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The two key words in the title of this talk come with an aura of scepticism: ‘Faith’ and  ‘Fiction’. ‘Faith’, because of the dominant mind-set in our scientific age which demands visible, tangible, objective proof for any truth-claim. Faith and faiths (Christian and non-Christian) are relegated to the realm of the unreliable because they rest on personal, subjective, experience which are by and large unverifiable. 

As for the second word, ‘fiction,’ its very name condemns it; one meaning of ‘fiction’ according to the Oxford English Dictionary, is ‘conventionally accepted falsehood.’  Apart from being entertained, our jaded senses revived, even titillated, why should one take seriously an imaginary world created by someone else, let alone look for anything spiritual in it ? Is it possible or desirable that truths that concern one’s spiritual well-being be manifest in such a medium?

In this talk, as a practising novelist and Christian, I shall attempt to address some of these issues, with a particular focus on inter-faith dialogue. 

It is well to remember most religious traditions resort to telling stories to convey their message even when they come with a heavy package of  metaphysical speculation as in Hindu and Buddhist traditions. Jesus Christ not only endorses story-telling  but carries this mode of teaching further than anyone before him or since. His parables not only back up his ‘Sayings’ that is his teaching, but more often than not, the parables are  the teaching. He gets somewhat impatient when his disciples don’t get the message and he has to ‘unpack’ it , spell it out in the prosaic, univalent  language of ordinary discourse.  When Peter asks him how many times should he forgive his enemies, ‘seven times seven ?' , Jesus’ response is equally mathematical, one could say, positively logarithmic: ‘seventy times seven’. But the abstract answer is immediately followed by a lengthy parable that stuns the listener into silence:


‘Therefore the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his servants. When he began the reckoning, one was brought to him who owed him ten thousand talents; and as he could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold, with his wife and children and all that he had, and payment to be made. So the servant fell on his knees, imploring him,  'Lord, have patience with me , and I will pay you everything.’  And out of pity for him the lord of that servant released him and forgave him the debt. But that same servant, as he went out, came upon one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii; and seizing him by the throat he said, ‘Pay what you owe.’ So his fellow  servant fell down and besought him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you.’  He refused and went and  put him in prison till he should pay the debt. When his fellow servants saw what had taken place, they were greatly distressed, and they went and reported to their lord all that had taken place. Then the lord summoned him and said to him, ‘you wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt because you sought me; and should  not you have mercy on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you? And in anger his lord delivered him to the jailers, till he should pay all his debt. So also my heavenly Father will do to everyone of you, if you do not forgive your brother from the heart’ (Matthew 18:23-35)

‘Seventy times seven’ pales into insignificance compared to this dramatic tale of forgiveness and retribution; passionate in its concern for justice, chilling in its relentless logic, totally persuasive in its truthfulness and challenging the audience as well. If one needs to justify the medium of fiction as a legitimate and powerful vehicle for exploring religious themes one needs to look no further than the parables of Jesus. 

My decision to write fiction stemmed from a dissatisfaction with the way interfaith dialogue is conducted in academic circles. Let me tell you a real-life story to explain what I mean. A minister from the Tamil Nadu Government, keen on reform, faced a dilemma when he visited his favourite temple. The temple stank from bat droppings. Journalists hounded him for not eliminating the bats. The minister apologized but he was caught in a trap. For he, like the local villagers, believed that the bats were temple officials of the past who had squandered the temple's wealth and were now serving their karmic-punishment as re-incarnated temple bats. How can he chase them out? So the minister havered. 

The subject of karma is impressively covered in works such as Professor Wendy O'Flaherty's Karma and Rebirth in Classical Indian Tradition, and its sequel edited by Ronald Neufeldt. Yet these learned tomes would have been of little help to the minister confronting the problem-bats. His faith in  karma and reincarnation trapped him in a web of guilt and leniency, more troubling to him than any scholar could ever imagine. 
 What does it feel  to be a believer in karma or advaita (non-dualism), or in any of the key concepts in Hindu traditions? What pain, suffering, or hope is involved in living by any of them? Such questions cover that dimension of a living faith which discursive writing, however valuable in itself, has not the means or scope to handle. No doubt, a well-conducted rational discourse can explain concepts, principles, even myths and symbols with admirable clarity and precision; but the process of abstraction removes the from where they are rooted, in human experience. The scholar can present   

the bare bones, the skeleton as it were; it is the privilege of the novelist to flesh out the bare bones, and, to sensitize the reader to the hidden cost of any belief-system; to highlight ambivalent and often painful insights that might otherwise get glossed over. 

Unlike abstract discourse, a story can communicate the nuances of human predicaments that underpin religious faith. A story can  recreate human situations, behaviour, depict  growth, change, conflict, and above all doubts, tensions all of which figure in any religious quest. A story, unlike an argument or a discursive exposition, can convey the life that feeds belief. Therefore it is ideally suited to carry out what the American theologian John S. Dunne describes as essential to true inter-faith dialogue, a  ‘passing  over’ and  ‘coming back.’   To quote:


‘”passing over” is a shifting of standpoint, a going over to the standpoint of another culture, another way of life, another religion. It is followed by an  equal and opposite process we might call ‘coming back’ with new insight into one’s own culture, one’s own way of life, one’s own religion.’ 

This is what I try to do in my fiction. I was born a Hindu, my family are all devout Hindus. We boast of a long line of Sanskrit scholars, poets , beginning with a saint-figure in the 16th century, Appayya Dikhshita (Encylopaedia Brittanica has an article on him). Dikhshita was famous for his commentaries on Sankara's non-dualist philosophy and also was a exemplar of devotional love, bhakti.  It is said that he subjected himself to a dangerous test: he drank thejuice of datura flowers which induce madness, having instructed his disciples to jot down his babblings. The result was a magnificent poem, entitled “dedication of self” (atmarpanastuti)  poem. One verse sums up the religious ideal he aspired to and which we, as his descendants, were expected to pursue. He   says that people, even divine figures, pray for comfort, prosperity and power, but a sincere worshiper of God, 'surrenders his individuality, to become one with Him, conquering all aspirations, as he is determined to tear the veil of Maya (illusion) and stand face to face with God. He no more brooks to be held in the horrible clutches of the revolutions of birth and death.'

Dikshita's mystical ideal is quintessentially Hindu terms: otherworldliness, 

 negation of individuality, the notion of Maya (creation as illusion), salvation defined as release from karma and rebirth. At my Hindu Missionary School I was inculcated with reformed Hinduism as preached by   modern teachers like Ramakrishna and Vivekananda. Suffice to say by the time I came to Cambridge, I was saturated in and lived through a range of Hindu beliefs from the crude animism of village cults to the sophisticated intellectual gymnastics of Hindu metaphysics. 

My discovery of Christian beliefs began with my study of English Literature, first in Delhi and then in Hyderabad. I did my post-graduate work in a city and university rooted in Islam. I won a scholarship to do  research in Cambridge. In my second year (Feb.1970)I converted to Christ. My subject was the Problem of Evil in Jacobean Drama. My research familiarized me with major and minor figures in Christian theology, and the great debates of the Reformation. Academic skills are useful assets for a novelist but the academic mind-set is not. Unlike academic research where one starts with a hypothesis, amass facts or inferences, test the evidence and draw conclusions, a novelist has to do prepared to do a great deal of patient waiting. It is more an act of prayer and waiting. Bird watching or  angling, I suspect, would be good training. A novel doesn't begin with a programme or a set of themes but with an  event, a person, or persons, a place and above all, with an internal rhythm, rather like a musical tune. I distinctly remember when the first words of my first novel, The Firewalkers took shape. I was on a train to a small town called Morisset in Australia, day-dreaming, when I began to heart the galloping rhythms of the lines that now form the beginning of Chapter 3:


When Mirza Ghazi plundered Kuchchipuram, he spared the temple of Shiva. Legend has it that , as the Mirza approached the temple, brandishing his sword in the name of Allah and crying jihad, he was flooded  with light, with such intimations of the mystery of the secret sanctum that he went blind temporarily. So he had  spared the temple and contented himself with mutilating a few apsaras (dancers) on the west gopuram (tower) and renaming the  town 'Ghazipur'. ― Ghazipur, before that 'Koochipuram', the 'city of sticks'. The pariahs and the sudras still call it 'Koochi-puram'  as they gather firewood from the straggly casuarina trees on the slopes of Tillai Hills along the banks  of Valli  River. 'Ghazipur'  did not last either. Light-struck Mirza went crazed and could not tell a khayal( urdu love -poetry) from a bhajan (Hindu hymn) and so to drown his sorrows in women and song, kept the booty and was caught― sniffed out by the shrewd  Tiger of Mysore, Tippu Sultan; and the Mirza's nose joined others on the platter that the loyal son sent in tribute to his wily old father, Hyder Ali, in Srirangapatnam. (p.20)  
Here is history with a difference. The account bears a tangential relation to actual historical places, characters and events yet what I hope a reader would carry away is a sharpened sense of the ambivalence of Islamic presence in India. Muslim rulers who demolished and looted Hindu temples, as well as those like Akbar, who were tolerant towards Hinduism, even attempted reconciliation of all faiths. Is such a thing possible? Or, is it just a hazy dream likely to create confusion? How genuine are the claims of Hindu gods? The Mirza is not a historical figure, yet in him I found an economical focus form these questions raised by the Islamic presence in Hindu India over the centuries. 
In this novel Islam figures only marginally, only as an image of iconoclasm. Its main concern is with Hindu beliefs. A town, a temple, a river, a cinema, a church, a Collector, Hindu priests, padre, a man and a woman― one by one, they began to appear as and when needed. Once the characters were in place, like seedlings, it was then a matter of waiting to see and hear what they were up to. This is not to suggest there is no conscious preparation: one can and does gather a lot of relevant information through scholarly browsing, or magpie like filching; one spends a considerable time observing, listening, generally keeping alert, tuning into sights and sounds and soaking up all and sundry like a sponge. One has to trust one's imagination, or what Orthodox writers call the 'nous' or spiritual intellect and allow it work like a magnet over iron filings. In all this one needs to develop what Aldous Huxley aptly calls 'docility of spirit'. Hence I liken the very process of writing to prayer and faith. To be a good writer, I believe one needs three qualities: passion, dispassion and compassion.  
The fictional town of Kucchipuram proved to be so authentic that a neighbour of my parents was convinced that it was his hometown. Even when I tried to tell him it was imaginary, he insisted he could recognize every aspect, the streets, the bazaar;  similarly, Bishop Lesslie Newbigin, to whom the novel is dedicated was at first equally persuaded that my town was his beloved Kancheepuram where he had spent many years as a missionary. Wrong again. Anyone familiar with South India would “recognize” the town, for what they are responding to is the distinctive tincture of South Indian life; a temple-centred life shaped by the rhythms of traditional Hiduism. Religion in South India is not an optional extra but seeps into every corner of life through daily pujas (colourful acts of worship), seasonal festivals, penitential or celebratory public rituals and processions. Rootedness, a sense of belonging to an ancient and noble religious culture gives South Indian life an enviable beauty and grace, yet it is not without considerable human cost. My novel is concerned with articulating that hidden human cost. My heroine, Aparna is a young widow and a classical dancer. Her personal and creative life gets strangulated . Despite modernization and progress, widowhood is still viewed and treated as a curse in India. As my mother put is rather emotionally, “ there are thousands of Aparnas in India today.” 

The god Shiva whom Aparna worships  presents a metaphysical conundrum: As a yogi, he challenges her to ascetic spirituality. Equally as a 

 cosmic dancer, Shiva is the Lord of creation and destruction, the acme of creativity, transcendence, beauty and grace. This image stirs in Aparna a yearning for sensuous realization of that perfection in the dynamics of classical dance. Yet in Hindu religious schemes, the human body, so vital for dance, is demoted, if not altogether castigated; in the belief-system that Aparna subscribes to, advaita,  the supreme religious goal is to realize the impersonal brahman . How is a dancer to reach a religious goal that signals such contradictions, especially a widow, whom Hindu religion constrains with taboos in the name of karma and dharma (Law)? What chance,if any, is there of treading the path to higher Hinduism for an outcaste like the cobbler Muniya? 

 Hindus seldom indulge in self-questioning in the Western sense, for the self that their religious tradition values is not the psycho-somatic entity that constitutes personality but atma, a featureless, metaphysical notion. Correspondingly, on the cosmic level, the impersonal brahman is held to be superior to any theistic notion of a personal God. These assumptions are strongly held and seldom criticized by Hindus. What fuels The Firewalkers, in so far  as one can speak of a motivating force, is the need to question some highly attractive, and apparently invincible Hindu convictions. 

 There are two ways of mounting a challenge, and both are attempted in The Firewalkers:  one is to create situations for characters to begin self-questioning, and, the other method is to make them confront alternative religious viewpoints. To illustrate the first let me read you an extract.

The scene is the Shiva temple. A puja is in porogress. Raghavan the district Collector is present in his official capacity; Aparna the widow and her father the advocate Vedam Iyer are there to worship. Raghavan is in love but has been rejected by Aparna because she feels impure and guilty as a widow, and  treats love as an illusion. Vedam Iyer has been troubled by the realization that his daughter might fall in love with the young man he has befriended. The passage describes their responses to Shiva who is embodied in a crystal lingam. [READ from pp155-157]. . .
I don't intend to give any detailed analysis, just  a few hints for reflection. I hope the narrative does its own work. The hallowed Hindu icon of Shiva gives  pure uplift to the father, the spiritual bliss he has been seeking; a life of pure serenity, way above the messiness of life. In Aparna the image evokes despair, anguish and death wish. Though her plea for annihilation is couched in acceptable religious vocabulary, the reader would be aware that there are urgent , personal reasons for her longing for oblivion. In a sense, father and daughter seek the same thing, for the non-dualist ideal involves a total annihilation of personality. In Raghavan's tone a new note is struck: an agnostic, slightly taunting, grudging admission of Shiva's appeal soon turns into an iconoclastic outburst. It is my hope that the reader would be carried away by the love-story and without any conscious effort, respond to some of the  psychological evasions, conflicts, tensions and frustrations that underpin Hindu religious belief and practice. 

 The novel offers several such case-studies of the hidden cost of Hindu religious idealism. The story of Aparna, the widowed dancer, an uppercaste brahmin has much in common with the story of the untouchable cobbler Muniya who has accidentally maimed a bronze idol and sees himself as a 'god-killer.' He feels guilty and undertakes to do fire-walking as penance.  

Aparna too feels guilty about the death of her husband, partly because her in-laws blame her stars, and more so because of her strong sense of sexual violation in a brief but loveless arranged marriage. She too seeks a metaphorical 'fire-walking' to be purged  and set free. Hence she rejects Raghavan's love and opts to burn out her need for human love with ascetic effort towards a transcendental idealism. The ideal however proves impossible to achieve and she faces her failure: [p.179]

With much bravado and eyes smarting from repressed emotion, she had pushed off Raghavan's words of love. Little did she know then how far from exhilarating it would prove, that willed resistance to inmost need. For all her struggles, she had scaled no heights of transcendence, seen no vision of glory; her smothered spirit lay on a hollow rocky shelf encrusted with hard resolutions and inundated by tides of depression. Day and night her forehead throbbed as if she were being pulverized. She re-read the letters, trying to find her way back to the shore. 

Even when she reaches the shore as it were, is prepared to reconsider Raghavan's offer of marriage, love eludes her because the self that is needed for love to take root is undermined by her belief in maya,  illusion. Her experience of Benares, where 'the  dead and the living jostle in holy traffic' where 'Mother Ganga bears witness to so seamless a flow of being that it is indistinguishable from nothingness,' seems to confirm the advaitic view that the phenomenal world is an illusion:[pp180-181]

Benares could not be wished away. It would always be there, deep down inside her, with its pyres that burn forever, and its waters that wash over and dissolve the sandbanks of self. 

  The story doesn't end there, I am glad to say. 

As you might expect, the most blunt criticism of the Hindu view of suffering comes from the Christian padre, Yesudasan. He not only dismisses Hindu theories of karma and maya but suggests that Hindu religiosity is concerned with false guilt and false placation. He offers a curious comfort to Raghavan, insisting that for Aparna hope lies in real suffering. The padre  is allowed to preach but he also has to learn. He knows that the firewalking ritual is a threat to his own belief. The potency of the village goddess who apparently protects the cobbler's feet from burning is a puzzle he can't solve. He concludes it is the work of shaitan; yet he has to admit that he cannot easily dismiss the spirituality of Shiva worship as Satanic delusion. He is prepared to suspend criticism, even goes so far as to persuade Aparna to perform the dance of Parvati form his school-function. A complex psychological reality underlies his ambivalent stance. There is the practical motive. He doesn't want the school's fund-raising effort jeopardized. He is genuinely moved to pity by Aparna's suffering and urges her to express her creativity, and beyond all this,is the need to come to terms with the powerful, aesthetically attractive religious experience that the Hindus challenge him with. At the beginning of the book, the padre is confident, even bigoted but by the end he becomes more sensitized; so much so, he admits that in gaining the cobbler Muniya as a convert, he feels like a robber.  Though there is some clever footwork in his exchanges with Aparna and Raghavan, it is not cleverness that opens the way to genuine dialogue but his readiness to take risks, to be vulnerable, to be rejected while he stakes his claims for his suffering God. And as far Aparna, when she agrees to cast the story of Christ in dance form, it is a challenge, full of risk, full of danger, with an unpredictable outcome. Her approach is a departure from the usual Hindu tendency in inter-faith dialogue, which is to smother differences in a syncretist embrace.

Picking out themes, selecting bits to talk about, is a perilous exercise, for it may mislead the reader into thinking that there are “messages” flashing in neon signs. It defeats the very purpose of writing fiction if it is shrunk into a mould for message bearing. The novel is written primarily to sensitize one to the complexities of faith, to be a “flesh and blood” alternative to the bare bones of rational discourse. I hope the reader gets sufficiently hooked by the human story as to imperceptibly acquire that spiritual empathy which is vital for “passing over” into another religion, another culture, another set of problems and answers, and “coming back” to his or her own, feeling enriched by that experience. 


*




*



*

My second novel Transcendental Pastimes  focuses on what one might call the 'guru' phenomenon. As you know there are any number of religious figures whom Indians worship as god-men; they are regarded as enlightened beings who have attained their spiritual goal. Some gurus belong to ancient monastic establishments known as mutts,  others are freelancers; some are  clever entrepreneurs who do very good business in trading their spiritual expertise, especially to foreigners. These I call 'export-gurus.' Both types figure in this novel. A documentary film-team of 6, headed by an Englishman(Jonathan Bexley, JB) visit an ashram in South India to film a traditional guru who claims he can remember his past lives. He is a monastic of an old type, leading an austere life secluded in his hut, but giving pastoral advice to people. To convey the intensity of his spiritual views and aspirations I use poetry. eg. Opening song.

There are other aspects of his spirituality which the foreigners find attractive yet intriguing: this is the highly erotic dimension of Tantric meditation as well as in certain temple-pujas. In order to depict the multifarious responses of the crew, I cast the scene as an operatic ensemble .for the Director has a musical past. pp.133,134, 135.

When the Director's ex-wife, an opera-singer seeks his help in tracing their missing daughter, JB's search lands him in an export-guru's (Pooran Baba's) Cosmic Consciousness Complex. 

Against this religious and filmic background, the novel traces the activities  of a pair of terrorists, Tamil Tigers. I explore as yet the unrecognized link between  political terrorism and a certain Hindu idea of divine energy. 

There is of course much more. Each of the six film crew make their own spiritual discoveries as they get caught in the local scene. 

 My third novel, awaiting publication, is A Kingdom in Oz . It is set in Australia and concerns a maharajah and his niece who inherits a large property in northern New South Wales. The Maharajah wants to create an ideal kingdom and take on the battle to save the world from the ravages of capitalism. This novel tunes into the Australian scene, town and bush and explores the perennial questions in that context. 

 Work in progress is Shalimar Gardens, a murder mystery set in the city of Hyderabad which has for centuries enjoyed a unique cultural and religious harmony between Hindus and Muslims. This however is being disrupted now by the advent of both Hindu and Muslim fundamentalism. The story revolves round this.

� Quoted in Kenneth Cracknell, Towards a New Relationship  (London: Epworth press, 1986), p.139.
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