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Dear Friends 

 

Bangladesh is often considered a poor country; this may be 

true in terms of a number of development indicators such as 

GDP per capita, the number of people living on under $2 

per day and suchlike.  However, in terms of creativity, 

talent, colour and sheer exuberance Bangladesh is indeed 

very rich. 

 

I was fortunate to have attended an „annual revival meeting‟ 

which is a bit like your typical 

Christian family conference in the UK 

such as Spring Harvest or New Wine.  These are held in each 

deanery of the Church of Bangladesh every year with guest 

speakers, cultural programmes, children‟s events, worship and 

communion.  The one I attended this year was the Helmel which 

means „fellowship‟ in the Santali language.  We arrived during 

my favourite part, the cultural programme; the ground 

reverberated with the sound of the heavy Santal drums, melodic 

rhythmic singing accompanied them along with the sound of the 

tabla and harmonium, colour flashed before my eyes as groups 

of brightly attired young people both boys and girls danced 

moving their feet in complex patterns, while the crowd under 
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the shamiana clapped, and shouted their approval.  To me this was church at its best; 

embedded in the local culture, enjoying being together and praising God with spiritual 

as well as traditional songs offered by each village in turn with 100% of their energy.   

 

What was nice to find out from Bishop Mankhin who sat next to me was that despite 

being an annual event people from 2 or 3 villages were attending for the first time, as 

Rajshahi Deanery is the fastest growing part 

of the Church of Bangladesh and last year 

these villages did not have churches, for since 

2009 seven new churches with a combined 

membership of over 700 people have been 

started!  While many churches in Europe 

continue to decline the rapid growth of the 

Christians in this area might appear 

surprising and as I recently helped the Dean 

to prepare a project proposal I was fascinated 

to learn more: 

 

 

Formerly the Santal community worshipped nature (animists) with the following of 

some Hindu traditions and were tribal and nomadic moving around the forests of what 

is now north-western Bangladesh, south-eastern Nepal and northern India hunting, 

gathering wild vegetables and practising shifting cultivation.  However, the spread of 

settled agriculturalists eroded their resources and they lost their land so that today in 

the Rajshahi area the majority of Santal 

people are casual day labourers reduced 

to poverty.  On top of this they are 

looked down upon for being of a 

minority religion in Bangladesh 

(Christians or Animists), considered 

lower caste and despised by all on 

account of their lowly work and darker 

skin colour (darkened by days spent in 

the blazing sun).   

 

But it seems the church is meeting the needs of these people at a number of different 

levels:  For one it has helped with their practical needs, secondly it teaches them that 

they have a value in God‟s eyes (they should be proud as God created them good and 

equal to any man) and thirdly it gives them a vibrant 

spirituality.   

 

Munsi Murmo of Babuldang village says the arrival of 

Christianity has changed the life of his society in many 

positive ways, „It has improved the life of the 

community and being part of a larger Christian 

community we feel less isolated.  Now there are less 

people drinking and getting drunk on rice wine, there is 

less quarrelling between neighbours and people have 

stopped smoking cannabis/hashish.  Before although I 

prayed as part of the traditional religion I didn‟t know 



God and experienced nothing, now I feel God in my heart, mind and family.  We feel 

God is with us giving us inner strength‟.  While Derin of Nimgutu village said 

“Before when I did „puja‟ worship it was useless, there was no effect whatsoever, but 

now when I get sick, I come to church, I am prayed for and I get healed.” 

 

I have seen no poorer villages in my visits through Asia, Africa and Europe than these 

Santal ones, for as well as poor quality houses, lack of safe water and lack of land, 

they do not even have regular employment forcing men, women and even children to 

work all day in the fields which is why I came to Rajshahi initially.  Then of course 

later marrying a Santal; Dipti Linda, has enabled support for the local work of Church 

of Bangladesh to be even stronger, particularly 

through the Multi-Lingual Educational (MLE) 

approach pre-primary schools she has pioneered 

in the area in which children can attend classes 

that they can understand through the use of their 

own mother tongue.  Furthermore, being an 

educated professional and active in the church 

through Sunday school, preaching and Messy 

Church, Linda has provided a positive role 

model for the Santal young people.  

 

It has been a special pleasure to help this gentle and hospitable community, recently I 

have been especially pleased to visit the new MLE School in the new parish of 

Laldighipara. Despite the lack of a building they grouped together on the ornate 

veranda of a traditional mud house in front of a blackboard and colourful materials 

Linda designed and produced with the help of some Santal youth from the church.  

Clearly delighted and enthused to be learning in their own language, they sang for us 

with gusto.  

 

However, the Church of Bangladesh 

Social Development Programme 

(CBSDP) has not just been helping 

through education but through a 

portfolio of development 

interventions such as safe water and 

sanitation, community health, 

tailoring training, microcredit and 

community empowerment.  Village 

Organisations set up by CBSDP which bring together all the poor women in a village 

empowers them through training on their rights, management, the facilities offered by 

local government and many other topics, as well through gaining confidence as they 

run these bodies themselves.  So it was heartening to hear another tale of how a 

Village Organisation in Babuldang village had approached the local Union council 

and gained permission to lease a derelict pond that was next to their village with a 

new found confidence.  This Santal community would have previously feared to 

approach local government officials, but through their efforts the use of the pond is 

bringing in income of £150 per year! 

 

 



This is a story of Transformational Development or Integral 

Mission that speaks of a holistic, joined-up approach to 

development and mission.  It speaks of the words spoken by 

Jesus in His „Nazareth Manifesto‟ of Luke 4:18-19, when he 

said:  "The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has 

anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent 

me to proclaim liberty to the captives and recovering of sight 

to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to 

proclaim the year of the Lord's favour."   For in Rajshahi we 

have seen first-hand the power of the Gospel through the 

work of the Church of Bangladesh to radically change the 

lives of the downcast Santal community practically, 

psychologically, spiritually and materially.   

 

 

 
 

Thank God… 

 

 For the work of the Village Organisations; pray for their development & continued success 

 For the outreach of the Church in Rajshahi & God‟s continued blessing on it 

 For the timely arrival of support for the MLE Pre-Primary Schools from a new donor just as previous 
financial support came to an end. 

 For James‟ opportunity to do a workshop in early June (on Globalisation & Creation Care) at the South 
Asian Christian Youth Network leaders conference in Dhaka attended by young people from 7 countries.   

   

Please pray… 

 

 Pray for our family as we relocate to Dhaka during July, to support the work at CBSDP Head Office  

 That Linda would be able to find a balance to work & motherhood as she starts to work again (part time), 
particularly with writing a manual for MLE in CBSDP schools. 

 Pray for God to continue to bless & guide James‟ ministry in climate change adaptation 

 Pray that the Lord would keep watch on Linda‟s mum who is quite frail in good health and that Linda 

has God‟s peace. 

 That God would protect Linda‟s father and neighbours (who are vulnerable, being tribal & Christian 

minorities) from criminals  

 For our colleagues in the CBSDP and friends in the Church of Bangladesh, that God would supply his 

wisdom and blessing to their life and work, and that we would have good relationships with them all. 

 That the love of God would really touch the hearts of the men, women & children we are working with 

and that we would be effective in our activities to uplift them. 

 For God‟s guidance as we begin to seek the Lord‟s will for our future. 

 
 

James & Linda 


