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CHENNAI

The relaxed setting of the YWCA in this enormous, bustling city of six million people was our base at the beginning and end of our stay in India. Here we met Eileen Thompson, a Mission Partner sponsored by The Methodist Church and United Society for the Propagation of the Gospel (USPG), and were introduced to St Mary’s where she is based. The church was completed in 1680 for the benefit of the British Christians working for the East India Company, which built the Fort of St George within which it is situated. The colonial buildings now house the secretariat of the state government. 

I was to encounter the ‘Englishness’ of Protestant Christianity repeatedly during my stay and learn that much of its appeal lies in that very quality. Attempts to bring Indian culture into worship through art and symbol are made, especially in the colleges and at regional events, but many ministers told me how they felt these would be inappropriate in the local church. Not only is there the problem of managing change, but also of finding ‘Indian’ art and symbol that is not associated with higher castes and therefore uncomfortable for those of no caste, the Dalits.

COIMBATORE

The ‘Manchester of South India’ is a textile based industrial city of well over a million people. The diocese is made up of 89 pastorates; the rural ones may contain up to six churches, some of them staffed only by lay volunteers.

.

I visited the Church of South India (CSI) Kindergarten and High School on the same site as the Bishop’s residence and the diocesan offices. The Kindergarten was great fun. Morning prayers began as I arrived, a guitarist led the singing and I was able to join in ‘Who’s the king of the jungle?’ and ‘Heaven is a wonderful place’ as well as listening to the memory verses being recited. They were clearly used to receiving visitors and volunteers!    

My next visit was to another impressive institution, the Bishop Appasamy College of Arts and Sciences. Founded in 1995 it already has 800 students, of whom 350 are Christians, studying computing, commerce, visual communication, catering and social work. Projects concerning women’s rights (including staff working with the police on gender awareness) less privileged parts of society (including work in the prison) and the wider well being of students (including drug awareness) attracted my attention. 

The Women’s Training Centre was my next inspiring visit, another glimpse of the Church at its best, where women from the poorest and most hopeless 

backgrounds are enabled to acquire a skill that can give them a step to a new start. I found myself humbled by the simplicity and dedication of this project and its principal and moved by the stories of the women who have passed through its doors. 

A similar experience awaited me next door where I visited the Centre for Rehabilitation of Multiple Handicapped Sisters, a residential and training centre supported by the women’s fellowships of the diocese and run by Mrs Dorai, the Bishop’s wife.

EAST KERALA

Next I travelled to East Kerala, the diocese of the current moderator of the Church of South India, Bishop Samuel. I arrived in the middle of the Diocesan Convention, an eight-day event which Bishop Samuel believes unites the diocese in bible study, prayer and worship. Each day in a tent in front of the cathedral hundreds of Christians and their friends gather at 11am, 2pm and 7pm to sing, pray and hear the Bible expounded. Everything here is conducted in the Malayalam language and the songs are in the local traditional style. 

One of the speakers at the Convention was Gladys Staines with whom I spent a day touring the Ikkidu district with the District Collector (a role similar to a Chief Executive). She is an Australian working with a Christian charity in NE India whose husband and two young sons were burnt to death by extremists while attending a Christian camp. Her public forgiveness of those responsible made a great impression in India and she is now a famous personality.

Kerala is unusual in having had a communist state government off and on since 1957, a literacy rate of 90% and around 30% of the population are Christian (as compared to 3% nationally). A big problem is ‘globalisation’, which has hit farmers hard here. Rubber, tea and coffee are grown and the prices of all of them have fallen so low it is not even worth harvesting some of the crops. Pineapples are a saving grace for many farmers; there are now fields and fields of them and it is to be hoped the price of this crop holds up. Keep eating pineapples!

VISIT TO CSI GIRLS HOSTEL, COIMBATORE

The Girl’s Hostel in Coimbatore began life as the London Mission Hostel in 1827 when it offered free food, accommodation and education. Now, in the original buildings, it forms part of the CSI's commitment to the rights of girls and women by enabling girls to receive a school education. Most of the 260 girls live either in remote villages or on the tea estates where their parents work, too far from a school for a daily journey to be feasible. So their parents pay 450 rupees a month (£7) for them to live at the hostel. 

I arrived at the hostel in time for evening prayers and introduced myself to the girls, finishing by asking if there was anything else they wanted to know about me. 

A lone voice came from the back of the crowd of 250 girls, gathered in the fading light of a warm Indian courtyard, ‘Tell us about your daughters.’ ‘Don’t you want to know about his sons?’ asked the hostel superintendent. A shy shake of the head was the only reply.

The curiosity about my daughters rather than my children made an impact on me. I was aware before my two week stay in India of the campaign ‘Commitment of the Church of South India to the Girl Child’.   For parents, having a girl child means having a child who will not only contribute less to the family income but will be a crippling drain on the family’s resources because a dowry will have to be paid if she is to be married.  The ‘Commitment to the Girl Child’ involves encouraging, despite this background, a positive image of girls in the community and enabling girls to have a positive self-image.  

So having addressed the curiosity about my daughters, I, the only man in the courtyard, was invited to share a ‘message’ with the girls, the staff and the women under the trees preparing vegetables for the evening meal.    I found myself telling them a story set on a similar sort of day in a similar sort of place when a crowd of parents clustered around Jesus, having brought their daughters for him to bless. 

The men in his group began shooing them away, defending him from such petty attentions. Jesus became angry. Surprisingly, strikingly, unusually angry.  He told the men to stop and to let the girls come to him. The girls came forward and stood and sat around him. ‘The Kingdom of God belongs to these girls,’ he said. ‘Unless you accept God as they do, you will never enter the Kingdom.’ Then Jesus did as the parents had wanted and put his hands on the girls’ heads and blessed them.

After prayers the children showed me around their home.  I took a lot of photographs, which delighted the girls and one of them quietly asked me if I would please have my photograph taken with the girls who were blind or had other disabilities.

I left the Girl’s Hostel with a lot of new friends and a lot to think about.

