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The divine design for the Bethanian Bishop
from the treasury of my memory

Fr.VargheseVinayanand OIC
Bethany Ashram, Ghaziabad-Delhi.

Sitting at the two ends of the small dining table, Aboon and me sharing thoughts while
waiting for the dinner, which must reach us from afaraway home, has been a cherished memory
that linger in my memory when | think of His Excellency, who left this world imprinting
heterogeneous images in my mind. A three phased lived experience is treasured in me of the
personality of His Excellency Most Rev. Jacob Mar Barnabas OIC of blessed memory. Rector
during my theol ogy studies, which can be considered asthefirst phase, in Bethany Ashram, Pune;
Apostolic Visitator of Extra Territorial Regions in India of the Malankara Catholic Church, the
second phase of my experiencewith himin Delhi, helping himin the administration; and my office
as the Administrator ad Interim of the Eparchy of St. John Chrysostom Gurgaon-Delhi, and the
third phase, during His Excellency’slong-term hospitalization, are my experienceswith the Bethanian
who served the Church with his episcopacy.

“Are you incapable of doing what these men and women have done? Do you think them
capable of achieving this by their own resources and not by the Lord their God?. . . Why areyou
relying on yourself, only to find yourself unreliable? Cast yourself upon him, do not be afraid. He
will not withdraw himself so that you fall. Make the leap without anxiety, he will catch you and
heal you.” These thoughts about the men and women who dedicated their life for the sake of the
kingdom inspired St. Augustine to follow the Lord. It is also true for our Bethanian Bishop of
blessed memory, who being the eldest son of the Aerath family on who the parents had entwined
dreams of looking after the younger one sand the family, left al possibilities of theworldly success
tojointhereligiouslife. Theinner cal, at theteenage, pulled him towardsthe religious priesthood
inthe Bethany Ashram. The spark of vocation inside the young M onachan wasignited by Rev. Fr.
Mathew Thuruthel OIC, a zealous missionary of blessed memory. At the age of fifteen he started
the formal religious formation in Bethany Ashram, which helped him to be formed in the basic
principlesof living in faith and trusting in God's care. He took it as the most important essence of
hisspiritual journey.

Phase one: The Rector during our Theology formation, at Bethany Ashram, Pune, was Rev.
Fr. Chacko Aerath OIC. Memories of that age remains evergreen because of the creativity born
and encouraged by our rector Chackochen. He was open to all new steps taken. Stereotyped
behaviours were challenged, and risks taken were nurtured with care like afather. This helped us
to understand the teachings of Vatican || more meaningfully. Thus, our formation in theologizing
was live and creative. We were put to daily life situations, and our learning was not just restricted



to books, classes and libraries but was supported by the life-sustaining activities. The formation
team in our Ashram, led by Chackochen, were open to multitasking approach of life.

| remember my experience with the dairy farm for two consecutive years, which was given
a special encouragement and supported by our Chackochen, apart our academic formation. The
manual labour in the dairy farm department, of our evening timetable, just did not focus on milk
production, rather it was a holistic approach, in which we had anursery section for the new-born
calves, a section for the pregnant cows, a section for the milking ones, and a section for the
breading of the cows. The goat farming was also developed in adjacent to it. Cultivation of the
natural feedsfor theanimals, like sorghum (jawari), maize, and other green fodderswere produced
to provide natural way of nutrients. Thisenhanced the production of milk, whichinturn helped us
to reach out to the residents at Ramwadi, religious housesin the campus of Jnana Degpa I nstitute
of Philosophy and Theology, and the remaining milk was send to the milk product companiesin
Koregaon Park, Pune.

Protecting vocations of religious and priests was one of the major focuses of His Excellency
of blessed memory. “Learn dedication from Catholic priests and religious’ are the words of a
senior most doctor from Bangal ore, who had come across extremely dedicated priestsand religious,
to the students. For the doctor they are models of commitment. But on the other hand, the emeritus
professor and sociologistof Jnana Deep, Fr. Paul Parathazham, from his findings of a study says
that there are good number of seminarians and young religious show signs of greater immaturity
compared to their ager group outside. These findings, we seeistrue, when seminarians and sisters
approach for helpduring their vocational crisis. Fr. Chacko OIC from Bethany Ashram used to
handle many such crisis and was a healer to many. He was simple, easy to approach person than
afrightening rector. We were able to pour out our troubles without fear, knowing that he listens
and consoles us fraternally.

Phase two: My memory traces back to the year 2007, when His Excellency of blessed
memory, took charge asApostolic Visitator of the ExtraTerritorial Regionsin Indiaof theMalankara
Catholic Church. He started hisleadership in organizing the pastoral care of the Malankara Catholic
migrants from Kerala. During this period, he was able to give a special initiative and focus his
ministry for the poor on the streets, where he could have been in the extraordinary security and
comfort of the ecclesia life. From his situation of not struggling for food, clothes, rent, travel,
medicine, etc. he took steps to reach out to the poor.

The vow of poverty has helped him to be happy with the limited facilities of living. He
started hislife of episcopacy in Delhi with the limited facilities of aflat. Since then, he never was
inahurry to increase his personal space with more facilities, even when we used to insist him on
the desire of extending a better residing ambience. Rather he wanted to help the poor on the
streets and made small steps by providing food for afew hungry people. This process then later
was extended to cater many hungry on the streetsthrough a programme called “ Food for Hungry”.



Thus, asocial service society was registered, and many projects sprouted through it for the poor
and needy. It has now become, amid much farce and counter witness, the brighter face of the
diocesein the public sphere. Thisinitiative hel ped the Malankara Catholic Church to reach out to
the villages with the Gospel of Christ in the form of daily bread.

Spark for the Gospel was another sphere of which we remember His Excellency of the
blessed memory. He was nicknamed asthe * missionary bishop’ among the bishopsin India. Once,
when | was serving the Church in Delhi, a person came to me, after a couple of hours sharing,
expressed his desire to join our liturgical tradition and receive baptism. Since he was a Hindi
speaking person, | was not ableto guide him to our Malankara Catholic tradition asit was not able
to accommodate such people because of the limitation of jurisdiction and language barriers. Later
when the Church extended its jurisdiction by erecting a diocese, the focus of the Church’s call to
preach the Gospel was exercised in new cultures of India. Now the Malankara Catholic Church
can receive al, irrespective of language and culture, to the Malankara liturgical tradition. His
Excellency of blessed memory was chosen by the Church to give leadership to this Mission. With
the short span of six years, since the formation of the Eparchy of St. John Chrysostom in 2015,
made a great leap, which astonishes us and has become an eye-opening to the whole Malankara
Catholic Church. He encouraged the priests of the Church to take risky steps of starting mission
stationsfor the Church. Different congregationswereinvited to servein the missions. Lay persons,
from different localities were chosen and trained to preach the Gospel and were sent to give
leadership in their own villages. It was aduc in altum (launch into the deep)! He looked forward
to the future, not because he could see it how it unfolds, but had the faith in the Lord who called
him. ‘The Lord will take care’, wasthe dictuminthe lips of His Excellency. He believed that God
isnew every day, which pointsto the fact that we should expect the unexpected as the normal way
God's providence, which isat work. He believed and shared that there is nothing ‘ by chance’ for
God!

Phase three: The third phase of my encounter with His Excellency of blessed memory
started with an unexpected note — Tracheotomy, a medical surgical procedure of incision in the
windpipe made to relieve the obstruction to breathing, done because of the infections caused by
Covid-19. With this procedure most of the air he breathes passes out through the tracheostomy
tube rather than the vocal cords and so he was not ableto talk. | could sense the struggle and pain
he went through when he was not able to express what he wanted to communicate with me asthe
Administrator ad Interim of the diocese.

The misery brought by the four months hospitalisation and the unexpected demise of His
Excellency of blessed memory, has put me to many questions of the meaning of human life. The
great challenges of that time stirred me up; the theological virtues - faith, hope and charity -
challenged me; the realities of life and death compelled me to search for the truth.

| realised the limitedness of human thoughts, which | used to talk about a lot from my
intellect. The human mind interpreted the life of His Excellency of blessed memory as a life of



‘unfulfilled dreams’ and the end of hislifeon thisearth asan ‘ untimely demise’ of His Excellency.
I, at thetimeof crisis, found it difficult to express my personal convictionsand revel ationsthrough
human language. Silence, most of the time engulfed me, when my inner voice wanted to share the
intervention of God; | willed | could explain the divine intervention in His Excellency’slife. But
later | realised that it was aprivate revelation to me, and it wasthe divine plan for meto go through
the stressful times.

The unexpected situations, later | realized, was an expected condition in the Eternal Design
of God for his children. | remember the times when | had gone to the intensive care unit of the
hospital with the Holy Eucharist for our Excellency. While receiving our Lord, an unexpected
calmness flowed from him. After the prayers and the reception of the Holy Blood of Christ,
sometimes the Holy Body, he used to share a smile and respond confidentially with his bodily
gestures. The tears of happiness, which made the pillow wet, while receiving our Lord increased
my confidence. The silence and calmness surrounded him remained me of the sannyasi in him.
It gave me the hope of atotal cure. | dreamt of His Excellency coming back to normal health;
| shared, with my colleague priests, the plansof giving him post covid care, asystematic rehabilitation.

I have witnessed the surprises of the Holy Spirit; | have witnessed the love of God hiddenin
the human misery. | am not put in naive expectation. Christ is at the centre of my life and so |
learned to take him seriously than ever before. Thelifein the Churchisnot aprogramme designed
by human intellect but is sketched by her bridegroom - Christ. | realised that the divine plan is
takesitsown course and it isactualised in our life by imitating Him.

God isnot exhausted by loving us; He knows our needs and brings situations and personsfor
our growth. My consecrated life hel ped meto experience that our real satisfaction comesfrom the
fidelity to God and to the mission for which He called me. All the rest are support systems, which
| should not make it as the centre of my life. | realised that every person has a package designed
by God to be unpacked and lived out.

Yes! HisExcellency of blessed memory too had aDivine designed life, which was unfolded,
and remainsamystery to human mind. Many questions of the human intellect remain unanswered,
but with conviction | would like to share that the hopein me hasthe faith to believe that nothing has
happened in His Excellency’slife outside the Divine Design.

It is not speech that one should seek to understand;

one should know the speaker ...

Itisnot joy and suffering that one should seek to understand;
one should know the one who experiences joy and suffering...
It isnot the mind that one should seek to understand,;

one should know the one who thinks...

(The Rhythm of Being-The Unbroken Trinity, p.64)
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Synodal Path of Bethany Ashram intheThird Millennium
Fr ShijuK. Levy

Synodality isthelife of the Church and Synoda mode of governanceistheessentid style
and structure of the Church from the apostolic period. The Second Vatican Council (1962-
1965) takes up the paradigm of synodality, but dtered with vison of collegidity. Theimmediacy
for therediscovery and theinfusion of synoda way intheecclesid lifeemergesfrom the need of
adeeper participation, communion and successful mission of the churchinthethird millennium.
Holding thisintention, the process of the XV Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of
Bishops began on 9 October 2021 based onthe Apostolic | etter Episcopalis Communio (2018)
on the theme of For a Synodal Church: Communion, Participation and Mission, which
directly dedl withthevery nature, structure, styleand the pattern of thelife of thechurch (LG 48).
Asapontifica religiouscongregation, inthemulti-ritual mission context, Bethany Ashraminvites
al itsmembersfor asynodal way of lifefor actualization of itscharismin prolific modeinthe
universal Church.

Thesynodd processof Synod on Synodality (2021-2024) isadeeper effort to thereception
of Communion ecclesiology of the Second Vatican Council in practical termsin thelife of the
Church. Thegoa of the synodal processisto reflect and discerningly establish more effective
modes and styles of living the gospel values, as bearing witnessto the Kingdom. Hence, the
synod hasto formulate the nature and the modes of functioning of the people of Godintheworld.
Thesynodd processisagift and challenge, going beyond the conceptua viewsfor trandating the
doctrina orthodoxy into theexperientia activation of concretelife situations. Pope Francisinhis
addressfor the ceremony commemorating the 50" anniversary of theinstitution of the Synod of
Bishops (17 October 2015) affirmsthat this processincludes teaching, interpretation, new
legidationsand socid public action based on thetradition and doctrinal faithto addressthelife
situations. Thisrequires anew modus operandi of people of God (Preparatory Document,
no. 10), areform of theecclesiagticd life, cateches's, canonical reforms, pastoral and adminigrative
structures. Pope Francisisinstructing the church upside down following the guidance of the
Vatican Il council, to go for atotal aggionamento by rediscovering the synodal cultureat every
level of itsadminigtration.

Thered Chdlengeinthisentireinitiativewoul d beactudizethesel ofty idessandto concretey
apply themto the governance process and ingtitution of the church. The Synodal processwill
naturally call for arenewd of structuresat variouslevelsof the church, in order to foster deeper



communion, fuller participation and morefruitful mission (Vademecumfor Synod on Synodality,
September 2021, 2.4.4). In order to realizethis, the church hasto restructureitself to create
processes and ingtitutionsthat will facilitate the participation of al. Moving not occasionally but
sructurdly towardsasynodal Church, an open squarewhereall canfed a homeand participate
(Discourse of Pope Francis, 9 October 2021). Hence, true synodality in thelife of the church
embracesthe participation of all, the People of God asawhole.

The Second Vatican Council bestowed specid attention to the Church as People of God
based on the ecclesiology of People of God (LG 9; CCEO c.781). Yet thismotif has been
overshadowed by the doctrine of collegiality based on the communion ecclesiology (LG 18).
Collegidity findsitsorigininthecollegia character of the gpostalic college, of which, the Episcopd
collegeisthe successor. Collegidity of Bishopsisfooted ontheconcept of ecclesiadi comunione,
inwhich the Church iscomposed of ecclesiae Particularispresided over by the Bishops. To
thisecclesadi comunioneof the Particular Churches, the Council introduced aform of governance
of the Church, whichisCollegiad Governanceof the Church. Thus, unlikethe Conciliar vision,
collegidity becomesthemodel of governance of the Church. The Codes haveintroduced the
Episcopa Conferences, Synodsof Bishopsof Oriental Churchesand Synodsin Romeasthe
expression of this Collegial Governance (CCEO cc. 46, 102, 153; CIC cc. 342-348). These
organsof Collegial Governance confined themselves solely to creamy layer, eparchs, and failed
tofulfill thedream of Vatican 1, the decentrdized participatory ecclesa governanceof the People
of God. Thismodd of governance, collegidity, influenced heavily thegovernance of the Religious
Institutesin the Church too. Centralization turned into the model of administration and the
participatory canonical organs, synaxis, councils, commissionsand tribunalsarelimited and
tarnished to mere consultative bodiesin praxis.

Thethird millennium church deserveshbetter ecclesd governance, whichismoreparticipatory
and decentralized. Inthisjuncture, Pope Francisproposesanew vision of ecclesia governance
inthe Church. Thischange of vision can be seenfrom hisfirst mgor interview after becoming
popein 2013when hesaid, “ Theimage of the Church | likeisthat of the holy, faithful people of
God.” During thisinterview, hesounded key themesclosdly associated with theintuitioninVatican
I documents of the Church as a people of God: the sense of the faithful; the historical and
eschatological character of the people of God journeying together; and heeding thesignsof the
timesinreality. In hisAddressfor the ceremony commemorating the 50th anniversary of the
ingtitution of the Synod of Bishopson 17 October 2015, Pope Francishasinitiated anew phase
in thereception of Second Vatican Council’ svision of the Church by presenting anew model of
ecclesial governance called Synodality. The main intuition of Synodality derivesfrom the
ecclesiology of the Peopleof God (Lev. 26:9-12; Jer 32:38; Ex 19: 5, 23: 25 LG 9-17) which



drawsfrom the Second Vatican Council. The Church asthe Peopleof Godisclosely related with
theideason the sensusfidei of al the Peopleof God. By baptism all participatesinthetriple
muneraof Christ and incorporatesinto Christ and thereby constitutesas People of God. Hence,
People of God is of divine right. People of God constitutes all Baptized; lay persons, the
consecrated, deacons, priestsand bishops. Thus, Pope FrancisModel of ecclesia governance
iIsaSynodal model of governance based on the Synodality of People of God, rooted on the
ecclesiology of Peopleof God of the Second Vatican Council. Thismagisteriumof People of
God hasaninverted pyramidal hierarchical structurewhich aimsat decentralized participatory
governance. Implementation and practice of Synodality istiresomebut possibleinthelifeof the
Churchinthethird millennium. For better actualization of thiswe need amodel, amodd thatis
practical and possible.

Thoughthe collegiaity and Synodality arefrom divineright and intheinsight of Second
Vatican Council, they aredifferent. Synodality of the People of God draftsitsessence from that
intuition of Peopleof God, but the collegidity draftsitsintuition from theecclesiadi comunione
and Ecclesiae Particularis. Hence, the Synodal model of ecclesial governance based on
Synodality of the Peopleof Godisatotd transfer fromthecollegia mode of ecclesd governance
based on episcopal collegiality. Thismodel of ecclesial governanceisbetter expressedinthe
ecclesid governance of Yogamin Malankara Nazrani (St. Thomas Christian) tradition. Yogam
representsa Synoda model of ecclesial governance of Peopleof God based onthe ecclesiology
of People of God. Thismodel of ecclesial governanceis closer to Second Vatican Council
Ecclesiology of People of God and Synodal governance of Peopleof God, envisioned by Pope
Francis. Synodality does not mean synodal democracy found in non-catholic churchesin
Malankara tradition. Infact, the synodal Churchisaparticipatory and co-responsible Church
not ademocratic Church. Inasynodal style, decisionsare madethrough discernment, based on
aconsensusthat flowsfrom the common obedienceto the Spirit.

Pope Francisurgesthereligiousingtitutesto experience this Synodal process. The Pope
recounts “| am counting on you so that the synodal processthat we are experiencing in the
Church may dsotakeplacewithinyour ingditutes.” Acceptingthisinvitation, Bethany Ashramas
well entersinto the Synodal path with the Superior Genera’sletter dated 13 December 2021
(SGL XX / 05 Bethany Ashram Generalate, K ottayam- 686 010 December 13, 2021). The
Major Superior advocatestoal aBethanian Synodd path of listening, participation and communion
whichiswell expressed in Sanyasa Jeevitha Sahayi (K ottayam: Bethany Press, 1980, 61-70).
Here, listening is something morethan hearing. The Prefect of the Dicastery for Institutes of
Consecrated Lifeand Societiesof Apostolic Life, Jodo Cardinal Braz deAviz statesasynodal
pathisone“whichligtens, andredizesthat listeningismorethan smply hearing,” hecontinues, “It



ismutud listening inwhich everyonehassomethingtolearn” (Messageto AMECEA on 25 June
2022 from CICLSAL). Here, themembersshall listen to each other devoid of dissectionand
disparity. Poperemindsfurther that it isachanceto “let uncomfortable questionsemerge’ without
concealment (Addressto UISG on5May 2022).

Thewhole Bethanian synodal process hasto bereally communal discernment. Because,
as Jodo Cardinal Bréz deAviz states, it isaboveall ajourney that challenges every vocationa
community initsbeing a visible expression of acommunion of love. Itisabody that requires
the participation of all. No oneexcludes self or feelsexcluded from this path (H.Rs. 85; 139;
140). No onethinks it does not concern me, which requiresthe unity of the memberswith the
body and the communion of dl therichesof lifeand charism, including fatigueand wounds, which
should not be hidden; the parti cipation then becomes responsibility. Hence, it provokesthe active
participation of all membersinits processesof discernment, consultation and cooperationat all
levelsof decision-making and mission. Thisdemandsproper canonical structuresto practiceand
implement this Synodal processin the congregation. Thisnew canonical organ hasto sanctiona
decentralized participatory form of governance of discerning not limited to mere consultative.
Therethedisparity between high profile superior and inferior local member isdiluted (H.Rs.
86; 219). Then it becomesa participatory governance of membersof equa status; aninverted
pyramidal styleof governance (H.Rs. 85; 152). Thereformation of the Holy Rule hasto bein
tunewiththe synoda process. Moreover, thevisit of Apostolic Visitator becomesafitting sgn of
thisprocessand an invitation of Bethany Ashramto the universal Synoda life of the church.
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