
Jenny Bywaters is a public health expert recently sent by the Methodist Church in Britain to 

the Methodist Church Sri Lanka. We hoped she would receive permission to work with those 

offering mental health services in Jaffna in the war-torn north of the country; meanwhile she 

is being well used by the Church and the health service in Colombo. Her latest letter gives a 

powerful overview of creative and resilient church life in Sri Lanka. 

 

Methodist Headquarters, Colombo  

Tuesday August 4th,  2009 

Dear All 

Quite a lot has happened since I last wrote, and although I am now back in Colombo (still no 

permit for Jaffna) I have been to the east coast twice, and have many new things to share with 

you.  

A journey to the East 

The first trip east came about when the President invited me to join the Methodist HQ staff  

annual “picnic”- a three-day event which never once involved eating out of doors! Many staff 

had never been to the eastern area, though they may have worked at HQ on projects and 

spoken or e-mailed to people there, so it was an opportunity for them to see the results of 

their work and put names to faces, as well as a treat. It was an opportunity for me to get to 

know better some of the people I had only spoken to briefly in the office. 

Forty of us (HQ staff plus some spouses and children, including the President and his family) 

left Colombo by coach at 5am one Friday morning and returned just before midnight on 

Sunday evening. We stopped first at  Kurunegala, where breakfast had been prepared for us 

at the Anglican Cathedral, an interesting building in the Kandian style of architecture, with a 

tall circular lantern tower which reminded me of Ely Cathedral. Next we stopped at 

Dambulla, where, above the new Buddhist Temple, complete with orange plastic monks, 

there are ancient cave temples carved into a huge outcrop of rock, each containing many 

statues of the Buddha carved from the same solid rock. A lot of school parties come to see 

this important site, and, like us, also enjoyed seeing the monkeys who live on the rocks and 

come down to scamper about amongst the visitors. Before getting back on the coach, I 

enjoyed my first drink from a whole coconut, which the vendor decapitated with a machete 

and stuck in a straw - delicious. 

Contact between faiths 

 We stopped for lunch at Minneriya, where a Methodist Church has recently been built to 

cater for a new congregation of 250 people who come from up to 30 miles away to worship 

here. Then on to Pollunaruwa, where there is a vast area containing ruins of a  seven-storey 

mediaeval palace and temples. We did not have time to do full justice to this historic site, 

which really needs a whole day rather than an hour or two.  

 The last leg of the journey took us into the Eastern Province, through vast tracts of barren 

scrub, populated by wild peacocks and wandering cattle which resembled the seven lean 

animals of Joseph’s dream – the famine years rather than the years of plenty.  We were now 

in a predominantly Tamil area, and the coach was repeatedly halted at security checkpoints, 

where either the driver had to get off and wait to have his details checked, or armed police or 



soldiers boarded the bus to check our identities. The sombre history of the area started to 

intrude: here is the wreckage of a bus that was hit by a train; over there is the village where 

all eighty families were massacred by the LTTE; here is the Eastern Training Centre for 

evangelism, which was badly damaged in 2004 by the tsunami, but has been rebuilt.  We 

were given an evening meal at the ETC, and some of us stayed the night there, while couples 

and families were taken a little further to stay at the nearby Ashram for Human Self Reliance 

and Meditation at Kalkudah,.  

The Ashram was founded and is still led by a Methodist minister who has been released from 

circuit work for this controversial ministry, offering short retreats and running courses on 

meditation for people of all faiths, without explicit reference to Christianity, beyond the fact 

that he wears a cross.  Some church people are quite uncomfortable about this, and think he 

should no longer be recognised as a Methodist minister. Others, like the current President, see 

value in exploring and nurturing the spirituality that is common to all faiths, perhaps 

especially in an area like this where there has been so much inter-communal strife, sometimes 

legitimised or fuelled by religious differences. Later that same day, after a short boat trip for 

fun (but ‘over there is the promontory where 5000 people died in the tsunami’), we went to 

lay the foundation stones of a new Methodist church, which is to replace one destroyed by 

Muslims. We then went on to visit the mosque at nearby Kattankudi, where 103 Muslims at 

prayer were massacred by the LTTE. The women were not allowed to enter, but the men were 

taken in and shown the bullet-holes still visible in the walls. The mission house, destroyed at the 

same time as the church, is to be rebuilt as a centre for peace and reconciliation between 

communities. 

Methodist projects 

After lunch at the Women’s Empowerment Centre (of which more anon) we attended the dedication 

by the President of the new Wesley Hall at Kiran , which can seat over 200 people and will be a 

valuable resource for the whole community. As we entered the hall for the ceremony, we were each 

welcomed in the traditional Tamil way with a sprinkling of rose water and a dot of sandalwood on our 

forehead. Next door to the hall is a fairly new Computer Training Centre, another example of the 

extraordinary diversity of Methodist activity in this country. After an evening of fellowship - party 

games , singing and dancing - we were up early again the next morning for worship at the Methodist 

Church in Kalkudah - yet another building that has been damaged, first by the war, and then, after it 

had just been rebuilt, by the tsunami.  The energy of the Sri Lankan church and its resilience in the 

face of repeated setbacks is quite remarkable. 

Before heading back to Colombo, we had time for a couple of hours at the seaside at Pasakudah, 

where the relaxed atmosphere is only slightly affected by the armed police controlling the beach!  The 

route home took us past many more reminders of the tsunami - large areas where flat squares of 

concrete are all that remains of what was once a house, as well as many new buildings which bear 

signs showing which international donor has funded this particular piece of post-tsunami 

reconstruction.  

Second time to the East 

I have just returned from my second visit, to the east, a longer stay of 10 days. This time I travelled to 

Batticaloa by train- a 9-hour journey there and a 10-hour journey back. I was told the railway system 

is pretty much as the British left it in 1948, and certainly if you removed the Sinhala signs , the main 

rail terminus in Colombo would look very much like York station. 

I spent most of my time staying at the Sarah Brentnall Memorial Women’s Empowerment Centre in 

Batticaloa .  (Sarah Brentnall was the wife of Rev. William Ault, one of the original missionaries who 

came to Sri Lanka  in 1814. Although he lived only eight months after arriving in Batticaloa, he won 



the hearts of the people, and founded both a church and a school, which are still there today. His wife  

Sarah never reached Sri Lanka, but died on the voyage and was buried at sea. No doubt she would be 

astonished that her name lives on almost 200 years later.)   The Women’s Empowerment Centre is yet 

another new Methodist project , opened just a few months ago to provide a place for women in crisis, 

most of whom are expected to be able to move on in six months or so. Some residents are referred by 

the Mental Health Unit at the Batticaloa Hospital, and the President asked me to spend some time 

living in the centre with the women, look at how the links with the mental health services were 

working, and make suggestions for further improvements. I had a wonderful time as we gradually got 

to know each other better: they were keen to learn more English, and I was keen to learn some Tamil, 

and we had a lot of fun together while I also thought about the issues I had been asked to address. The 

stories I heard included domestic violence, sexual abuse, illegitimate pregnancy, mental health issues, 

child labour, being widowed and vulnerable in an unsafe area, receiving a death threat from a 

breakaway group of the LTTE, and having had a brother shot by the Sri Lankan Army. I visited the 

acute mental health unit and the rehabilitation unit about 5km away, and travelled on the back of a 

motorbike for the first time for many years. I made some suggestions to Father Terrence, the Minister 

who oversees the project; rather alarmingly, these were promptly reported to the W.E.C.Board and are 

to be implemented within a fortnight!  

Tsunami trauma continues 

After the first visit when I saw so much physical evidence of the massive destruction caused by the 

tsunami along the eastern side of the country, this second visit to the area exposed me to some of the 

individual human consequences. I went to stay for one night at the Methodist Girls’ Home in 

Kalmunai, about 40 Km south of Batticaloa, which provides care for around 100 girls, 75 of whom 

were orphaned by the tsunami. This is just one of many children’s homes in the area set up to take 

care of the huge numbers of little ones who lost their parents. The head of the home, Robert, told me 

about his family’s experience, and asked for prayer support. He was in church, but the rest of the 

family were at home when the tsunami overwhelmed their house. His wife and daughter somehow 

managed to swim up, catch hold of the window sill, and climb onto the roof of the house, but they 

could only watch as the elder son aged 11 was swept away. The younger son also disappeared, though 

he was later found safe in the village. Robert came home from church , and found the body of one son  

and the other son missing. The police warned that another tsunami might be coming, and they must 

evacuate the area, so they quickly buried their child and fled. Robert’s wife has had mental health 

problems since that time, and for the whole family it is no longer possible to celebrate Christmas , as 

each year December  is overshadowed by the anniversary of the terrible events of  Boxing Day 2004.  

There must be many similar stories among the survivors of this natural disaster, which was such  a big 

news story for a few weeks before  the world’s attention moved on. For families like Robert’s the 

anguish continues, yet at the same time, his faith in the goodness and love of God remains undimmed, 

and he lives in hope that he will see his son again one day. 

My visit to this home was at the request of the Chair of the District, Rev. S. S. Gnanarajah,  to give a 

seminar on mental health for some of the Methodist staff  and volunteers working with children , 

including housemothers in the girls’ home, pre-school workers, special needs teachers and workers in 

the Deaf-link project.   

 

Please pray 

Remeber all previous requests, plus: 

• The Ashram at Kalkudai and its peacebuilding  among people of different faith traditions 

• Those in the community around Kattankuddy, seeking peace and reconciliation after the years 

of conflict 



• The Women’s Empowerment Centre, Batticaloa and its minister Father Terrence 

• Those still suffering the effects of the tsunami, especially Robert and his family 

• The work of the Methodist Girls’ Home in Kalmunai, and other homes caring for orphaned 

children 

Love and peace 

Jenny 


