
Report of visit to India 6-24 December 2008 
 

 
1.  Henry Martyn Institute, Hyderabad  
 
The primary purpose of my visit to Hyderabad was to represent the Methodist Church of 
Britain at the retirement function of Dr Andreas D'Souza.  Ad Mook, the former desk 
officer for Asia for the Protestant Churches of the Netherlands, was also present and it 
was good to share in various events with him. We were the only representatives from 
partner churches outside India, although a variety of religious and political dignitaries 
including the recently appointed USA Consul in Hyderabad attended the retirement 
function.   
 
On arrival at HMI I was asked to contribute to a DVD that was being compiled for 
presentation to Andreas D'Souza.  I also participated in his retirement function.  
Members of the Board of HMI attended the celebrations and I had the opportunity to 
have informal conversations with several of them, and the new Principal, Fr Varghese 
Manimala. 
 
During our visit, Ad and I were given briefings on 
both the academic and praxis side of the 
Centre's work.  Both the quality of the work HMI 
are doing and the positive and creative tension 
between the academic and praxis sides were 
impressive.  The day before Eid, Ad and I had 
the opportunity to visit one of the praxis projects 
in Hyderabad city.  En route we saw goats and 
cattle tied up in groups by the roadside in 
preparation for Eid.   
 

 
The Trustees of HMI with Andreas D’Souza  [middle, white trousers] 

Fr Vargheses Manimala next to Dr D’Souza 

 
The project we visited was based in a house on the road between the Hindu sector and 
Muslim sector of the city.  Standing on the roof and looking at the buildings around, the 
strategic location of the Centre was clear. Part of the Centre was allocated to a primary 
school and we visited all three classes.  The pupils were attentive and greeted us in 
English.  Fees are charged, however, the maximum is Rs25 per month and the minimum 
Rs10 per month per pupil. We also visited the sewing class, although numbers were 
depleted because the following day was the Muslim festival of Eid and many of the 
women needed to make preparations for the celebrations. The women are taught 
stitching and embroidery.  It was clear that considerable thought had been given to 
creating a course that developed spirally the women's skills and competences with the 
aim that they would be able to earn money using their new abilities when they had 
completed the course.  Ad and I were also made aware of the evening courses in 
computer skills for men.  Visiting the Centre emphasised to me, first, how a small 
amount of money can make a significant contribution to improving people's lives and, 
secondly, the importance of meeting people's needs on a practical level.  The both the 
academic and praxis work of the Henry Martyn Institute was very impressive and I left 
hoping to have the opportunity to visit it again.  



 
2. UTC, Bangalore 
 
Although my arrival in Bangalore did not go to plan; my flight was cancelled which meant 
that the driver from UTC was no longer at the airport when I eventually arrived so I 
caught the shuttle coach, completing the journey via a tour of Bangalore as neither I nor 
the auto rickshaw driver knew the exact location of UTC although I gave him the 
address!  However, once I arrived everyone made me very welcome.  Margaret Shafer 
who, with her husband Byron was lecturing at UTC, was my guide during my time in 
Bangalore.   
 
During my visit Israel Selvaranajan, the Principal, arranged a meeting, which he chaired, 
between me and members of the faculty and post- graduate students at UTC. I was 
asked to give a thirty minute talk on inter faith relations and any specific issues relating 
to Britain, followed by questions. During informal conversations with faculty members I 
was repeatedly told that India is far further forward in inter faith understanding than 
Britain as they practice it in their daily lives.  However, the evidence I saw indicated that 
although the Indian constitution respects all faiths, there is little positive engagement 
with people of other faiths among Christians.   
 
There is a balance between the academic and praxis at UTC, although not so 
emphasised as at HMI.  I was told that all students must be a member of a team, for 
example going to work in the slums, helping children with schoolwork or the education of 
prostitute's children, or working in an HIV/Aids centre. Students are also allocated teams 
and participate in one-month placements in August.  The female students, who comprise 
5% of the total, know that they will never be ordained in India. 
  
During my time in Bangalore I attended the Christmas service at an independent Dalit 
Church at Kola Gold Field.  The service was wonderful and a deep sense of spirituality 
was present.  Both Christians and Hindus were present.  Shoes were left outside and 
the congregation sat on the floor.  Children actively participated in different parts of the 

service and, later during the service they were 
all given Christmas presents.  The sermon was 
given by Dr Byron Shafer, or Uncle Shafer as 
he was familiarly known. With the exception of 
the sermon, the service was conducted in the 
Tamil language.  After the service the 
congregation sat on the grass outside to eat 
their Christmas dinner, which was a meat 
birianni. 
  

Christmas dinner at Kola Gold Fields 
 
Because of our mutual interest in Sikhism, Margaret Shafer arranged for me to visit the 
gurdwara in Bangalore and talk to one of the community leaders.  The Sikh community 
in Bangalore has about eight thousand member and organises Sunday school classes in 
the morning and afternoon for members of the community.  About eight hundred children 
attend these classes in the morning and about another twelve hundred children attend 
them in the afternoon. 
 



To meet the needs of the wider community, during the week the gurdwara runs a secular 
school for 4-16 year-olds that is located next door to the gurdwara.  The school employs 
fully qualified teachers and teaches the government curriculum.  It has four hundred 
pupils of whom 40% pay half tuition fees and 10% have free tuition.  Furthermore, each 
day the gurdwara sends one tanker of fresh water to the slums in the town so that those 
living there have access to clean water.  The gurdwara also runs a health clinic, which is 
akin to a GP surgery, for the poor. In accordance with Sikh practice it also provides a 
free meal to any person to any visitor.  The gurdwara can therefore be seen to feed, 
educate, provide water and care for the health of vulnerable residents in Bangalore. 
 
On the day I left Bangalore I attended the Christmas service at the CSI Cathedral.  It 
reflected a strong American influence.  The junior Sunday school, as their contribution to 
the service, sang 'Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer and 'Jingle Bells'. When the middle 
Sunday school group entered they performed to a recording of 'Mary's Boy Child', 
emulating American Football cheerleaders both in their dress and actions, complete with 
waving tinsel pom-poms in the air.  The senior Sunday school performed a two-part play 
based on the nativity story, the first part in the context of first century Bethlehem and the 
second part in the context of the 21st century.  Both the hymns and sermon were in 
English.    
 
3.  TTS, Madurai 
 
In Madurai I presented a paper at an international conference on Guru Granth Sahib at 
Madurai Madan University.  After the conference, I spent a day at the Tamil Nadu 
Theological Seminary (TTS) in Madurai with Margaret Kalaiselvi.  I was told that the vast 
majority of the students were male and sponsored by their bishop, although they had a 
small number of independent male students – i.e. those not sponsored by their bishop – 
who had to pay the full tuition fees themselves.  They also had some female students 
however none of them were sponsored by a bishop therefore they were all in receipt of 
100% sponsorship from TTS.  This meant that female students were a heavy financial 
burden for the Seminary. I was told that because the bishops in India would not ordain 
them, the female students would become teachers. (This reflected what I had been told 
at UTC.) 
 
After showing me around TTS, Margaret took me to a shelter for battered women.  I 
found it very challenging. One of the women I met had been at the Centre for three 
years; there is no time limit on women being there.  She recounted that approximately 
five years ago she developed a neurological illness and her husband and his family 
threw her out on to the streets because she could 'no longer give comfort to her 
husband'.  She trembled to such an extent that she couldn't dress herself without 
assistance.  Another woman, a recent arrival, cradled a young baby who had been born 
to her at the shelter.  I was told that the Centre only accepts women who have been 
brought to it either by family members or through the church.  Occasionally, women who 
have been at the Centre remarry, however, beforehand the Centre makes enquiries to 
ensure that the woman will be lovingly treated by their new partner and his family.   
 
 
 
 
 



4.  Church of South India, Chennai  
 
At the CSI in Chennai I met the General Secretary and Assistant General Secretary of 
the CSI.  I also had meetings with the Director of Pastoral Work, the Director of Youth 
Work, and the Director of Dalit and Tribal work 
 
I accompanied the Director of Pastoral Work to a Christmas celebration organised by the 
local Hindu community.  Present on the platform were local religious and political 
leaders.  I was invited to give greetings from the Methodist Church in Britain and did so, 
evidencing the celebration by the different communities of each other's faiths. This 
statement led to applause from the audience.  This event, including my contribution, was 
televised the following day. 
It was apparent that the Director of Pastoral Work was undertaking pioneer work in the 
Church of South India by developing positive relations with both the Hindu and other 
religious communities in Chennai.   
 
Rev Gandhi, who was the Director of Dalit and forest dwellers work, explained his areas 
of work.  He stated that his aim was to convert the forest dwellers to Christianity and to 
encourage them to leave the forest and move to the towns.  He was not, however, 
aware of any them who had been converted.   
 
Behind Rev Gandhi's desk was a large painting of a pregnant woman whom a high caste 
Hindu had yoked to an ox and together they were pulling a plough.  He stated that this 
was based on an actual event.  He also told me the story of 'Christian high caste boys' 
who killed seven Dalit Christians.  This was the result of a longstanding dispute with 
Dalit Christians demanding equal rights in conducting rituals in church.  This event was 
incorporated into the liturgy for Dalit Liberation Sunday provided by the Commission on 
Dalits, National Church of India.  The Biblical quote on the front of the liturgy was 'Seek 
justice, rescue the oppressed': Isaiah 1:17.   My sense was that Rev Gandhi exemplified 
the passionate belief of Dalits that they were oppressed.  Interestingly, the only place 
where this was not apparent was at the Dalit Church at Kola Gold Field that was 
independent of CSI.  
 

Before a left Chennai to return to London I 
attended the CSI Christmas service.  This 
was an enjoyable event.  The Synod choir, 
which was comprised of employees of the 
CSI, contributed hymns. It was interesting to 
note the difference in energy of the choir 
when they were singing hymns in Tamil, the 
lyrics of which were written by the Director of 
Pastoral Care and the music by his son 
Reuben, in contrast to when they sang 
tradition hymns in the English language.  In 
contrast to the service at Bangalore 
Cathedral, all the contributions were related 
to the Biblical account of  the nativity. 

The CSI Synod Choir, conducted by Rev Gandhi 


