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Priest revives nun’s abandoned mission in the wild
https://mattersindia.com/2021/04/priest-revives-nuns-abandoned-mission-in-the-wild/ 
Jessy Joseph, New Delhi, April 23, 2021 
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A hermit nun’s mission deep inside the Girnar mountain range in western India’s Gujarat state has a new successor.
“I had no plan or desire to lead an ascetic life, but God called me to continue the Mathaji’s mission,” says Father Christanand who moved into the ashram of Prasanna Devi on August 15, 2019, to begin an ascetic life.

The ashram was started in 1974 by Sadhvi Prasanna Devi, a Catholic hermit, inside the Girnar mountain range, the only home for Asiatic lions in India. Thousands of people, mostly Hindus, used to visit her seeking prayers and blessings.

Ill health had forced the Catholic ascetic nun to leave the ashram and move to the Junagadh parish house in September 2014. The ashram was abandoned since then.

“It is God’s decision rather than mine,” Father Christanand told Matters India over phone on April 22 from his ashram deep inside the forest.

The 50-year-old priest, a former public relation officer of diocese of Rajkot and a member of St Xavier’s Carmelite province, said he knew that the hut was abandoned but had no plan to stay there and continue the nun’s work, until the end of 2018, when he started his sabbatical year.

“I had planned different activities for my sabbatical and one of them was to stay three months in Sneha Deepam (light of love), the ashram where mataji lived for 40 years,” he said.

The priest went to stay there for a week and spent time in prayer. But “I was worried about cooking,” since there was no electricity or gas. “One day while praying, a dry branch of a tree Mataji had planted fell in front of me. Suddenly, I felt that God was speaking to me and showing me a way to cook my food,” he said.

After a week he went to his native parish in Kerala for pastoral ministry and from there to attend a retreat for priests. One of the preachers was Father Binoy Karimaruthunkal of Sehion Retreat Centre at Attapady in Kerala’s Palakkad district.

During the individual blessings, the preacher laid his hands on the head of Father Christanand (who was then Father Sebastian Malieckal) and told him that he had a vision of forest and fire. “God spoke to me through the preacher and I became convinced that God wants me to be in that forest hut to continue mataji’s work,” Father Christanand explained.

He recalled his visit to Prasanna Devi’s hut with Bishop Gregory Karotemprel of Rajkot to offer Mass in 2005 when the hermit nun asked the two who would continue her work.
To comfort her, the priest had told her not to worry, he would continue her work. “But I never thought about it seriously,” he said.

After the retreat, the priest abandoned his plan to visit Varanasi, Rishikesh and Haridwar. “I went back to Gujarat and got permission from my provincial and the bishop, and began my stay here,” he narrated.

Now, his day begins at 3 am. He spends time in meditation, canonical prayers, Mass and adoration of the Blessed Sacrament. He takes breakfast at 9:30 am, mostly some snacks given by the visitors.

“The day I have hard work I make breakfast, otherwise I take some snacks the visitors give,” he says. He spends time in gardening and cleaning the surrounding area of the hut.

In the afternoon he recites the rosary of God our Father and spiritual readings. He starts evening prayers at 6 pm.

When visitors come, he attends to them. Some are regular visitors while others are new. During the Hindu festival season he gets lot of visitors. Some of them used to come to visit mataji. They ask for her.

“I make the visitors to take a word of God from the vachana petty (Bible verse box) and make them to read it and based on the verse, tell them about Christ,” he said. The visitors are mainly Hindus.

“It is direct evangelization,” the priest says. “I sing Christian bhajans and bless them and give them tea. I pray for them and listen to their problems.”

The priest also explains to them about mataji, her life and the incidents that happened during her stay here. “Through Mataji’s life I tell them about Christ.”

Close and regular friends of Mathaji still visit her at St Ann’s church in Junagadh. They bring snacks and food and share. They come regularly during Christmas.

Father Christanand’s first friends in the forest were langurs. They come for tea and snacks with me. Squirrels and peacock are other regular visitors.
Asked about mongoose, mataji’s friends, the priest said some come but not sure if they are the same mataji had. “I call them by name, they look at me and run away,” he added.

During summer lions and leopards come to drink water in the stream close to the hut. “They come drink water, rest for sometimes and go away,” he says.

His neighbors include some Hindu priests.

Once a month he goes to the parish church in Junagadh, 7 km away, to hear confession.

The common image of a hermit in India is a person who is completely detached and spends the day in solitude, silence, contemplation and prayer.

“I tell about Christ to all those who visit me,” he said. “It is a call within a call and God’s grace drew me to this way of life now,” he added.

My friends used to ask me if it was possible for me to live the life of a hermit because I was engaged lots of work in the province and the diocese. He was secretary to the provincial for six years from 2012.

Father Christanand was born in 1971 at Adimaly in Kerala’s Idukki district. After his ordination, on January 1, 2003, he was engaged in several missions in Adilabad and Rajkot dioceses.

The new life asceticism has made him happy.

“I don’t find any difficulty in this way of life; I am happy and get lot time for prayer and silence. I am content with simple life,” he added.

Catholic ascetic nun preaches Gospel differently
https://mattersindia.com/2018/09/catholic-ascetic-nun-preaches-gospel-differently/ 
Saji Thomas, Junagadh, September 26, 2018

Sr. Prasanna Devi says she badly misses the company of mongooses for evening tea in the tranquility of the forest.
The Catholic hermit, who has lived among lions, panthers and other wild animals deep inside a forest in western India for 40 years, emerged to live in human society four years ago, at the request of the local bishop.

“I was very much comfortable and at peace in the company of wild animals and birds,” says Devi, who turned 84 on March 13. She agreed to an interview with Global Sisters Report earlier this year from her new residence on the campus of St. Ann’s Catholic Church in Junagadh, a town in Gujarat state.

Devi does not belong to a particular religious order. She chose the contemplative life of an ascetic, devoting her life to God and sharing Christian blessings with thousands over four decades, local priests and her bishop say. She is believed to be the only female member of the Syro-Malabar Church to choose such a life.

She did, however, spend time with two religious congregations. When she was 22, she joined the Little Sisters of the Sacred Heart, a contemplative order founded by French hermit and martyr Fr. Charles de Foucauld. Devi left without making vows because the congregation wound up its operations in India in 1961 when she was still in the novitiate.

Later, she spent two years with the Benedictine Sisters in Bangalore to observe the congregation and explore the possibility of joining them. She left because she felt the urge to become an ascetic.

In September 1974, she began living deep inside the Girnar mountain range, the only home for Asiatic lions in India. Over the decades, thousands, mostly Hindus, flocked to her from miles away, seeking prayers and blessings.

Bishop Jose Chittooparambil of Rajkot says the Catholic hermit shows “an ideal way” to introduce Christ’s message to people in India. “Since she has immersed herself into the Hindu lifestyle, people easily accept and listen to her,” the Carmelites of Mary Immaculate prelate explains.

It is a common practice among Hindus to visit holy people in caves or huts on weekends and on special occasions to seek blessings. Hermits are considered to be people of God who do not belong to any culture, religion, caste or creed.

Devi’s name in Sanskrit means “goddess with whom God is pleased.”

Still, Chittooparambil, impressed by Devi’s courage to lead a solitary life in the woods for such a long time, asked her to move to the Junagadh parish house in September 2014. “I was too worried about her health. She had fainted a few times and she had no companion,” the bishop told GSR.
So, Devi consented to move to the parish grounds — only 4.5 miles from her hermitage but a world away from her former life.

Many mistake the Catholic nun for a Hindu sanyasi due to her dress and lifestyle. Hindu ascetics lead solitary lives, abstaining from creature comforts and embracing spirituality.

“Even though I look like a Hindu ascetic, I share about my Catholic identity and the love of Jesus Christ with everyone who visits me,” explains Devi.

About 80 percent of people in India are Hindu, whereas Christians are just 2.3 percent, according to the 2011 Census. Gujarat is one of the Indian states where religious conversion is restricted through law. The state has been ruled by the pro-Hindu Bharatiya Janata Party since 1998.

According to Human Rights Watch, “The year began with an unprecedented hate campaign by Hindutva groups and culminated with ten days of nonstop violence against Christian tribals and the destruction of churches and Christian institutions in the southeastern districts at the year’s end.”

However, the Catholic ascetic has lived peacefully.

The life of a hermit is “very tough,” Chittooparambil says.

Priests and nuns traditionally find support from their community and relatives. “But, for Prasanna Devi, the only one to depend on was God and God alone,” the bishop says.

Chittooparambil says it was unthinkable 40 years ago for a woman to live alone in a forest without support from anyone. “Only a person with deep faith in God can opt for such a life.”

“She has developed oneness with God and lived in perfect harmony with nature and its creatures,” he says.

Devi, however, has one exception; she is scared of snakes.

“One day, while preparing tea in the kitchen, I heard a hissing and, to my horror, it was a cobra. As I could not do anything to chase it away, I rushed out of the hut and began to pray to Jesus for help. It left after some time. It came another day and again I prayed to Jesus.”

She was surprised to find two mongooses in front of her hut the next day. “They killed many snakes in and around the hut. There was no trouble from snakes after that,” she says.

The mongooses came daily and became her friends. “One evening I offered them hot tea on a platter and they drank it. Our fellowship continued until I left the hut,” Devi says.

“I miss their company very badly when I have my evening tea here,” she says at St. Ann’s. “I don’t know from where they came, but they guarded me from snakes as long as I was there.”

She says she is not scared of other wild animals — lions, panthers or leopards. “They used to come to a stream close to my hut every summer. I used to watch them drink water. They too would look at me and disappear into the forest,” she says.

Initially her hut, named “Sneha Deepam” (Lamp of Love), was made of leaves and twigs. Later an asbestos roof was added. Inside are three small rooms in one line — a chapel with tabernacle, a room for visitors and a living room.

Behind her room are the kitchen and an open space where she kept things. A small front porch with a paved courtyard on the bank of the river completes her hermitage. Now, four years later, it is abandoned and in disrepair.

The statue of Mother Mary, installed in a grotto just 10 feet away from the hut, has gone missing, and the hand pump in a 5-foot-deep well is rusty. The plants in her garden have all withered.

These days, her companions are human, and they are drawn to her as well.

“Mataji [which means ‘mother’] is an incarnation of Durga Devi [the goddess],” says Arjun Bhai, who cooks meals for Devi in the new place. Durga is a Hindu goddess who followers believe takes on different forms to protect her devotees in distress.

People come to listen to Devi and share their problems with her. She prays with them and blesses them.

She has not found many admirers among Christians, who are confused by her dress, lifestyle and choice to live apart from a religious community.

“Since she does not wear any Christian symbols, such as a cross, crucifix or rosary, Christians mistake her for a Hindu sadhvi” — a person who renounces possessions and lives apart from society, V.O. Ouseph, a parishioner, told GSR.

Bhai regrets that Christians have not understood his mataji. For him, the nun’s mere presence brings him peace and tranquility. He waits for her to finish her tea so that he can have his tea from her saucer. “I consider drinking from her saucer as a blessing and privilege,” the Hindu man says.

Devi says her saffron dress and Hindu lifestyle do not appeal to Catholics, who are familiar only with nuns in convents. “They have difficulty in understanding this way of religious life,” she explains.

Hindu ascetics seldom mix with the public, but Devi always welcomes those who come for counseling and blessings. And people vouch that meeting her has brought positive changes for them.

“My life transformed completely after I met Mataji. She prayed over me,” says P. Parula, a middle-aged Hindu woman who works in a private hospital. She visits the nun at least once a day, helps clean her room, washes her clothes and does other chores.

Devi’s friends include some Hindu priests who were her neighbors in the forest.

“She is like a caring mother,” says Gordhan Bhagat, the priest of Atmeshwar temple that sits a few yards away from the nun’s forest hut. “She occasionally shared her food with us,” recalls the 60-year-old priest, who says she spent most of her time in meditation.

The start of the journey

“I had an inclination toward religious life from my childhood,” said the nun, who was born in 1934, the eldest of three children of Joseph and Mariamma Kunnapallil, in the Karimannur parish of Kerala. Her given name was Annakutty Joseph.

After 10th grade, she stayed home for two years, attending church activities but unsure about her future.

At 22, she joined the Order of the Little Sisters of the Sacred Heart, and stayed for five years until the order’s only house in India closed.

As uncertainty loomed, she prayed to God to show her a way, she recalls.

She moved to Maharashtra, Gujarat’s southern neighbor, where she worked on a poultry farm for three years, then studied fine arts and learned tailoring. On completion, she taught drawing and tailoring.

During this time, a spiritual director, a Jesuit priest and the bishop of Amaravati guided her. On their advice, she lived for a time with the Benedictine Sisters of Our Lady of Grace and Compassion in Bangalore, now Bengaluru.

“I was not happy with that life as I had a strong urge to become a wandering sanyasin [hermit],” she recalls.

After two years, she left the convent and visited Christian, Hindu and Buddhist pilgrimage centers, interacting with religious people and traveling across the country, she recalls.

In the Hindu tradition, an ascetic has no possessions other than clothes. They beg to get food to eat, sleep under the trees, in temples or other places, and keep moving.

Her wandering ended in January 1974 when she reached the Girnar mountains. “I wanted to stay only for a week and then move to the Himalayas” in northern India, she says.

“However, my inner voice strongly restrained me from leaving the forest.” She meditated in a cave for five months and shifted to a small hut on a hill.

She says she experienced God’s providence during her 40 years in the forest. “Thousands of people have visited me seeking blessings. I shared the love of Christ with everyone,” she says.

The devotees brought her offerings, which she would distribute to visitors in need.

Until 1978, she walked to the parish church to attend Sunday Mass. Then the bishop allowed her to have Eucharist at her hermitage on Sundays.

Bishop Emeritus Gregory Karotemprel, who declared her the first canonical hermit of the Syro-Malabar Church, codified her way of life in a 42-page book titled Prasanna Devi, A Christian Hermit.

Karotemprel, who is a Carmelites of Mary Immaculate member, says Prasanna Devi’s “simple hermit life” preaches the need of living the Gospel as lived by Jesus Christ.

“Prasanna Devi [dedicated] herself, for she loved Jesus greatly and was greatly loved by those whose lives she touched,” he told GSR.

Current parish priest Fr. Vinod Kanatt spoke of the nun’s popularity among Hindus. “Earlier they flocked to her hut in the forest. Now, they come to our campus,” the Carmelites of Mary Immaculate priest says.

Even today, he says, Hindus from faraway places come seeking her blessing. “This is unthinkable in a country where hostility toward Christians is on the rise,” he explains.

The priest says Devi introduces Jesus as her “guru” and then explains about Christ. “This helps many to understand Christianity,” the priest adds.

[Saji Thomas is a freelance journalist based in Bhopal, a central Indian city. He has worked for several mainstream newspapers such as The Times of India. This article is part of a collaboration between Global Sisters Report (GSR) and Matters India. GSR published this feature on September 17, 2018]

India’s Rome-recognized hermit nun hospitalized
https://mattersindia.com/2020/09/indias-rome-recognized-hermit-nun-hospitalized/ 
Rajkot, September 19, 2020
A Catholic woman, who has lived as an acetic among wild animals in a Gujarat forest for 41 years, has been hospitalized.
Sadhvi (ascetic) Prasanna Devi “is in a critical condition,” Carmelite Father Vincent Kannatt of the Junagadh parish in Rajkot where the 87-year-old hermit has been staying for the past six years, told Matters India on September 19.

The only Rome-recognized hermit in the Syro-Malabar Church was admitted to Christ Hospital in Rajkot on September 14 because of a decrease in her oxygen level.

“Her oxygen level continues to be very low,” Father Kanatt explained.

The priest also said the nun regained her consciousness and recognized him earlier in the day, but fell unconscious soon. “The ventilator was removed for one hour. Then she developed breathing complications and again she is put on ventilator,” he added.

The hermit, who lived alone atop a hill in the Girnar forests, has many admirers, the majority of them Hindus. They used to visit her hut, “Snehadeepam” (lamp of love), deep inside the forest to get her blessings or just to look at her. They considered her “next to God” because her “incomparable” love and compassion.

Born Annakutty (little Anna) in the southern Indian state of Kerala, Sadhvi Devi´s life as an ascetic began when the religious congregation she had joined folded up because of legal problems.

In an earlier interview, she said she was attracted to the Indian way of ´sanyas´ (ascetic life) and hence stayed away from joining another congregation.

After her convent life, she studied the lives of Indian hermits and visited several Christian monasteries, which together led her to an ascetic life.

“It was not easy, especially for a woman,” she admitted, recalling that Junagadh parishioners initially resented her Indian way of penance.

Sadhvi Devi acknowledged that most of her visitors did not know Christ. “They revere Christ as one of their hundreds of deities,” she said.

The woman ascetic said she has not asked anyone to convert to Christianity. “I feel that conversion has no value unless you experience the pain (Christ) has incurred for us,” she added.

Initially, the head priest of a nearby Hindu temple resented his devotees visiting the Christian ascetic, but a “near miracle” changed it.

She and the temple shared a rivulet that passes through her hut, but it dried up one summer. She dug behind her hut and found water at a depth of 4.27 meters.

People from various places queued up to drink the water they considered holy, and the Hindu priest apologized before he left the temple.

Father Kannatt said the ascetic came down to his parish in 2014 on the request of the local bishop. Since then she has stayed on the campus of St. Ann’s Catholic Church in Junagadh.

“I was very much comfortable and at peace in the company of wild animals and birds,” she said in another interview in 2017.
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http://ephesians-511.net/docs/FR_JOE_PEREIRA_CALLS_FOR_INCLUSIVE_EUCHARIST_AND_BEDE_GRIFFITHS_INDIAN_RITE_MASS.doc
FR VARGHESE ALENGADEN-UNIVERSAL SOLIDARITY MOVEMENT 
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http://ephesians-511.net/docs/JYOTI_SAHI_AND_HIS_NEW_AGE_ART_ASHRAM_IN_BANGALORE.doc
NBCLC-HARBINGER OF THE INDIAN RITE MASS AND LITURGICAL ABUSE
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