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Our intrepid band of pilgrims from Boston departed Pondicherry in the predawn
darkness aboard a pair of Tempo Traveler minivans, sauna-equipped rollercoaster carriages, if
the truth be told. Our day began long before the scheduled breakfast stop, at 5:15 am., because
we wanted to arrive early in Tranquebar to join more than 5,000 Indians and guest from around
the world at the 300" anniversary of Protestantism in India, acommemoration of the life of
German missionary Bartholomaus Ziegenbal g, and the commissioning of young L utherans to
missionary service in North India. We arrived at the New Jerusalem Church, Tranquebar,
moments before the beginning of a colorful conglomeration of Indian floats, drummers, festive
dancers, and enthusiastic worshippers paraded by to the delight of alarge crowd that lined the
street. Thiswas no Macy’s pre-Christmas Parade; this was an actual Day of Thanksgiving. In
both Tamil and English the signs, including the one waved by dancing Dick Pierrard, proclaimed
Ziegenbalg asthe first:

Protestant missionary to India

Roya missionary from Denmark

To use aprinting pressin India

To start apaper mill in India

Tranglate and print the New Testament in Tamil
Print the Tamil calendar

Transate German hymns into Tamil



The near-electric enthusiasm and joyous worship from every corner enhanced these
accomplishments and a host of other “firsts.” Everywhere we turned this morning there was
Ziegenbalg; it was asif Neil Armstrong had just landed on the Moon or the Beatles had just sang
on the Ed Sullivan Show. The work of thisinitiating missionary has left such alasting impression
on the people of India, especially Tamil Nadu. Thus the stage was set for a carnival side show
like few in the history of post-Britain India. But, in the end, it was God, not the missionary, who
received the honor and glory.

With a packed and newly refurbished sanctuary, graced by a sweltering heat wave, and
with thousands watching by closed-circuit television in the surrounding yard, the service began
thirty minutes behind schedule with the ever-popular Holy, Holy, Holy and a reminder from
Bishop Aruldoss of the Tamil Evangelical Lutheran Church that “God is with us, here and now.”



Later he urged us to “cometo God's presence with our hearts filled with joy as we share the 300-
year-old stories of our faith journey.”

“As we remember with gratitude the 300 years of history of the Tranquebar mission, we
thank you for the courage and commitment you gave to King Frederick 1V of Denmark in
sending your servants Bartholomaus Ziegenbal g and Heinrich Plutschau to India, bringing your
Good News and making your name and your saving power to our people, that marks the
beginning of the Protestant Mission to India,” he prayed. Plutschau received little mentioned
after that and his likeness did not appear anywhere.

After another round of joyful signing the bishop led in the commissioning of thirteen
young Lutherans for mission service in North India, representatives of 300 new recruits, “Lift up
these young peoplein prayer”, he begged.



Next, the featured speaker, Lutheran World Federation president Mark Hanson took the
podium for arousing sermon based on John 15:1-5, the passage where Jesus commands love for
one another and chooses to call humans his “friends.” Hanson, aso the presiding bishop of the
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, called the Tranquebar Mission celebration to be 1)
ecumenical 2) atime of Biblical Jubilee, 3) atime for thanksgiving and 4) atime of service.
Praising the example of and calling for additiona practice of “unity without uniformity” and
“unity in diversity,” Hanson noted that Christians are “one in Christ, one in our confession of
faith.” Citing the Levitical example, he said jubilee wealth redistribution is an essential aswe
“embrace one another as spiritual friendsin Christ.” The leader of some sixty-eight million
Lutherans worldwide also reminded those present that bringing “full justice within Indian
society” would mean ending Dalit “oppression.” He pointed out that “ Ziegenbalg did not choose
Jesus; Jesus chose Ziegenbalg.”

Singing of the Dedication Hymn by the Gurukul Philharmonic Choir was a highlight for
many. The fifteen-member youth choir sang:

Herel am, Lord. Isit I, Lord?

| have heard Your calling in the night.
| will go, Lord, if You lead me.

| will hold Your peoplein my heart.

Following a celebration dinner of rice and Indian fare that was served from giant barrels
on pressed banana-leaf pie plates, and the additional browsing of book stalls for titles that had
escaped our notice thus far, our pilgrimage continued to the city of Tanjore, now called
Thanjavur, where many of us cast off shoes to explore the unique Brihadishwara Temple and
Fort. Unfortunately, after exiting the temple, Dick Pierard discovered that his shoes had already
left for another home. Fortunately, he had spare pair.



We were accompanied on this leg of the journey by an able tour guide who brought joy
despite our being confined to the bus for so many hours. Peter Ravikumar, who teaches in the
communication department of Tamilnadu Theological Seminary, Madurai, was our cheerleader.
As we bounced around the countryside after dark in the very same minivans for a hair-raising,
faith-enhancing road race that ended at the seminary in Madurai, near midnight. Even though we
had made a brief and restful stop for dinner at a hotel-restaurant in Tanjore, all seemed ready for
the late night snacks that Peter had arranged for us. Daniel Jeyarg said the next morning that,
despite a painful knee injury, he slept soundly as soon as his head hit the pillow. | suspect all had
the same experiences after what may have been the longest day of this India study tour.



