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Retreat: 17th March - 21st March ~ (3) Mount St Bernard Abbey (Cistercian) 
  

 
 

Relaxation & Rest: 24th - 30thth March ~ (4) Good Friday & Easter on IONA 
 
 
 



 
RANGOLIS (also called KOLAMS) – Tradition Indian chalk, rice-paste, coloured powder intricate designs 

which adorn thresholds especially in South India, traditionally drawn at sunrise and auspicious  
(it is believed deities are attracted by them; and some believe they ward off ‘the evil eye’) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

KADAMBARAI DAM – The highest reservoir in South India (the highest is in North India).  Located in the 
Western Ghats in Tamil Nadu, close to the state border with Kerala, it is the highest of three reservoirs 

which feed into each other at different heights descending northward towards Palakkad. 
Water is channelled from this dam to a vertical drop at the bottom of which is a vast 24 storey hydro-electric 

facility build within the mountainside 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

‘I lift up my eyes top the hills, whence cometh my help 
My help comes only from the Lord, maker of heaven and earth’ 

Psalm121:1-2 

 



REVD STEPHEN EARL:   Diocese of St Edmundsbury & Ipswich (April 2016) 
 
 

Extended Study Leave: 11th January - 11th April 2016 ~ (1) THE ORIGINAL PLAN 
  

South India Visit: 19th January - 29th February ~ (2) THE REPORT  
 

(1)  
STUDY OVERVIEW          

Building on my participation in a pilgrimage to southern India in January 2015 ‘in the steps of St 
Thomas’, to revisit southern India in order to gain greater insights into the life of the church there, 

specifically within the Diocese of Vellore ‘twinned’ with the Diocese of Ely. 
 

TO CONSIDER 
How does my experience of the Church in India inform my own understanding and experience 

of the Church ‘back home’, thinking particularly of the theology and practice of ministry? 
Areas for possible investigation: The practice of Holy Baptism, The practice of Hospitality 

Influences of culture (and other faiths) on worship / liturgy 
 

GENERAL 
The main focus of this ESL is 6 weeks spent in India in order to gain greater insights into the faith-life of 
southern India. I plan to meet a range of people and engage with faith communities. The study not only 
covers the Christian Church but focuses on other faiths and includes visits to their sacred places.   
 

I will stay for some days at the Saccidananda Ashram (Shantivanam) to experience their contemplative way 
of life, based on the traditions of both Hindu Sannyasa and Christian monasticism, and where those from all 
religions are welcome. 
 

To make the most of my time with the indigenous population, I plan to stay for part of the time with families 
in Indian homes and in faith-community accommodation.  
 

The ESL will begin with a short retreat at the start, and with a longer one on my return, at Mount Saint 
Bernard Abbey in Leicestershire to experience the Cistercian order and its spirituality. 
 

There will be time for reading, writing and reflection. 
 

And finally the ESL period will conclude with a week's rest period with my wife before re-engaging with 
parish duties. 
 

How will I benefit? 
I am keen to explore how the experience of other faith communities and churches informs my own 
understanding of the Church 'back home', particularly focusing on areas of synergy, and as a priest in the 
context of the theology and practice of ministry. 
 

Throughout my time in India I will gain insights into an unfamiliar culture and other faiths, as well as 
encountering different experiences and expressions of the Christian faith.  And I will seek to make 
connections so as to gain a deeper understanding.   
 

Taking me out of my natural comfort zone, I anticipate this will be a time of profound spiritual refreshment, 
learning, and enrichment; and a time of equipping and energising, which in turn will be of benefit to those 
among whom I minister and work. 
 

How will others benefit? 
I will be seeking ways to share what I have learned and experienced with my own local community and 
churches (of all denominations), within the deanery and diocese, and with other clergy colleagues - through 
giving talks, through my regular teaching and preaching, through magazine articles, and through a greater 
diversity in the worship which I lead by introducing elements of the best I have experienced in India in word, 
music and meditation.  
 

I am hoping to share something of my experience in the local school as well. 
 

The greater understandings and enthusiasms I will have gained will help me in leading our church to relate 
better to those of other faiths, in becoming more welcoming and tolerant, and will be another small step in 
breaking down inter-faith barriers and lessening bigotry.                          Page 1 



(2) 
REPORT OVERVIEW  
I have decided in the time available not to attempt an academic treatise (others have done these far better 
than I possibly could).  Instead what follows is an account of my reflections and processing of a 6-week 
immensely rich but ‘toe in the ocean’ experience in a relatively small part of Southern India - travelling in 3 
states and 2 dioceses - pertaining to what I have learned about Christianity and other faiths and their 
interweaving in a country and culture very different to my own, and my reading to support this. 
 
My original aims have largely been fulfilled.  As becomes clear in the following report, exceeded in some 
areas and less fully achieved in others.  The outcome was bound to be determined by the experience, given 
my entering into the unknown and being the grateful recipient of plans various hosts had kindly made on my 
behalf.  If I have strayed from my brief in this report, it is for my own benefit in having my thoughts and 
findings collated in one document.   

 
SETTING THE ‘FAITH’ SCENE 
Hinduism 
Hinduism is an ancient religion dating way back before 1,000 years BC (the estimated date of the earliest 
text) and has an almost infinite variety of expressions.  Approaching 80% of the population are Hindus.  
Hindus believe in Brahman who is eternal, uncreated and infinite.  Everything that exists emanates from 
Brahman and will eventually return to it.  There are some 33 million Hindu deities (gods and goddesses) 
with a further 8 million manifestations, and Hindus will worship any number of these - often determined by 
one’s family, community and location.  There are different names in different places for the same gods and 
goddesses, and there are also umpteen ‘God-bearers’ and ‘consorts’. 
The three main representations of Brahman are... 
 

 Brahma – creator of the universe, 
Vishnu – preserver or sustainer, 
Shiva – the destroyer.  (in the sense of destroying evil, 
           and bringing righteousness and justice). 

 

... a ‘Trinity’ of sorts: the ‘Trimurti’; with the ‘Om’ its highly venerated symbol, as above in Devanagari. 
   
Hindus believe life is cyclical: you are re-born again and again with each re-birth dependent on how you 
lived in your previous incarnation.  Bad conduct may result in re-birth in a lower caste or even as an animal; 
conversely good behaviour may bring about re-birth in a higher caste.  The ultimate aim, by gaining 
sufficient self-knowledge, is moksha (liberation) - escaping the cycle of reincarnation.      
I am led to believe the term ‘Hinduism’ only came into being with the arrival of sea-faring traders and 
missionaries who, not understanding the faith of the indigenous people and its complexity, lumped them all 
together under this one umbrella name.    
Hinduism has no founder nor central or controlling authority.  The highest caste, the Brahmins, have their 
own vested interests in maintaining the status quo, and there appear no ‘check and balances’.  Temples are 
exceedingly wealthy, the bigger ones especially; one alone in Andhra Pradesh (at Tirupadi) nets an average 
10 million rupees (£100,000) per day from its pilgrims and worshippers! 
The number ‘7’ has special significance in Hindus.  There are seven sacred cities, and seven sacred rivers 
the most famous being the Ganges. 
 
Castes (in order of hierarchy):    

Brahmin – priests and scholars, said to have emerged from the mouth of Lord Brahma at Creation 
Kshatriya – soldiers and administrators,  “        from his arms 
Vaishya – merchants,              “       from his thighs  
Shudra – labourers    “                 from his feet 

Beneath these are the Dalits, formerly known as ‘the untouchables’, with jobs such as sweepers and latrine 
cleaners.  The government has a quota system guaranteeing a %age of jobs are open to them. 
Beneath these are the Tribal people on society’s fringes, some nomadic but now mostly settled, eking out a 
living mostly in the mountains and forests; although the government now provides them with some very 
limited assistance.  
- There is some doubt amongst academics as to whether the most ancient Vedic writing, the ‘Rig-Veda’, 
advocates the caste system as it has come into being.        
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- Intermarriage between castes, and even sub-categories within castes known as ‘jati’, is strictly forbidden 
and people do so (if they do) at their extreme peril… retribution often exacted not only on them, but their 
families and relatives as well.  Such reports appear almost daily in the newspapers, and with a judicial and 
policing system seemingly powerless and reluctant to prevent them.     
 
With Hinduism practised by the vast majority of the population and such a dominant force, the 
above summary is longer than for the other non-Christian faiths listed below.  
 

(In the event, my interfaith studies focussed almost entirely in the interweaving of Hinduism and 
Christianity.  See below under ‘Christianity & Social Structures’.) 

 
Buddhism 
The 2011 census identified 0.8% of the population as Buddhist.  Arising around C6th BC as a reaction 
against Brahminical Hinduism, founded by Buddha (‘the Awakened One’), formerly a prince and critical of 
the caste system and unthinking worship of the gods.  He taught the 4 ‘noble truths’: 

- that life is rooted in suffering 
- that suffering is caused by craving 
- that one can find release from suffering by eliminating craving 
- and that the way to eliminate craving is by following the Noble Eightfold Path comprising: right 

understanding, right intention, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right awareness, 
and right concentration.   
By successfully complying with these one can attain ‘Nirvana’ (state of full awareness).  

 
Jainism 
This also arose in the C6thBC against the caste restraints and rituals of Hinduism.  Today some 0.4% of the 
population are Jains who believe that liberation can be attained by shedding all ‘karman’, matter clinging to 
the soul, through following various austerities such as fasting and meditation.  Jains advocate non-violence, 
‘ahimsa’. 

 
Zoroastrianism 
Another product of the C6th BC with its origins in Persia.  It is based on the concept of dualism whereby 
good and evil are locked in continuous battle, although believers seek to honour only the good, believing in 
a ‘day of judgment’ and a timeless and pleasant afterlife dependent upon one’s thoughts, words and deeds.  
With the rise of Islam in Persia in C7th AD, Zoroastrianism was virtually eclipsed there and it adherents who 
survived persecution fled – some to India where they became known as Parsis.  Numbers have declined 
and now only some 40-45,000 remain in Mumbai.   

 
Sikhism 
Almost 2% of India’s citizens are Sikhs.  Born in present day Pakistan in 1469 its founder, Guru Nanak, was 
dissatisfied with both Moslem and Hindu religious practices and ritual.  He believed in equality and 
campaigned against the caste system.  He encouraged meditation on God’s name as a prime path to 
enlightenment.  Sikhs believe in one God and they reject the worship of idols.  The Sikh holy book contains 
the teaching of the ’10 gurus’ whom they revere. 

 
Islam 
India’s largest minority religion accounting for some 13.4% of the population, and thought to have been 
introduced in the north in the C16th & C17th, having originated in Arabia in C7th after its founder the 
Prophet Mohammed.  ‘Islam’ means ‘to surrender’ …all to the will of God, ‘Allah’, as revealed in the Holy 
Book, the ‘Quran’.  In this monotheistic religion (one of the three Abrahamic faiths), the word of God is 
conveyed through messengers.  Following the death of Mohammed, a succession dispute arose which split 
the movement giving rise to the Sunnis and Shiites.  Most Muslims in India are Sunnis.  All Muslims 
however share a belief in the Five pillars of Islam: 
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- the shehada (there is no God but ‘Allah’) 
- prayer (ideally five times a day) 
- the zakat (tax) for charitable use 
- fasting (during Ramadan) 
- the haj pilgrimage to Mecca to which every Muslim aspires to do at least once. 

  
Both Hindus and Muslims acknowledge that Jesus was a great prophet. 

 
Christianity 
Christians are found in all the states and probably in all districts; they belong to most sociological 
communities in the country, although their spread is very uneven – overall around 5% of the population.  
Kerala (in the south west) has by far the largest concentration accounting for around 10-20% of the 
population, Tamil Nadu (in the south east) around 5-10%; and in other states a figure of between 1-4% is 
realistic. 
 
Tomes have been written on the development of Christianity in India, and this summary is unapologetically 
superficial.  It is but a brief overview leading up to the present day and my own first-hand, albeit brief and 
limited, experience.  
 
Even before the earliest Christians landed in the British Isles (thought to be Desert Fathers in Egypt, long 
before St Augustine), it is widely believed Christianity reached India through the travels of St Thomas the 
Apostle, although there is an absence of firm evidence.  There is speculation as to whether he would have 
travelled overland, or would have journeyed by sea over at least a part of the Indian Ocean.  The latter (with 
a claimed landing at Cochin) is supported by the higher density of ‘Thomas’ Christians in Kerala, now known 
as Syrian Christians, and which to this day have remained part of the Orthodox Church.  Thomas, it is 
claimed travelled eastwards and tradition has it he was martyred in Chennai in Tamil Nadu.  The church of 
St Thomas Mount, built by the Portugese in 1523, is the reputed site of his accidental death by a stray arrow 
from a fowler aiming at peacocks.  A supposed bone fragment and a cross he carved may be viewed here. 
 
Another theory is that Christianity came to the shores of Kerala through a C4th Syrian merchant, Thomas 
Cana, who migrated with some 400 families. 
 
Catholicism established a strong presence in South India in the wake of Vasco da 
Gama’s visit in 1498 where it remains to this day the strongest and most affluent 
Christian presence.  In Tamil Nadu the RC Church of Our Lady of Health (right) at 
Velankanni is India’s equivalent of Lourdes, a huge pilgrimage centre with some 
distinctly Hindu styles of worship (see below under ‘Inculturation’ and ‘Ashrams’). 
 
Protestant missionaries from European countries such as Spain, Germany, England, Scotland and Holland, 
and from the United States of America, are believed to have arrived in South India from around the C18th 
and made a significant impact.  Today the legacy of their pioneer work and endeavours is evident 
predominantly in the Church of South India (‘CSI’ – see section below) and in the dioceses I visited and to 
this day they are remembered with immense warmth and gratitude.  In the Vellore diocese, the Scudder 
brothers and their wider family and Arcot missionaries for example founded and funded a great many 
churches and institutions for the welfare and education of the poor; and likewise in the Trichy Diocese 
through organisations and prominent individuals such as John Caspar Kohlhoff, Frederick Swartz, William 
Herbert Blake and Bishop Reginald Heber (the prolific hymn-writer).  To this day many projects continue to 
be supported by outside funding through aid agencies such as Kinder für Hilfe (‘KNH’), the Church Mission 
Society (‘CMS’), US (formerly U.S.P.G. and before that S.P.G), Christian Aid, and other benefactors.  There 
is a real fear that these resources are starting to ‘dry up’ as organisations consider redirecting their 
resources to other countries and areas of need.  If this happens, it will place an immense burden on the 
dioceses which may be forced to sell off valuable land and property assets in order to remain solvent; even 
closing some institutions so that resources can be directed to ensuring others continue to function.    
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Other protestant churches, besides the uniting churches of the 
CSI and CNI (Church of North India), are Pentecostals, Brethren, 
Society of Friends and both German and American Lutheran.    
 
Reflecting “the complex reality of the Christian communities of 
India”1, it has been said “The story of Christians in India could go 
on and on.  Each state, each church, each ethnic group and each 
institution has interesting memories of its beginnings, growth, 
influential people and obstacles overcome”2. 
 

 
THE CHURCH IN SOUTH INDIA – ‘CSI’  (AND ‘CNI’)      
“A very significant event took place in 1908, when all the 
Congregationalists and Presbyterians in South India joined together and formed the South India United 
Church (SIUC).  A parallel movement in North India led to the formation of the United Church of Northern 
India in 1924… these “Unions” were largely federal in character.  Lots of autonomy was retained by the 
individual uniting bodies”.3 

 

The formation of the Church of South India (CSI) on 27th September 1947, just 42 days after the declaration 
of India’s Independence, bringing together the churches of SIUC and also Wesleyan (UK) Methodist and 
Anglican was an “historic event of immense significance for the worldwide church”.4  “It was a totally 
different and unique phenomenon, because it brought together two distinct traditions: the Episcopal and 
non-Episcopal”. 5   Furthermore it was “perceived as… a beacon of church unity in the Christian world and a 
model of organic union for other churches to emulate” 6 taking to heart the valedictory words of Jesus to his 
disciples in the Upper Room (John 17:20-23) “That they all may be one”, which is the CSI strap line. 
 

Bishop Lesslie Newbigin, as Diocesan Bishop, headed both the outgoing SIUC and the newly formed CSI. 
 

For the first 50 years or so and perhaps to this day the different traditions would seem to have held together 
in a positive and healthy tension. The ‘Basis of the Union’ “did not demand complete uniformity in doctrine or 
homogeneity in practice” 7, but instead “each bringing its contribution to the whole, and not by absorption of 
any one by any other”.8   As CSI moves on from its ‘honeymoon’ phase, notwithstanding earlier reviews, 
there is at present a renewed call by some at least to reappraise these and other founding principles.     
 

CSI spans the four southern states of Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, Kerala and Karnataka and comprises 
24 dioceses plus 2 in Sri Lanka.  It has its offices in Chennai and its Moderator acts as ‘umbrella bishop’.  In 
1988 CSI received membership of the Anglican Communion. 
 
All CSI bishops (who must be aged 50 or above) are elected, and there is no fixed term of office.  Currently 

there is one female Bishop – see Appendix V.  After elections (which may involve several rounds), names of 

candidates with 50% or more votes are put to a committee which makes the final decision.  
 

A pastor’s term of office, which may be renewed once, is 5 years.   
 

Synods ideally should comprise no less than 25% women (despite outnumbering men in congregations) and 
no less than 25% youth. 
 

Churches are not ‘parochially bound’ as in England; there are many rural areas without a church where 
there may be opportunities for home mission. 
 

(It was not until 1970, twenty three years later, that the United Church of North India re-formed into the CNI.) 
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The Vellore diocese came into being on 26th January 1976, bifurcated from the Madras diocese (now 
renamed Chennai diocese).  I was fortunate to be present in Vellore for its day-long 40th anniversary 
celebrations starting with a Thanksgiving Service in the Central Church where I was privileged to be ‘guest 
of honour’ representing the Ely-Vellore link.  The day included a massive carnival parade bringing traffic in 
the centre of Vellore to a standstill, an anniversary lecture, and cultural entertainment. 
 

During my time in the Vellore diocese I was fortunate to visit all its 4 districts, attend worship and other 
events in a great many village and town churches, visit a wide range of church projects (including schools, 
hostels, hospitals, institutes), take part in home visits and ‘cottage prayer’, and met over one third of the 
diocesan clergy plus numerous lay officials and others in local churches and pastorates.   
 

The northern district comprises all its pastorates in the state of Andhra Pradesh where Telegu is the local 
language (the western areas of the diocese, being mostly in Andhra Pradesh, are incorporated into northern 
district).  The central, eastern and southern districts are all in Tamil Nadu where Tamil is spoken.    
 

See Appendix I: Diocese of Vellore    

See Appendix III: My itinerary in the diocese of Vellore 

 
 
The Trichy diocese in Tamil Nadu (where I spent my final week) is about twice the geographical area of the 
Vellore diocese: around 250km north-south, and about 450km east-west stretching from the Indian Ocean 
across to Kerala where it has just one church ‘over the border’.  The diocese is divided into 6 areas. 
 

During my (rather shorter) time in the Trichy diocese I again visited several churches and church projects 
and met a good number of pastors and church members.  Visits focussed on Trichy, to the east Tanjur, and 
to the west the vast tea-plantation area in the Western Ghats close to Kerala – the town of Vallparai and 
numerous small villages dispersed in the hills, many of which comprise almost 100% homes owned by the 
tea conglomerates (a number of these also support a private hospital for their workers).   
 

In the same area I also visited a ‘restricted’ village, with CSI and RC churches, comprising 100% of workers 
on a massive hydro-electric project secreted in the hills and powered by India’s second highest dam (the 
highest being in the north).  
 

And also, in the higher and remoter area of the mountains, I visited one tribal village and observed some 
others.  The tribal people are mostly self-sufficient, living off the land and farming even the highest and most 
inaccessible land.  They receive some basic benefits from the government such as health-worker visits and 
transport for their children to and from local schools.  Most tribal communities these days are settled as 
distinct from itinerant.  Oddly, I noticed, in such a remote location and amid extreme poverty, each primitive 
dwelling had poised above it a small solar panel – my assumption this will have also been provided by the 
government.     
 

See Appendix II: Diocese of Trichy          

See Appendix IV: My itinerary in the diocese of Trichy 

 
The Tamil Nadu ecumenical seminary is located in Mahaboopalayam, Madurai, in the diocese of Madurai. 
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My Overall Impressions of CSI    
Recognising the limited scope of my visit, moderately extensively in one diocese and considerably less so in 
another, I nonetheless believe my impressions were reasonably representative. 
 

Taken overall I was hugely encouraged to find a Church and churches that appear to be vibrant, confident, 
joyful, growing, comprising all ages, pastorally engaged, mission focussed, well attended,  with a 
variety of liturgies and music, encouraging ministry of the laity, and with no apparent shortage of 
priests.  CSI is especially active in its ministry to the poor, disadvantaged and marginalised, noticeably to 
those outside of the caste system.  Both Vellore and Trichy dioceses, for example, through individual 
churches, provided substantial support for the last year’s flood victims in and around Chennai sending 
bundles of food and clothes and other emergency aid.  Some of these points I will expand further below. 
 
Liturgy / Worship / Church Layout / Clergy Vesture 
Currently CSI uses a ‘Book of Common Worship’ authorised by its Synod in 2004 and published in 2006.  
This background information is given in its preface  “Over the last 58 years of its corporate existence, (CSI) 
has sought to discover new forms of worship that are authentic and relevant to our contexts.  These orders 
of worship, first published in booklets, and then compiled together in 1962 into the Book of Common 
Worship have served the liturgical needs of our congregations exceedingly well for more than four decades.  
The Liturgical Commission of the CSI, acting on the mandate given by the Synod in 1995, has reviewed and 
revisited the forms and orders of worship during the last six years.  The endeavours of liturgical revision 
came to fruition when the Liturgy Committee presented 15 revised and new orders of worship for 
authorisation before the Synod in 2004”.9  This revision was unanimously approved, “allowing freedom and 
giving space to the congregations to own, internalise and contextualise worship according to the needs of 
the particular local congregation”.10     
The churches I visited mostly used Eucharistic and non-Eucharistic liturgies from this book, although in a 
few town churches I was told ‘we use the SPG liturgy’ (SPG pre-dating both USPG and US) or ‘we use the 
Anglican liturgy’.  One church, St John’s on the Fort, in Vellore uses its own service book dated 1997 which 
says on its opening page: “The St John’s Prayer Book was originally compiled and brought out almost 
singlehandedly in 1981 by the Revd Joseph J.Pratt, a missionary of the reformed Church of England, who 
was Presbyter of St John’s from 1974 to 1990…  This second edition continues that tradition with some 
revision and certain additions, especially the Holy Communion composed by Dr William Barclay…” 11 

 

In some churches, such as St John’s on the Fort in Vellore, and St Mary’s in Ranipet, some or all services 
are in English, but these are exceptions; the local language is the usual medium, and certainly this is so in 
all rural churches. 
 

The layout of the churches varies considerably as you would expect given their different origins.  In town 
churches there are pews or seats, and in rural churches most people (the elderly excepted) would normally 
sit on the floor - Hindu / Moslem style, on rugs. 
 

Most musicians and choirs are located at the front of the congregation, although a few churches have choir 
stalls in the chancel – English style. 
 

Men and women mostly sit separately – Hindu / Moslem style. 
 

Churches have a step or communion rail or both dividing the main body of the church and the area with the 
Communion table / altar.   
 

A single bell is often tolled as a call to worship, besides the bhajanai (see next section). 
 

Clergy vesture is a white, lightweight cotton surplice, with stole – its colour depending on the liturgical 
season.   Bishops always wear an orange stole (one of the colours of the national flag) regardless of the 
church’s calendar.  Dog collars are sometimes worn. 
 

Sermons are generally longer than here – typically 20-40 mins.  Many worshippers come equipped with 
Bibles ready to read aloud verses the preacher may refer to, and often sermons include some interaction. 
 

Congregations in small rural villages were typically around 100-150, and town churches upward to 5-600.  
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It is not unusual for two collections to be taken, one for the church and one for special cause the church is 
supporting.  Additional individual gifts are brought up in envelopes from individuals and families celebrating 
specific ‘life moments’, or as pleading or penitential offerings.  
 
Music & Worship 
In town churches hymns are typically sung – familiar ‘western’ hymns of today such as Holy, Holy, Holy 
(Bishop Heber), Now thank we all our God, Great is thy faithfulness, Take my life and let it be, Amazing 
Grace, and some we might consider rather dated and/or ‘chapel’ hymns like Stand up stand up for Jesus, 
and Tell me the old, old story. 
There may be some traditional Indian music before the start of the service, but mostly and extensively this is 
to be found in the rural churches where hymns are not sung at all.  
 

In town churches the music is usually played on a keyboard – with piano, organ or other effect.  It may be 
accompanied by tabla (twin drums) or some other instruments such as the sitar or guitar.  In rural churches 
the main instrument of choice is the harmonium – not a large upright immovable object but a simple oblong 
box, a metre or so in length, with a single keyboard which is played with one hand, and a wind-box flap at 
the back (like a blower) operated with the other.  It comes with a strap so is entirely portable.  Whilst hymns 
can be played on the harmonium, it is used mostly for traditional Indian music with syncopated off-beat 
rhythms and a predominance of ‘black notes’.  It will almost always be accompanied by tabla, small 
cymbals, tambourines and other instruments such as a triangle, panpipes or sitar.  The tambourine is worth 
a special mention as this is played with immense dexterity and with a hugely greater range of sounds and 
textures than is the case here.     

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

This merry assemblage of instruments play traditional Indian tunes called bhajans, of which there are plenty 
with Christian words (in Tamil) invariably with members of the congregation clapping.  They are closest to 
what we might describe call ‘choruses’ or ‘worship songs’ but musically and rhythmically quite different.  
Bhajans will be played and sung as preparation for worship and during worship, frequently with repetitions to 
intensify devotion as in Taizé music.   
 

At one town I visited (Ranipet), at around 5.30am on Sunday morning, there was some 30 mins of very loud 
pre-recorded bhajan music blasted from loudspeakers – competing, as it seemed (at least not all at once!) 
with the muezzin call for a similar length of time from the local mosque and (in another town) the equivalent 
from the Hindu temple.  It was so loud that villages some kilometres away I’m told could also hear it! 
 

A particular feature of many rural churches is the group of bhajanai (people leading and singing the bhajans) 
who will tour the village for up to an hour before worship begins – either in the local church, or some other 
place such as a home, or in the shade of a banyan tree.  This is a ‘call to worship’, and as the bhajanai 
progress through the streets people emerge from their homes and join in the itinerant group as it gets larger 
and larger, eventually making up a significant part of the congregation.   Not only a call to worship, it is also 
a significant witness to the community.  The bell may toll in the church for the final few minutes before 
worship begins, and people customarily continue to arrive in dribs and drabs as the service gets under way.                                          
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Children and Young People 
In contrast with so many churches in England (albeit some notable exceptions), almost all town and rural 
churches included large numbers of youngsters of all ages who, in most places, have their own teaching 
classes and other activities.  Unlike so many youngsters here, they are uninhibited and singing, drama and 
dancing are popular - even among the boys!     
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Community 
Not only in rural areas there is a strong sense of community, and family relationships are very important.  
Respect for, and obedience to, parents is a given; as also genuine respect for all older people who are 
treated with deference and dignity.  It is usual for a married couple to live under the same roof as his parents 
or widowed parent.  ‘Uncle’ is a respectful term for any senior male, whether related or not.  
 
Confidence 
Even as a minority religion faith I found the Church, churches and individual Christians unashamedly 
confident in their faith and willing ‘to shout it from the rooftops’.   For them no discreet ‘fish’ symbol  on the 
back of a car, but a bold emblazoned sun visor proclaiming ‘Praise the Lord’, ‘Jesus Saves’ etc, on lorries, 
cars, coaches, auto-rickshaws and even painted crosses on rocks in the hillsides. 
The 40th anniversary church carnival parade that brought traffic in Vellore to a standstill, and commandeered 
one whole carriageway of a dual carriageway (turning the other side into 2-way traffic) would be almost 
inconceivable in this country!   
 

    
 
A Growing Church? 
Whilst true, this needs to be qualified: 
In the Vellore Diocese the numerical growth of Christians seems to be primarily from Hindus coming to faith 
in Jesus as Christ and Saviour; (there are just a few converts from Islam).  Many will attend services –   
indeed some rural congregations I visited comprised well over 50% Hindus; and many Hindus will enter 
church on other days to pray and light candles. The ‘new church’ building programme in the Vellore diocese, 
stemming from its home-mission work, is largely concerned with providing buildings or larger buildings for 
congregations comprising those from Hindu backgrounds.  These are likely to be low caste or Dalits.   
(See later sections entitled ‘Dalit Theology’ and ‘Inculturation’) 
 

There is a smaller programme in both the Vellore and Trichy dioceses to introduce Christianity to Tribal 
communities. 
 

Whilst Hindus may accept the Christian faith, their baptism (which must be registered with the government), 
is a major hurdle since they then lose any caste identity. 
Dalits and Tribal Communities receive certain limited government benefits which they would forfeit through 
officially becoming church member and by Baptism.  
So church membership figures (requiring baptism) exclude all these ‘unofficial’ church members. 
 

Established churches in both dioceses are generally not seeing much growth.  As in this country, with the 
average family-size decreasing over the decades, so there is numerically little if any ‘natural’ demographic 
growth.   
 

This will present the Church with an increasing challenge in the years ahead, and particularly with a 
government that many see as being tacitly hostile to Christianity (whatever words it may voice to the 
contrary).  And many fear that other Christian groups which take a more pro-active line in proselytising will 
provoke a more intensified adverse counter-reaction.       
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A Personal Reflection 
To have the privilege of visiting one church after another full of life, the Spirit, joyful, prayerful, confident, 
with so many young people and with numbers far exceeding our own back home was a huge 
encouragement to my own faith and calling.   Whereas here so many ‘church statistics’ are depressingly 
spiralling downwards amid increasing apathy and secularisation, to see a very different picture in this part of 
the world has been immensely uplifting.   

 

 

 

Again and again I found the greatest joy and generosity amongst the very poorest who, materially, have the 
least; and also among the infirm who struggle with either mental or physical limitations or both.  In so many 
of these people, the radiant face of Christ shone out – and from among these, here just a few examples…  
 

  - the beautiful and dignified lady without legs who hobbled along to our church gathering in a remote village  
        in the Kuppam area,  
  - another in the same place running after the car we were in to give us some of her home-made biscuits  
  - the most dazzling shawl, using gold thread, presented by the tiniest and poorest church in a village near  
        Thirupadi comprising single-room government houses (approximately half the size of the vestry in  
        Lavenham church),     
  - the angelic singing early each morning of the children with cerebral palsy at Anbu Illam where I stayed,  
        and their happy faces and cheerful greetings every day (below).     
 

 

It was a challenge reminding me of our Lord’s words to the rich man (in Matthew 19:16-22) who had done 
so much to “inherit the kingdom of God”, yet whose material possessions remained for him the last and 
most difficult barrier. 
And also our Lord’s command to his disciples (in Luke 10:4) when sending them out, to “carry no bag, no 
purse, no sandals”... in other words, to let go of all material things and to trust fully in God’s provision.  

 

Paradoxically it seems some of those who 
have the least in one sense, have the most 
in another – in the most important and 
enduring sense.  I am reminded of that verse 
from an early (C19th hymn: ‘Cast care aside, 
lean on thy guide; his boundless mercy will 
provide; Trust, and thy trusting soul shall 
prove - Christ is its life, and Christ its love’. 
 

 

Whilst Indians as a whole are indebted to the English for many of its great institutions, such as its railway 
network,  Indian Christians are especially indebted to the missionaries to India from abroad who not only 
spread the faith but established so many social and educational institutions which continue to play a vital 
part in everyday life today, particularly in the Church’s outreach to the poor and disadvantaged. 
 
My own parents were both missionaries in Africa, in the Southern Sudan (now South Sudan), and my 
grandparents in Persia (now Iran).  My recent time in India, with the legacy that by the grace of God lives on 
there, has given me a fresh insight into the mission work of my family forbears and the challenges and 
privations they will have borne for the sake of the gospel.   All the stories my parents relayed of ‘life in the 
bush’ now make far better sense having experienced India at its most rural.  And their enthusiasm for the 
poorest of Africans resonates with my own for those I met in India.           

Page 11 
 



 
Some things to consider for the Church ‘back home’ 
Particularly in relation the ‘Vision for Growth’ of the St Edmundsbury & Ipswich Diocese:  
Growing... Numerically, Younger, in Depth and in Influence     
 
► Should we not be more confident in proclaiming the Christian faith, instead of ‘pussy-footing’ around for 
fear of causing the slightest offence to anyone (cf Matthew 10:32 and Hebrews 13:15)?  In India faith is not 
a taboo subject;  they, literally, shout it from the rooftops – or through louspeakers!   

  
► Could we not be more open in praying for friends and neighbours in need – both clergy and laity?   
In all the homes and institutions I visited it was expected that I would say a prayer.  It would be considered 
most odd for any clergy home visit to conclude without prayer (cf James 5:14-15). 
 

It is customary for members of the Women’s Fellowship to visit the housebound, sick, and those in hospital 
to pray, as a group, for these people.  In this way they are positively assist their priest in his/her ministry.   
 
As well as praying for a whole school (as in an school assembly here), in one or two CSI schools I visited all 
the staff were gathered for me to pray especially for them, and in many more I would frequently be asked to 
pray especially for Years 10 and 12 students facing important external exams in March.  In others the head, 
or warden of a hostel, would ask for prayer one-to-one. 
 
In the town of Ranipet, all the Years 10 & 12 students from various local schools gathered for a special pre-
exam service in the local church, with Bishop Rajavelu attending and giving them a prayer of blessing. 
 
Elsewhere I accompanied the local priest for ‘cottage prayer’ where families celebrating a special 
anniversary or significant birthday or birth of a baby / grandchild,  or perhaps in a time of crisis, would expect 
their local priest to come pray with them – conducting a short service.   Food and drink would be offered 
afterwards ‘as a norm’, and a donation to the work of the church would be made. 
 
► ‘Bible women’ – and maybe ‘Bible Men’? 
Lay training could usefully be extended (akin to Elders in this diocese and ALMs in the Ely diocese) so that 
individuals might confidently and competently assist in a local church’s teaching ministry – alongside, whilst 
different from, the preaching and pastoral role of Readers / LLMs.  Typically, this would give some solid 
training to those who - for example – may lead a house group or assist with Confirmation preparation.    
 
► Rely less on material things and more on God  
Individuals and churches should be encouraged to lessen their dependence on material acquisition, and 
increase dependence on God (cf Matthew 6: 25-33).  Our pre-occupation with maintenance of historic (albeit 
very beautiful) buildings continues to get in the way of, and stifle, the mission to which we are called; I 
suspect in many cases a convenient distraction from the more challenging aspect of our calling. 
 
► Support the weak 
(i) Financially: With reference to the clear Biblical model (cf Acts 2:44-45) we need to continue to encourage 
wealthier churches to support the poorer, even for a wealthier church to ‘adopt’ a specific poorer church.  
Where dioceses here in many places are constantly exercised about parish share receipts, this message of 
collective responsibility is one both for benefices and deaneries. 
(i) Practically:  The Church is the dioceses of Vellore and Trichy are actively engaged in a wide range of 
programmes to help the poor, the outcast, and physically and mentally disadvantaged.  The many hostels 
within school complexes for the poor and orphaned being one of the more conspicuous examples.  The 
churches in England are similarly generally very active in helping the poor and disadvantaged.  
The few overtly Christian hospitals in this country (with a focus on the poor) have virtually ceased to exist – 
the last remaining I recall being Mildmay Mission Hospital in East London closed in 1982 - escalating costs 
and the strength of the NHS playing their part (although it has since reopened as a specialist charity hospital 
for those affected by HIV / AIDS.  Hospital chaplaincies by and large are thriving in this country (albeit multi-
faith) as are other sector ministries for the needy such as in prisons and hospices. 
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► Ministry to the young  
From the Indian experience, we should ponder how we can invest more time and resources to help 
churches and benefices develop this vital ministry – for now, and the future.  Statistics here reveal that 90% 
of adult Christians came to faith before the age of 25 (source: March 2016 edition of Praxis). 
 

► Education 
In both countries there is substantial church involvement at Primary School and pre-school level.  Private 
schools aside, the Church here – unlike India – has only very limited involvement in secondary schools, 
which may be one reason (of many) for the dearth of teenagers in our church congregations.  I cannot see 
how this can be quickly or simply addressed.   The Church’s involvement in Tertiary Education appears to 
have dwindled over recent decades not only for financial reasons but as government supported institutions 
are of a high standard.   
 

► World Church  
All churches, large or small, well-off or struggling financially, should be encouraged to establish a link with a 
church in another country.  Not only because there can be a tendency to become parochial and insular, but 
because the life of churches in other places can be an enormous inspiration to us and encouragement in our 
own faith.  We are all united in one worldwide Christian family, regardless of race, creed, nationality, colour 
of skin, health, wealth, etc. etc. and it is good we remind ourselves of this frequently.  The hymn-writer 
James Oxenham (1852-1941) expressed this simply, eloquently and memorably: 

In Christ there is no East or West, in Him no South or North, 
But one great fellowship of love throughout the whole wide earth. 

 

(Combined with the vertical / horizontal interpretation of the cross – i.e. what we receive from Christ and 
give out to others as His arms of love outstretched on the cross – I found this hymn a useful inspiration for 
many an ad lib talk – be it to doctors and nurses, a Lenten study group, a Women’s Fellowship meeting, a 
meeting of Lay Preachers, a meeting of Missioners-Evangelists, and the makings of an additional sermon to 
those which I had prepared in advance.  A portable cross given to me by a church member made from wood 
from a smaller church demolished to make way for a new larger one (in Tindivanum) gave me the perfect 
visual aid).   
 

► Invest in home mission work 
Whatever the shape and structure and semblance of the Church of tomorrow in this country, the investment 
of the Vellore diocese (and some outside sponsors) in manpower and other resources in new home mission 
fields which is paying dividends in terms of church growth (‘membership’ growth, and financial contributions, 
aside), is worth seeing alongside our own prioritising (or not) home mission in our own context.   
With the parochial system already established and covering the entire country, our new mission fields tend 
to be in either new towns or existing village/town mega-enlargements (such as Barton Mills in this diocese, 
and Cambourne and North Stowe in the Ely diocese), in suburban developments (such as Moreton Hall in 
this diocese, and Yaxley and Arbury in the Ely diocese), and also through what we term as Pioneer 
Ministries and Fresh Expressions.  In the latter there are – as in India – questions emerging with regard to 
‘official church membership’ and ‘financial contributions’; although in most places such developments are 
still relatively young, and it remains to be seen to what extent these innovations dovetail into the 
‘mainstream church’ in another generation, as they move from ‘adolescence to maturity’. 
 

► Hospitality 
Hospitality in India, as I so gratefully experienced, is exercised universally, generously and lavishly.  It is a 
cultural norm, and not the confine of any one faith or group or social stratum.  For the Christian, it is amply 
supported by Biblical models from the Old and New Testaments, the most obvious example being Abraham 
and Sarah entertaining the three strangers (Or angels? Or the Holy Trinity?) in Genesis 18.    
 

Here, where it is not inherently the cultural norm to the same extent, Churches (and individuals) should well 
note that growing churches invariably are those which are hospitable and welcoming.  Indian visitors to our 
churches in England are most impressed by our ‘coffee church’ after services!     
 

Churches in India are not simply surviving but thriving.   
 

In our own dioceses in England (and thinking of my own in particular):  our own prayers, 
actions and strategies might well be – by God’s grace and with his help – to move likewise 
from being ‘a surviving Church’ to being ‘a thriving Church’.                          Page 13                                      



                                                                                                                                                    
CHRISTIANITY & SOCIAL STRUCTURES 
Although the Indian constitution does not recognise the caste system, caste continues to wield significant 
influence, especially in rural India where the caste you are born into largely determines your social standing 
in the community.  Indeed certain communities may be of predominantly the same caste, so sometimes 
intensifying inter-caste, inter-community rivalry and tension. 
Castes are further divided into thousands of sub-groups called jati, which may also be linked to occupation.  
Many Hindus will only marry someone of the same jati. 
Beneath the 4 castes are the Dalits, formerly known as ‘untouchables’, and at the bottom of the pile are the 
Tribal communities.   (See above under ‘Hinduism’.) 
 
Over the years Christian groups have made inroads into these communities across South India: lower caste 
Hindu, Dalit and Tribal. 
A number of these people have benefitted considerably from the educational and social structures that the 
churches have provided and continue to provide, and from the fact of belonging to a larger community that 
in theory at least regards them as equal brother and sisters.  “It is well known that, like many reform 
movements in other religions, the Christian faith rejects the division of believers into higher and lower, pure 
and impure… The earliest expression of this egalitarian ethos comes from St Paul” 12  who furiously attacks 
the ‘foolish Galatians’ for tolerating partiality:  
    “You are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus, for all of you who were baptised into Christ have  
      clothed yourselves with Christ.      
     There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female,  
      for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.   
      And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s offspring,    
      heirs according to the promise”.         (Galatians 3: 26-29) 
 
It should also be pointed out that “the missionaries were no opportunists” and “reluctant to baptise in time of 
famine”.  They understood the “persecution which Dalits faced upon conversion”: “not only physical violence 
but also economic deprivation.  The epithet ‘Rice Christian’ thus flies in the face of the facts Dalits had to 
confront”. 13 (all quotes in this paragraph) 
 
 “Practice of the Christian faith has also released them from a number of traditional practices in which they 
may have been economically exploited by figures of doubtful authenticity”.14  That said, it should be noted 
that some Hindu Dalits have also converted to other religions, Buddhism or Islam for example, as a way of 
escaping social discrimination.  
 
Dalit Theology 
In the last century the notion of ‘Dalit Theology’ engaged many an Indian and Third World theologian.  
Whilst not within the scope of my report to explore this in any depth, this brief summary at least registers its 
essence for possible further study in the future    
“Basically, Dalit Theology reflects on the Christian message in the context of the Dalits.  It seeks to find the 
social and religious causes for the poor plight of this community all over the country and proposes to 
understand the Christian faith as a powerful means whereby this community can overcome this plight and 
contribute to the welfare of all.   
Dalit theology, however, is not a carbon copy of the Liberation Theology of South America…  Its starting 
point stresses… the denial of basic human dignity to a group of people because of their origin and 
occupations…  The basic sin it opposes is the idea that the Dalit is ritually, socially and spiritually corrupt 
and corrupting.  Ritual purity being an essential element of the caste system as traditionally lived in the 
country, Dalit Theology must reject the caste mentality and the caste division of the country.  It is along 
these lines that the Dalit theologians strive to make their fellow citizens aware of the ideological roots of their 
plight and unite them for a new vision of themselves and society”.15  
Clearly the example of Jesus reaching out to the poor, the outcast and all those discriminated against in 
society, his model of servanthood, and his experience of the ‘have nots’ often having a deeper spiritual 
awareness than those with status and wealth, compels the Church to engage in mission to the Dalits - not 
only as evangelism but in order to help them become free from their burdens.  It is about liberation from the 
false (Hindu) notion that these people are inherently impure and therefore must be ostracised.        
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 INCULTURATION & THE CHURCH 
 
“Inculturation is a word that is in common use today in Church circles…”  (It) “has it origins in mission circles 
to point to a more organic view of evangelisation, as compared to earlier views that could be characterised 
as ‘transplantation’, ‘translation’ and ‘adaptation’”.16   
 
As I recall myself from accounts of own parents’ missionary work in the Southern Sudan (as it was then) 
around the 1940s “mission history… proclaiming the Gospel, making converts and founding a new Church 
often meant transplanting socio-cultural and religious structures from traditionally Christian cultures to the 
new ones....  When Christianity met less developed cultures it was easy, even though transplantation often 
meant the superposition of imported structures over the existing indigenous ones”.17  It happened because 
the missionaries at the time took it for granted this was the way to export the Christian faith elsewhere.   
 
With the missionaries in Africa, and in other parts of the world, it could be construed as an extension of 
imperialism.  In my parents’ case a ‘planting’ of not only English Christianity but also English culture and 
values in a foreign land.  No doubt a similar summation could be made of the approach of missionaries both 
here and elsewhere from other western nations.  (I concede the above could be contested, although it is my 
impression.)   
 
As time passed, missionaries became aware this approach was flawed, and realised another approach was 
needed more respectful of indigenous culture and traditions.   ‘Translation’ and ‘adaptation’ are terms which 
have been coined to describe stages beyond ‘transplantation’, in efforts to be more accommodating of the 
context in which the overseas missionaries found themselves in less developed countries.     
 
Translation, as the word suggests, is a transposing of the Good News into a local language understood by 
the hearers.  And “translation can go beyond the linguistic realm to include other means of communication 
like symbols, gestures, rituals and social customs etc….” 
 
“…Adaptation goes beyond translation to integrate local cultural and social customs”.18   It is one subtle step 
further along the line. 
 
Acculturation, which others have described as ‘cultural appropriation’, goes further still and has another 
nuance which Amalados describes as “the borrowing and integration of symbols from another culture to 
express new meanings”.19   Examples of this, as I refer below, are to be found in both Catholic and 
Protestant liturgies in India, where some traditional Hindu symbols (such as water and light) have a place 
within church services with Christian and therefore new, or at least different, meanings.     
 
“Inculturation however indicates a deeper process that has been described as incarnational.  Fr Pedro 
Arrupe’s description is one of the earliest: 
      ‘Inculturation is the incarnation of Christian life and of the Christian message in a particular cultural  

context, in such a way that the experience not only finds expression through elements proper to the  
culture in question, but becomes a principle that animates, directs and unifies the culture, 
transforming and remaking it so as to bring about ‘a new creation’”.20    

 
For the purpose of this short report I do no intend to dwell further on any of these terms on which Amalados 
and others have written extensively.  However before moving on to examples of acculturation or 
inculturation which I have observed and gleaned from my visit to India, two more terms that Amalados refers 
to are worth noting in passing:  
 

“Indigenisation looks at the process from the point of view of the local culture and community that seeks to 
make a religion coming from outside its own… 
 

And “…contextualisation widens the impact of the new religion to include, besides culture, other facts like 
socio-economic and political structures”.21    
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INCULTURATION IN THE LITURGY 
From the definitions above I am uncertain as to whether what I have observed and gleaned are examples of 
acculturation or inculturation  (or cultural appropriation), but I shall press on regardless and leave that for the 
reader to decide.  And whilst this may apply to many aspects of faith in a Christian context, my own focus 
will be on the liturgy & worship.   
 
First I would prefix this section with the observation of some CSI clergy with whom I discussed this: that that 
the Roman Catholic Church has gone much further than Protestant Church in the process of liturgical 
inculturation.  As I did not attend any RC services, I am not in a position to make comparisons, although 
Amalados usefully refers to the Second Vatican Council as setting out guiding principles.  My experience of 
the Saccidananda Ashram, with its RC foundation (see next section) so I believe takes inculturation to a 
level beyond that to be experienced in a RC Church in India.      
 
So first, the RC position (best quoted from Amalados), and then examples from my own experience… 
(And see also opening paragraphs of my next section ‘INCULTURATION & THE ASHRAM’) 
 
“The Second Vatican Council… suggested that provisions be made in the revision of liturgical books ‘for 
legitimate variations and adaptations to different groups, regions and peoples, especially in mission 
countries’, provided the substantial unity of the Roman Rite was preserved.  The Council however foresaw 
that ‘in some places and circumstances, an even more radical adaptation of the liturgy is needed’.  In the 
opinion of authoritative commentators, this indicated an openness to the emergence of new ritual traditions, 
like an Indian Rite, a Chinese Rite etc.” 22   …“As long as the liturgy is not really inculturated, the people 
would never really feel at home in it.  That means that it would remain marginal as far as the Christian life of 
the people are concerned”. 23   …“As long as liturgy remains foreign, it is not going to have a missionary 
impact…   
Immediately after the Council, ... an effort was made to introduce some Indian elements to the Eucharist.  
These concerned mostly externals like posture, objects like Indian lamps and gestures like waving of flowers 
to show honour”. 24       
 
It isn’t clear as to whether all such examples should be referred to as ‘Indian’ traditions or ‘Hindu’ traditions. 
However given that 80% of the population are Hindu, the terms to me seem virtually interchangeable.  For 
my purposes, I have chosen to call Hindu traditions any that have a place in Hindu worship in any place, be 
it a public place such as the temple, or a private place such as a home. 
 
In the CSI churches of the Vellore and Trichy diocese I list the examples I have observed, and there may 
well be others I did not observe, not least as it was regrettably not possible to include a baptism or funeral in 
my programme. 
 
General 
• Already mentioned (on page 8), especially but not exclusively in rural churches, is the bhajan music 
(Indian-style devotional songs) with its distinctive rhythms and instruments, played and sung as part of the 
liturgy (in place of hymns) and before the ‘formal’ worship begins.  In the ‘warm-up’ to most Hindu temple 
puja (worship) there will be loud and prolonged bhajan music or chanting. 
 

• Also mentioned (on page 8) is that in all rural churches there are no seats and the congregation and 
musicians sit on the floor on large rugs as in a temple (or mosque).  
 

• And (on page 8) that men and women do not sit together.   
 

• Another example of inculturation would be similar and contrasting understandings of the symbol of water.  
For the Hindu, water evokes the Ganges and the other sacred rivers and ritual cleansing; and there is a 
special ritual in the temple that any person may undergo – a sign of penitence or restitution, or 
accompanying a significant prayer petition – that involves the individual being rolled around the outside of 
the temple precinct and being continually sprinkled with holy water by a priest.  For the Christian, water 
evokes different rivers - the Jordan and the crossing of the Red Sea, as alluded to in the liturgy for cleansing 
and renewal through the waters of Baptism; John 4 speaks of ‘the water of life’; and holy water may be 
sprinkled on people and objects for some special blessing (such as the coffin at a funeral service).  
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• The ‘Lighting of the Lamp’ is a formal part of the CSI liturgy within the main order following the ‘prayer for 
purity of heart’ or similar at the start of the Eucharist.  It is lit ‘by some members suitably selected from the 
congregation’,25 the following prayer is said by the priest, and a bhajan is sung. 
 ‘As the light is lit, let us pray that the light of God’s loving presence may spring up in our hearts  

and transform us by the knowledge of his glory’. 26 

 

There is much candle lighting by priests and worshippers in Hindu worship, as there is in the Church of 
England.  In CofE services, special candles are lit ceremoniously on various occasions at the start of 
worship e.g. the Advent Ring, the Paschal Candle, usually with an accompanying prayer, although not at 
every service.                                                                                                
 

Even numbers are inauspicious in Hindu tradition, so here too the tall brass Hindu-style lamp stand will have 
a number of wicks – always an odd number and usually seven.   
The number seven has special significance in Hinduism.  There are 7 sacred cities (all pilgrimage centres) 
and 7 sacred rivers. 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
•  Other areas would include ‘inculturating the Bible’ where, for example, a more appropriate rendering of the 
parable ‘of the wheat and the tares’ in Indian culture would be ‘of the rice - or paddy - and the tares’.  One 
pastor I spoke to said he always explained the parable this way.   
 
Betrothal ceremony 
 In Hindu culture a betrothal ceremony is a special occasion, not just a private arrangement between two 
individuals.  For CSI members, there will be a special service held to mark the occasion involving the priest,   
and both in the preparation and the ceremony itself are elements incorporated from Hindu tradition.   
 
As in Hindu tradition, it is the parents who must first agree in principle that the betrothal and subsequent 
marriage is acceptable (see below).  Then ‘her parents’ will approach the priest who will need to be satisfied 
that all parties are in agreement.   
At the start of the ceremony to which relatives and friends will be invited and after which will be a reception 
meal, the groom-to-be will be seated and beside him on the Holy Table is a special sari and ring for her, 
plus two rolled-up garlands – one for him and her, as the musicians play.  (See photos on next page) 
Eventually the bride-to-be makes her entrance, bearing his ring.   
Next is a formal set of questions paraphrased as follows: 

Priest: ‘What is the reason you have invited me?’ 
He says: ‘I come from …. (place),  

I belong to ….(name of church)   
    I come here to be engaged to ….(name of person)’. 
The priest then blesses the rings which are exchanged now (not at the wedding). 
They are garlanded either at this point or later – I can’t recall precisely when. 
She then heads off awhile to adorn herself in her special sari (a very long time and the musicians play!) 
before making a triumphal return.   
The ceremony then continues with the prayers, readings and blessings… and the celebratory meal.   
 
The marriage service follows soon – usually with 1-3 months.  Only from this point do the couple really start 
to get to know each other. 
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A bethrothal service: her sari, her ring, garlands, and fruit offerings 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Obligations & Eligibility 
When banns are then called the priest announces (paraphrased)  ‘Any objections [only permitted are legal 
reasons, or infidelity] you must put in writing to me’ – compared to the CofE ‘You are to declare it now’. 
 
Marriage will usually be permitted after divorce, but not after co-habitation. 
 
As in Hindu tradition, a dowry is usually expected by the groom’s parents from the bride’s parents – the size 
of which may vary enormously depending on circumstances, but may be no less than, for example, a 
motorbike (a modern-day equivalent of a camel in other cultures as a mode of transport). 
 
Also as in Hindu tradition, a son’s first obligation is to marry his maternal eldest uncle’s first daughter, 
although by mutual agreement only he may be released from this obligation.  In that case there are other 
avenues to be pursued before ‘a love marriage outside the family’ can be considered. 
There may be a second daughter to the uncle, or if that is not to be, a third daughter, etc. 
 
If none of the above, or if the eldest uncle has no daughters, the next eldest uncle’s daughter will be 
consider in the same fashion.   
Under no circumstances may he marry the daughters of a maternal aunt, as these are deemed ‘cousins’ 
and so not eligible. 
 
Next there seem to be other options…   
Either following a similar line and rationale through the offspring of a great uncle (i.e. maternal 
grandmother’s line). 
 
Or through his paternal aunt’s line. 
Under no circumstances may he marry the daughters of a paternal uncle, as these are deemed ‘cousins’ 
and so not eligible. 
 
Or similarly through the offspring of a great aunt (i.e. paternal grandfather’s line). 
 
The above is pretty rigidly adhered to in rural towns and villages.  In the larger cities, there are a gradually 
increasing number of ‘love marriages’ from outside the family network. 
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Marriage ceremony 
•  Hindus can marry Christians so long as they do not relinquish their Hindu first name, so Christian name is 
added with an @ sign between the two names… first the Hindu name, then the Christian name – 

e.g. E.Yesudoss weds P.Kanimozhi@Beulah 
(If a Hindu name were relinquished, it would be considered a most serious offence and the priest would 
suffer severe consequences – either imprisonment, or be taken away and never heard of again.) 
 

It is normal for both sets of parents to present their son / daughter for marriage (although it is the bride’s 
eldest uncle who has the right and first option to do so.)  
 

Straight from Hindu practice, before the service begins, on a tali , large dish,  a presentation is made to the 
priest of fruit - in the wedding I attended of bananas and a coconut - around which was wrapped the bride’s 
mangalasutra:  managala = holy, sutra= thread  (often abbreviated to tali - the dish on which it is presented). 
(A slight variation here from the Hindu practice where the coconut is halved: half kept by the priest and half 
is returned).  
 

The mangalsutra or tali is a cord of 3 knots ceremonially hung around the 
neck of the bride by the groom with a pendant which may, for example, 
show her or his initials, or both.  This is a custom, I understand, specific to 
Tamil Nadu.  After 3 months the cord itself is replaced with a metal chain – 
and the bride wears this at all times until either her death or widowhood.  
However, during this 3 months, should a child be conceived then the cord is 
not replaced with a metal chain until after the child has been born. 
 

The 3 knots represent:  ▪ the bride’s obedience to her husband, ▪ to his parents,  ▪ and her respect for God. 
 

The marriage ceremony then begins first with the Lighting of the Lamp (see above under ‘General’) and 
proceeds with the entrance of first the groom and then all join in singing for the entrance of the bride.  Her 
veil is removed only after the vows have been made. 
 

After the preliminaries is the ‘Affirmation of the Families’. 
The CSI Common Worship service book has the families of both the bride and the groom saying: 
“We give our blessing and promise our loving support”, followed by a similar pledge of support by everyone. 
 

Although I couldn’t find this in the CSI Common Worship service book, the following was also outlined to me 
by a priest in the Vellore diocese: 
These first two statements are made by the groom, and the third by the groom’s sister (all 
paraphrased): 
     - I am taking care of you   - My family accepts you   - We, as in-laws, accept you.   
 

After the marriage vows the magalasutra (tali) is blessed, and the rings once again. 
 

The groom ties the three knots of the tali and puts it on his bride, and gives her the ring. 
And she likewise gives him his ring. 
 

The bride and groom are then bedecked with garland of white flowers (white jasmine). 
 

A sign of the cross is made three times on the foreheads of each after they are blessed, and (as many do in 
the CofE) the priest wraps his/her stole around the couple’s hands joined together – raising them up for all 
to see. 
 

The couple may also be presented with a Bible. 
   
Afterwards, as in Hindu tradition, the bride’s parents would be expected to provide a lavish reception for all 
the guests. 
 
A further Hindu tradition is incorporated in the RC ceremonial in that - 

i) A married woman will wear a ring on the second toe of her right foot, 
ii)   Her forehead is adorned with a coloured spot, usually red.  
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Temple Churches 
Beyond the inculturation of the liturgy, there exist several examples in Tamil Nadu where inculturation has 
determined the design of church buildings – both older and more recent, and in some cases their location 
too – copying from Hindu Temples which tend to be located on the top of hills (as in the Zion Hill temple 
church, bedecked with a small vimana, resembling a mini gopurum or gateway-tower), or beside rivers (as 
in the temple church at Ponnai, where there is a vast font in the shape of the lotus flower).   
 
The lotus motif, representing the national flower of India, is to be frequently found in the engraved stone, in 
ceiling designs, wrought ironwork etc.   
 
The temple church within the missionary compound at Tirupattur (built in 1928) has two baptism tanks for 
total immersion.  Separate for male and female out of respect from those converting from Islam or Hinduism. 
 
Seating is on mats on the floor, and the worship includes Hindu-style chanting 
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INCULTURATION & THE ASHRAM 
In his writing in 1992 Amalados looks back over half a century:  “In the course of the last fifty years 
Christians in India have felt the need to indianise their sadhana or spiritual pursuit.  They felt the need to 
become more contemplative.  Ashrams were founded as places where one could live a life of simplicity and 
renunciation.  Indian methods of prayer and sadhana like yoga were more widely used”.27 
 
The Second Vatican Council (1962), referred to at the beginning of the previous section, in its declaration on 
‘non-Christian religions’ said that ‘the Church rejects nothing that is true and holy in these religions’ and 
encouraged Catholics to ‘recognise, preserve and promote the spiritual and moral values as well as the 
social and cultural values to be found among them’ – which, among other things, might be construed as ‘a 
political statement’ supporting the status quo in relation to the caste system.  That aside, an ‘All India 
Seminar’ in 1969 attended by senior representatives of the RC Church in India “spoke of ‘the wealth of truth, 
goodness and beauty in India’s religious tradition’ as ‘God’s gift to our nation from ancient times’.  The 
seminar showed the need for a liturgy ‘closely related to the Indian cultural tradition’ and theology ‘lived and 
pondered in the vital context of the Indian spiritual tradition’.  In particular, the need was expressed to 
establish authentic forms of monastic life in keeping with the best traditions of the Church and spiritual 
heritage of India’.” 28   This last statement was tantamount to a belated official endorsement for the kind of 
Ashram which I visited at Shantivanam (founded back in 1950) and which have sprung up all over India.  
Another example is the Kurisumala (Cistercian) Ashram in Kerala (founded in 1958). 
 
In the introduction to a ‘Friends of Shantivanam’ leaflet this background information is provided: 

“…In addition to a deep contemplative life that we live daily ourselves, we are committed to providing 
a conducive atmosphere for anyone who wishes to deepen their spiritual journey, and quite 
importantly, we are engaged in inter-religious dialogue, a vocation that we inherited from our 
founders Jules Monchanin and Henri le Saux and Bede Griffiths.  And we, like them, are inspired by 
Jesus himself, who said ‘Blessed are the peacemakers for they shall be called the children of God’.  
Our world, as you know, is in conflict largely because of the lack of understanding and harmony 
between religions.  Together we can make a difference in our world today! 
 
St Paul said ‘Christ came to proclaim peace’.  In his time Jesus did this by breaking down the walls 
of division between Jews and Gentiles.  In our time this playing field is much larger and more 
complicated.  It is, however, our mission to foster harmony and understanding between religions.  
We, at Shantivanam, have been quietly and consistently engaged in inter-faith work from the very 
beginning of the inter-religious movement, and have contributed immensely to its development both 
here in India as well as throughout the world without much fanfare. 
 
Jules Monchanin’s mission was that the ashram be ‘fully Christian and fully Indian’.  Since we cannot 
separate the spirituality from the culture of India, we are both Christian and Hindu in the deepest 
sense… This entails living the mystical depth of the two traditions simultaneously”. 29    
 
“The aim of the ashram is to establish a way of contemplative life, based on the traditions of 
Christian monasticism and Hindu Sannyasa...”  (Sannyasa being the renunciation of the world in 
order to seek God and attain liberation).  “...Our aim at Shantivanam is to unite ourselves with this 
tradition as Christian Sannyassis”. 30 

 
“In externals, the community follows the customs of a Hindu ashram, wearing the saffron colour robe 
of the sannyasi. 31 
 

“Our life is based on the Rule of St Benedict, the patriarch of Western Monasticism and on the 
teaching of the monastic Fathers of the Church, but we also study Hindu Doctrine (Vedanta) and 
make use of Hindu methods of prayer and meditation (Yoga)”. 32 
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And so, also visiting Shantivanam, I met spiritual seekers – of Christian faith, of uncertain faith, and of no 
faith - from around the globe (Australia, Sweden, Germany, France, England and the USA); I imagine not 
untypical of their visiting clientele at any time.  Also present were a group of trainee RC nuns from another 
part of India.  The Ashram is set in 8 acres of beautiful and well-ordered land on the banks of the River 
Cauvery, one of the seven sacred Indian rivers according to Hindu tradition.  
 
Food (vegetarian) and accommodation is basic and adequate; eating is Hindu-style using the right hand.  All 
visitors are expected to assist with preparation of vegetables after breakfast.   
  
The day’s schedule resembles that of many a monastic establishment with a daily talk by a member of the 
community (except Sundays) following the ‘guru’ tradition.  After the 5am Angelus, at 5.30am is Namajapa 
(Chanting) and meditation and other communal worship/meditation (including a daily Eucharist) punctuates 
the day, ending with Namajapa again and silence at 9pm.  For meals and a large part of the day silence is 
observed by all.   
 
The Ashram at Shantivanum which means ‘forest of peace’ also has the name Saccidananda which means 
‘the Holy Trinity’.  I have referred in my opening section ‘SETTING THE FAITH SCENE’ to the Hindu 
Trimurti (with the Om its highly venerated symbol – see below) and cannot help wondering whether the 
name Saccidananda was a conscious attempt to make a connection here.  This becomes explicit in the 
design of the temple (see below) – which is a recent (2009) restoration. 

 
Worship at Shantivanum 
There is floor space and rugs for those who prefer to sit on the floor, Hindu style.  Others sit on inward 
facing benches around the perimeter of the temple.  The unfamiliar Hindu practices are best explained from 
their own booklet (here abridged): 
 

“In our prayer, we make use of various symbols drawn from Hindu tradition, in order to adapt our 
Christian prayer and worship to Indian sacred traditions and customs…  

 
“In Morning Prayer, we use (yellow) Sandal paste.  Sandalwood is considered the most precious of 
all woods, and it is therefore seen as a symbol of divinity.  As it also has a sweet fragrance, it is 
perceived as a symbol of divine grace.  We place it on the foreheads or the hands as a way of 
consecrating the body and its parts to God…. 

 
“At Midday Prayer, we use the purple powder known as Kumkumum.  This is placed on the space 
between the eyebrows and is a symbol of the ‘Third Eye’. The third eye is the eye of wisdom… which 
see the inner light of the Gospel.,, 

 
“At Evening Prayer we use ashes known as Vibhuti.  The symbolism here is not merely that of Ash 
Wednesday… Ash is the final product of the matter from which the impurities have been burnt away.  
Placing the ashes on the forehead signifies that our sins and impurities have been burnt away, and 
we have become the purified self. 

 
“At each of the (above) we offer Arati before the Blessed Sacrament.  Arati consists of waving of 
burning flame/incense in a circular motion before any sacred object or person is a sign of honour 
worship…. The burning flame waved before the shrine, as it were, reveals the hidden God… the 
hidden Christ… After that the flame is brought around and we then take the light of Christ to our eyes 
by placing the hand over the flame”.  This would be done with a wafting motion of both hands, 
drawing it invisibly to the face.  
 
“We have readings from the Veda, the Upanishads and the Bhagavad Gita as well as from Tamil 
classics and other Scriptures, together with psalms and readings from the Bible, and we make use of 
Sanskrit and Tamil songs (Bhajans) accompanied by drums and cymbals. 
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“At the offertory of the Mass, we make an offering of the four elements: Water, Earth, Air and Fire.  
Every Hundu puja consists in the offering of the elements to God as a sign of the offering of Creation 
to God...   
- The celebrant first sprinkles water around the altar to sanctify it.  After that he sprinkles water on 
the people to purify them.  Then finally he takes a sip of water to purify his inner self.   
- Then he offers the fruits of the earth and work of human hands viz., the Bread and the Wine, and 
places eight flowers on the Tali the sacred plate on which the sacred gifts are offered.  These eight 
flowers, which are offered with Sanskrit chants, represent the eight directions of space and signify 
that the mass is offered in the ‘Centre’ of the universe thus relating it to the whole creation.   
- This is followed by an arati  with incense representing the air.  
- And then with camphor representing fire.” 33 

 
There is chanting of the ‘sacred syllable’ OM (pronounced ‘aum’) before the services begin, and at various 
points. Although the word appears to have no specific meaning, it is linked to the Trinity as alluded to earlier.  
Some consider OM to be equivalent to ‘Amen’. 

 
The Temple 
The Church is built in the style of a South Indian temple.  At the entrance to the site is a mini gopuram, or 
gateway -  

“on which is shown an image of the Holy Trinity in the form of Trimurti, a three headed figure which, 
according to Hindu tradition represents the three aspects of the Godhead: Creator, Preserver and 
Destroyer of the universe… the figure is shown emerging from a cross to show that the mystery of 
the Trinity is revealed to us through the Cross of Christ”.  

 
“Between the gopuram and the mandapam” (covered meeting area – here a euphemism for a large 
outer porch) “is a cross enclosed in a circle.  The circle represents the cosmic mystery, ‘the heel of 
the Law (dharma)’ of the Hindu and Buddhist tradition.  The Cross at the centre of the circle signifies 
the cross of Christ is the centre of the universe and human existence.  At the centre of the Cross is 
the word OM which, in Hindu tradition, is the Word from which the whole creation comes and through 
which we come to the knowledge of God…” 34   
(See my opening section ‘SETTING THE FAITH SCENE’ for the symbol of OM) 
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At the opposite end to the entrance at roof level are painted moulded figures, in Hindu fashion, depicting St 
Peter & St Paul – founders of the Christian Church, and St Benedict (as above).   
 
At the entrance of the temple: 

 “Above the figures of Christ and the saints is the throne of God, represented by the dome covered 
with peacock feathers and above this the Lotus, a symbol of purity supporting the Kalasa an ancient 
symbol of the four elements”. 36     

The lotus being the national flower, and the peacock the national bird of India. 
 
“Within the temple “the inner sanctuary or Garbagriha is always kept dark to signify that God dwells in the 
darkness in the Cave of the Heart.  There is a stone altar with a tabernacle in which the Blessed Sacrament, 
the sign of the real presence, is preserved”. 37 
 
There is much more to be said of the building’s Hindu-Christian architecture but this can be read in the 
guidebook as space does not permit me to reproduce more here.  The above gives an ample flavour. 

 
 
Drawing together ‘Ashram’, ‘Inculturation’ & ‘Inter-faith’ threads… 
I have no doubt this Ashram is a place of peace and inspiration to many: a useful and valuable place to ‘go 
deeper’ into what is ‘of the Spirit’ within. 
 
I did not meet any Hindu person at the community (so far as I was aware), and I would be surprised if this 
Ashram attracted many ‘self respecting Indian’ Hindus.   
 
As a committed Christian, I have to say I found it a ‘fudge’ – and, whilst applauding its commendable aims, 
conclude that Christianity and Hinduism do not sit comfortably side by side; although I would readily accept 
there are aspects of Hindu spirituality from which the Christian may usefully learn.  I am thinking specifically 
of the value of meditation and silence to achieve a deepening awareness of one’s self, and one’s self in 
relation to the created order (and, for the Christian, a deepening awareness of God through the Holy Spirit).  
That said, I am nonetheless pleased and grateful to have had the experience of making a visit. 
 
The declarations of the Second Vatican Council referred to earlier clearly had in mind the aim of more 
effective mission to indigenous populations.  However the raison d’être of this ashram, and possibly other 
Hindu-Christian ashrams, appears to be more about religious syncretism.  Whilst a worthy ideal perhaps, 
the reality in practice is that there is no momentum for greater convergence, and those who advocate the 
benefits of this kind of ashram are simply those who ‘buy in’ to the ideal and not the reality.  The beneficiary 
in other words is not as originally intended.   
 
The Protestant and Roman Catholic Churches locally appear to have had far greater success with their less 
radical Indianisation of their liturgies and worship practices in local churches.  Whilst some may consider the 
RCs have ‘sold out’ (and this may be only be question of degree, i.e. subjective),  I would definitely conclude 
that an inculturated Church is a stronger, more effective and more resilient Church.  
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That said, in the matter of inter-faith dialogue the ashrams, such as the one I visited, can I imagine play a 
key role which is to be wholeheartedly welcomed.  For whilst there is a reasonable semblance of religious 
tolerance in South India, there are pockets of radicalism which erupt from time to time, and the fear is that 
this in on the increase.  My impressions are that in North India something similar might be said, although the 
potential for open conflict certainly seems greater.  In certain parts of North India where political tensions are 
higher, so too the potential for religious tension breaking out into open conflict is also higher with the greater 
interweaving of politics and religion.    
 

Many are fearful that with increasing religious radicalisation around the globe, ever growing media attention 
to ‘incidents’, and the ease with which anyone these days can swiftly and effectively spread harmful 
propaganda, the trend towards religious intolerance will accelerate.  It is up to those who would oppose this 
to play their part, however seemingly insignificant, to convey a very different message through genuine 
tolerance, understanding and, above all, love… the love of God in whom we are all one.                
 

“He’s got the whole wide world in his hands”! 
(Unknown)  

 

“For the love of God is broader that the measures of man’s mind... 
...And we make his love too narrow by false limits of our own” 

 (C16th hym-writer: F.W.Faber) 
 

 
FINAL WORD 
As with so many experiences and studies, the more you ask and the more you discover, the more you 
realise how little you know or fully understand.  My ESL in India was no exception.  That said, for me it has 
opened the door to a far greater appreciation of faith and culture in India and inspired a great love for the 
people and country.  Seeing the Church only from one’s home perspective, we easily miss how our own 
experience of Church fits into the bigger picture worldwide.  All too easily we see ourselves as a very large 
piece in the jigsaw, but an experience such as I have been so fortunate to have is a sober reminder that we 
are only tiniest piece.     
 

As this ESL reports draws to a close, let me quote this entry from my journal: 
On arrival in India into the unknown I pondered the old cliché ‘Today is the first day of the rest of my life’. 
On leaving I say without hesitation ‘The rest of my life began with this trip’. 
 

It has given me a real appreciation of what is important and not important in life, especially in regard to: 
human dignity and respect, materialism, and faith.  
 

I have seen the face of Christ in so many of those I have met, by design or by chance –  
 

• In the priests who work round the clock without rest days and who have sacrificed so much materially 
to pursue their vocation;  and in so many incredibly dedicated lay folk in the churches;  

 

• In the children and teenagers who fill the churches, so exuberant in their faith: as much ‘the Church of 
today’ as tomorrow; the seeds of faith planted by parents bearing a rich harvest; 

 

• And most especially in the poor, the disabled, the wounded, the frail and the elderly - who in spite of 
their often tremendous burdens and privations radiate an amazing joy and confidence in their faith.     

 

My hope and prayer is that some of the joy and enthusiasm I experienced will stay with me and that I may 
all the better communicate this to others.  
 

As well as finding God in the brokenness of the world and in so many of the lovely people I met, this special 
time apart form from the day-to-day pressures of parish ministry has helped me also come closer to God in 
the brokeness on myself.  

God the Rescuer 
God the Saviour 

Almighty, whom we joyfully adore; 
Powerful God 
Invoked by all 

May he, the bounteous, grant us his blessings! 
 (Indian Prayer: unattributed)                  
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THANK YOU 
I am so grateful for this experience and opportunity which has deeply enriched my own faith and my 
appreciation of another country and culture so vastly different from my own. 
The benefits will not only enhance my continuing ministry, but will stay with me as long as I live. 
 
I wish to record special thanks and appreciation to all of the following: 
 

- The Diocese of St Edmundsbury & Ipswich allowing me this time: to my Bishop, Archdeacon, and 
especially to the Director of Ministry Education & Training Revd Canon Dr John Parr, to my Spiritual 
Director and Work Consultant, for each encouraging me to ‘step out of comfort zone’ for my ESL 
project. 

- To my Project Supervisor, Revd Canon Fiona Brampton, Bishop’s Adviser for World Mission (Ely 
Diocese) for her wisdom, guidance and encouragement, and for her many hours facilitating my ESL. 

- To her counterpart in the Diocese of Vellore Revd Jared Aru Jebareuben, Diocesan Convenor, who 
not only organised a comprehensive programme for me in India but acted as mentor during my time 
there, patiently answering my endless questions and so graciously looking after my welfare.  

- To Revd Alison Booker, in her parallel rôle as India liason officer in the Diocese of Leicester, linked 
with the Diocese of Trichy, for assisting me with much needed contacts at the point of herself 
engaging in period of ESL, and also for her encouragement. 

- To her counterpart in the Diocese of Trichy, Revd A. Suresh Kumar, Link Officer & Bishop’s 
Secretary, for his arranging an exciting and varied programme for me in another diocese to 
complement my time in the Diocese of Vellore.    

- To the Bishops of each diocese, Bishop Rajavelu and Bishop Paul Vasatha Kumar, for so kindly 
agreeing to my visits, for hosting and for the generous hospitality received. 

- To so many clergy and lay folk in both the Diocese of Vellore and Trichy who so generously gave up 
their time to show me around and drive me to so many places, often long distances, in the three 
states of Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh and Kerala – en route engaging in long discussions, 

- To my Curate, Revd Mark Woodrow, a staunch Indiaphile without whose infectious enthusiasm for 
India I would never have contemplated or dared such an adventure.  And especially for his ‘holding 
the fort’ in my parishes while away. 

- To my Assistant Rural Dean, Revd Sharon Potter, for keeping the deanery ship well afloat on my 
behalf. 

- To my wife Abigail who effectively acted as P.A. dealing with post, emails and phone calls during my 
time in India. 

- To my Churchwardens in both my parishes for coping with the increased burden on them as a result 
of my absence. 

- To my congregations and all of the above, and others, for support and prayers that all would go 
smoothly.  Prayers were answered in some remarkable ways – that’s another story! 

- And last, and certainly not least - to the various bodies who very generously made possible my 
Extended Study Leave programme assisting financially with bursaries:       

The Diocese of St Edmundsbury & Ipswich 
Emmanuel College, Cambridge 

Ecclesiastical Insurance 
  The Spalding Trust 
  US (formerly USPG) 
    St Boniface Trust 

 
    

 ~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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APPENDIX I: Diocese of Vellore   

(Health warning… My notes, not a comprehensive survey; may contain some inaccuracies, for which I apologise)  
 

 
Created in 1976, bifurcated from the Madras diocese (now renamed Chennai diocese) 
 
Comprises 4 districts:   
Central, Eastern and Southern districts which are all in Tamil Nadu where Tamil is the spoken language.   
The Northern district comprises all its pastorates in the state of Andhra Pradesh where Telegu is the local 
language; and the western areas of this diocese, being mostly in Andhra Pradesh, are incorporated into 
Northern district. 
 
Currently the key diocesan officers are clergy… both its Secretary and Treasurer. 
 
100 priests: mostly one per pastorate (equivalent to ‘benefice’), sometimes two or three.   

650 churches* – of which 620 are rural 
 50 priests service the 30 urban churches (some also with the care of at least one rural church): 
                 which means rural pastorates comprise many churches (average12).  
             
At present the diocese includes approximately 7 female priests. 
 
Rural and town churches contribute 60% of their annual income to the diocese (÷12, paid monthly). 
In towns, that is from 5-300k rupees per month, in rural church from  3-15k, according to income. 
 
Worshippers may not be ‘Church Members’ (as also in CofE), but those who are contribute (a minimum of):  
in RURAL churches 

10 rupees per week – for voting entitlement ( 21 or more years old)     £  5.20 pa 
20 rupees per week – for entitlement to stand for election (25 or more years old)  £10.40 pa 

In TOWN churches 
 25 rupees per week –   “   “     £13.00 pa 
 50 rupees per week -  “   “               £26.00 pa 
Individuals may of course contribute more. 
A quite different scheme operates in the Trichy diocese; every diocese decides its own scheme. 
Common to both is that tithing of 10% overall to Christian charitable work is advocated and encouraged.  
 
Priests are assisted by: 
 Catechists    There are 450-500 who lead non-eucharistic worship  

Lay preacher There are approx 100 – trained at Arcot Theological Seminary 
‘Bible women’ (for extensive network of ‘Women’s Fellowship’, somewhat akin to MU: very active           
                                                                                               and pastorally and outreach orientated), 
                      There are currently 35. 
Evangelists - Missioners (mainly engaged in pioneering new churches in new areas, and primarily  
                                                                                accountable to the Diocesan Director of Mission). 
                      There are 12 at present, although the aim is to increase to 40 with the 40th anniv. 

                                   *At present 8 new churches are being built and others are being enlarged or replaced. 
 
In addition in each church there is the: 
 Saba imanyan, like a Churchwarden or elder  
 Secretary 
 Treasurer 
 and of course musicians and choirs (quite a variety!) 
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The diocese supports: 
 99 Elementary Schools 
 10  Secondary Schools 
   1   F.E.College       (Beattie Mem. Teacher Training) 
   1 Agricultural College             ( Kasam) 
   2 Technical Training Scools  (e.g.Katpadi, Palmaner)    
            10  Hostels, assisting with accommodation and food for the poorest schoolchildren, orphans and 

‘semi-orphans’, helping 1300 boys and girls 
              1 Seminary  (Arcot, located at the Anbu Illam campus) 
              2 Hospitals  (Ida Scudder at Ranipet with 200 beds, with Hostel for nurses, 

 and another smaller hospital facing likely closure at Vandavassi)   
              
It has input into work at: 
 Anbu Illam Hostel and School for young people with cerebral palsy and other physical and  
                                   psychological impairments.  Currently helping 60 children.    
            Adaikalam      Refuge for those affected by HIV / AIDS and their familes 
                                   Helps 200 children and 98 families.  Referrals from medical profession only. 
 

 
 

APPENDIX II: Diocese of Trichy 

(Health warning… My notes, not a comprehensive survey; may contain some inaccuracies, for which I apologise)  
 

 
Around 250km north-south, and about 450km east-west stretching from the Indian Ocean across to Kerala 
where it has just one church ‘over the border’.     
 
The diocese is divided into 6 Areas. 
 
There is a small number of female priests. 
 
In contrast to the Vellore diocese, here there is a lay Treasurer and both a lay and a clerical Secretary. 
 
Worshippers may not be ‘Church Members’ (as also in CofE), but those who are contribute a minimum of 
1% of income for ‘basic membership’ for entitlement to home visits and all pastoral rites and rights, 
increasing to 3% of income to be involved in leadership (including Church Council) or ministry.   
In this diocese, church members are required to submit a completed form showing income and the 
%calculation.  As elsewhere individual contributions may of course exceed the minimun levels. 
Tithing of 10% overall to Christian charitable work is advocated and encouraged.  
 
The diocese supports: 
         3 Nursery Schools 
 52 Elementary Schools 
 17  Secondary Schools 
   2   Colleges     
   2 Industrial Institutes    
              2 Hospitals (1 in Trichy of 150 beds; another elsewhere of 50 beds) 
              3 Nursing Schools 
 
              1 Hostel and School for young people with psychological impairments  
   1        Hostel for children of parents affected by HIV / AIDS 
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APPENDIX III: My itinerary in the diocese of Vellore 
 

Csi diocese of Vellore 

Visit of rev. Stephen EARL on sabbatical 
 

 

19.01.2016 Tuesday Leaving Heathrow 

20.01.2016 Wednesday Arriving Chennai Proceeding to Vellore  

– Rest and Local Shopping  

4.00 p.m. Meeting with Bishop & Officers – Finalizing the Itinerary 

                         07.00 p.m. Prayer Meeting at CSI Redeemer Church, Aruganthampoondi,  with Jared                                                                                                        

21.01.2016 Thursday   Getting know the Places and People - Local Visits 

05.00 p.m. Wedding at Thirupakuttai Mr. Yesudoss 

06.30 p.m. Meeting with  Mr. Jon Tuckwell (C’br.) at CMC Bagayam 

 

CENTRAL AREA: 

22.01.2016 Friday  10.00 a.m.  VHSS 

11.00 a.m. Voorhees College  

 02.00 p.m. Adaikalam  

06.30 p.m. Rural Visit -  Somanathapuram 

23.01.2016 Saturday 09.00 a.m. CMC Visit 

    11.00 a.m. Golden Temple 

06.30 p.m. Rural Visit - Melvisharam 

4.01.2016 Sunday 09.00 a.m. Worship at  Vellore South Pastorate Villages - Ariuya 

02.30 p.m. ATS  

05.00 p.m.  Rural Visit  -  Senur / Vanjur, Veruthampet pastorate 

25.01.2016 Monday 09.30 a.m. Visit to TPT Ashram – ‘temple Church’ 

11.00 a.m. CSI Girls School, Tirupattur  

    02.00 p.m. Proceeding to Yelgiri  stay  

26.01.2016 Tuesday 06.30 a.m. Return to Vellore  

Vellore Diocese 40th Anniversary Celebrations  Theme: ‘Let us rise up and build’ (Nehemiah 2:18) 

27.01.2016 Wednesday 

28.01.2016 Thursday   Personal days for reflection                                   Page 29 

 



NORTHERN AREA: 

29.01.2016 Friday  09.00 a.m. Zion Hill – ‘temple Church’ 

11.00 a.m. Ponnai Anicut – ‘temple Church’ 

12.30 p.m.  Rev. Ravi Engagement Function – B.N. Palli  

Proceed to Palamaner               Stay at WIS 

30.01.2016 Saturday   Kuppam Mission Field &  Rural visits   

                                 En route visiting Victory Boarding School, Chinasetteepalli 

31.01.2016 Sunday 08.30 a.m. Worship in Palamaner    

      WIS   

Rural Visits – Mathiyam Village 

Stay at Sherman, Chittoor  

01.02.2016 Monday 06.00 a.m. Eucharist -  Beattie Memorial Church, Chittoor  

09.00 a.m. Sherman   School Visit 

06.00 p.m. Rural Churches Visit – Anupalli Pastorate 

Stay at Chittoor  

02.02.2016 Tuesday 02.00 p.m. Proceed to Pakala & Tirupathi 

  Return to Vellore (Anbu Illam) 

03.02.2016 Wednesday                           Personal days for reflection   

04.02.2016 Thursday                      incl. (Weds) 5.30. p.m. Wedding Rev. Vinothkumar - Katpadi                               

 

EASTERN AREA: 

05.02.2016 Friday  09.15 a.m. KII 

11.00 a.m. DHSS  &   Devlois Home 

03.00 p.m.  SMH New Operation Theatre Dedication 

06.30 p.m. VRV Home    

06.02.2016 Saturday 7.30 p.m. Morning Worship with medical staff 

    8.00 a.m. Morning Worship with canteen staff 

09.00 a.m. SMH & SON 

11.00 a.m. Pre-exam service with Bishop, St Mary’s Ranipet  

06.30 p.m. Rural Churches Visits - Vinnampalli 

07.02.2016 Sunday Link Sunday Worship in Rural Churches (x5) - Vallimalai Pastorate                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

  6.30 p.m.  English Service at St. Mary’s Church, Ranipet 

    8.00 p.m. Cottage prayer                                                 Page 30 



08.02.2016 Monday 09.00 a.m.  VRV HSS 

11.00 a.m. BMITTI   

02.00 p.m. BMW 

06.30 p.m. Rural Churches Visit – Kaveripakkam  - Karivedu 

09.02.2016 Tuesday 9.00 a.m. Sipcot Higher Secondary School 

10.00 a.m.  Missionaries Meeting – Arcot  

                             Return to Vellore - Anbu Illam   (meet co-founder: Miss Monica Hopkins, Sussex)          

10.02.2016 Ash Wednesday  07.00 p.m. Eucharist – Redeemer Church, Aruganthampoondi (Jared’s) 

11.02.2016 Thursday Personal days for reflection – Supper with Revd Christopher & Sheela 

12.02.2016 Friday  11.00am Visit to KAI, meet Revd ‘Alfie’ 

 

SOUTHERN AREA: 

13.02.2016 Saturday 10.00 a.m.  Arni HSS & Hostel 

    02.00 p.m. Gnanodayam Hostel  

05.00 p.m.  Tindivanam - Girls Hostel  

07.00 p.m. Home visits (x2) 

( Stay at Tindivanam ) 

14.02.2016 Sunday 08.30 a.m. Worship in Tindivanam 

11.00 a.m. Rural Churches 

4.30 p.m. Home visit 

06.30 a.m. Rural Churches 

15.02.2016 Monday 09.00 a.m. Walter HSS 

10.30 a.m.  Crane School 

12.00 noon Muttathur ‘temple Church’, Wyckoff HSS & Hostel  

  Return to Vellore - Anbu Illam 

16.02.2016 Tuesday 10.00 a.m. Central Area Clergy Fellowship – Arapakkam 

     07.00 p.m.  Women’s Fellowship Meeting – Bagayam (Ida Scudder Mem. Church)  

17.02.2016 Wednesday   Personal day for Reflection 

18.02.2016   Thursday    Proceeding to Chennai, en route... 

10.00 a.m.  Vellore Fort -  Sri Jalakandeswarar Temple 

    11.00 a.m. Sri. Balamurugan Temple, Rathnagiri 

    12.30 Noon Ekambarar Temple – Kanjeepuram 

     02.00 p.m. Dakshan Chitra Visit (multi-faith, multi-cultural centre, nr Chennai)  
        Page 31 



19.02.2016 Friday   Chennai Visit      Proceed to Trichy 
 

20.02.2016 Saturday   
21.02.2016 Sunday 
22.02.2016 Monday   Trichy  (see Appendix IV) 
23.02.2016 Tuesday   
24.02.2016 Wednesday 
25.02.2016 Thursday                                                                                                    
26.02.2016 Friday            Return from Trichy to Vellore Arrival on 27th Morning 

27.02.2016 Saturday           Local Visits -  Joining with Jared’s Family 

 

28.02.2016 Sunday 07.30 a.m. &  09.30 a.m. Worship in St. John’s Church, Fort  

11.30 p.m.  Proceeding to Chennai  

29.02.2016 Monday 07.30 a.m.    Leaving Chennai    

 

CSI   Church of South India 

VDC  Vellore Diocesan Council 

CA  Central Area 
EA  Eastern Area 
NA  Northern Area 
SA  Southern Area 
 

Anbu Illam House of Love 

Adaikalam Shelter  

ATS  Arcot Theological Seminary 

CMCH Christian Medical College Hospital 

VC  Voorhees College 

VHSS  Voorhees Higher Secondary School, Vellore 

WIS  Women’s Industrial School, Palmaner 

DHSS  De Valois Higher Secondary School 

KII  Katpadi Industrial Institute, Katpadi 

KAI  Katpadi Agricultural Institute, Kasam 

VRV HSS Vilva Ratna Villa Higher Secondary School, Ranipet 

SMH  Scudder Memorial Hospital, Ranipet 

SON  School of Nursing 

BME  Beattie Memorial English Medium School 

BMTTI Beattie Memorial Teachers Training Institute 

WHSS  Walter Higher Secondary School 

Wyckoff Wyckoff Higher Secondary School, Muttathtur                 Page 32 



APPENDIX IV: My itinerary in the diocese of Trichy 

 
 
20.02.16 Saturday  Arrive in Trichy and proceed to Bishop Heber Guesthouse for rest 
   10am Tour of Trichy including  

- extensive Sri Ranganathaswamy Temple 
    - Modern RC Cathedral 
    - Modern Lutheram Cathedral 
   3pm Proceed to Shantivanam Ashram (arr 5pm)  
 
21.02.16 Sunday  Full day at Shantivanam Ashram (dpt 6pm) 
 
22.02.16 Monday 6am Leave Trichy for long journey by car to Western Ghats around Vallparai 
    Stopped en route to visit church close to Udumalaipettai 
     & Hill Temple (by chair lift) at Palani 
     

Ascending 18 of 40 hairpin bends, to Attakattai village and met church officials.   
                                               Spent afternoon visiting 2nd highest dam in India at Kadambarai  

            and its 24 story hydro-electric power station built into the mountainside. 
             
In the evening led Lenten meditation in church in small ‘restricted’ village for workers  
            of the power station and dam. 
 
Proceeded to Vallparai for 2 night stay 
 

23.02.16 Tuesday 8.30am start – Breakfast with local family (wife Warden of local CSI Girls Hostel) 
    
   Extensive visit of tea plantation area, and one of the tea plantation conglomerate’s  
                                               local hospitals.  Several home visits of those known to Revd Silvaraj. 

 
Briefly entered Kerala to visit sole Trichy diocese church in this area.   
 
Visited several other tea plantation villages & churc hes, and home of tea plantation  

manager. 
 

24.02.16 Wednesday  6am start for long drive back to Trichy, visiting church in centre of Udumalaipettai  
 
   6pm Evening meal with Bishop of Trichy, his wife Lily, Revd Suresh Kumar,  
                                    Mr Immanuel (Dioc. Treasurer), Alan & Lesley Humphrey (Leicester diocese). 
 
25.02.16 Thursday 9am depart for Tanjore (Thanjavur) visit including 
    - Extensive Brihadishwara Temple on Rock Fort of Rajarajacholea 
    - Visited CSI Christchurch and CSI St Peter’s 
    - Visited CSI School/Hostel for mentally impaired children in Tanjore 
    

7pm Hospitality at home of Revds Paul & Mary Selvaraj 
 

26.02.16 Friday 9am Visited Bishop Heber School (2000 students) 
 
   Then RC ‘Lourdes’ Church 
    
   And Rock Fort Temple and Tank (and nearby market area) 
 
   Visited home of Hindu guide (Hari), met family, & saw family shrine where puja offered daily.  
   
   11.30pm Overnight train back to Vellore 
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APPENDIX V: CSI’s first female Bishop 
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REVD STEPHEN EARL:   Diocese of St Edmundsbury & Ipswich (April 2016) 

 

Retreat: 17th March - 21st March ~ (3) Mount St Bernard Abbey (Cistercian) 
  

 
My first visit to this Mount St Bernard Abbey and first visit to a Cistercian Order – following the Rule of St 
Benedict (see carving of St Benedict at Saccidananda Ashram, Shantivanum earlier).  It is the only 
remaining Cistercian Abbey in England; there is also one in Wales (Caldy Island) and one in Scotland. 
 
My time here included a conversation with Guestmaster Father Joseph in respect of the Hindu-Christian 
Ashram concept, since this Abbey has links with the Kurisumala Ashram in the Kerala mountains.  (I was 
interested to learn that he concurred with my views expressed earlier in this report.) 
 
Mount St Bernard Abbey was founded in 1835 by British monks (English and Irish) expelled in 1831 from 
the Abbey of Melleray in France in a wave of anger against foreigners.  The monks had earlier transferred to 
France from Lulworth in Dorset.  Most of the expelled Irish made their way to Ireland where they founded  
Mount Melleray Abbey, whilst most of the English initially stayed in France, around Nantes, continuing their 
pastoral work.  It was two of these monks, the Woolfrey brothers, who were directly responsible for founding 
of Mount St Bernard Abbey in Leicestershire.  
 
The earlier Pugin-designed Abbey, extensively re-ordered and rebuilt over 6 years, was completed in 1939. 
I found the simple, uncluttered Abbey in its most beautiful surroundings a place of peace and inspiration.    
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REVD STEPHEN EARL:   Diocese of St Edmundsbury & Ipswich (April 2016) 
 

Relaxation & Rest: 24th - 30thth March ~ (4) Good Friday & Easter on IONA 
 

This final structured part of my Extended Study leave was taken with my wife – the first time either of us had 
visited Iona.  It proved a thoroughly memorable, inspirational, relaxing and enjoyable time together in a 
stunningly beautiful setting.  For me, a perfect rounding off of an amazing three months ESL! 
 

Our visit involved travelling on Maundy Thursday so we were ready on Good Friday for the ‘Stations of the 
Cross’ walk from Martyrs’ Bay to the Abbey in the morning, and for the afternoon Meditation Service in the 
Abbey.  On Easter Sunday we took part in the 6am Sunrise Service and later attended a packed Abbey for 
the main morning Eucharist with guest preacher, Dr Nicola Slee.    

 

Iona, ‘the island of St Columba’, is steeped in history and tradition: marking of the dawn of Christianity in 
Scotland.  In AD536 Columba, with his 12 disciples, landed on the south side of the island.  A prince of 
Ireland, he devoted his life to religion and was a follower of St Patrick (AD 390-461?).  He didn’t come to 
Scotland initially as a missionary, as often thought, but in self-imposed penance seeking voluntary 
banishment after a well meaning but stubborn action on his part which led to bloodshed.   
 
He landed first in the Garvelloch Islands in the Firth of Lorne, but still being able to see in the distance the 
hills of Ireland, he left and travelled further until Ireland was no longer in sight.  But not being one to retreat 
into obscurity, he rapidly set about founding a church on the island, and in due course other churches 
elsewhere in Scotland.  Whilst Columba was by no means the first missionary to become established in 
Scotland, he became well known for his simple lifestyle and asceticism. 
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