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There are no two opinions that the Catholic Church is going through some very 
hard times. The sexual abuse scandal that exploded nearly two decades ago does 
not seem to end—newer cases are cropping up everywhere, including in some very 
strong citadels of the Church.1 Pope Francis is coping criticism from within and 
without for what some consider to be his too progressive stance on some moral 
issues.2 There have been financial scandals and crises of disobedience in Vatican as 
well as elsewhere. 

The Church in India has been going through its share of problems and challenges 
as well. The Syro-Malabar Church, together with its patriarch, has been mired for 
some time in scams related to land sale.3 The most recent event in the Indian Church 
has been the arrest of Bishop Franco Mulakkal of Jalandhar Diocese (currently 
divested of his position) following the accusation of repeated rape of a religious 
sister.4 This event has snowballed into a major crisis, precipitating, among other 
things, the thorny issue of obedience, vowed by members of religious orders and 
promised by diocesan clergy to their superiors. These events have led the laity, who 
has been at the receiving end of a highly clericalized and ritualized Indian Church, 
to release their pent-up frustrations and anger towards the hierarchy of the Church. 
Even from within the hierarchy of the Church are emanating voices of dissent, 
anger, frustration, and sense of betrayal. Some of those who had been spokespersons 
for the hierarchy have become its staunch critics. The mushrooming of expansive 
church structures, the funds for which are sometimes raised through forced 
donations from the faithful, has become an eyesore for many. There were reports of 
protests against the visit of George Cardinal Alancherry, the Major Archbishop of 
the Syro-Malabar Church to the Syro-Malabar communities in England, the latter 
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expressing their anger at what they perceived to be highhanded ways of dealing with 
the diaspora and the financial exploitation they were subjected to.5 In every sense, a 
great tsunami is threatening to engulf the Church, especially in India. 

Mass Media with their insatiable need for breaking news as well as the proliferation 
of social media networks such as Facebook and WhatsApp have helped these 
challenges become the talk of the town and feeder for never-ending debates. Those 
who are members of WhatsApp groups would know very well how the discourse 
gets way too emotionally intensive and often times highly subjective, speculative, 
and prematurely judgemental. Everyone seems to be an authority on what is 
happening and oftentimes the exchange of ideas goes beyond the limits of dignity 
and decorum, ambushing dissenting views and shaming those who dissent. In one 
sense, it is providential that there are avenues where anyone can state one’s opinions 
and be heard as well. For, it is necessary that there must be space for expression of 
one’s feelings and ideas regarding what is happening within the Church. However, 
what stands out in many interactions and debates is the bitterness and hostility that 
seep out of them, hurting everyone, and one wonders if it does more harm than 
good. There is real apprehension among those who care if the Church in India, very 
specially the Church in Kerala, will end up like the secularized West with no space 
for faith practices, that too, with a pace greater than what it took for the West to 
reach where it is now. 

The Thorny Issue of Religious Obedience

One of the key issues that has surfaced in the discussions—be they about 
objections to Amoris Laetitia, handling of sexual abuse, protest by the priests of 
the Nigerian diocese of Ahiara against the appoint of the bishop, or sisters taking 
to the street to clamour for the arrest of Bishop Franco—is the issue of fidelity 
and obedience to the Church teachings and hierarchy, which the clergy promise 
during their ordination and the religious profess as simple or solemn vow as they 
enter consecrated life. To what and to whom do we profess fidelity and obedience? 
What are the limits of obedience? When does the duty to rebel take primacy over 
obedience? Could there be a form of fidelity that has the power to rebel? And how 
do we rebel? 

The decree of the Vatican II on religious life, Perfectae Caritatis, has this 
observation to make:

In professing obedience, religious offer the full surrender of their own 
will as a sacrifice of themselves to God and so are united permanently and 
securely to God’s salvific will […] Religious, therefore, in the spirit of faith 
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and love for the divine will should humbly obey their superiors according 
to their rules and constitutions.6

As is evident, the obedience is offered to God, and God’s Will is the primary 
object or subject of one’s obedience; the superiors become only a conduit to discern 
the same. And, in the true spirit of Vatican II, we know that this surrender is not 
meant to be a lifeless one. This obedience is a call to be faithful to the source of 
everything, God, using God-given faculties. For, the document goes on to say: 

Realizing that they are contributing to building up the body of Christ 
according to God’s plan, they should use both the forces of their intellect 
and will and the gifts of nature and grace to execute the commands and 
fulfill the duties entrusted to them. In this way religious obedience, far 
from lessening the dignity of the human person, by extending the freedom 
of the sons of God, leads it to maturity.7

In discussing the possible conflict between the ideals of obedience and freedom, 
the apostolic exhortation Vita Consecrata has this to say: 

In an especially vigorous way this obedience reproposes the obedience of 
Christ to the Father and, taking this mystery as its point of departure, 
testifies that there is no contradiction between obedience and freedom. 
Indeed, the Son’s attitude discloses the mystery of human freedom as the 
path of obedience to the Father’s will, and the mystery of obedience as the 
path to the gradual conquest of true freedom. It is precisely this mystery 
which consecrated persons wish to acknowledge by this particular vow. 
By obedience they intend to show their awareness of being children of the 
Father, as a result of which they wish to take the Father’s will as their daily 
bread (cf. Jn 4:34), as their rock, their joy, their shield and their fortress 
(cf. Ps 18:2).8

The instruction “The Service of Authority and Obedience: Faciem Tuam, 
Domine, Requiram” from the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and 
Societies of Apostolic Life makes it amply clear that such obedience is given to 
God through human mediation, and therefore may involve limits and objections 
in conscience to the human dynamics involved. Joseph Rovira offers a three-point 
summary of the document, highlighting the above factors: 

1) The constant reminder that we owe obedience to God alone, with 
everything else amounting to mediations and the reality within which we 
seek the divine will; 2) the emphasis on the fraternal-communal aspect and 
on the fact of human maturity as the context for living out this service;  
3) therefore, an awareness of limits, whether of the one obeying or the one 
ordering, limits which give rise to understandable tensions, difficulties and 
even “objection in conscience.”9
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It is these “understandable tensions, difficulties and even ‘objection in conscience’” 
that are evident in the recent events. The religious (and Christians in general) are 
called to have a “prophetic imagination” as well which calls for challenging the royal 
imagination as the prophets and Jesus did.10 However, there is a danger when this 
prophetic imagination loses its connection with the source. As Schneiders warns, “if 
prophecy loses touch with the reign of God that it must serve, we will become rebels 
without a cause, blind leaders of the blind.”11 Whereas it is understandable that the 
bitterness and anger emerge from a sense of betrayal and pain, it is also necessary 
that the faithful learn how to root for change within the Church, while remaining 
an integral part of the Church, dissenting from a place of love and compassion. For, 
this is what prophets did, and it is such kind of prophetic imagination that every 
Christian has been called to embrace, thanks to the grace of Baptism. 

Perhaps it is here we can learn a lesson or two from the world of cinematic 
fiction. The New Zealand movie Whale Rider (2002) is a beautiful meditation on 
how to dissent and work for positive change, while remaining firmly rooted in love 
and compassion for those whom you challenge, with their warts and all. In this 
paper, I will provide a brief synopsis of the movie, followed by its insights on the 
theme under reflection and how it can be applied to those who want to see and 
work for change within the Church. This is especially applicable in the context of 
obedience in religious life, a topic that has been challenged much amidst some of 
the crises that have hit the Church in India leading to much bad blood. 

Synopsis of the Movie Whale Rider

The film Whale Rider12 is based on the novel of the same name by Witi Ihimaera. 
Niki Karo did the script and direction for the celluloid version of the novel. The 
movie premiered at the 2002 Toronto International Film Festival and has gone on 
to win several awards round the globe. In 2005, it also made it to the British Film 
Institute list of 50 films one should watch before turning 14. 

The movie pivots on the myths and culture of the Whangara, an indigenous 
Polynesian tribe, from the east coast of New Zealand. The Whangara are more 
broadly referred to as Maori. They trace their origin to a single ancestor, Paikea, 
who came to the shores riding a whale, escaping death when his canoe had given 
way in the sea, thereby forming a deep existential bond with the whales. Since 
then, the Maoris have lived in a rigid patriarchal structure wherein only a first-born 
male could be considered direct descendant of Paikea, and therefore, become the 
chieftain. The Maori chieftain had the sacred duty of being the custodian of the 
tribal customs and traditions and carried a deep bond with the whales, the totem 
animal of the Maori.13
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The movie Whale Rider is a fictional story of Paikea Apirana, a twelve-year-old 
daughter of Porourangi, the first-born of the current chieftain, Koro. As per the 
unbroken tradition of the Maori, Koro had wanted his first-born to be the next 
chief, but to his deep sorrow, Porourangi had neither aptitude nor interest in the 
role, and walked away. Fearing that the Maori culture would perish without a leader, 
Koro looked forward to the first-born grandson; but his hopes were dashed when 
his daughter-in-law gave birth to twins – a boy and a girl - but died in childbirth 
taking the boy with her and leaving only the girl to survive. The voice-over of the 
girl, Paikea, tells us at the very beginning of the movie: “There was no gladness when 
I was born. My twin brother died and took my mother with him. Everybody was waiting 
for the first-born boy to lead us but he died and I didn’t.”  Koro wants Porourangi to 
move on and get married again to beget another son; but the latter bursts out in 
anger at his dad’s apathy and rigidity, and names the girl child Paikea, the name of 
their ancestor, and walks away.

Pai grows up as the darling of everyone in the house, with a very special bond 
with her grandfather, Koro, who loves her deeply. However, their relationship 
deteriorates when Pai begins to assert her conviction that she is born to lead her 
people. Paikea has a certain grace and poise and in-born leadership qualities that 
keep surfacing in all her interactions with the people around. The audience is given 
the first glimpse of the truth that Paikea is destined to be the leader when she 
successfully repairs the torn rope used to start the motor for pumping water. She 
had asked Koro about their ancestral history, and Koro used the analogy of the 
rope which had been made out of various strands and referred to the strength of 
the rope resulting from the cohesion of the strands to talk to her about the unity 
of the tribe and how their story, like the long strong rope, went all the way back to 
the first ancestor, Paikea. However, when he tries to start the motor by using the 
rope, the rope breaks, and he goes in search of another one. In the meantime, Paikea 
successfully ties the broken rope and starts the engine, seeing which Koro shouts at 
her asking her never to do that again as it is dangerous. However, the audience is 
left with the insight that under Koro’s leadership, the unity is breaking down and it 
is left to Paikea to stitch it together again and make it work. But Koro is too blind 
to see the writing on the wall. 

When Koro, though fond of Paikea as a grandchild, screams that she is of 
“no use” for the tribe, the tension deepens and her dad decides to take her with 
him. But as she leaves, the whales react, and Paikea feels the call of the whales 
in her gut and asks her dad to drop her back. She barges into the room where 
Koro is closeted with other elders discussing plans to select an heir, and declares:  
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“Paka, I am back.” From then on, she begins to assert her conviction of being 
born to lead. Paikea’s grandmother, Nanny Flowers, angered by the discrimination 
shown by her husband, supports Paikea in her every move, though she herself is 
not fully aware of the destiny that awaits Paikea. When Koro begins a school to 
train the first-borns in the tribal arts and to select the potential chief, Paikea wants 
enrolled. When rebuffed, she secretly watches the lessons given, picks up the chants, 
and masters the art of using taiaha, the sacred weapon, with the help of her uncle 
Rawiri. Hemi is the first-born boy who grabs Koro’s attention as the potential heir 
to succeed him; but Koro is devastated when he finds that Hemi picked up a fight 
with Paikea using taiaha and was defeated by her. Rejecting Hemi as a probable, 
Koro takes rest of the boys to the sea and gives them the ultimate test to be chosen 
the chieftain-to-be: Koro removes the reiputa (whale-tooth) that he wore as the 
chieftain and casts it into the sea in front of their eyes, and asks the boys to go 
fetch it. But none of them succeeds. Paikea is the one who manages to recover it; 
but the entire family keeps it as a secret away from Koro, as they felt he was “not 
ready for the news.” Finally, on the school cultural night, Paikea reserves a seat for 
Koro as her guest of honour and plans to surprise him with the news of her winning 
the speech context; but Koro does not turn up, and Paikea delivers the speech in 
honour of Koro, but with a broken heart and tears streaming down her face pained 
at his rejection. 

Paikea and family return to their house only to realize that the whales have 
somehow landed at the beach, and are dying one by one. The entire tribe, as one 
man, does its best to keep the whales alive and force them to return to the sea, but 
somehow they refuse to. Koro, recognizing the master whale and believing that if the 
master whale returns to the sea, all others will follow, seeks the help of everyone to 
push the giant whale back to the sea, but does not succeed. When Paikea approaches 
the whale, he screams at her to go back as he believed that her disobedience and 
rebellion caused the entire tragedy. However, as everyone, tired to the bones, gives 
up efforts for the day and returns to rest a bit, Paikea approaches the master whale 
again, mounts on it — as once the ancestor Paikea mounted — and gently taps it to 
move; and the whale takes off to the sea with her. Finding that other whales are also 
moving back to the sea, Koro and the entire tribe turn back only to see little Paikea 
on the master whale, speeding into deep waters. As Koro stands stunned, his wife 
takes out the reiputa that Paikea had recovered from the sea and thrusts it into the 
hands of Koro. In a flash, everything makes sense for Koro and for the first time he 
realizes that he was wrong all along and Paikea indeed is the one to lead and whales 
answer to her alone. They now fear for the death of Paikea, but she survives and 
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Koro, totally repentant and absolutely grateful, anoints Paikea as the chieftain; the 
entire tribe feels rejuvenated and the traditional festival boat (waka taua) is repaired 
and colourfully launched into the sea with everyone participating in the traditional 
war chant (haka) and Paikea leading them from the chieftain’s seat on the boat, 
flanked by a beaming Koro on the side. The movie ends with this image lingering 
and the voice-over of Paikea: “My name is Paikea Apirana and I come from a long line 
of chiefs, stretching all the way back to the Whale Rider. I am not a prophet, but I know 
that our people will keep going forward, all together, with all of our strength.”

Insights from the Whale Rider

The movie has been the subject of much discussion and scholarship on the role 
of women in patriarchal societies;14 but it has many more nuanced reflections to 
offer. As is evident, the key theme of the movie is the conflict between tradition 
and change; and the theme refracts into conflicts between patriarchy and inclusion 
of the feminine, gender discrimination and gender inclusiveness, prejudice and 
open mindedness, and between rigidity and patient striving. These are all perennial 
conflicts in any human society, played out in different forms and editions. They are 
relevant conflicts in the context of the Church, which is the focus of our reflection 
here. In dealing with this existential conflict, there are plenty of formative insights 
the movie Whale Rider offers to us as a Church. I identify a few of them below:

The Establishment Seeks to Protect and Preserve Traditions

Any institution—be it political, cultural, religious—generally tends to maintain 
status quo when it comes to traditions. It is no surprise, though. The very institution 
itself is part of the tradition, and it is the traditions that elevate people to their roles 
within the institutions. Therefore, the impulse to preserve traditions and be loyal 
to them is a natural instinct, and a necessary one as well. Anyone who threatens it 
is expelled or sacrificed with a deep sense of religiosity. Institutions, thus, tend to 
operate on a scapegoat mechanism or sacrificial expulsion; and historical Christianity 
has been no exception.15 At one level, Koro cannot be faulted for his passion and 
conviction to maintain tradition even by expelling anyone who threatened it. For, 
the loss of traditions is loss of the communal being. His very role was to be the 
protector of the heritage the community had received. He fulfilled them to his 
best. He was conditioned by his inherited ideas and ideals, which prevented him 
from seeing the changing reality before him. Throughout the film you feel for this 
character who means well and is honest to himself, but has become a prisoner of his 
own beliefs. 
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The same could be said of several members of the Church, especially those who are 
in hierarchy. They have been appointed precisely to be the guardians of traditions, 
and they grow into the image and likeness of that role day by day. It is important 
to look at them with this perspective and compassionate understanding. Not all 
traditions are bad; on the contrary, they are often good and necessary. They connect 
us with our origins and give us a sense of belonging and direction. However, some 
of these traditions may outlive their relevance as time passes by, and turn out to be 
blocks to further growth and development; and instead of serving as lively arteries to 
connect between our origins and destiny, they begin to atrophy. Koro failed to see 
this. Sometimes the leaders of the Church can fail to see this reality too—at times 
because they do not want to see, but oftentimes because they are so nested in their 
status quo that they simply fail to see it. It is here we need genuine prophets with 
prophetic imagination to hold a mirror against them as well as against all within the 
Church to help us realize what is happening. 

It is sad how Koro notices the breakdown of the tribal cohesion, but fails to see 
himself as the potential cause. He is always looking outward to find a scapegoat, 
and Pai was a convenient and proximate victim. Even when every effort to make 
the whales return to the sea fails, he does not think of giving Pai a chance to do 
something: He simply cannot see her contributing anything other than evil to 
the system. Finally, it took a Taborian transfigurative moment to force his eyes 
open to see, for the first time, the double-edged truth—the Himalayan truth of his 
own colossal error and the irreversible election and destiny of Paikea Apirana. To 
his credit, he surrendered to the truth at that very moment and embraced it with 
repentance. 

Fight the System from Within

One of the ways to respond to the clash between the unchanging tradition and 
the pressing-to-be-born change is to give up the struggle and walk out. Who cares 
if the system perishes; I just want to save myself. Another possible solution is to 
exit the system and fight against it from the outside as an enemy. Perhaps there are 
situations wherein either of these solutions, given the unique context, might be the 
reasonable one, if not optimal. However, neither of these solutions is wholesome 
and ideal. Exiting the system and allowing it to perish might do more harm than 
good, and those who truly care may be left to rue. And, exiting and fighting it as an 
enemy would only end up in an imitative sacrificial response that seeks to expel and 
kill, but not to heal.
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Think for a moment: What would have happened to the Maori tribe if Paikea 
had left with her father never to return? The culture that was dying would have 
been left to die out and rot for want of a new leader, and she would not have a 
Maori culture to return to later, ultimately losing her own ground. She would have 
preserved her life, but her life would have been less than fulfilling and devoid of her 
own cultural roots. The same can happen in religious communities. No religious 
community is ideal, every community is but a shadow of its Platonian prototype. 
To exit it is easy; but a typical behavioural trait of those who exit religious/priestly 
life or the Catholic Church is a perennial, compulsive need to justify their decision 
by continuous negative critique of religious/priestly life or the Church. Whereas 
there are always elements worth critiquing, such compulsive criticism appears more 
a defense mechanism than a constructive one or one that emerges from deep love 
for the Church or religious/priestly life. 

Paikea was convinced of her call, a call that began hazy and unclear but as 
something that she felt deeply within her gut. Her love for the culture and 
the traditions was genuine and deep. So was her love for her Koro, whom she 
affectionately called Paka. When everyone around Koro found fault with him, she 
alone showed deep understanding for his inner torture and empathized with him; 
while never compromising the conviction about her own vocation. She disobeyed 
Koro in many ways; but she would never allow anyone to water down his authority 
or standing in the society. She never allowed any traditional practice to suffer; 
rather, she participated in them fully, while at the same time working towards a 
change. It is this love for the community and its chieftain and traditions that kept 
her within the system. But remaining within the system, she led her own fight—not 
out of compulsion or hate, but out of genuine love and conviction. How does such 
a stance compare with the sights of immature defiance and wild celebrations and 
distribution of candies by some religious sisters when Bishop Franco was arrested 
and jailed in Kerala? Even when their demand for arrest of the Bishop was genuine, 
one would have expected an expression of sobriety and even sadness at the depths 
to which ecclesiastical positions have fallen in some cases. A fidelity that seeks to 
rebel does so with genuine pain at the unwholesome realities, with deep love for the 
community that lives through the same, and when one sees the rebellion succeeding 
at the unavoidable cost of some individuals, you feel for them, respect and defend 
their basic human dignity, but still go on fighting the system for a change. 

Faithfulness to the Original Source Matters

In a rebellion that seeks change, where do the loyalties lie? The fidelity that 
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rebels must be a fidelity that remains true and committed to the original source. If 
Pai defied Koro in several matters, yet acknowledged and defended before others 
his primacy, it was because she remained connected to the original source and 
inspiration of her community. She had an inborn and visceral connection to the 
whales, the totem animal of the Maori. She could hear them. She could sense them. 
When she was forced to leave Koro’s household to go and live with her father, the 
whales reacted; and her innate connection with and orientation to the whales, the 
spiritual guardians of the Maori, led her unconscious to pick up the sensations, 
inspiring her to cut short the journey and return to the household and declare to 
Koro three times, indicating her definitiveness: “Paka, I am back […] But I am 
back. I am back.” Her fidelity to the origins is repeatedly hinted at in the movie by 
showing her seated in the waka and having a gut-level connection to the whales 
every time she had to suffer for her prophetic role.

I have come across situations where religious have left the Order because a 
superior behaved unjustly to them, or the provincial did not send them for the 
studies they wanted or give them the appointment they sought. There have been 
occasions, during the organic growth and bifurcation of provinces, where members 
have opted to move to the newly minted province not because of authentic reasons, 
but simply because they did not want to remain in a province where a certain person 
was the provincial—even when they knew very well that that provincial’s term could 
end in another few more years! To whom do they owe fidelity? To a mere individual 
or to God who called them? Their vocation seems founded on brittle foundations 
and it would be no wonder if they remain unhappy and unfulfilled in their newly 
chosen province or mission, because the problem is not basically with the person 
they are fleeing, but with themselves! As a saying goes, “where ever you go, there 
you are!” It is their own self they must address and work on, not the provincial or 
the superior or the community member whom they blame. 

This fidelity to the original charism is what Schneiders refers to in her paper on 
obedience and dissent: 

The prophetic imagination emerges whenever fidelity to a community’s 
founding inspiration is effectively evoked to energize movement toward an 
alternative future which stands more in continuity with that past and thus 
stands a better chance of improving the condition of those victimized by 
the present regime. 16

Jesus was the exemplar of such obedience to the original source, his own Father.17 
It is such obedience to the source that gave him the clarity to rebel against the 
corruption of the hierarchy, even when he respected their God-given authority. 
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In consecrated life too, this example of Christ translates as obedience to God and 
fidelity to the founding charism. Vita Consecrata observes that it is to the founding 
charism that one remains faithful and it is such creative fidelity that gives them 
clarity of thought and purpose even to rebel for the sake of the real good: 

In the first place, there is the need for fidelity to the founding charism 
and subsequent spiritual heritage of each Institute. It is precisely in this 
fidelity to the inspiration of the founders and foundresses, an inspiration 
which is itself a gift of the Holy Spirit, that the essential elements of the 
consecrated life can be more readily discerned and more fervently put into 
practice [....] Institutes of Consecrated Life are thus invited courageously 
to propose anew the enterprising initiative, creativity and holiness of their 
founders and foundresses in response to the signs of the times emerging in 
today’s world. This invitation is first of all a call to perseverance on the path 
of holiness in the midst of the material and spiritual difficulties of daily life. 
But it is also a call to pursue competence in personal work and to develop 
a dynamic fidelity to their mission, adapting forms, if need be, to new 
situations and different needs, in complete openness to God’s inspiration 
and to the Church’s discernment.18

Paikea’s was such a creative fidelity. She suffered in the process, though; but 
ultimately, the victory was hers and for the entire community, including her Koro. 
Where do our fidelities stand and how do we live out our creative fidelity? 

Empathic Love as the Link between Obedience and Prophetism

What defines, guides, and redeems a fidelity that seeks to rebel, drinking from 
the source of the original inspiration? It is love that empathizes. What’s the point 
in speaking in tongues or knowing the hidden mysteries of the universe or playing 
the greatest prophet or social activist or raising people from the dead or fasting unto 
death, if there is no love in the heart? As St. Paul would remind the Corinthians, 

Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not 
proud.  It does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking,  it is not easily 
angered,  it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but 
rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, 
always perseveres. (1 Corinthians 13: 4-7, NRSV) 

The heart of a genuine prophecy that seeks change and works towards it is love. 
It is such love that made saints and martyrs of those whose fidelity rebelled. It is 
such love that moved the greatest of rebels, Jesus Christ, and his many followers 
that included Paul the Apostle, Francis of Assisi, John of the Cross, Therese of Avila, 
Theresa of Kolkata, Oscar Romero and innumerable others. It is the absence of such 
love that doomed many prophets who ended up enemies of the Church, the world, 
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and themselves. Love, love alone justifies an obedience that rebels at the service of 
prophesy. Love, love alone ensures that it does so not to hurt, but to heal; not to 
exclude, but to embrace; not to shame, but to redeem; not to kill, but to give life. 

If there is any one individual who understands Koro and refuses to judge him, 
but loves him to the extreme, it is Paikea. Koro’s leadership does not inspire the 
tribe. The old order is somehow dying. The center does not hold. The young 
generation, presenting the traditional chants, disrespectfully and playfully vitiate 
the atmosphere, and the elders join them in silly laughter, even in the presence of 
Koro. It is Paikea then, keeping her cool and disregarding the disrespectful sounds, 
continues the chant and completes it. When Koro shouts that Pai is of no use 
to her, she overhears it and runs out to the waka in the dark. Her father follows 
her and comforts her by blaming Koro for his insensitive comments; but she does 
not agree: “He didn’t mean it, about me.” Porourangi says that Koro is looking for 
something that does not exist anymore, and Pai counters him saying that Koro is 
looking for a leader and they do exist. When Nanny Flowers—Koro’s wife and Pai’s 
grandmother— in an attempt to console Pai after Koro’s angry eruption at the 
dining table, remarks that sometimes they will have to simply let him think that he 
is the boss, Pai defends Koro: “He is the boss.” At another moment, Pai worries for 
Koro and asks Nanny: “What if he fails, Nanny? […] And what will happen to him? 
[…] It is not Koro’s fault, Nanny […] Not that I am a girl.”

With all his efforts to find a successor failing and his ideal world falling apart 
around him, Koro sits in the dark and calls out to the ancestor whales in all his 
angst. The entire world—both physical and spiritual— is deaf to him; but Pai alone 
understands his pain. Seated on the waka, she hears his cry and realizes: “He was 
calling to the ancient ones, asking them to help him. But they weren’t listening.” So she 
tries. “And they heard me.” Not surprisingly, as she plunges into the sea to recover 
Koro’s reiputa, she also captures a crab for making tea with it for her Paka, to bring 
him back to health. That’s empathy in its splendour. The director also provides us 
a hint in that scene that the recovery of the reiputa would be the signal that would 
ultimately open the eyes of the chieftain and bring him back to his wholesome 
health. 

Paikea’s heart is one that seeks to hold the old and the new in creative tension, 
rejecting neither. If she rebels, it is only at the service of a fidelity to a call; and 
the rebellion is never against an individual, but a tradition whose time has come 
to die and to be reborn in newer form. That Koro is the center of her life and her 
undeniable leader is evident when she invites him to be her guest of honour at the 
cultural night, reserving a special place for him and dedicating her prize-winning 
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speech for him. “This speech is a token of my deep love and respect for Koro Apirana, 
my grandfather,” so she begins her speech glancing tearfully at the vacant chair left 
for her Paka. And, as is evident, the entire speech is actually meant for him—to 
help him see the bigger picture, to realize that the turn of events is nobody’s fault, 
and everyone can be in it together to seek a new destiny. The speech also showcases 
her deep understanding and pain at the heavy cross her Paka is carrying. For she 
says, interspersed with sobs and tears, not merely expressive of her sorrow at the 
absence of her Paka at the show, but far more expressive of an empathic sharing of 
his existential sorrow as her own: 

Because sometimes, even if you’re the leader and you need to be strong...you can 
get tired. Like our ancestor, Paikea, when he was lost at sea … and he couldn’t 
find the land, and he probably wanted to die. But he knew the ancient ones 
were there for him … so he called out to them to lift him up and give him 
strength. This is his chant. I dedicate it to my grandfather.

With that she does the chant which brings the whales to the shore for the 
denouement. And we get a final glimpse at her empathy and connectedness to her 
Paka when she sees Koro looking at her riding the whale as their ancestor did—
the moment of revelation that had the power either to shatter him to pieces or to 
redeem him. Recognizing the sword piercing his soul, she whispers from the top of 
the whale: “It’s okay, Paka.” While watching the movie, these words of Paikea hit 
me as reminiscent of the revelatory words of Jesus to the mystic Julian of Norwich: 
“All shall be well. All shall be well; and all manner of thing shall be well.”19 And 
Julian observes: “This was said so tenderly, without blame of any kind toward me or 
anybody else.”20 Similarly, Pai’s words were an invitation for Koro to see everything 
that unfolded as part of a greater design and to rest easy. It was her way of offering 
him absolution and his moment of redemption, without any kind of blame towards 
him or anyone else. Only love can do so. 

Conclusion

In the present crisis that has engulfed the Universal Church as well as particular 
churches such as the ones in India, the questions to ask are these: If you feel called to 
be a prophet whose fidelity seeks to rebel, do you still have an empathic understanding 
towards those who resist you, of their fears and concerns? Do you care enough to 
remain within the system and lovingly fight its warts? Does your prophesy emerge 
from a fidelity to the original source and not from your own narcissistic wounds and 
compulsions? And finally, is your prophetism born of and sustained by an empathic 
love that seeks to bless and redeem, to absolve and to include, to heal and revive? If 
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your answers to these four questions are in the affirmative, may God who began the 
good work in you bring it to completion! 

What the hierarchy or those at the receiving end of the rebellion need to guard 
against is the tendency towards royal consciousness21 that seeks to silence the voices 
of dissent or rebellion. The authentic royal consciousness they should actually take 
part is the consciousness of Jesus that remained faithful to the Reign of God, and 
not the false royal consciousness of the powers and principalities that ruled the 
world. Such an openness will keep them grounded and alert to the signs of the times 
as well as to co-opt such rebellion for the purpose of advancing the mission of the 
Reign of God. This in turn will make them genuine prophets who join hands with 
other genuine prophets to will only one thing: Kingdom of God taking root in and 
amidst human hearts. 

Whale Rider provides a beautiful parable as to how to realize change embracing 
everyone while remaining firmly rooted in and faithful to one’s vocation. As a 
concluding aside, it is worth commenting that the ratio institutionis of on-going 
formation, which is “an intrinsic requirement of religious consecration”22 must 
include such creative and reflective use of classic movies and literary classics especially 
novels, as fruitful adjuncts to the traditional courses and content of such formation. 
After all, “the universe is made of stories, not of atoms,”23 and human beings, of 
whatever age, connect with stories and are much more open to be transformed by 
stories than by theories. It must be precisely this universal truth that made Jesus 
use parables as his primary mode of teaching. What such stories provide is a space 
for safely “othering” one’s own struggles and dilemmas in living the intricate and 
challenging human mystery, and yet, applying the insights to oneself in the sacred 
privacy of the nakedness of one’s own soul. Whale Rider is one such movie that 
provides this space for those looking around for a template to fight for change while 
remaining faithful to one’s roots. 
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