Basic Cultural Guidelines
(I have put down some thoughts from personal experience and also talking with those at Neerekshe. Please have a read through, come with questions and we will discuss at our team meetings. I have looked at cultural behaviour and then at ‘culture/religion’.)

When you first arrive in India you will quickly notice the differences in smells and the noise which is both constant and weary! Of course there are many other differences for you to experience – some delightful and others troubling, and we will build in time to share about these. 
We will be met at the airport by an AC coach with reclining seats so you can sleep or rest for the next 4-5 hours. We arrive at 4.35am local time (UK are 4 ½ hours behind), and by the time we collect bags, change money etc it will be about 5.30am, arriving at Neerekshe 11am’ish (6.30am UK).
As you leave Hyderabad the roads are very good but soon you will pass through towns and then villages which are deteriorating along roads that become increasingly narrow and uncomfortable! 

About 20 minutes after travelling through the town of Raichur, you take a right turn and you will be woken up by the many potholes – let’s hope the coach driver doesn’t make us get out and walk! 
Twenty minutes later and you pass Muranpur on your right, a new ‘bus stop’ (concrete hut contraption) on your left and the turn on your right up the drive to Neerekshe. The children will be waiting and be very excited to see us – probably lining the driveway, where they may have been waiting patiently for an hour or so.

As you depart the coach, clutching onto your hand luggage containing your water and valuables, you will be on an emotional rollercoaster as you battle tiredness to try and take in what is around you, at the same time as being presented with a garland of flowers and then moving aside for the next person, you wonder where to stand and where to look! You will then need to make use of the time to rest before the fun begins! 

Greetings from locals 
You may be met by ‘Namastey’, and as a sign of respect to you the person may touch their chest and even bow with their hands together as though they were praying.
Greeting people 
Your response would be to say ‘Namastey’ – you may also want to give a slight bow in return or even put your hands together in a similar way. 

Some may offer you their hand to shake – especially those on the Neerekshe team – it will be their right hand. (We may even hug those on the Neerekshe team – but let them initiate it if you are not sure.)
It is probably safer not to shake hands with those of the opposite sex unless they initiate it by offering their hand. Don’t give a friendly pat on the shoulder and as a team watch how you greet each other infront of others – keep to the handshakes. (Children of course will be a bit more relaxed with high fives etc but this is more likely just the boys.)

Note: Boy and girl friends keep your distance – no holding hands when others are around. 
Husband and wives – can walk together and hold hands (although people won’t always know they are husband and wife) – but do it in a way not to attract attention!
Around the site
In the team try and have males together and females together unless you are in a largish group.

If you are in the village and are going round in largish groups it’s ok to mix.
Travelling off site into the villages

One of the Neerekshe team should be with you at all times. (Pete and myself are at a stage that we can wonder off by ourselves but this has taken a while.)

Be aware that people will be amused and curious – especially over issues such as people with red hair, but they shouldn’t pose a threat.

Be careful of standing in a group laughing if other people are around as they may think you are talking about them.
Visiting a Higher Caste house 

They will welcome you, but they may not invite you in, so don’t presume that you should walk on in.

People can be treated very differently. In the village and even at Neerekshe, (servants) helpers are treated as lesser people; they may act very humbly in front of you and often eat in a different place. Child labour is not uncommon and there are areas in the village where some of the children don’t go, unable to cross caste lines, and so be careful when you are walking around.

Taking photos of children etc 

Be careful of taking close-ups of individuals (although it is often ok to and they will encourage it...but they will want to see their picture on the camera display afterwards) and don’t be obtrusive of people’s privacy. Take pictures of people’s houses if they are people we know. It’s ok to take pictures of Hindu shrines etc.

Gifts

These will always help to bridge the gap in building relationships!
· Gifts – from St Peters School/Children’s/Youth groups and church

· Gifts for individuals at Neerekshe, school, medical, church etc

· Other gifts – calendars, t-towels, pens/pencils etc

· Photos of Neerekshe people (Chenna’s wedding etc) printed out to give out.

Which hands?!

Only use your right hand for eating (by hand), and shaking hands etc Eat with the tips of your fingers, not your palm.
The left hand is for taking off shoes, wiping bottoms etc – but not for passing anything to someone.
Even if you are giving someone something – a gift or even money in a shop use your right hand.

Etiquette: 

Remove your shoes when entering a home.

When entering a house in the village, wear sandals that can be taken off, try not to wear boots which take too long to take off....and don’t put your shoes on top of someone else’s.

Poverty

You will be privileged to enter people’s homes and this will give you an amazing insight into New Testament Biblical times. There is very little in the homes – an outer ‘room’ probably made of branches, where the cattle live, and then an inner room, probably made of concrete blocks with a corrugated iron roof. It will be dark, except for a fire to cook on; there will be little escape for the smoke, so watch your eyes. Looking around the room, you will see a shelf with pots and a few pans, maybe some sacks with cotton or shorgam which have been harvested, and 2 or three items of clothing hanging up. There are no wardrobes, probably no bed and despite the satellite dishes on some houses, very few TV’s! Electricity is available but only for a few hours a day.
The whole family live in the same room, brush their teeth with a twig from a Neem tree, wash outside, go to the toilet in the field, and what you will find hard is that there is an acceptance of the poverty and also any illnesses they face. The medical outreach is vital in providing free medical care to those who would otherwise not travel anywhere to get it.
Food
When we go into a home in the village and are offered a drink of tea which has got boiled water (not lime juice or lassi) take it and have a few sips (you can try and wipe the cup mouth without being seen), or keep your thumb over the mouth piece and let your lips touch that. Whatever we do, try and not make it obvious that we are being ‘careful’ if this shows disrespect. (Giving a gift at the same time can help!)

(The chapattis that we will make in the village can be taken away and ‘eaten’ later.)  

· There will be no alcohol during the trip (except on the aircraft).

· (Smoking is not seen as appropriate. If you do smoke, please discuss this with me.)

Clothing (see the ‘kit list’ for a complete list)
On the Neerekshe site:
Boys: shorts/tshirt ok – they can go without shirts on site if the school has finished for the day, but beware of the sun!
Ladies: shorts - but not too short (3/4 trousers) and regular tshirts (no cleavage, spaghetti straps etc)

Refrain from sunbathing – especially when the school/hostel children are on site.
Off the Neerekshe site:
Boys: long trousers (Craghoppers or Northface type from Millets etc – those that offer UV protection, dry quickly and can be zipped off to produce shorts are ideal.) 

Girls: long trousers/long skirts to ankles and shirts that don’t show cleavage, midriff or bottoms; half length sleeves are fine but no spaghetti straps. (A sarong or wrap can be used around the waist.)
If some girls want to wear a more ‘Indian outfit’ then they can be made if sizes are sent. 
(Shobhna to send pictures of herself wearing different cultural dress)


Tipping 
As a guide 10 Rupees (currently 72 R to the £) is about right for casual tipping – porters etc. But don’t give money out to people at Neerekshe or in the village without consulting one of the Neerekshe team.
Beggars

You will come across people asking for handouts in the towns, but rarely in the villages. The guidance is that you don’t give money out. 

In my experience people in the village haven’t usually asked, but carry some fruit, sweets or pens/pencils to give out to children especially where you are struck by people’s needs. This is often better done when you visit someone in their home rather than when there are lots of children around.

 (It is not unusual for Pete to buy up the contents of the booth selling sweets in the village and distribute to the children flocking around him!)
In the towns it’s hard to turn people down, I usually do, but I was struck by someone’s persistence on this last trip and gave them a 1 or 2 Rupee coin (5 pence), and then was embarrassed at their show of respect and gratitude. 
(Safety in the village should not pose a problem, but in the towns there may be pickpockets, so wear a money belt and keep cameras etc close by – handbags with thin straps and zips are not a good idea.)
Discipline of children in the village and school

Physical punishment with hands or sticks is used on occasions both on children and animals, and I have found this sometimes too much to bear and have had to walk away. 
(But at the same time they care so much for their animals they sleep in the same place.)

Bibles and feet (video 14 Oct 2010 7.37am)

The written word and actually any religious writings are sacred to Hindus and the local culture. 
After reading your bible, don’t place it on the ground or throw it etc – treat it with more respect than you would in the UK.

Along with this, the foot is a dirty part of the body (it gives a new meaning to Jesus washing his disciple’s feet!). When you sit down, watch where the souls of your feet are pointing – point them down.
Put those two together...don’t push your bible, or any other written words in books, newspapers, on flip chart paper etc with your foot.

Sharing the Gospel

It’s ok, when you are on the Neerekshe site and someone else who you know asks questions, to discuss your faith with them, but be careful and be sensitive of the ongoing work of Neerekshe.

Note: if people you don’t know come on to the site or in the village and want to know what the team are doing, you are ‘friends of Shadrach and Gladys’ invited by them to Neerekshe. 

Religion

The Hindu religion is often labelled as a religion of 330 million gods. There are 3 main gods although all things are gods including trees, animals etc. 

The word "Hindu" comes from the name of the river Indus, which flows 1800 miles from Tibet through Kashmir and Pakistan to the sea. 

The three (Trimurti – bit like our Trinity) most important gods are, Brahma, the creator, Vishnu, the preserver and Shiva, the destroyer. Above all there is one main God Brahman. (Other gods and goddess' are just aspects of god.)
Other Hindu gods include: 

Saraswathi - Goddess of Wisdom - Wife of Lord Brahma. Saraswathi is the Hindu goddess of knowledge, music and all the creative arts.
Lakshmi - Goddess of Wealth - Wife of Lord Vishnu. Lakshmi is the goddess of light, beauty, good fortune and wealth. (Many shops are named after her!)
Parvati - regarded as a representation of Shakti. Parvati is the wife of Lord Shiva and the Goddess of household and motherhood. (Shakti is a sacred force, power, or energy. Shakti is the personification of Brahman as feminine.)
Ganesha - Son of Shiva and Parvati. (The Hindu god in a human form but with the head of an elephant.) 
Most Hindus worship (‘puja’) every day at home and have a shrine there. A shrine can be anything from a room, a small altar or simply pictures or statues – which you will see in many homes. Family members often worship together. At the shrine, Hindus make offerings to a murti. A murti is a sacred statue of a god or goddess. (You will see a number of shrines, concrete pyramid structures, standing a few feet high around the village.)  
The Hindu building for communal worship is called the Mandir (Hindu Temple). The temples are dedicated to different gods and are the focus of religious life. (There are a number of these in the village for the different castes.) Worshippers repeat the names of their favourite gods, goddesses, and the mantras. Water, fruit, flowers and incense are offered to the gods.

The most ancient sacred texts of the Hindu religion are written in Sanskrit and called the Vedas.
Hinduism does not just have one sacred book but several scriptures. The Vedas scriptures guide Hindus in their daily life. 
Pilgrimage is important to Hindus and popular pilgrimage places are rivers, temples, mountains, and other sacred sites in India. As these are sites where the gods may have appeared or become manifest in the world. (The tree opposite the entrance to Neerekshe appears to be sacred and is visited by pilgrims.)
Aum is the main symbol of Hinduism and you will see it in homes, etc. It is the sound you make when in meditation and is said to be the name most suited for God. 
Don’t be surprised at seeing the Hindu Swastika symbol around – it is meant to bring good luck.
Hindus believe in reincarnation - a belief that the soul is eternal and lives many lifetimes, in one body after another. The soul is sometimes born in a human body, sometimes in an animal body and sometimes in a plant body etc. Hindus believe that all forms of life contain a soul, and all souls have the chance to experience life in different forms. 
Hindus believe that the soul passes through a cycle of successive lives and its next incarnation is always dependent on how the previous life was lived. Similar to Buddhist beliefs, Karma is the cause of our particular situation. Misfortunes in our present life are the result of acts that we have committed in the past. (So, you can understand a little more why they don’t seem so concerned with those born with a handicap, or about working hard to lift themselves up out of their (poverty) situation.) In the same way, our actions in our present lives will determine our fate in the lives that follow. Hindus therefore aim to live in a way that will cause each of their lives to be better than the life before. 
The spiritual goal of a Hindu is to become one with Brahma. This goal is referred to as moksha. Until moksha is achieved, a Hindu believes that they will be repeatedly reincarnated. 

For Hindu’s Jesus can easily be one of the many gods. But for Him to be the Way is harder for them to understand.

(Note: Sikh’s believe in one god ‘one creator’.) 
Caste

A process of social discrimination; to the extent that in the village people live in different areas, use different wells to collect water, high caste don’t touch low caste, there are different drinking cups for high and low caste etc and low caste are exploited.

The thinking is that god has made us with 5 fingers, some are weaker than others, and in this way people accept their position as being weaker or less than others.

Neerekshe is doing a great job of breaking the barrier. 

Christianity says that God created everyone equal.

Women

Women and especially widows are second class citizens. 

When a parent has a girl they are already thinking of getting her married; she belongs to a different family – the one she will marry, she doesn’t have any rights. She is treated only for utility purposes; carrying babies etc. and money won’t be spent on education for her.

Widows are out of the loop as far as marriage is concerned. When there are discussions about marriage negotiations (arranged marriages) a widow won’t be involved because she is seen as bringing bad luck, having lost her husband, even if it is her own children getting married. Widows are often exploited by men. (Prostitution is not uncommon.) Neerekshe employs widows to work as cooks etc, and help them find their own home. (They would have to move back in with family when they become widows.)

Many of the girls linked to the school and the older ones educated through Neerekshe can speak English to a much higher standard than the boys. Part of the role of Neerekshe is to take girls, with their parent’s permission, and educate them (often away from the home in Bangalore).

In Shadrach’s community, there was work for about 3 months bringing in the harvest. If the harvest was not sufficient, for the other 9 months women would work for a Gouda or higher caste person in the village as a servant cleaning, cooking and even as a ‘prostitute’. This was an acceptable way of the man getting what they wanted, and was actually seen as a way of controlling unrest in society (apparently in the same way as cinemas – giving people something to do rather than hanging around the streets), although culture is changing and there is a decline in this way of life. 

A poorer family would be linked to a richer family and would be their ‘servants’ and include child labour and prostitution; when you are a lower caste slave, there is no justice. 

Neerekshe presents a different way which people on the outside can clearly see – equality, religious freedom, social uplifting.
