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REDISCOVERING OUR HUMANITY IN THE PERIPHERY

“We are afflicted in every way possible, but we are not crushed;
full of doubts, we never despair; we are persecuted, but never

abandoned; we are struck down, but never destroyed” (2
Corinthians 4, 8-9)  

PRAYING WITH KERALA

Fr. Jacob Nampudakam SAC

We read of natural disasters and man-made tragedies almost
everyday. Earthquakes, hurricanes, tornadoes; the massacre of
the hapless Rohingya population, plights of helpless refugees
floating in small boats across the Mediterranean sea, and the
cruel wars in Syria and Iraq are recent calamities still fresh in
our mind. Yet most often, such catastrophes do not touch us
profoundly unless we ourselves are affected.  
 
Only weeks ago, I was personally hurt by the heavy rain and
flash floods that caused massive and implausible destruction to
my home state of Kerala, South India. 
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Unceasing heavy rains, overflowing rivers, and landslides turned the state into a mighty ocean; where drowning houses,
roads and airports, remained visible only by their roofs atop the water. Boats and helicopters transported people who were
faced with the real possibility of being washed away by strong currents. These images I lived, and so vivid they remain in
my memory.  At least 400 people died, and approximately 1.8 million were dislocated and made homeless. It will take time,
efforts, and billions of dollars to bring back a sense of minimum normalcy to this devastated State.  
 
Certainly it is not the worst tragedy that the world has witnessed. But its gravity, no doubt, cannot be ignored. I write this
article precisely to share a  point: that the best and noblest qualities in human beings come out in such drastic situations.
We rediscover our humanity and genuine faith when faced with death. Kerala’s flood revealed this truth once again. 
 

Another astounding aspect of this disaster was that humanity took
precedence over considerations of caste, creed or religion. As we know,
India is a land of great diversity. Particularly worth mentioning is the
religious harmony that was shown amidst tragedy. Temples, Churches
and Mosques were thrown open to receive needy people without looking
into their religious background or economic condition. People lived
together in camps that were opened in these places of worship, as well
as other public places like schools and centres. Even convents and
monasteries opened their doors for the people, where they lived together
in great fraternal harmony. In Kerala’s neighbouring State- also affected
by the floods- there was an  instance in which the food was cooked in the
mosque, and served by Buddhist monks to the needy people living in the
Hindu temple and Catholic Church. I am sure Pope Francis would be
happy to hear of such stories! 
 
No doubt similar, untold tales have happened since the creation of
humankind. The moral of story is that we often rediscover our lost
humanity- and the existential faith in the Almighty- when confronted with
our brokenness and vulnerabilities. Every human person has immense
potential to do good, simply because he or she is created in God’s own
image and likeness.  

Upon hearing the situation of the State’s most
vulnerable victims, government agencies and people
of all walks of life rushed to the most impacted
spots. So many stories of heroic efforts to save lives
surfaced, and those particularly worth mentioning
are the selfless acts of fisherman who rushed to
these areas carrying their boats. They fought
against the force of Mother Nature’s currents,
snakes and reptiles to reach the stranded people on
their rooftops. It was a totally gratuitous service from
their part, and even refused to accept any sort of
compensation. They became the true fishers of
men, as Jesus told the first disciples, who were also
ordinary fishermen. Thus, a class of people who
were often looked down upon in society, became
national heroes overnight; all for abandoning
themselves to the service and safety of others.  

False illusions of omnipotence and self-sufficiency can so easily be broken. Flash floods equally brought down well-built
houses as well as huts, without distinction; and both the rich and the poor landed in the relief camps.  They all prayed to the
One Almighty God for care and protection in this moment of extreme danger. Faith in God was no longer a luxury; it was a  
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deep cry for help.  As the Psalmist would say: “I sought the LORD, and he
answered me; he delivered me from all my fears” (Psalm 34:4). 
 
In a homily given on his first Pentecost as Bishop of Rome in 2013, Pope
Francis suggested that the word “encounter” is key to the way he thinks of
Christian relationships. He has frequently spoken of a “culture of encounter”
as a goal for human society. Societies that embrace the culture of encounter
foster right relationships among humans, and involve a spirituality that
emphasizes a personal friendship with God, who first encounters us in love.
An encounter between God and one’s self begins first and foremost by
acknowledging that we are being encountered by our Creator who loves us
infinitely — an encounter which requires a dynamic back and forth between
two parties.  
 
The poor hold a privileged place in the culture of encounter. The poor are of
particular importance because they are the most ignored and seen as the
most dispensable. Yet in God’s eyes they are equal in dignity and importance
to the rich and powerful person. To encounter the poor person is quite literally
to encounter Christ. And who among us is not poor? 
 
The culture of encounter proclaims the equal dignity imbued in each and
every person who is the image and likeness of God. To see the world through
the lens of encounter is to realize the presence of God all around us, and that
we are connected to each other through ties both visible and invisible. 

The heavy rain and flash floods in Kerala thus became a moment of encounter among people who were forced to live in the
peripheries within  minutes. In that stage of utter helplessness, humanity in its noblest form was rediscovered to a heroic
degree. Like St.Peter, each person cried out: “Lord save me” (Matthew 14.£0). God has extended his saving hand in diverse
ways to help His Children. When we open our hearts in compassion and solidarity, the miracle of the multiplication of loaves
will be repeated. There will be even many baskets full of loaves and fish left over at the end (cfr.Matthew 14:20). 
 
Meanwhile, we pray for the deceased and the afflicted; that they may find the strength to withstand these difficult moments.
The Church in Kerala, as well as all people of all walks of life, have raised to the occasion in every way possible. National and
international solidarity along can build up a new Kerala once again. Such tragedies, wherever that happen, must touch our
conscience. Together we can!  

Pope Francis united the faithful in St. Peter's Square
during the Angelus, saying one Hail Mary together. 

“STAKE YOURSELVES ON NOBLE IDEAS; 
 DO NOT BE AFRAID TO DREAM OF GREAT THINGS!”  

POPE FRANCIS 
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