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The Sunday School Movement :
Blooming or Withering ?

Prof. Jacob Kurian Onattu

I became a Sunday School teacher when I
was barely 17. Now, at 59, I am still teaching my
10™ class pupils at the Njaliakuzhy parish. For
5-6 years, when I was staying at Kottayam town,
I didn’t teach in Sunday School. I returned to SS
teaching only when my children were old
enough to attend classes. Altogether, I must have
taught in Sunday School for three and a half
decades. Frankly, I feel that over the years,
Sunday School teaching has lost its sheen. This
doesn’t mean that our leadership is incompetent
or the curriculum is ill-planned. It is all because
of the spirit of the times. In the changed selfish,
consumerist, materialistic society, parents and
pupils do not attach great importance to Sunday
School and the values it teaches. Of course, we
teachers may not be as committed and motivated
as our previous generations. But the main reason
why the Sunday School Movement is withering
these days is the apathy of the parents and the
children.

To tell the truth, these days I am not
experiencing the inner satisfaction which I used
to get from Sunday School teaching in my younger
days. Some of my former pupils (including Fr. Dr.
Bijesh Philip, Principal, Nagpur Seminary and Fr.
Paul P. Thomas, Devalokam Aramana Office) used
to get many prizes at All Malankara level. Now
too our pupils get prizes and distinctions. But
neither they, nor ourselves are as much thrilled
about the great achievements as in yesteryears.
In the good old days, our poor village parish could
not even provide the T. A. for taking children to
distant places for competitions. Now the parish

Octol)er - Decem]oer 2018 . . . ..o ool

and the Sunday School have no dearth for funds.
But the thrill is all gone. This is not the situation
in my parish alone. Everywhere, the story is
almost the same.

I have been fortunate to travel to many
countries where there are Malayalee Orthodox
congregations, as guest speaker. These include the
United States, Australia, Malaysia, Singapore and
most Gulf countries. I have addressed some
Sunday School classes and prayer fellowship
meetings in these countries as also in many Indian
cities outside Kerala. The only places where I felt
Sunday School teaching is seriously taken up are
the Gulf Countries. The number of children
attending SS classes in some Gulf parishes is
astounding. And the dedication and seriousness
of the teachers deserve special mention. The Gulf
parents know that sooner or later, they will be
required to come back to Kerala. The only places
where their children can get a taste of our values
and ethos are the church and the Sunday School.
So the parents give great importance to church
service and Sunday School classes, sometimes
driving down hundreds of kilometres. But, sadly
enough, the parents back home in Kerala are not
equally concerned. They attach more importance
to the children’s secular education and the

Prof. Jacob Kurian Onattu

is a teacher of Njaliyakuzhi Mar Gregoriose

Sunday School, Retired Principal of Baselious
College, Kottayam He won the best principal award.
At present, Member of Malankara Orthodox Sabha
Working Committee
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entrance coaching regimens. Like Noah is a
famous English poem, the typical Kerala
parent sips his wine while water is rising
around his ark, nonchalantly saying, “I don’t
care as long as the water doesn’t get into the
wine I drink !”

Last year (on 21 April 2017 to be precise), I
had the good fortune to be the key-note speaker
for the 33 Annual Sunday School Teachers’
Conference, UAE Zone, which was held at St.
Thomas Orthodox Cathedral, Dubai. About 250
Sunday School Teachers drawn from the seven
Emirates came and attended the conference.
Many of them drove down from far away
Emirates and sat up till the whole programme
came to a close at about 5 pm. The arrangements
were superb and the group discussions were
spirited. Never did I witness such sense of
purpose in any of our conferences in India. If
such passionate commitment is there, the
Sunday School Movement can get back its lost
sheen. (In another issue, I shall share with you
the topics I gave them for discussion which are
somewhat relevant in our situation too.)

Our current Sunday School and OVBS study
materials are well-prepared. (I do admit that
some of the earlier books were dry and failed
to enthuse the children.) But the modern
children, living in the midst of latest
gadgetry and all by-products of electronic
media are not easily fascinated by the word
of God and its interpretations. Therefore,
better strategies should be devised to make
Sunday School teaching more student—centric
and appealing.

Most of our priests are busy and exhausted after
the Holy Qurbana on Sunday mornings. Many don't
even visit the Sunday Schools regularly. Without the
direct involvement of the priests, Sunday Schools
cannot thrive. The only Sunday School where I
found an active PTA is the Nilackal Sunday School,
Puthuppally. If parents everywhere would attend
PTA meetings and listen closely to what the teachers
have got to say, much improvement can be brought
about in our Children’s Ministry. Today’s children
are tomorrow’s church leaders. So we must not allow
the Sunday School Movement to fade and wither
away. o
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From Left to Right (3 & 4 in Back Row) :

1. HDB Pope Theodoros II (Patriarch), Greek Orthodox Church of Alexandria.

2. HH Aram I Keshishian (Catholicos), Armenian Apostolic Church - Holy See of Cilicia.
3. HH Mar Ignatius Aphrem II (Patriarch), Syriac Orthodox Church of Antioch.

4. HH Pope Tawadros II (Patriarch), Coptic Orthodox Church of Alexandria.

5. HH Pope Francis, Roman Catholic Church

6. HAH Bartholomew I (Ecumenical Patriarch), Orthodox Church of Constantinople

HH Mar Gewargis I1I Sliwa (Catholicos - Patriarch), Assyrian Church of the East was also present, but not seen in the
photo.

HH Karekin IT Nersessian (Supreme Patriarch & Catholicos), Armenian Apostolic Church - Mother See of Holy
Etchmiadzin was not present in the get-together.
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1. George Joseph Enchakkattil (St George OC, Palarivattom)

2. Anu Shaji (Headmistress, Thumpamon Bethany St Mary's OC, Chenneerkkara)

3. KC George (Headmaster, St Mary’s SS, Kadeesa Church,
Thumpamon North)

4. Bincy Baby C (MGM SS, Chowannur)

5. Dr Vinod John (Former Secretary, Bala Samajam,
Thiruvananthapuram Diocese)

6. Dr Ajesh T Philip (Asst Prof., Marthoma College, Chunkathara)
7. Annie Saji ( Thane, Maharashtra)

8. M Thomas Yacob (Class 12, St Thomas SS, Vadakkanmannoor)
9. Ben Varghese Cherian (Class 12, St Thomas SS, Nattassery)
10. Irene Anna Verghis (Class 12, St Thomas SS, Nattassery)

11. Sophy Anna Kurian (Class 10, MGM SS, Thottappuzha)

12. Sharon Abraham (Class 11, Mar Gregorios OC, Eloor)

13. Nieve Mariam Robert (Class 8, St George SS, Palarivattom)
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