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ABSTRACT   This article is based on recent research about Tamil churchwomen. It brings out how these women are empowered by their female Christian identity and their involvement in the church’s mission and evangelistic initiatives, such as house prayer groups. Featuring oral testimonies from a wide variety of women members of Risen Redeemer’s Church of South India, the study describes women’s mission initiatives, with an emphasis on female participation in church life. The middle section offers a brief overview of three empowering aspects of the informants’ Christianity: family heritage, faith through adversity, and biblical concepts of female entitlement. The final section explores the women’s sense of empowerment through their general involvement in church life by an in-depth analysis of several individual cases.

Introduction
In an initial brief exploratory study, the researcher discovered that the experiences of local churchwomen in Chennai did not match the academic discourse about Indian women found in most of the textbooks and journals. Thus an intensely focussed fieldwork project was then undertaken to elicit the self-perception of Tamil Christian women from their oral narratives, resulting in a study
 of the self-definition of their gender practice.
 ‘Practice’ here is used to refer to five aspects: namely, the way individual behaviour appears to an outsider, how patterns of social interaction likewise appear to an outsider, the subjective internal perspective of the practitioners and the internal social perspective of the members of the community, and finally all these four aspects in their historical dimension. So ‘gender practice’ as used in this research is not a purely academic or theoretical construct or concept. It is constituted by the lived experiences of the members of the sample group as they perceive and construct those experiences. The findings of the research indeed suggest that their self-construction does not match the current rhetoric of gender studies,
 which depicts Indian women as oppressed and subordinated.
 Scholarly works describing the position of women in the church are few, however.
 This is supported by the conclusion of M. Indiradevi in her study of Hindu women. Her doctoral research published as a book is used for the theoretical and analytical framework in this study.

The stories of the study’s respondents in their perception and performance of identity construction display women who enjoy freedom, equality and opportunities for education and career. These narratives also show that these women are actively involved in church life and in significant issues for women in their society. These women construct identity using various strategies, techniques and tools of storytelling to produce a ‘tellable story’ that fits their commonsense understanding. It is important to note that the narratives reveal the self-perception and self-construction of the narrators, and not the opinions and ideas about them put forward by others. Their identity is not one single monolithic or stereotyped one. The women are neither anti-men nor radical feminists. Their identity is complex, with many parts. They perceive and project themselves as significant members of the community and family, able and willing to support, negotiate with and strategise along with other members of the family and the community.
 

The fieldwork was done using ethnographic methodology between March 1999 and June 2001. The first phase consisted of about 160 individual open-ended unstructured interviews, with note-taking; the second phase involved more in-depth open-ended unstructured interviews with note-taking of about twenty of these women; while in the third and last phase, with six focus groups, narratives were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. The focus groups looked at three sets of Bible passages pertaining to women and other religious and social issues arising from and related to these passages.
  The informants are women from the Risen Redeemer’s Church of South India (CSI) congregation in Kodambakkam, Chennai.
 This group was chosen because the parents of the researcher lived in this area from 1970 till about 1988 (with a break of about five years from 1980 to 1984) and were active members of this church for some thirteen years.  For the decade of the 1970s, the researcher herself, as an unmarried woman then, participated in the activities of this church while visiting her parents during university vacation or on other short stays.  This gave her the advantage of being an insider and also an outsider, a ‘sister outsider’ which is quite important and significant in social feminist research.
 Furthermore, this church is to some extent a typical CSI Tamil church in Chennai in its life and practice.
 

The sample consists of Tamil Christian women from the Kodambakkam congregation. They vary in terms of socio-cultural background, while their economic status ranges from the affluent (not the elite) to the poor. Their ages span from teen-age to over 80 years old. They hail from urban, semi-urban and rural backgrounds with respect to their parental homes, while all of them are now residents of Kodambakkam, which is located in a metropolitan city. For example, one informant, Swarna,
 shifted from a rural parental home to Chennai after her marriage: ‘We had come to Madras [as Chennai was previously known]’,
 while Saral had lived in cities all her life: ‘For me since my father was in the army [we had] a good luxurious life. We would go to part[ies]. We had good big quarters wherever we went.’  Thus she ‘hated life itself’ by contrast when first coming to Chennai, to live in unpleasant circumstances in a one-room rented flat on the Kodambakkam High Road with only one latrine for many tenants.
 

All of the informants have been educated up to various levels and in diverse fields.
  Joy said of her education that she valued being able to study whatever she liked, and that her mother supported the education of all her children, both boys and girls.
 Heera’s mother felt that ‘All should study. She used to tell me, “You are the first child, every thing will be crooked, if you do not study.”’ Thus it was Heera’s mother who inspired her to go for MA Honours and supported her once enrolled, also encouraging her brothers’ education. Heera especially appreciated the support her mother gave her as a girl child.
 Kamala bemoans her lack of higher education: ‘Education necessarily is needed for women. Only because I have not studied, even if I go for some ministry, there is no zeal to preach. So children should be educated well…. Education of women is needed.’
 Varam also joins with Kamala in this respect by stating that education for women is needed, that it benefits family life, noting that she herself did not complete her schooling.

Women from diverse stages of life responded: for example, married women with grandchildren or children, spinsters who had chosen the single lifestyle and young girls who are not yet married. Some women indicate in their narratives that they are married; for example, Bina: ‘But in our house all are equal. He would not question whatever I do. Whatever he does we would not question.’
 The not-yet-married young women speak of their future marital homes. Joy: ‘when I go to my second house’,
 and Melody: ‘in my future home’.
 Some of the participants are career women while others have chosen not to be. Lita explicitly states that she was a career woman: ‘when we started the family, because he was a factory worker, I also was a career woman, a teacher, so only equal for us.’
 Sweety had deliberately chosen the life of a non-career woman: ‘for [my husband] women should not work’.
 Those women of the older age group who have entered the labour market seem to have taken up the more traditional or the not-too-innovative jobs, for example Lita, Jeyavathy, Amar, Lila, Saguna, Gem, Saral and Sampoorna have been teachers. On the other hand, some younger ones have entered non-traditional jobs: for example, Udhaya became an engineer.    

Chennai in the second half of the twentieth century provides the backdrop to the research, since this church was started in 1956.   In terms of gender relations in the post-independence Indian context, various national programmes have focussed on the betterment of the position of women in education, employment, health, legal and political rights and religion.
 Such change has had an impact on Christian circles also.  A large and important church, CSI is the Union church of the coming together of the Anglicans, Presbyterians, Congregationalists and Wesleyan Methodists on 27 September 1947. CSI has increasingly included women in its administration and ecclesiology.  Women are currently given one-third of the places in all administrative structures such as the Pastorate Committee (PC), the Area Council, the Diocesan Council and the Synod Council. They share in the public reading of biblical passages or ‘lessons’ in church, collection of monetary offertories and the carrying forward of the communion elements for dedication. One Sunday in the year is Women’s Sunday, when the whole service is conducted by women and contains special features for the occasion. Many dioceses have ordained women with charge of separate pastorates.
 

Yet laywomen have in fact been involved in the life and work of the Indian church for more than two centuries. Biblewomen, evangelists, independent preachers and others have actively participated in the indigenous church’s mission initiatives. The Indian church in the Tirunelveli area in South Tamil Nadu, for example, was started by the efforts of a woman called Clorinda with the help of Rev. Schwartz of the Lutheran church in Tanjavur.
 Similar historical glimpses of female input may be found in many places in the Indian indigenous church. Gnanadeepam, the first daughter (adopted from his sister) of Thanjai Vedanayagam Sastriar, carried on an itinerant evangelistic ministry through songs and speech both in Tamil and English. She even visited Sri Lanka for her ministry.
 The first local woman priest in the American Episcopal Methodist Church in India was ordained in the 1940s. There are currently several house groups involved in regular meeting for Bible study, prayer and evangelistic efforts led by Indian women across a range of several churches and in many geographical areas. The house groups led by the women of the Kodambakkam church are just part of such female input and mission initiative to be found anywhere in the Tamil region.  Female itinerant preachers and evangelists are not uncommon in the indigenous Indian church.

Kodambakkam is a recently developed part of Chennai with a mixture of middle-class residents. Public utilities such as roads, water, electricity, sewerage, transport, worship places, markets, shopping complexes and schools are easily available there, making it a relatively well-resourced and prosperous suburb. The Kodambakkam church is one of several established in 1956 after the Madras city survey (the CSI City Mission Survey entrusted to the Rev. Pettit of the British Wesleyan Methodist Mission) in the mid-1950s, due to the lack of CSI churches in the fast-developing western areas as the city expanded to the western side of the Beach-Tambaram railway line.
 Rev. Pettit was Kodambakkam’s first pastor.
 The church grew gradually as the Christians who resided in this general area moved in. Daughter churches in adjacent areas had, by the time of this fieldwork, become independent pastorates. The church building has been expanded three times, including the addition of a three-storeyed parish hall-cum-parsonage built during the period of fieldwork.

Female Mission Initiatives in Local Church Life
Since the beginnings of Kodambakkam church in 1956, the women of the congregation have been actively participating in its life in at least six ways – in the Women’s Fellowship and its outreach efforts;
 Christian outreach efforts among local college students and working women living in a private hostel; a Bible study for women on Wednesday evenings; fasting prayer for women every fourth Friday; support for polio victims in Kanchipuram hospital; and various sales to raise funds for church building and several mission enterprises.
 Apart from these activities, the women of the church and several young girls participate actively in regular programmes open to both sexes – village evangelism every third Sunday; 
 visits to the Home for the Aged every second Sunday; weekly Friday evening Bible study; prayer for cross-cultural mission work led by the Indian Missionary Society on the first day of the month and for the Friends’ Missionary Prayer Band on Thursdays; as well as all-night prayer for both men and women every fifth Friday.
 

The one-third membership allocation for women on the pastorate committee has been maintained. In fact, they more than fill that requirement, because one committee place is set aside for the representative from the Sunday school, and this is invariably a woman, since the majority of the Sunday school teachers are female.
 These female committee members actively participate in the pastorate committee’s discussions, administration, counting of the collection and various such duties. Other women are zealous in reading the lesson, collecting the offertory and carrying forward the communion elements. Some women are involved in preaching not only in this church but also elsewhere, while a few have been active in the Madras Bible League,
 Apostolic Christian Assembly
 and the Evangelical Church of India.
 

Another significant feature of female church life is the house groups conducted by some of the women and their outreach efforts. At the time of writing, there were five such women’s house groups. The oldest, which has been going on for more than 40 years, is Saguna’s on Tuesday afternoons; one of its special features is learning memory verses. On the first Friday afternoon of the month there is fasting prayer. The women come ‘with fasting’, having missed their lunch, and after extended prayer for the past and new months, there is a high tea (not a simple snack or a full meal, but sumptuous food) provided. The others met as follows: in Heera’s house on Monday afternoons; Bina’s house on Tuesday morning; Jeba’s house on Wednesday afternoons; and Swarna’s house on Friday afternoons, a group which was started only in 2001. When the fieldwork began in 1999, there was another Friday afternoon group in existence, meeting in Viji’s house, which was in abeyance in 2001, as she had just moved house. Thus women could presumably find a suitable group to attend, with the choice of any weekday but Thursday.
 

The women’s house group gatherings consisted of singing, sharing of the Word (biblical message) and prayer for various needs, including the nation and mission work. Quite often special speakers are invited. At the end a high tea or meal is served. Saguna, Heera and Jeba have a day-long retreat once a year. Some of the women attend more than one of these groups. Jeba has a ministry of house-visiting and prayer among non-Christian women. Her daughter Hepsibah wants to have a prayer ministry career when she grows up. Several young girls have indicated a desire for a service-oriented career that will help in mission by giving them opportunities for showing by word and deed the love and compassion of Jesus Christ.
 

Outreach efforts are a special feature of Saguna’s group. In the past she had led a day-long evangelistic venture of tract distribution and evangelism by visiting houses in any random area. By 2001, she had changed the pattern to concentrate on just one area, a nearby poorer locality, Rajapillai Thottam.
 Two young women workers of the COME (Christian Outreach for Mission and Evangelism) ministry visit the houses in that locality all day long on Wednesdays. In the evening they conduct a Bible class for children while Saguna teaches teenagers and visits more houses. On Thursday afternoons Saguna visits nearby Nallankuppam to conduct a house group for the women in that poorer locality. 

Jeyavathy, who is actively involved in the outreach efforts of the Women’s Fellowship and the house group in Bina’s house, has a ‘Sunday school’ in her home for women and children of the neighbourhood on Saturday afternoons.
 She is also a Jesus Calls evangelist.

Sources of Personal Spiritual Empowerment  

 Three aspects of their Christianity seem relevant here to the women’s powerful self-presentation: family heritage, faith through adversity, and biblical concepts of female entitlement. Some of them are first-generation converts and some have remarkable stories of the conversion of their ancestors. Betty is a convert from Islam, while Kalai and Ruthie are converts from Hinduism. Hamsa’s father’s grandmother was converted with her brothers by Ringeltaube of the London Missionary Society (LMS) in the Kanyakumari district of Tamil Nadu. She, Sheela, Kamali, Rajam and Laila could give accounts of an ancestor’s conversion involving a spectacular encounter with supernatural power. These were narratives of the dunamis or power encounters as often seen in the mission field, at times with some similarities or else possibly totally different from one another. The question of whether these accounts are formulaic or individualistic is best answered by what narrative analysts say about ‘stories’ of personal experiences. These may possess some aspects of fitting to a standard pattern alongside aspects of originality and individuality. In qualitative research especially narrative analysis, it is not a question of ‘veracity’, ‘truthfulness’ or ‘validity’, but a concern to present a ‘story’ from the narrator’s viewpoint, a story that has social significance.
 

Star’s husband was a convert from Hinduism and she gratefully narrated how her Hindu mother-in-law put away the pictures of Hindu gods and goddesses when they visited them. Betty has come to Christ from a Muslim family. When she was a schoolgirl she took Maths tuition (special coaching) from a Christian young man. They developed an emotional attachment and then married, despite Betty having been thrown out of the house. The Kodambakkam churchwomen took care of her, because she came to live in that area. She became strong in her faith and active in church and Christian activities. In describing her family life, Betty says: ‘But because there was the Lord’s grace I did not feel the difficulty. I would be happy among all. When I entered the house there were these terrible [financial] difficulties around me. The Spirit only guided me and brought me thus far. Because after I had come here from the Muslim background because the Lord’s grace was with me I did not feel the difficulties.’
 

Hamsa’s father’s grandmother was one sister of sixteen brothers in the extreme south of Tamil Nadu, the present Kanyakumari district. This area belonged to the Travancore (in local language known as Thriruvananthapuram) king. These brothers were the horseback mounted bodyguards of the king. It must have been at the very beginning of the nineteenth century because Ringeltaube, the LMS missionary instrumental in their conversion, worked in the Travancore region from 1809 till 1815.
 They lived in houses that formed a circle with a temple for the snake god, the family god, in the middle. Two children of two of the brothers were affected by diarrhoea and were vomiting blood. Their efforts to appease the snake god were of no avail. Then Ringeltaube visited them and prayed, kneeling beside the beds. Not only were the children healed, but the next morning two snakes were also found dead in front of the temple. The brothers, recognising that the snakes were powerless in the presence of Jesus Christ, took two other live snakes, tied them in unbleached new cloth, strangled them and demolished the temple. They vowed to follow Jesus and became Christians.

Many of these women of the sample group, and not merely the first generation converts, have gained confidence and boldness through their involvement in mission initiatives. Fourteen of the women out of some 160 interviewees (Bina, Lisa, Bindu, Mispah, Ranjithamani, Lita, Kamala, Elisabeth, Lovely, Viji, Sushilarani, Nesakumari, Maria and Arputham) specifically root their boldness and confidence in their mission initiatives; in other words, picking up on the theme of this special issue, it is taking part in evangelism that empowers some women. Ranjithamani says: ‘I have studied only up to class five, but involvement in house groups and prayer ministry has given me boldness and confidence.’ Mispah, one of the first batches of women officers of the Life Insurance Corporation of India, also boasts of having been the first woman member of the pastorate committee. Her Christian evangelistic initiative spilled over to the extent of her starting a prayer group in her workplace. Kamala, another believer, who had previously played truant at school, was making a special effort at the time of the field research to learn to read and write so that she might be able to pray boldly and read the Bible. As regards the importance of Christian heritage, Elisabeth’s mother had been a teacher, Gospel worker and Bible teacher.

Another significant contribution to female empowerment comes from the way the women point to ‘faith’ being a crucial factor in their lives – in moulding and enabling them, and then carrying them through life, despite a variety of personal and family challenges. Mispah, one of those who has chosen singleness, points to faith as the most important ingredient of her spinster life. Jeya separated from her abusive husband. She testifies that it is faith and God’s grace that have seen her and her two sons through. Chandramathy was married at the age of fifteen to a widower cousin with small children. She states that through all the ups and downs of financial loss, sickness and death of her husband, it was faith and prayer that brought her through. Ester, an orphan, was brought up by a Christian family, but later left to fend for herself. Her story is: ‘Though I was an orphan my husband never treats me as one. If it had not been for God’s grace, my relatives would have left me nowhere and I would not have been in such a good state with a caring family.’
 On the other hand, special involvement in music has given empowerment to Geethakumari and Bharathamani. They are both part of the Christian Cultural Academy, which has concerts to raise funds for Utavum Carangkal.
 Bharathi says: ‘Singing God’s song makes my hair stand on end.
 I want to use for God the gift God has given me.’  

A significant way that these women’s mission initiatives empower them is by resourcing their gender practice both in conceptualisation and in experience.
 Finally, the way they look at issues such as the position of women, female ordination, women in the family and concepts of male headship and woman as helpmate, is rooted in their reading and understanding of the Bible. One verse which empowers them for equality is Gal. 3: 28. Before God ‘there is neither male nor female’ is repeated by many of them.
 The woman having been taken out of the side of the man in the creation narrative in Genesis Chapter 2 underlines male-female equality for these women.
 Swarna along with some others holds that the very word ‘helpmeet’ shows that the woman is equal and a strong support. 

Empowerment for General Involvement in Church Life: Some Individual Stories

One significant area of empowerment by the Gospel for these women is in their wider church life.
 In the narratives assembled about women’s general involvement in church and other evangelistic activities,
 a picture of female power, strength and boldness emerges, alongside many confirmations of the centrality of Christian fervour and regular devout observance to their lives. 

Amar is a retired teacher with children and grandchildren. Her mother was also a teacher. She brings out how in her childhood home, Sunday observance was valued, with strict church attendance and memorising of Bible verses; until done, lunch was not given. There was no excuse for not attending Sunday service. If for some reason she or her siblings had not been able to go, all through the week the heart would beat, ‘Ah, I haven’t been to church on Sunday’. Attendance in Sunday school was also encouraged. If they wanted to attend any meeting for young girls, her mother would not object.
 In her marital home also, as a member of the Hebron Brethren assembly, she describes how a new branch of the church was started. She began to live in an undeveloped area of the city some thirty years back. If it rained, they could not go to the Sunday evening service in the main assembly, so they started a Gospel meeting in their own home at that time. This became a regular branch of the Brethren, entitled the Canon Prayer House. Sunday worship was regularly conducted, together with Sunday school for children, women’s meetings, a youth meeting, all-night prayer, fasting prayer and annual thanksgiving meetings at the end of the year with reflection, thanksgiving and distribution of individual promise verses for the New Year. Later the women would give testimony of how the promise had been fulfilled upon continued prayer. During the sisters’ meeting, specific prayer was offered for particular requests. Thanksgiving was also expressed at Canon Prayer House with testimony to answered prayer. One mother gave thanks that her son, serving in the Indian army, was kept safe through the Kargil war and also when he came home for vacation, though his suitcase, with all of his money and documents, was lost.
 

Varam and her husband are both first-generation converts; she explains that her husband encourages her to be involved in church activities. He uses phrases such as ‘even though I do not have the opportunity to come’ and ‘even if you cannot cook’, which brings out the peace and contentment at home through their shared Christian faith. She specifically notes that though her family income is not huge, when the earnings are brought home at the beginning of every month, she and her husband place their hands over the money, pray, set aside their tithe and only then take out any amount for expenditure. This priority given for God is a blessing, she says. She also adds how their faith is nurtured with regular family prayer time, which also includes some singing and reading Bible verses.

Udhaya is a young married woman with one child. By training an engineer, she assists her engineer husband in taking care of the office and accounts for their private construction business. While in college she used to be part of a prayer group and attended special meetings for young people. She currently attends prayer meetings and also has personal prayer times at home, praying for missions and for individuals who have asked for specific prayer. But she also uses phrases and words that are disclaimers – ‘I cannot go out and do’, ‘that is all’, ‘not in a big way’; and justifications – ‘because I have a small child’, ‘I have to go and cook’, ‘as much as I can’, ‘after I send her to school what I can’ and ‘that is all that I can do’. Her brief statement that she cannot preach makes her point that in her view she is not making any contribution to church life in a big way.
 

Both Udhaya and Tiny, in saying that they did only what they could, do not make any grand claims but nevertheless portray a degree of church involvement. Tiny, a senior citizen with children and grandchildren, says she attends the Women’s Fellowship (WF) meetings, goes with them on ministry outreach, and prays for and helps others, and that is all. Her husband used to encourage her to be involved in church activities. She found it difficult to attend WF meetings when her children were quite small, but other senior women encouraged her, offering to take care of the children. She later became WF secretary and treasurer. Her husband would take care of the family, encouraging her just to cook some food and leave. This she says helped her and the family to grow spiritually.
 Flora describes her involvement in children’s work in churches in which she is not a member and bemoans the lack of opportunity for this type of work in the Pentecostal church to which she actually belongs. 

Bina is a medical doctor with children (and, after the fieldwork was completed, a grandchild). She grew up as a member of the Kodambakkam CSI church in which she was active as a Sunday school teacher and youth member. She also uses phrases such as ‘especially I have much interest’, ‘I am much encouraged’, ‘I am well involved’ and ‘women may involve well’. Further, she also rationalises female church involvement by stating that women are more suited to ministry among women, using phrases and words to emphasise her point – ‘easy’, ‘much more easier’, ‘good chance’ and ‘may do well’. Bina has a house prayer group which was regularly functioning under Jeyavathy’s leadership even when Bina was away for a year. She has been a member of the Pastorate Committee. She takes an active part in prayer for missions, fund-raising sales, evangelistic outreach, helping in reading the Bible lesson and collecting the monetary offertory, all-night prayer, weekly Bible study and monthly fasting prayer. She says that she is like all the other women, much interested in church and house group activities. She finds the testimonies of formerly Hindu women particularly encouraging, especially when they share how they have received answers to prayer. When she is sitting alone depressed about various problems, she is encouraged by the faith of other women. She has been active in the medical work in Veppedu village during the church outreach mission.
 

In this section, the focus is on ennoblement of women’s involvement in church work. The word ‘ennobling’ is used here in a special and significant sense of the way the women construct their narratives by ‘making something or someone noble, good, great or magnificent’. 
  Mariam is a married woman with children. She began with a lengthy description of how her husband does not obstruct her church involvement. She references biblical material to provide a rationale for ennobling her church work. Drawing on the New Testament concept that there is no discrimination between man and woman in Christ, she asserts that Christ has shed his blood for everyone, both men and women, so all should labour for the extension of his Kingdom. She uses phrases and words that convey her intent of ennobling – ‘that is a privilege’, ‘all should labour’ and ‘surely, certainly all should labour’. She holds that her involvement is not of her own will but God’s will. According to her, there are lots of verses in the Bible confirming that those who know God’s love should share it with others and everyone must do something for God apart from just attending church services. 

Nevertheless, Mariam is a timid person. When she completed her school education, she was asked to teach in the Vacation Bible School. Though at that point she refused to do so, the persistent efforts of another family led her to teach in the Sunday school. In the beginning she did not have a complete grasp of the salvation experience. There was a struggle within herself that she was not experiencing a victorious life. Gradually she understood, she explains, that salvation is a day-to-day life with Christ. She was involved in the Teens meetings, the Youth Fellowship and the Sunday school. After her marriage she found an excuse for not teaching Sunday school by saying she needed to take care of her own children. However, the Sunday school superintendent was persistent in inviting her. The story of a dying soldier who remembered his Sunday school teacher spoke to Mariam and she is continuing her involvement, inspired by the Gospel account of the woman who broke her alabaster box of fragrant nard to honour Christ.

Lovely’s narrative begins with her childhood experiences as a Sunday school student and ennobles women’s involvement by emphasising the impact it had upon her and her desire to follow her Sunday school teacher as a role model in influencing the lives of many young people. She developed a strong desire to be involved. She makes effective use of the problems she had after marriage, with the birth of her daughter and her physical weakness, to excuse her temporary lapses then, although she did share in her husband’s church contribution of raising prayer and financial support for missions. When the Sunday school superintendent insisted that Lovely should resume her teaching there, she justifies her return by noting that she has been able to manage better with her small daughter who has grown up a little.
 

Jeyam contrasts her initial church involvement without an inner faith experience with her later spiritual growth.  Her brother recruited her to be a Sunday school teacher. Gradually her interest grew. Her knowledge of the contents of the Bible was quite good; because of parental compulsion, she had memorised plenty of passages. She learnt a lot from the students and the questions they asked. She used to prepare well to teach well, which helped her learn biblical truths. Her testimony is that, without that task, she might have gone astray. She also refers to how she was cautioned to be extra careful, so as not to be caught unawares by the children in any unacceptable behaviour during the week. She also grew in her prayer life and received a lot of blessings through prayer. The requirement of regular attendance and the discipline of being punctual helped Jeyam ‘ennoble’ her Sunday school involvement. She was also given the responsibility of being the superintendent. Her church involvement is further valorised or lauded in her eyes from the way her marriage did not take her away from her home church and also made her husband a regular worshipper, happy for her to be so committed. Her praise of her church loyalty is heightened when speaking of childbirth after a long ten-year period of waiting for and receiving a boy child as an answer to prayer, though she was at times quite discouraged. Similarly, her narration about her involvement in her work place, the CSI synod office, reinforces her ennobling portrayal, for she gives devotional messages in front of many pastors and bishops, and has to learn a lot in preparing Bible studies and composing songs. She points out her untiring work for the church in spending many extra hours at night or through her lunch breaks on various tasks. She is also building up the Sunday school by making sure that some senior teachers stay in post even while youngsters often leave upon marriage.
 

A teacher in her professional life also, Saral is one of these senior Sunday school teachers urged to continue. She draws an effective contrast between her inability to be much involved in congregational life before marriage and the opportunity opened up afterwards when, through her husband, she became a member of this church. She lost her mother as a teenager and her stepmother was quite hostile, not allowing her or her sisters any extra church involvement. She holds that both men and women should be spiritually active, and that this is helpful in solving even domestic problems. Every member at Kodambakkam is asked to contribute in whatever way is possible. Saral, being a timid person, did not want to read the lesson or take the collection, because this involved going in front of others. But when asked to teach Sunday school, she was quite happy because that was something she found easy and felt she would be able to do. Because her own daughters were in the school too, she derived the benefit of being able to give them positive guidance and help in their own preparations, which enabled them to win prizes, one daughter going on herself to teach in Sunday school. Saral also finds it a joy to work with younger women. Though not now himself attending church, her husband remains supportive of her extensive spiritual commitments. Saral, like the others, finds a noble purpose in her involvement in church activities.
    

The three women featured in this next paragraph, unlike many of the other informants, make a point of emphasising the way their faith allowed them to be bold. Lita’s story may be different from that of some others. She is a retired teacher with children and grandchildren. Her narratives display a woman of boldness, strength and power, as she describes how one may be involved in activities for the Lord by preparing and equipping oneself in the ‘truth’, with a clear idea removing all doubts. 
 Arunavathy starts with her timidity in talking to men, because she was cut off from mixed company in a girls’ boarding hostel. She points to the change from timidity to boldness as she began to become more involved in religious activities. Arunavathy’s emphasis on boldness is strengthened by quoting her husband’s comment: ‘You have become quite bold; you speak even to the drunken men on the road.’ This type of construction, pointing out the former situation and then the change in gaining boldness, reinforces the point. She uses the words ‘boldly’ several times, also the phrase ‘no fear’.
 The core of Ester’s story is just a listing of her church commitments. She states how she participates in house prayer groups and prays for the needs of the land and needy people. She ends by claiming she has gained boldness through such involvement in prayer efforts.
 

Jeyavathy’s story is given in some detail in order to show how from her youth she has been involved in mission initiatives. She is a retired teacher, probably born in the 1930s. As a college graduate and then a graduate teacher in a government school in that earlier era, she comes across as someone swimming against the tide. Her father did not send her to college, but she had the personal goal of gaining a college education and achieved it. Later in her career also, when her medical doctor husband was transferred out of Chennai, a picture of her as an achiever emerges, as she resisted the pressure of her father-in-law and did not resign her job to join her husband, but stayed on, not least because after retirement it would give a good pension. Later, when her husband was transferred back to Chennai, the family could be together once more. She also tells of how she waited in faith for a believing husband who would not demand the customary cash dowry given by the woman’s parents in many South Indian communities. Finally, a medical doctor came forward to marry her without any dowry demand and also taking upon himself all the expenses of the marriage (again often borne by the wife’s family). She narrates at length her involvement in religious meetings in her younger days and her continued work as a Jesus Calls evangelist. As a young woman she would not miss any religious meeting. Her father would see the wall poster and then come home and enquire with displeasure whether Jeyavathy had gone to those advertised gatherings. It was not common for a young unmarried woman to be out alone after dark, but her mother would plead on her behalf, saying that she had only gone out for a religious meeting.

Jeyavathy describes in great detail her involvement with the work of Brother Paul Asir Lawrie, a popular and well-known independent itinerant evangelist in the early 1960s, who had a powerful ministry of preaching, healing and casting out evil spirits. After marriage when she moved into Chennai, Jeyavathy discovered that the office of Brother Lawrie was just on the next street and they needed someone to write replies to letters from enquirers. In addition to working as a teacher, she would help them as a volunteer. But she wished to have a powerful ministry of her own, for which she was told it was necessary to experience the baptism of the Holy Spirit and speaking in tongues. After participating in the all-night prayer meetings conducted by Brother Lawrie, she and subsequently her husband also received this special experience, both of them becoming members of the Power Ministry of Jesus Calls. 

Nevertheless, Jeyavathy also narrates how she has remained in the traditional CSI church even after her Pentecostal experience. Others would ask her why she stayed when there were many opportunities to be part of other lively churches. Her reply was that she needed to remain to preach, teach and revive others in the CSI. She is much involved in the work of the WF, especially the outreach efforts among children, youth and women, particularly Hindus. She emphasises the need for women to be involved in religious activities because they can have easy access to other women and would be able to understand their problems and help them. She points to the WF ministry in the urban slums, claiming that men from the church would not be able to enter the huts. She notes that, even if the men of the family are in, they welcome these women who minister to their womenfolk. She also goes twice a week to help with the prayer ministry at the Jesus Calls Prayer Tower, saying that those who come are happy to find someone there prepared to pray with a burden for their needs. Demonstrably, therefore, Jeyavathy holds that women should be involved in church life and activities.
 

Swarna’s story is worth retelling in some detail because she describes how she was involved in church activities from when she was in kindergarten. In Sunday school, where her mother had previously been one of the teachers, she was a timid child, not even able to recite a verse during the Christmas programme. She was quite afraid even to write the Sunday school exam and wanted to do only the oral, though at junior level the teacher insisted she take the written exam.  When she was in Std 6, during the VBS (Vacation Bible School) she was able to memorise Psalm 24 and recite. Swarna notes that ‘I had a fear of the stage’. 

For me stage is a fear…I was afraid on the stage only, but otherwise, I was a bit…bigmouthed, at home and outside…I used to be talkative. In school also I used to be bigmouthed with the teacher. The teachers used to call me a ‘big mouth’…But when it was said the stage, I had that fearful nature only.  

When Swarna was in Std 11, she was part of the CE (Christian Endeavour) programme, where every part has to be done by the students themselves. Once, she had to give her testimony of how she accepted the Lord. She was afraid but did it. Later, she was to give a short message also. She prepared from books and did it. During the anniversary function there was a debate. She prayed, practised and did well. Everyone asked her whether someone had trained her. But she did it herself, asking the Lord to be with her. 

Then Swarna speaks of her active participation in prayer cells during her college days. She and some other girls used to explain the Bible to other students. In one college, the hostel prayers had to be conducted by the students, which Swarna did as a final-year undergraduate. During her postgraduate studies, there was again a prayer cell in the hostel. The students and one senior person from outside used to give messages. She testifies: ‘These were a help for me to grow in the spiritual life. In the Bible also I had to give some messages. When reading the Bible I used to retain in memory what the Lord taught me. So because of this the prayer meetings were useful.’

When she came home for vacation she taught in the Sunday school, also taking the five-day training offered by the Child Evangelism Fellowship (CEF). She gathered the Hindu children in her neighbourhood and conducted a Good News club teaching them about the Lord. She herself prepared the teaching aids. As her home church was a little distance away, the neighbourhood Christians used to meet in a shed in the evenings. Here she conducted church services, preached and taught locally while still in college. Then she explains: 

While I was in B. Sc. they built it a little bigger. More people used to come. Because I was conducting for the Hindus, first they asked me to give message, twice or thrice they requested me to give message. I gave the message boldly. Then the P[astorate] C[ommittee] member said ‘You yourself conduct it’. Till I joined the P[ost] G[raduate] course I conducted the service…I had to read some book and prepare. I did not have that knowledge. While reading the word, what the Lord taught from those verses, that I would go and preach. 

Senior women used to ask for clarification of doubts such as relating to the Holy Spirit. Even when Swarna was in college, older women would ask her to explain. ‘What I could explain that I would do…In all these, I do not know why, but even as a small child one day when someone asked, [whether] I would go for ministry, I would go for ministry is what I used to say.’ 

However, ‘people’ (by which she probably means her family) were not willing to let her go for ministerial training, not even for a three-month CEF course in Nasik. Swarna is of the opinion that if anyone would stubbornly ask for what is not God’s will should God grant that wish, then the one who asked would have to suffer the ensuing consequences. So she thinks that probably it was not God’s will that she should enter the ministry, though she describes how she felt when she saw ordained women in a meeting and wished she were among them. In her hometown before her marriage, she continued to be active in the church, with women’s fellowship and so on. 

Finally, Swarna goes on to narrate her involvement after marriage. Initially she was not taken on as a Sunday school teacher because she had not joined the local church as a member. She would sing, read the Bible and pray at home. Once when her children were in VBS, she was asked to teach. Later, she was asked to continue as a Sunday school teacher. Her husband did not object, but if she returned home late after the Sunday school, he would question why it was so late. She bemoaned the fact that once when she attended a special WF retreat, no-one spoke to her or enquired after her, even though she was a newcomer. Then the pastor and one senior member put her in touch with the WF properly and she became a regular member, attending the meetings and also some outreach efforts. 

As her involvement deepened, Swarna began to speak at church events and in the community. Once when the women were wondering about the guest speaker for the monthly fasting prayer meeting, Swarna suggested that they themselves could give the message without being dependent on an outsider. This led to her giving messages in the Women’s Fellowship. Once during a cottage meeting, the pastor did not come on time and the responsibility of giving a message fell on Swarna’s shoulders. On another occasion, she was, without prior notice, asked to give the message in the old people’s home: 

Immediately offering a short prayer, I had gone for that meeting praying right from here. Because I had prayed and gone, the Lord gave a song [word?]. A wonder in that is, that there was a passage and I had kept it open, to say point by point, I had not noted down anything, but I had not thought what to say and how to say. You know what happened when we went there, we had begun praying. But every, the one who sees, one point for that, then I opened the passage to see what to say next, and the line I had to speak on came before my eyes. It was wonderful. I shared some five points. The one who listens, the one who helps us, I said like that. From Hagar, when Hagar was sent. I was quite surprised, it was wonderful how the Lord led. 

Thus Swarna is clearly very active in church and, as a gifted speaker, could even be said to have a (somewhat thwarted) preaching vocation.
 

All these Christian women have narratives of powerful and active church involvement of either themselves or other women. Words and phrases such as ‘in the church’, ‘in ministry’, ‘women must do it’, ‘in church activities’, ‘the name of our branch’, ‘at present’ and ‘while I was a small child’ recur. Thus using many strategies of story construction, they portray perceptions of significant female church activism. This gives strength to their self-perception of Christian female freedom and equality. 

These Tamil Christian women are not merely empowered to participate in church activities, but their empowerment is displayed in their experiences and views about women’s authority in church life, in areas such as women’s involvement in church administration, women preaching and teaching, women’s ordination, and views about female head-covering during worship and male headship. These issues are not dealt with in detail in this article,
 but a brief general comment may be offered. In the stories about women preaching and teaching,
 many of the female respondents approve of, recommend and support such developments. They point to God’s approval; note powerful examples in their own and other women’s lives; root their claims in how they understand the Bible; justify female preaching and teaching, using biblical, cultural and theological understanding; and use constructions of juxtaposing and eulogising. Quite a few women approve of women’s involvement in church administration. Some even vehemently advocate this by bringing out its value. These narrators support their perspective and construction with examples from their own experiences and from the involvement of women in society. Regarding female ordained ministry, the women have varied responses.
 Those who approve of women’s ordination use faith claims and biblical examples to bring out God’s approval.

Conclusion

While the rest of this special journal issue provides historical examples of indigenous female converts as independent evangelists, this near-contemporary research from the immediate past underlines the current activism of Indian Christian women in spreading the Gospel and sustaining and extending the Tamil church, with a sense of entitlement and empowerment. This emerging picture is seemingly at odds with the portrayal of much of the feminist scholarship, which characterises Indian women in general as oppressed, subordinated, inferior and powerless. For the Tamil Christian women who are involved in modern mission initiatives, their involvement empowers them and gives them confidence to see their life experiences rooted in their faith. Church commitment also helps them read the Bible to resource their gender practice. Concepts of equality between men and women, gender relationships in the family and in the church, notions like male headship and attitudes to women’s ordination, and their response to some social issues pertaining to women, are all generally understood and interpreted in such a way that their gender practice is increasingly egalitarian and empowered.
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