There has been a link between the Derbyshire Churches and the Church of North India (CNI) for more than  30 years:  with this in mind, the Rector, Hilton, Jenn Willis and Janet Wood set off as ambassadors of All Saints’ on a journey of discovery.

Highlights:

* They left Chesterfield in freezing temperatures arriving in a sultry Delhi to be welcomed at CNI headquarters, where after a meal and a rest they attended morning worship led by Rev Dr Enos Das Pradham, General Secretary of CNI. 

* In Aurangabad they were greeted by Bishop Kasab and Rev Prabada Aksal. During the next two and a half days they visited and worshipped in seven churches in the Marathwada Diocese, travelling long distances into outlying rural areas, where the families eked out a living on arid land.

Janet: “Wherever we went we received a tremendous welcome and felt privileged to be there amongst them, worshipping Our Lord and their Lord together.”

* The services were conducted in Hindi – songs, readings and prayers. The singing was totally uninhibited – a free and joyous outpouring of praise accompanied by drum and portable harmonium. 

Janet: “ We didn’t know the words, but found ourselves tapping our feet and clapping to the rhythms. When Jo preached and when we stood to speak, Prabada translated.” 

* A visit to the church in the village of Chikhalthana was a shock. It was four walls about 10ft high with openings for the door and windows. There was no money to finish the building yet it was full to capacity for worship, with others outside listening and clamouring to see inside.

* Their  most unusual welcome was in the village of Ambelohol. They were met musicians and  a bullock cart  to carry them through the village to St Matthew’s Church. The two bullocks wore richly embroidered red drapes and had stripes painted on their horns and the cart was decorated with fresh palm leaves.

* They flew south to Kolhapur Diocese  where on a plateau high up above the town they visited the Diocesan Board of Social Services Field Village at Tardal. Although 80 plots of land had been marked out with stones, only one permanent home had been finished.

Janet:  “We were invited inside by the Christian family. It was very moving to witness their pride and joy in their permanent three roomed hom. Surely all human beings deserve the dignity of a roof over their heads.”

* During their trip it was World Women’s Day. Jo, through an interpreter, was able to talk to the women to learn about their hopes and dreams for the future. 

Janet: “It was no surprise to hear that a permanent solid dwelling was top of their wish list.”

* Passion Sunday was the busiest for everyone with seven churches to cover and distances to travel. Jo preached to large congregations with three Christenings at one church. Jenn, Hilton and Janet covered the other services passing on greetings from All Saints’ and joining in the worship. 

* They visited the water source in one village where women gathered chatting together, collecting water for their families.

Janet: “ It is not unusual for women to spend six hours a day fetching and carrying water. The women folded cloths to make rings for our heads so that we could experience the weight of a pot of water on our heads.”

* They were taken to the Sangli Industrial School which offers training in 12 technical workshops. Although only 23 students are Christian, all staff and students attend chapel at 10am each.

Janet: “It was sobering to remember that only five per cent of Indian children attend school, for although primary education is free, the children must wear the appropriate uniform and provide their own books and equipment.”

* At the Church of North India Centre for Human Potential Development Nagpur,  right in the geographical centre of India, they attended  the final day of a conference to discuss the alternate role of church leaders amidst oppression. 

Janet: “Several young pastors and youth workers can to talk to us to tell us about their links with Derbyshire. Two of them has had their training paid for by St Mary’s Church, Crich. Others had spent time in Derby attached to church there.”

* They spent one morning visiting a jointly-run CNI/Social Services Institute, where there were training units for a variety of trades. There was also a mobile centre for training in the Nagpur slums and also a night shelter where street children could eat and be safe over night.

* Palm Sunday in Dehli – their last day in India. Jo preached at the 9.30am service in the Free Church and there was not an empty seat to be found as the children processed in, waving their palm branches. 

Janet: “We felt very much at home since the service was conducted in English with Common Prayer Book words and familiar hymns. A large group of teenagers sang worship songs accompanied on the keyboard and drums and during the distribution of bread and wine the choir sang Amazing Grace and The Old Rugged Cross – we could have been back home in London.”

Janet’s full report can be viewed on the website www.wingerworthchurch.com

