham could have said no and }33 50 cloing
expose the ineffectiveness of Gocl. Bg being vulnerable to each other Abraham and
(God become intimates, grow into know!edgc of each other. Theg have chosen to live
life together, for better, or worse (Davis: 200%: 280). | he Christian 5criPtures are
rePlete with images of the vulnerable (God (]sa 5% 4-5,12); of the (God who identifies
with the most vulnerable in societg, thcrebg setting this Goé apart from all other
(Gods. Hence ]sracl asks, “Who is like you among the gods?” (Exod P51 l). T%is
(God is both transcendent and immanent, enmeshed in (God’s creation, open to being
hurt and bruised bg (God’s own creation, who suffers insults and humiliation, rejection
and derision and encluring in sugcring love. ln Christianitg, this vulnerabi]ity of God
is driven to the limit: in (Christ (God makes (Godself vulnerable. T he Patriarclﬂa] ideal
of invu]nerabilit:j is opposed, in fact distorted by the crucified, who was and is
exPeriencecl bg his friends as the son of GodJ Jesus‘

Jesus is a sense is both of them, Abraham and God—those two old-covenant
partners now mystically one, wholly indistinguishable in the God-man who dies
on the cross. Here is Jesus: a vulnerable human being, trusting wholly in God



against all the evidence, even against his own will; and at the very same time,
here, in Jesus, is our vulnerable God, terribly insulted in the midst of the world
(Davis: 2003: 285).

Jcsus Christ is Gocl’s wound in the world (506”6: 1990: xi). ]n the sugering Jesus,
(God embraces the sugcring of the world for the sake of humanitg. Clﬂrist suffers
when we suffer. T he Pain Pcople sufferis the Pain of Christ himself (Bosch: 1994-

79) We need to be vulnerable if we want to live in an intimate relationship with one

anothcr, with Gocl and Jcsus Christ‘

‘Vulncrabilitg’ as the cnab‘ing Condition for Mission

Thc ]anguage of divine vu]ncrabilitg is imPortant in giving substance to Christian
mission. |f vu]nerability is the capacity to be wounded, then what does this mean for us
who claim to be the bodg of Christ in the world? We have been called to be wounded
for the sake of the world. We are marked with the sign of the Cross which identifies
us as having been Placecl in the world to be wounded. thre are the wounds of the
church? What type or kinds of wounds are we wi”ing to bear and endure in and
’chroug}w our Par’cicipation in (5od’s mission of liberation?

Thcre are agencies that admit to bcing cngaged in ‘vulnerable mission.’ The A//fancc
for Vu/nera:é/c Mission, for cxamP]c, understands vulnerable mission as “the use of

" as the tools rec]uirecl

local languagcs in ministrg combined with ‘missionarg Pover’cg
for vulnerable mission since they enforce “humi]itg and oPera’cion on a Jevel Plaging

field with local People” (httpz//www.vu]nerablemission.com:80/). Yet, one needs to

be cognizant of the difference between c}ﬂoosing to be vulnerable which allows you to
find ways to exP]oit your vufnerability and the vu]nerabilitg of those without the choice
to 6><Ploit it (Riem: 1994+ 8). We have the choice to choose vulnerabilitg out of love

and so!iclaritg with those who are vulnerable without the choice to exPloi’c it

We are called into a covenant rclations}wip with (God and vufnerability is Para&oxica“g
the strength of this covenant relationship (Davis: 200%: 278). T he same condition of
vulncrabi]itg needs to also be at the basis of relationships between human beings‘
This vulnerable God also calls us—the church into mission—to liberate the vulnerable
ones and heal the Pain in/of the world. Qur identitg as (_hurch and our existence as
Clﬂurch finds meaning in the Pro]ongation of God's vu]nerabilitg in service to all


http://www.vulnerablemission.com:80/

women and men, Particularlg to the clespisec{, the humi!iatecl, the discriminated and the
rejectecl of our historg. [f we hold back angthing at all in our mission, if we do keep
that window of vu]nerabilitg open, then the ligl—xt of our liberating mission cannot pass
’chrough to heal and reconcile the world. Our half hearted Participation in the mission
of Gocl will not engender wholistic life for those we seek to serve. The vulnerabi]ity of
the church that is engaged in mission is a sign of rclationship, receptivitg, and

communication.

|na 1994 article, David Posch discusses this vulnerable nature of mission bg reca”ing
the }'n'storg of the many missionaries who became martyrs for the sake of their faith in
mission fields far from home. Wi’ch their deaths these missionaries entered the process
of a communication process not as ‘models’ but as ‘victims’ says Bosch. T heir total
identification with their mission resulted in martgrdom, which became “the seed of the
church” (Bosch: 1994 75). Tl—xis is vulnerable mission, mission that involves being
victimized, the laging down of life for the sake of the GosPel. Such a missionarg
model that embraces sacrifice for the sake of others leads PeoPlc to freedom and
community and is sustained bg the belief that (od suffers along with the sugering
Pcoplcs of this world. “|t is this dimension, more than any other that cjistinguis}'\es the
Christian faith from other faiths. The distinctiveness of Chris‘cianity is to “be looked
forinits weakness, inits abi!itg to prove itself or to force its way” (Bosch: 1994 77).

\/u]nerability can be Paimcu] ~ but there is rescue in (God as was evident in Abraham’s
exPerience ((3en 22). \/ulnerabilitg as a caPacitg is a Positive thing) a s’creng’ch that
enables one to take risks. Those who are vulnerable have little to lose and are
therefore prone to take more risks and be more open to others and other conditions.
T here is therefore a certain power in vulnerabi]ity. By keeping windows of
vulnerabi]ity we might exPerience new things, gain new insights for ourlives and our
unclcrstandiﬂg of God, the world and humanity. Our vulncrabi]itg is also Particularlg
Powchu! when we allow (God to take hold of it. As discip]es of Jesus we have the
power to enter into Hopeless situations and so transform them. We have the power to
confer c{ignitﬂ, worth and Personhood on those whom societg rejccts and calls victim.
]t is an extraorclinarg PowerForgood, for (hcc, that stands against all that is evil, life-

denigrating and dehumanizing. “We cxpcricncc it as the courage to step out from



behind our de}censcs, to give ourselves in vu]nerability to the corpses, even i we are

wounded bg our own or others’ human Frailtg in the Process” (Riem: 1994:20).

When someone who has no need to be vulnerable becomes vulnerable in order to
iclcnthcg with those that are and together with them strugglcs to be resilient against all
death &ealing Forces, structures and systems, and thus toget}'xer with them moves
towards a societg transncormeclhogjustice, and communion, then he or she Participa’ces
in the vulnerable mission of God. T}we kind of mission that is requircd here is not of
contemplative thco!ogizing but liberative action in solidaritg with the oppressecl. Jtis a
soiidari’cy that is built on a relationship of complete vulnerabi]itg and identification with
the oPPressed community; sustained }33 a process of mutual giving and receiving, and

nurtured bg seeing in the other the ethical demand of rcsPonsibi]itg.

6 ...to loose the bonds of injustice,

to undo the thongs of the yoke,

to let the oppressed go free,

... to break every yoke?

7 ...to share your bread with the hungry,

...bring the homeless poor into your house;

when you see the naked, to cover them,

... not to hide yourself from your own kin?

¥ Then your light shall break forth like the dawn, and your healing shall spring up

quickly; your vindicator shall go before you, the glory of the LORD shall be your

rear guard...

... "2 you shall be called the repairer of the breach, the restorer of streets to live in
(Isaiah 58: 6-8, 12).
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