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Pursuit of Justice and  Human Rights: A Prophetic 
Response 

Human rights are commonly understood as inalienable fundamental rights to which a 
person is inherently entitled simply because she or he is a human being. Human rights 
are rights we all share, whatever our nationality, place of residence, sex, national or 
ethnic origin, colour, religion, language, or any other status. They are about 
recognising the value of dignity of all people, we learn about ideas of respect, equality 
and justice.   Universal human rights are often expressed and guaranteed by law, in the 
forms of treaties, customary international law, general principles and other sources of 
international law, Human rights are thus conceived as universal (applicable 
everywhere) and egalitarian (the same for everyone). These rights may exist as natural 
rights or as legal rights, in both national and international law. 

In our Countries we have our constitutions, which is the custodian of our Fundamental 
rights and State need to intervene when there is violation of our Human 
rights/fundamental rights.  When the State machineries fail to take remedial measures 
when there are violations, then it is out time to act.  

My sharing on human rights is based on my 3 concrete ways of interventions in the 
filed of Justice and Peace through Streevani(Voice of women) as a women’s rights 
Lawyer and Activist.  Streevani is a Centre for the Voice of Women,  founded by two 
great visionaries late Fr. Engelbert Zeitler SVD and late Dr. Frances Yasas.  Fr. 
Zeitler, had said in 1984,  “Last century the Church lost the workers, this century it is 
going to lose women, unless something is done soon. It was in this context I first 
started some sort of an Institute, from where I hoped a movement for women could 
originate”. So we have a great legacy.  

1. Legal assistance to poor and illiterate women who are in crisis situations  
(battered, abused and oppressed women, victims of domestic violence etc.. take 
their case to Court or defend them in the cases filed by the husbands) 

2. Defending the rights of Domestic Workers (right wages, good working 
condition, defend them from false cases etc. ) 

3. Empowerment of Women Religious in India (Awareness on gender issues, 
abuse etc., Meeting of Women Religious lawyers Forum initiated by Streevani) 

Domestic Violence affects women from every social background, religion, and culture. 
It can occur at any stage in a woman’s life. More worryingly, recent reports showing 
that too many of our young people are already being subjected to relationship abuse in 
their teenage years.  Every day seems to bring fresh revelations of rape and murder of 
girl children and every week seems to bring fresh revelations of incest in India.  It 
shocks us greatly and even more shocking is that incest is not punishable in law.   
Because so far Indian law does not consider such shameful act as incest as a separate 
crime.  In contrast, many other countries consider incest as a serious crime.   This 
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illustrates that we still have much to do if we are to create a culture change that makes 
domestic violence socially unacceptable for the next generation. Domestic Violence is 
not just hitting, or fighting, or abusing or an occasional argument.  It's an abuse of 
power.  The abuser tortures and controls the victim by threats, intimidation, and 
physical violence.  It is a violation of: 

- Our right to life ( Female infanticide, female feticide, fetuses are fed to the 
dogs, flushed in the toilets of doctors, strong preference for sons)  

- Our right not to be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading 
treatment or punishment  

-  Our right to liberty and security of person  
-  Our right to equal protection under law.  

 Empowerment of Women Religious in India 

As Sr. Joan Chittister points out “The sisters live in life questions.” They are present 
with the suffering, the lonely, the battered, the hungry, the sick, and anyone who needs 
someone to care for them. All their outreach is prolife. In fact their vision of prolife 
enables people not just to live but to live with dignity 

The scene is not so different within the Church. We live in a male dominated 
patriarchal system where Church structures, rituals, decision making power and 
resources are controlled by the male. The local Church, the national Church and the 
global Church, do not have many women on decision making bodies at each level. 
Women religious form the largest and cheap work force within the Church and many 
of us are actively engaged in pastoral ministry. Yet discrimination against us takes 
varied forms. Low wages, stereotyping of roles, degrading conversation, lack of 
respect are some of the more obvious.  The church’s patriarchal structure is a 
distortion of the Gospel and the teaching of Jesus 

Attitudes within the Church reflect the same cultural stereotypes of the larger Indian 
society. If there is one book in the world that is the most read and the most used, it is 
the Bible. Yet it is the one book in the world that is the most misread and the most 
misused. The Bible has been used to justify slavery. It has been used by women to 
affirm their equality with men. But it has been used by men to silence women since 
she is the seductress, the temptress‘. This misreading and misinterpretation is primarily 
because of the patriarchal mindset, either of the authors or of the readers. The socio-
cultural projections of a patriarchal system in the Bible are in contrast with what Jesus 
stands for. We may need new eyes and a new perspective to re-read scripture and 
understand the role of women. 
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 When we speak about Gender equality, we mean that the different behavior, 
aspirations and needs of women and men are considered valued and favored equally. It 
does not mean that women and men have to become the same, but our rights, 
responsibilities and opportunities will not depend on whether they are born male or 
female. 

As women we have internalized the patriarchal images and experiences of oppression 
and once we have internalized them, it perpetuates  itself without any deliberation or 
physical force and we become oppressors and create other victims. As women we 
must activate our innate god given power and change must begin with us.      When 
Jesus emerged from the waters of Jordan ( Mt.3:16) the havens opened for him. 
Therefore each of us needs to let our heavens open to welcome the spirit of God who 
brings this change in us. 
 
How can we be a Prophetic presence wherever we are ? 
 
The Bible makes no distinction between the prophetic ministry of men and women.  A 
prophet, whether male or female, is God's servant, called and anointed by Him.    Their 
responsibility is to speak the word of the Lord and leave to God whether or not their 
messages are received, believed and obeyed. 
 
Ruth & Naomi:    Ruth cried out “for where you go I will go, for where you lodge I 
will lodge. Your people shall be my people, and your God will be my God”. A young 
childless and a widow with a no apparent income or protection she uses her initiative, 
her love for the people and her courage. Thus she became one of the significant 
women in the history of Old Testament. The new testament offers us the story of the 
bonding of two other women Mary & Elizabeth. It is the only scene in the entire 
gospel where two women take a center stage and sang the first liturgical hymn, the 
Magnificent.  In the Magnificat, the song of the oppressed, they offer us a definite 
agenda for change. In Ruth, Mary & Elizabeth we too are invited to become self 
confident, responsive, creative and touching the lives of  many men and women of our 
world. Our god experience should lead us to the lanes and by lanes where we find 
harassed wives, troubled mothers, insecure girl child, the rape victim, among the rich 
and poor and among the upper caste and outcast.  We need to discover the God of 
Mary, the revolutionary who dared to dream dreams of change in the Magnificat!  
 

    Thus violence against women is almost built in to the culture of everyday life of 
women in different ways. Battered, divorced, separated or exploited women are not a 
homogeneous group, each has her individual background, circumstances, faith journey 
and ways of interaction with the Church or society. When women have difficulties in 
their marriage, whether it is domestic violence, personality conflict, extramarital 
affairs of the spouse etc. women don’t think about themselves first, instead they think 
about the needs of their children and  the family. Often in a Patriarchal society where a 
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woman needs to constantly negotiate for her space, our interventions and support 
becomes her only hold. 

Our task is also to consider men and boys not just as beneficiaries of women’s work or 
holders of privilege or perpetrators of violence against women, but also explicitly as 
agents of change, participants in reform, and potential allies in search of gender 
justice.’ For every young man who recreates traditional and sometimes violent 
versions of manhood, there is another young man who lives in fear of this violence. 
For every young man who hits his wife, there is a brother or son who cringes at the 
violence he witnesses men using against his sister or mother. 

In short, we take the side of the Subaltern groups especially the women:  We believe 
that it is our mission to read the signs of the time and see God at work  in  the rise of 
the subalterns.  The promotion of justice and peace among the exploited is therefore 
our primary concern. 

While we represent different country, we as women, share a common story. The 
struggle over women's authority is an age old question for us.  Women's roles have 
been embraced partially but not totally.  For centuries, women have been acting as 
prophets, dreaming new realities, but have been dismissed too often and affirmed only 
when our visions didn't contradict the beliefs held by those in positions of power. Our 
faith and liberation are not found in vacuum but flow from the context of life 
challenging us to bring voice and visibility to all oppressed and exploited women 

In what way are we placing our energies and resources at the service of women 
who are living in the margins of life and who are marginalized? 

How can we stand together as a visible face of the church, remembering the 
vision and embracing the dream? 

 

   Sr.Julie George SSpS 


