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Morning arrived sooner than we preferred. By 8:00AM the gods of southern India had
already offered up their best hazy and sultry atmosphere for our first day on the lush green
campus of Tamil Nadu Theological Seminary. And, exhausted by the long and difficult trip of
the previous day, few of us anticipated the intellectual and emotional treats that lay in store for us
in this remarkable place.

A gaggle of about 6-7 made it to the 8:15 chapel service, and we were rewarded for
going. The school has a chapel service each weekday for about 30 minutes. Each program has a
different emphasis, and today’ s was music. Set in asimple open air concrete structure amid pam
and mimosa trees, the students conducted a service of song built around a gospel reading and a
brief sermonette. The sounds of the harmonium, Tamil drums, and tambourine provided a perfect
background for the joyful 75+ student voices (our additions were slight as the best we could do
was to offer hums and sound-shapes as we tried to sound out the Tamil words).

Back at the guesthouse the full group rallied from their well-deserved sleep and freedom
from India s horrible roads and insane driving habits. After breakfast, Peter, our host and a
member of the TTS faculty, greeted us and led us off to the school’ s Communications Centre for
a CD-based introduction to the seminary. We noted immediately that a school based in one of the
poorer sections of southern India, nonetheless, had a full communications center — a point they
were eager to underscore.



Tamil Nadu Theological Seminary (TTS) was founded in 1969 by severa religious
groups (including CSI, ARCOT and ELC) to serve an ecumenical vision and constituency; in
Peter’ swords “by, through and for the church.” Their primary audiences were those people on
the margins of Indian life: the Dalits, women, laborers, and the tribal communities. Their focus
was on socia action for people’ s empowerment — aradical contextual reading of the gospel
mandates. We were stuck by the design of the 4 year curriculum: year one is based on campus
and focuses on biblical and historical fundamentals; year two the students must live in the slums
with the poor (without any convenience) and commute back to campus for classes in social
analysis, ethics, and other second tier fundamentals and intro to theology; the third year is spent
in rural villages and cohorts of students meet in the shade of banyan trees for classesin pastoral
care and praxis taught by faculty members who travel to the villages to teach; and the fourth year
is spent back on campus for theological reflection, research and thesis writing. This approach led
us to long animated discussions about our own curriculum and what it means to have a deep
commitment to the poor.

From here — still early in our day — we visited the Dalit Resource Center on campus.
While the presenter struggled in English (and our well-intended, but rapid-fire and aggressive
guestioning), we were all eager to learn as much as we could about the Dalits. Time and space
will not allow a complete overview here, but we can offer afew comments on thislively
exchange that ended up shaping the rest of the day for us.



This center was founded in 1989 by the current TTS principal, Dr. Mohar Larbeer,
largely out of his own frustration over the paucity of material on Baba Saheb Ambedkar (the
national leader of the Dalit community, 1891-1940) and the Dalits. The goal of the Centreis
open and clear: the annihilation of the caste system in India through the preservation of Dalit
scholarship, the promotion of Dalit culture, and the advocacy for change in an oppressive
system. One fifth of the Indian population is Dalit, however the Dalits do not consider
themselves Hindu. Hindus see the Dalits as the lowest, untouchable caste in their cultural
hierarchy, but the Dalits reject this. Theirsis, they maintain, a separate culture, primarily because
inequality is afundamental concept of Hinduism and the Dalits reject this. The term “Dalit” isa
relatively new term in popular speech. While it had been in use since the 1930's, it wasn’t until
1991 that it burst into widespread use to describe this mass of poor and marginalized people. The
term itself means ‘ oppressed, burdened or crushed people.’

It stands over-against the term ‘harijans’ that was used by Mahatma Gandhi. Gandhi’ s
term has been trandlated in English as “ children of god,” and thus it received widespread support
and use. However, in Indiathe term is a Hindu word referring to the bastard children of the god
Vishnu (through his concubines).



Immediately following our meeting with the head of the Dalit center we joined the TTS
faculty and Dr. Larbeer for awide-ranging discussion about the seminary and its operations.
Notably our group pressed the principal and the faculty on their commitment to women in
ministry and the gender imbalance on the faculty. At the conclusion of this gathering, and after a
short break, we reconvened with Dr. Larbeer to continue our discussions about the Dalits and his
own work. Among other things we talk about the history of violence to and by Dalitsand a
fascinating discussion about the emerging Dalit theology and Dr. Larbeer’ s opinionated views on
the difference between Christian theology and Dalit theology.

Following lunch we met for a short while with Dr. Nelson, professor of religion and
Director of TTS s Center for Interfaith Dialogue (founded in 1996). The center has had more
than 100 interfaith meetings with Christians, Hindus, Muslims and others. While their work as
had regional, national and international dimensions, their primary work is at the grassroots,
where Dr, Nelson believes the essential work of interfaith dialogue must take place. To that end
they have targeted 5 slum areas in Madurai for interfaith awareness and education.

The balance of the afternoon was spent with on atrip to the Minakshi Sundareshyara
Templein Madurai. Thisis atemple that is more than 1500 years old, although the maority of



the present structure was built by Tirumalai Nayakkar in the 17* century, Dedicated to the Hindu
God Vishnu, the temple is a massive complex that took us several hours to walk through and
digest. Even today the temple remains an active place of worship for thousands. We were struck
by the scores of vendors inside the temple walls (thinking “money changers’) as we wandered
along amid the colorful worshippers, incense, candle and flower smells, musicians, beggars and
even an elephant (who was happy to snort your five rupees and bless your head with his snout!).



Our minds and our senses were overload and our bodies sagging in the heat aswe
staggered back to the TTS guest house for dinner and packing. At 9:00PM the pilgrim band
loaded into the vans for the trip to the train station and our return to Chennai before the last legin
our trip in Calcutta.



