Passage to India: Christmas 2010 and NewYear 2011

By Una Agnew SSL

In the Spring of 2010, I received an email from a Rev Kurian Kachappilly, Director of Dharmaran College, Bangalore, inviting me to give the keynote address at a Conference entitled Mysticism without Bounds 2011, Jan 4th –8th. The venue was Bangalore, India! and the campus was that of the prestigious Christ College where Dharmaram Pontifical College is situated, founded by the Carmelites of Mary Immaculate. The picture here is just the chapel; the college has two communities of priests and accommodation for 300 clerical students. 

Something inside me said: ‘Go for it’! India has always held an attraction for me and this was an opportunity to gain first hand experience. The topic was left to myself. Aware of well established connections between Indo-European influences and Ancient Irish spirituality, I chose to present a paper on aspects of the Celtic mystical tradition. The title of my paper was: “God in Creation: ‘The God intoxicated Celt’”. The title was taken from a phrase from the pen of the Scottish theologian, John Macquarie. By summer 2010 I had constructed the abstract for my talk and by October the paper was all but ready.  I called on the expertise of Sr Anita Muldowney to improve my power-point presentation which she did, with her customary efficiently, artistic creativity, and no fuss whatever.  This is how she presented the opening slide.  
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By Dr Úna Agnew, Milltown Institute, Dublin


I travelled by Air France on Dec. 28th, Dublin to Paris, Charles de Gaulle, and from there direct to Bangalore, a plane journey of approximately 12 hours. I was met at Bangalore International Airport by two Good Shepherd Sisters at 2.30 a.m. I can never repay these sisters enough for their care of me, since my suitcase went missing, every traveller’s worst nightmare, and I had to be ‘minded’ for 2 days and helped to do some essential shopping. They were my guardian angels. I soon learned that in this strange Asian urban culture, I had no freedom of movement and had to be lifted and laid everywhere I went. There is a Sr Gracy Thomas, an Indian sister, always smiling and impeccably dressed in her salmon pink sari, who must be canonised one day, since her kindness and careful organisation of my predicament  was beyond measure. 
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My flight afforded me several days before the Conference, so had I planned in advance to visit a friend, retreat master and expert on Asian spirituality, Fr Sebastian Painadath SJ in Kerala, which is the centre of Christianity in India. As soon as he knew I was coming to India he invited me to his ashram in Kalady and booked a train ticket for me in advance so I could travel by night and arrive in Angalmali at 9 am, a few miles from his ashram at Sameeksha.  Travelling by train in India is an unforgettable experience.  I was in a carriage of 6 people with 3 more people across the narrow passage way. Mine was the bunk (or shelf!) on the lowest level so I was happy I did not have to climb to the top! It was a first class carriage but I had to be delivered right to my numbered seat, otherwise I would not travel. I’ll never forget the scramble through the evening traffic jams to the station. Horns hooting, rickshaw taxis, motor bikes: all in constant, frenetic motion. Srs Gracy and Gowthami  got platform tickets to ensure I find my seat. They also ensured I made friendly acquaintance with my fellow travellers and soon the train was eating up the miles through the dead of night southwards towards Kerala. The bunks were soon fixed into place and a blanket made available to each person. I cannot say I slept, but with all my worldly goods of the moment in a belt around my waist and in a bag under my head, a bottle of water and a biscuit as a snack, I did my utmost to rest. My luggage was stashed, safely I hoped, underneath my seat.  My suitcase had come at the last minute before I left for the station. I had been warned me I’d have little more than a minute to get off the train early next morning, so I asked the lady in the bunk nearest me to warn me when my stop was to hand. She knew I’d need help to get to the exit to be ready to alight at Angalmali, a name I kept repeating, as I’d never seen it marked on a map. Father Sebastian had sent a Jesuit colleague to get me safely off the train; he arrived with a written note from Father to prove his identity. I smiled at the thought of being illegally stolen! This Fr Saji, a handsome young Indian Jesuit found a rickshaw taxi to bring us both to the ashram for breakfast.  Imagine my delight to find a little hut of my own in this woodland enclosure, equipped with bed, blanket, mosquito net and joy of  joys, a personal shower and toilet. A hot drink, some warm rice dish and a sweet sauce of some kind restored my self-belief and optimism. I had after all survived a lap of my adventure.

Kerala, being further south and with many waterways is extremely hot and humid, much hotter than Bangalore, but the vegetation is beautiful, with jasmine, multi coloured bougainvilleas, coconut and banana trees everywhere. I was charmed by the expanse of river that gave an almost exotic character to this little Christian ashram. I thought of Siddhartha in Herman Hesse’s novel rowing others across the river of life.
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Inevitability, the mosquitoes are active and much attracted to Irish blood. I have scars to prove it. Armed with anti-insect spray, Anthisan ointment, lavender and tee-tree essential oils, I fought them off bravely. 

Life in the ashram was gentle and prayerful with trees everywhere offering shade from the sun. Nearby the picturesque river banks teeming with vegetation and fringed with trees of all kinds gave the impression of an exotic holiday resort. Rice and small bananas are the staple food of the ashram with tiny cups of already made sweet, milky tea—not my favourite beverage. I longed for a large mug of Barry’s tea. The evening meal is late in India, about 8.30 pm and Mass at 6.45 am so I retired early, only to be awakened by the cock before dawn. Everywhere in India, in city or country, it seems, the cock and the Muslim call to prayer vie for the privilege of your wake-up call, at 4.30 a.m. Here is a photo of my ashram hut which was a haven of peace for me after the gruelling train journey. [image: image4.jpg]
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Fr Sebastian, (seen here in the picture to the right), has a passion for inter-spirituality. He brought me on a trip to Kalady and introduced me to the figure of the great Sankara, whom he explained is the Thomas Aquinas of Hinduism. I walked to the top of this tower; each landing depicted a scene in the life of the great spiritual master, much revered here in his birth-place. I saw bare-footed pilgrims carrying their few belonging on their heads, tracing their pilgrim way in the steps of the master. I know I have so much to learn. That evening I attended an evening prayer ceremony in a Hindu or Buddhist temple, I can’t be sure which; we knelt barefooted of course at the back, Fr Sebastian lost in meditation, me desperately fighting off the mosquitoes that were eagerly nibbling at my bare toes. I was offered fire during the prayer at which I warmed my hands and applied to my face. 
A trip to the famous backwaters of Kerala was arranged for me for Saturday and a young local teacher was given me as escort.  We set out on a 2 ½ hour bus trip to the port at Kochi, a passenger boat trip for two to three hours on the famous waterways, and another 2 ½ hour bus trip to complete the round trip by evening. This journey is not for the faint-hearted as the unpaved roads make for bumpy bus rides and the crowded buses are so packed one does not always have a seat. My companion once again was my guardian angel. With her, I saw the virgin waters of Kerala, the vast rice fields spread out on either side, the people working in the noonday sun with tiny umbrella hats for protection and the glorious flowering plants and trees overhanging the river. The river people travel exclusively by boat; they wash themselves and their clothes in the river daily while the children play continuously in the water and on the river banks. Swimming is essential from birth. To see the women, young and old at the various boat stops along the way, gracefully alight and embark, dressed always in their beautiful multi coloured saris and head shawls, the men, in long skirts tucked up for work (à la Ghandi); all this was a huge unforgettable cultural experience.  
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By Sunday evening it was time to take the train back to Bangalore, and once again a driver was commissioned to deliver me safely to my seat on the train. There seemed to be thousands travelling as we waited for the Bangalore Express. Only that Fr Sebastian arrived unexpectedly at the train station, I might have been on a train to God-knows-where? Another long distance night train journey with hundreds of miles devoured by the small hours and this time it was not a first class carriage, so I had to step over some sleeping bodies to get to the exit on time. Before I left the carriage, a seller had come on board with a flask of sweet milky coffee a tiny cup which I gratefully purchased for forty rupees, less than 20 cents. With no opportunity to wash or put a comb through my hair, I stood on the platform, dishevelled but all in one piece. 

And now for Christ College and the all important conference which was my real purpose for coming to India. I had emailed ahead, and Fr Sebastian had phoned, to have someone meet me at the Bangalore train Station. I had to give the train number and carriage number and even the precise location of my seat. Again I was warned to stand on the platform beside my compartment and wait to be ‘collected’. It was 3.45a m and the train was on time.  I could not believe my luck when I say a tall handsome young Indian student, called Ando with my name on a placard, smiling in welcome as only Indians can; I was safe at last. Soon I was speeding though the always frenetic traffic of Bangalore to Christ College. Once inside the gates I was cocooned in a tight web of security, escorted to the female accommodation block, Jonas Hall, a splendid building overshadowed by palm and coconut trees, still colourfully festooned in Christmas lights of all shapes and sizes. It was the night experience of these lights that made a lasting impression on me.  In the photo below you see some of my friends walking ahead of me through the campus after dark. 
[image: image7.jpg]



Once rested and showered (the delight of a hot shower!)  I was ready to be introduced to Dharmaram College; home to 300 clerical students and their resident professors, all Carmelites of Mary Immaculate. My guest- room was an en-suite flatlet at the farthest end of the campus with microwave and fridge in place and plugs that wouldn’t work until, (horror of horrors!) by some clandestine piece of previous knowledge, I remembered to insert a biro to assist the entrance of the plugs for phone-charge and hairdryer ( Not  be tried at home!)  This was a residence for 300 female students with a large meditation room on the second floor. Outside the door each evening I noticed the rows of thongs and sandals that signalled that silent meditation in process.  

The Conference was a massive and very formal event involving over 300 participants from all continents and nationalities. When I saw the formality of the opening ceremony, I was rapidly getting cold feet! After the greatest living expert on mysticism, Dr Bernard McGinn, outlined the history of Mysticism, I was next to speak. The Conference had moved to Dharmaram College at this stage, where the students were in charge and the dinner reception had been prepared. Once again the students assisted me in setting up the PowerPoint presentation and equipping me with remote control, sound management and a backup plan in case anything should go wrong. The PowerPoint behaved beautifully and the parallels with Hinduism struck lively chords in the audience. The Breastplate of St Patrick, Lúireach Phádraig seems to exactly parallel a Hindu prayer of the six or eight directions. Ár bPaidreacha Dúchais correspond to similar daily practices in the Hindu religion and the music of Seán Davy’s ‘The Deer’s Cry’ was a suitable opening for the lecture. Thanks to Benediction scholar, an tAthair Seán Ó Duinn, I had been alerted to some interesting materials. My final section was dedicated to poets such as: Kavanagh, Heaney, Joseph Mary Plunkett, Nuala Ní Dhomhnaill and RS Thomas, and through references to them, I confirmed the notion that wisps of Celtic mystical insight still survives among the poets and artists of today, part of The Underground Cathedral thesis posited by Mark Patrick Hederman OSB in his recent publication by that name.  Ending with a slide of Kavanagh Trinitarian tree from ‘The Great Hunger’ Stanza III, I was touching on a symbol close to the very core of Hindu mysticism where ‘all reality is an outpouring of divine energy and the tree is the root of divine life pulsating in the cosmic tree’. 
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This picture shows (clockwise) myself, Fr Kurian P, Peter Tyler from Twickenham, Bernard McGinn, Fr Francis and Reimund Bieringer from Louvain university. In the background is the other Fr Kurian K, chief organiser of the Conference. 

Each day I attended several short papers in a variety of locations and on an amazing diversity of topics, and each day, there was one keynote address for all to attend. I found myself sharing a tea-break with an Indian Jesuit who upheld the marketplace over the ashram, heard my Fr Kurian P give a masterful presentation on “Mysticism beyond the bounds of the Ego”.  I discussed black spirituality with a layman from Cape Town, studied Rumi poems with a Shiva worshipper from Bangalore, listened to the Blissful sound and light of Siva Sakti delivered by Barbara from Connecticut, USA because of her Irish ancestry, declared herself my soul-friend for life. I loved my morning walk and chats with an Indian Sacred Heart sister, always dressed elegantly in her salmon pink sari as we walked to the lectures each day. She runs an ashram on her own at the foot of the Himalayas and is kept incredibly busy as spiritual guide and mentor. Aspects of the world of spirituality were all around me with utmost respect for all traditions. Although the Conference agenda was specifically Christian, one thing that struck me above all others, was that the crib in the students’ college chapel was a large Buddha, with the tiny manger inserted at the green chakra heart-centre. It did not surprise me then to see a picture of Christ seated in the lotus position in a prominent location.  

The Conference concluded with a gala dinner courtesy of the catering department of Christ College, with exquisite dancing done in stunning costumes, courtesy of the Dance and Drama Dept of the college. Our taxis back to the airport were organised by the Tourist Department and there was a bank on campus to help us change euros into Rupees. Students come from far and near to study in this college which along with Dharmaram  Pontifical College and Seminary occupies 80 elegantly landscaped hectares, property of the Carmelites of Mary Immaculate.
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The Sunday after the Conference was the feast of the Epiphany and Fr Kurian Perumpallikunnel, who had befriended myself and two other participants from South Africa, invited us to his parish where he celebrated Mass in, what I understand was the Syrian rite. Of course it was in the one of native languages kannada (used in Bangalore) or Malayalam (used in Kerala), but how I wished I could understand.  His parish is an inner city poor parish, dedicated to St Thomas (see St Thomas’ Cross in the picture), the hero of Indian Catholics and most of the people are emigrant workers from Kerala. It was clear to me that Kurian is their champion and their hero.  As in most Indian churches, the women are on one side, the men on the other, with the men always receiving Communion first. As usual, all shoes are discarded at the Church door. Having introduced us, Kurian invited us, without warning, to address the congregation at the end of Mass. We expressed our enormous sense of honour at being among them and having the privilege of meeting them in their own church. Since most of these parishioners are from Kerala as are most of the priests in the college —it seemed that my visit to Kerala had been an ideal preparation for Bangalore. Later that day we set off in Fr Kurian’s car to visit another ashram, two ashrams in fact, one Christian and the other a huge Hindu ashram where thousands of people congregated to participate in The Art of Living which is fast becoming big business in India. Since the Leaders of this ashram knew and respected Fr Kurian as a priest, we were given VIP treatment. Just as we exited the temple with its majestic, tiered marble landings, His Holiness Sri Sri Ravi Shankar emerged into the open, dressed all in white and carrying a red rose. He had come to walk among the people, dispensing blessing, flanked by a decorated elephant, one of the sacred Indian animals,  and escorted by a retinue of his disciples,  all dressed in white. 
The contrast with the contemplative simplicity of the Christian ashram which we had just visited was striking. In its tiny tastefully decorated chapel which almost resembles a cave carved into an ant-hill, I noted the beauty of the stained glass windows, one of which clearly illustrated the Eye of God which has featured in one of the old Irish prayers that featured in my lecture:

I am bending my knee 

In the Eye of the Father who made me 
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Carol, from South Africa had planned to stay in the ashram for a few days. We escorted her to her hut in the woods. She was warned, partly in jest, that an elephant might occasionally look in at her through the window, since this territory first belonged to the elephants and they occasionally return to stake claim on their territory. They do not harm anyone, though they may occasionally knock down a tree that gets in their way. No one resents these gentle giants their rights. 
A lovely moment occurred when we visited Fr Kurian’s sister and family on the return journey. On discarding our shoes in the hallway, we entered the home which had an altar with icons and flower at its centre. Seated in the living room, we were presented with a cool green coconut with a drinking straw inserted. This was a long cool drink, slightly sweet but delicately flavoured. I’ll always remember the thrill of drinking from a coconut, something I’d never have dreamt of. [image: image13.jpg]



Fr Kurian’s friendship toward Celia Kurie and myself continues to be a precious and enduring legacy of my Indian adventure. We hope he will perhaps come to London next year, when Peter Tyler, another friend of ours from St Mary’s, Twickenham, hopes to organise a Conference on Mindfulness.  Kurian is an expert on St John of the Cross and would grace any company of scholars with his mysticism, humour and erudition.  He is a champion of the poor people of his parish for whom he is parish priest. Celia, who is English by birth, continues teaching Spirituality in South Africa and I feel sure we will all meet again.
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On the final day of my visit I had to fulfil a promise and return some items I had borrowed from the Good Shepherd Sisters. Sr Gracy had helped me to buy a cheap local phone for my time in India, so I wanted to leave this with her along with a bag she had lent me. I asked the security guard at the College gate to find a rickshaw taxi for me (I saw him take the number of the taxi before I set out), so, off I went on my mission. Nearness to vehicles on every side is just something you grow accustomed to. Just as well I had phone contact with Gracy because I got lost and she had to take another rickshaw to find me!  I had tea with her and said a final goodbye to my ‘good shepherdesses’ for whom I was nothing but trouble; yet they were graciousness personified. My taxi back was selected by Gracy herself and she could not believe that I would actually recognise Christ College when I saw it. But I did.  If there are street maps of Bangalore, I have not been able to find one. What continues to amaze me about Bangalore is that however crowded the traffic, however fast drivers interweave and edge their way forward, with continuous horn-hooting conversation, there little road rage and only rarely a traffic accident. Speed does not seem to create wealth for the thousands of rickshaw drivers who line up daily waiting for a fare of a mere 40 rupees, the price of a cup of coffee in India. [image: image15.jpg]



Here I am on my last big adventure, a trip into Bangalore inside a rickshaw taxi. I wish I could describe the feeling of being alone in the midst of such frenetic activity. So ended my adventure in India. I hadn’t been ill, I hadn’t got lost or been robbed and I had learned so much. With so much more to learn, I wanted to share a little of what I had learned.  

Best buys for going to India

Sandals that slip on and off easily: thongs (if you can wear them) or mules

Insect repellent and Anthisan ointment for bites
Lavender and tea-tree essential oils: good for any ills
A cheap pashmina shawl: Indian women cover themselves fully from head to toe. 

A jar of coffee and tea bags (a mug and travel kettle would be a luxuries) 

A small bottle of brandy: Take a mouthful each evening! 
A roll of tissue to be carried in pocket at all times.
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