ON THE PATHWAYS OF MERCY
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The faithful witness of Merciful Christ

In India the Society of the Divine Word has entered in to a dialogue with Hinduism
and other religions through culture (art, dance, theatre) and the work of Christian charity with
respect to the lepers and the poorest of the poor. This dialogue could begin mainly thanks to
the activities of Father Marian Zelazek SVD, who has been working on the Indian
subcontinent for fifty years. Visiting the Divine Word communities there | found a real
fascination among our Indian brothers with the personality of this great Polish missionary.

For twenty five years Father Marian has been carrying out his missionary activities in
Puri. During that time, there, in the centre of orthodox Hinduism, have been no hostile actions
on the part of the Hindu extremists towards the Catholic church but on the contrary, a real
Christian-Hindu dialogue has been developed. This is the work of the Polish S.V.D. father.
And this is why the High Priest of Jagannatha’s Temple, which is one of the main Hindu
temples, took part in the celebrations of the golden jubilee of his priesthood. I consider this a
very important fact.

Father Zelazek attracts the non-Christians to Christ first of all by his profound
spirituality, which is highly esteemed in India. His spirituality is joyful, and it has borne fruit
in the form of his work for the lepers and their children, as well as of Father Marian’s other
missionary activities. Whoever meets him, feels the need to look at life in a more positive
way.

He is a faithful witness of Merciful Christ. Every day he speaks to the Hindus through
his actions of Christian charity, although this ‘language’ is not always fully understandable to
them. Yet he has made the Brahmins try to find out what inspires his kindness, cheerfulness,
and devotion to those whom they reject as the ‘impure.” The Hindu priests from Jagannatha’s
Temple, just like all the inhabitants of Puri, know that this kind Catholic priest from faraway
Poland understands and realises in the form of service his charismatic presence in India, a
country where hundreds of millions of people live in poverty, suffer from hunger and
incurable diseases. Father Marian is a man devoted to and serving the Christians as well as
the Hindus. He is working in a non-Christian country.

He has no wish to dominate or to tutor the others. God gave him the ability to listen to
everyone regardless of their status or education, especially to listen to the simple people, for
whom he sacrifices himself every day. God gave him the charisma of mercy. This is why the
Hindus consider him as a “holy man’ and this is why to some extent he gives them example of
how a man who has devoted his life to God should Zive,

Father Marian Zelazek brings credit to the Society of the Divine Word.

Father Konrad Keler SVD
vice-general of the Missionary Society of the Divine Word.



The Thorny Path to Priesthood.

The outbreak of the war in September 1939 saw thirty four young seminarians in the
mission house of the Fathers of the Divine Word in Chludowo near Poznan. On September 4,
the Polish authorities ordered the evacuation of all the inhabitants of the village in view of the
approaching German troops. In the afternoon the seminarians left the house under the care of
Father Jan Chodzidto SVD'.

“‘We set off for Warsaw,” says Father Marian Zelazek SVD. ‘We were moving slowly.
The roads were packed. Most of the people were going on foot. The horse drawn carts carried
their possessions. | still remember an old woman sitting on a cart and clutching a sizeable
statue of Our Lady. This was the greatest treasure she wanted to save from the ravages of war.
After thirteen days of such wandering we decided to split into three groups. Mine consisted of
seven colluegues. We didn’t get very far. The continual raids of German planes forced us to
seek cover in a forest. It was Sunday. Unfortunately, the Germans noticed that many refugees
were hiding among the trees. The raids began at five a.m. The Germans dropped bombs and
fired machine guns. We lied flat on the ground in a circle with our heads turned towards the
middle, hidden well in the forest bushes. We said the Rosary and waited for the inevitable. It
didn’t last long. We heard the approaching plane and the screech of the bomb. It dropped near
us but it first stuck in the boggy soil and then exploded. This must have saved us. The
splinters together with the mud flew over our heads. When we came to the conclusion that it
makes no sense to go any farther, we returned to Chludowo, where we were given a warm
welcome by Father Mzyk.

Father Marian and his friend, Father Brunon Koziet SVD have remembered well
another day: May 22, 1940. Then they, together with other seminarians in their first or second
year of philosophy studies and novices, were getting ready for the feast of Corpus Christi, to
be celebrated in the village Chludowo, All of a sudden two SS lorries appeared. The Germans
had a ready list of the inhabitants of the house, which once belonged to a well-known Polish
pre-war politician, Roman Dmowski. After reading out their names there was a short order:
‘Pack to leave!” All the seminarians had to go, except for the six ones who were ill. Among
the latter ones, was Bernard Bona, who went to India ten years later, and worked there
together with Father Marian.

‘We were expecting that,” remembers Father Brunon Koziet, at the time of war a
second year student of philosophy like Father Marian Zelazek. ‘The SS-men came for the first
time in October, 1939. They made a list of those present and asked whether there were any
Germans among us. We were only the Poles. They left us until January 25, 1940. Then they
brought to our house some ten priests, diocesan and religious from the Poznan archdiocese
(on March 14 twenty more priests were brought); They announced that all of us, the brought
priests and we seminarians, are interned and not allowed to leave Chludowo. To our distress,
the Gestapo took along our rector and navice master, Father Ludwik Mzyk, today one of the
one hundred and eight Blessed Polish Martyrs. He was arrested probably because, as the
superior of the house, he protested against the Nazis’ decision to make it a place of internment
of the priest from Poznan.’

The information about Father Mzyk’s death, which reached Chludowo early in March,
shocked all the inhabitants of the mission house. The details of his martyr-death were
supplied to us by the eye-witness Father Sylwester Marciniak, who was detained in the same
prison:

1 SDV - Societas Verbi Divini (Latin) - Society of the Divine Word (translator’s note).



‘The day of February 20, 1940, was to become a tragic one for Father Mzyk. Soon
after lunch time his torment began, when Diebus and an SS-chauffeur, both under the
influence of alcohol, appeared in our cell and tortured Father Mzyk.

At about 9 o’clock p.m. (on February 20th) we were woken by dreadful cries. It was
clear for us that the SS-men from the camp staff began their atrocities. Soon we heard the
scratch of the keys in the lock in the door of the adjoining cell and then a great noise. The SS-
men cries were mixed with the clatter of bowls they were throwing and the moaning of the
prisoners. Then we heard the prisoners sing ‘He that dwelleth in the secret place of the most
High shall abide under the shadow of the Almighty.” This song was sung at the SS-men’s
order (Ein Lied). Besides the singing we heard the shots. | don’t know if anyone in that cell
was killed or wounded. Finally we heard a shout: ‘Now to the Pfaffen’ (insulting word for
priest). The cell door opened and one of the SS-men (probably Diebus) shouted: ‘Everyone
out, only the blind stays in!” (Diebus was protecting counsellor Olejniczak. He explained this
to us once, saying: ‘My uncle is blind so | know what it’s like.”)

In the corridor outside our cell there were Oberscharfiirher Diebus, Rotenfiirher
Lange and several other men of the SS, the police helpers, including the Volksdfeutscher
Hoffmann. All of them were drunk. Full of fear we ran out barefoot or in our stockings to the
main corridor, where we were told to stand in a row. Then three prisoners were selected, that
is Father Mzyk, Vicar Gatka and I. The others were sent by Diebus back to the cell.

He told the three of us to run along a narrow side corridor. We thought the SS-men
will start shooting at us, as they had done on January 30th. (On that day and in this way
Stanistaw Matecki, the parish priest of Swietochowa, Marian Poprawski, the parish priest of
Goniembice, parson Manitius from Poznan and some other prisoners - members of Polish
intelligentsia from Poznan - whose names | do not remember, were murdered). However, this
time the Gestapo men did not shoot. When we were running, Father Mzyk asked me for
absolution, as if he had known he was to die soon. We reached the stairs at the end of the
corridor. Father Gatka and | stopped short. Father Mzyk, however, climbed up two or three
steps. At that moment the SS-men, who were following us, got closer, with Diebus at the
head. First they started to beat Father Mzyk, shouting that ‘he was trying to escape.” Then
there was a great confusion, which | am incapable to describe even today. In that commotion
we were separated. However, | could hear dreadful moans from the place, where Father Mzyk
and Father Gatka were. After some time | was led by Rottenfiihrer Lange to the main corridor
where he interrogated me about my work, my opinions, and tried to insinuate that 1 had
committed various crimes. Finally he said: “You are pigs and torturers of the people, but we
will serve as a scourge for you’.

When we were talking Diebus came, prodding Father Mzyk in front of him. He told us
to stand in the corner near the gate leading to the parade ground. Then he took some
cartridges from Lange, went closer to Father Mzyk and shot him at the back of the head.
When Father collapsed to the ground, he shot once again. After this happening Lange told me
to go back to the cell. There | saw another cruel scene: Hoffmann was beating the already
tortured Father Frankiewicz at the head with the heel of his shoe. At that time also Father
Gatka, wearing completely tattered trousers and shirt, came back to the cell.

Finally, Lange ordered all the SS-men to leave and lock the cell door. After a short
time we heard the footsteps of the SS-men, who were carrying Father’s Mzyk body from the
place of the crime. Since then we, the priests from Fort VIl were not disturbed much. The
official cause of Father Mzyk’s death was ‘low blood pressure’.

The priests and clerics staying at Chludowo were uncertain about their fate not only
because of the arrest and death of the rector of the House. From November, 1939, they were
receiving the news of mass deportations of Polish families from Poznan and its
neighbourhood. Exactly at that time Father Mzyk informed his General Superior that Poles



were being expropriated from Poznan and the area of Chludowo. The local mayor, a German,
told him that soon Chludowo would be ‘completely empty and its inhabitants deported; we
don’t know where and for how long, and we can’t inquire about it (...). Most probably our
home will be given as a reward to some armyman who is rich enough to maintain it. When we
are told to depart, we will get a few minutes and will have to leave everything as it is,” said
the mayor. “In fact it will be exactly the same as in all the other cases in the area.’

Of course, at the outset of the German occupation, the Poles did not know that the
heaviest blows of the Nazi terror would fall on the Wielkopolska region, the cradle of the
Polish nation and the heart of the national spirit radiating to the other parts of Poland included
into the Nazi Reich especially to Silesia and Pomerania. For in 1939 the Germans not only
partitioned Poland in co-operation with the Soviet Russia, but also divided their share of the
occupied land into two parts. The first one, which was included into the German Reich (about
90 thousand square kilometres with the population of ten million), consisted of Pomerania,
Silesia, the Dabrowa Mining region, western fringes of the Kielce and Cracow districts, the
whole £6dz, Ptock, Kujawy, Ciechanow and Suwatki regions, as well as that of Wielkopolska
The second one, called the ‘Gouvernemen-General’, comprised the areas of central Poland.
The task assigned to Hitler’s Provincial Governors, Bracht in Silesia, Foerster in Pomerania,
and Greiser in the so-called ‘Wartegau’- Land of Warta -Poznan region, was to germanise
completely these regions and destroy all the manifestations of Polish culture.

The German invaders began the deportations of the Poles from Wielkopolska, mainly
to Central Poland, as early as in October 1939. This lasted during the whole occupation and
affected more than two million people. The deportations were conducted according to the
fixed scheme. Father Mzyk describes it in his account: the Poles had to leave their homes
within a few minutes’ time and were transported by train in atrocious conditions, usually
during the night and left in a randomly selected place, preferably with no human habitations
nearby. The property of the deported, their flats, houses, workshops, was given to the
Germans. About 490 thousand ‘settlers’ were brought mainly to the Poznan region and to
Polish Western Lands from the interior of Germany and other parts of Europe, where German
minorities existed. Germanisation was intensified in respect of the Poles living in Silesia and
Pomerania, in an attempt to separate them from the Polish nation The Silesians, Kashubians,
Mazurians and the inhabitants of Wielkopolska were to be ruthlessly exterminated.

The terror was directed also at the Catholic Church. After one year of the Nazi

occupation, from about eight hundred diocesan and religious priests of Poznan Archdiocese
there remained only thirty-four. Many of these priests were murdered by the Germans or sent
to the concentration camps, especially to the oldest one, Dachau, existing from 1933. More
than 90 per cent of the places of worship were closed or made into stores or workshops. Less
than twenty churches were burnt. Chapels, crosses and wayside statues were destroyed
without any remorse, Polish tombs at cemeteries were pulled down, some cemeteries were
ploughed over. In the churches, which had been left open for the faithful, it was forbidden to
speak Polish, even during the confession. The property of the churches, dioceses and
monasteries was confiscated.
In the atmosphere of increasing terror, the S.VV.D. community survived at Chludowo till May
1940. They had no chance to celebrate the Corpus Christi there. The die were cast, the
community had to be destroyed. The Gestapo gave the choice to the seminarians to go to the
Central Poland, leaving Chludowo, but none of them agreed.

‘I don’t know, what we would have done, had they told us that the only alternative is
Dachau,” recalls Father Marian Zelazek. ‘We wanted to be faithful to our calling and believed
that if we stayed together - although we realised that we are taking a grave risk - we would be
following the path we had chosen for ourselves. Father Mzyk was our example.He had known
the day before his arrest what his destiny would be, yet he did not leave his post.’



Almost all the priests and seminarians interned in Chludowo were first transported to
the notorious Fort VII in Poznan. Not for long. ‘“They kept us outdoors, at the internal
courtyard. At a certain moment an SS-man gave an order: “Sing!” One of the priests began:
‘Under Your protection...” Everyone picked up: ‘Father in Heaven...” ‘We didn’t know what
was to happen to us, but we believed in the merciful protection of God Almighty,” says Father
Koziet. The SS-man guarding the Poles turned back and left.

Father Marian adds: ‘On the next day, after having packed all the Poles into the
passenger carriages, we set off to the west. The windows in the train were closed. We were
hungry and thirsty.’

The journey lasted all night and half of the next day, which was Thursday, May 25,
1940. This was the date of the Corpus Christi. The prisoners kept their spirits high. They
celebrated the most unusual Corpus Christi procession in the running train.

What was a young, twenty two year old cleric and student of the second year of
philosophy, Marian Zelazek, thinking about, when he was travelling on that train together
with twenty six other young seminarians, eleven alumni of the second year, three from the
first year, and twelve novices? He must have realised he was parting with his home, the happy
years of peaceful study and preparations for the priesthood and his cherished dream of
mission work. How could he, going in that rushing train towards suffering and perhaps also
death, not go back in his thoughts to the radiant images of the nearer and more distant past...
leaving the rest to the Providence? Let us follow this path too, by allowing to speak the
witnesses of the early years of one of the greatest Polish missionaries.

Father Bruno Koziet, who, in 1998, together with Father Marian, celebrated in
Pieniezno, Poland, the 50th anniversary of his priesthood, said: ‘In September 1939, after two
years as novices we made our religious vows. There were sixteen of us in that year. In our
congregation the preparation for the priesthood and the mission work lasted seven years. In
the first year of formation and noviciate we studied the characteristic features and the aims of
our congregation. There was no missiology, but missionaries visited us and told us about the
mission work. We could also read mission journals. In the second year of the noviciate we
began the studies of philosophy, which lasted two years. Then there were the studies of
theology, which took four years. The lectures were made in Latin. The whole formation took
place within seminary walls. Our contacts with other people were very infrequent. We were
being prepared for the concrete work in the missions under the guidance of an experienced
missionary. The Vatican Council 1l instilled the new life in the seminary education. Yet the
old way of seminary education brought out many good missionaries, too.

‘Father Marian,” continues his friend, ‘was a devout novice and cleric. He has always
known very well what the wanted to achieve. He had good ‘relations” with the Novicemaster.
He sang beautifully and could play the clarinet very well. He was also good at table tennis.’

Father Marian’s brother, Zdzistaw, six years his junior, adds, going through the
painstaking records made for almost a hundred years by their mother and then their eldest
sister, Marianna: ‘Indeed, Mary$ has always been a good pupil. He had a particular gift for
learning the languages. He knew very well that our parents: Stanistaw and Stanistawa, had to
work a lot to raise and educate all their children. We were seventeen, but three, Jan, Tadeusz,
and Teresa, died immediately after birth. There were sixteen children at home: eight brothers:
Mieczystaw, Kazimierz, Wiadystaw, Stanistaw, Marian, Wactaw, Zdzistaw, and Henryk and
six sisters: Marianna, Stanistawa, Janka, lIrena, Zofia, Urszula, as well as two children
adopted by our parents. Their mother and father: our Dad’s brother and his wife, had died.
Marys, who was born on January 30, 1918, was the seventh child. However, he is not the only
priest in our family. One and a half year older Stanistaw joined the Congregation of the
Resurrection and worked as a missionary in San Paulo, Brazil, for 30 years. Now there are
only five of us left; Marys is the eldest. For more than fifty years he has been staying in India,



he spent five years in concentration camps in Germany and Austria. He has lived in Poland
for such a short time. And he loves Poland and the Poznan region so much...’

“Till 1926 we lived in the vicinity of the village of Paledzie, near Poznan,” continues
Zdzistaw Zelazek. ‘Parents had a 112 000 square metres’ farm there and a windmill. They
also ran a warehouse selling fertilisers and coal. We were quite well off then. Dad did some
social work, he was the president of a local farmers’ association. He went bankrupt during the
great crisis. We moved to Poznan where we had a family grocer’s shop. To enter it one had to
go three steps down from the street. The business was very modest and probably that’s why it
wasn’t closed either by the Nazi or the Communists, after the war. It was harder than at
Paledzie. As Mary$ once told us, Mum confessed to him as a priest that in 1930... she spent
three days in prison. A policeman fined our parents for 100 zloties, because they didn’t close
the shop early enough. ‘1 was so ashamed that I didn’t eat for three days,” she said. We lived
in the Wilda sector. Marys attended St Mary Magdalen’s high school for two years. He was a
bit of a rogue. It was at that time that he got the calling for the priesthood. We were only
surprised that he didn’t join the Resurrectionists like Stanistaw.’

And what does Father Marian say about his decision:

‘When we moved to Poznan, | became an altar boy in the nearby church, called the
Church of Lord’s Resurrection. Our family of altar boys was quite large and consisted of
about two hundred boys, ten of whom became priests. This was also the result of the work of
a Resurrectionist member, Brother Jan, who had a great influence on us. One day, however, |
met a S.V.D. missionary, Father Jozef Marianski-Bayerlein, coming from Winiary near
Poznan, who worked in Azara, Argentine, for twenty eight years, and organised a Centre of
Polish culture for the whole Misiones province. I must add here that in 1927 the Polish
authorities, to express their recognition of his work for the Poles living in Argentine, gave
him the Officer’s Cross of the Order of Polonia Restituta, and twenty years later the Poles in
Azara built a statue of him. Father Marianski left in the sacristy of our church the copies of
the monthly magazin ‘Nasz Misjonarz’ (‘Our Missionary’). | read them all. I also learned that
the boys who would like to became missionaries are enrolled to the missionary high school
(gymnasium) in Gorna Grupa. My heart was filled with the desire to become a missionary. |
was fourteen then. | particularly liked the personality of Father Marianski. He was always in a
good mood and liked to joke. He talked to us, the boys. | asked for his advice. Before |
realised it, | was, in 1932, in the high school of the S.V.D. Fathers in Gdrna Grupa. Yet,
before | was accepted | learned that the monthly fee was one hundred zloties. I thought this
would be too much for my parents. | spent many hours at the feet of the statue of Holy Mary
in our church. | asked Our Lady to be accepted to Gorna Grupa. But Dad earlier wrote that he
could pay only fifteen zloties a month. They agreed. | graduated from the S.V.D. Mission
School in 1937. | love it and the life there: these were my happiest years. | was always
fascinated by the words of the Morning Prayer: ‘I thank you Lord for selecting me to become
a missionary.’

After the holidays, on September 8, 1937, Father Marian, together with his 15
colleagues, began his noviciate. Two years later, on September 4, 1939, he made his first
vows. And in the next year he shared the fate of millions of the Poles imprisoned in the Nazi
concentration camps and Soviet lagers.

Dachau. According to the historians specialising in the Polish church, 1746 Polish
priests and friars were kept in that camp of death and 860 of them died. So one in two Polish
clergymen lost their lives there.

‘We reached Dachau at about noon, on May 25,” says Father Bruno Koziet. ‘Father
Smolinski, one of the chaplains of the Poznan diocese interned at Chludowo, clutched his
head and cried: ‘O my God’ At that moment | began to dread the future.’



Five long years... in two concentration camps, Dachau and Gusen-Mauthausen. In the
latter one the prisoners were Killed off in a planned and merciless manner and Father Marian
stayed there for more than a year: from August 2, 1940, till December 6, 1941.

Was all that time wasted for the young cleric?

‘No,” answers Father Marian Zelazek. ‘For me it was the time of grace and a second
noviciate.’

But he could have died any day. He must have woken up every morning wishing to eat
a full meal, something which was impossible. And the Satan was ready, in that wishing and
the fear, to bring the doubt in Providence and God’s Mercy. It proved, however, that in this
man-made hell one may get still closer to God who pays the man condemned to inhuman
suffering with the grace of unbroken faith and will to serve the others.

In his letter written at Christmas, 1999, Father Marian said:

‘Many a time did | witness how the good fought with the evil... and won! This has

been proved, for example, by the beatification ceremony of the 108 martyrs from the last
World War, held in Warsaw on June 13. It was not fate or accident that made them martyrs.
They were martyrs by their own choice, for they decided to remain at their post, rejecting the
possibility to move to the Government-General, as central Poland was called at that time. |
was given the great grace to be with them, these martyrs of the 20th century, who reached
their victory through a long period of suffering and violation of their human dignity. Dignity,
reduced to a camp number and debased in the craftiest possible way by the greatest criminals
on the Earth: the prisoners’ foremen, the barrack chiefs, the SS-men. We suffered the hunger,
which was changing into a ‘wild” desire ‘to get bread to eat unto feeling fully satiated and
then to die.’
Alas...many died without fulfilling this desire. This hunger resulted from the fact that the
food ratios were so calculated as to emaciate us: not enough to live on and too little to die.
Hunger became the second nature of the prisoners. Despite that the S.V.D. clerics would
share their meagre portions with the one who had his nameday. After collecting these unusual
gifts they gave it to one whose day it was so that he could for once forget about his hunger.’

Elsewhere, Father Zelazek confesses:

“To my stay in the camp | owe greater understanding of life and man, a steadfast belief
that God’s merciful hand is guiding human destiny, although it often seems that it is merciless
or even cruel. When | saw the priests die | began to wish more and more that one day... if |
survived... I would work with young people and raise the successors of the order to express
my gratitude for saving my life deceased priests. | also made up my mind that if | survive the
camp, | will go to the missionary countries to save the eternal life of the souls in order to
express my gratitude for saving my life here on the earth. The examples of brave and
courageous people, the memories of the situations in which one person sacrificed oneself,
exposed oneself to danger to protect another one, were firmly imprinted in my conscience and
often helped me in my missionary work, especially in particularly difficult moments of
temporary bitter doubts. | often recall the words of a poem written by one of my co-prisoners,
Wiodzimierz Wnuk, and they give me the strength and courage, and cheer me up today just
like they did then and there, in the concentration camp.

We are like living stones
Lonely, homeless rocks
Sculpted by cold streams
And sweltering heat.
The poem ended like this:
And we will be the foundations of strength
For a magnificent edifice



A bright lighting in the darkness
An eternal monument of glory.

Twenty-six young Polish S.V.D.seminarians, cleric Marian Zelazek among them (he was
‘given’ the last number: 28834), were the most harassed Pfaffen or priests in German. Father
Koziet recalls that the Germans equally hated Polish priests and the Jews. This was the reason
why when they had been transported to Gusen in 1940, the Pole recording the names of the
new prisoners advised them to say they were students without mentioning their theological
specialisation. Father Koziet stayed in Gusen for four months, Father Zelazek, one year
longer: until December 6, 1941.

‘It was far worse there than in Dachau,’ says Father Koziet. “The camp was still under
construction. We had to carry stones from the quarry located half a kilometre away and these
stones were used to pave the paths and yards in the camp. The emaciated people collapsed
under that weight. We couldn’t carry too ‘small’ stones, however, or we would be beaten.
Therefore we tried to choose large, but flat ones. | survived because | was sent back to
Dachau earlier than Father Marian. Out of our brothers who remained in Gusen almost
everyone lost his life. Only two survived: Marian Zelazek and Stanistaw Zalejski.

Father Zelazek recalls:

‘We stuck together. On September 8, 1940, we gathered at the foundations of a
building which was to become a crematorium to renew our vows. They were accepted by
Father Teodor Drapiewski. During this solemn, although improvised, ceremony somebody
asked a question: ‘What does Father Arnold think about us now?’ Father Drapiewski replied:
‘He must be pleased with us.” In the camp conditions... and in spiritual union with Christ on
the Cross, we once again realised that the missionary calling has a great value as precious as
our lives... and we were ready to offer them.

On Christmas Eve, 1940, we didn’t feel joy in Gusen, but made painful reflections.
My young co-brother, Jan Wojtkowiak, exhausted by the drudgery in the camp died on that
night. On that day died also the youngest of us, twenty-year-old Staszek Kolka. His almost
child-like trust in Our Lady helped him never to complain, but rather to cheer up the others.
Two days earlier, on December 22, Bronek Kowalski died of exhaustion. I remember how we
carried him, dying, on our shoulders when we were returning from the quarry to the camp in
the evening. And still earlier, on September 21, died the eldest of us, 26 year-old Jan Wioch
whose childlike trust in God’s Providence remained unshakeable in spite of the surrounding
evil.

Ironically, at the roll-call square a Christmas tree, or rather a large, illuminated pine
tree was set, which made the reminiscences of the Christmas Day more painful. In the
evening we ate together the pea sup, which our ‘guardians’ served us on Christmas Eve. The
atmosphere of the Christmas Eve supper was slightly saved by the pieces of bread crust which
we had been saving for the whole week. Rubbed with marmalade and dried they tasted like
the best cake in the world.’

In July 1941 cleric Czestaw Golak died in Gusen. His death shook everyone who had
known him. Father Marian was one of them.

‘He was doubly a martyr,” says Father Zelazek. “The harsh conditions in the camp
made him completely emaciated. Besides he began to suffer from spiritual torture. He started
to believe that he was the greatest sinner, co-responsible for all the evil of the camp; and that
he should ‘make up’ for it by throwing himself on electrically charged wire-fence,
surrounding the camp. ‘They’re calling me, | have to go there,” he would say. Twice he was
stopped. He tried the third time... There was nobody around. At five in the morning | saw him
stretched on the wires, in his white shirt, and electric sparks were jumping over his fingers.

10



Reverend Ludwik Bielarzewski, the only priest in the camp at that time said he was not a
suicide but a martyr.’
Three other S.V.D seminarians also died in Gusen: Florian Biatka, Norbert Gosieniecki, and
Kazimierz Kurianski.

The gruelling work in the quarry was also the share of Father Zelazek. His companion
in the camp drudgery, Father Koziet, recalls with admiration his stamina, fortitude, and
courage. One day Father Marian carried not only his own heavy boulder but, with his other
arm he supported the stone of another, swaying, elderly prisoner. He risked a death from the
hands of an infuriated foreman. He was also one of the organisers of common prayers,
spiritual holy masses, held for a few people, and preparations of other prisoners for the holy
confession and general absolutions, which were granted by Father Bielarzewski.

Today, after sixty years, Father Marian recalls his slavery in Gusen using the words of
Wiodzimierz Wnuk:

GOLGOTHA, THY GRANITE ROCK OF MINE

Your bosom daily torn by thousands of hands,
Warmed in the morning by the rising sun,

Touched by the breeze from the blooming meadows below.
Around you, like at the Vistula’s springs

Just like in Poland, a plough is cutting soil.

I raise my emaciated hand towards the mountain tops.
Whenever will it befall on me to come back home?
From greyish waves of the foreign Danube

My song sails to the east.

O, how I miss my distant homeland,

My Poznan, Warsaw, Lublin...

The Fatherland of mine!

‘Also after the return to Dachau, Father Zelazek still put himself into danger, gaining
for the others carrots or pieces of bread,” says Father Koziet. ‘He also learned Spanish from a
co-prisoner from that country and so he could be an interpreter in one of the camp barracks.

Thanks to the efforts of the nunciature in Berlin in the late 1940 the Nazis began to
treat all the priests and clerics imprisoned in Dachau slightly better. In Barrack 26 a chapel
was even set up where a Holy Mass was held every day. The clerics could take part in it but
only as long as it was in the evening. On August 15, 1941, however, the Polish priests were
separated and housed in two blocks (28 and 30). And again the vilest terror was set against
them and they were made to do the most gruelling work.

When Father Marian returned to Dachau, he was put to Block 28. There he made
friends with Reverend Stefan Wincenty Frelichowski, who died in the camp on February 23,
1945, of typhus and pneumonia, and in 1999 he was raised to altars by Pope John Paul II. In
his exquisite handwriting, Father Zelazek made a book With Christ to Resurrection, in which
he included the information about the activity and the last moments of the Blessed. He also
saved his beautiful poem:

I’'M JOYFUL, O LORD...!
I’'m joyful, O Lord that I'm not just idly

Enjoying Christ’s life-giving sacrifice,
While brothers of mine are locked in a deadly struggle...
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And that a prisoner can join the fight for his homeland,
I’'m joyful, O Lord!

I'm joyful, O Lord, for you've granted me to live

At this great turning point in man’s history,

When the war is settling the fate of all the Slavs...

And that some prisoners are helping to perform this deed,
I'm joyful, O Lord!

You gave us the grace of being the last drop

To fill the cup of suffering

Which was the Poles’ plight for two hundred years and now is at its worst...
And that debasement may be that one last drop,

I 'm joyful, O Lord!...

For twenty years of Poland’s freedom

You gave us growth, enlightenment and the power to decide upon our lot.
For your teaching that only in Christ

Our homeland may carve its happiness,

I'm grateful, O Lord!

Cherishing honour more than slaves’ life in security,
We were submitted to the enemy’s savage attack,

We shed blood fighting with the world’s tyrant.

And that ,, forty four” will bring to us the light of dawn,
I’'m sure, O Lord!

I know that we will put at the roof of our home
Not the cross of suffering but of our glory, Christ!
For Poland’s glory will come thanks to her sons’ sacrifice...
So ifit is to be my lot, to sacrifice myself...
My soul is full of joy, O Lord!
S. W. Frelichowski

In Dachau died the S.V.D. seminarians: Jan Garczynski, Leon Hirsz, Wiadystaw Osmanski,
Jan Stoltman, Stanistaw Witt (his death was witnessed by his friend, Marian Zelazek), and
Fathers: Teodor Drapiewski, Piotr Gotgb, Blessed Alojzy Liguda and Teodor Sasata.

‘They went through one, two, or three years of suffering before their final martyrdom.
The nameless numbers, burning quietly for God and his ideal of life in devotion to God, like
the candles burning on the altar,” says Father Zelazek today.

In other concentration camps died the following S.V.D.-s: Father Jozef Huwer in
Buchenwald, Fathers Roman Kozubek and blessed Stanistaw Kubista in Sachsenchausen,
Father Alojzy Wanta and Father Andrzej Matyl at New Guinea. Blessed Brother Gregory
Frackowiak was beheaded in the prison in Dresden.

In the inhuman conditions in the camp the main means of strengthening spiritual life
was the spiritually offered Holy Mass as well as the possibility of making the Holy
Confession. There were so many priests in the camp... Father Marian and his friends were
aware that in such difficult conditions a living spiritual union should be maintained. They met
whenever it was possible, even those who lived in separate barracks. To talk, to complain, to
pray together. The common prayer gave them internal peace, freed their spirits from the
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nightmare of the camp life. They vowed that until the day of liberation they will say the
hymn: Ave, Maris Stella, Dei Mater Alma... every day. Father Marian also found spiritual
support in the words of Adam Mickiewicz’s Invocation: ‘Our Lady who protects the fair
Czestochowa and shines in the Ostra Bramal...’

The Americans liberated the concentration camp in Dachau on Sunday, April 29th,
1945. As it turned out later, the Nazis did not manage to implement Himmler’s personal order
to murder all the prisoners. The Allies were planning to capture the town first and then the
camp. However, some of the Nazis, disheartened about their own victory, made it possible for
some of the prisoners to get away from the camp. These reached the Americans and told them
about Himmler’s order. This and also the fact that the Allies had found a train carriage full of
corpses of the Dachau prisoners resulted in the decision to liberate the camp first.

‘At five o’clock p.m.,” says Father Marian, ‘we were gathered in the chapel in the
German barrack, when we suddenly heard the voice of a prisoner passing by: ‘The Americans
have come.’ It’s hard to describe what followed. The chapel was empty in no time. The clergy
rushed out through the doors and windows and joined the tattered crowds, shouting in many
languages, greeting their liberators: the Americans. Freedom appeared ahead of us, although
we were still separated from the world by the electrified wire. Lord Jesus in the Monstrance
stayed alone in the chapel. He knew very well what Resurrection was. And he jubilated with
us all: There is no camp any more, ‘he was resurrected as predicted.” After the first shock we,
‘the resurrected’ went back to the chapel to thank the Resurrected. It was a great day. We had
almost accepted the impossibility to move ‘this heavy stone,” blocking the gates to the
concentration camp. Buried alive and going hand in hand with death, which was inevitably to
come. In its stead there came liberty... beautiful, cherished, dreamed of. It led us out of the
gates of the camp as new people, ready to build a new, better world. We became such people,
although the results of our efforts are known only to God himself.’

In the evening, when everyone was rejoicing that special moment, fighting broke out
nearby. These were the troops of ten thousand Nazi men, coming from Mdinich to exterminate
all the prisoners and destroy the whole camp. They were too late...

After the quarantine, due to the epidemic of typhoid, two friends: Marian Zelazek and
Bruno Koziet, went on a journey through Florence to Rome. They had some adventures, for
Father Zelazek had his suitcase stolen on the train, and soon after leaving Florence they had a
car accident. (The other S.V.D. seminarians went to Innsbruck in Austria). In November they
began theological studies at the Benedictine College of Sant Anselmo at Monte Aventino.

‘We had no problems with Latin. We crammed like mad for we felt we were studying
for ourselves and for our friends who died in Gusen and Dachau,’ says Father Koziet.

Father Marian realised that since he was studying in the capital of world Christianity
he should also learn as much as he could about Rome itself. In one of his first letters from
India he wrote: ‘I saw large avenues and small alleys in Rome, beautiful basilicas, numerous
big and small chapels. Rome, apparently a foreign town became very close to me. When |
went to Sant' Andrea al Quirinale Church, where in an azure coffin there lies the greatest
young man of Poland, Saint Stanislaus Kostka, when | went to our Polish church of Saint
Stanislaus Bishop, and when | visited other Polish relics in Rome, | found there pieces of my
Polish homeland, | heard the beating of the heart of Polish people who have linked their
history, their greatness and their glory with the Eternal City.

One year before having completed their studies the two students of theology were
ordained in the San Marcello church at via Popolo. They consecrated their first mass pictures
to Christ the Lord, Our Lady of Sorrows, and Merciful Jesus with the words: “‘Jesus I trust in
Thee!” At the back of the picture they shared they wrote a text in Latin:

Dirupisti vincula mea: Tibi sacrificabo hostiam laudis, et nomen Domini invocabo.
Ps 115.
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In memoriam ordinationis sacerdotalis et celebrationis primi ss. missae sacrificii

P. Bruno Koziet,

P. Marian Zelazek

Sacerdotes Societatis Verbi Divini

Romae, 18 et 21 septembris 1948
Coram lumine verbi et spiritus gratiae recedant tenebrae peccati et nox paganismi et vivat
Cor Jesu in cordibus hominum.

On his personal pictures Father Marian entrusted his priesthood to the Heart of Jesus
and the Immaculate Heart of Mary.

‘The church in which | was to became a priest forever was empty,” says Father
Zelazek. “There was no one of my family, no one of my homeland. Only a lonely old Italian
woman who greeted us when we were walking in procession to the sacristy, saying: Benedetta
la madre di quei sacerdotti (Blessed be the mother of these priests). I thought of my mother. |
owed it to her that | became a priest. She suffered and prayed for me when | was in the
concentration camp.

The two young priests celebrated their first Holy Mass in the chapel of the S.V.D.’
college. ‘Father Zelazek was at the main altar, and | was at the side one. He could sing well, |
couldn’t,” says Father Koziet.

They studied for one year more. At that time Father Marian served as a priest for the
Polish post-war displaced persons, who stayed near Naples. He summed up his studies in
Rome in the following way: ‘They deepened not only my knowledge of theology but, first of
all, what the Church Fathers called sentire cum Ecclesia.’

The superiors of the order wanted both new priests to go back to Poland, where the
S.V.D. Congregation had to be rebuilt from the scratch. Father Koziet, who also wanted to be
a missionary, agreed. Father Zelazek, however, went to Poland for one month’s visit only in
1949 to meet his beloved mother and his family. In the following year his mother died, and
Father Marian learnt about it afterwards. This is what he wrote in a letter to the S.V.D. alumni
in 1951: ‘I would only want to say one word about the death of a missionary’s Mother. She
dies far, far away, and he does not know about it at all. He learns about it when she has
already been buried. What would you say to that, boys? | think that a missionary’s Mother
goes straight to heaven so that she could pray, yes, even more than ever, for her son, a
missionary.’

‘I admire him,” says Father Koziet today, ‘for what he has achieved in India, and
especially for his love for the lepers. He has always been such a steadfast Poznan boy. When
he had set a goal, he had to achieve it. As early as the 1940s he showed promise. He was
hard-working and full of energy. He emanated great spirituality and simplicity. He
particularly venerates the Holy Lady. He is a missionary-soldier, a hero. He has spent all his
life as a priest on the front-line of the common mission of the church.’

Father Marian, however, wrote after forty years: ‘Dear Bruno! [...] Time goes by and
it’s a miracle we are still holding on and working. Our life is a special God’s gift and we
should not request the next working day but live through present day with gratitude, for we
owe it to God’s love. I’m saying that recalling our past in the war, especially in the camp. |
only think sometimes that | should be like a fiery cherub, full of zeal, an apostle of peace and
kindness after all that God wished us to have gone through in the camp. And if I’m not like
that and only ‘wish to be so,” | also rejoice at it, O God, for You are ever so often satisfied
with our heartfelt, good wishes.
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I have one wish only:

To work at the missionary front till the end.
Of my life like the candle burning slowly down
on the Gods altar...

Father Marian Zelazek S.V.D.

Among the Adivasis
Towards the Unknown

Finally there came the so long awaited by Father Zelazek day of departure for the
mission. The journey lasted almost one month.

‘| stopped in Genoa late in the evening on February 27, 1950,” wrote Father Marian
Zelazek to his friends in Poland. ‘On the spot | learned that the departure of Laurenskerk, the
Dutch merchant ship, on board of which | and another Divine Word colleague, a Slovak,
Father Slivka, were to go to India, was delayed. So, unexpectedly, | gained two days, which |
spent sightseeing in Genoa.’

On March 2, at ten p.m., having undergone the passport and luggage control, the two
young missionaries moved on board of the Dutch ship, which had arrived at the harbour in
Genoa one day earlier. The missionaries going to India were its only passengers. They were
received very warmly and assigned each a separate cabin.

Laurenskerk set off on March 3, at 1.30 p.m. The 28-year-old priest cried from his
heart: ‘Farewell Old Country! The memory still held on to the past: Rome... the homeland...
all the dearest in the homeland. All that I left behind pulled me back. Yet the engines were
pushing the ship forward, away from the shore and towards the ‘Promised Land’: my mission
in Sambalpur. My heart, however, preceded the ship: Domine, da mihi animas et cetera tolle.
(Lord, give me the soul and take the rest: editor’s note.)

Out of these two contradictory wishes the one connected with the unknown won.
Why? More than fifty years later Father Marian says: ‘I witnessed laying the foundations of
the Sambalpur mission. Building such structures brings a lot of joy but also a lot of suffering,
disappointments, one has to face the tough missionary reality. One has to look carefully for
the Resurrected Christ and follow Him trustfully. During the long, never-ending years at the
concentration camps (Dachau - Gusen - Dachau), when | thought ‘I almost do not believe that
I might ever be free,” | always wanted to walk out, even on all fours, of that burial place of the
camp and become a missionary. Whenever any of our seminary colleagues died in the camp
(from the group of twenty six fourteen died) taking to the camp crematorium their unfulfilled
wish to become a missionary priest, | inherited in some way also his calling. At the camp my
ideal of a missionary became stronger. | made a vow: if God allows me survive the camp, |
will give my life to save the eternal life of the immortal souls at the missions. | was,
moreover, attracted by India’s vastness, although at first I dreamed of going to China.

The Polish missionary’s sea journey towards his missionary homeland was a colourful
adventure, which, to some extent gave him an inkling of this everyday, yet extraordinary,
missionary work.

A storm at the Mediterranean tossed the ten ton ship like a nutshell. In Father Marian’s
cabin no object remained at its place and he himself had to give up saying the Holy Mass.

“The ship was too unsteady. My instincts, supported by the general bad mood told me
not to leave the cabin. If 1 hadn’t held fast onto the edge of my bed, | would probably have
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been thrown somewhere into the corner and then have had to pull myself back into the bed,’
he admits.

They arrived in Port Said, at the border between Europe and Africa at dawn of March
9. Here the young missionary encountered the Arabs for the first time. Although it was five in
the morning the ship was soon surrounded by small boats. The crew of the ship and the Arabs
began their trading. One could hear shouts: ‘One thing for another thing...” from below. The
wares began to arrive in a basket suspended from a long rope. This bartering did not last long.
There were not too many buyers on the ship. Yet a rich Arab merchant and at the same time
an agent of the Navigation Company which owned the Dutch ship set out his colourful wares
on the deck itself. When he saw a Catholic chaplain he approached him and began to look for
something at his breast. Baffled and surprised by the Arab’s insistence, Father Marian asked
what the problem was. The merchant answered eagerly that he was looking for the missionary
cross: “If I manage to kiss the cross in the morning, 1’1l have good luck in my business all day
long.’

After a few days’ stay in Port Said the ship set off for the Red Sea. New passengers
walked about on the deck, trying to sell postcards and... holy medals and rosaries, although
they were Muslims. Well, business is business.

“Twice | was greeted by the ringing of bells of some small churches standing on the
shore. On March 10, at 4.30 p.m., I saw Mount Sinai through my binoculars. Its summit was
distinguished by its grey hue from the other mountain tops, as if it bore the traces of the fiery
events about which we read in the Holy Scripture,” wrote Father Zelazek.

Having travelled for three weeks, on March 21, 1950, Father Zelazek disembarked on
the Indian land in Bombay. The clock of his unusual missionary life began to count the hours,
days, years...

The two missionaries were awaited in the harbour by Father George Proksch, the vicar of the
new S.V.D.parish in Bombay, dedicated to Saint Theresa.

‘Our parish is one of the poorest,” wrote Father Zelazek. ‘A largish hut made of wood,

mats, and a couple of bricks, supported from all its sides, serves as the church. It is
surrounded by slightly worse huts, which belong to the colony of the low cast people. A few
steps away from the church an ox with covered eyes is walking round and round, pulling
water out of a well with the use of a primitive device. However, a great spirit dominates in
our shrine. Father Proksch makes a lot of effort to prepare the liturgy and the singing the best.
On Sundays the faithful from other districts come to our little church. They are attracted by
the beautiful singing of our children’s choir. Six songs in Indian style recorded by Father
Proksch on gramophone records are selling well. | also visited the church of Our Lady of
Perpetual Help, where special devotions in honour of Mary, Mother of Perpetual Help,
conducted every Wednesday. | was surprised by what | saw there. Not only the Catholics
prayed in the sanctuary but also the Muslims and the Hindus. The church was packed. The
loudspeakers were bringing to the devout listeners the words of the Hindu bishop who
preached on that day.
And thus Father Marian was introduced to the realities of the missionary work, but he even
then was probably aware that in the place he was going, in the jungle of Orissa, the conditions
would be more difficult. He reached Kesramal in the Sambalpur Mission on April 4. He and
his colleague arrived at 5 a.m., cycling from a small railway station at Rajgangpur, where they
were awaited by the boy pupils from the S.V.D.school accompanied by their tutor. Joining
their hands together as if in prayer they greeted them with the words: Jisu ki barai!, which
means: Praise Jesus Christ!
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The Preparations

Father Marian knew that the first S.V.D. missionaries came to India in 1932 to
establish the mission of Indore in the state of Madhya Pradesh at the south of the Indian
subcontinent. Sixteen years later, in 1948, the Holy See entrusted the Congregation of the
Divine Word a second mission in India, in Sambalpur, located in the northern part of the state
of Orissa. They took it over from the Belgian Jesuits, who had worked there from 1885 and
who had to deal with the huge amount of work on a still larger territory of the Mission at
Chotanagpur. Finally, during Father Zelazek’s stay in India, in 1956, a third S.V.D. province
was established, with a centre in Poona near Bombay, where the S.V.D. Major Seminary was
established, supported by minor seminaries and S.V.D. schools, managed by the S.V.D.
fathers. In Bombay itself Father Proksch set up the Gyan Ashram Institute, which specialises
in seeking new forms of evangelisation through music, song and Indian dance.

In the early 1950s the mission in Sambalpur had twenty four missionaries: eight from
Germany, four from England, two from Argentina, Australia, Holland, Slovakia, and Poland
(Father Marian Zelazek and Father Bernard Bona, who stayed in this mission for more than
21 years).

After a short stay in Kesramal, which was at that time the largest missionary station in
the Sambalpur diocese, with seventeen thousand Catholics, a large church and a mission
school for three hundred boys, Father Marian went to a small provincial town of Russelkonda
in the neighbouring diocese of Cuttack. There he studied in the Bishops’ Seminar the Oriya
language, the official language in the whole state of Orissa. Later he also learned the language
of Sadri.

The inhabitants of India use about 850 different languages, fifteen of which are
official, and each has its own alphabet. The Adivasis who are the oldest aboriginal tribes in
the country are divided into four parts, each using their own language. That is why the
Adivasis’ children learning in the mission schools used five languages: their own, tribal one
at home, Sadri to communicate amongst themselves, Oriya, which they began to learn in the
first grade of primary school, cross-national Hindi, which they started to study in the second
grade, and English, which they took up in the fourth grade.

At that time Father Marian was preparing himself for the post of the headmaster of a
mission high school and prefect of the apostolic school. First of all he listened to and watched
the elder missionaries, who were willing to share their experience with him. For not the
studies in Rome but the support of experienced missionaries were the best school for the
young. In one of his letters he wrote: ‘Before Christmas | joined the Bishop of the local
mission in his trip to the missionary stations in the jungle. Father Venantius Marcos, the
Provincial of the Missionary Fathers from Cuttack went with us. He is one of the eldest and
most eminent missionaries in the mission. He had been suffering from asthma for the recent
three years and he made his last trip having got up from bed where he stayed with fever for
the last four days. Taking advantage of the bishop’s journey he wanted to carry out his own
canonical visitation of the missionary stations. Feeling very badly he reached the first station
in Raikia. There he had to go to bed immediately. On the next day, which was the last Sunday
before Christmas, he said with great effort the Holy Mass. In the evening that day he got up
and had his dinner with us. He seemed livelier, more talkative, he even joked. Yet this was his
last brighter moment before death. When he went to sleep, he was attacked by a bout of pain,
which lasted all night. On the next morning he was unable to celebrate the Holy Mass. At
noon he was still lucid, then he elapsed into semi-consciousness and at 2 p.m. he died
peacefully; as if he had been tired by the long years of hard missionary work, he went to
eternal sleep. My God... | mused over this missionary’s death. He died in a poor, small hut
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with leaking roof and dirty walls and the missionary sisters were ashamed when the doctor
was to come inside. Only by coincidence the dying man was surrounded by a group of
missionaries, three missionary sisters from the Vincentian Congregation and one missionary
brother, who wept the most of pity? | think it was rather because of the greatness of the
moment, of seeing the life go, burnt in God’s service. Luckily this brother was a carpenter and
was able to make a nice coffin quite quickly. One can not delay a burial in this country
because of the heat. It was thus possible to conduct it on the next day. A quiet end to a great
life... A small group of the natives, a few brothers-missionaries, and a quiet grave on a little
cemetery hidden in the forest. That’s all. Soon also this grave will be forgotten, only
sometimes a brother-missionary will come here to get some rest, to concentrate and to pray
for the soul of the dead. The death of a missionary realises perfectly our missionary motto:
‘Christ the Immortal Lord is to grow and grow, and I, his servant am to get smaller and
smaller’, until 1 get my forgotten grave in a forest. That’s what the missionaries ought to be
like. The death of one of us is to make us work still harder. And thus Christ becomes ‘greater
and greater’ in the missionary countries. His Mystical Body gets bigger every day, while the
number of the new, quiet, and forgotten graves of the missionaries grows.’

Accompanying the Bishop in his missionary visit Father Marian went to other
missionary stations. In one of them he celebrated the Midnight Mass of the Christmas Eve.
The conditions were like in Bethlehem. Not all the faithful could get into the small chapel.
The majority of them huddled around the small fireplaces outside the chapel, because the
night was cold. Each of them covered him with a kind of shawl.

“The World become flesh and lived among the poor people in the jungle,” rejoiced the
Polish missionary.

In Hamirpur

After the preparations, which lasted several months, Father Zelazek went to the S.V.D.
mission station of Hamirpur, at that time one of the five stations in the Sambalpur mission,
which had a minor seminary.

He worked at that station for thirteen years, until 1964. He was the headmaster of the
above-mentioned mission high school and a prefect of the minor seminar. Of course, he also
carried out his priestly duties. In October 1951 he wrote: ‘In our apostolic school I look after
sixteen boys who are candidates for future priests. We live modestly here but we do not
complain and wait for benefactors.’

In the early 1950s more than three hundred fifty boys studied in the Catholic mission
high school, the only one in the Sambalpur mission. Only about two hundred of them came
from Catholic families. This is a proof that also the non-Catholics trusted the new headmaster,
Father Marian Zelazek. In time the number of the pupils doubled. In the school dorm there
lived as many as four hundred boys belonging to far away places. The missionary himself
says: ‘For these simple nomads living in the jungle the fact that Catholic missionaries looked
after them and did it disinterestedly was something really important. But, first and foremost,
their children gained education in our schools. From our high school graduated two future
bishops, many priests, the present Election Commissioner of Orissa, several engineers and
specialists, but mainly teachers for our mission schools.’

Father Marian carried out his pastoral duties, too. And it was the bicycle, not the car or
the horse, but a bicycle that served as his main means of transportation at that time. That was
‘the horse’ of his missionaries’ colleagues, too.

‘We were a missionary group travelling exclusively by bike,” recalls Father Marian.
‘A bicycle is a marvellous means of transportation. It is tiring to travel by it, but it gives the
best opportunity to meet people. As a boy | imagined the missionary wearing a beard and
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riding a horse. The Sambalpur mission destroyed, or rather modified, this vision. | have never
grown a beard. And no horse could have been as useful as a bicycle at the area of our
mission... One could get everywhere on it. The bicycle allowed you to ride along the narrow
paths between the rice paddies. One could take it along in the boat, made from the trunk of a
big tree while crossing the rivers in spate during the rainy season. Although one had to be
very careful. Such a journey always ended with a sense of relief, that this time one has made
it, too... My greatest joy was that | could take Lord Jesus to the dying people thirty or forty
kilometres away, to those who lived far away from other human settlements, somewhere in
the jungle. How they waited for their final consolation, the confession and the Unction of the
sick. Their gratitude for being able to receive Lord Jesus fully made up for the hardships of
the journey. However, it also happened that | came too late. | went back home in sadness...”

A lonely missionary could have encountered many dangers in the wilderness. The wild
animals, especially the black bears and poisonous snakes, mainly posed them.

‘In our area one could meet a cobra, a ganait and a karait,” says Father Zelazek.
‘During the rainy season, from June till September, they were particularly dangerous, but also
in the hot season, from April till June. When the rains flooded the snake’s nest, it stayed on
the paths where people walked, because they were higher up than the rest of the area and
relatively dry. In the hot season the same places provided some cool air. After dark the
Adivasis would walk along a path, tapping it with a stick. This did not always work.
Fortunately, the people of the jungle know which herbs to use when bitten by a poisonous
snake. They use an ayurvedic liquid, called #yriak, which is prepared in southern India. In
case of a snake bite one gave the victim ten drops of the ¢yriak in a teaspoonful of water. This
was administered until the person didn’t want to take it because it was bitter. When he felt the
bitterness he was safe. The medicament, if given in time, worked without fail. However, it
was not effective for the alcoholics. Even a small dose of alcohol destroyed its effects.
Unfortunately, our Adivasis liked to drink %ariya, a beer made of rice.”

‘I remember one case,” continues Father Marian. ‘Our men working at the
construction site of a new steelworks slept outdoors in front of our church. This is nothing
special. At least half of the population of India spends the nights sub Iove. One night, one of
the workers, a quite young man, woke up shouting in fear: ‘Samp, samp!’ or ‘a snake, a
snake!” His comrades jumped up and began to look for the snake, but they didn’t find it. They
assumed that the boy had just had a bad dream, and went back to sleep. In the morning
everyone got up... except for the boy. The snake had bitten him and the poison had done its
work. The boy died. We buried it on the same day... this is necessary because of the hot
temperatures... at our Catholic cemetery. In the small funeral procession there was his mother.
He was her only son and only supporter of the family. According to the Adivasis’ custom, the
mother wailed loudly: Mor beta phul lekhe rahe, Parmeshwar dekhlak ki phul phuil gelak i
uke apan lagin torlak, which means: ‘“My son was like a flower, God saw that the flower has
blossomed and picked it for himself.” I admired the deep faith of the simple Adivasis woman.’

During one of his trips to the jungle Father Zelazek met a man, who had on his head a
completely hairless strip. The man had once met a bear. The animal reached for him with his
furry paw, tearing off his scalp. As the man could not afford to go to hospital, other people
fixed the scalp back on his head, covered with cow dung and wrapped up in a rag. The poor
man recovered but he forever bore on his head this trace of the bear’s fury.

Father Marian’s parishioners worked mainly on rice paddies or were shepherds.
Around these activities their main feasts revolved.

For example, whereas in Poland the Catholics celebrate the feast of Our Lady of the
Herbs on August 15th, in India they have the Dhan bunek puja. On that day the whole parish
makes arrangement for a solemn holy mass to prey for rain and God’s blessing for the future
crops. On their return home they make a barka khana (great feast), consisting of portions of
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boiled rice, haryia rice cakes and small loaves of bread. They spice this food freely with
haryia, beer made of rice. The dancing lasts till late at night.

The non-Christian Adivasis also celebrate August 15th. In the old times some tribal,
called Orkas got hold of a lonely traveller in the jungle, killed him and sprinkled the rice
fields with his blood. Of course, in the modern India the law forbids this practice. Yet at times
the newspapers report about such human sacrifices during the sawing seasons a rule however
nowadays the jungle pujaris (priests) make use of chicken blood.

‘Personally,” remarks Father Marian, ‘I would not like to be a martyr of this kind,
doubting seriously whether the heaven would accept its validity.’

At his first missionary station, Father Zelazek organised also the retreat, mainly for the
mothers and the shepherds. In his letters from these years | found the following descriptions:
‘Altogether there came three hundred and fifty mothers. Some of them had to walk for three
days, often carrying a baby on her back, whereas the second child held on to her clothes. They
also had to bring cooking vessels, wood for burning and rice. It was really a great sacrifice on
their part. Some of them looked very old, although they had little children. To ask them how
old they were was pointless, as none of them knew it. | admired these brave mothers. And |
thought Lord Jesus must be very glad to see such simple alacrity. Surely they will bring a
great blessing to our missionary station. During the teaching in the church I saw many
beautiful situations. The children were making a lot of noise. | could hear the cries ayio!
(mummy!) from every direction. Here a child drums on a stool, there another one dances
around his mamma. Indeed... it was a picture straight from paradise, the more so that the
children do not wear any clothes and walk around in all the glory of their childish innocence.’

“The retreat for the shepherds lasted for three days. Among these people there were

some wrinkled old men who had spent all their lives looking after cattle. Yet the majority
consisted of young girls and boys who have to follow the cattle across the fields and woods.
Our people love to keep large herds of livestock: cows, oxen, goats, and black sows. It is
usually the duty of the youngest in the family to do this work. He does not go to school. The
only book he can read a little is the living nature, the woods and the fields. And, as the
livestock is hungry also on Sundays, the shepherd, instead of going to church, does his daily
work. | take particular care of these people. The retreat is the way through which | try to
attract them to the mission. This year there came fifty of them, and each of them held his
shepherd’s stick and brought enough rice to last for three days. They participated eagerly in
the retreat lessons, the Rosary prayer and the Way of the Cross. In their free time they ran
wildly after the football. When the retreat ended, they gave farewell to the missionary and,
satisfied, went back to their boring shepherds’ duties.’
According to the principle that the missionary must not be afraid of any adventures and be
one who always moves forward, Father Marian and other Brothers established new
missionary stations in the places where there was no sign even of Hinduism. For the Animist
beliefs of the inhabitants of the jungle had nothing to do with Hinduism. Moreover, the
officials, coming from the higher Indian castes pretended that the Adivasis did not exist. In
this way the problem of the poorest social strata was ‘solved.” Nobody even cared if they had
any basic education.

The S.V.D. missionaries established new missionary stations following one principle.
First they built a primary school, which housed also a chapel and a room for the missionary.
This was usually a simple building covered with handmade tiles. The missionaries had then to
train the teachers and catechists who would run the school, especially as the first mission
parishes comprised vast areas. For instance Kesramal parish had an area equal to the district
of Poznan, and what to say about the Sambalpur mission itself, out of which two dioceses
were later formed. The village teachers and the catechists were the closest and most important
co-workers f the missionaries.

20



The catechists could be divided into two groups: the full time catechists, paid by the
missionaries, who supervised more than a dozen villages and those who worked in their own
village and did it without pay. They were mainly the village teachers. The full time catechists
were responsible for teaching religion, preparing the children and adult catechumens for
baptism, confession and the Holy Communion. They accompanied the missionary in his
apostolic journeys. The part time catechists led the prayers in their own villages, called the
priest to visit sick people, supported the main catechists and together with them helped the
missionaries in their various activities, in organising recollections or other religious festivals.
This community system of work in which the missionaries played the main role, relying on
the support of the catechists, proved to be very effective.

The centre of the religious life of the smallest village community of the faithful was,
of course, the Sunday Mass. The faithful living at the distance of few kilometres from the
main missionary station which had a church were obliged to take part in the Eucharist. The
majority fulfilled that duty, and at the same time almost everyone received the Holy
Communion. However, the missionaries could not reach every village chapel. They were
‘taken care’ by the catechists. It was there, in these tiny school chapels where they conducted
the Sunday Service, which consisted of reading the Sunday Readings, the catechist’s homily,
the Spiritual Communion and giving the offerings in the form of a handful of rice (mutha
sirni). Father Bernard Bona, who was the superior of all the Divine Word missionaries in the
Sambalpur province for ten years, recorded: ‘This handful of rice replaced the collection
usually done during the Holy Mass. According to the local custom, whenever the mother
cooks the rice for the family, she puts a handle of rice aside into a special basket or a bag,
marked with the cross. It is for the church. The rice, saved in this way, will be collected by the
villagers in one common basket and taken on Sunday to the church or to the chapel. During
the Offertory time this rice will be brought in the procession to the altar. It is villagers’ gift
for the church and its maintenance...mutha sirni...offerring of the handfuls of rice for the
church. Sometimes, if there is no rice, people bring so-called dal, which resembles the lentils.
The customs has in itself the beautiful element of offering. For this handful of rice is given by
the people who usually eat once a day. From the time we introduced this form of the offering,
people believe that they have been blessed by God because they do not starve so much as they
used to.”

The faithful were eager to confess. The missionaries were glad, but it also meant hard
work for them. Sometimes they listened to the confessions all night long. Father Marian also
experienced that. The penitents lied on the floor and slept. They were woken by their
neighbours when their turn had come. The confessor, however, couldn’t leave the
confessional.

In the villages lost in the jungle, where no schools with rooms for the missionaries
were built, they lived in the chapels. The faithful would put there a bed for the missionary; it
served also as a table and a chair, or even an altar, and, set upright, as the grille of the
confessional. When the penitents forgot themselves and leaned too heavily on the bed-
confessional, the confessor had to withstand a particularly heavy blow.

For Father Marian and other first missionaries in the Sambalpur mission, the local
vocations were the subject of particular care. After many years Father Zelazek confesses: ‘We
understood the missionary principle: ‘He has to grow and | have to be satisfied with little,’
very well. Even if it hurts us for personal reasons. At the beginning there were twenty-four
missionaries, all coming from abroad. The harvest was huge but the workers were really few.
Today the Sambalpur mission has developed into two dioceses. What is more important,
however, the number of missionary stations and schools has multiplied and the number of the
workers in God’s vineyard has grown: there are three bishops, one hundred twelve priests
eleven brothers, five deacons, six clerics undergoing their missionary experience, altogether
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one hundred thirty seven S.V.D. members. One should add to this figure thirty seven diocesan
priests. This is a great development. The majority of those who were bravely writing the first
chapter of the Sambalpur mission have gone to take their reward from the Lord’s hands. They
rest at various cemeteries in India, in America, in Mexico, in Europe, and Father Bernard
Bona, in Poland. ‘The sowed grain must die first before it can bear wonderful fruit.” Out of
the foreign missionaries who, thanks to the Lord’s will can enjoy the golden jubilee of the
missions, there are only two: Father Peter Speicher, a German, and me, a Pole.”

This great development was perceptible even in the early 1960s. In the Sambalpur
mission there were more than one hundred seventy five-grade primary schools where children
were taught in the language of Oriya, twenty middle schools (sixth and seventh grades) and
nine high schools, preparing for higher education. Every year the primary schools were
attended by more than a dozen thousand children, the majority of whom were Catholics.

‘There was something touching in how every year the ‘jungle’ craved for learning,’
says Father Marian. ‘Our bishop, an old man today, Reverend Alfonce Bilung, as a young boy
ran around in the jungle with a bow and, with his little hands, collected the cows’ dung used
for many household purposes. Now these very hands, the hands of a priest and a bishop, hold
firmly the bishops pastoral, lift the Holy Body and Blood of Lord Jesus during the Offering at
the Holy Mass.

In Kesramal

In June 1964 Father Marian was transferred to the central missionary station in
Kesramal, where he took up the duties of the Secretary of the Catholic Schools Committee,
i.e., of the inspector of all the Catholic primary schools in the Sambalpur diocese. Some of
them were established by the Jesuits as early as 1906, but the majority of them were built by
the Divine Word missionaries.

“This was an audacious undertaking,” says Father Zelazek. ‘We built small schools for
children living in the jungle convinced that they would improve the Adivasis’ living
conditions and bring them to Christ and the Church. Indeed this was a wonderful sight: every
morning the jungle became alive with life thanks to these small, poorly dressed children, who
were walking to their school. They did not have proper clothes or money for schoolbooks and
copybooks and sometimes were starving, but they studied hard. Once we were pondering the
closing of our primary schools because they used up all our funds, an old bishop and a
missionary veteran from the nearby diocese slammed his fist against the table and said:
‘Never! A Catholic school is Jesus Christ present for twenty four hours a day in the village!” |
had ample opportunity to see how right he was. I loved our schools and visited all of them.’

The Catholic schools, which fulfilled all the official requirements, were given some
state support. The missionaries paid for building the schools but they were helped by the local
inhabitants who did many works voluntarily. The schools in the jungle were usually adobe
huts divided into two or three rooms, often without doors and with large openings instead of
windows. But people who had built them at the missionary’s incentive were proud of them,
for although they were illiterates they wanted to educate their children.

For Father Marian this was mainly the time of continual journeys. His new job
entailed many hardships because the majority of the schools were located in the wilderness,
far from Kesramal.

‘Visiting the missionary schools | reached Birmitrapur, a beautiful missionary station
located in a town, the inhabitants of which work in the stone quarries,” recorded the
missionary. ‘The superior of the station is Father Speicher. The church Birmitrapur is very
modern; Brother Stefan, an Argentinean, built it. He was a carpenter in Argentine and here he
became an excellent builder and architect. The church building looks beautiful, but it can not
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be closed. All the doors got dry and shrank by five or six centimetres. In the rainy season
they’ll return to their former size. The middle english school for girls is run by the local
nuns.’

“The whole mission is mine and | am at its service. I’ll set off at five in the morning,
for the road is long and very sandy. About nine - ten it becomes stiflingly hot: the temperature
reaches about fifty degrees Celsius, and then it is forbidden to travel. Recently the
thermometer on a veranda indicated forty five degrees Celsius. For two months we have been
sleeping outdoors, for it is impossible to fall asleep indoors. At night the temperature drops to
thirty degrees. The last three nights were very hard because it became humid. This is a sign of
the coming monsoon and together with it of the rainy season. They say that in our area the
monsoon will begin in about three weeks. | have never witnessed anything like that. In Orissa
itself six million people (every third inhabitant) is threatened with hunger.’

During his journeys Father Marian organised and ran courses for the Catholic teachers
working in village schools. They needed them very much because to become a teacher it was
enough to have graduated from a seven-grade primary school and have a two year training in
the Elementary Training School, organised by the S.V.D. fathers in Kesramal.

‘Now | am wandering from station to station and running courses for our Catholic
teachers, at which they improve the knowledge they gained during their teachers’ training.
Our schools in the jungle are like the atomic power. It is known that an atom may stay
immobile for many years until some force sets it into motion. At the missions there often
appears the same situation. The attention of the missionaries is focused on the work outside
and on the matters of organisation.They have little time to do basic work. It is often heard that
our Catholic teachers are not worth much, that they do not teach well and they have no zest
for the God’s cause. | must say from my experience that here, at the missions there is a lot of
goodwill and especially on the part of our teachers, but in many cases they do not know how
to go about it.”

At that time Father Zelazek, a musically gifted and sensitive to the beauty of the
surrounding world man, studied the local customs rooted in the centuries old culture but also,
together with his parishioners, went through their tragedies and problems of everyday life.

‘Barilapta is a lonely station ,,beyond the seven rivers, beyond the seven mountains.”
In the rainy season it is completely cut off from the other stations by the swollen rivers. The
only possible means of transport there are bicycle and sturdy feet. | am equipped in both these
implements. | had to go there in the worst time of the most intensive work in the fields. That
year there was almost a famine. Many children came to school without any food, for there
was nothing to eat. Am | exaggerating? No. The silent lips do not exaggerate. Small children
keep the secret of their empty stomachs. They are like that, they suffer in silence. Sometimes
it requires a coincidence to reveal the actual state of affairs. One day a young boy came to me,
saying: Father, dawya! Pet batathe! ‘Father, give me medicine! My stomach pains.” He told
me his story: this morning he didn’t eat at all and he had to cover two miles to get to school.’

‘Or there is the story of the young Firminus,” continues Father Marian, ‘One
September day his father brought him to the missionary station. The boy complained of
stomach pain, but his sunken belly told real story. I must admit my heart bleeds when | see a
quiet child with no spark of life in his eyes, unable to cry or complain. That was what
Firminus was like. On the next day | went to his parents’ hut, taking medicines and provisions
with me. | found the child sitting on the ground. Next to him there was a meagre heap of
ghetti kandha, a kind of roots found in the jungle, which the boy was peeling to prepare a
meal for his family. His father was not at home. He left to look for more roots. | sent the boy
to our missionary hospital in Kalunga. It was not easy. The boy had to be carried for some ten
miles to the nearest railway station. When he got to hospital, the sisters had to feed him for
three weeks and give him injections before he could be operated.
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The Corpus Christi processions were held in that mission in October and November, at
a special permission of the bishop. For at that time of the year it was not so hot.

‘About two thousand people came to Barilapta for the procession called jatra. We, the
priests, heard confessions until midnight, and people danced on the school yard located at a
certain distance, so that they wouldn’t be disturbing the penitents. Sitting in the confessionals,
we were more tired than the dancers. They make up a fascinating sight: girls and elder women
dancing in long, uneven rows and boys playing all kinds of drums. What songs did the
dancers sing? Ones presenting mainly the events from the Holy Scripture. When one song
ended, another one began, the dancers moving with grace to the accompaniment of the quiet
drumming. On Saturday afternoon the pageant began. It was headed by the drummers with
large bajas (drums). There were more than forty of them: a number strong enough to make
the earth tremble. A group of fifteen special drummers surrounded the Sanctissimum. They
played the mandaras, clay drums with a very soft voice. One plays them with fingers and
hands. Two groups of girls danced in front of the Holy Sacrament during the procession. On
both sides of the canopy there walked the pagans. | don’t know what attracted them more: the
shining monstrance or the sound of the mandaras. Probably both of them.’

These two autumn months were also the best time to visit all the missionary outposts.
Father Marian usually stayed one or two days at each chapel in the jungle. The arrival of the
missionary was a great event for the inhabitants of the settlement. And each missionary
station had several hundred of such villages. The dehat, the arrival of a Catholic priest in an
Adivasis’ village, always was celebrated with the same ritual.

Before Father Marian’s arrival to the village came the bearers with his luggage.
Everyone knew then that the father was coming. Boys were sent to watch boundary of the
village. When the silhouette of the missionary appeared at a distance, the drums began to
beat. This was the sign that the village was awaiting the arrival of Father Zelazek. He was
greeted by a group of women and children, headed by the catchiest. At that moment Father
Marian blessed everyone in the name of the Holy Trinity. Then elder women in sign of
greeting him approached him, they washed his hands and garlanded him with flowers.
Together they went towards the chapel. The dancing girls went in front. Of course, clouds of
dust covered the whole procession. Outside the chapel all men and members of the panchayat,
or the village council awaited the missionary. They, too, greeted the priest.

After having drunk the customary tea Father Marian began his pastoral work. This
entailed meetings with the members of the Marian Sodality and the village panchayat which
was presided over by the parish or village pracharak. 1t was during the missionary’s visit that
the main affairs of the village, parish, school, and other community and economic issues were
discussed. The decisions were made by the vote of the majority. On the same day various
were held, especially the common Rosary. Like all the other missionaries, Father Marian had
to spend greater part of his visit hearing the confessions. They usually lasted until late at night
or even the next day. The Holy Mass, to which all the Catholics living in the village came
could begin only when there were no more people to receive the Sacrament of Reconciliation.
After the Holy Mass Father Marian visited every family. In each hut he underwent the
ceremony of hand washing and garlanding with flowers. And of course, he talked about all
the problems his hosts wished to discuss.

Here are some of the observations made by Father Zelazek during his missionary
visitations.

‘At the end of October I made a small missionary trip to the most distant part of the
parish. It took twelve miles by bike and then some ten miles more on foot to get to my
destination: Dongiachira, a small Catholic village hidden among the hills in the jungle. Over
there one may forget that there exists any other kind of life. The magnificence of the starry
sky at night, the tranquillity of the immense jungle and of the mountains makes it feel as if
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one were on different planet. The region is inhabited by courageous people. They came here
from the densely populated areas to find a place where they can make their living. They took
into their possession a large piece of the jungle and began to farm it. Their cattle and goats
often fall prey to tigers, jackals devour their chicken... The wild elephants tread their dhan
(rice paddies). Yet the people hold on. When the rice sprouts, the farmers guard the fields
sitting on so-called matchhands (raised wooden platforms). They keep the hatis (elephants)
away with a glowing bamboo sticks. Even children are not afraid to do this job. It is effective.
One woman said, joking: ,, The hatis are clever, they know when we are having festivities, it’s
then that they come.” | visited also one Catholic family, which lives in a complete wilderness.
Around them there are only trees and bushes; the nearest settlement is three kilometres away.
Poverty brought them so far away in search of a new means of life.’

Yes, poverty and struggle against adversities is the ‘daily bread’ of these people,
among whom the Polish missionary worked in the 1960s.

‘My God, what the housing conditions are like here! Let me quote an extreme
example, yet one so frequently encountered. A small huts... three metres long and as much
wide. The walls are made of twigs... allowing entry to the hot wind and dust. Inside a
widowed mother and three children, one of them sick. Mother earns their living by doing odd
jobs and if there is no job then they have no food on that day. At this time of year the nature is
kind to them. Every morning they go out, like everyone else, to pick the mahuwa. These are
tiny white flowers, which fall copiously from the trees of the same name. They resemble the
Biblical manna very much. People boil them or dry them, or make liqueur out of them. For
some the mahuwa is the only food they have.

In 1964 and 1965 the Sambalpur mission and the whole Church in India were shaken
by two events. One of them affected Father Zelazek personally.

From January 1964, there were violent clashes in the streets of Calcutta in which the
Muslims were attacked. These riots were the reaction to the killings and expulsion of the
Hindus from Eastern Pakistan by the followers of Islam. Transports of the refugees from
Pakistan reached also the larger towns in the state of Orissa.

The misery of the Hindu refugees inspired the local inhabitants of the same confession to take
their revenge on the Muslims. There began riots, arsons and robberies. The frightened
Muslims escaped into the forest, to the area of the parish which was looked after by the
S.V.D. fahers and Belgian Jesuits. The Muslims were, however, followed by the fanatic
Hindu groups who persuaded the Adivasis, mainly the pagans, to attack the Muslim
settlements. Many women and children were Killed.

Some of the S.V.D. missionaries managed to save whole villages. There was one Jesuit,
Father Herman Rasschaert, who died the death of a martyr. He learned that a group of
attackers surrounded a Muslim village in his parish. He decided to try to save the besieged.
He cycled there and bravely entered into the midst of the bandits assaulting a mosque. He
shouted that they should leave the innocent alone.

The crowd turned against him. The Belgian Jesuit was hit on the head with a stone and
collapsed on the ground. He managed to pray before death. He was murdered on the spot and
so were the Muslims. It was a consolation for the missionaries that the Christians generally
were not cowed and did not take part in the riots.

One year later, in February, 1965, there was a great tragedy in the missionary station
of Kesramal itself, during the rally of the Children of Mary, that is the youth from the Marian
Sodality. Father Marian was at that time the head of the Sodality in his diocese.

Nothing warned against the disaster. On Saturday, in the eve of the main festivities ten
thousand youths arrived in Kesramal. In the evening there was the procession of light, during
which girls dressed in white saris carried the copy of the statue of Our Lady of Fatima. Yet, at
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the same time, more than a dozen kilometres away the most tragic event in the history of the
S.V.D. mission was taking place.

‘People from all the Four Corners of the mission were coming to the Marian Rally,’
says Father Zelazek. ‘Some of them had to cover the distance of about fifty miles. The
Sodalists from Jhumur, a neighbouring missionary station, had to go by boat across a river,
which, thanks to a dam build in the vicinity, became like a big lake. The journey lasted almost
an hour. A large, clumsy boat took passengers from one bank to the other four times. The last
time, at about 5 p.m., almost one hundred people embarked on it. Everyone wanted to get
across. The owner of the boat tempted by the profit, urged his passengers to hurry and
accepted everyone. The boat, however, was leaky. The hundred people with their bundles
were sailing to the other bank. They got across two thirds of the way with no problems. Then
there was too much water in the boat. A sudden gust of wind swayed the boat, which sank
immediately with all the passengers. It was late afternoon... The lake became a dreadful sight.
Forty-four people... children, girls, boys, the adults... drowned. The others managed to
disentangle themselves and get to the protruding trunks of dead trees. Soon it became dark
and the situation grew more horrible.”

“The first rescue boats came after two hours. People had to be separated by force. The
local villagers began to gather at the bank. For everyone this was a night of dread. On
Sunday, at about 10 a.m., the rescued people were taken back to the other bank, where they
were awaited by their families and relatives. My God... One old man found his daughter
among the rescued. He cried and kissed the hands of his saved child. Then the girl laid her
head in his lap and they wept together. Those who found the members of their families among
the living ones cried as well as those, who did not find them, our Fathers, called to the place
of the disaster wept as well as the policemen. In one family five people drowned: a mother
with a little baby, her son and two grown up daughters. | spent all week on the lake, helping
the poor people recover the bodies of their kin. This was very hard. When we got to the bank
in the boat there were heart-breaking scenes.

At Bondamunda

After four years of his stay in Kesramal, that is in 1968, Father Marian Zelazek was
given a new task by the local bishop. He was to organise a new missionary outpost in
Bondamunda.

‘Besides the souls eager for God, a small prayer room and a large construction site
there is nothing else. There is even no well, so necessary in this climate. The work at the new
outpost has already begun. I look into the future with hope, for I know I am not alone, but
with you. And with your help I will be building the new outpost,” wrote Father Marian to his
faithful missionary friends in Poland.

The hero of our story was fifty at that time. At that age many missionaries, tired by
their work, return to their homelands. They want to have a rest. This is understandable. But
Father Marian...? A friend from the time they were both clerics and then stayed in the
concentration camps said that Marian Zelazek is ‘hard’ like iron and firm. The Father himself
jokes that his very name is an obligation?. Yet those, who had the honour and pleasure to meet
him, talk about the mystery of the steadfastness of the Polish S.V.D. missionary. Trying to
grasp this elusive aspect of his personality in the testimonies of Father Zelazek’s friends, in
his life of a priest and a missionary, | inevitably recalled the words from the prayer of a
famous English convert Cardinal Newman: Dear Lord, help me to spread thy fragrance
everywhere | go. [...] Penetrate and possess my whole being so utterly that all my life may

2 A pun: the Polish name Zelazek has in its root the meaning of ‘iron’ (translator’s note)
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only be a radiance of thine. [...] Let me preach Thee without preaching, not by words, but by
my example, by the catching force, the sympathetic influence of what I do the evident fullness
of the love my heart bears to Thee. [...]

Yes, steadfastness, for the life and deeds of Father Marian radiated with Christ, were
characterised with the catching force of the sympathetic influence and revealed the presence
of the Saviour wherever he was. | am amazed by one aspect of the Father’s missionary letters,
both these written at the very beginning and the latest ones. | have not found in them a single
word of complaint, grumbling against the adversities of fate. For so many years, yet it would
be so natural, so human... Time and again, however, | found thanks directed to the Brethren
and other ‘missionary friends’ for their prayers in support and their participation in the
Christ’s “chain of love’ for the benefit of the mission and those, whom Father is helping in
India. This “‘chain’ has never been broken. On the contrary, it has been gaining strength and
expanding to Poland, the Czech Republic, Germany, Belgium, Holland, France, and other
countries. Yet it started and ended in India. There has always remained its main link: Father
Marian Zelazek. Are there any such faithful Christ’s witnesses, holy people, among us?

So Father Marian was starting again, so to speak, from a scratch. As if he had been a
young missionary. And yet, this was not the last time...

‘Dear Father,” wrote Father Zelazek to one of his Brethren in Poland. ‘I go here and
there serving the cause of our missionary schools... and | am building a new missionary
outpost at Bondamunda. At the moment | have to travel about fifteen kilometres to get there,
but I expect I’ll move there in a month’s time. In the connection with this new outpost |
would like to ask you for a favour. At Bonamunda there is a missionary school in a bad state
of disrepair. Could you, together with the missionary Friends, help me build a new one?’

In this way Father Marian initiated his ‘chain of love.” How did he develop it?

Let’s start with some facts. There was no drinking water, the school hut was about to
collapse. It was hot... every day the temperature exceeded forty degrees centigrade (the
newspapers said that on June 4, 1968, in two adjacent provinces there were one hundred
seventeen cases of fatal sunstroke), there were also 40 000 square metres of the construction
site and a small church. A heritage of an ordinary, rural missionary outpost, where, among
twenty thousand non-Christians there lived about one thousand Catholics. And there was to
appear another missionary station, or a parish, which was to be supervised later by a native
priest. Father Marian was to stay there for seven years, fulfilling the classical duty of a S.V.D.
missionary, a pioneer.

Soon a well was built, a large affair, five metres wide. This meant also that Father
Marian Zelazek was available at his new address: Catholic Church, Bondamunda, Orissa. The
well and a Catholic Church. We all know the picture from the Gospel, of the Samaritan asking
Lord Jesus at the well for the living water...

‘The beginning of a new missionary outpost always means rough living,” explains
Father Marian. ‘Until mid-June there was no place to hide from the heat of the day. The
problem existed only when the sun is up because on summer nights everyone sleeps outdoors
here. Now, in July and August things grow worse because of the rainy season. The existing
church serves as the only shelter against the continual rains. The tiny vestry is used as a
dining room and the parish office. The church nave is a bedroom at night. Almost like in the
saying: ‘at the bosom of Abraham’. | like this rough missionary life. | enjoy creating a new
outpost to prove the Everlasting God and the One who He sent to redeem the world, Jesus
Christ. A missionary must have a vision, but he must not be a dreamer. A bowl of plain and,
according to the local custom, not salted rice with some peas for dinner and a large admixture
of initial difficulties do not provide a good ground for dreams.’

He added, writing to his friends at home:
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“Your letters and parcels, your help through your memory, prayer, and gifts of money,
are a considerable support for me. Forgive me that | do not acknowledge your every letter and
every sign of help. There is one hour in each of my days, when | try to pay you back for your
kindness... Every morning, when you are still asleep, during the Holy Mass | present you, the
friends of a missionary, at the feet of the God’s Seat.’

Father Marian’s work at Bondamunda moved on... The Polish missionary knew very
well how important water is for ordinary people. For water is life. In March 1969, he wrote:

‘We are now digging a water reservoir of the area of 6 400 square metres. On the
average fifty people work there. This pond will be a real blessing for the nearby settlements,
which suffer very much from the lack of water. For their children this will be ‘paradise on
earth’ because they love splashing about in water.”

He could enjoy the fruits of his first work: in Hamirpur:

‘Last Sunday | went deep into the jungle to take part in the ceremony of conferring the
holy orders. Our bishop was conferring them on the deacon Paul Kongadi, once my pupil,
who was becoming a diocese priest. The jungle has never seen such an event. One of its
children, who used to run around it lantha, naked, was now, surrounded by three thousand of
the faithful, being ordained to be a priest. Imagine what such a new priest received from his
parish, with an area equal in size to a Polish bishopric, but only seven thousand souls living
on it. And thus he got: a goat (a real live one), a chalice, a bicycle, a typewriter, a small
portable harmonium, a fountain pen, underwear and clothes, a hockey stick. These gifts
required considerable sacrifice on the part of the benefactors. But people want it this way. It’s
their priest...’

That year there were three such ceremonies. For Father Marian and other early
missionaries this was the time of harvesting the first crops.

During all that time Father Marian was collecting money for building the school, a
new church, a chapel of Our Lady from Czestochowa, and a parish house. In that order. As he
wrote at that time, he could have begun to build the school but he was waiting until the local
Catholics had gathered some funds. For only in this way the school would become part of
their lives. That is why he built the new church first, in 1970.

‘We have a quite pretty church filled with the faithful on every Sunday and two little
rooms attached to it in which I live,” rejoiced Father Marian. ‘It is the rainy season now. The
mosquitoes bite very much. These spoilt creatures make music at night and try as they might
to get even into one’s nostrils. Outside, the frogs are conducting their concert in every rice
paddy... The flat is modest, but in comparison to the living conditions of other people it may
be called luxurious. Last Saturday and Sunday | was called, as a recognised ‘doctor if need
arises,” to the nearest village to see a sick man. It was Mansid, a Protestant, who turned out to
be suffering from diahorrea and acute pain in the stomach. He was lying in a bed of misery on
the ground. His wife died a few years ago so his eight-year-old daughter looked him after.
The hut was three metres long and as much wide, in fact it was part of a cowshed someone
mercifully allowed him to use. On the other side there was the cattle... there were no side
walls. Only the roof was quite good and protected him from the rain well. You can imagine
the misery of the ill man. | took him and his two daughters to our missionary hospital.’

Next year Father Marian built the chapel of Our Lady of Czestochowa and a strong,
brick primary school building, where children from the first to the seventh grade could learn
in five classrooms and two science labs. They also had access to the library. The headmaster
had his own room. The whole construction of the school cost 60 000 rupees. The benefactors
from Poland covered the majority of the costs. That is why the Polish missionary called it the
School of the Polish Millennium.

‘Whenever | look at it, my heart is beating with joy, and perhaps a bit with pride, that
something Polish like that appeared in Bondamunda,’” confesses Father Zelazek. ‘When the
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children were moving in from the old mud-brick school each of them kissed these dear fair
walls. One should see how these little ‘maharajas’ from the jungle behave in the new school:
nothing has been damaged so far and they look after it well.’

After leaving for Puri Father Marian built also the parish house... for his successor.
But earlier, in September 1973, he celebrated the silver anniversary of his priesthood. Twelve
Hindu priests concelebrated the anniversary Holy Mass. All of them were his pupils from the
missionary grammar school and the apostolic school.

‘In these years | was never alone,” he wrote in a letter to his missionary friends in
Poland. ‘I always felt the tangible protection of God and Our Lady. I also felt the love and
friendly help of my Polish Brethren, priests from Polish parishes, and my missionary Friends
from various lay circles in the faraway homeland. Together with you and thanks to you |
worked, built, helped the *simple people’ of this world. Without your spiritual and financial
support I would be like a vehicle abandoned on the road, having used up all its fuel.’

On June 1, 1975 Father Marian Zelazek left forever the diocese of Sambalpur in which
he had worked for twenty-five years. He did not leave India, however, but moved to another
diocese of Cuttack-Bhubenshwar, to Puri on the Gulf of Bengal, located six hundred
kilometres away from Bondamunda. It was not just a journey, which one can make in one day
by train. Father Marian had to part with twenty-five years of his life in the culture of
aboriginal people and enter a completely different world of orthodox Hinduism. Once again
he had to start from the scratch, and even more so than in 1968. He was then fifty-seven years
old. His whole parish was saying goodbye to him, the bell, “Hail Mary,” was tolling for the
first time in the just finished church belfry.

In the Holy Town of Puri
Outside the White Pagoda

This scene has not been recorded in any document. Perhaps it exists only in Father
Marian’s memory and my imagination. But it must have taken place, although nobody has
photographed it, described it, or made its drawing. When there are no records, one has to rely
on one’s imagination. There is no other choice. Although imagination can only supplement
the historical truth and must not be used instead of the scientific method, it is sometimes
invaluable, especially when there is nothing else to refer to. Just like for the moment when
Father Marian, soon after having arrived in Puri, for the first time found himself in front of
the main entrance to the Hindu temple, called the White Pagoda, whose patron is no other
than the great Lord Jagannatha, the Lord of Universe himself.

I am standing at the same place. Exactly the same or near it. A few metres’ difference
is immaterial. What matters is the panorama | can see. The same, which, twelve years ago,
was seen by Father Marian. | even have the impression that | am looking through his eyes. As
nothing has changed here the views we have seen must be similar: a tall gate and steps
leading inside, probably directly to the sanctuary. | said ‘probably’ because the gate and the
tall fence on its either side, and the wall surrounding the whole area of the temple make it
seem like a stronghold; they form a borderline which can not be crossed by a stranger. A
stanger means one of a different faith. Only the Hindus are permitted to enter. And not all of
them. The place is so holy that the untouchables can not come in. Neither Indira Gandhi or the
present Prime Minister, Rajiv Gandhi were allowed in. The powerful first woman of India
could not enter as a punishment for marrying a non-Hindu, and the present head man of the
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government, for his father, Feroze Gandhi, who was not a Hindu but a parsi, and for his wife,
a non-Hindu woman. Mahatma Gandhi, the Father of the Nation, would enter the temple but
only on condition that the untouchables could come in with him. Mahatma’s steadfastness
met with the hostile obstinacy of the Pandas, the temple priests. It is unheard of for a haris
(untouchable) to go inside to worship; the temple is one of the holiest in the whole of India.
Built in the 12th century, it is a chakram, a place favoured by gods, who made it emanate the
cosmic energy, so it is one of the points in the world which the Brahmins have to guard
against the profane. Indeed, the Temple of Jagannatha is a stronghold not only because of the
tall walls, which surround it. Its presence is a living symbol. Therefore it can not be tainted by
one who is of a different confession.

Next to me hundreds of people in multicoloured clothes are passing by. Some of them
are entering the temple and some of them are leaving it. There is no right-hand side or left-
hand-side traffic. The continual waves of pilgrims are guided by no other principle than to go
inside, get to the deity as close as possible, give the offering, bow to the mighty Lord of the
Universe, confer one’s problems to him, ask for some strength and luck in this life, or perhaps
for a better lot after death, in the next incarnation, if the gods decide that the soul should be
obliged to go back to the earth and get another chance of purifying itself and climbing to a
higher level of perfection, where it is closer to the absolute liberation and unification with the
Spirit of the Universe. Yes, the Universe. Jagannatha, the lord of this temple is its ruler. He
personifies the Cosmos, and all of us, whatever has been created, material or non-material,
movable and immovable, are his parts, elements, atoms.

I can imagine Father Marian standing in this crowd. The people surrounding him are
constantly moving. They walk, push, pass by, jostle. He is standing, so he is in the way of
those who are entering or leaving the temple. Nobody, however, pays attention to him. In the
holy places of India the pilgrims have got used to the tourists. They accept them, because they
know that tourists bring money. They accept and tolerate them, but always watch them
closely, especially in well-guarded places. Like here, in front of the Temple of Puri, where the
limits for the tourists’ curiosity have been clearly set, and none of them can be crossed. Father
Marian surely knows that. He knows that he may get closer to the entrance by a few paces
perhaps. But no farther. Indeed he would be immediately noticed and stopped by the special
guards.

Next to me and my wife, probably just like once next to Father Marian, there stands a
huge elephant with a painted ‘face’ and trunk. It has no tusks. The huge bulk of its back and
head resembling two adjoining boulders dominates over a large, impressionistic as it seems to
me, picture executed in the pointillist technique. Each dot is a head of a pilgrim, a beggar, a
street vendor, a passer by; a head either without headgear and therefore dark, or a head of
man, covered by a colourful turban, or of a woman in her sari. | can see all the possible
colours and hues. When one looks at this hive of activity from the terrace of the nearby
library the comparison is obvious: here is the vast palette God Jagannatha has prepared for
painting the universe. The colours and shapes are shifting just like their centuries-old rhythm.

One may say, not risking an error with respect to the laws of physics, that the universe
began when it was freed from immobility, when God brought to life the unanimated atom.
Since then everything has been spinning and hitting each other, creating new qualities. It is
also like that on the Earth, among the humans. Various civilisations and cultures come into
contact, fight, engulf, enrich one another; some die and other ones continue on the path of
their destiny. History is nothing else but a description of that continual movement. Only
occasionally as a result of a huge bloodshed it stops for a while to sum up its experiences and
get ready to cover another part of its aeons-old route.

A short, thin Brahmin is standing near the elephant, touching its trunk with his hand.
He is wearing only a white dhoti covering him from waist downwards. From his left shoulder
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hangs a poita - string - which indicates his caste affiliation. With a gesture of his other hand
he occasionally invites the pilgrims to make use of the opportunity and receive the blessing of
the elephant. The procedure is as follows: when the Brahmin receives the offering, which is
usually one rupee, the elephant casually, as it seems, and automatically lifts its trunk and
touches the head of the pilgrim with its moist nostrils. The gesture is supposed to ensure
strength and success in life. The pilgrims give it rice, fruit, and money. The animal eats the
rice and the fruit immediately, and gives the coins to the Brahmin. From time to time the
elephant defecates. The pilgrims always look forward to that moment. They touch the fresh,
steaming dung resembling rotten hay with their right hands and smear the mucus on their
foreheads.

Did the Brahmin guarding the elephant urge Father Marian to take the opportunity of
this blessing? | can’t say. Perhaps he did, perhaps he didn’t. When | approached them with
my camera ready, the Brahmin beckoned on me and said: ‘Give me one rupee and the
elephant will bless you.’

One rupee is approximately one fifteenth of a dollar. It’s nothing. When we came to
Puri we had been travelling across India and Nepal for several weeks. During that time we
visited many temples and were blessed by elephants several times, and we always paid the
traditional duty. | don’t know what came over me on that day, right in front of the Jagannatha
Temple but | protested.

‘Thank you,” | told the Brahmin. ‘It’s not a question of money, because this is a trifle,
but, you see, in my religion no money is requested to pay for God’s blessing.’

The Brahmin looked at me gravely and | saw a slight surprise in his eyes. He needed a
while to come to a conclusion. He put his hand on my shoulder and said:

‘All right. You are right.”

| have never experienced such a thing. Up till now I am incapable to explain the
Brahmin’s sudden acceptance of my point of view on the paid blessings.

The elephant can’t have understood this brief dialogue, but he clearly took in its
master’s gesture for he lifted its trunk and touched my head.

This brief ‘you are right’ said by the Brahmin is one more symptom of changes which
have been taking place in India for the recent fifty years. The statisticians have calculated that
during the recent forty years, that is since India regained independence, there has been a
greater progress in that country than in Europe during the recent one and a half century. |
have always been wary about the statisticians’ opinions, but in the case of India the changes
are indeed substantial. One may notice and record them even after a two years’ absence. Of
course, they do not take place everywhere, in every field and to the same extent. There are
places which haven’t changed for several hundred years and certainly, if no cataclysm
happens, will remain the same for the following centuries. One of such places is the
Jagannatha Temple in Puri, for its foundations are based on a dogmatic statement, on a
profound belief that what God has created nobody may change, for the minutest correction
could disturb the balance of the universe which the Gods have created, and as a result, a
cosmic catastrophe of its whole logical structure. The power this dogma exercises over human
minds and beliefs can be seen in these places on the map of India which the tradition and
history have claimed to be holy.

This dogma, this principle of the invariability of human lot is the key, which can open
the gate of the treasures of Hindu philosophy, created centuries ago. It had a decisive
influence on all the spheres of life of the majority of inhabitants of that country. It has had it
until today, despite the great pressure of modern technological ideas, which, for more than the
recent two hundred years, and especially in the recent decades, are painstakingly interweaving
modern patterns on the traditional web of nature of the Indian sub-continent, from the
Himalayas in the north to the southern Cape, devoted to Goddess Kanya Kumari, a virgin girl.
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At that Cape the philosopher Vivekananda, listening to the primeval waves of the great ocean
was trying to unravel the mysteries of his own conscience. It is probably there that, like all the
thinkers, he was asking the questions which nave no univocal answers. God speaks to people
in many ways and the crosses people have to carry are of different sizes. The Indians share
this belief, although they imagine them in a different way as their awareness arose from a
different background than ours: from the Asian steppes, Himalayan rocks and the fertile
valleys of Ganges and Jamuna.

Standing in the crowd Father Marian is aware also of that. Before he came to Puri, he
had stayed in India long enough to learn and understand various pulses of life here. If not, |
believe, he would not have stood on that day facing the stony castle of God Jagannatha, in the
shadow of a huge, white sikhara rising above the main sanctuary. Was he thinking the same
thoughts as I am now, namely that the Lord of the Universe, whose cult came to life more
than a thousand years ago right here, in Puri, has forgotten about something, that in his
contacts with people, in his concept of the human destiny there remained one vacant, yet not
peripheric place? A place for mercy, compassion and pity?

And now | think I know why Father Marian came to Puri. Not in order to challenge
the Jagannatha, so venerated here, nor to propose a philosophical debate or some
arrangement, and certainly not to steal a few of his believers. Father Marian came here to fill
the gap, to provide, with his embrace and his belief in the love of man for man, the missing
span in the bridge which the Hindu priests had built many years ago, leading from Brahma -
the Creator to the people, ensuring for themselves the exclusive rights for the mediation and
all the privileges connected with it. Can one reconcile the cult of the past with the progress?

I found the greatest number of answers to that difficult question here, in India. The
post-war technological revolution has caused a great acceleration of development. It
embraced also this country, all the spheres of life and all the disciplines of human thought.
Hunger has been mitigated, the food production has increased, hundreds of new schools,
scientific institutes, hospitals, houses, factories, roads, and bridges have been built; a great
number of public toilets and millions of taps with drinking water have been installed... And so
on, and so forth. The Indians are very gifted, especially in handicrafts and applied mechanics.
A village smith, using his primitive tools, can repair a car, the hands of five-six year old
children, working more than a dozen hours a day, twist the tobacco leaves to shape the
cheapest biri, the Indian drivers, famous for their quick reaction, ran almost all the transport
vehicles during the military operation at Monte Casino... Needless to say, these very drivers,
if they happen to hit a cow, when negotiating the incredibly crowded streets, make a hasty
escape lest they are torn to pieces by a fanatical crowd. In order easier to disappear in the
throng none of them wears a uniform. One more illustration of the Indians’ deftness: | have a
small bean, inside which there are twelve elephants sculpted in ivory!

And now an example of how the cult of the past is reconciled with progress in India:
next to a nuclear power plant and a modern airport, at which every hour land technologically
most advanced planes in the world, along a dusty road the potters are seated. And like all the
potters in the world they are making pots. But the ones here have not invented the wheel yet.
With their fingers they mould a lump of clay and create the bellies of the pots by slapping
them with wooden hammers. This scene belongs to the Neolithic times, when the oldest
device for pottery-making had not been devised. This scene and its modern surroundings
symbolise the contemporary India. If one disregards this example, one may find it impossible
to understand the Father Marian’s India.

Has anything changed in the place, where Father Marian is still standing? Nothing.
And | do not mean here the changes visible at the first glance, things like a new house instead
of a dilapidated hut or a concrete container which has replaced the traditional rubbish dump
located near the southern wall of the Jagannatha Temple, where cows, skeleton-thin goats,
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and mangy dogs are feeding. No. | mean the changes in human consciousness, things which
make modernity obvious to the average tourist at the first glance. And in the mentality of
people who come here there has been no change. Neither their minds nor their clothes, their
behaviour, or their faith have succumbed to modern civilisation. Some people are praying,
others carry the purchased offerings, still others are eating, promoting their wares, offering to
tell fortunes, selling horoscopes and coins, making baskets, embroidering. There are also
disabled people among them: an almost bare boy, smeared with ash and covered with amulets
Is sticking out his tongue pierced with a metal shaft; a leper with white film over his eyes is
pushing a wooden cart with another leper, showing fingerless hands and toeless feet. The
unhealed wounds are putrid and attract swarms of shiny flies. Someone cried in pain, another
in warning, still another, out of a sudden joy. Some spit the saliva red from chewing betel,
others defecate not bothering about privacy, still others are cleaning up, children and women
of the untouchables collect fresh dung for fire with their unprotected hands, the crowd is
rippling and shifting, once thickening and then dwindling slightly, bicycle- and motor
rickshaws are moving here and there, cars are pushing through, a few cows are lying,
complacently chewing the refuse they have eaten, one is in labour, next to her a bull is
covering a cow, two mangy dogs are fighting over a bone, the crowd gives way to a slowly
walking elephant, in a nearby garage two half-naked boys are repairing a dented car, someone
Is carrying a blaring stereo, yet one who believes that cars and stereos are considered here as
signs of modernity is mistaken: they do not count at all, they have not changed anything here,
this crowd, this melee of people and animals is primeval, everlasting, and immortal.

About ten thousand pilgrims arrive at Puri every day and during the Jagannatha
Festival their numbers increase to one million. God guarantees them, when they have taken
the ritual bath and made the offering, to absolve the sins they have committed during their
whole lives.

In this story there are two main heroes: God Jagannatha and Father Marian. The God
will be the first to be presented. It is obvious. He was here one thousand years earlier. Then
the turn of Father Marian will come. And also of the background, which all the time will be
the landscape of India with its complex but fascinating structure and unique colours and hues.

At the Hindu Pantheon

God Jagannatha can be found at the Hindu Pantheon. That place is very crowded, for it
is occupied by several thousand gods and goddesses, endowed with different characteristics
and fulfilling various duties. The highest in rank, as he is the main creator of all of us, is
Brahma, the bodiless incarnation of cosmic creative energy. Brahma, together with Vishnu
and Siva make up the triad of the most important gods. Yet the importance of each of them
has been changing and depended both on the historical period, the attitude of thinkers-
interpreters, and on the place on the map of India. Today Vishnu and Siva are competing for
priority. Their followers may be recognised by the way they paint their foreheads. Those who
believe in Vishnu’s superiority can be distinguished by the sign of a trident in contrast to the
Sivaites, who demonstrate their cult of Siva by three horizontal lines painted with fingers with
ashes from a burnt offering. Vishnu is the protector of the whole world and his wife, Lakshmi,
the goddess of wealth. Their cult ensures one with clothing, well-being, and support in
realising one’s intentions. Siva is often presented as a man with three faces. They symbolise
the three possibilities a man has: to create, to destroy, and to care for what has been created.
Siva’s wife, Parvati, embodies the eternal ideal of femininity. She has no particular divine
attributes but has been endowed with other quite satisfactory values: never-ending joy and
youth. Inasmuch as Siva is often angry, Parvati has always a smile on her face.
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Both these gods, Vishnu and Siva have an unusual vitality. One personality was not
enough for them, so from time to time they incarnated into other persons, creating so-called
avatars. For example, Vishnu gave life to eight other gods. The last one was the dark-skinned
Prince Krishna, born about a thousand years ago in Mathur, a shepherd and hero in one
person, very much liked by the Indians, for he possessed a great erotic ebullience and
inventiveness. A certain modern faction of Hindus have put Krishna on the highest pedestal in
the hierarchy, and the god has also gained a certain popularity in the circles of frustrated with
their surfeit young people in some highly industrialised western countries, for there is the
same horror vacui among all civilisations. The Hindus believe that Vishnu will soon return to
the Earth, this time as a knight on a horse.

Perhaps... | say ‘perhaps’ because there are no written sources, or at least | have never
found them... the appearance of Jagannatha’s cult in Orissa was caused by some missing link
in the religious tradition. Jagannatha has close connections with Prince Krishna. Like in the
case of almost every Hindu god, also his legend included both the earthly and mystic
elements. Originally he was venerated as Nila Madhava. According to the legend, a long time
ago there ruled in Malwa, central India, a king called Indradyumna. He heard that many
Hindus believe in the cosmic trinity, that is Brahma, Vishnu, and Siva. King Indradyumna
developed a strange and unusual wish to capture God Vishnu in his most perfect form. One
night, he dreamt that God Vishnu may appear in his most wonderful form in Utkala, a place
now called Orissa. He sent there the brother of the royal priest, called Vidyapati, to find that
place and let him know what he had learnt. After a prolonged search Vidyapati discovered
that God Vishnu, known under a bizarre name of Nila Madhawa, was venerated somewhere
up the hill, in a thick forest, in the form of a wooden statue with an unusual shine. Vidyapati
also learned that Nila Madhawa was a family deity of Viswavasu, the head of an aborigine
tribe. The place of cult was kept secret and Viswavasu refused to reveal it even when
Vidyapati married his daughter. Finally, after many entreaties of his beloved daughter,
Viswavasu covered his son-in-law’s eyes and led him to a cave in the hill, where Nila
Madhawa was venerated. When they were going through the wood, Vidyapati managed to
drop some mustard seeds. After a few days the seeds sprouted and Vidyapati easily found the
way to the lonely cave.

Vidyapati returned to Malwa and related his story to the king Indradyumna, who
immediately set off for Orissa. Unfortunately, when he arrived in the holy land, he discovered
that Nila Madhawa had disappeared. Deeply saddened Indradyumna received an order from
the god to go to the seashore in Puri. There he will find - went the mysterious message - a
large piece of wood which will be floating on water. This holy log is to be made into the
figure of Jagannatha, who is no one else than the real God Vishnu.

Everything went according to the God’s will and the log, pulled out from water was
ready to be turned into the statue of Jagannatha. But who was to sculpt it? Since no one could
say they had seen Vishnu, no one could say how God Vishnu should be presented in his most
perfect form. Finally Vishnu took pity on his worshipper and appeared in front of him
adopting the shape of an old carpenter. According to his divine suggestion it was decided that
he would stay together with the log in a closed room for twenty one days and will carve the
figure of the god. The carpenter gave a strict warning that under no circumstances should he
be disturbed or the door of the room opened. After fifteen days the queen Gundicha, who had
a very tender heart, could not resist the temptation and convinced the king to open the door,
for it seemed to her that the carpenter might have died, as she didn’t hear any sound coming
from the inside of the room. When, at the king’s order, the doors were opened, the carpenter
was not there but only three unfinished wooden statues.
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In this form Jagannatha, his brother, Balabhandra, and his sister, Subhadra, have been
venerated till today. At the legendary hill the Jagannatha’s temple was erected, the White
Pagoda of Puri.

The legend is in accordance with the Vedic tradition. God Jagannatha is also venerated
as Daaru Brahma. In Sanskrit Daaru means ‘tree, log’ and Brahma means ‘“the spirit pervading
everything,” a universal life force, god of gods. The idol of Jagannatha is made of a log, yet it
is not the shape carved in wood that is the object of cult. The essence of Brahma is not visible
in Jagannatha, it is inside his body-figure. In the part of the log which represents its middle
there is an opening in which there is a box containing something unknown. Therefore the
wooden figure holding Brahma is called Daaru Brahma. And this is the greatest mystery.

Although Puri was occupied by foreign troops many a time, the holy figures escaped
destruction, for whenever the danger appeared they were carried through a tunnel, considered
to be the longest in the country and leading to a lake located twenty kilometres away from
Puri, and taken to a safe place. In this way they were protected against desecration. In some
cases, when it was difficult to carry all the figures, only Daaru Brahma was taken away.

There are many ideas about the ‘invisible object’ in the box. Some say this is a
Buddha’s tooth, others that a figurine of Vishnu cut in a precious stone, still others claim that
this is a very rare kind of saalagrama silla, a piece of black stone venerated as the equivalent
of God Vishnu.

The fourth view seems the most important: according to the poems, written in Orissa
four centuries ago, and also on the basis of a very popular tradition, one may believe that the
mystery of Jagannatha is ‘a piece of bone of God Sri Krishna,” who was burnt by Pandawas
after he had been killed by Yar Sawar. Thus some believe that the box placed in the belly of
the Jagannatha’s figure holds the burnt remains of Krishna, and inside the figures of
Balabhandra and Subhadra there may be the saalagrama, the black stone.

Father Marian explains this mystery in his own way: it reflects the subconscious
expectation of the Indians of the arrival of a true God, the Saviour of the world. Their
awaiting for the next incarnation of Vishnu resembles in some way the hope for the coming of
Messiah.

The Jagannatha festival takes place in June or July. The wonderful, beautifully
decorated chariots are destroyed after the celebrations, for what has once been offered to the
god can not be used for the second time. The idea to keep the chariots and make them out of
metal, so as to save the expense, has not been accepted by the society. The tradition has to be
maintained or the gods may feel offended.

A few more words about the mystery of Jagannatha.

Every ten or twelve years all the three wooden figures are destroyed. They are dropped
into a deep well in the temple. Before that three new identical statues are made. Each of them
has a kind of an apron covering its belly. Inside there are metal boxes, each locked with tree
keys. The keys are kept by the highest priests of the temple. Nobody knows what is inside
these boxes. But the legend goes on to say that whoever even touches the mystery, will soon
die. That is why, during the ceremony of replacement of the figures, the priests call three very
old men and allow them to touch the thing which is inside, but do not let them see it. The
ancients who had the honour for the price of the awareness that their lives are soon to come to
an end say that the ‘something’ is soft and seems to be covered with fur.

The Jagannatha Temple has sixteen categories of the pandas, or priests, divided
according to the tasks they perform. They come from families which traditionally inherit the
duties in the temple. The deal with various things: the ritual, household, administrative,
organisational, and publicity matters. The pandas keep in touch with Father Marian; they
come to him for medical treatment. Together with their families there are about sixteen
thousand people, or even more, associated with the temple. One of them was cast out from his
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family for being mentally disturbed. Father Marian has cured him and now, whenever he
passes by in his car, the boy greets him joyfully.

The pudjari panda, the priest who gives the god the offerings brought by the pilgrims,
IS very important. Each village, each area, or even single rich families have their own panda
in the temple. The pandas remind about that to the arriving pilgrims at the railway or coach
station. As the intermediaries between the people and the god they are greatly respected in the
society although they always demand money, even when the pilgrim brings flowers or fruit as
an offering. Well, maintaining sixteen thousand priests and their families is expensive. And to
ask why the priests do not partake in any charity activities, why do they not help in building
hospitals, houses for the disabled, or schools, seems tactless, at best.

Brother, can | help you?

And here is the other hero of our story: Father Marian.

How clearly can | see his shape, not only at the check board of the streets of the town
of Puri, not only at the background of the magnificent landscape of the state of Orissa, not
only at the altar of a church in a Catholic mission, but also at the background of a huge map
of India, the country where me and my wife have spent sixteen months, covering a route of
about nineteen thousand kilometres. Father Marian devoted his life for this country. This land
has become his destiny.

The street leading from the Jagannatha temple to the Catholic church is not very wide
and relatively straight. On its either side there are small, narrow, dilapidated houses with little
balconies. Their ground floors, over the gutter, hold shops with additional stalls and verandas.
On the right side there a few workshops situated one next to another. The artisans-artists
working there make wooden figures of various sizes representing Jagannatha and his siblings,
paint them, and put them outside to dry. On the left there are shops with textiles, with
household goods, food stores, chemist’s shops, and other ones. There is one unusual thing:
one can buy sweets at the chemist’s. The locals mix with the pilgrims. Continually ringing,
bicycle and motor rickshaws, large oxen drawn carts, motorbikes and cars, push their way
through the crowd. How is it possible that such a narrow street can hold so many people,
vehicles and cows, remains the mystery of India.

Father Marian passed a small square at which four narrow streets cross, made still
narrower by heaps of rotting rubbish and on his left he has a small sanctuary devoted to the
holy ape, Hanuman, who helped king Rama in his fight with the demon, and get back his
kidnapped wife. In this very place, going past the entrance to the temple, Father Marian
noticed an old man lying on the ground. He headed towards him and leant over him. The
man’s eyes were closed and his hand clutched a bent stick. His lips whispered some
undistinguishable words.

‘Can | be of help to you, brother?

The eyes of the old man brightened, his lips trembled.

‘Oh yes, brother, help me stand up.’

Supported by Father Marian the old man rose. His right hand held on to the stick.

‘Are you ill?” asked Father Marian.

‘No, I’m all right, but thank you. I lied down but for a moment and fell asleep. | have
come to the temple from far away. Tell me, is it close?’

‘O yes, it’s very close. Just walk along this street and you’ll soon see it.”

“Thank you, brother, for your good news,’ said the old man and blessed Father Marian
with his clasped hands.

Father Marian went on towards the church. Passing the shoemakers’ shops on the left
he suddenly realised that his temple is so close to the Jagannatha’s sanctuary that this very
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fact seems in itself to be a beginning of a dialogue. Yes, but one needs two partners to hold a
conversation. So far the Catholic church was silent. The thousand year long monologue of the
Lord of the Universe was going on. Before Father Marian reached his church, he knew that he
had to ask Jagannatha a few questions.

The premises of the Catholic mission looked more than modest. The area, enclosed
with a fence was covered with wild bushes and weeds. Hidden among palm trees there was a
little church, or rather a chapel with plaster peeling off its dirty walls. In some windows there
was no glass. Father Marian went inside and smelt mustiness. He knelt in front of the main
altar and tried to pray. In vain. His Poznan upbringing made him hate disorder and
negligence. Feeling that the heat and tiredness were making him sleepy, he left the chapel and
went to the room in the lean to. When he opened the door two large rats, apparently surprised
by the presence of the intruder, slowly descended from the table to the floor and ran to their
burrows. The proximity of rats did not let Father Marian fall asleep. The animals were noisy,
as if they were trying to tell the human being who are the real masters of the place. This night
will not be easy, thought Father Marian, recalling his experiences from the first months after
his arrival to India. He lied in bed, closed his eyes, and repeated the word God several times,
trying to make himself pray. Whenever he said: God he felt the increasing sense of loneliness
and desertion.

‘I am just a weak, ordinary man,” he whispered. ‘If you don’t help me...”

He opened his eyes and sat up. He felt some new idea was materialising in his head
and believed he could not receive it lying prone. He put on his shoes and stood up. Although
it was hot outside, he wanted to breathe some fresh air. It was four o’clock. He left the tiny
room. He closed the door and headed for the sea. After more than a dozen minutes he heard
its whisper. Incessant and primeval. The same from the beginning of time. At a place near a
crossroads, where the Baptists had built a red brick chapel on a small sandy hill he saw the
ocean, and among its waves, several fishing boats with triangular sails resembling the shark’s
fins. The setting sun made the sails seem red, and the same colour was reflected in the frothy
surface of the water.

Father Marian sat on the dune and took off his shoes. He dug his aching toes in the hot
sand. From the ocean there came some fresh, humid breeze. It was a relief. Father Marian
looked at the sun. Its orange sphere was terminating its daily route over the horizon on the
right, almost in the same place, where the sculpted with houses seafront was touching the
water. And then, coming, as it seemed from the setting sun in the full glory of its tropical
redness, the words appeared in Father Marian’s consciousness and began to form a clear
sequence of thoughts:

Lord, make me an instrument of Thy peace;
Where there is hatred, let me sow love;
Where there is injury, pardon,

Where there is error, the truth;

Where there is doubt, the faith;

Where there is despair, hope;

Where there is darkness, light;

And where there is sadness, joy.

O Divine Master,

Grant that I may not so much seek
To be consoled, as to console;

To be understood, as to understand;
To be loved as to love.
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For it is in giving that we receive;
1t is in pardoning that we are pardoned;
And it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.

His eyes filled with tears of gratitude, for in the words of this Franciscan prayer God
allowed him to find himself again. He did not even notice when the sun sank into the ocean.
Feeling internal peace he sat a little longer, looking ahead and then rose. Strengthened in
spirit he decided to talk immediately with Mother Julia, the mother superior of the local house
of the Sisters of Charity. He also felt now that he was hungry.

When two weeks earlier he had agreed - as the first of the Divine Word priests - to
take over the new mission in Puri, he realised that this decision would completely change his
life. His long-lasting work with the Adivasis, which albeit painstaking, brought satisfaction
for one could clearly see its results, could not be compared with what Father Marian was
going to do here. After having to do with the aborigines, people of great simplicity, he was
now to deal with the self-confident Brahmins, sure of their social position. Their place in the
society was sacrosanct. Invulnerable, for this caste was the oldest in the country, the closest to
the Lord of the Universe. He was also to see eye to eye with a number of other people living
here for generations and representing some higher castes, people who all the time stressed
allegiance to the sanathan dhormo religion, or the confession with no beginning or end. It is
at these early moments that the idea of creating a forum for discussion came to Father
Marian’s mind. A forum where one could meet the Hindus and present them the principles of
the Christian faith. Before leaving for Puri, he often feared the encounter with this powerful
and unknown entity with whom he would have to talk on equal footing. This simple human
fear sometimes even prompted him to give up. What helped him to persevere was his
peasant’s toughness, the Polish spirit. The spirit of his two steadfast compatriots from the
Poznar region: Michat Drzymata and Slimak, the main hero of the novel Placéwka [The
Outpost]®.

The gate to the Sisters’ house bears two simple crosses. On the right there is a tablet
saying: Sisters of Charity - Dharmadham - Puri. In Sanskrit Dharmadham means ‘the holy
place of compassion.” Father Marian rang the bell.

‘I am the new priest,” he introduced himself to a dark Sister in a white robe.

‘Namaste, padre,” replied the Sister with a smile and added: ‘Mother Superior is
expecting you.’

Father Marian crossed a small garden full of flowers and went into the waiting room.
He sat in a wicker chair and was about to stretch his legs, but caught himself in time. That
would be impolite. After a moment’s waiting Mother Julia came in, in the company of an
elderly nun. She extended her hand in greeting.

‘I’m so glad, Father, that you have come to us, for recently... Pray, stay seated, you’re
probably dog tired. My God!” she exclaimed. *You must be starving, too. When did you
arrive?’

“This afternoon. | had to change trains in Bhubaneshwar. The train from Calcutta was
a bit late.’

‘Have you taken your things to your place?’

‘l only have a small suitcase.’

‘Well then,” said Mother Julia. “Would you like a drink before dinner? A glass of
orange juice perhaps?’

“Yes, please.’

% Written by Bolestaw Prus
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“The dinner will be ready in an hour’s time. Can you wait that long? I think you’ve got
a lot to tell me. I was looking forward to meeting you. Oh, here’s your drink, and please, do
try these cakes. We bake them ourselves. Some of our guests have even liked them. You must
be very careful about your health in this climate,” she cautioned, ‘or you’ll not last too long.’

They had a long conversation. During the dinner, after Father Marian had satisfied his
hunger and thirst, he wanted to joke that he hadn’t come here to be served, but to serve. But
he didn’t. Suddenly he gained certainty of what he had had only an inkling. All that God had
in store for him was already beginning to happen. Then, at that very moment.

Going back to his place he wished for one thing only: that it had already been
tomorrow.

The shore of the Bengal Gulf near Puri has a bizarre shape. The whim of geology
makes one confuse the geographic directions. It seems that the sun rises in the north and sets
in the south. One can not shake off this feeling even after a long stay. The sunsets and
sunrises, on the other hand, are very regular with only a few minute’s difference between the
summer and winter. At 5.10 a.m. the Hindu god Rama emerges from the ocean and at 5.10
p.m., he sinks back into it, but on the opposite side of the shore.

Luckily, Father Marian’s windows look out to the west so he may sleep a few minutes
longer. But not any more. For Father Marian has an alarm clock set in his heart. This alarm
clock is wound by the events of the previous day. Things to be sorted out, problems to be
solved. Immediately. Most of them have no file number but all of them have a human face.
The face with the expression of hope and expectation on it.

It is a November day, warm and sunny, as usual at this most merciful season.
Yesterday Father Marian returned form Hydrabad, where he took part in a major conference
on the treatment and care of people with leprosy. He went there together with Doctor Wanda
Btenska who has been curing the lepers in Uganda for thirty five years and who is one of the
world experts on the disease. The distance from Hydrabad to Puri exceeds one thousand
kilometres. One has to change trains twice. Such a journey means about twenty hours on a
train, sitting on tough benches of second class compartments, connected with each other, so
not allowing anyone to dissociate themselves from the noisy crowd of the Indian co-
passengers. Well, but now it belongs to the past. Father Marian thought for a while whether
he ought to phone the Sisters of Charity and ask about the health of the doctor, who, although
very fit for her age, is often ill after sitting in a draught, change of climate or discomforts of
numerous journeys. She also suffers very much when she has to fly a plane and although she
often has to use this means of transportation it is very hard for her every time. When she
recently came to Puri she had a temperature of 40°C. That is how her organism reacted to the
sudden change of climate.

‘Should 1 call her or not?” wonders Father Marian, but finally he comes to the
conclusion that it is too early.

Father Marian closes his eyes. He thanks God that He allowed him to wake up again to
begin another day of work in His name, and then he allows memories to take him over for a
short while. Although almost a year has passed since the day when the new church,
presbytery and parish house were consecrated, he sometimes found it hard to believe. At such
moments he usually recalled the first days after his arrival in Puri.

The mission looked miserable. The chapel was almost a ruin and its roof threatened
with collapse at any moment. There were two little rooms adjacent to the chapel: the office
and the vicar’s private ‘apartment.” This living space was occupied by Father Marian and the
rats. He operated during the day, they, at night. The walls and beams in the roof were rotten.
In the tropical zone each substance, also the inorganic ones such as stone or concrete,
decomposes much more quickly than in the moderate or dry climate. As soon as the light
went out the rats ferreted among the books, ran across the table, burrowed into personal
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belongings, not inhibited in any way by the presence of the host, as if they wanted to suggest
that it is their home and he is the intruder. In the rainy season it was in vain to shift the bed in
search of a relatively dry place. The roof leaked everywhere. Father Marian had to open his
umbrella and cover himself with a waterproof coat.

‘It’s been almost twelve years,” thinks Father Marian, not knowing whether this is
‘already’ or ‘only’ twelve years, and to get rid of that question he gets up. Quickly,
decisively, so as not to hear the voice tempting him to nap a little longer. He draws the
curtains and notices a man squatting at the gate to the mission.

Father Marian goes out of the house, the man sees him and raises. He has a staff in his
hand. He’s a sadhu, a wandering beggar. That’s what he appears to be at the first glance.
Long hair, a beard, dusty canvas shoes, a staff. Father Marian gets closer and recognises the
newcomer. Indeed, it is a sadhu, but one out of necessity, not of choice. First of all, he is very
tired. This shows. For he is old. And he is a leper. He came from Punjab, which is on the
western side of the Himalayas, from that most turbulent state in modern India. On his
mutilated, toeless feet he covered... if by train then huddled between two privies, if on foot,
with his hand outstretched to beg... more than three thousand kilometres. This morning he has
reached his destination. It was still dark when he stopped at the main gate to the temple of
another faith and did not have the courage to go in. Not that he feared that other God - he
knows that there is one God only - but because from the time he was here last time this place
has changed considerably. Then the construction works had just started, now it was finished.
In the first rays of sunshine he saw a beautiful elevation of the new church topped with a
simple cross, reaching to heaven. This symbol, so clearly stressed, has made a great
impression on him. The man had thought for a long time why he was so fascinated and at the
same time baffled by the sign of the cross, as if it wished to remind him of something, or was
requesting something. But the beggar was too tired to analyse his feelings. When he has left
he will have plenty of time to think. Now what matters is the reason why he came here all that
way. He sat at the gate of the Catholic parish, worried that perhaps Father Marian, that panda
of the Christian god, who looked after his now teenage son, was not there. The boy - for him
he is still a boy - does live in an orphanage and is maintained by the state but Father Marian
has his whole future in his hands. And that is why the beggar came to Puri today, to make
certain about that future. Had Father Marian been away he would have learned when he
would be back and waited, living off whatever the god-abiding pilgrims going to the
Jagannatha temple would toss to him. There are many beggars at the temple, but there ought
to be a place for one more.

Father Marian is in. He’s coming towards him. He has recognised him.

‘Jojo Jitsu,” begins the beggar shyly in Hindi.

‘Jisunkor Jojo,” replies Father Marian in Oriya and asks him to his office. He makes
tea, offers his visitor some biscuits, and begins the conversation. He is well aware what worry
has brought his guest: the boy. He is his only object of care. His wife died, the other children
have become independent, and the man, being a leper, has been chased out of his native
village and probably will never come back. What for? To beg his neighbours for some food,
suffer their disgust and scorn? He’d better go away on his mutilated legs. Indeed, he is
already a sadhu, a wandering beggar, who in order to deserve a better life in his next
incarnation, has given up all the material things and the conceit of life and set off together
with his reflections on a beggar’s trail. Somewhere on that way in a place known only to God
himself his heart will stop beating forever. The hour when this will happen is coming and it
has been designated for him at the very beginning of the universe.

He came to Father Marian, a Christian, a man of a foreign confession, and not to his
own panda, for he knows that the Hindu priests are not to give but to receive. Walking along
the road he had plenty of time to wonder whether they do believe in their gods despite being
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so close to them. They touch the holy statues, they sprinkle them with coconut milk, they pour
melted butter on them, dress them, and incense them.

His son is sixteen. He is one of the several hundred children supported by the
sponsorship programme, i.e., extending care at a distance, a kind of indirect adoption. This
sort of help for the poorest was initiated by Mother Theresa of Calcutta, but Father Marian
gives it an individualised dimension. He sends a photo of the child with a brief description of
their situation to the faraway Holland and there this poor Indian child is ‘adopted’ by some
Dutch family, who send 80 rupees, that is about 5 to 6 dollars, a month to their bank account.
In this way, after a few years a considerable sum of money will be accumulated, for which
one will be able to buy even a motor rickshaw if the bank gives a credit. With Father Marian’s
reference this is a formality. Many boys consider the job of a rickshaw driver, for although
the competition is huge, there are more and more people in India, and one will always be able
to make a modest living in this job. The girls embraced by the programme of remote care
think of buying a sewing machine or a small loom. The money on the bank account
supervised by Father Marian may also be used as a dowry, an proof of one’s value for the
future spouse. Having something as precious as even a modest dowry one may set up a family
and gain respect of the others, which is very important. It is bad when a girl enters her
husband’s family having only the clothes she is wearing...

The sponsorship programme embraces the children of the lepers in the colony, the
children for whom Father Marian, again with the help of his Dutch friends, built a beautiful
modern school three years ago and then expanded it and made still more attractive in the
following year.

This programme is not the only kind of help Father Marian is dealing with. For it has
proved that the well-to-do countries, the populations of which consist mainly of citizens of
Christian denomination are not immune to the suffering and needs of the people living in the
countries which are either delayed in their development or are developing with difficulty for
they are burdened with various difficulties. It should be stressed that these affluent people
who are willing to help do not suggest that their charges are to blame for their poverty and
backwardness. It is the task of the economists, anthropologists, and politicians to find who is
responsible, not for the altruists, the kind-hearted. They help because they wish to express
their solidarity and bond with the citizens of the world. They extend their aid individually or
through associations and societies which make their actions more effective. And so the Save a
Family Plan, an association composed of the citizens of Canada and the USA, is helping
fifteen families in Puri through the Father Marian’s intermediation. It pays each of them about
100 rupees a month. The international organisation, Mother and Child, cooperates with the
Sisters of Charity and at certain intervals hands down food and clothes for the families of the
lepers. They are distributed after an earlier screening and are a considerable help allowing the
people who are in particularly difficult circumstances to survive. Thanks to the American
Catholic organisation, C.R.S., Catholic Relief Society, the Catholic church in Puri may extend
aid to almost 600 poorest families in that town who every month get so-called rations: a
certain amount of edible oil, bulgura, or corn, and powdered milk. The aid of the same
organisation allows the church to carry out a programme of help to mothers and little children
called Mother and Child Feeding. Similarly, the Association Poor People embraces with its
help 26 inhabitants of Puri selected from the group of the most needy.

What is the most important, however: Father Marian does not wait for those in need to
come to him, although, of course, there are also many such people. He tries to find them
himself in his vicinity but also in places located at a distance. He checks all the information
he gets, for example, about a woman with children who has been deserted by her husband,
about a family left homeless because their house burnt down, about a mysterious disease
which Kills children in a certain district of the town. He extends his particular care to people
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who suffered from some kind of disaster. When there was an accident, a tragedy, which these
people are not able to deal with, with respect to which they are simply helpless. They can not
count on any other help, for the Indians are generally not very sensitive to the suffering of the
others. The allowance, paid once or regularly, depends on Father Marian’s conscience. The
single allowance is from 10 to 100 rupees and the money is paid either immediately or on set
days and in this case with the help of a parish employee or a Sister of Charity. The
beneficiaries acknowledge the receipt of money usually with their fingerprint. The whole
procedure is carried out in the atmosphere of tension, wails, complaints, or even shrieks.
These people talk about themselves, about their woes, their plight and about their neighbours,
sometimes they exaggerate their poverty. They know that Father Marian will not refuse them
or send them away, at least he will listen to them. Their faces, their thin bodies, their tattered
clothes are the testimonies of their poverty, or even destitution. They realise that there are
many people in need but they always believe that their own situation deserves the greatest
sympathy. All of them, after having received their allowance, ask for more.

They know they are helped by a guru of a foreign religion, good, merciful, caring, and
understanding... they would seek such qualities in vain among their own officials or priests.
These poor people come for help to the Catholic church. Why not to someone else? But who?
Are there any state or private charity organisations? Yes, there are, but few and not
particularly active. The rich believe that the poor have brought their misfortunes upon
themselves in this life or in some previous incarnation.

A charity programme at such a scale can not be carried out using Saint Brother
Albert’s methods, that is knocking on the single doors of human conscience. A few sponsors
from abroad, who regularly fulfil their commitments, is not enough. Some of the money he
needs Father Marian gains for his medical advice, from selling coconuts, or gets for the things
he does for the wealthier citizens of the town or farmers from the nearby villages. The
recipients send letters to their benefactors, whom they have never seen and are even not able
to imagine, from time to time, for example, before Christmas - a few words of thanks on
special cards. They draw blossoms, hearts, sunflowers. Often they make only a drawing
because they can not write. Sometimes children help their parents scribble a few words in
English. Father Marian sends out these messages, although it costs quite a lot, especially as
the postal tariffs often go up, to these countries which for the Indians are just as exotic and
unimaginable as India is for the distant receivers of these letters.

So... someone has seen a photo, another read an article in a newspaper, or by
coincidence saw a documentary on TV, someone learnt about it while visiting their friends, or
perhaps strayed during a tourist excursion and went a few steps in an unintended direction.
Perhaps, out of sheer boredom, turned on the radio and heard an appeal and his heart - who
would dare say that it was not so - was touched by God’s finger, and that heart did not remain
uncaring... Someone might be trying to pay back a debt of gratitude for having a child’s live
saved, for an averted disaster, or perhaps someone felt a surge of joy because of a successful
business deal... Who knows? Or may be it was the outcome of man’s natural kindness and
sensitivity to someone else’s misfortune? Someone has decided to help and with his readiness
has inspired the others, his friends or acquaintances, for there are always people able to feel
gratitude. And probably this is most often how such a chain of goodwill is formed, the links
of which are made up of human sensitivity, hardened by the awareness possessed by
everyone, but especially the rich, of the ever present danger and fragility of all that is material
and depends on the economic situation. So perhaps some people try to buy with their charity
the peace of their own conscience or the unknown destiny, by giving a bribe to the fate...

I never asked Father Marian of what religion the people from so many countries in the
world are who help him so much in giving the daily testimony of the Gospel by their
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commiseration, love, and mercy for the lonely, disabled, deserted, and children. For | know
that it is the action that counts, for ‘by their deeds, you shall know them.’

‘I am well aware,” wrote John Paul Il in Castel Gandolfo on September 12, 1982, ‘that
in every human being in need, in a specific way, there resides Christ and that each of us is
obliged to meet the Christ who lives in our every brother in need and every sister in need.’

A Day in Father Marian’s life

A beggar is walking along the street. It is hard to say whether he is a professional or
not, and whether he has anywhere to go. May be he himself has decided to lead life like this
or perhaps he was forced to it. There are plenty of such people. His right foot is wrapped in a
dirty cloth. A leper? No. He must have hurt himself somewhere, perhaps a dog bit him, and
the dust of the streets mixed with the bacteria from the dung has done the rest. The man stops
in front of the Mission gates. He knows that this is a temple of a foreign God, but goes in,
limping. In the yard he meets a young man, who has just gone out of the library. He asks him
a question and the young man gestures at the parish house. Father Marian is standing at the
doorstep. He approaches the newcomer. They greet and exchange a few words. Father Marian
goes back inside. The man follows him with his gaze. Father Marian comes out with a shirt.
He gives it to the beggar. Then he reaches into his right pocket and takes out a five-rupee
banknote. The beggar thanks him and is about to leave, but Father Marian takes him by the
arm and leads to the left. They walk past the main entrance to the church, into the shadow of
the palm trees. Through the back door they go into the infirmary named after Blessed Arnold
Janssen, the founder of the Society of the Divine Word. Doctor Mahapatra is talking to a
patient: it’s a woman holding her little son in her lap. Father Marian and the beggar walk past
them, and go into the dispensary, that is to a little room nearby. Father asks the nurse, a Sister
of Charity to look after the beggar’s maimed foot. Then he goes back to his office, but on the
way he pats the woman’s little son’s head. Doctor Mahapatra pretends not to see that. He is a
doctor, not a comforter of the afflicted. He does not like to show that he has a heart not only
brain. But everyone knows that anyway.

The white ambulance with the red cross and the words “Patients with leprosy are our
friends’ written on its side, a gift for the Mission from the ASTI Group from the town of
Udine in Italy is well known in Puri and its neighbourhood. The passers-by often greet it by
raising their hands. But sometimes a raised hand is meant to stop the ambulance. Like now:
this old woman has a serious problem:

‘What am 1 to do, there is a blind leper lying in the street and the hospital people don’t
want to take him in, even though he is not only blind: he has a broken arm; he was hit by a car
and the driver ran away...’

Father Marian gives the woman five rupees and orders the wounded to be taken to the
leper colony where the nuns working in the infirmary there will look after him.

‘If an operation is necessary,” says Father Marian ‘the man will go to the town of Janla
near Bhubaneswar, to Mother Theresa’s hospital.’

Father Marian often gives money to the poor to pay for treatment and a stay in
hospital. He also intervenes if such a need arises. He visits the ill, takes care about providing
for them, talks to the doctors, gets medicines. His interventions are usually effective. He is not
just anybody. He has become like an institution to reckon with.

Almost every day a women comes to the church. She is middle aged and mentally
unbalanced. When she appeared for the first time two years ago, Father Marian had her sent
to Bhubaneswar, to Mother Theresa’s Hospital, but after some time she came back to Puri.
Even though she had been well looked after, she had felt badly in the new environment,
despite the fact that she is alone in the world, or perhaps nobody is willing to claim her as
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their kin. She always comes to the Mission when she is hungry and never leaves hungry.
Somehow she does not feel like going to the Jagannatha Temple. She has got used to Father
Marian and the peaceful atmosphere of the place. She is very quiet here, she sits in the corner
of the church or on a bench outside the office, and her hands and her head stop shaking
uncontrollably. If she mumbles something, she does it quietly, not aggressively, rather as if
she were trying to remember something. Also the Sisters of Charity look after her. They bathe
her from time to time, wash her sari or give her another one, when the previous garment has
become unusable.

That morning, showing evident signs of distress, a young girl from Europe, an Italian
as it turned out later, came to the Mission. A tourist. She asked Father Marian immediately to
go to a small hotel where, locked in by the owner, her compatriot was staying in his room,
and to help him talk to the police. Father Marian had not managed to phone the hotel yet
when the local constable came to visit. It was about the Italian. Could Father Marian
communicate with the Italian Consular Office in Delhi and make the Consul identify the
tourist, who is staying in India without a valid visa? After some difficulties Father Marian got
through to the Consular Department of the Italian Embassy but the person he talked to told
him it was not their business if a tourist had no valid visa. Let him come to Delhi. So Father
Marian put the receiver down and went to the hotel to talk to the young Italian, but he did not
find him there. The man had left Puri an hour earlier with his valid passport and visa. The
alarm was false, made by an inefficient though overzealous bank clerk, who informed the
police that the Italian wanted to exchange some money but the visa in his passport was not
valid. The clerk had problems with reading the name of the month. It was blurred, he said.

‘Is Father there?’

‘No. He is out’
“When will he be back?’
‘Soon.’

Indeed, after a short time he is back. He leaves the ambulance outside the garage for
he is going out again.

‘Bonjour monsieur.’

‘Bonjour.’

These people are French. A father and a daughter. He is in his late seventies; she is
about forty. Their problem is not extraordinary, although sad.

‘Yes, yes, | know,” says Father Marian and adds: ‘I remember. Come to my office
we’ll have some coffee.’

It’s better to talk about sad things at the table. When one has something to hold, his
gestures are not so helpless and the coffee helps to keep the voice steady.

The elder daughter came with her husband for a nearly two-year-long stay in India:
they were interested in the Hindu philosophy, they were looking for some universal truth, and
for some time stayed in an ashrama. The daughter died this July, here, in Puri. It was the
great rainy season, she contracted some infection in Calcutta, came to Puri in a serious
condition; in the local hospital she was diagnosed to be ill with jaundice. Father Marian
knows about it, he stayed with the sick woman almost all the time; after two days she died.
Father Marian took care of the formalities and the funeral. The woman was buried at the local
Christian cemetery, and her grave is between a tomb of an Italian man and a burial of a
Scotsman, who died in Puri a few weeks ago. The father of the deceased and her younger
daughter came here from as far as southern France to look after the grave of the unfortunate
tourist who was not to come back home from her Indian adventure. As they requested, Father
Marian hired the stonemasons and together they decided what the grave should look like. A
stone slab, the inscription, the cross. Using the Mission ambulance we went to the cemetery.
On the next day, wishing to express their gratitude to the missionary for the kindness he had
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offered to his child in her last moments of life, the father of the deceased Frenchwoman
bought two large boxes of sweets and took them to the children learning at school at the leper
colony. He wanted to say something, but his emotions made him wanting the words. On
leaving he gave Father Marian his camera. He also planned to do something for the kids from
the colony, but this shall be described later on.

Recently another characteristic thing has happened. In the street near the church a man
was dying. In India this is nothing special. Only we, the Europeans, believe that the street is
not an appropriate place for death. Here, however, such scenes take place quite often,
especially as it is difficult to distinguish between the ordinary and the eternal sleep. This time
the agony was painful and the accidental witnesses came in a throng to the Catholic Mission
to ask for help, although several small Hindu temples, run by the Brahmins were closer by.
When Father Marian got to the place someone had already sent the dying man by a rickshaw
to the municipal hospital. Followed by a bulky crowd of people, Father Marian went there
immediately. The man was lying on floor in the corridor, not covered with anything, with a
swarm of flies buzzing over him. Father Marian made a nurse bring a sheet and then sat next
to the dying man and, praying in his soul, tried to help him. The bystanders docilely followed
his every gesture so that in case of even the slightest suspicion they could inform the
authorities about ‘forbidden practices’ of the guru of a foreign faith with respect to the dying
man, a true and decent Hindu.

Today Father Marian had a visit of an elderly man from one of the upper castes. The
visitor explained that he was sent by a relative of the deceased personally to express his
gratitude for the extended care. Father Marian invited his guest to his modest room near the
church and offered him a meal. The man was surprised at the poverty he surely didn’t expect
in the home of such a famous Catholic guru. Then, after a short conversation he asked Father
Marian to lie in his bed and when the surprised priest obeyed, sat next to it and with great
expertise massaged Father’s feet. He explained that it is the custom of his sub-caste to express
the feelings of gratitude and reverence in a more material way. Father Marian told me later
that this massage of the feet was for him more a spiritual experience than a physical one. Only
the Indians are capable of such an achievement.

Since we now are in the modest room inhabited by Father Marian | would like to say a
few words about it. Yet, to describe it well, I have to start with an anecdote.

A former bishop, an Indian from Cuttack, did not believe in Saint Anthony’s ability to
return the missing objects. When he was staying in Italy he visited Padova and lost his hat
there. Although he prayed for its return, he never found it.

Father Marian must be Saint Anthony’s special favourite, since he can find his way in
the clutter ever present in his room and office. In this absolute confusion of everything:
books, documents, records, bills, brochures, forms, letters, newspapers, receipts, photos... he
has always been able to get all that he was looking for almost at once. | watched Father
Marian make such a search many times and my belief in the power of Saint Anthony grew
stronger and stronger, until | reached a full confidence. One should, however, say that Saint
Anthony is particularly patient with Father Marian. Let us pray he stays this way.

As what was meant to be a brief outline has become a portrait, let me present but
cursory sketches of the other people visiting the Catholic Mission.

There is the elderly man with impeccable manners, alone after his wife’s death who
comes to talk and stay in the company a friendly person even but for a while; an emaciated
old woman in rags, with a beggar’s stick in her hand; a mother with several children; a
disabled with an arm missing; a man suffering from rheumatism, with deformed limbs; a
secondary school student asking for help in finding a reading... They talk about their worries
and troubles. Often Father Marian is able to offer a more tangible help: he gives medicines or
performs minor surgical interventions. Particularly touching are the visits of mothers with
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children. These women do not say who from or where they have learnt about Father Marian’s
kind heart or that he never refuses help to anyone. Many of them seem like children who
instinctively look for help from someone close to them. They all call him bapa, which means
‘father.’

Every day, usually in the morning, Father Marian has visits from various people who
come with different businesses. For example, bricks and hollow bricks are needed to repair a
building or make a new one. Father Marian managed to get a mould for making hollow
bricks. He explained how to fill it with concrete, how to press it, how to take out the bricks,
and after how long time they will dry. He talked about it at length to the leper Brahmin, Mr
Gopin Panda, the leader of the Colony panchayat. This was done in the company of other
‘specialists,” for in India everything takes place in the presence not only of the person
concerned, but also of many other accidental witnesses, who consider every event of interest
as it adds colour to their monotonous lives. Father Marian is giving directions, explains things
to each of them, often more than once. To be better understood he demonstrates how to use a
tool or a machine, a pump, the engine, the controls...

Father Marian supervises the organisation of each day, and every day, despite the fact
that their general pulse of life is the same, has its specific rhythm depending on what is to be
done. Every problem requires a different pace. Sometimes it is faster, sometimes slower, but
nothing can be left out, forgotten, omitted, neglected, or the whole cycle, the whole schedule
will be disrupted. And each problem relates to a human being, their expectations or hopes.
Every one.

There are, of course, more or less fundamental problems, issues of major or minor
importance. Yet all of them make up a whole. Father Marian directs them as if he were
conducting a sermon: every day he realises Jesus” Commandments, some part of His mystery,
and often he walks together with him on the Way of the Cross. For all depends on who you
met during the day: Mary Magdalene, Simeon, or the weeping women.

The most important element of this system is the daily duty of driving more than a
dozen of Sisters of Charity to the places where they work. The Mission has two ambulances
and at least one of them must be ready for the road every day. The work begins soon after the
Holy Mass, at half past six in the morning. Peter Lalit Rao, the Mission driver takes the van
out of the garage and the second one is brought to life by Father Thomas, an Indian, who is
the parish curate. They drive to the Sisters of Charity. The Sisters are already waiting. Some
of them go to a fishing village located to the north of the town, others to another village to the
south of the town, and still others to the infirmary at the church, to the Beatrix school, to the
lepers’ colony. It often happens that a van is needed to bring something from the railway
station, from the post office; to drive someone to Bhubaneswar or pick someone up there; as
help in some urgent official matter or to take some food to the village of Dobhar, where, at
Father Marian’s initiative, the people are building a dike to protect themselves from floods. In
this ‘orchestra’ all the instruments are equally important, for each of them contributes a
harmonious accord of the daily duties. Many couldn’t have been performed without the
involvement and help of the local Sisters of the Charity and Sisters Adorers of the Blessed
Sacrament (Sacramentines). Their white frocks are clearly visible among the thousands of
colourful people, who pack the streets of the town of Puri.

‘Go to the Sisters of Charity...”
After Father Marian’s arrival the four Sisters received special medical training to be
able to assist in minor and major surgeries, make wound dressings, and look after the ill.

And so, viribus unitis, the work began. In the fishing village of Pentekota, located to
the east of the town, the Sisters built an infirmary and set up a primary school with a
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kindergarten. Until then none of the children living there had even heard about such an
institution as a school. This was the personal initiative of Mother Julia. Now, every day, from
eight till five two sisters work in the village. Accidents which happen when people go fishing,
mend the nets, ulcers caused by the sea water, wounds made by knives, fish bones, or nets,
various infections as well as normal diseases, which can not be avoided if basic principles of
hygiene are not observed, provide Sister Nurse with many patients. The second Sister, a
teacher, runs the kindergarten with pre-school teaching for the youngest children, who are
preparing to study at school: she teaches them using a slate and a pencil, makes them
interested in picture books, organises games, broadening the imagination and sensitivity of
the young ones.

At the beginning nobody came to the infirmary. People didn’t trust the Sisters. The
strange frocks the Sisters wore made them feel uneasy, and generally they wanted to keep at a
distance from something so new. So both Sisters went from hut to hut, helped the children get
dressed, washed them and brushed their hair and, if necessary, provided medicines, dressed
wounds and ulcers, talked to the mothers, taking particular care of women expecting delivery,
gave advice, explained, persuaded. Now several tens of children come to school every day.
All are given food and those who need it also clothes. The adults got rid of their apprehension
and mistrust a long time ago so now the infirmary is also never empty.

On the other, southern side of the town, between the area with luxury hotels and the
place where bodies are cremated there lies another fishing village. It is called Nolia Sahi,
which means ‘Fishermen’s settlement.” Its neighbourhood is extraordinary and the contrast
between the modern architecture and the huts, which might have been built in the Middle
Ages or even in some earlier epoch, is shocking. Yet such contrasts amaze only the tourists,
for the Indians they are something completely normal.

The Sisters of Charity bought a small residential house in that area and added two
storeys to it. According to a local custom, the house needed a new name. The Sisters called it
Shanti Kutir, ‘the House of Peace.” It is also the place of work of two Sisters: Bimola and
Stanistawa. The whole charity is supported by Mr and Mrs Bogaart from Holland. They
provide the funds, send clothes, books, copybooks, writing and sewing implements. Sister
Bimola looks after the girls. She teaches them dressmaking and tailoring, conducts discussion
groups and organises lectures to foster their moral development as future wives and mothers.
Sister Stanistawa has two functions: she teaches the children and is a social worker, i.e., a
person who works for the people. She gives legal advice, gains the authorities’ help for the
fishermen, intervenes, writes applications and monitors their progress, helps in problems with
raising children, mediates in family disagreements and those between neighbours, acts as an
arbitrator, settles disputes, talks with the parties in conflict...

Mr and Mrs Bogaart sometimes visit Puri and then they meet their “adopted’ children.
Thanks to their help many young people got education, so it was easier for them to find a job.
In modern India education is the most valued capital.

There are sixteen nuns in the congregation of the Sisters of Charity in Puri. Six of
them are studying in the local State School of Pedagogy. When they receive their diplomas,
they will be appointed for different missionary activities, either here, in Puri, or in some other
place.

Every few days the poorest from the area gather outside the gates of the sisters’
convent. They receive flour, rice, oil, tinned food. This helps many of them to survive the
most difficult times. Someone might have had an accident, another one has been deserted,
someone has been taken ill, someone lost their job, someone lost a relative... The medical care
protects the adults and children from the effects of diseases and infections, which occur here
very frequently, especially in the rainy season. The overcrowded flats, poor hygiene, lack of
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sanitary facilities and personal contacts help the infectious diseases to spread and then
medicine has to intervene.

Mother Julia is bent and on her furrowed face one can see the map of modern India: all
the suffering, sadness and worries of the inhabitants of this country, to which she came in
1920. The most painful to her is the awareness of the chasm between the number of those who
need support and those whom her congregation is able to help when they are in danger. Only
when Mother Julia remembers Italy, and especially Lombardy, where she was born, her face
shines with joy, but this joy resembles a sunset. For Mother Julia is 92.

Today a woman with leprosy came to the German Leprosy Relief Association, run by
the Protestants and asked:

‘Why do you give only the medicines and the Catholics give also food?’

The doctor replied:

‘If you need something else besides the medical help go to the Catholic Congregation
of the Sisters of Charity. Even if they don’t have the thing you ask for at the moment, they
will get it for you.’

The hydrologist with a rod

A Sunday does not look much different from the other days. Hardly does Father
Marian leave the altar and take off his liturgical robes when he is surrounded by people
asking him questions, presenting their problems, expecting help and advice. They also want to
talk, to exchange the news, listen to the opinion of someone they trust. The children
especially make a tight circle around Father Marian. They do not ask for anything but only
wait for a smile, a kind word, a touch of the hand. Not all of them are Catholics. Many are
Hindus, just ordinary people from the town attracted by the magnet of his kindness. Well-
wishers? Certainly. The majority of them are Untouchables and so they are despised. They
know that here they will never be insulted. On the contrary. For a while they will be able to
believe that they are equal to the others in every respect.

Father Marian tries to lead a life similar to that of the people he looks after. For
example, he eats modestly, the same things that are the daily food of the Indian middle or
lower class. So his menu includes rice with spiced vegetables, sometimes an egg or weak
coffee consisting in 40 per cent of instant coffee and in 60 per cent of surrogate with which he
washes down the cheapest biscuits. When on the way he eats either at railway stations or in
cheap canteens for the poor. There he shares the table with pilgrims, wandering beggars, local
artisans, drivers, farmers, traders. He can find a subject to talk about with each of them.
Eating together enables people to get closer, breaks the barriers although the differences are
obvious; the main ones being the colour of the skin and social status. The ‘otherness’ of
Father Marian makes people curious whereas his knowledge of all the problems of the Indian
citizens helps them overcome their reserve.

On Sunday, November 1986, after the Holy Mass held in the Oriya language, Father
Marian was approached by a well-dressed young man who asked, since he had learned about
it from an acquaintance that Father Marian was able to do it, to help him and his family find
water in their field in a village located about 25 km away from Puri. Father Marian agreed at
once, settled a few current matters, took his divining devices, which were stored with due care
in his room, drove the ambulance out of the garage, offered the young farmer the seat next to
himself in the cab, and told me and my wife to get into the back. In his kindness he reminded
me not to hesitate and let him know whenever | wanted him to stop having seen something
worthy of taking a photo. We filled the tank at the petrol station in the main street of Puri
called Grand Road, and set off in the direction of Bhubaneshwar.
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To get through the perpetually crowded streets of the town one needs quick wits and
reflexes. All the time one is close to a crash, collision, brushing with another car, or hitting a
man or an animal, the more so that neither the pedestrians nor the car drivers, and, obviously,
the animals, observe the traffic rules. Even the left-hand side traffic which is obligatory in the
whole of India is not really observed. Not that people are trying to flaunt the rules out of
carelessness, but because if one stuck to the regulations, one would not be able to move at all.
Each driver directs their car towards the place where he notices a gap, even a small one. He
leaves the rest in the hands of God, who ought to look after His creatures, and especially those
he made in His own image. The difficulties continue even when one leaves the crowds of the
city behind. One has to be careful on highways and on roads going across villages so as not to
hit a child, an adult, or a cow, and especially the people who are drying rice, occupying for
that purpose half or even a greater part of the roadway. It is not easy, either, to overtake
another vehicle because on the shoulders one can often find people relieving themselves
without any embarrassment, or a potter, a basket-maker, or barber, doing their jobs, or a
squatting vendor of fruit and coconuts, or else a child pulling a cardboard box or a spool fixed
to a piece of string. All the time we pass by carts with huge wheels, trucks loaded far beyond
their capacity, regular coaches and those hired by groups of pilgrims heading for Jagannatha’s
temple with the burden of their sins.

‘It’s fascinating,” says Father Marian to me. ‘Look, Jerzy, how they live together, how
everyone occupies their own niche, not disturbing the others... Isn’t it great?’

Herds of water-buffalo are taking a bath in the rivers, and on their banks women wash
their saris and men, their dhoti, hitting the wet cloth against a flat stone, this action
resembling the work of a flail, an ancient farmer’s tool. On either side of the road ponds and
pools are being quickly overgrown with water hyacinths, called kotiki dhoto, and lotuses, and
all kinds of other rushes. In some of the fields, separated by narrow paths, rice is being sown,
in other ones, reaped... in the tropical climate the vegetation continues incessantly with no
distinction regarding the seasons. There is, indeed, permanent summer and yet one misses the
miracle of the spring following winter or of the autumn coming after the summer, the change
of the green into gold and red, one misses the joy of the first snow, which tells the farmers
that they may have some rest.

Besides the state farms, always dedicated to a holy patron, there are small peasants’
adobe huts. Each village has a school, sometimes with a playing field and, of course, a
temple. It may be quite tiny or larger, sometimes there are two or a whole complex of chapels
devoted to various gods, for one never knows and it is better to be protected than to regret
belatedly that one has neglected something. And there are the coconut trees! Hundreds,
thousands of them, sheltering with their leaves their burden, the clusters of fruit, against
getting dry and ripe too soon. Their tough shells, cut into pieces, thrown onto the road, and
crushed by the cars’ and tractors’ wheels, are the raw material for string and ropes. In this
way everyone has a share in the economy. The palms planted by man are more orderly, the
ones sown by nature, more fancy.

We turn left from the highway onto a dirt road. It is a market day in the nearest village
so we can not move too fast. A compact mass of carts and people is shifting, but it is
impossible to get through. A crowd in India always seems monolithic. It is no use to honk the
horn for no one will hear it in the ever-resent din. We stop and wait until the tangled mass of
peasants’ carts, pulled by oxen and water-buffalo, vans, and trucks, unravels itself. Then the
road gets narrower and we are embraced by the atmosphere of real rural tranquillity, which
can be found only far away from towns and busy roads. The people we pass greet us with a
gesture of prayer clasping their hands together. Finally we get to our destination. It is a typical
village with larger and smaller adobe houses, scattered among the pillars of palm tree trunks
and hidden under the canopies of their leaves. The small temple is devoted to Siva and its
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sanctuary holds its most important attribute: the /ingam set upon the joni, that is the symbol of
the joint male and female sexual organs. Siva is the destructor so it is better to exaggerate
one’s veneration for him than, God forbid, neglect something. Procreation, incessant rebirth,
combination of the earthly matter with the divine spirit, embodiment of eternal fertility is of
great demand, especially in the countryside, the provider of food for the whole country. In the
shadow, on the porch of the temple, there are three sleeping children. From the distance they
look like three pieces of ebony.

Our visit has aroused some interest. First the children and then women come out of the
houses to greet us. Father Marian has never been to this village, although it is under the
administration of his parish. This is the first time these people see a Catholic priest, but still, a
‘chaplain’ of God. Therefore he is welcomed as befits a chaplain: women bow to his feet,
touch them with their hands and then clasp their hands as in prayer and touch their foreheads.

Surrounded with a throng of boys and men, we go to the field, passing beds with rice,
maize, and sugar cane. Under a great tree with a wide canopy there is a small chapel, or rather
a holy place. It is a stone painted in red set among the protruding roots. Father Marian goes to
the fields, opens his much-mended plastic bag, and takes out of it two rods: the small one and
the large one, and then his favourite pendulum. So equipped he begins to search the ground.
He walks slowly but surely in different directions, followed by the gaze of everyone present,
in absolute silence necessary for magic rituals. The attention of the observers is focused on
the movements made by the mysterious objects. In order to be perfectly sure, Father Marian
checks every section three times, having asked the farmer who has brought him here to mark
with his foot the limits of the sections. The main point is not to determine the course of the
underground water current but its direction. Finally, Father Marian establishes the best place
for digging the well. The farmer is overjoyed. The water appears exactly in the spot where it
was needed the most.

The last day of November is so hot that my hands stick to the case of my camera. One
of the participants in the event has climbed a nearby coconut tree and tossed down a few
coconuts. With his machete he extracts the nuts from the shells and with its tip he pierces two
holes in each nut. Now we can quench our thirst.

After the search, or rather after finding the water, the farmer invites us to his home. It
is a real family house: spacious, clean, and well looked after. In the internal yard resembling a
patio there is a shed for farm appliances, a store, and a privy decorated with blooming vines.
One of the rooms boasts a TV set, which is a rarity in an Indian village and the more so it
stresses the affluence of our host. Our presence here, however, is more attractive for both the
children and adults than a cricket match played between India and the Caribbean Islands,
especially as the Indian team is losing.

Father Marian has often helped people as a water finder and has never made a mistake.
His magic skills, for there is something like magic in the rod, greatly support the priest’s
standing as a well-known guru of the Catholic church, clearly endowed with the favour of the
gods. It is an important feature, especially in India, where such branches of esoteric
knowledge as astrology or wizardry have been practised for centuries and are deeply rooted.
Beliefs in all kinds of spells, fortune-telling, and curses are especially well entrenched. Many
people wear amulets protecting them against evil spells; the most popular is not the
representation of Siva or Ganesh, however, but spherical and folded seeds, called rudrakhia,
of a certain kind of tree which grows in Nepal. Even the official day of proclaiming India’s
independence was established not due to the reasons of State but by a team of seers and
astrologers. Even today human sacrifice is performed by some of the tribes in order to ensure
success for various plans and undertakings. It may happen that a person kills another only
because he had a dream or imagined that gods had ordered him to do so, or else because he
believes that only a human sacrifice will help to get rid of some evil, and Kills a stranger, a
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wanderer who has just come to the village, and sprinkles with his blood the fields to make the
soil fertile. There are also suicides committed to satisfy the demand of gods. Sometimes a
child’s body is placed under the first pillar of a new bridge or before lighting a new kiln in a
brick-yard, or any other factory. An offering of a child is sometimes placed under the
foundations of a new house to ensure happiness for its future users. The newspapers often
write about such practices. However, the culprits mostly remain undiscovered. It is the
tradition, the belief that is to blame, not the man. Well, men’s social existence determines
their consciousness. In Jagannatha’s temple a goat is killed every year. There has even formed
a movement opposing this custom but in India rituals are still stronger than the voice or
reason. Wherever he has the opportunity, Father Marian tries to persuade people that blood
offerings, especially of human beings, are no longer necessary, as Christ has offered himself
for the sake of all mankind, including the Indians, and this argument, supported with a
commentary, is often quite effective.

When after some time water has appeared in the place indicated by Father Marian all
the people from the village will call him *Father’ and treat him as a high rank guru.

Father Marian’s finding water has not only became part of the history of the Catholic
mission in Puri but, what is more important, a tale. When one of the houses of Mother
Theresa, designed to serve as a hospital for the lepers, was set up in the village of Janla near
Bhubaneshwar, a well had to be dug. A hydrologist was called and digging started in the
place he had indicated, but no water was found. So they asked Father Marian and he found the
right spot. It was three metres away from the place chosen by the hydrologist, but the water
was there. The well built in that location is still working. Even in the dry season. | tasted the
water. It was excellent.

On our way back we pass a specific place on the so-called ‘Holy Road’ leading from
Bhubaneshwar to Puri, laid out hundreds of years ago by the then Queen of the Kingdom of
Indor for pilgrims heading for Jagannatha’s temple. That spot is the first place where one can
see the sikhara of the White Pagoda over the palm tree crowns for the first time. Here the
Brahmins built the temple of Goddess Lakshmi, the wife of Vishnu, famous for her kindness
and beauty. Passing this sanctuary, which has a large painting of the goddess at the front,
Father Marian always says ‘Hail Mary.” Today the words of the Angel’s Greeting are said by
three voices: Father Marian’s, mine and my wife’s.

Father Marian’s funds

Father Marian received a payment for finding the water. |1 do not remember how much,
but the expression on his face said he was satisfied. ‘It’ll be for the poor,” he said, putting the
money away.

For the funds for the needy have to come from somewhere. In India, of all the
countries, money can not be found in the street. Having covered 19 000 kilometres I did not
come across even the smallest coin on the ground. Here holding money inspires a mystic
feeling. The change is given slowly and with clear unwillingness. Even bank or post office
clerks who pay out the money seem to suffer when doing it. No shop, no trader or a
wandering vendor would accept a bank note if it is even slightly torn or otherwise damaged.
One can make good money changing one- or two-rupee banknotes into coins. The idea is
simple: in each part of the temple one has to give offerings, and generally it is the deed that
counts and not the amount of money. Of course, this is so in the pilgrims’ opinion, for the
priests’ beliefs are quite contrary. Therefore it is the best to have a lot of five-paise coins in
heaps or stacks. A trader exchanging a one-rupee banknote gives for it eighty paise in five-
paise coins. In this way he earns 20 paise per one rupee. If the customer wants to exchange
the same rupee, a banknote or a coin, into ten-paise coins, he gets nine coins. The trader gains
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ten paise. The turnover is immense and thanks to this procedure many people support not only
themselves but also their families and pay for their children’s education in grammar or even
higher schools. In India, trade ceased to be ‘business’ and became a kind of art, for it depends
more on a creative idea than simple, common calculation. The authorities might forbid the
trade in money but refrain from it because it is perhaps more difficult to fight with clandestine
cheating than the open one. As a matter of fact, no one is going to do anything about it, for
this might diminish the profits of the temple and the results of that are hard to predict. The
Indian authorities are well aware that sometimes it is better to overlook certain things.

As Father Marian does not trade in coins outside the temple, then how does he gather
money to help the poor?

I always take the more interesting stamps off the letters | receive, both from Poland
and abroad. They might prove useful to someone, for example to boys at the school age. For
one or two years | had gathered quite a lot of such stamps. Packing my rucksack for my
second trip to India | remembered the stamps at the last moment and took them to Puri. There
I gave them to Father Marian, asking him to distribute them among these boys in the lepers’
colony who are interested in philately. But Father Marian put them into the drawer of his desk
and said: ‘I’ll sell them.’

‘Sell them?’ | dared to express my surprise.

‘Yes, | will,” said firmly Father Marian, ‘and then I’ll have a few rupees more for the
poor.’

The poor. A word like a thorn. In this country a tourist may try as he might but will
not be able to avoid being pricked by that thorn. I saw many areas of the globe but in none of
them the feeling is as painful as in India. There are no official statistics available for the
general public. One high-ranking Indian told me that in his country more than one hundred
million people live on one rupee a day. There are also many who do not get even that much.
They have nothing. But they survive. One is not able to understand this without having lived
in India for a longer time.

The thorn in the word ‘poor’ hurts my heart so | have to stop for a moment to put a
temporary dressing on the wound. In this case it may be only the sense of solidarity, the
shared plight which all people have to suffer to greater or lesser extent.

During the first stay in India one is fascinated with this country, shocked, amazed,
enchanted... Everything one sees is exotic, like a colourful pageant of history and modernity,
like a performance in a living museum, so it draws, attracts, intrigues, disturbs, makes one
think and wonder. During my second visit the life of the people was no longer a tourist
attraction for their suffering became also mine. Indeed, to feel this suffering it is worth while
to go to India for the second time. For one can see one’s own life more clearly when one
compares it with that of other people.

No man is an island entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the
main, (...) And therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls, it tolls for thee, wrote an
English poet, John Donne, the contemporary of Shakespeare.

These words are the only dressing for my wound.

Father Marian also looks for such “dressings’ every day. But not for himself. For those
who are suffering. He often says: ‘I’ll sell this, I’ll get some money from that, in this way I’ll
get a few rupees and I’ll help some poor person.’

He is not worried by the causes of the disease; he only looks for a cure for it. Even one
which only mitigates the pain for a while.

For example, he sells the coconuts from the parish. The harvest lasts all the year
round. Depending on the situation on the market and the kind of fruit, a coconut may cost
from 1.20 to 1.50 rupees. One day we fill the ambulance with them and take them to the
wholesale merchant. A coconut tree may bring as much as 100 rupees a year. The calculation
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is simple: near the church there grow about 40 trees and in the lepers’ colony, more than 200.
In this way there is some extra money which is used for the poorest in sudden need and
having problems which have to be taken into account. Planned in such a way as a good firm
calculates its possible losses.

To increase that fund Father Marian has set up a chicken farm near the lepers’ colony.
He also collects money for treatment and medicines from his more affluent patients, or even
for his technical advice, for he is an expert in everything.

Help in emergencies is important, but Father Marian’s thinking about the future is
more vital. The satisfaction with what he has already achieved does not make him forget his
agenda: to expand the mission as far as possible and to broaden its activities. Recently Father
Marian has decided to create something that has never existed: to open a dentist’s surgery,
first for the children from the Beatrix school and then to provide dental care for all the
inhabitants of the lepers’ colony. Setting off for India we took a letter from Mr Wiodzistaw
Jacek Radda, a dental surgeon from Zywiec, who, having first contacted the Divine Word
Fathers from Bytom, together with a few of his colleagues have decided to help Father
Marian in realising this plan. They will equip the surgery, but they are asking Father Marian
to have a chemical analysis of the water made, especially as regards the fluorine content, and
buy the material for the fillings in some western country. The most difficult task is to get a
high speed dental drill, for such products are not available in Poland* and have to be
purchased in the Czech Republic or Switzerland. And here is how Father Marian is realising
his intentions. The French people, grateful for the care extended towards their deceased
daughter and sister, as well as for organising her funeral and looking after her grave, on
leaving Puri, promised to get the drill necessary for the surgery. At the initiative of Mr Radda
from Zywiec, Polish dental surgeons will be coming to Puri, paying all the travelling
expenses themselves, to look after the children’s teeth for two - three months each. Using the
official language they will be coming in shifts. | call it the chain of kindness. It has many
links but I will mention only a few of them.

After our first stay in Puri in November, 1984, the Cracow weekly, Tygodnik
Powszechny, published my article ‘On the Pathways of Mercy.” Some time after its
appearance | had a visit from an elderly lady from Bielsko Biata who came to me and said: ‘I
am old and | would like to leave all my property to Father Marian and his mission. Tell me,
please, how this ought to be done?’ | advised her first of all to consult a lawyer.

That was incredible! On our way to India we were flying on the plane together with
the German artist from West Berlin, a man of Evangelical denomination, whom we had met in
Puri two years earlier and who handed Father Marian one thousand dollars he got from selling
his water-colours.

And here are some other links in the chain:

William, a young Englishman, a graduate of medical studies, full of energy, but
composed, as befits a true representative of Great Britain, wants to be a good doctor. He came
to Puri by accident and met Father Marian as a result of coincidence. He does not know if
God exists. He has decided to learn. Father Marian got him in touch with the local hospital.
The young doctor was shaken.

‘Imagine,’ the told me in broken voice, ‘that doctors work there from nine till ten a.m.
and from two till three p.m. There are no nurses, or may be there are some, but I didn’t notice
any of them. The patients lie on the floor, several ten of them in one room, without any
supervision or care. There is plenty of bribery and doctors prefer the rich patients, not paying
much attention to the poor. There are not enough medicines, but what is mostly lacking is

* In about 1986 or 1987 (translator’s note).
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compassion and mercy. The Indians are incredibly patient. Bur the poor have no chances to
survive there.’

A Jewish-Australian. All he can say in Polish is ‘Dzier dobry.”® His grandfather was
born in a little town in Volhynia and his grandmother came from Lithuania. His parents
survived the nightmare of the second World War in Europe. They went away as far as
possible. To the distant Australia. And there they met. Their son believes that since he has
come all the way to India, he should broaden his knowledge about the world as much as
possible. Thanks to his contacts with the Catholic mission he was able to get to know about
the problems connected both with fighting leprosy and other social diseases. Perhaps he will
write about one of them in his dissertation. He rather watches Father Marian than tries to get
him to talk.

Harald, a 22-year-old German from Bonn, has completed three years of medical
studies. He came to India to do a few months of voluntary work in the local hospital and
gather some experience in treating tropical diseases. His medical instinct is uncanny. Harald
is more than two metres tall and therefore he could look down on the Indians, who are usually
medium-height. He does not, however, make use of this privilege: he is modest, even shy, and
very friendly in conversation. He has no complex of guilt about the Second World War. It
happened a long time ago... Nature gave him two traits of personality which are a heavy
burden to carry: kindness and enthusiasm, and this has serious consequences. After coming to
India he was in a state of shock. Before his visit he had learnt about that country quite a lot
but the reality exceeded his expectations, as, in fact it does in case of every other person
coming here. Perhaps after a few weeks’ stay in Puri he’ll go to a lepers’ hospital somewhere
near Madras to, as he says, ‘start working with his own hands and not only watch the others.’
He is a Catholic but regardless of his confession he wants to observe the Hippocratic oath and
offer his knowledge and dedication to those who are deserted and pushed to the social margin
either because of the religious tradition or by the corrupt bureaucratic machinery, or else by
the simple human insensitivity, egoism, and physical disgust. Harald is going back to Europe
in March, for in April his studies enter a very important phase. He has prepared himself well
for his “‘missionary work’ in India, both as an European and a doctor. He can speak English
fluently and French a little. He would like to visit Poland, for he has heard many good things
about our country and its people, mainly that we are courageous, devoted to our homeland,
and hospitable. He would like to see for himself what things are really like. I understand him
and wish him luck. He’ll certainly do it one day. He is young. He hasn’t been spoilt by the
affluence of his own country or by the ‘Euro centrism.” There is no ‘Germanise’ in him. His
soul is pure and his eyes are trusting. | hope he’ll retain these two traits as long as he can.

Human faces are also reflected in the letters. There are many of them, and here is a
selection:

“Thank you very much for the receipts for the parcels. As I can see all of them got to
their destination. However, from the New Year we’ll be giving numbers to the ones we’ll be
sending to Father. It’ll be better this way. You will know if everything is OK. Our little
group consists of four people: Janina Rybacka, Halina Kozerowa, Miecio, and me. Any of
these names on the parcel means it comes from us. There will be also the numbers, but you’ll
be able to recognise our parcels by our names. This year we sent five parcels, so the next one
will be given number 6. There was also a 20 kg parcel with clothes and shoes but it went to
the address of the Sisters of Charity...” (Warsaw, Jan. 29, 1986).

‘First of all I’d like to wish you a merry Christmas. We’ll all meet at the crib of the
God’s Child. We’ll pray that God will grant many graces to dear Father Marian. May God
bless his every step, help his work to grow, give him a lot of joy and love of the human hearts,

® “‘Good morning’ in Polish (translator’s note).
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but this surely is already talking place, for these unfortunate people Father is helping certainly
love him very much and the people from Poland and all over the world, who have met him,
are sending him messages of their affection and admiration.” (Warsaw Dec. 1, 1985).

‘Acknowledgement of the receipt of financial aid for the lepers’ colony in Puri. This is
to confirm that professor Teresa Rutkowska has made the following gifts for our lepers’
colony in Puri, Orissa, India: 1) 13 500, thirteen thousand, Belgian Francs in October 1982
and 2) 300, three hundred, American dollars in May, 1983. | am particularly grateful for to
professor Teresa Rutkowska for her financial aid and | am aware that it came from the fees
for her concerts. Please accept my humble gratitude on my own behalf and of our leper
friends...” (Puri July 24, 1984).

‘After my return to Puri | did not feel very well. It seems that old trees shouldn’t be
transplanted. | took the medicine for my heart (currently) for some time. Now | only take it
when | feel worse. My eyes are giving me some trouble. On some days | have difficulties with
inserting my contact lenses. This happens when, after waking up | can’t stand the light. It
hurts my eyes so much that | have to cover the windows. | have found that this unusual
sensitivity of the eyes is closely connected with great fatigue... and the tropical sun, and
travelling and hot and sunny weather. Everything will change in the rainy season. The
monsoon is to begin on June 8. This year rain is in great demand for the fields, people, and
animals. The epidemic of dysentery is spreading. Certainly bad drinking water is responsible
for that... | have good news: your parcels and letters from Warsaw have begun to arrive. On
March 21, 1986, there were two parcels, on March 28, one more, on April 30, three, and on
May 31, 1986, three parcels with medicines. God bless you... On May 9 the construction
works on the church in Puri began. This week the foundations will be laid. There will be a tall
cross dominating the whole structure which is to resemble God’s tent on the great desert of
non-Christianity. The church will have a place for a 500 kg bell which | hope to get from
Poland so that it could carry the Good News all over the town. In the lepers’ colony nothing
has changed and everything is new. We are building there a centre of intensive care for
children, especially the children of the lepers. 1t’ll be finished this month. The idea is that the
children from the lepers’ families will be coming to the centre in the morning; we’ll be trying
to feed them well, provide them with medical care and a family atmosphere... | pray for you
and ask for a prayer...” (Puri, June 3, 1984).

‘Last week | paid 10 000 zlotys into your bank account as a contribution for the
church in Puri, which is under construction. This is a gift from the Warsaw Branch of the
Club of Catholic Intelligentsia. | can imagine how glad your leper charges were to have you
back, that they are again surrounded with your kindness and care. Yes, Father, one day, after
many, many years, when you’ll be knocking on the Heaven’s door, they’ll have to be opened
very wide to let in all the kindness and kind-heartedness you give to people and especially to
the poorest, most needing love and help. Our group from the Club prays for you not only
during the Missionary Week but every day, all the year round...” (Warsaw, Oct. 25, 1983).

Saint Anthony of Padua had proved his worth once again and Father Marian quite
soon recovered a thick file containing his mail. The letters are sent to the Catholic Church in
Puri (Orissa, India) from all the four corners of the world. For example, from young people
from Australia who wrote that although their visit to Puri was very short, they’ll never forget
Father Marian’s great work and the impression it made on them. A middle-aged American
man admits that his brief contact with Father Marian has changed his life and now he thinks
and acts in a different way than before. A German man says that after having met Father
Marian, he is trying to overcome his cynicism and unjustified sense of superiority. And there
is the letter from a young Pole. He learnt about the mission and Father Marian’s work from a
newspaper article. He is setting off for a trip to India and Nepal and has decided to stay in
Puri for a few days to help. He’ll be glad to do anything Father Marian will ask him: tidy up,
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help in transport, work in the garden, repair things. He’s graduating from medical studies
soon so he might be of help in the dispensary. A young Polish woman, after having seen a
film on TV has decided to pray for Father Marian and get her closest friends to do something
together for the sake of the lepers he is looking after. Another person wrote from Brazil,
speaking about the great shock he felt in Puri seeing Father Marian’s efforts and about
changing his self-centred attitude to one of greater involvement, for in Brazil there is also a
lot to be done, there are also ill, unemployed, disabled people, who no one wants and who are
in need of help, even of the moral, spiritual kind...

These are but a few examples of private letters. Many of them not only contain
confessions, reflections or conclusions, they are almost Sacraments of Penance.

Here is the general outline of the mail which is received by the Roman Catholic parish
in Puri:

- official letters,

- private letters,

- postcards from young people asking for brochures about Jesus Christ,

- mail for the centre for fighting leprosy,

- letters to the Committee for Protection of Mother and Child,

- parcels: small, medium-sized, and large. The ones with books are for the library of
the Centre for Seeking the Truth,

- newspapers, literary and religious periodicals from many countries of the world,

- private letters asking for financial and moral support,

- invitations to conferences and debates concerning the problems of Puri and the
region,

- letters thanking for help and expressing respect,

- various bills, documents, and settlements of accounts.

Many of these messages have to be answered. The accounts have to be made valid and
registered. The answers have to be thought upon. Risk has to be taken. And the calendar has
to be checked again and again. And yet the day and night consist of only twenty four hours...

Problems with time. Christianity and Hinduism.

Like the mail, the problems among which Father is forever meandering can be divided
into certain categories:

- things which have to be dealt with immediately,

- things that can wait,

- those which require some thinking,

- those which are connected with the future.

Time is the issue with which Father Marian has the greatest trouble. He knows that
only God can stop it. Therefore he lives in constant hurry. He even tries to win the race with
time or at least to control time. This was my impression when | sometimes watched Father
Marian. Yet he always bears it in mind that the Indians do not like people who are in a hurry
and look at them with suspicion. Living in India one learns quickly that sometimes one has to
devote more attention and care to a small matter than to a serious one.

Father Marian receives various things every day and he has to get them to their right
places. Very often these are tools, spare parts for machinery, or fragments of some
constructions. Not to speak about footballs for boys and skipping ropes for girls. It is not
necessary to explain how to use a ball or a skipping rope. The case is different, however, with
the technical appliances. But Father Marian is able to deal with that, too, he not only knows
what a given spare part is for, but also where it should be fixed, and how to test it. Yet to
know something and to explain this to someone who does not, are two different matters.
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Fortunately, Father Marian is also a trained teacher. The skills he has acquired for that
profession help him in his daily work.

It sometimes happens that after a few hours of incessant noise and continual attention
and worrying lest he forgets something, he encounters a problem which, as he feels, he is
unable to cope with immediately. Then he gives himself a half an hour’s or may be an hour’s
leave to relax and then to concentrate so as not to make a mistake when taking a decision. He
seeks refuge in his room at the church, locks the door and prays. The prayer consists in asking
the question directly to Jesus Christ or to Our Lady. Sometimes the answer comes at once,
soon after Father Marian closes his eyes, but more often he has to wait a little. And then,
when trying to withdraw from all that noise and intrusion of people and their affairs he is
waiting for a voice from THERE, his intent listening is interrupted by a knock at the door.
This is a sign that someone needs help. And then Father Marian has no more doubts as to who
is to get priority; he knows that this knock at the door is the answer Christ has given to him,
so he quickly opens the door to meet Christ.

I spent many hours talking with Father Marian about the people who come to him. Not
for charity, not for an allowance, but because they feel they are missing something important.
And although usually they are not able to explain what it is, that is what they craving for. It is
hard to say how many such people there are in India, but certainly not a few. And they are
growing in numbers.

“They are looking for God,” says Father Marian.

One day he told me: “If ever someone is baptised here, it will be the baptism of the
whole Puri.’

When? Nobody knows. Who will be John the Baptist? It’s hard to predict. We only
know what has already happened. And we are aware of Father Marian’s faith.

‘Even an ordinary puddle may have healing properties if real faith is reflected in it,’
wrote Archibald Cronin in The Keys of the Kingdom.

Christ does walk across India and he talks to a greater and greater number of people.

In a house of our Sikh friends there is a small cross on the wall.

‘I got this cross,” explained the host, “from a Polish man, my friend. | admire Jesus for
His courage and heroism. | respect and love him. Does one who gave his life to save the
others not deserve respect?’

One more example:

It happened on November 17, 1984, during our first visit to India, in the town of
Cuddalore on the way from Pondicherry to Chidambaram. When travelling by bus we
suddenly noticed a young Indian who, squatting on the asphalt road, was drawing with a piece
of chalk a huge face of Christ in the Crown of Thorns. The impression was made still stronger
by the fact that the artist chose a narrow place at a bend, crowded with all kinds of vehicles.
Travelling along the same route two years later we chose the left side of the bus to be able to
see if, although we thought it hardly probable, the picture we remembered. And what did we
see? In the very same place the same bearded Indian man in a loincloth was drawing Christ
again, but this time, on the cross. I could not stop the bus and I will always regret | made not a
photo. | would give many of my slides for that shot.

I know that this may be a coincidence that in that very place, in the south of India, on
the spot which was the least suitable to demonstrate the religious feelings one could see a
thing like that, but still the event is a proof of a certain attitude or proposal. Certainly it does
make one think. In this part of India where a tourist from Europe is quite a rarity, near the
holy centres of Hinduism, such a picture becomes something more than a symbol and is a
specific signum temporis.
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Let us go back, however, to Father Marian’s office in Puri. On the desk three is a stack
of postcards. Each of them bears the same address: The Catholic Church, Puri, 752 001,
Orissa. | read a few of them.

‘My wish is, and that’s why I’'m writing this letter, to learn something about Lord
Jesus. | look forward to hearing from you.” (Ramesh Ch. Babu).

‘l am eighteen years old. 1 am a college student. | would like to have a book about
Lord Jesus. Could you please send me a booklet about Lord Jesus? | am sure | would benefit
greatly.” (Ku. M. Samir Sadekar).

‘God is great. 1 wish you all the best. This is my first letter to the Centre for Seeking
the Truth. Me and my friends from Orissa would like to learn more about Jesus and the
Catholic church. Therefore we are asking you to send us a booklet to the given address as
soon as possible. | would be very grateful.” (Doloram Nayak).

‘I receive a magazine about Lord Jesus every month but | didn’t this month. Please
send me the missing issue.” (Rashmi Rekha Mishra).

Besides the many pleas for facilitating the contact with Jesus, Father Marian receives
from time to time a proposal to make someone a member of the Catholic church. In such a
case his priestly instinct warns him to be particularly careful. Why? The reason is simple: the
apparatus for checking human conscience has not been invented yet. To make sure that the
applicant’s interest is not mercenary, one has to get to know him quite well.

‘Catholicism is a difficult faith,” Father Marian has reminded many a time. ‘Being a
Catholic means giving, not taking. You have to give not to receive; are you ready to follow
into the footsteps of Christ, who offered so much of himself for people’s sake? You have to
give your love to the others. Catholicism demands a lot on a human being. A great deal.’

Father Marian is the best example of this attitude. And everyone is aware of that.
Many people, who at first watched with distrust, became closer to Catholicism, not realising
what they were doing. It happens that they take not a direct road but a meandering one, yet
the distance gets smaller and smaller. For this was Father Marian’s aim: to bring Lord Jesus to
Puri. So that he would live there.

And Lord Jesus has come to live in Puri indeed. He exists in the consciousness of an
increasing number of people. Especially those who are educated, more open to new issues.
His presence has been noticed not only by the representatives of the magistrate but even the
priests of Jagannatha.

Father Marian met professor R. at some official celebration. It sometimes happens that
complete strangers immediately feel friendly towards each other. Then they met from time to
time and always found something to talk about. One day professor R. said: ‘Father Marian, |
am a Hindu and | live according to my religion, but I believe in Christ and consider him as
my guru.’

He went on to add that in his opinion Hinduism seems to have become fossilised, time
Is moving too fast for it; once so creative, now ceased to suggest new ideas and the ritual has
dominated over the ideology.

‘It’s as if,” smiled professor R. ‘it no longer kept up with the times, switched off the
radio, turned off the TV, stopped reading the newspapers, and even locked the door to its
house.’

A few years ago, having learnt that professor R. was ill, Father Marian went to see
him. The professor was very glad of that visit. He asked Father Marian to move closer to him,
because he wanted to tell him something very important.

‘After more than a dozen years of scientific work and teaching students,” he said ‘I
suddenly began to sense some kind of emptiness around me, | had the impression that this
void is devouring me, sucking me in. In order to get free | tried working more, | began to do
some social work, broadened my contacts with the students. To no avail. The feeling
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persisted, my personal involvement did not change anything in my life. I even thought about
committing suicide although for us, the Hindus, this is one of the greatest sins. Do you know
why?

‘l do,” said Father Marian. ‘For it is only God who has the right...”

‘No,” interrupted professor R. ‘For it breaks the path of purification for the one who
was born together with me and in me, and hoped to reach, with my help, a higher level than
the one he inherited from the previous generation.’

‘That’s interesting,” said Father Marian.

‘And when | almost completely broke down,” continued professor R., ‘one evening I
had the impression that | saw Lord Jesus in the light coming through the window. I clearly
heard his voice: ,,Are you suffering more than I did?"”’

‘From then on | had no more peace. That is, | regained my composure, but | kept
remembering these words; they were always present in whatever | was doing, in my contacts
with the others. | wanted to buy a figure or picture of Lord Jesus and hang it next to these of
Ganesh and Siva, but I couldn’t make up my mind and kept putting it off. Then, one day |
went to a wedding reception of my friends. When | got back home, | opened a box where |
kept various valuable objects and documents and ... would you believe it...? At its bottom
there was a figure of Christ.”

Father Marian concluded this story with the following comment:

“This professor often told me that Christ seemed to have been pervading him, entered
his heart, while he had never experienced this with respect to the Hindu gods. This is the more
strange as he had never had any closer contacts with Christianity, yet he somehow understood
Jesus. He felt there was something missing in Hinduism and subconsciously wanted to fill the
gap.’

Professor R.’s worries are not a rarity in modern India. Father Marian believes that,
especially among people with a developed awareness, the mental attitude of ‘Brahmins-
Christians’ is forming. Many of these people may be termed as ‘Christians outside the
Church.” Clearly they are not pagans. They, and their number is growing every year, guided,
as it may seem by their instinct, are seeking the truth and getting closer to Church and
Christianity. During many public appearances the Indians refer to Christ believing Him to be
one of the incarnations of God Vishnu or one of the prophets of the Greatest Creator. Some
educated Indians talk about Jesus with greater conviction and earnestness than one may hear
at the sermons preached from many a pulpit in the Catholic churches. Other Indian
theologians claim that Christ was more than a guru-teacher for, like Buddha, he created his
own, fundamental and universal philosophical system which has not lost its validity and may
be considered in timeless categories, although two thousand years have passed since its
appearance.

I discussed this problem with many Indians. Some of them expressed the view that
Christianity is even closer to the truth than Buddhism for, on the one hand, it is based on the
belief in God-Creator and, on the other one, does not deny man the right to possess the
earthly, material goods, and puts love above all the other feelings connected with the human
existence.

Clearly, educated people, accustomed to posing questions and also having a special
physical and mental construction tend to a greater extent to develop their own outlook upon
life than simple or even primitive people connected by the same atavistic bond with their
religious tradition without which, as they feel subconsciously, they would lose their base,
their support and would become like the “corrupt,” ‘untouchable,” and ‘rejected,” or lepers.
They would be seen as such especially by the others... and in India the public opinion is not
something to trifle with.

Therefore | am hesitant to use the word ‘conversion.’
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“The process of conversion,” says Father Marian, ‘that results in the change of religion
has to be, in consequence, similar to the calling, e.g., to priesthood. A decision which is
inspired by the calling can not be ‘speculated’ or ‘deduced.” The calling has to contain the
‘divine spark.” God’s voice is the call addressed to the soul of the man.’

I see. This must be as if a wanderer lost in the wilderness suddenly saw a signpost
giving him a chance of rescue. | think that such a “call” must have been the share of young
Giovanni Bernardone, the later Saint Francis of Assisi.

In modern world, not denying, of course, the possibility of God’s direct intervention,
the major and decisive part in the process of someone’s conversion may be played by another
human being, his direct example which represents or embodies more the idea he serves than
the man himself. And this is probably the main function of a Catholic missionary. To show
Lord Jesus close by. To give a testimony to His teaching and His Commandments by one’s
own life and actions. For Christ did not force anyone to obey Him or follow Him. He did not
threaten, exert pressure, coerce. He talked. Asked questions. Explained. Gave examples. His
whole life was an example. ‘Can anyone prove that | have sinned?’ He presented the fruit of
his own reflection and made suggestions, like every teacher, for this is the duty, the social
role, of any teacher. By his own activeness Father Marian also gives examples and makes one
think.

To those who may ask: “‘Why should one moralise or convert the Indians, why should
they be shown another way since they believe in God, are devout, pray, contemplate, mortify
themselves and diligently fulfil all their religious duties?’

I will reply: “To make it easier for them to seek the truth, to give them one more
option, to make them, focused mainly on themselves, more sensitive to the suffering of the
others, to enrich them, to facilitate them finding answers to questions of interest to everyone’s
conscience, so that, ultimately, the world will be better, less indifferent, more merciful.’

One educated Indian said: ‘There is no other chance for India than to adopt
Christianity as an all-Indian religion. For only the Christians feel the pangs of conscience,
regret their sins, feel responsible for the others, and have the duty to make up for the harm
they have done to the others. Without that India will not get beyond the Middle Ages despite
the evident progress in technology.

There may be other possibilities, but the above opinion should not be neglected. There
Is something in it. It has won my support not because | am a Christian myself but because
after getting to know India | realised what the cause of the Gordian knot, which exists in
many countries of the modern world, is.

Giving spiritual comfort to a dying person, Father Marian sometimes has a sense that
this is a Christian. He can not say why he feels in this way but he is convinced this sense has
never failed him.

According to the appearances India is a country tolerant to the other religions.
However, its population is fanatically attached to their own religion. Therefore a missionary
is in particular danger of being accused of using illegal methods of converting. This means in
particular the so-called ‘rice Christians’ who are ready to renounce their belief in Siva for a
bagful of food. One has to be careful with respect to those who say that they have come to
believe in Jesus and are ready for baptism.

Father Marian says: ‘In such conditions baptism can not even hint at being done for
profit. I might have baptised the whole lepers’ colony or at least half of it. Moreover, in the
old days when someone was dying missionaries baptised them in articulo mortis. Today this
is no longer done. If one wants to join the Church, they have to be aware of the consequences.
Without that the baptism, which is the change of faith, may reflect very negatively on the life
of the proselyte. The greatest obstruction for the baptism are the relations in the Indian
society, and especially the omnipresent pressure of the family. The proselyte automatically
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loses his ties with the family and caste and such expulsion means losing the support of the
family group, always very numerous, and of the caste, both in the moral and financial sense.
Rejected by the caste and the family one will not find a husband or a wife. All the doors are
closed to them, the neighbours would not visit them, they are met with silence and
indifference. He becomes dead for the society. He is utterly alone in case of a disaster. The
Indians-Catholics are often believed to belong to the ‘caste of the Christians,” which is a
serious mistake in reasoning, a confusion of ideas. The Catholic Church in India is making
considerable efforts for the baptised people to remain within their caste so that the family
would not object to one of its members becoming, e.g., a Brahmin-Catholic.

In the 1950s, thus not so long ago, a certain missionary settled in a small village in the
state of Orissa. He built a chapel and began to convert the local peasants although he was well
aware of the anti-Christian law, valid in this state, which forbade the so-called ‘converting.’
but the missionary was obstinate and decided to convert the whole village. What did he
achieve? Nothing. Yes, a few catechumens did come to the chapel and watch what the priest
was doing. One boy, recruited by a political party, was a spy. Pretending to learn the
Catechism he informed the authorities that the missionary was using illegal methods. The
missionary was arrested and imprisoned and had a case in the court. After a long prison
sentence he was released thanks to the intervention of the Church authorities as well as a few
local Catholics. The Indian authorities obtained a solemn promise that no missionary would
be using similar methods. The representatives of the law were satisfied and the future
missionaries had to draw a conclusion from that story, which has been serving as a warning
until today.

I am not a historian but as far as | know in the recent several thousand years only the
Christians, realising the message of Christ, are carrying out charity programmes, especially
among peoples of backward civilisations. And although the cruelty of the Inquisition and
various manifestations of intolerance during the fight for the ‘souls of the heathens’ are well
known, these meanders of darkness are over and now we know that only the Christians seek
understanding with the non-Christians through mercy, compassion, and help, as if they were
trying to pay back in this epoch the debts made by the cruel fanatics. Today the task of a
missionary is to make it easier for people to find the way towards decent life in accordance
with the humanistic ethics, the way to eternal redemption, which they will clearly obtain, no
matter if they have chosen the Hindu, Muslim, Judaist, Buddhist, or Animistic path previously
considered as the most pagan one. Realising in particular the ideas of the 2nd Vatican
Council, which stated clearly that all the people of goodwill may hope for redemption in
Jesus, Christianity seeks understanding with the citizens of the whole world in what is
common for all the people, which everyone desires, although their native language may lack
appropriate words to express these notions.

During my stay in Puri | asked Father Marian many questions. He answered all of
them, except for one. Among other things | wanted to know if Father Marian has, from the
beginning of his work in Puri, ever baptised anyone with full conviction.

“Yes,” answered Father Marian. ‘P. L. Rao, a driver from our mission. But his mother
was a Catholic.” And then he added: ‘There is a Buddhist family living nearby. Their eldest
daughter is studying in Saint Joseph's Girls High School in Cuttack run by the nuns. She was
baptised. Two years ago her younger brother also asked for that. | baptised him, too, and | am
sure | have done the right thing. There is also one more example: a man who was a Catholic,
married a Hindu woman. Then she was baptised. They are close to the Church, participate in
the Holy Mass, receive the Holy Sacraments.’

Some of the people in the lepers’ colony ask about Jesus and Catholicism. They are
often well-educated and enlightened, knowledgeable in many disciplines. Although the illness
has made them social outcasts they do not lose touch with the external world and devote
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plenty of time to reflection. Their misfortune has allowed them better to understand the
secrets of the human soul. Yes, they often refer in their conversation to the Sacrament of
Baptism but Father Marian treats these wishes with a great deal of reserve. He is waiting until
they are really ready. He often reminds them that Catholicism is a very difficult religion.

The children of Catholics usually become Catholics.

On his arrival to Puri, Father Marian found here a group of Catholics composed of
about 200 people. He knows that generally their Catholicism is very superficial but he has
never classified people according to their denomination or the colour of their skin, but into
honest and dishonest ones, less kind and more kind, those who need help and those who may
help the others. He does not use other distinctions. He knows well the term ‘Rice Christians’
but believes that if they already exist one has to look after them, for they may also provide
testimony for the Church.

‘But perhaps...” he says quietly, ‘sometimes | wish they didn’t exist.’

I ask what other denominations can be found in Puri.

“The Baptist Church,” says Father Marian, ‘using the Oriya language, has about 400
members. The Pentakata Church are the Baptists speaking the language of Telugu. They work
in the fishermen’s village. There is also the Independent Church, a Protestant fraction also
operating in the fishermen’s village. And finally there exists the Pentecostal Church, but it is
not very popular and has little influence. Our cooperation is limited to looking after the
Christian cemetery, where the very soil unifies everyone in their eternal peace.’

Deeper in the territory of the state there are a few Evangelical communities. Father
Marian does not operate there because in his opinion one more Christian element would only
inspire confusion in the consciousness of the inhabitants, especially those who have never had
contacts with any denominations other than Hinduism.

‘Is the increased interest shown for Jesus the result of your missionary work or just a
sign of the time?’ | asked again.

And this is the only question to which Father Marian did not answer. He did to all the
other ones. But not that. He must have not heard it.

Dialogue

Father John Shevlin SVD, an Englishman | met in Puri gave me his two books. In one
of them I found a poem:

Don’t walk ahead of me,

For I won’t be able to follow you,
Don’t walk behind me

Or Iwon’t be able to see you.
But walk alongside me

Hold my hand

And be my friend.

I remember these words in particular when | think about the dialogue Father Marian is
carrying on through his activeness not only with the inhabitants of Puri but also with the
Brahmins, the priests from the Jagannatha’s temple.

When people walk together they may talk. All the people all over the world should
walk together. What could be, however, done with those who believe they have the right to
walk ahead? And what about those who are not able to follow? And it is not the pace of the
march which makes things difficult but something more complicated. The awareness of where
one is going and for what purpose.
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A dialogue. It is a difficult notion. Certainly one of the most difficult ones used by
civilised people. It ends when the missing words are replaced by force.

The party which wants to take part in the dialogue must not only be present but also
represent something... have some arguments, some ideology.

The Hindus are present. There are one milliard of them. And they have their ideology.
It is older than Christianity by almost two thousand years. Father Marian came to India and to
Puri from very far away. He was a stranger. It was his duty, therefore, to introduce himself.
But the arrival of a missionary to a holy town in India is not equivalent to starting a dialogue.
For centuries India has had close contacts with Christianity and was aware of its existence.
The existence did not suffice as a call for discussion. Baptising a few Pariahs did not disturb
the balance in religion. It was as if someone took a spoonful of water from the ocean and
poured it onto the beach. Jagannatha offers people so much that he does not have to worry
about the competition.

And yet, here, in Puri, there happened something which made Jagannatha take part in
the debate, to express his permission for starting the dialogue. The moment which triggered
this was the arrival of Father Marian, a Pole, a Divine Word missionary, who, having built a
marvellous church in the very centre of the town decided, by means of this very act, to ask
Jagannatha to take part in the conversation. Such a proposal is not only a proof of great
courage but also, and may be first of all, of a great internal conviction that the Word of God
should be spoken by the human lips and that this is the only modern method guaranteeing
peace in the world: through looking for understanding on the basis of ethical foundations,
which are common to everyone. Ad maiorem Dei gloriam - all my work done for God. ‘Truth
is God,” said Mahatma Gandhi. Believing deeply in God he forbade to use violence as an
argument in any field of social or political life. For evil added to evil results in evil
multiplied, making up a chain, which first brings discomfort, then it hurts, and finally
suffocates. Father Marian is well aware that the same principle is the basis for the dialogue
between Christianity and Hinduism.

In modern India people have a tolerant attitude to such sins as cheating, lying, or
stealing, and the real crime is to neglect the ritual, and thus shirking the duty to pray, not
performing the appropriate gestures, not giving an offering, tardiness or in exactitude in
venerating the deity and its priest. It may be also a crime to hurt a cow. Such offences can be
made up only by giving an offering for the temple, performing acute penance or mortification.
India is, however, a country highly diversified in its religious traditions and rituals connected
with them, which may be hard to understand in Poland, a country with one dominating
nationality, language, and religious tradition.

The information that there is a country where only one language and one alphabet are
used, was very surprising for the Indians | talked to. The greatest reservations were made with
respect to our ritual tradition, for in the Indians’ opinion the Christians are not very devout.
Why? They do not wash, they do not pray, do not contemplate or give offerings, and
moreover, to the greatest horror, they kill cows and eat their meat. To eat a cow is like to eat a
child, for a cow is just as helpless as a child. And it embodies about one hundred and twenty
gods.

Can one think about a dialogue if such serious objections are raised? It is well known
that fire and water are the two opposites. Yet Father Marian has found a method to reconcile
them. How did he do it? Very simply: he stood in the middle. He replaced words with his own
actions... his deeds and his example. He knew this was the only way, for in a dialogue without
words there can be no wrong interpretation. And although actions are more convincing than
words, sometimes one can not avoid using the latter, when the stake of the game is high: the
human understanding. The fundamental principle of the dialogue Father Marian has been
conducting in Puri with Hinduism for twelve years is the process of mutual enrichment.
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Combining the metaphysics of the East with the idea of the Room of the Last Supper and
Golgotha. Father Marian is convinced that this common quest for God must bring the
expected results of inspiring in human consciousness the love for other people.

For the dialogue to begin, one main condition must be fulfilled: both sides have to
respect one another. This is not easy to achieve, for there are many preconceived ideas,
biases, or even grievances, which have appeared over the centuries. Yet there are some strong
points, coming from various sources. Here are some of them.

Does God exist?

He does.

Has God created man and all that exists in this world?

Yes. Both sides agree to that.

Does everything that lives contains in themselves a particle of the Creator, the
immortality?

Yes.

Should man love another?

They should.

Is it, therefore, forbidden to Kill, to steal, to lie, to cheat, to violate human dignity?

Itis.

Both sides agree to that unconditionally. And since it is so, the dialogue may begin.

In order to gain the position of a persona in this dialogue, Father Marian had to, as the
first one, show with his behaviour that he deserved respect, that he should be reckoned with,
treated as a partner. This was, and still is, the most difficult stage of his missionary work.
Referring to the Hindu tradition he created a real Catholic Ashram. It is made up of two parts:
the church and the Centre for Seeking the Truth.

Building the church

It was in November, 1984. The premises of the Catholic mission were one large
building site. Concrete-mixers, stacks of bricks, lime, sand, reinforcement steel. Women
workers in colourful saris with the slow movements of experienced labourers loaded ten
bricks on small boards and carried them on their heads towards the bamboo scaffolding,
behind which the walls of the new church were beginning to emerge. Men standing on the
scaffolding took the bricks and bowls with mortar and handed them to the ones working
above. And so, day after day, apparently imperceptibly, the work progressed.

The man in a shirt with sleeves rolled up, a green baseball cap and sunglasses is, of
course, Father Marian. The initiator of the construction, its champion, and its supervisor. The
investor responsible to his own conscience and Our Lady, for the new temple is going to be
consecrated to Her and it is She who is helping in its construction.

One moment Father Marian is on the ground, helping a woman to arrange the bricks
and then he climbs to the highest level of the scaffolding, where the steel fixers are preparing
the ceiling. The job must be done well. There can be no compromises.

At a concrete, already fixed plane in front of the main entrance there lie the
construction plans held fast at the corners by pieces of brick.

‘Jerzy, Ewo!’ calls Father Marian, waving at us.

We come closer.

‘I have a problem,” he says. ‘Could you help me? How do you imagine the doors of
the church?’

‘Inside, of course,” | joke.
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Father Marian understands jokes. He appreciates them.

‘Inside, you say. You’re right. But how should they look at the sides?’

‘What does the drawing show?” asks my wife.

‘It’s like that, but I’d rather it were the other way. Nicer. For example, maybe there
should be semi-circles. What do you think? And on these semi-circles one may put large
ornamental flower pots. Well, how do you like it?’

Father Marian can quickly change form one subject to another. This is because he is
full of excitement, joyful involvement, hope. He can already see this church, already loves it,
and is saying the Holy Mass in its modest, but tasty interior, he is already giving the Word of
God to the gathered people.

‘And how about the windows? What should the bars be like? I would like them to be
simple, but expressing something at the same time. Think, give me suggestions, you are the
artists. 1 had, for example, in mind the oil lamps, something like small stained glass windows.
Fire is a symbol of faith.’

He suddenly turns around and cries: ‘Hey, suno!’

Suno means ‘listen’ or ‘wait’ in Oriya; Father Marian is pointing at one of the
workers.

‘Help this woman, support her hand!’

Of course | do not understand what he is saying, but I guess the meaning of his words
from his gestures.

The parish house is almost ready. The windows are already fixed. The house is at the
back, to the left of the church.

‘Look at these palm trees,” says Father Marian. ‘How beautiful they are! There will be
a garden. Flowers, shrubs, grass. They’ll grow fast, for everything grows quickly here, not
like in Europe.’

On the very left side of the premises one can see a modest but large building. There is
something in it that inspires trust, makes one wish to go inside. This is the Centre for Seeking
the Truth. The focal point of the dialogue. The main, besides the church, investment of the
Catholic mission. This building is already fulfilling its task. At its entrance there are several
bicycles. This means that the reading room is full and the librarian, who looks after the
collection of books and helps the visitors to find the right one for reading, is not idle.

‘Let’s go to the library,” says Father Marian. “I’ll show you the books which have just
arrived. Also from Poland.’

This was two years ago. In November, 1984.

Now it is November, 1986.

The church was built in eighteen months’ time. This is very little, if one takes it into
consideration that in India even the largest structures are made with the use of the human
hands, especially those of women. It is the women, who carry the bricks, baskets with sand,
cement, and mortar on their heads from dusk to dawn, climbing the bamboo scaffolding even
to the top floors. In this great and courageous undertaking, not gathering the necessary
materials, however, or employing specialist and manual workers was the most important, but
finding the necessary funds.

I feel it is my reporter’s duty to mention at least the main sponsors. Not in order to
thank them, but rather to put their names on a honorary tablet, placed, in the Indian custom, in
a well-visible location. There is not and will not be such a tablet on the wall of the Catholic
church in Puri, so let it find its place here:

- O.P. Dohman SVD: 50 000 German marks, which equals 199 072 rupees. A bequest
for building the church in Puri;

- St. Peter Clavers, the congregations of sisters: 20 000 German marks, i.e., 79 629
rupees;
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- Poland, the church offerings: 90 000 rupees;

- Poland, for the interior decoration: whole cost;

- Social organisation, Kirche im Not, Germany: 66 000 German marks, i.e., 262 680
rupees;

- The Society of Divine Word: 50 000 German marks, i.e., 199 072 rupees, and for the
second time in that year, 19 840 Australian dollars;

- The Chinese family of Mr and Mrs Leer: 1000 rupees;

- Offerings from local parishioners: 1000 rupees.

The Catholic mission in Puri does not consist only of the church. Next to it Father
Marian has built a two-storey parish house which serves as an accommodation,
administrative, and technical facility as well as a catechetical centre. Besides there are the
dispensary with a consulting room, a garage for two cars, and, which is his greatest joy, one
more building which houses the library, a reading room, and a lecture room, the already
mentioned Centre for Seeking the Truth. Father Marian wants also to build a grotto with a
statue of Our Lady. The May Sermon, the Rosary, would have a great setting: the canopies of
the coconut trees overhead and the illuminated grotto among the ornamental shrubs.

On December 11, 1986, Puri, the holy town of Hinduism, saw an unusual ceremony:
the consecration of a new temple devoted to God: a Catholic church of the Immaculate
Conception of Our Lady.

The church, beautiful in its architecture and rich in its symbols, was consecrated by
Archbishop of Kataka-Bhubaneshwar, Rafael Cheenath, SVD, assisted by Bishop Alfonse
Bilung SVD, and thirty eight Fathers and sixty five Sisters. The greatest moment of the
ceremony was when the Holy Sacrament was transferred form the old chapel to the new
temple of the Lord.

Father Marian, the initiator and tireless builder said in his homily: ‘At this lofty
moment our numerous Indian brothers were kind to be present, the most important citizens of
our town. From May, 1984, they watched with appreciation how the new church was growing
on the site of the old, ruined chapel, the oldest trace of Christianity in Puri.’

He also said: ‘Jesus Christ is not a stranger in the Hindus’ holy city. According to the
Indian tradition he came as a pilgrim to Puri before he began his redemptory mission, which
had led him to the cross in the faraway Palestine.’

There is no proof to say that Jesus has ever visited India. The legend goes even farther.
The Tibetan and Himalayan lamas claim that Jesus came to study in their cloisters. After the
war | met and elderly Pole who had spent many years in Tibet. He said that in one of the
cloisters he had seen a book, which was said to have been read by Jesus. The lamaic monks
had even marked a few places, which, as they believed, were indicated by Jesus as
particularly important.

It seems to me that this part of history can not be verified. The legend itself is
beautiful and clearly makes up a part of the dialogue, which, with Father Marian’s help,
Hinduism is carrying out with Christianity in Puri.

There are many Christian churches in the centres, or close to the centres of the Indian
towns. However, the permissions for building them were given by the colonial authorities
before India gained its independence. After 1947 this changed radically, not as a result of the
fear of ‘competition,” however, but due to the wish to eliminate from the Indian landscape too
obvious foreign accents. Therefore the construction of the new church in Puri, in 1984,
inspires reflection. There is only one conclusion: the permission granted by the town
authorities is due to the respect Father Marian has won from them.

Father Marian himself puts it like that:

‘It is curious, but when the church walls were still being raised | had an impression
that the whole town of Puri was participating in the work. People stopped, came inside,
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watched the workers, asked questions. They were glad that God will have another temple in
their town.’

‘Another temple.” So they realised that Jagannatha’s White Pagoda would cease to be
the only one, having for almost one thousand years the privilege of being the intermediary
between God and people.

The design of the new church was made for free by a professional architect and a
Jesuit in one person: Father Antonio del Porte.

The church of the Immaculate Conception of Our Lady has in its highest point a cross,
the symbol of the Christian faith but the shape of the building brings about something new,
more connected with the future than with tradition. For some it resembles a tent and for the
others, a boat. It holds the spirit of the Vatican Council, the idea of seeking understanding, an
invitation to talk under a shared roof. The building attracts the attention of the passers by, but
not in an aggressive manner: on the contrary it seems to say: ‘Traveller, come in, and if you
are tired, you’ll find here peace and shadow, a rest; you’ll be able to reflect on your further
way, think, talk to God.’

For those to whom the tall silhouette of the church resembles a boat rather than a tent,
it also offers a common journey across the ocean of doubt, suffering, despair. The Indians are
mystics, thinkers, seeking communication with God. Many of them easily decipher the
meaning hidden in the architectural form of the new church. Passers by, especially those
coming from other towns, stop, look, and think. Some of them come inside to reflect for a
while, look at the Christ on the cross above the main altar. They know that God-Man gave his
life also for their sake so they salute the altar clasping their hands and touching their
foreheads with them. The people, accustomed to Gods fighting demons, dancing, joyful and
‘making love’ wonder about Christ’s sacrifice and its aim. And so they begin, on their own
and without any outside encouragement, a dialogue with their own conscience.

Before each church service on Sundays, held in the Oriya language in the morning and
in English in the afternoon, there come to the church children with the Sisters of Charity, tide
up the church, arrange the flowers and place the prayer-books. The prayer-books are in two
languages but on the covers there is the face of Our Lady of Czestochowa, the Black
Madonna, the Queen of Polish Crown. A choir, consisting of more than a dozen people,
directed by Father Thomas, an Indian, sings original Indian hymns in Indian tune and rhythm.
Some songs are taken from Rabindranath Tagore’s poetry, which brings Christianity closer to
the Hindu tradition, forming a natural path of communication. Here is a fragment of one of
the texts included in the hymn-book of the Catholic church in Puri:

There are numerous strings in your lute,
Let me add my own among them.

Then when you smite your chords,

My heart will break its silence,

And my heart will be one with your song.

During the evening service I listened with curiosity to the strangely sounding text:
Nomoste, Mariya, Onughoro purna,
Probhu tumbhoro songore
Narinko modhiore tumbhe dhonya,
Ebong dhonyo tumbhoro gorba pholo, Jisu...

I know that in Polish this means ‘Hail Mary, full of grace,” and there is no doubt that
Mary, although she was Jewish, can understand it. Then the adoration of the Blessed
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Sacrament takes place. The candles are lit, for the light has just gone out. Father Marian with
the help of the flickering light reads the prayers. This is a tough and risky test for his weak
eyes, but Father Marian believes in God’s mercy, for he himself is full of it.

This irregular switching off and on of the electric power, three, four, or even five
times a day is not surprising to anyone. But to ensure the light for the church during the
Christmas Eve midnight mass or the Easter Sunday morning service one must remember to
bribe the employees of the electric power substation. That was done earlier but Father Marian
has managed to get his own power unit which switches on automatically when there is a break
in the power supply.

During the Holy Mass men sit in the benches on the right, women and nuns to the left
side of the church, whereas children occupy the floor in front of the altar. Brother Binod from
the Congregation of Missionaries of Charity (Mother Teresa), plays a small harmonium: with
his right hand he touches the keys and with the left he pumps the bellows. When the choir
begins a song everyone takes it up. Often, drawn by the sounds of music and by their own
curiosity, passers by come from the street into the church. When Father Marian delivers the
sermon - and it is rarely short - people listen to his words with great concentration.

One day Father Marian told me: ‘I knew a painter from Krakow, a former Dachau
prisoner. He once explained to me how he prepared himself for painting a landscape or a
cityscape. He first looked at its photograph for a long time, made a few sketches and then
went outdoors to contemplate the existing view. Then he returned to his studio and painted all
that had made the greatest impression, what had become fixed in his soul. | act in a similar
way when preparing a sermon. If | need to concentrate | go outside the town, to the rice
paddies and under the palm trees. People who | meet there do not disturb me because they are
part of the landscape, of nature. Their presence is rather helpful than distracting.’

And then he added: ‘I think that every priest should have a hobby. He ought to paint,
write, make music or sing. This would greatly enrich him.’

Every Sunday and every holiday special four-page leaflets, called The Sunday Liturgy,
are issued, containing helpful reflections and texts. They allow the faithful to better
participate in the Lord’s Offering, at the same time guiding their thoughts towards numerous
current issues. The particularly profound reflections are contained in the paragraph: ‘Liturgy
and Life,” always presented on the last page.

After the Holy Mass Father Marian is again attacked by the *squeaking reality’: talks
about lighting, repairs, expenses, about urgent matters and ones which may wait but have to
be put into the ‘memory database,” about the needs of the church, the announced visits, the
needs of the library, for some readers have just asked about certain books, about the poor who
need help quickly. Father Marian is listening, but I guess from expression of his face that in
his mind, like on the computer screen, there appear columns of figures. The ones on the credit
side are in green, but the worse is the case with the red ones, which indicate the debit. And
one should not forget that all the people Father Marian talks with are Indians and the
conversation with them is very specific. One has to explain a lot and repeat things a few
times. This is the custom. Several people are talking at the same time, and one has to treat
each individually, but all of them at once. This takes a lot of time, but it can not be changed...
such is the custom.

For example today is the eve of the Corpus Christi. One has to buy five litres of
kerosene, three litres of lamp-oil, five hundred clay lamps. Kerosene costs three rupees per
litre, lamp-oil, eighteen rupees a litre, the lamps will cost 50 rupees and the flowers: ten
rupees.

‘And, suno, you have to write on the notice board in front of the church, but the letters
must be big, clear, and beautiful, in ink on white paper... write it down, lest you’ll forget: ,,0
Lord Thou art the King of the truth and life, the King of grace, virtue, justice, and mercy.
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Thou art the Greatest King of Mercy.” Have you got it? Show me. One letter is missing here.
This one should be more rounded. Father Thomas will check if there are no mistakes.’

Father Marian’s office seems like a street market or a large debating forum.
Sometimes it is completely quiet but usually it is filled with a jumble of human voices. I like,
standing aside, to listen both to the silence and the conversations. The silence indicates that
Father Marian, if he is there, is talking to God, the din proves that he is having a chat with His
intermediaries.

It is said that “the church is the house of God.” It is indeed, but Father Marian hopes
that in this house Lord Jesus would meet people directly, during the scheduled *Bible Hours’
for all the willing, not only those who have made an appointment but also those who came
accidentally, and not only during the Holy Mass. Such meetings would be spent on reading
fragments of the Bible, their explanation, singing songs, and also conversation about principal
issues: ethics, the duties of man towards himself, his kin, and the society, on decent life, on
the examples given by great Teachers of different religions in various historical epochs, on
how love has to find its way into the consciousness and soul of every man. Father Marian is
preparing for this project feeling the weight of responsibility for he knows how such “Biblical
Hours’ may enrich the consciences of many people. The Indians will listen but they will also
talk. The almost three thousand years of activity of various teachers-gurus in India, who made
people think and discuss, has prepared an excellent ground for such meetings. Especially, as
the modern times, more than any other epoch in the past, make one reflect on the society, on
the duties with respect to the others, and in consequence, to the whole nation.

The celebration of consecrating the church, which took place on 11 December, 1985,
was announced by specially printed, ornamental invitations, signed by the vicar and the
parishioners of the Catholic church in Puri. They announced a solemn, open-air programme in
the evening. The latter seemed to me particularly important, for it contains clear accents of the
Hindu-Christian understanding for which Father Marian has been consequently struggling in
his missionary work. Therefore | will quote the whole of it:

The cultural programme of festivities following the consecration of the new church in Puri.
Date: December 11, 1985, 6.00 p.m.:

- Prayer Dance

- Welcome Song

- Welcome Speech

- Farmers’ Dance

- Lord’s Prayer in Oriya language

- Lecture: The History of the Church in Puri

- Folk Dance

- Prodigal Son: an Evangelical Play

- Mayor’s Speech

- Thanks

- Final Song

Father Archbishop Rafael Cheenath SVD and Father Bishop Alfonso Bilung SVD will
be our guests of honour.

Everyone: Father Marian and his collaborators: the nuns, the teachers and the children,
did their best to make the celebration splendid. They succeeded fully, the programme was
uplifting and inspiring reflection. Many people remember it till today. For Father Marian the
day of December 11, 1985, was probably the greatest in his life of a priest, missionary, and
teacher. And, surely, also of a Pole.
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Corpus Christi in Puri

Sunday, November 22, 1986.

The Corpus Christi Day. In India this holy day is celebrated in November because of
the climate. Why have | mentioned this day? Not because the celebrations were lofty and the
church beautifully lit and decorated, and the altars along the procession way modest but
moving. | mentioned it because during these celebrations there took place an event which |
dare call one of the forms of dialogue which Father Marian has been conducting with the
local community since his arrival in Puri.

‘Jisunko Joyo!’ Long live Jesus!

After the Holy Mass held in the English language five hundred oil-lamps were lit on
the premises. The procession began at the main altar. Little girls with their faces traditionally
painted, dressed in white, with wreaths of fresh flowers on their heads, strew flowers at the
feet of the Blessed Sacrament. The street outside the church entrance was packed with people
who, with attention due to such an event, were watching the procession. Among the crowd
were more than a dozen Poles working at the construction site of the power plant of Rourkela.
The monstrance was carried by Father Marian. A pious song in a typical Indian melody
sounded loud and noble. The wonderful orange and vermilion sky created, together with the
black silhouettes of palm trees, a really exotic scenery. A group of some passers-by joined the
procession and accompanied it on its route around the church, listening attentively to the
homily delivered by Father Marian in the Oriya language, and therefore understandable for
everyone. Standing at the altar erected on the side wall of the dispensary, in the light of the
candles held by almost all the members of the procession, Father Marian spoke about Christ
the Lord who on his shoulders carried his lordly throne to Mount Golgotha to redeem
everyone. The last word, everyone, was said with a particular stress.

‘When people are confused and rebel against an order,” said Father Marian, ‘the
authorities send out the troops to make the people obey. Seeing human errors and grieving at
them, God sent his Son to the Earth, to redeem the people from their sins with the offering of
his life. Let us now ponder,” he continued, ‘whether it wouldn’t be better if we imitated Christ
in our daily lives so that life would be better for all of us? So that one man would know that in
case of need, in case of misfortune, in case of danger, another man will help him and not
abandon him, just like God does not abandon the people who trust Him...’

The silence was absolute. Occasionally the leaves of the palms rustled in the breeze, a
dog barked somewhere away, or a baby cried, who out of wanton curiosity held its finger to
close to the flame of a candle. The dark faces of the Sisters of Charity contrasted sharply with
their white frocks.

On the way towards the second altar, built over the garage between the library
building and the parish house there happened something, in my opinion, extraordinary. The
monstrance with the Blessed Sacrament was now carried by Father Thomas. The head of the
procession with the cross raised high went past the old chapel to the side gate and onto the
street. Straight into the crowd of the onlookers, as if to invite them to take part in the
ceremony. After about forty metres, the procession got through he main gate back to the
premises of the mission and headed towards the second altar. The Indians standing in the
street watched the ceremony motionless and full of attention. Many of them saluted the
monstrance with clasped hands and then joined in the procession. This was a moment when
for a while - or may be even for longer than a while - the Catholics and Hindus were united
into one human family which venerates God in the same way, wants God, and deeply believes
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in His presence. The Catholics intermingled with the Hindus, English people with the Poles,
Germans, Australians and Indians.

Finally, under the indigo tent of the sky spangled with the stars two films were shown
at the yard. The screen was hanged on the wall of the church facing the main entrance from
the street. Therefore the show was both closed and open. The projection apparatus was
operated, of course, by Father Marian. It is also him who borrowed the two films. The first
one was a documentary on the birds from the lake Chilka and the protection of nature in that
area. The second one was about Mother Theresa of Calcutta. It was a beautiful, moving film,
making one think. The films were watched by a crowd of more than two hundred people who
must have associated the cross worn on the shoulder of Mother Theresa’s frock-sari with the
one rising high to the stars from the church belfry. They must have been aware that on behalf
of that sign both Mother Theresa and Father Marian were working to sow love and mercy.
And perhaps this was an important part of the Corpus Christi celebrations: the dialogue
between the street and the premises of the Catholic church. These accidental, but numerous
viewers must have wondered why that old woman, a stranger coming from a different nation
and a person of an alien faith, is awarded by their president with such great honours of the
highest civil order and why in the faraway Norway a group of elderly gentlemen in dress
coats are kissing her wrinkled hands with such respect and humility. Why this old, thin,
lonely woman in a white sari, with a face so crumpled as if it had been oftentimes whipped by
life stands, despite her frailty, so high among this crowd of well-dressed and still better fed
people? They must have thought about it...

And Father Marian may include this reflection on the plus side of his dialogue.

Five hundred oil lamps kept burning for many hours. The view was particularly
beautiful when one looked from the upper terrace of the parish house.

Anyone who enters the premises is bound to notice something, which he will surely
consider a symbol of the dialogue. On the left hand side one can see a tall, straight, concrete
cross on the belfry of the new church, and at the background, over a thousand of roofs, there
stands the sikhara of the White Pagoda, the sanctuary of the Lord of the Universe. The
distance between these two points is about four hundred metres in a straight line. A
coincidence? Perhaps, but even if it is a coincidence, the results are not accidental.

‘Some time ago,” says Father Marian, ‘An Indian friend of mine told me in a
conversation: ,,Father, why won’t you go to the Koraput district? There are many persecuted
Adivasis there.” This grieved me because he treated us, the missionaries, as fit only to work
among the harijan (the caste of the untouchables) and the aborigine tribes, living in
separation from the rest of the people. | also remember another conversation with a certain
fervent Hindu who said something completely opposite: ,,Father, why do you care only for the
Adivasis? Why don’t you come to us?””’

‘Why?’ continues Father Marian. ‘It is a sad fact that our Society has been working in
Orissa since 1948 and so far has done little to get us closer to the main stream of the cultural
life of Orissa, which is shaped mainly by our Indian brothers from the upper castes. It is hard
to talk about ,,making Christ present among the Indians,” when an average Indian, educated
or not, has a very primitive and unclear notion about Christianity. This barrier is the first thing
which must be overcome. How are the Indians to know if they don’t hear, and how are they to
hear if we do not try to come to them and tell them? Christianity has a lot to offer to the
»starving for God” Indian and it is its duty to do so, and first of all this is the duty of us who
are working here. Our undertaking in Puri, which began in 1975, is one of our greatest
challenges.

It was in 1975 that Father Marian came to Puri. And in order not to ruin this challenge,
he set up the ashrama. His great sensitivity to human needs dictated him this very course of
action: first to create a place. Such an approach is justified by the age-long Indian tradition.
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The origins of the ashramas have to be sought in the distant past, when the thinkers
used to settle in the caves. The wisdom and piety of the hermits drew listeners both living
locally and the ones moving from place to place in search of the truth. Numerous groups of
disciples followed their guru from one village to another and the local inhabitants offered
them their hospitality, considering it a great honour. Today the caves have been replaced by
modern buildings, often whole estates with scientific, contemplatorary, and sanitary facilities.
An Indian ashrama is something like an academia where students listen to the teaching of
their guru, follow the religious practices, develop internal depth through conversations and
discussions with their teachers, whom they often may choose according to their wishes.
Various ashramas have different organisational and scientific structures, but their share one
principle: to improve one’s mind and soul.

The Centre for Seeking the Truth

On the left hand side of the entrance to the premises of the Catholic mission there is a
large board with an inscription in Oriya and English: Sothio Sandhano Niketan: Centre for
Seeking the Truth - Catholic Library - Puri. This new and valuable educational centre has
appeared quite recently on the cultural map of the town of Puri. It is visited by many young
people, usually students of local colleges, but also by their lecturers. The opening of the
centre for the use by the inhabitants of Puri took place on January 19, 1980. The library and
the reading room were equipped thanks to personal efforts of Father Marian. There are all
departments from History and Physics to Art and Sport. From the very beginning at least
more than a dozen, and sometimes far more people, visit the centre every day. Nobody is
trying to brainwash them, enlighten them, teach, or engage into conversation. They gather
knowledge on their own, but Father Marian is there, and young people often ask him for help.
In the Centre there are also lectures on contemporary problems, usually followed by a
discussion.

To establish the centre for dialogue was from the very outset of his missionary work in
Puri one of Father Marian’s main wishes. While bringing Christianity closer to the local
community he wanted also to draw the attention, especially of the modern Indian youth, to the
very valuable elements of Indian tradition, which the young seem to be forgetting, lured by
the strident propaganda of so-called ‘modernity’ fostered even by the state media. In Father
Marian’s opinion the progress of civilisation is causing negative changes in the consciousness
of people, the majority of whom, especially the young, understand progress as rejecting all
that has remained from the tradition. The material progress has been substantial and can be
easily seen in India. Also in Puri itself. Perhaps not for a tourist but for someone staying here
for years, one who can compare things. But inasmuch as the technologies are improving, the
human hearts remain the same, for the human consciousness is the slowest to change. The
contemporary youth, more self-confident and arrogant than before are trying to become
‘modern’ quickly and superficially, first of all by rejecting the tradition of the vorfathers. The
tradition, especially here in India, dominates over man’s whole life through the still-pervading
religious rituals, including magic arts or astrology.

This situation, however, may bring a serious danger, i.e., that of emptiness. If one
rejects something which has existed for millennia its place has to be filled with something
else. Otherwise man’s balance becomes disturbed. If a person, especially a young one, does
not know what to fill their life with, they look for substitutes, usually in the form of narcotics.
The Catholic mission tries to meet the needs of the young. For Christianity is - especially for
those young people who are more keen on reflection - interesting, fascinating, attractive. They
instinctively feel that the world is changing, even the traditional Indian world. They begin to
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understand that stagnation and strict adherence to the customs unchanged for centuries does
not lead anywhere, causes stagnation and regress.

At the beginning the Indians watched Father Marian’s activities from afar and from
above. They had a kind of superiority complex. But gradually they got closer, the distance of
distrust became lessened and they began to talk, ask questions. Many of them have become
‘infected’ by Father Marian’s attitude, his great spiritual power and energy, which seemed in
exhaustive. They wanted to know where from this stranger draws his strength and kindness
and so much love for the people around him. And that is how the idea arose of creating a
place for conversation and exchange of views for understanding - a centre for dialogue - to
get in touch with people on a more permanent and direct basis. Such a centre would have not
to be an occasional one, under a palm tree, standing, looking at one’s watch, but an organised
one, permanent and held in the atmosphere of mutual friendliness and approval, so that those
who come could learn that Father Marian, that Catholic guru, respects their tradition.
Moreover, that he recognises its fundamental elements and is not going either to undermine,
or, the more so, to ruin them, for despite many differences caused by discrepant traditions and
customs, the roots are common for all men: the belief in the same God who does not allow to
harm any creature and who gives equal love for everyone and everything.

One remark: ‘not to hurt’ and ‘to give love’ are two different things. It is the same as
with ‘feel sympathy’ and ‘prove your sympathy.” And it is here that the dialogue becomes
complicated and more difficult, for now not the words, notions, or arguments must serve as
proof, but the actions.

India has its ‘Gospel’ too. The holy books are known mainly by the Brahmins and
priests. The Mahabharata and Ramayana are rather stories of gods and mythical heroes than
moral and philosophical teachings. They are known, usually fragmentarily, only by educated
people. The majority of the population are basically acquainted with the pieces told by the
wandering recites. No Indian god gave his life for the sake of men. Perhaps Father Marian’s
whole missionary activity, and in particular establishing the centre for dialogue, is caused by
the wish to fill that gap.

One should, however, note with satisfaction that the Indian humanistic tradition is in
one respect far ahead in comparison to Europe. | have in mind the religious tolerance. India
may boast a unique document which was written in the 3rd century BC. This is Edict 12,
written by King Piyadasi, also called Ashoka, the grandson of the famous Chandragupta of
the Maurya dynasty. This document makes it easier for all the Indians to understand and
accept Father Marian’s activity, especially as regards the dialogue. This is why | am quoting
it whole.

Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi, honours both ascetics and the householders of
all religions, and he honours them with gifts and distinctions of various kinds. But Beloved-
of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi, does not value gifts and honours as much as he values this - that
there should be growth in the essentials of all religions. Growth in essentials can be done in
different ways, but all of them have as their root restraint in speech, that is, not praising one's
own religion, or condemning the religion of others without good cause. And if there is cause
for criticism, it should be done in a mild way. But it is better to honour other religions for this
reason. By so doing, one's own religion benefits, and so do other religions, while doing
otherwise harms one's own religion and the religions of others. Whoever praises his own
religion, due to excessive devotion, and condemns others with the thought "Let me glorify my
own religion," only harms his own religion. Therefore contact (between religions) is good.
One should listen to and respect the doctrines professed by others. Beloved-of-the-Gods, King
Piyadasi, desires that all should be well-learned in the good doctrines of other religions.
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The Ashrama of the Catholic mission in Puri consists not only of the church and the
centre for dialogue. The premises house also the St Arnolds’ Health Centre - Catholic Church
- Puri. It is run, on behalf of Father Marian by a Brahmin, doctor Mahapatra, who, although
he is a specialist in treating leprosy, has in his daily practice to deal with all the sections of
medicine, from paediatric to surgery and psychiatry. Sister Cyrila, a Sister of Charity, aids
doctor Mahapatra, admitting the sick and then helping to give the treatment. It was she who
showed me under the microscope a preparation of tissue infected with leprosy. This corpus
delicti, dreadful in its effects, was very ornamental. It might have served as an inspiration to a
Tachist painter. In the waiting room there are portraits of Mahatma Gandhi, Pope John Paul
I1, Blessed Arnold Janssen, the patron of the dispensary, and a chromolithograph representing
Our Lady with Child and pigeons - just like in many peasants’ huts in Poland. The pleasant
atmosphere is fostered by the pictures representing various landscapes.

The health centre accepts daily many people in need. Some treatments are performed
on the spot but in case of necessity the patients are sent to hospital. The fee depends on the
financial status of the patient. The majority are treated for free.

The *planned deficit’ is also the principle of operation of the Centre for Family
Planning at the mission. During the several years of its existence it has issued more than nine
hundred membership cards, which indicates a considerable interest of the public and its
support. The members of the Centre are both women and men. The talks are given by doctor
Mahapatra with a woman instructress of Baptist denomination, well trained in the method of
natural family planning. The circle of women participants is broadening for the women-
members bring their friends, which, moreover, increases the sense of women’s solidarity.

Traditionally, women in India, are expected to have the progeny, for in India the
presence of children is a proof of God’s blessing. Who would wish to limit it? In rural areas
and in the huts of poor people the families prevail with many children. How should this
situation be reconciled with the consciousness of modern people and citizens, or even with the
conscience? This is a complex cross-national problem with no easy solution. The Catholic
mission in Puri wants to help in dealing with it.

During the meetings and talks organised by the Centre for Family Planning numerous
listeners learn also that the woman is not only a machine serving to satisfy the man’s needs
and to bear children, but that her dignity and right for deciding about her own fate should be
recognised. She also has the right for personal happiness.

In Father Marian’s files I found a copy of a letter written to the Missionary Centre of
the Verbist Fathers in St. Augustine, Germany. It contained the following words: ‘It would be
not faire to limit our activities in Puri to the work among the lepers and poor people. The
joyful message has to be spread. This prompted us to establish a dialogue centre at our church
compound, which allowed us to get a platform where we could directly pass the teachings of
Christ to our Indian brothers... Due to this centre something wonderful happened: the barrier
between Christianity and Hinduism has been removed. | hope forever.’

Father Marian is a member of the local Cultural Society, the aim of which is to
broaden and deepen knowledge in all possible fields among the greatest possible number of
the inhabitants of the town. The Centre for Seeking the Truth conducts lessons of foreign
languages, and fosters self-education through lectures and talks on various subjects. The
presentations are enlivened with shows of films or slides.

The authorities invite Father Marian to meetings and lectures in different Indian
associations such as Sai Baba Society, Brahma Kumaris Society, or Ramakrishna Mission.
The former two aim at fostering the purity of religious customs. The third one is under the
patronage of a great Indian reformer and its members live according to the Christian religions
orders, considering them an example worthy of following. They use modern technical
equipment in their activities. Father Marian gives lectures about the truth and its meaning for
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the moral level of society, about reliability, social duties of the citizen, on human dignity and
the right to education, on religious tolerance, but also about Lord Jesus, His life and apostolic
activities, comparing it to the activities of various Indian gurus whose names deserve a
mention in history. The lectures are usually followed by a stimulating discussion.

Our missionary is also an active member of the Committee for Helping Children for
the Puri district.

The town authorities always ask Father Marian for help in organising the celebrations
of national festivals and other events. The celebrations of the Republic Day, held on January
26, and the Independence Day, taking place on August 15, are usually organised in the square
called Gandhi Ghat and during them the representatives of all the denominations read or
present their ‘confessions of faith’ usually in the form of quotations from holy books: Gita,
Koran, Old Testament. Father Marian usually cites a fragment of the Gospel, which, with a
suitable commentary, seems appropriate for the given event. During floods, droughts,
epidemics, he co-operates closely with the town and district authorities. He usually asks for
the most difficult section. He does not explain - and nobody asks him - what means he is
going to use to help the people in danger. They know he will find the means and not let them
down.

Jisu kibari in the Hindi language means ‘Praise Jesus.’

These were the words with which a young man, a Catholic, greeted Father Marian
when he came to the mission with his seven year old son. The child held a black slate with a
pencil attached to it. Father Marian invited the visitors to this office, sat at the desk with the
boy in his lap, put the pencil in his hand and together they wrote on the slate only one word:
Julu, which means Joe. The boy’s name. The first word Julu wrote in his life.

This is an old Indian custom. Immediately before going to school, before the first
lesson of writing, the parents take their small child to the guru they consider the most worthy
of respect so that his hand would guide the child’s hand writing the first word on a slate or in
a copybook. This is the symbol of hope that the intellectual and moral powers of the guru will
accompany the child and support it all its life.

In one of Father Marian’s notebooks, probably used for making the drafts of sermons,
| found the following reflections: ‘A Christian’s life consists in imitating Christ. The work of
a missionary particularly requires of one to imitate Christ the Saviour, Christ the Preacher,
Christ the Teacher, Christ the Healer, and Christ who is the Testimony of God. Christianity is
a religion different from all the others. According to its doctrine not people seek God but God
seeks the man. To be a Christian means to feel responsibility for one another. To be a
missionary means consciously to take on the full burden of that responsibility and to strive for
partaking in Christ’s suffering for the sake of His Body, which is the Church. This means to
be aware of all the needs of humanity. In the countries liberated from the colonial dependency
the missionaries are to help the new Churches reach true maturity. A missionary is thus a
guardian, a helper. He rows the boat but does not steer it. Pope Benedict XV said: ,, The
Catholic Church is not Latin, or Greek, or Slavonic, but universal.” This Church must be
Indian in India, Chinese in China, Japanese in Japan. There is no other way if it is to fulfil the
part God-Man has assigned to it.’

It is hard to say whether through his example and activities Father Marian brings
closer Christ to men or men to Christ. But is that important? What really matters is that the
dialogue once begun is continued, that it takes place at various levels and reaches deeper and
deeper into human consciousness, that it extends farther and farther. It should not be,
however, forgotten that at times it encounters sharp bends or even leads on the verge of a
chasm. | have already said that Father Marian’s activities are continually watched over by the
authorities as well as by the ordinary people. One careless step may destroy the lifelong
achievements. This might happen even in the literal sense for it’s not difficult in India to get
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the crowd witch become easily blind, thoughtless, and cruel. In India there are extremists,
fascist leftists, and fanatics, who fear the ‘conversions.” They suspect the missionaries for
bribing, pressuring, and blackmailing the poor to depart from their original religion. They
would rather prefer that nobody treats the lepers, nobody helps the poor, disabled, ill, and
lonely. According to them it would be better if the lepers and the poor died so that they would
no longer spoil the imaginary pure landscape of their country. People of such ‘morality’ are
usually the most dangerous, like all those who adopt a programme of jealousy and hate and
who call kindness and unselfishness “bribery.” Well, every missionary has to be aware of that
when he takes up his work.

What are the greatest fears of a missionary? He fears the pangs of conscience for
neglecting, overlooking, forgetting something, not overseeing, not being able to find
arguments to dispel someone’s doubts. He fears his own, human weakness, loneliness, doubt
and apathy, nostalgia, which may break the weak in spirit, prove stronger even than the belief
in one’s vocation. He fears illness as well as unforeseen reaction of people caused by
misunderstandings.

In my opinion Father Marian has found the best method for fighting the weakness: he
did everything to make the people in Puri consider him as a one of them. He tried to become
part of the society, understand the people and be understood by them so that the people do not
see him as an intruder, but accept him. And this has happened. Thanks to God’s help and
grace.

Says Father Marian: ‘Sometimes people ask me the following question: ,,How big is
your parish?” | say that Puri itself has one hundred ten thousand parishioners, including
sixteen thousand priests. The priests in the Jagannatha’s temple. For they all belong to my
parish. | am perhaps the only vicar in India who has at his side as many as sixteen thousand
clergy, the pandas. And | am one of them. | am a panda. But a Christian one.’

Here is an ordinary, yet at the same time extraordinary document. This is an official
announcement of extending the lease, or the right of using for further 20 years the area on
which the school for children from leper families is located. It is one of the structures built by
Father Marian and personally supervised by him. I’'ll quote one fragment of this document:
“The land is owned by the director of the City Council in Puri. Its tenant is the Roman
Catholic Diocese Cuttack-Bhubaneshwar represented by a member of its Board, Father
Marian Zelazek, SVD, aged 66, son of Stanistaw, caste affiliation: Brahmin, occupation:
priest, address: Catholic Church, Puri, Church Road, Puri, Orissa (emphasis: J.K)

It is hard not to reflect on the contents of this document. | do not mean here the fact of
extending the lease; it is a formality. What is surprising is that in an official document
mentions the caste affiliation, although the Indian Constitution has abolished the castes and
does not recognise them in law. Despite that one is glad that Father Marian was given the
right to use the title of the ‘Brahmin,” representing the highest rank in the social ladder in
India. Father Marian was born in a farmers’ family and thus according to the customs and
tradition of India he should belong to the caste of Vaisia, the third highest in the hierarchy.
The caste affiliation can not be changed. Yet it was applied to him. He was granted the
highest honour. This is the first thing.

Secondly: Church Road means the street at which a church is located. The name of the
street came as a surprise to Father Marian, for so far the street at which the Catholic mission
is located had been called Clerk Road - the street of the clerks.

Father Marian and the High Brahmin

Up this very street, coming from the centre of town, there are two men. We know one
of them. It is Father Marian. Who is the other one? He is shorter and has a serious, round face.
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He wears a gown which resembles the Ancient Roman toga. A simple one, not a senator’s
one, for these were bordered with dark red. Oh yes, | know who he is! Next to Father Marian
the highest priest of the Jagannatha’s Temple, the High Brahmin, Bhitardja Maka Patra, is
taking a stroll. Both the gentlemen cross the gate leading to the premises and head for the
office. There Father Marian invites his visitor to sit in a comfortable armchair and asks the
cook, also a Brahmin but of a lower rank, for coffee and some cake.

‘Whenever 1 visit you,” says the High Brahmin, ‘I always have the feeling that | am
usurping your time. You are always so busy.’

‘And | am always very glad,” replies Father Marian, ‘and | expect your every visit
with pleasure.’

The High Brahmin looks very carefully at Father Marian.

‘I have to tell you one thing, but please do not mind my frankness, but whenever | pass
this way | look at the new church with mixed feelings. | generally like its architecture, its
proportions, et caetera, but there is no mysticism in them, the mysticism which one senses
when looking at an Indian temple. Please, forgive me.’

“You are right,” answers Father Marian. “The mysticism of our church consists in its
symbols. When you look at it, doesn’t it seem like a tent which offers shelter to everyone
coming to it? Or a boat which we are all sailing to the place where God is waiting for us?’

‘Well, you know...” brightened the High Brahmin, ‘now that you mentioned it...
Indeed this church does resemble a bit a tent and a boat. Yes, you are right. An unfurled sail
and a tent do have something in common.’

The cook has brought the coffee, cups, and very sweet Indian pastries covered with
colourful icing.

The High Brahmin notices a glass case standing on the desk, which contained a
photograph of Father Marian decorated with silver swans and artificial flowers. The whole
thing looks like an apotheosis in folk style.

‘I see,” say the High Brahmin, ‘that my gift, showing my respect for you, has found its
place in your office. | also keep close to me the present I received from you and | esteem it
highly.

‘I’m glad to hear that,” replies Father Marian.

The High Brahmin concentrates for a while.

‘l know that you are expanding you activities in the lepers’ colony,” he says without
expressing any feeling.

“We cure some people and then the new ones come.’

‘Yes, this is a serious problem. They are usually primitive people, the lepers. They sell
the medicines they get and often act, | have been told, as if they cared little for their situation.
God has punished them not only with the illness but also with a lack of brains.’

“You know,’ says Father Marian, ‘that there is one God and He decides upon the fate
of a human being. We, His voice on the earth, can not remain indifferent...”

‘We are not indifferent, either. We show people the ways of curing the soul. The
human soul belongs to God more than the human body. We mainly look after the souls.’

He reaches for another cake and eats with gusto.

Father Marian does not break the silence. He has talked with the High Brahmin many
times and had the opportunity to learn about his interests in culture, religion, and morality.
They both know the limits of their dialogue so they avoid the matters of doctrine, limiting
themselves to the ones about which they have similar or identical views. For example on the
subject of sympathy, mercy, and respect for man as a being created by God. The High
Brahmin treats mercy as a means for purifying the soul, as one of the forms of offering used
to get the award awaiting for the merciful man in his next incarnation. Thus he assesses
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Father Marian’s charity activities from a different perspective. They have talked about this
many a time.

‘I know,” says the High Brahmin, ‘that you offer yourselves to the poor and miserable
just like Jesus offered his life for the people’s sins. But, Father, for me the Jesus’ death on the
cross is an offence against God. With all due respect, | can see a contradiction here in your
religion.’

‘A contradiction?’ Father Marian is surprised.

“Yes. For either Jesus was God and thus he couldn’t have been crucified by people or
only a man. | admit that a man with a profound inspiration, a great guru, like Buddha or
Mohammed. So if he was not God, the Jews could have crucified instead of Jesus someone
else, a person who was dangerous for them because of his activities. Every one who preaches
a creed foreign to a country becomes dangerous. And if he finds listeners, the danger
increases, which leads to the inevitable consequences.’

Father Marian looks at his visitor with polite interest.

‘Do you know,” continues the High Brahmin, ‘that before Jesus began teaching in
Palestine, he probably stayed in Tibet and India?”’

‘I heard about it,” remarks Father Marian.

‘In Jesus’ teaching one may find elements taken from Buddhism, Jainism, and from
our religion. Who knows, if this is true, he might have stayed even in Puri, which has always
been a centre of the intellectual movement.’

“This is a very nice legend,” says Father Marian, ‘and it does not diminish the value of
His teaching. One thing is doubtless: perhaps he used to stay in Puri but now he has certainly
come back.’

‘He must have liked the beautiful house you built for Him,” says the High Brahmin,
bowing his head a little.

Speaking about Jesus’ house he meant the new church, but I know, just as everyone
else who has visited Puri that Father Marian has built for Jesus in Puri a hundred times more
durable memorial: he instilled in human hearts and consciousnesses the belief that man can be
good, that he is really able to love his brother even more than himself.

To open the doors for Jesus

It is Father Marian’s wish to open as many doors for Jesus as possible. The evening
prayers are one of the means to that end. They take place in private houses of the Catholics
according to a pre-arranged schedule. This duty is also fulfilled by Father Thomas, a young
Indian priest, ordained a few years ago, a Divine Word Father. The other weekly visitors are
the Sisters of Charity, the most hardworking collaborators of the Catholic mission.

This evening it is Peter’s turn, working in the parish as a driver, to be the host. Peter’s
father was a Hindu, his mother is a Catholic. For living with a woman of a foreign confession,
Peter’s father was expelled from his family. The odium grew slowly, got stronger, and
punished harder and harder. This was a kind of slow torture, the longer the guilty man
suffered the more acute it was. Not being able to stand the humiliation, Peter’s father took to
drink. One day, having already three children, he left his home. He ran away and like
thousands of lost people like him, he began to look for even a temporary shelter, taking odd
jobs to survive till the next day. Sometimes he found a place to sleep in a house, but most
often he spent his nights in the open air. One day he left for another journey to seek
employment, probably to western Bengal, he finally deserted his family. He disappeared. He
melted in the anonymous crowd.

At the central railway station in Calcutta, Sister Clara from Mother Theresa’s order
noticed a crying woman with three children. She gave them a temporary shelter, soothed, fed.
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After some time Sister Clara wrote to Father Marian asking if he could take care of this
deserted by the husband and father family. Father Marian agreed so Peter’s mother came to
Puri and began working for the Sisters of Charity, helping in their daily activities. Peter was
the eldest so Father Marian thought he could give him a job ensuring a steady income so that
he would be able to help support his family. He sent him to a driving course. After a few
years of work mother and son saved a modest sum. Father Marian helped them and they were
able to buy a small house near the railway station. He could do it thanks to the fund set up by
the Dutch family of the Bijenen, the same who financed building the recreation facilities in
Beatrix School at the lepers’ colony.

Together with his two younger brothers Peter came voluntarily to ask Father Marian to
baptise them. And, after a suitable period of preparation, Father Marian fulfilled his plea.
Watching Peter and his family he came to the conclusion that he can perform this act without
having any doubt.

The home of Mrs Rao and her children is a small, modest house typical for the area,
but unlike the neighbouring ones which are dirty, or even sordid, it is neat and well looked
after. The latest monsoon rains have flooded the area between the road and the entrance, but
thanks to a few large stones it was possible to get to the house without wetting one’s shoes.
The house consists of a hall, two small rooms and a kitchen. The place where the prayers are
held has a couch, a sewing machine and a little table, but nevertheless there is enough room
for everyone. The hostess, her three sons, two girls from the neighbouring families, three
Sisters of Charity, two brothers from Mother Theresa’s male order, and me. In Europe so
many people would not be able to fit into such a scant space, but during my few months’ stay
in India many a time did | see that the Indians are able to change their sizes depending on how
much room they can occupy. They shrink and then they expand. This can be best seen on the
trains, buses, on the rickshaws, and in the cars. A seat, which can be occupied at most by one
and a half European, can comfortably house three Indians and there will be room for the
fourth one. In such cases ‘consciousness determines existence’ again. Many a time did my
wife and | share one motor rickshaw with twelve Indians!

The wall is decorated with chromolithographs of Lord Jesus, Our Lady, and John Paul
I1. Next to them there is the Crucified wreathed in a garland of fresh flowers, Indian style.
The prayer - all parts of the Rosary - is conducted in turns by the nuns, Father Thomas, the
hostess’ little son, and a girl from the neighbourhood. This is followed by two songs and then
| say a few words about Poland, about Krakow, and about the religious life in our country.
Finally there is a modest meal: tea with milk and sweet pastries during which the conversation
focuses on everyday matters.

To get to the van we lit our path with torches. We did not go straight back to the
church, however. We went several hundred meters to the side to, after having crossed the
numerous puddles where dogs hunted for scraps of throwaway food in rubbish heaps which
littered the street, stop in a side street outside the gate of a bungalow. It is a house where
thirteen mentally ill boys live. The institution is run by the Missionaries of Charity, the men’s
convent of the order of Mother Theresa of Calcutta. The team working in Puri consists of
three Brothers and four novices. The superior of this mini-order is the eldest, 30-year-old
Brother Binod. The same, who plays the small harmonium during the Holy Mass, runs a choir
consisting of less than twenty people, and composes the songs sung during the masses.
Although Brother Binod is disabled - having only one eye - he is always cheerful, or even
joyful, and on his gentle face one can often see the same smile which is characteristic for all
the Sisters of Mother Theresa.

The building, housing at the same time the mini-order and the refuge, was given for
the use by the Brothers, Missionaries of Charity, by the Archdiocese Cuttack-Bhubaneshwar.
It consists of a bedroom, a kitchen, a small chapel with the statue of Our Lady, a small
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locutory and two dormitories for the boys. One may only imagine how dreadful their fate
would be if they did not find shelter in the Brothers” monastery. In India, unlike, for example,
in the Arabic countries, the mentally ill are not considered to be “visited.” They are rejected
like everything that is ill. 11l and therefore impure. The Indians particularly despise people
with psychical disturbances because they believe that this is the God’s fair punishment for
particularly dreadful sins committed in the previous incarnations.

Reporter’s remarks

To drive through the city at night requires the skills of an acrobat. In case of an
accident it is the driver who is considered guilty. To avoid collisions, the driver needs an
additional sense and four pairs of eyes: at the front of his head, at the sides, and at the back.
Especially in the market area, where one can buy fresh fruit, vegetables and fish until late at
night. Carts of various sizes and stalls stand side by side, sheets with wares lie directly on the
ground, and all that is lit by paraffin or oil lamps; smells of various foodstuffs intermingle
with the stink of rotting litter and excrements, and there is a swirling crowd of adults and
children, cows, dogs, and goats... For an European the atmosphere of the place brings memory
of the Middle Ages, but this is contemporary India; one can see such pictures even in the
streets of big cities. The bicycles and rickshaws have no lights. The cows lying in the street
look like boulders. Some houses and stalls, lit with candles or oil lamps resemble the
Bethlehem stables, exactly like the ones made for Christmas in Poland. Low adobe walls, the
roof covered with thatch, next to it a cow or two, sometimes a donkey, inside often in the
central place a mother with her head wrapped in her sari with a baby in her lap or lying on the
ground, next to her the father in dhoti... Looking at such a picture one imagines that soon the
shepherds and Three Wise Men will come.

I remember we have no food for supper. | approach.

‘Namaste.’

‘Namaste.’

‘I’d like two hundred and fifty grams of sugar, two parcels of ‘Perle-G’ biscuits, and a
packet of ‘Chamidar’ cigarettes.’

‘OK, but wait a moment,” says the vendor. ‘I have to pray now.’

He lits an incense stick, moves it around the holy pictures, then around the whole
shop: the jar with money, the boxes with this wares, the balance and weights, and finally the
shelves and cubby holes, the sacks with his wares. Next, holding the stick in a gesture of
prayer between his clasped hands he faces the holy pictures and bows his head several times,
moves the stick again around the tins and sacks with wares, the jar with money, the balance
and weights, the shelves, cupboards and cubby holes.

What do I do during that time? | have no other option: | say the Lord’s Prayer and then
three or four Hail Marys. | feel a bond with this man who encouraged me to pray and with
whom | am praying, each of us in our own way, but together. Never in my life have | prayed
so often. It needed a journey to India to realise that. The vendor does not, of course, know that
I am praying too, but sometimes, although not very often, we provoke a miracle. One egg
costs one rupee. This is a price for me, a foreigner, the locals pay less.

‘I also want five eggs,’ | say.

‘Choose them.” The vendor indicates a basket.

I choose the eggs and give the man five rupees. The vendor looks at them tenderly and
suddenly says: ‘Take one more.’

During our long journey through India we often went to places far away from the
tourist routes but we never felt in danger, although we had money, personal documents, and
photographic equipment of considerable value. Nobody accosted us, provoked us, attacked us.
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And, being completely alone, we were absolutely helpless. Let this opinion serve to express
our esteem for the peaceful tradition of India, the tradition which is observed by the majority
of its citizens.

But in everyday life the Indians show an exceptional lack of mercy both for the people
and the machinery, which can be seen everywhere and at any time, if one looks at all kinds of
vehicles. Let’s take a rickshaw driver for example: his thin legs are barely strong enough to
carry his skeletal body wrapped in a piece of cloth but they have to propel the pedals of the
rickshaw, the gears of which have never been greased, with a load of three, four, or even five
adults, often with their luggage, or from six to twelve kids going to school or back, with their
satchels hanging on the sides of the rickshaw like grapes. The cars are also mercilessly
overloaded. Twelve Indians in a four-seat car is such a common view that it may draw your
attention only during the first days of your stay in India. The Indians are equally cruel
towards their lorries and cows. The latter are venerated here, but it does not prevent people
from forcing these supernatural majesties, or rather their partners, the oxen, to draw carts
loaded far beyond their capacity. This is done probably because, unlike the horses, the oxen
never protest having a lesser sense of dignity. For us, tourists from Europe, this is not so
much incredible as suspicious. Each of us asks oneself the question: what is the resistance of
that chain and what will happen when it finally breaks?

Or may be it will not? Maybe sooner or later it will be strengthened by this mysterious
thing which is deeply hidden in human nature and which appears so rarely and with such
difficulty, for it seems to exist on the other side of the realities of life or even the
consciousness of man focused mainly on the struggle for his own survival.

Here is an example of ‘that thing.’

At the gate of the Christian cemetery in Puri a stray bitch bore six puppies. The
children from nearby mud-huts, the progeny of paupers whose sources of support remain a
mystery, placed next to the animal a coconut shell and filled it every day with milk from their
meagre ratios. They noticed that the bitch did not have milk for she was too emaciated.

Father Marian says: ‘I am sure that nobody told these children about sympathy, or
about compassion, or about mercy. Perhaps nobody told these children about God, either. But
this very innate sense of mercy for the stray dog brings the hope of saving all that is the most
precious in all of us: the humanity in a human being.’

I can not sleep although it is well past midnight. | experienced too many impressions,
there are too many questions without an answer. | seem to be subconsciously waiting for
something. | feel that something is still going to happen, something which | should not miss. |
often have such premonitions during my journeys. They usually prove true. Indeed. I can hear
from afar the sounds of music: pipes, rattles, drums, brass finger cymbals. And rhythmic
shouting of many people. A question said by one voice and then an answer is given by the
group. A password and a reply. | walk up to the window and draw back the curtains. The light
of flickering torches gets into the room. There is a procession in the street. They are carrying
the bier with a dead body to the place of cremation. The procession is headed by the
musicians intermingled with the torch-bearers. The flames make for the deceased the way
through the darkness to the place where he will wake up happier than before. How those who
are under the misguided impression that they are alive envy him! Life is but an illusion which
ends with death whereupon man regains his true form. Who will the deceased be when he
returns to life? And when will it happen? And who is closer to the truth? The Indians or we,
the monotheists, the heirs of Ekhnaton, Moses, Christ, Mohammed? Who is closer? The one,
whose relatives or friends are bearing on their shoulders, knows it already. A long object
wrapped in white cloth. White. So this is a man.

Some specialists in the issues of the borderland between the spirit and matter say that
the Indians to really become modern people should cease to believe in karma, the effects of
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the activities of the person’s previous incarnations, like the Muslims have to forget about the
notion of kismet, the belief in destiny. Otherwise they will never catch up. We, the Europeans,
oppose the destiny, fight it. Recognising God’s supremacy and being aware that we should
submit our will to His will, we reject the destiny as something that binds us, limits us,
humiliates us, and paralyses us. Parents want to secure for their children a better fate than that
of their own ancestors. This is how the Europeans have understood progress from the Ancient
till modern times. The majority of the Indians accept their fate. They do not argue with it, do
not struggle, for they can not oppose God’s will. According to our ethics Father Marian,
extending his help to the poor, does not oppose God’s will, but fulfils it. Yes, but we had first
the Prometheus, and then Jesus on the Golgotha. And this sacrifice has changed our
consciousness. It enriched it, confronting us with a challenge. Father Maksymilian Kolbe did
not hesitate to step forward.

They look after the poor

Here, in the tropics, the day comes after the night so quickly as if someone turned on
the light.

The god of the sun is Rama. To get him come back one has to ask him for it. I add my
words to the old-Indian three-tone melody:

Rama, Rama, oh Rama, hear us calling,

Give a fistful of rice, some hope, and a little happiness to us, the living, and to those
Who are coming back to you by the waters of the Ganges through fire and smoke,
Give them the joy of eternity for their suffering on the Earth,

Have Mercy, O Lord!

We spent almost the whole day in the lepers’ colony.

It sometimes happens that the Father Marian’s daily schedule is upset by an
unpredicted complication. This usually happens when two or three problems have to be dealt
with at the same time. One usually gives up in such a situation. But not Father Marian.

It was quite dark when he, doctor Mahapatra, doctor Wanda Btenska (this year, too,
she had decided to spend her well-deserved holiday helping out in Puri), and the Sisters of
Charity were dressing the wounds of the last patients and handing out the medicines in the
lepers’ colony. When that old woman sat next to the stairs inside the infirmary, she looked
like a heap of rags with a stick and a dirty metal bowl lying next to it. Someone sought out
Father Marian at the area of the lepers’ colony and said that there had just arrived a homeless
old woman and nobody knew what to do about her because she did not speak the Oriya
language but its southern dialect used three hundred kilometres away from Puri. This is the
distance she must have covered. Father Marian leant and put his hand on her head. They
looked at each other; eyes do not lie... When she got up, with difficulty because she was very
tired and probably also hungry, it turned out that she is not taller than a ten-year-old girl. How
did she find her way to the colony? It is simple. On the way somebody told her that there are
some people here, who look after the poor. The woman was completely lost and lonely in the
vastness of this huge country-continent, the size of which she was not even aware of. All her
belongings were these rags, the stick, and the bowl with rice some merciful person had given
her. Being close to Puri she used her only compass: she asked the people she met on the way
about the place where they look after the poor. And people told her. Now she was standing
surrounded by strangers, among whom there were some disabled people as well as women in
white robes, and felt fear. Perhaps these people were kind but they were strangers. What
would they do with her? She did not know herself, what to do.
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After finishing work in the colony we put the old woman into the ambulance and went
to the house of the Sisters of Charity. One of the Sisters kept stroking the woman’s head and
smiled kindly whenever their eyes happened to meet. The woman tried to smile back and her
eyes did not express so much fear; she felt the people she had just met wanted to help her. But
how? Father Marian had known that when he had leant over her. Now she was going to the
Sisters’ of Charity home, they would wash and feed her, and tomorrow she would be driven to
Bhubaneshwar, to the centre ran by Mother Theresa’s Missionaries of Charity.

When our ambulance was turning into the street at which the house of Missionaries of
Charity Sisters is located it was stopped by a group composed of a few men and women. They
were coming to ask for help but they noticed the approaching car. What happened? Well,
nothing special, but there is a man on the beach, he is quite old and something is wrong with
his leg, he can’t stand up and is moaning. He is a leper, he has one leg cut above the foot and
the other is hurting him. What are they to do?

Doctor Btenska joins in.

“You go with that woman to Mother Julia’s, Father, and I’ll walk with these people to
the beach, check what has happened, and if it is necessary, we’ll bring him here.’

When, after about a quarter of an hour, the ambulance was back, the man surrounded
by a large group of spectators was waiting at the turn. Mrs Wanda’s introductory examination
revealed that his knee was hurt and there was a haemorrhage. The accident happened on the
very edge of the sea. The man, ill with leprosy and lacking one foot, limped towards the water
to have a ritual cleansing. A wave crashed into him and he fell, hitting against some hard
object. The haemorrhage caused a growing swelling. It was necessary quickly to dress the
wound.

With the help of Father Marian and the driver, Peter, we put the man in the ambulance.
In a few minutes we were in the church infirmary. The man was treated by Mrs Wanda, aided
by one of the Sisters. Father Marian decided that the newcomer should spend the night in the
room adjoining the kitchen and he himself together with the cook’s helper were to look after
him. They will kept vigil all night and in the morning it will be decided what to do next,
depending on the results of the examination. And thus ended one of the ordinary,
commonplace days.

In the morning, after driving the Sisters of Charity to their usual places of work, the
ambulance, in which there still were two sisters and the homeless old woman-wanderer, took
also the man with leprosy with a dressing on his knee, Mrs Wanda and me. The man may
have to undergo an operation, and this could be performed only by a surgeon working in
Mother Theresa’s hospital in the town of Janla, thirty kilometres to the south from
Bhubaneshwar. Father Marian had had enough time to dress the ill man in his red shirt. He
could not go with us because he had some urgent matter to deal with in one of the local
offices. | promised him that | would remember to pray for his mother’s soul at the so-called
‘ill-luck bend.” But | was to be able to do it on the way back, for the “ill-luck bend’ is closer
to Bhubaneshwar, more than a dozen kilometres beyond the cross-roads, where one turns left
to go to Janla.

Peter sat at the wheel. | took the seat next to him. At the back there were two Sisters of
Charity, Mrs Wanda, the old woman in a freshly washed sari and a bundle of clean clothes,
and the men who had had the accident. 1 was glad to be going because | hoped to see the
friends | met two years earlier. These friends were huge ‘chain trees’ growing near the road
about thirty kilometres away from Puri. They were so huge that to take a photo of them one
had either to stand quite away from the road or use the wide-angled lens. Almost the whole
holy road had these trees alongside, but these giants were the largest.

Whenever the van bumped the wounded man gave a low moan. Doctor Wanda put her
embroidered handbag under his bad leg and massaged the swelling for a while, which clearly
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brought relief to the suffering man. He looked at Mrs Wanda and thanked her with a smile.
Later, when the pain was gone, she took out of her pocket her missionary rosary, which
inspired the interest of the toothless old woman. The rosary had five colours. The yellow
beads denoted Asia, the blue ones, Oceania, white were for Europe, black for Africa, and
green for Latin America.

After an hour’s drive, soon after we had turned left, I noticed a white temple at the top
of a huge hill. The hill seemed bigger than it was in reality because it was located on a wide
plain. The temple towered over the village of Dhaula where, in the third century BC, king
Ashoka, appalled by the bloody harvest of his victory in the Kaling war, adopted Buddhism as
the state religion. Nearby there was the rock bearing the text of his edicts, which began the
religious tolerance in India. Almost six hundred years before the Edict of Milan issued by
Constantine the Great!

The missionary centre, or rather the hospital and a small quarter where the lepers’
families lived, is located close to the road. In comparison with its dry and desert-like
surroundings it seems to be an oasis of peace and beauty. For many people touched with
misfortune it is not a temporary shelter but their final destination. It is here that the struggle
for health, respect, and place on earth fit for a human being, is conducted. The family houses
are arranged in a terrace and each family occupies one home. The Kitchen is separate but close
by, and the hospital stands on the other side of an area grown with fruit trees, ornamental
shrubs, and a large flower bed. Among the shrubs there is an artificial grotto with a statue of
Our Lady. Behind the fence one can see some rice paddies and fields with vegetables as well
as fruit trees. This is the place where the women, wives of the lepers treated in hospital, work.

Doctor Remy Rousselot is French. He is thirty three years old and comes from the area
of Bordeaux. After graduating he worked in Africa for five years and then, for four years in
India in missionary centres, two years of which he spent in hospitals under Mother Theresa’s
patronage. At lunch - we eat the same food as the nuns and the patients - doctor Rousselot
says: ‘We get many medicaments and dressing materials from France and Poland, but it is
Poland where the most needed ones arrive from. They are sent by the Caritas organisation and
the Missionary Association. Our lepers’ hospital gets the medicines through their distributing
station at Mother Theresa’s in Calcutta.

It is always so and | can not help it: the longer I stay abroad the more Polish | feel.
This has nothing to do with nationalism, however. | become a patriot. It is often necessary to
explain to the people I talk with the difference between these two notions.

Doctor Rousselot has promised to look after our leper immediately. The man is in the
surgery where a special apparatus will be used to determine the condition of his knee.

We go to Bhubaneshwar by a road leading from Calcutta to Madras. This is one of the
main thoroughfares in India. An artery pumping daily a great number of people and wares.
Peter drives skilfully. This is not surprising as he has practised under the supervision of such
a master driver as Father Marian.

In the refuge for homeless women in Bhubaneshwar, run by the Missionaries of
Charity the atmosphere is peaceful and restful, just like in Janla, although here the institution
is located in the centre of town. The old woman whom we brought has been taken over by the
Sisters who led her to one of the rooms and showed her where she would stay. What joy it
was when she found, among the women present in the room, one coming from her area and
speaking the same language! Besides the department for deserted women the refuge runs a
centre taking care of women with mental disturbances and the disabled. There are also a few
orphans, foundlings.

‘What were we to do?’ explains Sister Seraphina, the superior of the centre, with a
smile. “We found them at the gate or in the street. The small ones stay with us and the bigger

84



ones go to school, and what will happen with them later on, the time will tell. All our children
find foster families. Most of them in India but some of them abroad.

On our way back we visit Bishop Rafael Cheenath SVD. We have tea and sweets. The
legs of the table, the fridge, and probably also the bed of His Excellence stand in containers
with water. This is the only way to protect oneself from the ever-present ants. The Bishop is
interested in Mrs Wanda Btenska’s work with the lepers in Uganda and asks me about the
situation in Poland and our hopes connected with the Pope’s second visit to my homeland. He
is well acquainted with many issues even those which are distant from the problems of
modern India. He asks me to give his best regards to Father Marian.

We are going back to Puri.

| hope I will not miss Father Marian’s ‘bad-luck bend.” Yes, it must be here. The road
turns left and for a moment the lights of the van show a thick tree trunk covered with vines.

This was during the rainy season. Father Marian was driving three French people from
Puri to Bhubaneshwar: a young priest and his parents, who had to catch a plane to Calcutta in
two hours’ time. At the bend the van skidded and when Father Marian lost control of the
wheel he heard several times, although the whole accident lasted but a few seconds, the
clearly spoken words: ‘Don’t crash into the tree.” This was the voice of Father Marian’s
mother. What is strange the words were said in English. Obeying the voice Father Marian did
all his best to avoid the tree. Thanks to that, but may be also to the help of Someone else, the
van went past the tree and stopped in the reeds growing at the edge of a marsh. The
passengers were almost unhurt. A passing car took them to Bhubaneshwar. They were given a
check up in the local hospital and managed to catch the plane to Calcutta. Father Marian’s car
had to be repaired. After a week Father Marian drove it back to Puri. Now whenever he
passes by this place he always hears his mother’s voice. The same which saved his life. So he
says a prayer for her soul. Out of gratitude for saving both his own and the French people’s
lives.

Does Father Marian know the calculus of probability? I am not sure. Perhaps he does
not but he is aware that the more one drives a car the greater the statistical probability of an
accident. Pilots, captains of ships, and stuntmen know that. Father Marian is an excellent
driver but he has had cataract surgery on both of his eyes and moreover his pupils have
suffered from the strong, tropical sunshine, present during the greater part of the year. In
particular it is difficult for him to adjust his eyes to the reflector of the passing cars during
night-journeys.

It is early afternoon on November 14, 1986. The mission ambulance stops in front of
the house of Mr and Mrs Naidu, where | am staying. Soon we are on the way. This time
Father Marian is driving. We are going northwards to the village of Dobhar, the inhabitants of
which, at Father Marian’s initiative and with his help, are building a dike to protect their rice
paddies from being flooded. | remember this road because | travelled along it two years ago.
It leads towards Konarak with the Black Pagoda, one of the masterpieces of Indian sacral
architecture and sculpture. Next to the temple there is a small ashrama. Father Marian
introduces us to two gurus, Brahmins, teachers of this partly scientific institution and partly a
meditating and philosophical centre. In India knowledge and contemplation make up two
inseparable paths leading towards the truth. What does Father Marian have in common with
these Brahmins, one of which has developed such willpower that he can look at the sun for a
long time without blinking? (I took a photo). What do they have in common? All of them seek
the truth, share the idea of teaching, the passionate search for the Absolute.

This country is exotic not only in its landscape.

Once a certain Indian explained to my wife what God is.

“There is one God,” he said. “There’s no doubt about it.”
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God in the Hindi language is Bhagwan. The word is composed of two parts. Bhag and
Wan. Bhag denotes a part of man: the woman. Wan denotes a man. Therefore God appears
whenever a man and a woman are joined in the moment of creating new life. Then the man
becomes god for the woman. Well, almost every Hindu when thinking about God means
something different, which results in an utter confusion.

But ultimately it only matters what road we choose to get closer to God. | am trying to
describe the road taken by Father Marian. Or rather its short, several-week-long section which
I had the chance to cover together with him. No, not together. At his side.

We are passing through a densely overgrown area. Father Marian asks: ‘Who is the
closest to God? Sometimes one comes across a lonely hut at the verge of the jungle. There is
no furniture, nothing, and in the hut there lives a lonely old woman. She must be living
without sin, she harms no one, she disturbs no one. She must be very close to God...

Very close to God was also an old leper living near a village road in a shack just a bit
longer than a kennel. This ramshackle hut made of branches and twigs stood near Father
Marian’s missionary path leading to the village of Dobhar. The man survived thanks to the
charity of the kind people; he ate the pies or some rice they gave him and washed it down
with water from a nearby puddle. When there were no puddles, he had nothing to drink. His
feet were almost completely missing so he could not walk. All his property was a shard of a
broken clay vessel. He looked after a nearby chapel with holy stones and sometimes got some
food from those who came to pray. Father Marian called him Ecce Homo. The man did not
agree to move to the lepers’ colony so Father Marian took him to the infirmary and treated
him there. But the man did not feel well in the company of people with a similar affliction, he
didn’t like the sound of human voices because he became accustomed to the birds singing, to
the presence of God without any witnesses. So he came back to his shack near the road and
died there one night, bitten by a poisonous snake. People from the nearby village burnt his
shack. They did not cremate him body but buried it in a sitting position, which indicates
respect and deference. He was a leper, but a good man. They got used to him like one gets
used to a tree near the road. In time they will forget him but his legend will remain and
perhaps one day the place of his burial will become the destination point of pilgrimages, as it
has happened in case of some graves of nameless people in Sahara.

The villagers greet Father Marian using the word bapa. Indeed, they think of him as of
a ‘father.” From the time of the great floods of 1980 and 1982 this is no longer an expression
of politeness, not a name but the most honourable title a man, and especially a stranger, may
earn. This title ‘adopts’ Father Marian, doing away with religious and cultural differences,
promotes him to the rank of most esteemed people.

There are rains every year, but then they were particularly heavy; the soil could not
take in any more wetness, and one night the water attacked more than a dozen villages with
the fury of a wild beast. People grabbed whatever they could and rushed to the elevated parts
of the area, hoping that water will not get there. Indeed, it did not rise so high everywhere but
it cut off the access to food and drinkable water. How long can people live, especially
children and the elderly, without food and water? Two, three days and nights. And what then?
The people were trapped, doomed to a slow death. So they drank this cursed water, poisoned
with excrements and pesticides. They contracted diseases. They were afflicted with diarrhoea,
bloody vomiting, weakness. Awaiting help they kept dying on these humps of ground sticking
out from the water.

As soon as this news reached Puri the mayor of the town called some of its more
important citizens to a meeting. Father Marian said simply: ‘Mayor, please assign the most
endangered settlement to the Catholic mission.’

The mayor looked at the map and pointed a finger.

‘Dobhar,” he said curtly.
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It was only then that Father Marian learnt about the existence of this village. He
organised aid: food, medicines, dressing materials and disinfectants, the boats. He brought the
food from Puri. He hired a Brahmin to cook, because the food prepared by a person of that
caste can be eaten by everyone, but he intentionally located the kitchen in the area inhabited
by the untouchables, near one of their villages. People learned where the kitchen was. Nobody
wanted to touch the food.

‘We’d rather die of hunger than be contaminated,’ they said.

Finally they agreed to receive dry rations and water. India is indeed a country where it
is easy to come to this world but very difficult to live.

During the second flood, in 1982, Father Marian used a school building, now in ruin,
to feed endangered people, serving six hundred meals a day. At the end of the action his
reserves were almost finished.

‘One must admit,” he says today, ‘that in the event of danger or a cataclysm the
authorities try to support everyone who is trying to help. They are quite effective in co-
ordinating the operation and demand reports.

The flood was over but the human memory remained. Those who died were quickly
forgotten, but those whom the living owe their survival are remembered till now. Father
Marian also became attached to the village of Dobhar. He kept wondering what could be done
to save the village from the future floods. He surveyed the area several times and finally came
to the conclusion that there is no other solution but to build a dike. A protective earth wall
four kilometres long. When he took into consideration the conditions and the means the
village and Father Marian had at their disposal, the whole enterprise immediately seemed as
huge as building the Great Wall of China.

“You see,” said Father Marian, when we were crossing the rice paddies, transversed
here and there by high dikes, ‘when water floods the fields the people are threatened with
hunger. They are helpless. And nobody can help them then. There will be some temporary
aid, but what next? In India the tradition of helping your neighbours does not exist. If one dies
of hunger this means he has deserved it. This year, and the dike has not been finished yet,
people with torches kept checking whether the water was not breaking through, or whether
the neighbours were not ruining, out of jealousy, the wall they have been building for three
years now. This year the dike has passed its first test. It saved several hundred hectares of
fields with rice. In other places it caused serious damage. | hope the other villages will follow
our example and get at work.’

‘Get at work:” these words are not popular in India. ‘Help yourself and God will help
you,” this is the saying the Europeans have invented. India does not know about it yet.

We go along a dike for there is no other way. On both sides there are flooded fields,
destroyed crops and where the waters are slightly down, there are puddles. Before rice can be
sown here again some time must pass. And it has to grow before it is to be harvested. How
many people will live till then? And how many will not? In India there are no such statistics.
And although it has to be stressed that fewer and fewer people die of hunger here, those who
‘did not live’ are still numerous. The same is the case of people in debt for seven generations.
Their grandchildren and great-grandchildren will be born as slaves. For the debts of their
ancestors whom they can not even imagine. For this is life: some inherit honours and wealth
and others a curse.

Driving along the dike Father Marian looks ahead with evident uncertainty.

‘I’m afraid we won’t get there. The water must have broken the dike ahead of us.
What are we to do?’

‘Let’s go as far as we can,” he decides after a moment.
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But it is possible to move only several ten metres forward. The water has made a forty
metres wide hole in the dike. We get off the car. Father Marian looks at the slowly passing
water with worry. It is black and muddy.

‘Stay at the ambulance,” he says to his helper. “We’ll try to cross.’

He hoists the bag with medicines on his back, takes off his shoes and rolls up his
trousers as high as he can. | do the same, but | am worried about my bag with the camera and
photographic equipment. I am the first to get into the water. I will be sounding the bottom
choosing the shallowest places. But soon | find that the water reaches up to my knees and
then even higher. Father Marian is progressing courageously but cautiously, lest he does not
slip and fall. Finally we are on the other side. Our legs and trousers are covered with sticky
black mud. Never mind, they will get dry before we reach the village. It is not far. About two
Kilometres.

At the next crossing, fortunately much shorter, we are awaited by a group of men and
children. They saw Father Marian at a distance and have come to meet him.

‘Namaskaro! Namaskaro bapa!

Before we arrive at the village we stop several times. Because there is a woman with
gummy eyes. Father Marian stops, greets her and asks her about her eyes. The woman does
not know how it had happened. Like all the Indians she neglects her affliction. Yet Father
Marian sees the danger and reacts to it immediately. He finds a tube of ointment in his bag
and carefully applies the ointment to her eyelids. After that she goes away, taking with her the
medicine. All the medicaments which Father Marian has taken today are made in Poland.

Before we reached the village Father Marian conducted several curative procedures.
He disinfected and dressed the ulcers on a child’s head and gave his mother some aspirins,
and then he cleaned an apostema on a leg of a man and a boil on another man’s arm. Then an
elderly woman approached us and talked at some length with Father Marian about something.
The priest carefully searched his bag and found the right medicament.

The village of Dobhar has one thousand five hundred inhabitants. There is a school
attended by about two hundred children. Many of them have gathered around us and greeted
with joyful cries a large bag with sweets. The previous flood destroyed more than a dozen
huts. The walls were adobe, which easily soak with water and disintegrate. Thanks to Father
Marian’s help the most afflicted had their houses rebuilt, but of real brick so as to prevent
another catastrophe. Father Marian did not forget about a well. A new one was dug and it is
steened. ‘During the flood,” explains Father Marian with joy, but also with a little pride, ‘the
dirt did not get into the well and people could drink good clean water all the time.’

When the idea of building a dike had been accepted, Father Marian built a brick
warehouse covered with a roof of corrugated iron sheets. There he stored sacks of grit, rice,
and beans as well as containers with oil, and the tools. All those who worked at the dike
received a reward according to the principle: ‘food for work.” Together with the inhabitants of
the village it was decided that the pay would amount to four hundred fifty grams of wheat
grits and one hundred grams of oil per head per each cubic metre of the dike. People readily
took to their task. They did piece-work but they knew they were working for themselves, their
children and their community. Their zest was increased by the fact that they felt someone
cared for them, that this white man of alien denomination is getting them closer to the same
God they pray daily, and that he represents their own God. Moreover, personifies him. In
India every man who gives something to another personifies God. For God is to give. It is
people who take away. God gives.

I am sitting on a trunk of a fallen palm tree and writing down my impressions from
today’s escapade in the light of the moon. | am surrounded by a crowd of children, there are
about a hundred of their naked, bronzed bodies near me. One of the elder boys, who can speak
English a little, is translating what | tell them about Poland. | have to explain at length the
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idea of winter and especially of snow. In the village there is not even one TV set, although
there is electricity in all the huts. At night the village must look like a ship sailing on the
ocean of darkness.

Father Marian holds council with the local elders gathered inside the warehouse for
quite a long time. They offer us some coconut milk and tea. | am cautious about the tea but
Father Marian dispels my fears: “You can drink it,” he says. ‘The water was boiled.’

During our journey across India we did not fear either the cobras, or dogs with rabies,
or a mad bull. We were afraid of catching the amoeba. For the amoeba can be found not only
in water. It can be found in vegetables, fruit, on a plate swept with a dirty cloth in a
restaurant, and also in the dust in the street, it the air... everywhere. Can one protect oneself
against the amoeba? No. One may be either lucky or unlucky. But, of course, water is the
most dangerous. Therefore whenever we rented a room in a hotel | checked if there was a
socket to plug in the heater. But boiling the water in the hotel is only one precaution. All day
one walks in the streets, goes sightseeing, gets near people and animals, eats in restaurants or
street bars, where a banana leaf is used as a plate.

Our visit in the village of Donbar was ended with a scene like from the Ancient
theatre. Standing in the moonlight at a dais in front of the warehouse gate Father Marian made
a speech to the inhabitants of the village. This time his “oral therapy,’ as he calls it, concerned
the diarrhoea. How should one protect themselves against this disease, which rages especially
during the rainy season? The solution is simple. For a glass of water take as much sugar as
can be held in four fingers and as much salt as can be held in three fingers. Stir well and drink
after each passage of stools. People listened carefully and then a few of them asked questions
to which Father Marian gave answers, explaining things at a certain length.

We went back along the same muddy road. First, we headed straight along the dike,
then along the one to the right, then waist deep in water to cross to the other side of the
collapsed earthworks. Father Marian’s helper saw us at a distance and turned on the lights of
the van. Before we put on our shoes we had to take our time cleaning mud and slime off our
legs.

When we got onto the asphalt road Father Marian told me that at this spot he begins to
pray the Rosary: for the suffering ones, for those seeking the way in the darkness, for the
unfairly persecuted, for the dying. It was the first time in my life that | took part in praying the
Rosary in three languages: English, Polish and Oriya.

One says the Lord’s Prayer and Hail Mary under the star studded sky of tropical India.
And suddenly one has the impression of being quite close to Czestochowa...

The palm leaves are not stirred by even the slightest breeze. The stars shine brighter
than in Poland and there are far more of them.

Father Marian recalls: ‘I was once going back to Puri form the village of Dobhar. In
this very place the car-lights showed a lonely woman walking in the direction of the town. |
stopped the car and offered her a lift. She refused. On the next day the newspapers said
somebody raped and murdered a woman in that very part of the road.

Till today Father Marian has had pangs of conscience for not trying to persuade the
woman to get into his car.

But not always Father Marian’s ‘comments about life’ are so bitter and reflective. He
has an innate sense of humour. He likes to laugh especially when he recalls fragments of the
stories by Wiech® or a joke of the wisecracking village leader, Kierdziotek.” In such moments
| feel that these funny stories are Father Marian’s link with his homeland, that they are

® Stefan Wiechecki, pen name Wiech (1896-1979), writer, journalist. A author of humorous sketches written in
the Warsaw dialect. After: http://czytelnia.onet.pl/2,1058865,rozne.html (translator’s note).
" A personage created by Jerzy Ofierski, a comedian appearing in Polish Radio programmes (translator’s note).
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necessary for him to relax after a day full of tension caused by the incessant looking at that
compass needle which indicates a human being in need.

Now it is the same. After a moment of concentration on the prayers there has come the
time to relax. We sing scout songs and those of the Polish soldiers who fought in the First
World War to bring about the rebirth of Poland, as well as the ones sung by Polish Catholic
youth.

Memories come back. Both the personal ones and those most profound ones connected
with the history. And history entails both heroic deeds and suffering, as well as the hope for a
better future. Faith and hope have always unified the Poles. Those who lived at home and
those in exile. Hope for freedom, hope for return to the homeland from exile, hope ‘to survive
until spring.” Father Marian knows this saying. Yet in India the spring is connected with
completely different problems than in Poland. In spring it gets hot and humid again, one gets
tired twice as quickly then and is more exhausted. The sun, which in Poland helps you to get
better, is a Killer in India. At home it is awaited with hope, here, with wariness. Father
Marian, too, does not like too much sun. It is the enemy of his eyes. Sometimes it even makes
him blind. But life requires of him constant readiness, regardless of the season or the
conditions. When Father Marian feels the coming weakness, he kneels at the foot of the cross
and asks Lord Jesus to give him strength, and his numerous friends in his homeland pray that
God gave him at least as much mercy as he so readily offers to the others.

I think that God remembers that but sometimes, especially in particularly difficult
situations, it is worth to remind him.

From time to time Father Marian leaves Puri, and we must not forget that India is not a
country but a continent, everything is far here. So he goes to Calcutta, where the Polish
Consulate has its offices, to various local or international conferences in distant towns, and
also, especially at Christmas or Easter, to those places where Polish engineers and workers
are working, employed on contracts, to be with them, to provide them with spiritual relief,
and to bring closer to them, even for a while, the religious tradition of the distant mother-
country. He says the Holy Mass, distributes the communion, and at the same time hears the
confessions and shares the secrets, is a teacher and an arbitrator, but first of all a
representative of Polish culture and tradition. The prospect of a twenty hours’ journey on the
train, in the second-class carriage, which is generally overcrowded and the benches are made
of wood with no padding, is not an obstacle for him. In the town of Rourkela, Polish
specialists are building a large power station, while near Calcutta, a coal mine and steel
works. Father Marian is not discouraged by the necessity to change trains, to wait for many
hours at the railway stations, not to be able to reserve a seat on a train. He says he likes
travelling, being on the move, and being aware that someone is waiting for him.

‘I rest on the train, where nobody asks me for anything, expects or requests anything
of me.”

Indeed, he must be very tired: once his rest was so deep that a thief managed to tear a
plastic bag resting under his head and take the wallet. When Father Marian woke up and
noticed the wallet lying next to him on his bench, he came to the conclusion that ‘there must
be something wrong’ for he fell asleep having the bag under his head. Since then Father
Marian’s bag is stitched up. However, the stitches are very amateurish. It is a high time
someone bought a new bag for him. But what shall become of the old one, to which he is so
attached?

To love the people like a missionary

When we talk in the evenings, Father Marian often falls asleep. His head drops to his
chest, his hands rest peacefully in his lap. I love him so much in such moments, when the day
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hits the threshold of the night and the thought stumbles upon the problems which one will
have to deal with tomorrow, in merely several hours’ time, all too soon.

It is so quiet. Even the birds living in the nearby tree have stopped to bicker about a
better place to sleep. At this hour Father Marian is a commonplace tired wanderer at the end
of an ordinary day.

So this is the right time for reflection.

Jesus said: “Whoever wishes to come after me must deny himself, take up his cross...’
And the missionary’s cross, of all the crosses Jesus distributed among people, seems to be the
heaviest. Despite this, however, the missionaries’ work in India has become part of the
consciousness of the people so much that there appeared a saying: ‘to work as a missionary,’
and also ‘to love people like a missionary.’

Father Marian did follow Jesus. He denied himself and Jesus led him to India and Puri,
one of the holiest towns in India. Now Father Marian is one of those who, through their
activities, pave the way for Jesus, clearing it from weeds of intolerance, from thorns of
loveless ness and mercilessness, from the thistles of indifference. Many people he meets on
his way realise that his Man-God does not close the doors to the temple and does not demand
a pay for his blessing. On the contrary, He hastens to help anyone who calls Him, seeks out
the most needy, is merciful and compassionate. And in return he asks only for love. Love
shown to Him through the love to other people.

Father Marian not only preaches the Gospel. First of all he implements it. He does it
literally, basing his daily activities on the most durable foundation, the commandment of love.
He gives help to the poorest: the ill, the disabled, the homeless, and the lonely, those whom
fate tested in a variety of ways and now are unable to oppose it.

The activities of Father Marian, Mother Theresa of Calcutta, and many, many others
not only draw like a magnet, but also influence the consciousness of everyone who is nearby.
It is them, the known and unknown missionaries, who are the modern apostles of the
civilisation of love, the system which one day may dominate the world.

In India kindness and readiness for sacrifice are not always the most obvious aspects
of social life, especially as the principle that man can not change what God has created has
been in force for centuries. Help, mercy, and care have a certain impact on the shape of the
world, which is as it is due to its heritage, that is, the sins committed in the previous
incarnations. This principle is a key which allows to open one of the gates leading to the
treasury of Indian philosophy dealing with the destiny of man. Indeed. One may open this
treasury and even see what is inside, but one can not change it. In order to introduce any
modifications, it is necessary to start with the consciousness, the mentality, with the education
of conscience. This is a most complex and long-lasting process. The hardest task is to
extirpate egoism from man and instil in its place the belief that one must not be indifferent to
the others’ fate just as one is not indifferent to one’s own.

Father Marian has no doubt that a change of the Indian society for the better is
possible. For during all these years of his work in that country he became in some way its
citizen. More than that, a patriot. You should see the fondness, or even love with which he
shows me the children sitting at the verge of the road or a group of women drying some rice,
or a herd of cattle and a shepherd who looks as if he lived in the Biblical times, when even the
kings as young men looked after the animals. At the area of his parish Father Marian has his
favourite trees, ponds, rivers, or even single huts and parts of the landscape. When we pass
one of these places, his face brightens, and his foot slightly presses the brake. And then | have
the impression that his whole body is emanating the light of joy, impossible to preserve on a
photo. Seeing a lonely pilgrim or a woman with children he salutes them with a gesture or a
word. Sometimes he stops the car and starts a conversation. He is always greeted with clasped
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hands, a gesture which people also use to salute the gods, asking them or thanking them for
something.

Father Marian is saddened by any news of a catastrophe, such as for example, the one
about a group of people who were buried alive in Kashmir, about the soldiers who died in a
rescue operation, about a terrorist attack on a train in Orissa and about several passengers
being wounded during the fight of the bandits with the police, about someone murdered out of
jealousy, revenge, or so as to close his mouth. At the same time he is glad when he reads in a
newspaper that a new school, a bridge, a road, or a hospital has been opened, that there is a
new factory the production of which will increase the amount of some wares on the market
and will create some new jobs. He discussed with zest the new make of an Indian car,
produced in cooperation with Japan. Father Marian knows that although God rules
everything, He still wants the people to help him as much as they can, or at least that they do
not make His work more difficult.

Nevertheless, | think that despite his affection for India, Father Marian has remained a
Pole. And when the Lord calls him one day to have a rest, he will call a Pole. Yet, at the same
time 1 am aware that Father Marian is an international apostle of love, for love can not be
given any limit, for each limitation deforms it.

Would any Indian, having looked objectively at his country, ask himself or his
compatriot why this white foreign man, a representative of another God, born under a
different sky, does things which should be done by the Indians themselves: the authorities,
social organisations, political parties, and, mainly the Brahmins from the Jagannatha’s
Temple? Why should this foreigner take care of Indian paupers, lepers, homeless, and
orphans? India is such a rich country! It has everything: minerals, fertile soils, rivers, forests,
mountains, an army of educated people, huge factories, thinkers, artists, priests... Everything!

Father Marian knows these questions. He could ask far more of them. But he has
found only one answer to all of them. The human being. Every human being. This answer is
too broad for me, for I might say: ‘this man,” ‘that man,” ‘a man like that,” ‘a white man,’
‘another man...” And he says every man. | agree with Father Marian. Feeling humility,
respect, and gratitude. Perhaps with a bit of jealousy, for he has found a better definition than
| have, a more perfect answer.

Once | said to Father Marian: ‘I think that the most difficult thing is to be good.’

Father Marian looked at me, smiled, and protested: *Not at all, dear Jerzy, not at all...”
And then he added: “‘One only has to wish it and make an effort.’

There is one more, final question to ask at the end of the day: What is the proportion?
How many people are taken care of and how many are there in need?

To answer this question is to face an abstract figure, the proportion of a drop of water
to the ocean. Why should one ask, anyway, about the number of people living in India on
either side of the borderline of mercy? He, for whose love Father Marian so generously gives
himself to the most needy, has said: ‘Whatever you have done for one...”

One?

And they are...

Them? Which ones?

‘Them’ means the rejected. That is, those who, as Mother of Calcutta says, ‘exist in
order that they are found.’

The rejected

Another said -- "Why, ne'er a peevish Boy,
Would break the Bowl from which he drank in Joy,
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Shall He that made the vessel in pure Love
And Fancy, in an after Rage destroy?”

These places are holy because:

- Here God Siva performed his famous dance presenting the creation and destruction
of man.

- Here Siddharta Gautama, sitting under this tree, became Awake, that is, became
Buddha.

- Here God Vishnu appeared in the form of a tree trunk from which the statue of
Jagannatha was sculpted.

- Here King Chola brought water from the holy river Ganges.

- Here the body of Mahatma Gandhi, Father of India, was burnt.

And this place is cursed: here live the lepers.

I know this place well. | have been here so many times that | can recognise it when
coming from any one direction. | know: | am yielding to suggestion, succumb to a feeling
which combines fear, disgust, and compassion. At the same time. And whenever | pass by this
place it seems to me that the trees, bushes, and shrubs which grow here, exist only to hide, to
cover from the sight of the people and also from the sight of their consciences all that is
shameful, that spoils the beautiful landscape of tropical India.

This place is located at the margin of the town of Puri, although within its
administrative borders. But it used to exist outside the awareness of its inhabitants. It means,
the people knew that something like that was there but did not talk about it just as members of
a decent family do not mention a relative whose actions or way of living have banished him
into infamy, sentenced him to silence.

But the lepers did not become infamous members of the Indian family because of any
horrible deed, although it is commonly believed that this disease is a just punishment for the
sins committed in the previous incarnations. The Christians are painstakingly trying to
persuade the Indians that any kind of odium can not replace medical treatment and that even
compassion is not enough. For the therapy to be effective medicines and dressings are
necessary as well as a whole gamut of activities leading to rehabilitation, also the moral one.
It is not necessary to convince the well-educated and enlightened Indians. But how to change
the minds of the multi-million masses, attached blindly to their tradition so much that it
paralyses them?

The lepers’ existence consists only of suffering. Officially there are about four million
of them in India. But in fact they are three times as numerous. Even the privileged tourists
who get to know India from luxury coaches and balconies of the most expensive hotels are
bound to see them. Some of the rich go out into the streets and indulge in sightseeing on their
own. They come to a temple and then they have to notice the lepers. And having seen - they
are shocked. Even if they are very resistant psychologically. Seeing hands with no fingers,
arms without hands, often with festering wounds, come closer to their faces, they forget about
their cameras. These are not cows in the streets, rickshaws propelled by human legs, not
thousands or hundreds of thousands of stone statues, which make European art get down to its
knees, not the exotic, not the folklore. These are living people, mutilated by a merciless
disease. And the tourists will realise that, although perhaps not immediately. Their first
reaction is to run away. But when they move back, they encounter other stumps, bare or
wrapped in dirty rags, reaching towards them, they see deformed faces, toothless mouths and
often empty eye sockets. There are places in India when a passer-by suddenly finds himself
completely surrounded by such people. Then he does not feel revulsion or disgust, but naked
fear. He suddenly realises that he is trapped and his only chance of escape is to give alms. He
decides to use the camera only after a few such encounters. If he is sensitive then having
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returned home he will show his diapositives to his friends, but when describing the event his
voice will break, then stutter, and finally go silent, for his pictures will speak for themselves.

Later on one of the friends will start asking questions: ‘How many of them are there in
India? Where do they live? Does anyone look after them? Is leprosy contagious? Why do
these people walk in the streets and not stay in hospitals?’

A more sensitive person will ask: ‘Can one help them somehow?’

If one has stayed in India for a longer time he will not be able to answer any of these
questions. There are lepers in all the tropical countries. Leprosy is a world-wide disease and
its main complication is that its treatment requires not only medicine but also the innate
human sense of mercy.

Since the beginnings of civilisation, when scattered individuals began to join into
groups to facilitate survival, mercy was the proof of human conscience, a function of the
human relations. At the same time it formed a border between those who have been successful
and those who for some reasons failed or were doomed to failure. This group of society
includes the lepers.

The world knows well enough that they could all be saved if the amount of funds,
equal to that which is spent in one or perhaps two weeks on the armaments, was used for that
purpose. Why does the world not transfer these sums of money from one account to the other?
Why not indeed? This is a tragic question, one of the most dramatic ones in our epoch.

In his contacts with the lepers Father Marian does not reveal his feelings. He can not.
He must not. It is only later, usually in the evening, when he recalls the beginnings of his
activity in Puri and his work with the ‘rejected’ that he sometimes bows his head or stands up
and walks around the room for some time. But I call the lepers’ colony the ‘wretched place’
whereas he calls it ‘the village of hope.’

It would be hard to say now, when and in what circumstances this settlement appeared
in that particular place and not somewhere else. It might have happened when some lonely
leper spent another night on his beggar’s trail there and decided that this is the last place he
got to in his life for he has no strength to go any farther. So he slept on the ground, hidden in
some shrubs, but despite the dampness and the insects, which attack everything that does not
move, he lasted till morning and began to wait for the first pilgrims heading for the nearby
temple.

I do not know how true the saying ‘success separates people’ is. I am, however, sure
that misfortune brings them together. Lonely, hunted down people feel better in a group, they
are easier to notice when they ask for alms, one may drive the other on a primitive wooden
cart, one may clean and dress the other’s wounds. And probably this was how the lepers’
colony came to be, this wild community of the rejected, sentenced to loneliness by the cruel
tribunal of fate. The first leper was joined by another one. A competitor, yes, but also a
companion. Then there limped the third one, and next to them perhaps a shack of twigs was
made by a woman who decided to follow the beggars’ path together with her children because
she did not want to abandon their ill husband and father. The Indians love little children. The
sight of a beggars’ family is more persuasive for them and makes them more willing to reach
into their pockets.

The first settlers established a panchayat, that is a council. They elected a leader and
made contributions towards the most needy, although they are rather merciless even with
respect to their own. Each newcomer had to pay for the right to settle in the village. Today,
near the same road, and especially in the vicinity of the temple of Siva, the lepers sit, forming
two rows. One of the men, with the face of a university professor, covering his head with a
blanket, is reading aloud from some old book. He is so preoccupied that he does not notice
my camera. Although he is a leper he does not seem to be reading in order to draw the
pilgrims’ attention and open in their conscience a gate of mercy. The others extend their
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fingerless hands, point at the mutilated feet, hold close their children in tattered clothes, the
children which look ahead but see nothing, with adult indifference of people deprived of any
hope. Two old begging women try to smile, but their deformed faces can only make a grimace
of suffering and hate. Other ones, sitting nearby are completely apathetic and resigned. All of
them have worked out their individual methods, a style the most effective in their opinion.
Those who can walk are more aggressive. They exploit the instinctive fear the healthy have of
touching a leper.

This is how it began...

Did Father Marian, when agreeing to take over the Catholic mission in Puri, expect
that his activities there would embrace healing the lepers? Well, perhaps not healing in the
way the Master did in the understanding of the Gospel (Mt 3, 1-3) but rather to treat. That
means to fight the disease, bring back hope, the lost sense of dignity, and the right to the name
of a citizen, and lift from the lepers’ progeny the curse caused by coming from a ‘rejected’
family.

So through his actions Father Marian does heal the lepers, at least has done so for
many of them, although it is a very long and complex process, dependent not only on the
work of the doctors.

I will go back to this issue later on but now | must return to the day of Father Marian’s
arrival in Puri and his first conversation with Mother Julia, the Superior of the Sisters of
Charity.

‘When | decided to take over this mission,” he said then to Mother Superior, ‘I made a
rough draft of a plan, allowing myself, of course, to take into consideration the presence of
your congregation in Puri... Could you help me? First of all could you tell me what the
general situation is and what are the places where I could reach with the message of Jesus.

So Mother Julia told Father Marian about the lepers’ colony.

“This is an area which nobody controls and the authorities do not give any help to
these people. When something happens there we only get crumbs of information but people
quickly forget about it because they are ashamed that something like this exists in their
vicinity. These unfortunate people live in temporary shelters which they have built
themselves. They are afflicted not only with leprosy but also other diseases. The area is damp,
especially in the rainy season, and then they are attacked by the mosquitoes, insects, and rats.
And there live whole families, women and children... These people need everything because
they are deprived of everything. | have always wanted to help them but there are too few of
us. We have recently finished building a small dispensary at our congregation and as far as we
can we cater for the paupers from the area, but there are more and more people in need of
care...

Father Marian knew very well the threshold which Mother Julia’s words had hit. He
understood India and all the problems which resulted from the ever growing number of its
citizens. Mother Julia lifted her head slightly and said: ‘I knew that Father was going to come
and | was looking forward to it... please forgive me, but I dared hope that perhaps together
with you we might...”

There was a brief silence, for what Father Marian wanted to ask about seemed to him
more important than the offer of cooperation made by Mother Julia. He knew they will
cooperate.

‘Do you think... that the authorities, that is, the local ones, will give us permission for
such an activity?’ he asked.

Mother Julia had not a shadow of a doubt.
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‘Of course, they will. It will suit them very much that someone has decided to do
something about the problem they can not solve. Luckily the governor of the state is Ali
Khan, a Muslim, but he is sensitive to human misery. Unfortunately he can not do much
himself; the country has great needs and limited means. So he deals mainly with the basic
issues, and there are a lot of them.’

‘“Tomorrow,” said Father Marian firmly, ‘I will hold a Holy Mass at six in the
morning. Then, after the meeting with Christ, I will go to the mayor. | would like to introduce
myself to him and ask for goodwill and trust. I will not ask him for anything yet. | know what
my constitutional rights as well as limitations are. | will try to live in peace with them and at
the same time do what I think is necessary.’

The mayor’s attitude was constructive but impersonal and cold. He accepted, however,
the offer to help the lepers.

A few days later Father Marian went with Mother Julia to the colony. They left the car
on the road and took a path leading into the thicket. All the shacks looked alike: they were
made of branches and palm leaves. Some of them were larger and probably were used by
families: they even had low adobe walls. The burnt stones outside the entrance served as
fireplaces.

‘Where do these people get their drinking water?’ asked Father Marian.

‘There is a small pond nearby, or rather a puddle, and I think they go there,” explained
Mother Julia.

More than a dozen small, completely naked children were looking suspiciously at the
strange visitors.

Suddenly they heard hysterical shouting:

“Take these hens away! Take the hens away!’

They ran towards the sound. Between two huts they saw an old woman in rags lying
on the ground. A black hen fastened its beak on her swollen toeless foot. Father Marian
shooed the bird away and bent over the woman.

‘What can | do for you?” he asked, choosing his words carefully because this was one
of the first times he spoke Oriya.

‘I don’t want anything,” moaned the woman. ‘If only these hens would not peck me.’

In the open wound on her leg Father Marian saw some white worms.

‘Do you have any dressing materials in your dispensary, Mother? Gauze, bandages,
antiseptics?

“Yes, there are some but we’ll get more if it’s necessary.’

‘We’ll need a lot,” said Father Marian.

They went past a few more shacks, all the time being watched by the people inside
them. Some were sitting, others lying helplessly and all of them seemed completely apathetic
and resigned.

“You mustn’t come here,’ said a voice from one of the shacks. ‘Leave us alone.’

‘Have you heard, Father?’ asked Mother Julia.

“This does not concern us,” replied Father Marian firmly. Now he knew what he
should start with.

Nearby, two large rats were feeding on a stinking rubbish heap. Mother Julia noticed
them too.

‘At night the rats bite the lepers,” she said. ‘Their rotting limbs are immune to pain but
a rat bite may cause serious infection of the whole organism. At the present level of hygiene
in the country it is impossible to fight these animals.

Father Marian was wondering how to reply when he saw a young woman in a dirty,
green sari, sitting outside a hut with her legs splayed and her hands resting on a belly so big as
if she had a ball inside.
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“This woman will soon go into labour,” said Mother Julia.

‘She has to be taken to hospital.’

“They won’t accept her.’

‘Won’t they?” Father Marian was surprised.

“You don’t know the customs here. She is a leper. And even if she isn’t, some member
of her family is, since she is living here. And this is enough.’

‘Enough,” whispered Father Marian.

“Yes. She belongs to the ‘rejected.” She may live but besides this she has no rights.’

And this is how Mother Julia’s and Father Marian’s patronage over the lepers’ colony
began. At first it was unofficial, and limited to the sphere of projects, but the decision had
been made. Now it was necessary to wait for the right moment to start its implementation.
Mother Julia collected dressing materials and antiseptics while Father Marian sought the
means of establishing closer contacts with the local authorities.

In early November, 1975, the opportunity appeared officially to put forward the idea
of the patronage over the settlement of the ‘rejected.” It is hard to say who was the first to
speak about it but it is a fact that the then collector of the district of Puri called a conference
on the subject of care for the people in need and invited to it, besides the representatives of
the local charity organisations, also the representatives of various denominations. All, besides
the priests from the Jagannatha’s Temple. During the meeting a question was asked about the
possibilities of helping the inhabitants of the lepers’ colony which had come into existence
spontaneously within the town, although at its very outskirts, and since it had appeared it did
not do to pretend that it was not there. During that debate Father Marian said that the Catholic
mission would like to extend its patronage over the settlement. A patronage restricted to
charity activity and protection in the literal meaning. When the proposal had been accepted
Father Marian immediately presented the plan which they had previously discussed with
Mother Julia.

Accompanied by two or three Sisters of Charity, he would visit the colony twice a
week, providing help for the ill and disabled. They would be dressing the wounds and later on
they would develop a ‘mobile clinic,” or rather “clinic on wheels.” There was a possibility to
get a jeep from the higher missionary authorities, which would be used for the above
purposes.

Indeed. The mission soon received a jeep from the archbishop, which was made into a
dispensary.

Recalling these times Father Marian says today: ‘It was evident from the very
beginning that my missionary work must consist in giving the testimony of the Gospel, the
testimony of love of one’s neighbour and respect for every human being, or even more: not
only for the humans but for everything that God has created. In Hinduism this is especially
conspicuous and causes visible results. And although the theory often differs from the
practice greatly, the principle of not harming anyone is a valuable foundation of this faith.
Even though our activities are watched closely... Well, Jesus was also followed around by the
Pharisees.’

Twice a week the mission ambulance with a Red Cross sign went along the main street
of Puri, Temple Road, pushing through the crowd of pedestrians, vendors, and pilgrims.
Heading towards the lepers’ settlement it first passed the main entrance to the Jagannatha’s
Temple then turned right and, near the Hanuman’s chapel, where there is always a crowd of
people and cows, passed the side gate decorated with two statues of knights on horseback, the
warriors who aim their spears at the enemies lying on the ground. In the traditional, age-long,
one might say, landscape of Puri, the car was immediately noticed not so much by the
pilgrims as by the permanent inhabitants. The town stirred. Gossip circulated from person to
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person. Soon it became known by the authorities. ‘Why do they, these Christians, go there?
Surely to convert these miserable lepers and rob Jagannatha of his believers.’

Father Marian was aware that the activities of the mission were constantly watched by
the authorities who even hired special ‘observers’ whose task was to check whether the
medical aid is not a cover for a cunning religious propaganda.

At that time Father Marian met accidentally doctor Mahapatra, a physician originating
from the Brahmins’ caste. He agreed, for a fee of course, to cooperate with the mission and
treat those needing the greatest help. It was revealed much later that he belonged to the group
of the ‘observers,” which, however, did not prevent him from performing his professional
duties meticulously. From the very beginning Father Marian wished to be able to employ
someone like doctor Mahapatra full time. Such a person, however, had to fulfil two
conditions: be a good, dedicated specialist and also a trustworthy person.

Not only was the passage of the “clinic on wheels’ through the town watched. All the
procedures were supervised in a not too discreet way. As everybody knew on what days and
hours the ambulance was to visit the settlement of the lepers, each time it was awaited by a
smaller or larger group of witnesses. Father Marian, the Sisters of Charity, but also the
physician had to accept this although the presence of brazen onlookers did not make their
work easier. The spectators watched their every step, gesture, word. Sometimes they would
make a provoking or ironic comment. One thing was doubtless, however: thanks to the
activity of the mission the inhabitants of Puri noticed their unfortunate fellow-citizens and the
fact that they were given free medical aid must have stirred something in the souls of many
people so far indifferent to the suffering of others.

In 1976 the Prime Minister, Indira Gandhi, announced the martial law in the whole
country. As doctor Mahapatra was not a member of the Congress Party, he had to leave Puri
and hide somewhere in the countryside to avoid various kinds of persecution. When the
situation began to return to normalcy he wrote a long letter to Father Marian, in which he
offered to cooperate with the mission on a permanent basis. His offer was accepted and since
then doctor Mahapatra connected his professional life with the activities of the Catholic
mission. He is a Hindu but he has once said that he would like to be born a Catholic in his
next incarnation. His youngest daughter’s name is Mary, although the girl has not been
baptised.

The availability of medical, and other care, organised by the mission, resulted in a
sudden increase in the number of the inhabitants of the lepers’ village. The “clinic on wheels’
stopped under the trees in turn near each of the three first clusters of shacks. Aid was given
also to those who did live in Puri but had no fixed place of residence.

Every kind of human activity manifests a certain regularity: one has to take the first
step before one realises what great distance one has to cover so as to get as close as possible
to one’s goal, although, of course, one will never reach it. This was the case of Father Marian.
With each day he realised better and better how huge task he had embraced and then he began
to fear whether he would have enough strength and means to realise it even in a small part.

Today after twelve years of work he would not dream of making any kind of balance,
or summing up. He knows he has done a lot but at the same time he realises that he has to
continuously develop and broaden his activeness. He has only the right to say that he has
brought Jesus to one of Indian paths which for many years, or even centuries, were overgrown
with thick thorny bushes preventing man from reaching the others. Now Father Marian states
bluntly: “This was a wasteland, a field with no master, which Christianity had to cultivate. For
how can one recognise a Christian? What other testimony of love for the neighbour can he
give except for the testimony of mercy? How else can he show that he knows the Gospel and
observes its commandments? Our work among the lepers was to show also to them that it is
possible to create an atmosphere of kindness. We had to sow the seed of mercy into that
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fossilised for centuries soil of Indian traditions. We were sure that some of these seeds will
sprout in the human souls and give harvest in the form of honourable reflection.’

Father Marian is far from narrow philanthropy. He knows that in order to restore
dignity to a human being it is not enough to create for him the humane conditions for
existence or death. It is also necessary to develop in that person the sense of responsibility for
themselves, for their kin, and for their community. And that responsibility can be only revived
through work, making an effort, taking up duties.

And this is how the idea of curing not only the body but also the soul came to be, for
the souls of the lepers are just as maimed as their bodies. Or, perhaps even more. The
teaching about Christ’s offering could not be used for therapy because that would be too
difficult. Baptism also was no good: that would be too easy. Once, many years ago the
Cuttack missionaries baptised a few lepers and the maddened crowd wrought havoc in their
mission. There were also the cases of arresting and imprisoning the more zestful missionaries.
Excessive zeal does not go hand in hand with wisdom. For the harvest can not be collected
before sowing. First the field has to be ploughed, then the seed has to be sown and than one
has to wait for a long, long time. And in our case the seed are not words but the example.

There is no hospital for the lepers in Puri. There is a small state-owned hospital near
the colony, surrounded by a walled garden, but it has only seventy beds. The majority of the
sick are not looked after. The cured ones do not get any help, and they are still in a difficult
situation because no one wants to give them a job. Even their healthy children are stigmatised.
This is a vicious circle. The leper would not go to hospital, he is even afraid to ask for
medicines, because by doing so he automatically becomes an untouchable. Therefore until the
disease does not become evident, the infected person goes, so to speak, underground, and
waits for the moment of catastrophe, the time when he will not be able to hide his state. This
is the most difficult period in the leper’s life. The period of fear, of intent listening to one’s
organism, of careful watching one’s own body. It happens, however, quite often that the
people, being aware of the danger, ask for help. The representative of the state government
distributes the D.D.S.-Dapsone, but the lepers contract also other diseases. Living in
unsanitary conditions, in dirty streets, often eating leftovers found in the rubbish dumps they
easily contract the lung, kidney, liver, and heart diseases, they suffer from various infections
usually causing diarrhoea, dysentery, or typhoid. Many people go down with elephantiasis
spread by, the particularly vicious in India, mosquitoes, but also get rheumatism, arthritis,
ulcers, scabs, apostemas, and eczemas... Various other afflictions are caused by the close
contact with excrements, rubbish, sewers, animal cadavers, and all kind of filth. In such
conditions animals infect people and people infect animals. The results of this dramatic
‘exchange’ can be seen everywhere.

As early as in the first period of personal contacts with the lepers Father Marian
graded their needs in the following way: food, clothes, living conditions, treatment, moral re-
education. The problems of food and clothing are relatively easy to deal with, but the
improving the living conditions was far more difficult. Both in technical and financial terms.

Now Father Marian says: “As their shacks were very primitive, worse than kennels in
Europe, the idea was to build new huts, for single people and for families, better ones, with
some sanitary facilities. We came to the ‘unofficial’ colony first to make the life of these poor
cripples easier and more pleasant, then to treat them, so that these people believed they were
not alone, hunted down, rejected by the society. But that there existed someone who looked
after them guided by the simple sense of human solidarity, so that they wouldn’t be born and
die in mud, rubbish, and excrements; and so that they would regain their human dignity. And
finally, to give their children a better start in life.”

My God! One might cry. How much can one say in just one sentence.
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Disgust and revulsion with respect to the lepers as well as the fear of infection are the
natural reactions of healthy people. Father Marian’s and the Sisters’ of Charity long-lasting
and direct contacts with the lepers must have made them revise this attitude both towards the
diseased themselves and towards their offspring.

‘As they are not afraid that they might contract the disease,” people are beginning to
say, ‘perhaps the lepers are different than we thought.’

Here is a small example, one of many: at the chicken farm there works a teenage boy,
born in the colony, a son of leper parents. Although he has completed five classes in the
school at the colony, he was not admitted to the state school because of his parents’ sickness.
So he started to work at the chicken farm. But his friends living outside the colony who used
to avoid him now come to visit him. They not only play together but also eat together, using
the same plates and cups.

Leprosy used to be considered as an obvious and ultimate sentence. It was said: ‘Once
a leper, always a leper.” And also: ‘the offspring of lepers are lepers forever.” Today thanks to
the example given by Father Marian and other missionaries this is not so evident. Yet despite
that many lepers do not want to settle in the lepers’ village. They’d rather beg, have no place
to sleep and no food to eat. For still the word “leper’ is associated with the word ‘condemned.’

One of the women was close to confinement. Father Marian drove her in the
ambulance to the municipal hospital. They had to wait outside for a long time. Finally they
were told that the doctor had no time. In another hospital they got a blunt answer: “We don’t
admit lepers.’

‘So where is this woman going to have her baby?’ asked Father Marian.

And the reply was: ‘We don’t know.’

She was admitted to another hospital but it was too late for intervention. The woman
died with her child, which did not even open its eyes. It is not surprising that doctors do not
want to look after the lepers. If they tried to, they would lose their patients. Once it was
necessary to conduct two amputations in the mission dispensary. Attempts were made at
borrowing the surgical instruments but everyone refused to lend them because no one would
take back the instruments used for a leper. There was no other choice than to buy, and
quickly, a whole set of surgical instruments.

On the way to the colony Father Marian saw a woman lying near the road. Both of her
legs were just large, festering wounds. She could not walk any farther and collapsed. Even
though help was provided immediately the woman died in the evening. The gangrene had
spread too far.

‘She died a Hindu but in Christ’s embrace,” as Mother Theresa of Calcutta would say.

And Father Marian adds: ‘Perhaps everyone dies in Christ’s embrace? What can we,
the living, know about it?” and then he returns to his memories, for the memories are such a
disease which can not be cured.

‘When | was in Dachau and Gusen, | often helped in the camp infirmary. Once |
looked after a man with dysenteric diarrhoea. He was in a hopeless state: the diarrhoea was
beyond control. The stench of human excrement spread around him. With the help of a male
nurse | cleaned him and dressed in fresh clothes. When we put him in bed, covered with clean
sheets he whispered dreamily: ,,Now | am feeling so well that | would like to die.” And he
did...’

Father Marian cleans and dresses the lepers’ wounds, takes part in surgical procedures
and operations. The lepers’ wounds are particularly disturbing: there are worms, scurvy and
stench. The only way is to imagine, to convince oneself, that these are the wounds of Christ.

Father Marian says: ‘I hope Lord Jesus will forgive me, but sometimes | work with
half-closed eyes.’
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‘Have you ever experienced the presence of Christ?” asked one tourist, an Irish officer,
and then added: ‘Such close one, direct, as if you met someone you know very well?’

‘Yes,” answered Father Marian without hesitation. ‘I see Christ whenever | meet a
leper.”

Once he was driving an old, blind, man hit by a motor rickshaw in the crowd, to
hospital. And suddenly this old man, who could not know that Father Marian is a priest,
began to sing loudly: ‘Long live God, long live Lord Jesus!” as if he wanted to relieve his
suffering with this singing. Then Father Marian did have an impression that Christ was with
them, in that car.

‘One can not lock the door to Christ,” says Father Marian. ‘If people knew about it
surely far fewer of them would be lonely. Sometimes an old man or a woman come and ask
for permission to stay in the colony. Even if there is no room, they are allowed. What could
be otherwise done about a person who has nowhere to go and will not be able to take too
many steps anyway? So somehow some room is found for them. We have spare rooms in the
colony, just in case. But when someone new wants to stay, he needs the permission of the
colony council, the Panchayat. Every such event causes argument, discussion, bargaining,
often quite humiliating for the newcomer. All the lepers are well versed in humiliation.
Leprosy is a disease which attacks not only the human organism but, first of all, human
dignity. It destroys a person in all respects. Or rather, it annihilates.

The lepers’ colony gets organised

During my first visit in the leprosarium | was shaken and frightened. During the
second one, the impression was not that strong. Each consecutive visit seemed to make my
sensitivity duller. I know that the shock and fear of that first encounter of the immensity of
human misery will come back when | am far away from the lepers’ colony, and will increase
with the passage of time. I guess that the reflections will arrive then, just like they did two
years ago, after my return to Poland, that they will come when | see not in reality, but on my
adiposities, these mutilated people, their children with dubious prospects for the future, their
modest adobe huts, and among them Father Marian’s white form, his smiling eyes, smiling to
hide the sadness and his hands with which he touches the wounds just as tenderly as he would
be touching Christ after Him having been taken from the cross. And perhaps then I will
finally realise how grateful | should be to God for sparing me such sufferings as the ones
experienced by hundreds of Father Marian’s charges. Hundreds of my brothers and sisters.

It might seem that having provided the constant supply of food and medical treatment
for the most needy, the second problem which our compatriot-missionary would wish to deal
with would be the living conditions. But no. He decided that first of all he should look after
the lepers’ feet, for it is the feet that have the closest contact with dirt and thus create a
constant danger of infecting the whole organism and the resulting gangrene. Mr Hiusmans, a
citizen of Holland, answered to Father Marian’s appeal, understood his worry and provided
the funds necessary to build and equip a shoemaker’s shop. It was opened very quickly. Even
before it was ready, Father Marian brought from his previous place of stay in Purilia (state
Madhya Pradesh) a young shoemaker, who not only equipped the shop in the appropriate
tools but also found and taught his successor, who has been running the shop since then.
Together with Father Marian they get the raw materials: rubber from old tires, strips of
leather, needles, twine, and buckles. On principle, the shop brings a deficit. The customers-
lepers pay one third of the price of the shoes and the remaining two thirds are subsidised by
the mission. This huge expenditure of the mission is more than justified.

Leprosy attacks man’s external nerves, destroys them and causes a loss of feeling
especially in the hands and legs. The outcome is often dreadful. A mother places a pot of rice
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over an open fire, for this is how food is cooked, and belatedly notices that she has put her
hand into the flames. About 60 per cent of the lepers have to walk to ‘work,” which is
begging, almost two kilometres from the settlement to the main street in Puri. This is their
daily way of the cross. The feet, deprived of the feeling do not react to the sharp stones of the
street. Rubber soles, the main part of the shoes, absorb all that can wound the insensitive foot.
Each leper’s feet are deformed in a different way and even after the successful treatment there
remain various defects so the shoes must be made to measure. The shoemaker produces also
shoes and sandals for normal feet, sells them to the healthy customers and in this way earns
his living and has some money to buy the raw materials, which he always has to have in
stock. All in all, Father Marian’s charges no longer have to limp on their feet wrapped in rags.
This saved the life of many of the patients and also had a positive effect on their general
condition.

The money obtained in Italy, thanks to Mother Julia’s personal efforts, allowed to
build a dispensary near the shoemaker’s shop in order to make it the focal point of the future
settlement, which gradually began to take a regular shape, replacing the original unorganised,
unplanned, and chaotic structure. There appeared streets, which linked the earlier three
settlements into a whole. After some time the colony gained the status of a village, and this
made its inhabitants more willing to make it cleaner, neater, and even more pretty. The first
clay houses were built, composed, after the Indian tradition, of three basic elements: a
veranda, a room, and a kitchen. This scheme is imitated in all the Hindu temples, which
follow the example of the temple in Aihole, resembling in its plan an ordinary peasant’s hut.

Each hut was built with the help of the neighbours, as people started to understand that
they all share the same fate. The sense of human solidarity slowly began to develop. The
individualistic approach was being replaced, although not without conflicts and difficulties,
into a more community oriented attitude. This example could serve a modern sociologist to
study how national awareness must have formed centuries ago. And how it is still forming in
some areas of the world.

The dispensary consists of three basic rooms: the front and side veranda, and the
treatment room. The front veranda is used as a waiting room, and the side one, as a room for
wound dressing, where the patients help one another to clean their wounds with antiseptic and
pain-killing agents, and bandage them. If a procedure requires more skill, then the Sisters of
Charity, and often also Father Marian, are there to help. But Father Marian has little time for
that for as soon as he appears in the colony he is immediately surrounded by a throng of
people and each of them has to talk to him about some matter of great urgency.

Doctor Mahapatra, the Sisters of Charity, and Father Marian visit the colony regularly
twice a week. On Mondays and Thursdays. The ambulance arrives early in the afternoon and
leaves at about eight p.m., when it is already dark. More than a dozen ill people wait on the
veranda. Usually they sit, because one can not stand on toeless feet or swollen and festering
legs for a long time. This is an additional way in which leprosy humiliates people, by taking
from them the right for standing up straight.

Soon after the arrival of the ambulance and opening the dispensary, the doctor and
Father Marian put on white smocks and then, clasping their hand in prayer-like gesture stand
up and sing together with all those present:

Au kichhi, Probhu, chahe mo jibone,
Tume jodi thao kotire.

Sukho dio oba dukho dio, Probhu,
Samono sobu mo kotire,

Tume jodi thao kotire,

Tume jodi thao kotire.
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The song has two verses. Here is its translation into English:

Oh, Lord be close to me,

1 do not wish anything else in life.

Give me joy or sadness,

It’s all the same for me,

As long as You are close to me.

I deserted You, chasing the hope of joy.
Despite the sun, stars, and the moon,

I can not see the way.

So I'm dying, lost in the darkness.

I do not wish anything else in life, O Lord,
But that You were close to me.

At the bottom of the sheet with the text of this song Father Marian wrote: ‘Dear Jerzy
and Ewa, call this song a Song of the Lepers and sing it with us and with me. Puri November
10, 1984.”

Afterwards, doctor Mahapatra and the Sisters begin their routine work: dressing the
wounds, checking the results of the treatment, distributing the medicines. Each patient has his
own chart, for the precision in treating leprosy is vital.

All the time there is a constant din, which would be unbearable for a doctor in Europe.
But the patients here are mostly simple, primitive people; everything has to be explained in
detail to them and the instructions repeated several times. Moreover, when these people
complain of their various afflictions, they speak in a loud and often aggressive voice, for each
of them considers their own well-being the most important. | do not understand what they say,
but I can guess from their gestures. The lepers are irritable, they get upset easily, this is
natural; they are aware of their situation and are masters in drawing attention to themselves.
They are also suspicious, jealous, capable of aggression or even cruelty. The illness has
debased them and gave them a sense of grievance against the whole world. The care and
attention extended towards them should soothe, in time, these negative emotions. Father
Marian hopes so.

The dispensary in the colony serves both as a treatment room and a polyclinic. The
medicines in store can treat all conceivable diseases, but that store has to be completed and
expanded all the time. Medicine is constantly progressing and there are more and more
patients. They are affected by the disease in varying degrees. Some can walk and are able to
work while others are forced to be idle. Having these most mutilated ones in mind, Father
Marian opened the Mercy Kitchen, which, like the shoemaker’s shop and the dispensary has
its own quarters in the very centre of the colony and at present deserves the name of a real
charity institution, subsidised by the Catholic mission.

The beginnings were modest. It was 1975. One of the befriended houses began to cook
meals for ten poorest, most mutilated lepers who were not able to get food on their own.
There was only one condition: those who participate in the aid must not beg. Some receive a
state allowance of forty rupees a month. They pay for the food thirty rupees and keep the
remaining ten. The disabled do not pay. The whole cost of their maintenance is covered by
the mission. As it was not feasible to bring the food to the lepers’ colony every day, Father
Marian decided to build a separate structure. He gathered the money and quickly bought the
building materials. The lepers helped him, as they could dig the foundations, fix the
scaffolding, and then carry the bricks. The women and children also joined in the work.
Everyone was aware how important this building will be and therefore it was erected very
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quickly. Its heart is, of course a huge fire covered with a large iron plate with holes of various
sizes: for the pot for cooking rice, for a saucepan for frying the pies, for the kettle. Chapati, or
the traditional Indian rice flatbreads, are rolled on the cement slab outside the kitchen. Nearby
there is a pantry. A well with a pump provides wholesome water.

The books of the Mercy Kitchen are meticulously kept by a cured fingerless leper. Can
one hold a pen in a hand without fingers? Yes. But one needs to wish it very much and
practise a lot. The bookkeeper, Shatrughna Mohanty, had the will and practised for a long
time. He saw it as a chance to achieve something in life, to do something, to gain significance.
He showed a great deal of enthusiasm and has not disappointed himself. Father Marian taught
him how to record the daily use of products and the cost of every meal. He prepares the
accounts for every month. They show that the daily cost of feeding one person amounts to
4.20 rupees, on the average. The board consists of three meals: chapati, tea with milk and
sugar, rice with vegetables or, sometimes, with chicken, fruit. Today the kitchen serves sixty
poorest people, usually crippled ones, with their families. The monthly expenses of running
the kitchen cover about 6 thousand rupees. This is a lot, but without this the care over the
colony would be incomplete. The kitchen plays also one part: the ban on begging helps
people to regain their inane, but stifled by the disease, sense of human dignity.

Recently the Mercy Kitchen has been enriched by one unusual element; in the front
wall of the building a niche for the TV set was made. The set was bought by Father Marian.
In the evenings many inhabitants of the village gather in front of the tube. Children sit on the
floor, the cripples on small stools, and the healthy people usually stand. The ‘rejected” watch
the news, enjoy the entertainment programmes, and are in some way drawn back to the
society by participating in its life and matters which take place around them. And over this
TV room there are the shining stars and the moon, and the coconut palm leaves rustle quietly.
I once saw a similar scene. It was in central Sahara, in Janet, a small oasis inhabited by the
Tuaregs. At the end of the world. In the place where in the Neolithic times the inhabitants
made the world largest open air art gallery.

But here, in the colony, there are the lepers. | am so touched by this scene that | forget
to take a photo. Well, a photo would only show some people in front of a TV set. It would not
be possible to see that they are lepers. So perhaps it is better that this part of Father Marian’s
activities has been recorded only in my heart.

Food can be bought. Or one can make it oneself. Even only part of it, but it is possible.
To do it, and then even the smallest profit is important, one has to cultivate the soil. But in the
colony there was no soil. Only the sand. For the dunes reach as far as this place. They were
overgrown with shrubs and trees, but these gave only the shadow and were otherwise useless.
Can one grow edible plants on the sand? Everyone knows that it is impossible. Everyone,
except Father Marian. His thinking was simple: if faith may move mountains, it may also
make the sand produce food. The risk was huge, but an attempt had to be made. The profit
would be double. A person who obtains everything for free, without making an effort, quickly
becomes demoralised. It was necessary to stop the process of moral degeneration and limit its
effects. For this toilsome work is the only therapy.

It goes without saying that to realise his intention, his risky idée fixe, Father Marian
had to find the funds. | remind it only because it is the reporter’s duty to mention this detail,
which in every such situation is the basis and starting point. Again, like in the case of the
shoemaker’s shop, the dispensary, and the Mercy Kitchen, a benefactor: some Foundation,
Organisation for Aid, Association, or an Individual, heard the plea for help and did not remain
indifferent.

‘“The garden of hope,” Asha bogicha, could be created and developed thanks to several
benefactors from Australia. The funds they provided allowed Father Marian to buy for the
colony a one and a half acre sandy plot, indeed part of a dune.
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Says Father Marian: ‘It was necessary to cover the sand with the soil, which was to be
a huge effort, yet the most difficult thing was to persuade the people that they had to take a
risk. 1 was insistent. And we won. First | had to convince the members of the Panchayat, that
is, the council of the colony. They infected the rest of the people with their enthusiasm. Each
lump of soil was brought by human hands. We planted one hundred and thirty two coconut
trees, which are looked after by fifteen people, we made a vegetable garden and irrigation
canals, we dug wells, so that there would be water in the dry season, we made a pond. We
bought seeds and seedlings. When the first plants began to sprout, the colony was full of hope
and awe. Some did not believe their own eyes. They watched the growing plants as if they
were the returning gods. Now it is something commonplace. They work: plant, tend, kill
pests, bring the water from the well. The coconut trees have names so people treat them as
personae, acquaintances, friends. After seven years the trees began to bear fruit. This brings
profit and, moreover, the coconut, and especially its milk is important in the Hindu religious
ritual. The holy idols and gods’ statues are poured over with coconut milk. Therefore looking
after the coconut tree is in some way like a devotion, veneration of God - the Creator of all.

We enter the garden from the southern side and we are immediately surrounded by a
group of excited people. They lead us, speaking all the time, to the place where it was
necessary to dig up a huge, dead tree. And that is the problem: in the mouldered trunk of this
tree there hatched four cobras. What can be done about them? How to get rid of them? It is
forbidden to kill them. They are holy. Everything that lives is holy. But these creatures are not
only holy but also dangerous. | remember the subject of my matriculation essay: ‘How to
reconcile the cult of the past with progress?’ Is this a new Gordian knot? Yes, but it can be
solved without using the sword. One of the speakers suggests the method of luring the cobras
away from the settlement. Father Marian accepts his idea. The matter is closed.

But there is another problem. The bed with some plants resembling tomatoes has been
attacked by a pest. Insects resembling the Colorado beetle are eating the leaves. Some plants
have already withered. What to do? One of the gardeners has picked a leaf with some pests on
it and after demonstrating them to everyone dropped it onto the path near the bed. He should
have killed the insects, it would be enough to step on them. But one must not kill... It is hard
to fight the pests in a country like India. But Father Marian has to find a solution. This is what
people expect of him. They believe that he will find the way of ‘reconciliating the past with
progress.’

‘I’ll think about it,” says Father Marian.

I know what he will do. He will pray. Ask for help. Just like his charges have asked
him. Does he not always repeat that all the initiatives are not his own but of Him That Is and
Will Be until the end of the world?

Perhaps He That Is has suggested Father Marian in 1977 to set up in the colony a
workshop producing ropes and string. From jute. Such products are in constant demand all
over India, from the Himalayas to Cape Comorin. Jute has been chosen because it is soft, it
does not hurt the fingers wrecked by the disease, the product is good quality and it is always
possible to sell it. Yet the building housing the workshop and the whole equipment: the
machinery and the tools, are not the gift of Heaven. That is true. When it is the question of
money, poetry becomes prose. It was also the same in this case. Father Marian’s initiative was
supported financially by the Organisation of Care for the Lepers with a seat in Munich,
through the intermediation of the German Mission Procure.

The factory employs thirty people, mostly women, the lepers’ wives. The last year
deficit of fifteen thousand rupees, which was made by the purchase of jute, had to be covered
by the mission. But what matters is that people have work, that they have started to believe in
themselves, that with Father Marian’s help they have regained their sense of dignity. They
earn fifty rupees a day. They work very diligently but they have to be supervised. It is
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important that the factory does not lose the trust of its customers so it is not only necessary to
produce the required amount of the rope and string but also it has to be of the suitable quality.
It is a sufficient drawback that it comes from a lepers’ colony.

The moral calculation can not be recorded in the books. Economics can and ought to.
The rope and string factory is a co-operative the members of which are the workers-lepers.
Father Marian is the secretary. The progress costs money; at the moment it is necessary to
invest but in time the enterprise will bring profit. All of them know that. The co-operative is a
school of social solidarity. That is why it is so important. Shared work means shared
responsibility. People, who so far have thought only about themselves, can learn it here.

Father Marian has achieved two important goals. But there is also a third one. He
wants the institutions he has established to become self-sufficient and independent of charity.
There are many such places as this “colony of the rejected’ in the world, they also need help.
The idea is, therefore, that the inhabitants of this village should undergo moral therapy so that
they do not get used to being the objects of someone’s charity. They should be able to
multiply their shared wealth through their own work and care.

The books are kept, under Father Marian’s supervision, by a trained economist, a son
of the leper-family. Every transaction he conducts must be accepted by Father Marian. They
are going to bring a new transport of raw material. They will have to pay for it thirteen
thousand rupees. They do have the ready money. Each worker puts his wages in the bank.
This makes up the common fund and a certain proportion of it has been assigned for the
development of the factory and allowance for the depreciation of the machinery.

When | visited the lepers’ colony for the first time, in 1984, the chicken farm consisted
of one small building near the entrance to the ‘garden of hope.” Today, after two years, there
are more than a dozen such buildings which house about three thousand chickens of different
ages. Last year there was a disaster in the farm: a disease killed almost half of the birds. Now
vaccines are applied. The losses had to be covered by the mission; otherwise the whole
enterprise would have gone bankrupt.

The chicken farm was established so as to make the diet more varied and to gain some
income for the inhabitants. Most of the meat is sold to the hotels and eggs are used in the
Mercy Kitchen and the Beatrix school. After the disaster the stock of the chicken was rebuilt
and now the enterprise is bringing the expected profit which goes to the Centre for Child
Care, according to the wish of the sponsor, that is, the Foundation for Testifying the Gospel.

Here, at the chicken farm, I met Mr Gopinath Panda, the head of the colony council
called the Panchayat. The inhabitants have unanimously agreed for him to take this post,
believing that he will look after them and the settlement well. Mr Panda is fifty three years
old. He has not shaved or cut his hair for a long time. He belongs to the Brahmin caste. He is
a leper. He has been cured. Why does he not go back to his family, to his friends, to his old
milieu? Because, in their opinion, he is still a leper and will remain one until he dies.

I have to tell his story.

He had a small hotel with a restaurant in the town of Cuttack. When he was nineteen,
he noticed on his body the chou, the tell-tale white patches which are the signs of leprosy. But
he did not go to the doctor because he did not want to reveal his illness. He did not believe
they would keep his secret. He sought the help of charlatans, conjurers. Their mixtures helped
him a little, the patches almost disappeared. He got married. He seemed to have forgotten
about his illness. He hoped the illness would forget about him. He worked in the hotel for
eleven years, but when the patches appeared on his head, he could not hide them. People
began to avoid him. The news spread quickly. The hotel and the restaurant lost their
customers. He went away, leaving everything behind. For five years he was a beggar, going
from one temple to another. He fasted, mortified his body, humiliated himself, he, a Brahmin,
became worse than an untouchable. He prayed to the gods for help, gave all the money he
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gained for the offerings, visited the holy shrines of Siva, for Siva frees from leprosy. This god
cured a leper king who, out of gratitude built for him a huge temple in Konark, called the
Black Pagoda. Mr Panda believed so firmly in the grace of the prayer and the magical powers
of the sacrifice that he got better somehow. Was this an auto-suggestive therapy? Or perhaps
it was thanks to Siva...? What mattered most was that the patches disappeared. He was
considering going back home and telling about his miraculous cure, but hesitated. Would
anyone believe him? Since Siva has sentenced him to have leprosy, he would never be able to
free himself from this disease. He was on the way home when the patches reappeared. In 1962
he came to the state hospital in Puri, his wife remained in Cuttack, remarried; he had agreed
to that. He was doomed so why should he ruin his wife’s life: that is how he justified his
decision to himself, tried to persuade himself, although it was very painful. In the hospital he
worked as a cook, for everyone can eat the food a Brahmin has made. In 1966 he left the
hospital and went begging. He cheated, pretending to be very mutilated, wrapped his hands
and feet in rags which he dyed to look more convincing, but he felt the pangs of conscience,
shame, and was afraid the gods might punish him, and one day, like a stray dog, he came to
the colony. He was given a treatment: ointments, injections, pills. Now he is almost
completely cured.

In 1975, when Father Marian began his patronage over the colony, Mr Panda saw a
chance for himself. Father Marian noticed his good will and assigned various tasks to him.
Now, being the head of the Panchayat, he supervises all the colony activities and earns
money for it; Father Marian pays him a salary of four hundred fifty rupees. As a leper he has
been debarred from the caste of the Brahmins and deprived of all the privileges. A person
who has contacts with the impure people and eats in any kitchen, can not be a Brahmin. And
he becomes impure himself. Sometimes a member of his family comes to visit him secretly.
He will never see his former home again so as not to remind anyone of his existence and not
to ruin its reputation. His father was also a leper and also left his house and never returned.
He disappeared in this vast country, sank in the ocean of other miserable people; on the
beggar’s trail he lost his name and caste affiliation.

Mr Panda speaks about all this calmly and objectively, as if he were relating the life
story of another man. If he smiles, it is only the corners of his mouth that move. But his eyes
are sad and the gestures of his hands express surprise. Why did it happen? Does he hope that
gods will reward him in his next incarnation? | do not ask.

‘| take opium,” he says and a smile appears on his face for a moment.

He knows it is forbidden but it helps, allows to forget, frees from the suffering and
shame, humiliation and debasement.

He leaves to supervise the vaccinating of the chickens. He leans on a walking-stick.
The disease has damaged his leg.

I have a headache. My eyes are watering. It is that smell of the disinfectant mixed with
the stench of chicken dung.

Recently Father Marian has had a new idea: to set up a factory producing canvas for
clothing. It would cost seventy thousand rupees. A building needs to be erected and for a start
ten machines should be bought, at least twenty apprentices, trained, and a few specialists to
teach them, employed. The money for that enterprise has been promised by the State
Organisation for the Care for the Lepers: Hindi Kusht Nibaran Sang. When the area is
registered as the property of the co-operative, Father Marian will start building. The leper-
Brahmin is looking forward to a new enterprise and new duties. However, he can not
complain about the lack of work. He maintains order and runs the administration of the
colony, looks after the garden and supervises registering the expenses. He was asked by
Father Marian to supervise the construction of the Beatrix school and also he maintains the
records of the inhabitants, pays the workers, checks and controls their work, keeps the
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accounts for Father Marian, gives explanations, and says what the new needs and expenses
may be.

And they are huge. Every week the colony spends two thousand rupees. Fortunately,
Father Marian has managed to get a grant-in-aid of three hundred twenty three thousand
rupees from the Foundation for Testifying the Gospel and so the next year has been provided
for. During the recent ten years the maintenance of the colony cost more than four hundred
thousand rupees. For at least three quarters of the Indian population this sum is so abstract
and unimaginable as the distances between the galaxies in the outer space.

The Beatrix School

I used the word ‘population.” Now, it will lead us to the next of Father Marian’s
investments. It is the more important as it is not connected with the survival, not with re-
education, but with the future. This is the Beatrix School.

In January, 1983, the Catholic mission and also the whole town of Puri took part in a
lofty ceremony, to which all the local notables, representatives of the municipal authorities
and of various areas of activity for the benefit of the society, were invited. In India a new
educational institution is opened almost every day, but this one was exceptional: a school for
children from the lepers’ families, and thus the ones who could not really hope for adaptation
in society.

The idea of building a school at the colony of the ‘rejected’ had haunted Father
Marian for a few long years. It ceased to do it on January 1983, when the undertaking was
completed.

‘At the beginning there was the Word.” Words are the basic elements of teaching.
Teaching in turn was the main sphere of Father Marian’s activity during his missionary work.
Also, the activity of the Society of the Divine Word Missionaries is based on spreading the
God’s Word.

Father Marian knew that the children of the lepers were either not accepted to state
schools or were discriminated in them. The only solution was to build a separate school for
these children. To realise this project money and location were necessary. In this very order:
first the money. Napoleon said that war can not be conducted without money. Building the
school for the lepers’ children Father Marian had also waged a war. Against what? Against
ignorance, harmful tradition, against the humiliation of the progeny of the ‘rejected.’

In the place where the dispensary is now located, for two years the school had its
quaters in a small, primitive hut. It was set up by Father Marian and its first teacher was a
leper with pedagogical training. But Father Marian knew that this was not enough, that he had
to build a true, beautiful school, exactly the same as the children of healthy and affluent
parents have. To make up for the wrongs done to those who, without any guilt of their own,
were contemned by the society to rejection.

One thing was certain: the future school could not be built at the area of the colony but
in its vicinity. Father Marian had known that near the colony there was a plot, which belonged
to the Baptists. With beautiful trees, a pond, and a few bungalows. An ashrama. The help
came by ‘accident’.

On the day when the Catholic mission was opening the new dispensary, run by the
Sisters of Charity, in the fishermen’s village, the head of the village told Father Marian that
the area he tried to obtain was his. Out of gratitude for creating a medical institution in his
village, he allowed to move the school from the lepers’ colony to the ashrama. In this way the
mission got the place where the school could be erected. Now it was necessary to get the
funds. In this case the fate also proved helpful.
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A certain rich Dutchman, Mr Teodor Bogaart, a member of the Calcutta - Amsterdam
Sponsorship organisation which looks after the children, especially those from the orphanage
run by Mother Theresa and her Association of the Missionaries of Love, used to come to Puri
in January every year.

One day Father Marian presented to Mr Bogaart his project of building the school for
the lepers’ children. The meeting with the Bishop of Bhubaneshwar was arranged. His
Excellency, who knew about the intentions of the Polish missionary and supported them
wholeheartedly, directed the conversation to the problems of helping the children, for in this
field there was a lot to do in India. He was so efficient that in 1981 Father Marian could start
the construction works. The Missionary Society from Madras gave the Catholic diocese and
mission in Puri two and a half hectare of the land for ‘a school for the children from the
lepers’ colony.” This is what the legal document says. The board fixed near the entrance to the
school says: “This school is a gift for the children from the lepers’ colony in Puri from the
loving friends from Holland given through the agency of the Calcutta - Amsterdam Society.’

The school was named ‘Beatrix’ after the Queen of Holland. Yet the legal registration
of this educational unit was hindered by a characteristic incident. In order not to irritate the
local authorities the word ‘Queen’ was omitted from the name of the school. Despite that the
name ‘Beatrix’ caused uneasiness, or even objections serious enough to result in the
intervention of the Ministry of Education in Delhi. Father Marian was summoned there and
had to explain and justify his choice. Father Marian said that the school needs a name and the
name ‘Beatrix’ is just what it is, a name, only more unusual. The educational authorities
accepted his arguments and the school could be registered.

On the top of the front wall of the school there is a statue representing a boy and a girl
with an open book. On the book there is an inscription in the Oriya language: Dhormo Dhiro -
Kormo Biro, which means ‘Diligent in duty - heroic at work.” A very nice motto for a school.
In private conversations Father Marian calls Beatrix school ‘a school of the Polish
Millennium.’

Now the school is attended by almost two hundred fifty children (more than four
hundred in 2001, editor’s note). It is a typical elementary school. There are five grades and
six full time teachers: two Catholics, one Baptist, and three Hindus. Father Marian wanted to
employ also two teachers - Catholics, because they are more diligent, but the authorities
allowed only one. His name is Mathias Tete and Father Marian brought him from Junmur in
northern Orissa, where he formerly worked. He is qualified to teach all the subjects at the
elementary school level.

The woman teacher, Mrs Barbara Das, is a Baptist and a cured leper. The disease,
although controlled, has left a cruel memento: she has no fingers in either hand. Mrs
Barbara’s husband works in the nearby hospital. He does sometimes visit his wife, who lives
on her own in a small house near the school, but he always comes at dusk so that no one who
knows he visits her. One day Barbara came to Father Marian with her husband and sister, an
artist working for the Cuttack television, and asked for a job. Father Marian agreed to employ
her, hoping that as a leper she will be capable of greater understanding and care when
working with the children of lepers.

The latest teacher was employed when | was visiting Father Marian. During our stay
in the colony a young girl in a pretty new sari bordered with a golden thread came to us from
one of the nearby houses. Her parents have lived in the colony for a long time. They are both
lepers. The girl handed Father Marian a certificate testifying that she has completed a
pedagogical school. She also studied at university for two years but she can not stay there any
longer. Her parents are getting more and more infirm; they are maimed and they suffered long
enough begging so that she could learn a profession so now she has to help them. That is why
she is asking for a job. She is not twenty yet, very pretty, polite, and nice. Father Marian
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promised to consider her application and give his answer quickly. He told me that it was
going to be positive. He knows this girl and had a good opinion of her,

In order that the pupils in Beatrix school did not feel worse than other children, they
got, like in any Indian school, identical grey-blue uniforms and tin cases to carry the books
and writing implements.

They learn the Oriya language (eleven hours a week) and mathematics (eight hours).
Moreover, they study nature, geography, history, art, they have classes of physical training,
singing, and practical education in a well equipped carpentry workshop. Under the teacher’s
guidance the children make toys, frames for pictures and various small objects of daily use, as
well as clay figurines, sculptures, they paint, make boxes. There is no subject called
‘religion,” but there is *‘moral knowledge’ including an exposition on the national tradition
and customs. Father Marian considers this subject as the most important one. He believes it is
better if Indian religion than no religion is taught at schools, for no religion makes one more
prone to evil. In India human life is bound with religion particularly closely, although it is
rather its ritual aspect. Every moment, every activity is part of some rite, expression of faith,
but only for the personal, inner use. In Aihole | watched a woman fetching water from a well.
Before she drew the water into a copper jug she lit a candle and prayed for a moment. Then
she dropped into the water two leaves and a few flowers she brought in a small clay bowl, the
same as the ones used for offerings in the temples. When travelling in India one may often see
decorated trees and people praying before beginning to work in the fields. | know that there is
a custom of apologising to the corn, flowers, or trees, before they are cut down. In
Mahabalipuram | saw a little boy with shoulder-length hair. His father explained that he had
offered the hair to the gods in supplication for something | did not understand, but it must
have been very important. I think it is good that in India children learn to respect the tradition.

The years go by, there are more and more inhabitants in the lepers’ colony and the
number of their children is also growing. They need not only a bed to sleep in, and food to eat
but also a place at school.

Father Marian is too good a planner to overlook or forget anything. Already when the
school was being built he knew it might become too small one day. He planned to extend the
school by building the second wing meant for the smallest boys and children in kindergarten
age and to furnish it beautifully and comfortably so that these children, harmed by the cruel
fate, grew in an atmosphere of joy and happiness, gained knowledge and felt equal to the
other citizens of their country and the whole world.

‘I hope,” says Father Marian, ‘that these children, our pupils, in more than a dozen
years will be able to transform the today’s lepers’ colony into a really model settlement.

The school is located several hundred metres away from the colony. This was done on
purpose, so that the children of ill parents would spend as much time as possible in a healthy
atmosphere and were not forced to stay near their closest relatives who are people with
disabilities, beggars with ruined nervous systems, and thus sharper and at the same time
blunter sensitivity.

The quality of teaching in this Indian ‘school of the millennium’ is equal or even
higher than the general standard for the state schools of the same level. Some children after
graduating from it carry on their education in state schools of higher levels and are quite
successful. Of course, they can not reveal that they come from the lepers’ colony. They have
to be careful. In a huge mass of pupils one may retain one’s anonymity. Some of these young
people have already made a good start in life. One boy works in a bank, five help treating
lepers. The manager of the rope factory has a secondary education and a diploma of a higher
school of business, two graduates of the school are teachers, one will soon be employed in the
school at the colony. But what stress did these children have to endure and are still enduring,
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worrying what might happen if anyone learned of their origins! For cured lepers or children of
leper parents still find it difficult to get a job and this concerns the whole country.

Father Marian firmly believes that one day the conscience of the Indians will be
awakened and this painful matter will be given a humane solution. He is sure that his colony
will become in time a beautiful settlement inhabited by people freed from the curse of fate,
people who have gone through hell to move the consciences of their co-citizens, and
ultimately reached their ‘promised land. But at the same time he is aware, for he is both a
visionary and a realist, that this metamorphosis will not take place soon and that many years
have to pass before the problem of people with leprosy is treated in a manner worthy of the
general, progressive transformation of consciousness of the Indian society.

Well, at the moment the main problem was to extend the school. Soon there appeared
the right opportunity. God, who is very busy indeed, heard the worried beating of Father
Marian’s heart and understood it correctly: as knocking on the door.

Right at that time Mrs Rosi Goldman from Bonn came to Puri.

‘I have no idea,” recalls Father Marian, ‘where she learnt about our outpost but she
arrived one day and came to visit. Seeing the results of our work she offered to help. I had
only to explain what we wanted to do about the school.’

In this way Mrs Rosi Goldman, a citizen of Germany, became a sponsor of the new
wing of the Beatrix school. The parish of the Resurrection of Our Lord Jesus Christ in Bonn,
to which she belongs, ran a collection twice, and the money thus gathered was not only
enough to cover the cost of the construction but also to pay for furnishing of the classrooms.
The schools’ future existence is furthermore ensured thanks to the possibility to use the profit
from some of the money designed for expanding the chicken farm for the development and
maintenance of the kindergarten. This is a complicated scheme but one with prospects. And it
can not be denied that now everything depends on the chickens. Father Marian provided
special vaccines to protect the birds against any kind of disease.

The children come to school at seven thirty in the morning and return home at five in
the afternoon. They get milk and a sweet roll for breakfast. At noon there is rice with
vegetables or grits or porridge with milk and some cooked extra. On leaving the school they
get an egg and a sweet roll.

The mid-day meal is the most interesting for the reporter and photographer. All the
children leave the classrooms at the same time and sit on the warmed by the sun concrete of
the school yard, and if it rains, on the veranda spanning the whole school building. The
Sisters of Charity together with the schoolmistress distribute the plates and containers with
food. The children eat in the same way as all the Indians do: with the fingers of their right
hand. This is a symbol of unity with the cosmic energy and the five components of the
Universe: the Earth, fire, water, air, and cosmos. The younger children are a bit unruly but the
elder ones concentrate, again according to the tradition which tells one to eat the food with
reverence and humility. And also because they appreciate the food more than the little ones.

The meal time in the school is well-known by the children of the local paupers. They
come too, although they are not pupils. They do not go to school at all, but they are hungry.
One of the Sisters of Charity gives them plates. In a moment they will be full. There is always
enough food for everyone and although the appetites of the small boarders are wolfish, they
will be the second helping for those who ask. The rest of the food will be eaten by the dogs,
who always roam around the school at that time attracted by the appetising smell.

Extending the school by adding a wing connected by a covered passage with the main
building did not satisfy completely Father Marian’s ambition. In many normal Indian schools
there are not only sports fields but also various kinds of facilities for physical exercise. Why
should the pupils of Beatrix School be deprived of such attractions? Why should they feel
worse than the other children? Although all Father Marian’s young charges are covered by the
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sponsorship programme which will secure their future, this has nothing to do with having fun.
When they start using the money accumulated at Father Marian’s account they will not be
thinking of play but their adult lives. So now, when they are still young, they should have
their share of fun.

The two Dutch people, Mr Joop Bijenen and his wife did not come to Puri by
coincidence. They are acquaintances of Mr Teodor Bogaart and it is from him that they had
learnt about the collection for the school for the children from the lepers’ colony and added to
it a few, or may be more than a dozen, charity blocks. Now they came to Puri to see the
completed school and enjoy the shared achievement. When they saw the school they liked it
so much that they asked Father Marian what else they could do for him and the children. And
Father Marian, who would never let such an opportunity pass by, told him about the plan of
making a sports field. The Bijenens said OK and after their return to Holland they began to
collect the funds among their acquaintances. They completed the task quickly and sent the
money to Father Marian by means of a bank transfer. Father Marian thanked them on behalf
of the children, found a specialist and built a swimming pool, a chute, and other playground
equipment. All that is gladly used during the breaks and after the lessons.

The Indian Children’s Day

My reporter’s memory has stored the day of November 14, 1986, the Indian
Children’s Day. The celebrations in the Beatrix School were to start at 11 a.m. We had
already packed in the parish house the presents prepared for the children. Two large boxes of
sweets were added by the French people who came to see the grave of their daughter and
sister, who had died in Puri. With difficulty we squeezed into the ambulance. Besides Father
Marian, the French people, my wife and me, there went also three Sisters of Charity. They
were Indians so they were used to such ‘compression’ but us, the Europeans could barely
withstand it.

The belated monsoon rains had been so heavy that the school play-ground was
changed into a lake. Fortunately the water did not rise above the foundations, so although
when going to school the children wet their feet, they dried before they arrived in the
classrooms. The sisters had to lift their white robes quite high, which often caused laughter
and jokes. For in this country, despite the poverty, people smile as often as they can. They
even create opportunities for that, so that they could enjoy every minor thing, or even nothing.

Travelling in India one has the impression that the children here treat life much more
seriously than the adults. It seems they have retained in their memories their existence “from
the previous incarnation” and realise the seriousness of this heritage. Perhaps my remarks
concern only the children from the lepers’ families, who are particularly burdened. But not
only. Indian children are more concentrated than their peers from many other, especially
richer, countries of the world. This may be the result of the sense that life is going to bring
them more sadness than joy. For incarnation is the road to perfection and this can be achieved
only through suffering. Life is the gods’ curse, their mistake, an illusion, an unreal, deathly
stage leading towards immortality.

The teachers prepared the decorations for today’s event: on the table adorned with
garlands of flowers they put a large portrait of Jawaharlal Nehru, the first Prime Minister of
India, loved by the whole nation friend of Mahatma Gandhi. The children gathered in the
yard, and then formed a row on the veranda. The teachers and Sisters of Charity arrived. One
of the teachers lit a small incense stick and an oil-lamp in front of the portrait. The celebration
began with a common prayer said with hands clasped under the chin:

He, Ambhomanonkor sworgostho Pita
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Tumbhoro nomo pujito heu
Tumbhoro rajo asu

Jepori sworgore sepori morthiore
Tumbhoro ichha purno heu...

Which means:

Our Father, which art in Heaven,
Hallowed be thy name.

Thy kingdom come.

Thy will be done,

in earth as it is in heaven.

Our Father... Its melodious recitation sounds like a rhapsody. The stress placed
differently than in Polish creates a different rhythm and only the seriousness of the words
results in a similar concentration. Our Father... This prayer could be shared by all the people
in the world, for it has no specific features, no regional elements and yet this is how Jesus
prayed. His words are universal, understandable for everyone regardless of where they were
born and what name they gave to their God-Father.

The children end the prayer touching with their hands first the ground in front of them
and then their foreheads. The official part of the ceremony is completed with a speech made
by one of the teachers. He talks about the care, which the independent Indian state extends
over the children, trying to ensure promising future for everyone. Then about the importance
and value of learning. He concludes with an appeal for friendship with all the children in the
world.

The artistic programme prepared by the teachers and the nuns was very rich, well
directed, and well-performed. Accompanied by the Indian music played from the tape and
also the sounds of drums and pipes, the young actors acted out several scenes from the
Mahabharata and Ramayana, two main historic epics. There were the beggars, princes and
princesses, shepherds, and even god Krishna appeared to give an example of joy of life. The
Indians are very sensitive to music and are experts of interpreting it through dance, in which
the traditional movements of hands and fingers bear meanings completely impossible to
understand for us, people from a different culture. Little dancers, dressed in folk or historical
costumes decorated with shining and colourful ornaments proved that they owed their inborn
skills to the old customs and beliefs and that they were the youngest link in the chain which
has not been broken by the aggressive modern music of foreign origin. It is the music and
dress which took us, the spectators, to the epoch in which gods lived on the Earth, among the
people. It helped us better understand the Old Testament scene of Solomon’s judgement. The
king was seven years old just like the two arguing women. The baby, which was the subject
of their dispute, was acted out by a doll. The boy, Solomon, showed a great dignity while the
despair of the true mother was really touching. The teachers who directed all these
presentations watched with great attention and only occasionally had to prompt a word or
two. The performance was also enjoyed by the lepers as well as the parents of the children
who took part in this artistic event. Gopinath Panda, the head of the Panchayat, was also
there. He knew all these children, he witnessed them come to this world and grow. The cruel
fate took away his own offspring, but do all the children of the colony of the ‘rejected” not
belong to everyone? So he treats them as if they were his own, and so does, in fact, also
Father Marian.
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After the performance the children accepted our congratulations with greater coolness
than the teachers. For them the whole thing was fun whereas the pedagogues treated it as
some kind of examination. Especially the leper teacher Barbara Das was greatly moved.

When this was over the children sat in the school yard in long rows and waited for the
presents Father Marian has brought for them. The gifts were modest, they could not be even
compared to what Polish children get at various occasions, but they were there, and that
mattered the most. The children knew they were not forgotten. Fortunately they had not
realised yet that their lives, as originating from leper parents, were not going to be easy. The
children got clothes, bars of soap, toothbrushes, books, crayons, and sweets.

When we were leaving the school a forest of hands was waving a farewell to us. Going
along the road leading towards the shore, from which it was easier to get back into town, |
had an impression that a thought meant for me was trying to catch up with our car. A thought
linking me to these children, sent by them, perhaps subconsciously.

My wife was the person who understood this thought, which had tried to reach me in
vain: among the gifts the children received on their day something was missing. We felt that,
being used to the European customs. There were no toys. Even the most modest ones, the
cheapest little cars, dolls, games, puzzles... Yes, in India toys are a rarity. One can see them in
the shop windows in the affluent parts of the town. Toys, just like the cameras, are the luxury
available only to the rich, and Father Marian’s charges are poor. ‘But,” we thought aloud,
‘how about organising, a collection of toys for the children from the lepers’ colony among the
children of our friends and among the scouts after our return to Poland?” That would be very
simple, wouldn’t it? And how much joy we could give to these children who only thanks to
the help of a Polish missionary did not reach the bottom of poverty and gained the right to a
moderately normal life.

Father Marian has room for the rejected

Near the road leading along the shore there is always a crowd of people, cows, and
dogs. Rich sari bordered with golden thread, made of brocade or silk, rub against the dirty,
ragged ones; the densely packed stalls present huge amounts of all that the Indian industry,
crafts, and agriculture have to offer; some people sleep on elastic mattresses, others straight
on the ground, among the heaps of rubbish, excrement, and cadavers of dead animals. In this
place, which can be called a point counter point of modern India, luxury hotels stand next to
the place of cremation and the smoke of the burning corpses mingles with the smell of spices
and fried oil. Life and death are very close neighbours in India.

Near the local temples the Brahmins hand out boiled rice to beggars, who are so busy
eating that they do not notice a group of people carrying a dead body on a bier, heading to the
nearby cremation plot. Next to it one can buy the wood for the pyre and in the shadow of a
roof of palm leaves the half naked untouchables are waiting, the last on the Earth
intermediaries between life and death.

There is a human skull on the ground. Next to it squat or stand the relatives of the
deceased, whose transformation into smoke and ash they have been witnessing. When the fire
dies one of the untouchables gathers the unburned remains onto a black tarpaulin and drags it
on the yellow sand of the beach. He drops them into the sea. The family goes to the water and
performs ritual cleansing so that even a trace of the deceased did not remain in their
memories, the deceased, who until he has been purified by the fire, was impure from the
moment his heart stopped beating.

All of them will go this way. All those, that is, who will be able to pay for the wood
for the pyre and for the untouchable “stokers.’
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Father Marian pays for the Hindu, ritual *burials’ of the deceased members of the
colony of the ‘rejected.” This fact allows many of them to hope that after the traditional
burning and joining their ashes with water they will not return to the earth but, as ultimately
purified, they will remain forever in the land of eternal bliss.

India is huge. It is so huge that there is no room for the lepers.

Let us take Mr X. as an example. A handsome, educated, rich man with the right
connections. Owner of a store located in the city centre. A retailer and wholesaler. Had a lorry
and a car. A wife, four children, a group of friends. Lived in a villa in a large, beautiful
garden. When he saw the first traces of the disease he simply walked out of his house, for he
knew he could not stay. He left everything because he had lost everything. Like a bankrupt
man. Sentenced to rejection. Like something nobody needs. Like a piece of rubbish. During
his wanderings with a beggar’s bow! he accidentally got to a Jesuit mission. He was admitted.
And cured. After a few years of working at the mission, he went back because he missed his
family very much. Hoping that he could stay. But things have changed. He realised that he
ceased to exist for them, that nobody was waiting for him, that he had been wiped out from
memory. So he left again. This time forever.

Typical? Yes. Sad? Of course. Moving? Not at all. This is just life. That is how it
goes. It is India! A gods’ verdict. And that is all.

A boy named Kobilo Buy cut off his tongue. He thought: | am a leper. If I cut off my
tongue | will be cured. That is what someone had told him. So he went to the temple to pray.
Then he took a knife he had sharpened himself and cut his tongue off. Then he tried to eat it.
He did chew it for a while but could not swallow it. He threw it up. So he put the tongue in a
bottle. When it began to decompose he threw it away. He was convinced that God himself had
told him what to do. By accident he came to the colony. They cured him. Now he can only
listen. And react. When he wants to say something, he mumbles. At first people laughed at
him. Now they got used to him and do not.

Mr Sudar Schan Behera is the manager of the rope factory. He was born in the colony.
When it was unorganised. His parents were lepers. He had always been the top student. He
showed great willpower and tenacity. Every unpleasantness, every annoyance made him only
stronger. His parents went begging. So that their son could finish the secondary school. They
were not able to pay for his higher education, however. Half of it, yes. But not the whole. So
the second half was paid by Father Marian. He encouraged the young man, supported him. In
grammar school the other students did not know that he was the son of lepers. The teachers
did but they did not show their disgust. For everything depends on the people. After having
been granted a diploma of an economist, Mr Behera got married. His wife’s name is Sabita.

Near the Beatrix School there is a small plot surrounded by a wattle fence. Its diameter
is about 8 metres. In one place there is a gate. A piece of wattle on hinges. Inside there are
four mud huts. Their roofs are made of palm leaves. After each rainy season Father Marian
has to repair these huts. Near the gate there is a hand pump for the water. Father Marian had
this pump set up so that the inhabitants of this mini-village did not take water from the nearby
pond but used wholesome water. He found a deep water current with his divining rod.
Between the gate and the huts, on a small dais there is a round flower bed. This is the ‘holy
circle,” the place of prayer. Although God is everywhere, yet He should have his own space.
Then it is easier to communicate with Him.

In these huts there live four Brahmins. Lepers. Very mutilated. None of them has
fingers or toes and their feet are deformed. One of them has one foot missing and has to use
the crutches. Father Marian gave them to him to make it easier for him to come to the village
for the check ups and for the medicines. These men came here at different times. One has
been living here for ten years. They are no longer ill but no one can say if they have been
cured for good. These Brahmins used to be landowners in the area to the south of Puri. They
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did not work, for this is forbidden for the Brahmins. Does not one of the main caste
commandments say: ‘It is better to do the caste duty badly than to do well the duty of another
caste.” This principle is a burden for the society which wants to leap into the 21st century.
Our Brahmins do not wait for the new age. They wait for death. When they had realised they
were ill they left their families and their homes. They went away. Wandering and begging
they finally crept to the colony in Puri and stayed. But in their opinion they remained
Brahmins, the representatives of the highest caste. Therefore they decided to live at a distance
from the others, representing the lower castes, made their homes separately and even
surrounded themselves with a wattle fence. They have, however, a sense of a bond with the
other afflicted. They are all doing penance for the sins committed in the previous
incarnations. They believe that in the next one they will be rewarded. They will be purified by
the sufferings of their previous avarar. When we are leaving their ashrama they light oil
lamps. They put them on the “sacred circle,” surrounded by clay pots with herbs which repels
the cobras. They begin to pray. | watch them for a moment. The prayer of these dreadfully
mutilated men is so very profound that, even though the ritual is unknown to me, | have the
impression that God has come to this cursed place. Even if he did not stand in the middle, He
was close. Perhaps he rested His hands on the wattle fence...

Puri, November 29, 1986. In Poland on this day the 156th anniversary of the outbreak
of the November Uprising is celebrated. Here it is a day in which, on behalf of the Mother
and Child Help Programme organisation, food is distributed to the poorest and most helpless.
This permanent aid is conducted under the patronage of the Catholic Religion Service.

Peter, the mission driver, takes me to the house of the Sisters of Charity. Sacks with
powdered milk, cornflower, and rice, cartons with tinned food, barrels with oil have to be
loaded onto the ambulance. These are the gifts from the USA. The whole transport is already
awaiting us on the veranda of the dispensary. Peter talks with two Sisters. An old, short man,
probably a gardener, is sitting in the shadow under the wall and looking at me without much
interest. The loading is done by two very thin and short girls, probably the kitchen helpers.
They must be Shudras. The sacks and cartons are heavy so | help them. This causes a strange
reaction: a surprised smile but without approval: helping them | have exceeded the
competencies of my caste. Such jobs are done by the Shudras. And, in their opinion, | am a
Brahmin. In India someone who does things which are not his share is despised.

The loading is finished but we are still waiting for something. I do not know what, but
| am aware that in India being in a hurry means you lack your manners. Ah yes, Peter has not
finished talking with the sisters. The sun is getting warmer and warmer. The old gardener gets
up, looks inside the ambulance, shifts one of the sacks a bit and, very tired, sits back under the
wall. I look inside the dispensary. It is so clean and quiet here. There is a waiting room and a
part, separated with a screen so that the patients have some privacy, for performing various
procedures with cupboards for medicines and surgical instruments. There are some patients:
women with ulcers on their heads, a man with a foot wrapped in a dirty rag, a mother with a
sick child, which hangs limply in her arms. Sister Petronela gives injections, changes the
dressings, administers the medicines explaining at length their action and dosage. The pills
are in two colours and the sister asks the patient to repeat what the dosage is so that she is
sure he has understood well.

Finally we set off for the lepers’ colony. There, on the veranda in the dispensary there
sit three elegant ladies. Their rich saris are decorated with silk bands with patterns specific for
the material made in the state of Orissa. They have been waiting for us. These are the
representatives of the local branch of the Mother and Child Help Programme organisation. On
a table there lies a book with names. The people who are to receive the aid are waiting in a
queue. They are disabled, some of them lean on crutches, also old men, or mothers with
children. The most mutilated crawl, supporting themselves on the stumps of their limbs.
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Sometimes people help one another, especially to climb up or down the three steps leading to
the veranda. All the people entitled to obtain the food confirm it with their signatures.
Occasionally there is some mistake and then there erupts a brief but vivid argument, protests,
complaints, explanations. The emotions quickly cool down, however. The healthy help the
cripples, especially those who have no hands or fingers to carry the allowance home.
Someone’s maimed, numb, hand fails to hold a slippery bottle with oil, the bottle drops and
breaks. It is strange that the illusion of having fingers may remain for a long time even after
the amputation of the whole hand.

The women living in the houses in the vicinity of the dispensary have invited my wife.
They show off their children. They are proud. Like all mothers. They ask me to take a photo.
We do not understand what they say, but their gestures and facial expressions are clear: ‘Look
at my baby. Have you ever seen anything so cute?’

Another woman appears in the door. She makes a gesture of invitation. ‘Come to my
place. | also have a little one. When you see it you’ll understand what a really beautiful baby
looks like.”

Many women hold their children with fingerless hands, with handless arms, kiss their
heads with deformed lips. And only their eyes express the wonder at the being they brought to
this world.

The distribution of the food lasts several hours. There are many people in need but
there will be enough for everyone on the list. At about noon we witness the return of the
beggars to the colony. Each of them is carrying something, usually a little sack with rice. The
pious pilgrims throw fistfuls of it on a sheet lying in front of each beggar. The returning
cripples resemble a picture by Peter Bruegel from the Capodimonte Museum in Naples.

We also go back. At the place of cremation another pyre is sending up smoke. Near
the temple there are two rows of beggars. Some of them wear orange cloaks. In front of each
of them there is a metal bowl. Someone scoops boiled rice from a bucket and fills the bowls.
The food is given out perhaps because someone has made such a promise, or maybe has to
make up for a sin, or maybe a rich pilgrim, who came to Puri and stopped in an expensive
hotel, felt pangs of conscience and gave the holy Brahmins money to prepare the food for the
beggars and hopes that in this way his guilt will be crossed out from the register of the Lord
of the Universe. Or perhaps this is done as part of a wake for someone? The beggars pray
clasping their hands. They pray to God. They do not give Him any name. And perhaps this is
why He is so close to them.

The lepers living in the colony know that Father Marian is a Pole. Most of them,
however, have never studied geography so they have no idea of the division of the world into
continents, and of the continents into states. But for them the world a *Pole’ means the same
as ‘good’ and they associate ‘Poland’ with ‘a good country.” When a few years ago Father
Marian went to his homeland for a few months, the lepers were desperate. They thought he
had deserted them. | do not even try to imagine what will happen when, one day, God will
wish to see Father Marian in person, face to face. Time passes and the meter of life shows
greater and greater figures. Father Marian is almost seventy. When he had left, the work did
not stop, but it slowed down clearly. Fortunately, he came back after a successful cataract
surgery and he put the drive wheel of the daily work back into motion. When neither Father
Marian nor the doctor or the three Sisters came to the colony because they all went to
Rourkela for a three-day Retreat, the lepers asked with evident unease: ‘Where is the Father?
Why hasn’t he come to us today?” They believe he is a miracle worker, a person of
supernatural powers. When he is in the colony he is always surrounded by a group of people.
Each of them is asking for something, talking about their troubles, demanding advice,
appealing for an intervention:

“They won’t admit my son to grammar school.’
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‘A wall collapsed in our hut after the recent rains. Come and see, Father. What are we
to do? The roof is going to cave in at any moment.’

‘There is an empty hut next to us. It’s bigger than ours. Can we take it and leave ours
for someone with a smaller family?’

‘Our neighbour has two goats. They are troublesome and destroy our little garden.’

‘Something has to be done, Father, because after each rain our hut is flooded.’

It is obvious what to do. Some sand has to be brought and the depression should be
filled in with it, the level of the ground has simply to be lifted and then a gutter has to be dug
to drain the water away from the hut. In Mercy Kitchen there is only enough fuel to last two
or three days. A cart has to be sent for the next transport of wood. And where can the axe be
fixed?

One day, when we came to the colony, a little black boy noticed us. Seeing Father
Marian he ran to him and then held on to his hand. Father Marian knelt, kissed the boy’s head,
and then lifted his shirt and showed a place on his left side, saying: ‘See, there were two white
patches. But not any more. This child is cured, he is well now. Let us hope to God that it is
forever.’

We went on. The boy stayed close to Father Marian. He talked, showed something,
asked a question. Both his hands were taking part in the conversation, as if the gestures could
replace the words he did not know, but instinctively felt that they must exist. He resembled a
pet dog missing his warden so much and not being able to contain the joy at seeing him
return. Another time when we are in the colony, Father Marian finds in the group of children
surrounding us a four-year-old girl in a calico dress. Her laughter is like a musical tune, which
can be liberated only by great, frank, and unlimited joy.

‘If...,” says Father Marian without looking at me, but | can see a gleam in his eyes. His
voice tells me, he is deeply moved. ‘If... then I would like to have such a child.’

But Father Marian does not have a child of his own and this is why all these children
are his...

Father Marian visits the ill and maimed who can not move. The wounds of one of the
women take a particularly long time to heal, although the doctor pays a great deal of attention
to her. Father Marian bows over the woman, takes her pulse, looked under her eyelids. The
woman is feverish. She takes the medicines but can not get the fever down. Father Marian
studies the course of the water lines under the hut with his divining rod. Soon he knows why
it has been so difficult to cure the woman. Her bed is located over a crossing of underground
water streams. Father Marian suggests that the bed is immediately moved to the other side of
the hut where the radiation is far lesser. In fact the hut should be pulled down and another one
built in a different place.

With their rough, deformed, fingerless hands some lepers stroke Father Marian’s face.
Just like the healthy people in India touch the cows or elephants hoping that part of their
holiness or strength will pass on them. But it is the children who are the most affectionate.
Perhaps because they sense that Father Marian’s heart is open to them.

Father Marian stops at a large puddle. He would like to set up a drainage system in the
area for stagnant water not only helps diseases to spread but it is also harmful for the human
bones weakened with leprosy.

In a few private houses the inhabitants hanged colourful pictures representing Lord
Jesus and Our Lady next to the similar pictures with Indian gods, especially Jagannatha. Most
of the Indians believe that Lord Jesus is the incarnation of God Vishnu and Our Lady is an
avatar of Goddess Lakshmi, his wife. In Mercy Kitchen a picture of Lord Jesus hangs side by
side with a portrait of Mahatma Gandhi.

After two years’ absence | am particularly moved to see the people | have come to
remember thanks to the diapositives | took during my first visit. These people do not even
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know that they were seen in Poland by thousands of spectators who came to my talks. They
do not know that their photographs not only shook the consciences of the viewers but also
helped them become aware of the value of health, satiation, medical care, a roof over one’s
head, hope for the future.

A young woman is pushing a wooden cart. A man sitting in the cart is holding two
little children. It is a family. They have just come back from begging outside the temple. The
father has both legs missing. The cataract on both his eyes requires surgical operation. No
hospital would admit him. They say there is no point for he will soon be blind anyway, going
to hospital is useless. Father Marian gives him some money and promises to intervene. That is
all he can do. He is not a miracle worker and does not have at his disposal an eye clinic.
Again what hurts most is the helplessness.

This old woman with no feet and hands is also beyond help. One may only diminish
her suffering. Now her condition is far worse than two years ago. She can not see but knows
that someone is standing in front of her, so she smiles. Her smile is like a grimace of pain.
The disease has obliterated the human features from her face. | ran away.

A cripple in a wheelchair. Two years ago Father Marian received from Poland twelve
such wheelchairs. Some can still be used. They still work. | take pictures.

Every human community or milieu is bound by some necessity, instinct of self-
preservation or the need for a sense of security, which can not be obtained if one lives alone.
Father Marian’s lepers’ colony also confirms this principle. Therefore here, too, life has
developed its own rhythm. People wake up in the morning, wash, clean the children and the
surroundings of vermin, then some go to beg, others prepare the meals, still others go to
Mercy Kitchen, or tidy up, wash, help one another to change the dressings, look after the
children, mend clothes, fix things... Some of the inhabitants work in the workshops located at
the area of the colony, in the garden, on the chicken farm, or help build something new. Some
have their own businesses: little shops, repair workshops, looms. A more enterprising family
have set up a store with firewood. They hire people who, for a pay, of course, stump the
nearby wastelands, and thus make money they need to send their children to secondary
school. There are a few opium traders; these are very rich, and have their secret contacts with
the underworld in Puri. They finance their business with the money they get from begging
and do not mind that they are cheating. In the crowd of pious pilgrims one can always find a
few crooks. The Jagannatha’s Temple is a real Mecca for them. One of the richest in the
colony is a “master beggar,” a real whiz, ‘the king of panhandlers,” an artist in his profession.
Those who have their own looms produce delicate linen, suitable for dressings, bandages, and
nappies. They work the looms with their fingerless hands. This is very impressive. They sell
their products at very low prices, and Father Marian must watch if they are not cheated, for
establishing their prices they calculate only the cost of the raw material, completely
neglecting the value of their own work, and the need to take into account the allowance for
the depreciation of their looms. Some lepers trade in money, usually trying in this way to get
funds for the education of their children.

In comparison to what | saw two years ago, many things have changed. First of all,
electricity has been installed in the village, there is the TV set, on the dispensary roof there
are the solar panels, so that there is always warm water for washing the maimed limbs, a
small chapel with Mahatma Gandhi’s buts has been set up nearby, the chicken farm has been
expanded, new coconut trees have been planed and the ‘garden of hope’ has been made
bigger. Thanks to the help of the Italians some new houses have been erected. It is much
cleaner and neater.

The slow pace of the day becomes quicker before the holidays and celebrations, for
example, of someone’s marriage. Such an event inspires most of the inhabitants, especially
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the women, for a wedding in India is a big event requiring special setting, especially as
regards to music and illumination.

A wedding reception, even the most modest one, is attended by numerous guests, for
the families of the bride and groom are large, and there also come friends and members of
their families. Father Marian prepares the wishes, presents, organises the whole reception,
gets the neighbours to cooperate.

Once a year, in March, the whole colony celebrates the Ostho Prohori Day, a solemn
vigil held by everyone for twenty four hours to venerate God who on that day descends onto
the Earth, to the people. All day people say only Ram, Ram, Sitaram, even if they are to say
hello. There is a great feast. The mortals sing to venerate the God, put on fancy dresses,
organise something like theatrical performances into which everyone joins in with joy, trying
at the some time, as it usually happens in such situations, to outdo one another.

A stir in the colony is always caused when a new person is to be accepted. The
newcomers usually spend the night nearby, under a tree, try to draw attention to themselves,
make personal contacts, seek support, and they look with jealousy at those who have already
dropped anchor in this harbour and now feel secure. After some time of waiting the
newcomers lose their patience, make rows, demand to be accepted and offered care and roof
over their heads. Finally the Panchayat is called. Usually the council does not want to accept
a new person; the area of the colony and its capacity are limited. And human hearts have a
still smaller capacity. There are arguments. The inhabitants of the colony demand that the
newcomers promise to observe the laws and customs of the colony and pay a deposit. This is
not always achieved. The people who come have often been wanderers for many years,
‘travelling’ beggars, independent and free. Now their status would have to change, and it is
not easy for them to adapt to the sedate life. The settled and organised ones are afraid of the
‘wild,” independent individualists.

The City Council also organises a lepers’ colony

One day Father Marian received an official document, which went as follows: “In
connection with our aim to remove several ten homeless and incurably ill people to the village
of Rameshavarpur, the governor of the Puri District would like to invite you to a meeting on
this subject which will take place on ... in ... .” The list of the invited includes the names of the
most important representatives of social and self-government organisations of the town. The
first mentioned is Father Marian Zelazek, Catholic Church, Puri. This speaks for itself.

Father Marian decided that he should see the new settlement before the meeting. So he
went, taking with him Mrs Wanda Btenska and us. On the way he related to us the story of the
project.

A few years ago Prime Minister, Indira Gandhi, visited Puri. She met the
representatives of the municipal authorities but she was not let into Jagannatha’s Temple.
Shocked by the sight of the crowd of beggars, mainly lepers, she decided, after having talked
to the City Council, to establish a settlement for the poorest who can not be accommodated by
the Catholic Mission. The cost of maintaining them was to be covered by the government of
the state of Orissa. The idea was also to diminish the crowd of begging, ill, crippled, deprived
of the state protection people, because of the great number of foreign tourists who visit the
place.

The village of Rameshavarpur lies near Lake Chilka, which is about two hours’
journey by car from Puri. To get to the settlement itself one has to drive four more kilometres
along a dike which in one place has a gap of more than a dozen metres. Father Marian
wonders how to cross this obstacle and if the car will capsize while driving diagonally down
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the steep slope if the wheels will stick in the mud at the bottom. It is thus my task to check the
road. Exactly like during our trip to Dobhar, where Father Marian is building an embankment
against the flood. Here the dike is steep on both sides but the water is not too deep and the
bottom is relatively hard. Father Marian crosses himself, takes the wheel firmly in his hands
and in a dozen seconds, getting the most power of the engine, he gets across. ‘Blessed are
those who walk in Lord’s ways.” | have hardly had time to take two pictures of his feat.

Now it is not far to the new settlement. We look at it and can not believe our eyes. The
selected location is far away from any human habitation, on a sandy plain, with no trees or
bushes. Four concrete bungalows with shuttered windows have been built. They look very
much like blocks in a labour camp or prison and certainly not like a home for ill and lonely
people.

Father Marian says: ‘Even if these beggars are brought here by force, they will soon
escape. They are too irritable, too sensitive, and suffering to live in a common dorm, one next
to the other, without any privacy. This is against the inane human needs and also against the
Indian tradition. In this country even a piece of rag thrown at the side of the road indicates
that someone has occupied this place and his wish is observed by the others.’

The idea is nonsensical. The concrete walls are wet, the small windows will not let in
enough air; even now, without any inhabitants there is a foul smell, so what will happen when
there appear people with festering wounds? Instead of several ten traditional huts made of
clay with roofs of palm leaves concrete bunkers have been built!

‘All that could be handed over to Mother Theresa,” says Father Marian. ‘Perhaps she
will be able to make it into something. But even if the authorities handed this place to the
Catholic mission, it will be quickly abandoned. The poor will escape to Puri, where they can
beg, so they have some occupation, some company, are not left to themselves, something is
going on around them, they take part in something. They are human beings!

On our way back, when we travel on a road crossing broad wetlands full of lotus
flowers and water hyacinths, Mrs Wanda Btenska says they must be infested with bilharzia, a
kind of an amoeba. We watch in horror at the people who not only wash themselves and their
clothes in that stagnant, warm water, but also use it for drinking, for many women fill the
containers and carry them home on their heads.

During a brief stop Mrs Wanda kills a tsetse fly on Father Marian’s shoulder. She
knows this insect well from Uganda. The hospital at Buluba on Lake Victoria, established in
1934 by Mother Kevin Kaerne OSF, in which Mrs Wanda treats the lepers, is located in the
area where the epidemic of sleeping sickness had killed off all the people and animals.

Father Marian never misses an opportunity to learn something new so Mrs Wanda
develops the subject of the tsetse fly. She talks about the conditions in which these insects
incubate, and which can and should be eliminated. Unfortunately, people forget about it
despite many tragic experiences. The carelessness of the Africans is very much like the
Indians’ attitude. The water is warm, stagnant, and certainly infected with human and animal
excrements, especially near the edge, where it is drawn for drinking.

‘But what are these people to do?” wonders Father Marian. “There are not many wells;
| haven’t seen any in the new settlement, although the opening ceremony is going to take
place soon. There is no well or privy, but certainly there will be banners with noble slogans,
portraits of the local leaders, long speeches, music, dancing, singing, and, of course, a big
meal for the notables.’

Today’s excursion, ended with such pessimistic reflection was instructive for me, too.
I learned from Mrs Wanda something more about leprosy and the methods of treating it.

Leprosy develops mainly in the tropics. The bacteria belong to the same group as
Koch’s bacilli. They attack and degenerate the nerves, beginning with the outermost ones,
that is in hands and feet. Apostemas, ulcers, and finally gangrene, are the side effects. In
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treatment, the most important thing are the conditions in which it is conducted. If they are not
suitable and especially if the basic principles of hygiene are not observed, then the treatment
becomes more complicated, even when the medicines are applied. Unfortunately there are few
such places as Mother Theresa’s hospital in Janla. In fact, it would be impossible to provide
hospitalisation for twelve million of the infected: this is too much even for such a rich country
as India. Therefore Father Marian focuses his long-term efforts on the greatest possible
improvement of the sanitary conditions in the colony which he is looking after.

‘Except for you | have no one...’

‘“The country is rich,” says Father Marian. ‘And our main achievement is that we have
gained general acceptance and esteem in this Hindu town, we have become its important and
perceptible part, and this is the beginning of the dialogue.’

Recently, as a reward for its work, the Catholic mission in Puri received from the
authorities a valuable gift: 15 thousand rupees for the development of the rope factory and 71
thousand rupees to set up in the lepers’ colony a weaving mill so much dreamed of by Father
Marian.

From Poland Father Marian sometimes obtains parcels with clothes, shoes, and
medicines sent by private persons voluntarily associated in Societies for Aid. This is helpful
but neither the clothes nor the shoes can be used to pay the doctor for his work or to cover the
expenses of the Mercy Kitchen. The things are useful for the most needy, but money is the
most important. Father Marian’s help concerns so many issues!

The parcels sometimes arrive from Czechoslovakia. How did the people there get the
information about the activities of the mission in Puri? Father Marian has no idea. This must
have been God’s finger.

The greatest help is provided by the associations and private people from Austria,
from Wirzburg, Federal Republic of Germany, and from Holland. Mr Bogaart and Mr
Bijenen, who have already been mentioned above, went to the Foundation for the Testimony
of God’s Love with its headquarters in Holland, to ask for help. Recently, Father Marian
received a message from the Foundation: they asked for an application for a grant signed by
the bishop, stating what it would be used for. Father Marian first crossed himself and then
asked for three hundred thirty eight thousand rupees a year. This is a huge sum, but the duties
Father Marian has taken upon himself are just as big. Every year there are more and more
people who need help. So, Father Marian asked... and the Foundation granted him the whole
sum! Just as much as he wanted! Father Marian put it in the bank and the interest is spent on
the most needy.

There is also help from Italy. The organisation Amici dei Leprossi with its seat in
Udine has already given Father Marian an ambulance and sixty thousand rupees. Now they
are going to rebuild one part of the lepers’ village: erect new family houses according to the
Indian tradition, but more comfortable, sanitary, and durable, and, what is also important,
nicer than the existing ones, for made of clay. This village the Italians have promised to build
has already got a name: Punoruthanpur, or the Settlement of Resurrection. The works have
already begun: the documentation is ready as well as the tools for the construction works of
the huts and the dispensary.

Suffering is like becoming a mother. It is one of these experiences which, if one is to
understand it in another person, one has to go through oneself first. The majority of people in
the world know what it means to suffer.

Some of that overwhelming majority say: “Man is evil but they can still be worse.”
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The others say: ‘Man is good but can still be better.” Father Marian belongs to the
second group. His whole life is a proof that man can be human with respect to the other
people. Not an enemy.

‘No,’ repeats Father Marian obstinately. ‘People can be human.’

Father Marian is now talking to a man whose right leg has been cut below the knee.
Just when he is about to put his hand on his head in a consolatory gesture, he notices a little
boy, running towards him and crying: ‘Father, father, she... please come to her now!

One has to bow very low to enter this hut. There is only a bed in it and a narrow
passage. On a string there hang a few rags. In the corner there stands a vessel for water and a
metal bowl.

On the bed there lies an old woman, who is now trying to sit up. She reaches her
fingerless hands to Father Marian and looks ahead with her sightless eyes. Father Marian
kneels, and the old woman touches his face with her rough hands with great tenderness.

‘I’m dying,” she whispers, ‘I’m returning to my God, but you have to live, you, my
son, must go on living,” she repeats, breathing with difficulty, ‘except for you | have no one,
no one... When | get there, | will tell God about you... you have to live...”

Father Marian holds the woman, supporting her head with his hand. What he puts back
on the bed after a while is only a body, but Father Marian does not let go, because he feels he
is holding Christ. Christ, who blessed him with his dying words.

Thank you, Father Marian, namaste!

And this is the end of my story. | do not know what India will be like in fifty or one
hundred years’ time, when the number of its citizens will have grown two or three times, but |
am sure of one thing: the missionaries, the apostles of mercy, both those famous all over the
world and those nameless, will remain the living testimony of Jesus’ Gospel.

There are the nights when Father Marian can not fall asleep. And then, when he is
alone, when he does not have to hide anything, his soul is the closest to God. When | think
about such moments | imagine that God, like mother soothing a child, gently touches Father
Marian’s head. And then Father Marian falls asleep. But he never tells anyone what he has
dreamt about. For on the next day he has to be well-rested, calm, and composed. He has to be
strong. He must be able to carry his heavy, awkward cross. So that he can walk on along the
road of his vocation, with the crown of thorns of the lepers, the road crowded with hungry
children, cripples, homeless, and helpless in their loneliness, up to the Golgotha of the dying.
For this is his destiny. He has chosen this life himself.

Thank you, Father Marian!

Namaste, Namaskar dhanyawadam, dhanyabad.

Thank you for being at the same time the tiller and the sower. That with your daily
work you soften the stony soil of human hearts and throw into it the seeds of mercy,
compassion, and pity. With faith and hope that when you and us are no longer there, some
people will reap the harvest.

Thank you Father Marian that we could have met you and loved you, and mostly for
being able, since meeting you, to settle many of our everyday doubts by answering the
question: “‘What would Father Marian do in such a situation?

And for the rest... God bless you. (March 1987, JK)

* * *
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A missionary with an artist’s sensitivity

After returning to Poland the author of the above published a large article about Father
Zelazek work in one of the Catholic weeklies. In it he stated:

‘Father Marian is first of all a priest-missionary who is spending the autumn of his life
in Puri. He is, moreover, a teacher, an artisan, a driver, a doctor, a nurse, an architect, a
worker, a clerk, a chicken-farmer, a gardener, a technician, and artist... generally he is a
specialist in all the spheres of human body and soul.’

Is Father Marian an artist? This is what Jerzy Krasicki says, a writer, a playwright, and
sculptor, but first of all the author of one of the greatest modern novels: Wielki Ptak [The
Great Bird]. A book, which was not given excessive attention by the mass media. It is thus
difficult to disregard his words. The more so that in his book he looks at the problem of
human suffering from a very Christian point of view. This suffering which is so close to
Father Marian’s heart, the heart of the man who has such boundless trust in Lord’s Mercy and
became, on behalf of Lord Jesus, the sower of the seeds of love in the merciless world of the
castes.

Father Marian has built a Catholic church in Puri for he wanted our Lord, our Saviour,
Jesus Christ to be clearly present in one of the four main centres of Hinduism. He also wanted
to realise the spiritual testament of his predecessors, the Spanish missionaries from 1922. He
knew, however, that this is not all, that the church has to be decorated in such a way that its
Christian message of the Bible is understood by everyone who comes in. The educated as
well as illiterate people, the Catholics and Hindus, and the people of other confessions. Father
Zelazek has implemented this idea because he knows very well that beauty speaks with the
universal language. Its language can express the teaching of the Church and also its readiness
to begin a dialogue with the authentic values which express the immemorial yearnings of the
human heart in every culture and tradition, thus also the Indian one. Father Marian relates this
in this way: ‘I wanted the church to have the Indian style. And my dream has become true,
this time thanks to the generosity of my compatriots, the Polish Catholics. The undertaking
was co-ordinated by Father Eugeniusz Sliwka SVD on behalf of the Society of the Divine
Word in Poland. On the spot, in Puri, | was helped by the Polish miners who were building
the coal mine near Calcutta.’

‘The author of the decoration sacral art in the church is Mrs Janina Malgorzata
Karczewska-Konieczna from Gdarisk,” continues Father Zelazek. ‘Her stay in India and her
artistic imagination have certainly helped to make her work highly compatible with both the
architecture of the church itself and the Indian environment. | mean the golden-brown hues of
the decoration, that is the main altar, representing the Last Supper, the tabernacle, the font, the
pulpit, the stations of the Way of the Cross, the side altar of Our Lady, the eight tablets
representing the Our Lady’s Mysteries, and the main door, recalling the motif of the Tree of
Life on the one side and the Christ’s miracles on the other one. Besides the tabernacle and the
doors all the remaining elements were made in the ceramic technique. Mrs Karczewska’s
work and at the same time the gift of the Polish friends of the mission, has been fully accepted
by the local Catholics and by the Hindus. It merges very well into the Indian culture, appeals
to the imagination of the Indians. It has clearly became the ,,Bible for the uneducated,” and
for our Hindus who are sensitive to the religious truths expressed through art.’

For Father Marian it is the most important that the Hindus, also the pilgrims coming
from the whole India to the Jagannatha’s Temple, willingly enter the Catholic church and
after leaving it do not feel the need to purify themselves. Thus the God’s house with its
wealth of teaching has become an important element of the dialogue conducted for years by
the Polish missionary.
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The work goes on

Father Zelazek called the year 1988 the ‘year of dialogue in Puri.” The cross at the
church belfry and the huge dome of the temple of the Lord of the Universe *have been
looking” at each other for several years, and surely this ‘look’ is not hostile. The ceramic
statue of Ascension of Our Lady at the fronton of the church also by Janina Karczewska, says
that the Catholic church is a temple of the Mother of the World. It is worthy to notice that
very close to this image there hangs the picture of the Black Madonna of Jasna Géra, painted
by Ewa Krasicka. In the afternoon these two pictures, illuminated by the sun, look particularly
beautiful. The Christian Library located near the church is visited daily by about one hundred
people. The lectures on Biblical themes are continuing. In the Centre for Dialogue educated
Hindus from the Brahmin caste regularly meet with the Catholics. The programmes of these
meetings usually include a talk and discussion, a common prayer and meditation. In this
Catholic centre a meeting of the representatives of all the Churches and Christian
communities existing in Puri took place in 1988. For Father Marian the existence of the
Baptists, the Church of World Gospel Mission, National Missionary Church, Church of God
Congregation, and the Pentecostal Church is a bleeding wound on the Christ’s Mystical Body;
for the non-Christians it is a phenomenon which they can not understand. Moreover, the
Polish missionary states one fact: these Christian communities would like also other Churches
to operate in Puri. Yes, Father Marian takes everyone under his protection, but he does not
forget that the Saviour prayed, in the hour of his Passion, that all His disciples should remain
united. It is the great tragedy of Christianity, which a Catholic missionary has to face every
day in a non-Christian milieu and can not escape, although the temptation of the ‘tolerant’
religious relativism is for many non-Catholics the best solution... At the Centre for the
Dialogue a Correspondence Course is run. Several thousand non-Christians from the whole
state of Orissa receive written replies to their questions about the Catholic Church. Father
Marian is very glad that the Indians are interested in Christianity. But these letters also show
him how little the Indians know about Christianity and how primitive and childish is their
knowledge about the Christian faith. At the church there is also the Centre for Natural Family
Planning, conducted by two Baptist women, one Catholic nun, and a doctor-Brahmin. About
nine hundred families seek its advice.

In 1991 Father Zelazek gave up his duties of the vicar and became a bonobasi, or a
hermit. This is on a par with the Indian tradition which requires that a priest, after turning
fifty, should live in seclusion, reflecting on the divine and spiritual matters.

‘I left a well-organised missionary outpost with a beautiful church to a younger,
Indian, member of our SVD Society. Now I live alone in an ashrama near our school and the
lepers’ colony. | have a nice chapel with the Blessed Sacrament here. Around me live the
pandas, the priests from the Jagannatha’s Temple. It makes me wonder that | can hold the
Holy Mass in this, apparently forbidden for the Christians, part of Puri. I live in simple
conditions in a colourful garden but it is hard to imagine a simpler life than that led by our
lepers. Their homes are small huts with bare clay walls, a mat on the ground on which they
sleep and one or two pots in the corner. Their greatest treasure is the roof which does not
leak.”

Now Father Marian mainly looks after the lepers’ colony, the school, and searches for
water.

‘l am asked to go to various parts of our state to show where a well ought to be
drilled,” he says. “My predictions prove correct and the demand is growing. | am also asked
by the state Health Department and thanks to that, as a missionary-diviner, | reach the places
where no Catholic priest has ever been. Only in September 1993, | covered by a jeep-
ambulance more than two thousand kilometres to save the villages which suffer from the lack
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of water. Recently I visited a village located close to the ocean. Sea water got into the wells
there. People drank water from ponds, risking various diseases. Of course | am recognised as
a Catholic missionary everywhere. | conduct the Holy Mass in the morning. I put my divining
rod on the altar for “if God does not build a house the builder will try in vain.” On the spot,
where | have to look for water | am awaited by a throng of people. Although all of them are
Hindus | encourage them to pray for God’s blessing. Myself, | say the Lord’s Prayer, which
they hear for the first time in their lives. When | say the words “And give us our daily bread,”
I know that for these poor people water is the most precious “food.” Christ gives it to them in
abundance fore the places I indicate somehow prove to be the right ones. The priest’s task is
to bless. | think about it when 1 find the water, because water is a great God’s blessing, for
which, in turn, people bless both God and the missionary-diviner. | am a quiet witness to the
Gospel for them.’

In the lepers’ colony there appear new houses and institutions. Since 1988 the shelter
for the homeless, dharamshala, has been operating. It is used by these lepers for whom ‘the
whole world is home.” From December till March they can find here a shelter from the rain
and a warm place to sleep during cold nights. In 1989 a small, 18-bed, hospital for the lepers
in critical condition was built. Even serious ophthalmological surgeries are conducted there.
Great joy is brought to Father Marian by the visits of Polish doctors from the Medical
Academies in Poznan and Kielce, who look after his patients. Just like the other forms of help
from his Homeland such as ‘A cup of milk for every child,” parcels with clothes and
medicines... After 1990 the contacts of the Polish missionary with his compatriots, among
other things via the Missionary Patronage in Pieniezno, the Redemptoris Missio Foundation in
Poznan, or the Maitri Movement in Gdansk and Warsaw, have become tightened.

‘When you write to me ,,You are my missionary,” | read these words with joy and
wonder,” says Father Marian in one of his recent letters to his missionary friends. ‘I
appreciate very much this spiritual kinship and the ,,appearance” of another person in my
missionary life.’

Father Marian extends particular care over the integration school, where more than
four hundred children study now. They come from the lepers’ colony and from the families
living in Puri. The latter ones even make special efforts to get their children admitted to the
Catholic school. It is completely different, however, in the nearby villages. There do exist
state schools, but healthy children from families where leprosy has appeared are separated
and rejected by the whole community. Their parents do not protest because they are afraid all
their property may be destroyed. For these children Father Marian built in 1998 a Children’s
Home at his school. He also introduced, in the lepers’ village and in other places, a new
custom: the ‘Christmas Eve feast’ for the poorest of the poor.

‘This year we had a wonderful Christmas in the lepers’ colony,” he says. ‘Eight
hundred sixty eight people, the lepers with their families, took part in the ‘Christmas Eve
feast’ held on December 25 (nobody knows our Christmas Eve customs here). They did not
go begging, they came to us. The feast was held in three places; in the colony where | work,
there were six hundred fifty one people. The preparations lasted all night. We bought one
hundred twenty kilos of fish, one hundred forty kilos of rice, two hundred kilos of vegetables,
etc. Each child from the lepers’ colony received a kilo of milk and a shawl (chadar) to wrap
himself up on coldest nights. Everyone was very happy. The lepers, with no suggestion on my
part, prepared a small altar on which they put the picture of Sacred Heart of Lord Jesus.’

This is how the life of a Catholic hermit in India goes... For Father Marian Zelazek
SVD, believes that first of all God seeks the man. And the main vocation of a missionary is to
feel a particular responsibility for the others and to be ready to participate in Christ’s
suffering, for the sake of His Mystic Body. He knows he is rowing the boat of the Church but
it is not him who is steering it. He deeply believes that the Creator has given everyone the
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grace of seeking the Kindness and the Truth, which means, seeking Himself; the grace of
awaiting... sometimes perhaps not fully realised. And therefore he reminds, through his words
and deeds, everyone he meets on the pathways of his priest’s life the teaching of the Second
Vatican Council that the redeeming values exist in all religions. This means that wherever
there is a spark of truth, there is God. He, Emmanuel-God with Us, measures time in his own
way and the future belongs to Him. That is why Father Marian says with such cheerfulness
that one day the whole India will be converted... And he lives with this beautiful hope. But his
greatest joy is the fact that he represents Someone invisible but real in India. And that he
makes to God the Eucharistic Offering on behalf of the whole world.

He would only like to see the fulfilment of his dream, the construction of the Centre of
Spirituality which is to be built near his hermitage. The idea of creating such an ashrama has
been accompanying him since 1975. For a long time it was impossible. However, in 1998,
when the Sambalpur mission was celebrating its golden jubilee, the decision was taken at its
general assembly to build the Retreat House in Puri. (August 2000, A.S.)
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