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'""He possessed great erudition, clarity of
vision, a facile pen, a remarkable sense
of wit and humour that added lustre and
spice to his many colourful activities"'.
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framework of the Catholic faith".
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PREFACE

I am glad that a biography of Bishop Jonas Thaliath is seeing
the light of day at a time when momentous developments are taking
place in the Church, a number of them fulfilling his own dreams
while he lived. Bishop Jonas Thaliath was a champion advocate
of greater autonomy for the three Rites of the Church in India as
also an apostle of greater unity and Cupertino between them.

In November 1981 I went to Rajkot to take part in the funeral
of Bishop Jonas Thaliath, who had passed away in harness while
he had put in only few yéars as the first Bishop of the newly created
diocese of Rajkot. A number of the prelates of India, including the
late Joseph Cardinal Parecattil, had also come there to share and
express their grief of bereavement. It fell to my lot, then, to deliver
the funeral sermon, which I took up willingly because I was for a
long time an admirer of the founder of Dharmaram Seminary, the
benefactor of St. John’s Medical College, Bangalore, the dynamic
Dy. Secretary General of the CBCI in the seventies and the highly
dedicated first Bishop of the mission diocese of Rajkot, all rolled
into one, in the person of Bishop Jonas Thaliath. I had said at that
time, I remember, rather enigmatically, that in his death, he was
being born. The legend of Bishop Jonas Thaliath has grown since
then and this biography brought out after a decade and half since
his demise, is the proof.

I hope the biography will be read widely and the memory of
Bishop Jonas Thaliath will be kept alive to provide inspiration to
every member of the family, i.e., the Church in India and specially
to the younger generation.

Antony Cardinal Padiyara
Major Archbishop Emeritus of Ernakulam-Angamaly



FOREWORD

(a) Archbishop Mar Joseph Powathil

Son of an illustrious father, Bishop Jonas Thaliath was a great
figure that loomed large on the social and religious scene in India
during the sixties and seventies. It is heartening to know that Sri
K.P. Joseph has written a biography of this esteemed prelate.

Personally speaking, I came to know Fr. Jonas first by reading
his book on the Synod of Diamper. It has been one of the books
that shaped my thinking as a seminarian. In fact, this book is among
the pioneering books that led to-the renaissance of the Syro-
Malabar Church in recent history. Because of his multi-faceted
activities later on, he could not pursue this process - in a way a
great loss to the Church.

Bishop Jonas was the chief architect and founder of the
Dharmaram College in Bangalore which facility has enabled the
CMI order to expand nationally and globally. He is to this day
acknowledged as a key figure who contributed to the success of
the CHURCH IN INDIA TODAY SEMINAR held at Bangalore
in 1969. His term as the Deputy Secretary General of the CBCI,
New Delhi, brought out his organisational abilities, leadership
qualities as also his erudition and intellectual stamina. These he
used in no small measure to serve the Church in India.

As the first Bishop of the newly created Rajkot diocese,
he developed and implemented new idioms of evangelisation.
The missionary activities he headed embraced health care,
sanitation, preventive medicine, etc., for the rural
communities of Saurashtra as also education and community
development. His concept of establishing hermitages to share
the Christian vision and philosophy with the intelligentsia of
other religious groups gave new focus to missionary activities
earlier addressed mostly to the backward classes and the poor.
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Bishop Jonas was in every sense a gentleman, friendly, sincere
and ready to give a helping hand to everybody. As a priest and a
bishop he contributed much to the building up of the Church in
India. He passed away from us unexpectedly, but we would be
ungrateful if we didn’t cherish his memory.

It is in the fitness of things, then, that at least a biography
should exist to tell the next generation about this great man who
spent himself for the Church in our generation. Sri K.P. Joseph is
to be thanked for undertaking this task. I am sure the biography
will help us to keep Bishop Jonas alive in our memory. He could
be our inspiration in many of our pastoral enterprises.

Archbishop Joseph Powathil
Changanacherry

(b) Very Rev. Fr. Prior General

I am very happy to learn that a biography of the late Bishop
Jonas Thaliath CMI, is being brought out by the Diocese of Rajkot.

Bishop Jonas Thaliath is one of the illustrious sons of the
Carmelites of Mary Immaculate (CMI), the first indegenous
Congregation of India. The CMI Congregation was co-founded
by Blessed Kuriakose Elias Chavara, Fr. Thomas Palackal and
Fr. Thomas Porukara priests of the Apostolic Church of Saint
Thomas Christians in India. In the loving providence of God,
which has been constantly guiding us, the Congregation grew and
achieved new heights both at the national and international levels,
making herself available to the service of the church and the people
of God.

Bishop Jonas stands out among those who have responded
actively to the call to share and shape "according to the needs of
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time and place," the intense spiritual movement initiated by our
founding fathers. Known for his energetic pursuit of goals, Bishop
Jonas - both as a priest and bishop - set himselftotally to the cause
of the church and the people in India. When he became the first
bishop of the newly-erected mission diocese of Rajkot, his
concerns spilled over the needs of "mission" to the socio-economic
field. His initiatives to provide the rural poor in Saurashtra with a
livelihood through the breeding of goats imported from Europe,
are still cherished with gratitude and love. The service rendered
to the foundation of Saint John's Medical College, Bangalore, is
another notable contribution of Bishop Jonas to the church in India.
The establishment of Dharmaram College and its sister-institutions
in Bangalore is, however, considered to be the crowning glory of
his vision and mission.

The biography of Bishop Jonas is of special significance at a
time, whenthe Syro-Malabar Church is at crossroads in her search
for identity, especially in liturgy and worship. It becomes all the
more relevant at this time, when the Syro-Malabar Church is
conferred autonomy within the fold of the universal church, a
cause which was so dear to Bishop Jonas. 1 wish and pray: 'Let
the Biography of Bishop Jonas be a source of strength for those
who are engaged in the service of the Lord and His people, and a
source of inspiration for those who aspire to join the vineyard of
the Lord'.

Very Rev. Fr. Alex Ukken CMI

Carmelites of Mary Immaculate



INTRODUCTION

1 consider Bishop Jonas Thaliath as undoubtedly one of our
great churchmen. He was, indeed, an able administrator, a shrewd
judge of men and matters, a great organiser, a skilful planner, a
builder of institutions and, above all, a great visionary. He was
erudite and articulate. In short, he possessed a many-splendoured
and charismatic personality. He was a man of deep faith and of
fierce loyalty to the Church. He committed himself totally to the
service of the Church in India and during the last years of his life,
to the growth and development of the infant diocese of Rajkot of
which he was the first Bishop.

I had the privilege of knowing him for over a quarter of a
century during his life time. In 1978, while we were travelling in
an airbus from Trivandrum to Bombay (my first trip to Rajkot as
Provincial of the Sacred Heart Province of the CMI Congregation
after the Rajkot Diocese was entrusted to the care of the Province),
Bishop Jonas told me in mid-air:

“Father, please go to every station and meet every priest and
get their feelings about me. I would like to maintain very good
relations with each and every one. | know some priests have certain
apprehensions about me. If there is any defect in my approach, I
am most willing to correct myself.”

These words reveal the true character of Bishop Jonas. He did
not want to take things for granted. He was not opinionated. He
stood for improvement and change. He wanted to maintain healthy
relations with all those who worked with him. He was convinced
that team-spirit and interpersonal harmony were necessary for the
success of his pastoral efforts.

As Bishop Jonas desired, 1 visited the priests in the various
stations of the diocese and conveyed, later on, to him their feelings
and anxieties. He, on his part, most willingly accepted the
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suggestions and promised to modify his policies in the light of the
views expressed by the missionaries working in the field. T know
well that all through his apostolate he tried meticulously to act in
the spirit of the statement he made to me in 1978. He loved his
missionaries. He used to tell me “Above all we must have trust in
others.” Bishop Jonas placed complete trust in his fellow-workers
and gave them full support in their evangelical efforts. This was
the secret of the peace and harmony that prevailed in the diocese
of Rajkot.

Bishop Jonas’ far-sighted and creative vision and optimistic
outlook had worked many wonders. The Dharmaram Pontifical
Institute and the attached institutions in Bangalore will ever remain
as a glorious tribute to Bishop Jonas. He was the master-mind
behind the whole complex. With meticulous planning he set up
Dharmaram. I do believe that Bishop Jonas is the greatest son, the
CMI Congregation ever had during her chequered history of a
century and a half,

Here in Rajkot, when he planned for the Bishop’s Home, he
also had in mind a Provincial House. So adjacent to the Bishop’s
House, he offered to the Province a compound of three acres. In
another part, in the outskirts of the city, he had set apart another
five acres of land for the Novitiate. All these show his love for
the Congregation and his visionary planning.

St. John’s Medical College, Bangalore, and the Indian Church
as a whole will ever cherish the memory of the selfless services
and contributions Bishop Jonas made for their growth and
development. When St. John’s Medical College became a white
elephant to the bishops of India, it was Bishop Jonas who came
forward and undertook the burden of raising funds for its smooth
operation. He travelled far and wide and spent much of his time
and energy for raising huge funds for St. John’s. His concern for the
Indian Church as a whole was so great and remarkable that some of
us even used to complain that he had no much time to spend for the
diocese of Rajkot.



xv INTRODUCTION

As Christ used to refer to his own death as a baptism he had to
receive, Bishop Jonas often used to refer to his own death. Between
1978 and 1980, at least a dozen times he told me: “ I have only
four or five years left. Please give me more priests so that I can do
something for the diocese and go.” He had a strange feeling about
his impending death. For him death was the celebration of the
victory of his life. In the celebration of the Eucharist the most
solemn moment is the consecration when the priest utters the
consecration words: “This is my body. This is my blood.” As for
Bishop Jonas, death was such a solemn moment. He offered himself
to the Father: “This is my body which went about doing good.” In
1980 he repeated his premonition of death and told me: “You must
come to Rajkot and I like you to be my successor.” When I
expressed my intention to join the Bijnor Diocese at the end of my
term as provincial in 1981, he pressed me to change my plan. As
the elections approached, he again repeated his request that I join
the Rajkot region. When I said I had no intention to change my
decision, he said: “Anyway you will be elected provincial for a
second term. And so there will be no problem for another three
years.” And his prediction came true. I was elected provincial for
a second term in April 1981. And when we met after the elections,
he repeated what he told me earlier. “Now there is no problem for
another three years.” Now I can see that it was not only an invitation
to come to Rajkot but it was also a prophecy. Even in my wildest
dream I never thought Bishop Jonas would leave the scene so
unexpectedly and I would be appointed his successor. The ways
of God are mysterious.

Bishop Jonas would never tolerate nonsense and so he had
obviously some enemies. He had to suffer rejections. As one who
knew him closely, I knew very well how much he was rejected.
Once he narrated to me the rejections he had to face during his
priestly life. He faced these situations with a Christian spirit and
went as far as to help those who engineered such rejections.



BISHOP JONAS OF RAJKOT Xvi

In England it is a custom that, when a King dies, the people
would come to the streets of London and chant “The King is dead.
Long live the King.” In the same way let us say: “Bishop Jonas is
dead. Let the legacy he left for us live among us and inspire us.”
Let us make his legacy part and parcel of our life so that we can
g0 about doing good to our fellow human beings. As his successor,
I know I am not worthy to step into his shoes. I have followed his
policy and tried to implement the master plan he had for this
diocese. The legacy he left will continue to inspire me.

I take this opportunity to express my most sincere gratitude to
Mr. K.P. Joseph who undertook the difficult task of writing this
biography at my request from the material which were already
collected.

I am sure this biography, long in the making, will keep the
memory and spirit of Bishop Jonas Thaliath alive.

Gregory Karotemprel CMI
Bishop of Rajkot



INTRODUCTORY NOTE

I have had no personal association with Bishop Jonas Thaliath
like some of my friends who knew him well. When I decided to
take up writing the biography, his personality, was by and large,
an unknown quantity to me. But as I plodded through the mass of
material I knew [ was in for a unique task as a writer. For the
image that emerged from the documentation was that of a person
with charisma cast in heroic proportions. Bishops of the Catholic
Church are no ordinary men, but here was a bishop who stood out
among them all.

The biography has been in the making for a long time. Bishop
Jonas expired in Rajkot on Saturday the 7th of November 1981
when he had hardly completed 62 years on our planet. The bishop
passed away in harness. He was not bedridden even for a day. The
profound sorrow evoked by his demise proved that his foot-prints
on the sands of time were indelible.

Soon after, a spontaneous demand arose that his inspiring story
should be enshrined in a biography. Fr. Ignatius Rathappilly CMI
started the ball rolling by addressing letters to all who knew Bishop
Jonas to put in writing their memory. Fr. Davis Paul Manjaly CMI,
Fr. Geo Mangara CMI and other priests pitched in their efforts to
collect material for the biography. The compilation of the material
was ably accomplished by Fr. Mani Giles CMI. This painstaking
labour of love was passed on to me, along with all the
correspondence files. During the work I visited Bangalore, Delhi
and Rajkot the places where Bishop Jonas had lived, worked and
dared to translate his dreams into reality. Accompanied by Fr.
George Earathara CMI, I called on a number of his contemporaries,
including the venerable Fr. Canisius CMI, in Pariyaram. A
fleeting visit, again in the company of Fr. George Earathara CMI,
was made to Puthenpally the birth place of Bishop Jonas.

But for the initial pooling, sifting and competent compiling of
the material this biography could not have been written. My role,



BISHOP JONAS OF RAJKOT XViii

I consider, in completing the task, can be compared to the last
runner in a long and arduous relay race. 1 would own fully the
mistakes that have crept into this work.

This biographical work is being completed at a time when
momentous events are taking place, some good and others with
sinister implications. The attainment of greater autonomy by the
three Rites would have made Bishop Jonas happy because he had
always stood and pleaded for it while he lived. He had a keen
sense of the need for ‘Inculturation’ and regard for the spiritual
heritage and legacy of our country. On the other hand, as of this
writing the Church is also facing new existential challenges in the
sub-continent. The rise of religious fundamentalism has kindled
new fears in the minds of religious minorities. Despite the unique
provisions in the Indian constitution and the bold pronouncements
of the judiciary, the sense of security is often bruised. The dastardly
murder of Sister Rani Maria in Madhya Pradesh, the earlier killing
of nuns in Bombay and the criminal and unprovoked trespasses
into the peaceful abodes of nuns elsewhere, are events with great
foreboding. The denial of the benefits of reservation to the Dalit
Christians in secular and democratic India is yet another jarring
note in the relationship of the Christian community with the
Establishment. There is reason to feel that had Bishop Jonas been
living today - he would have been only in his mid seventies - the
right counsel to deal with the threats and challenges of the day
would have emanated from him and enriched our resolve to seek
justice, with blessing from God.

If this biography can contribute to the awareness of Bishop
Jonas Thaliath whose absence today is more conspicuous than his
presence, then its writing not have been in vain.

Kochi 90 1 K.P. Joseph
April, 1996



Chapter ONE

SCION OF AN ANCIENT FAMILY

The day was the 21st December 1919. A shrill cry of the new-
born pierced the nippy air of the December dawn. It was the signal
of the Thaliath family being blessed with the arrival of yet another
scion of its proliferating branch at Puthenpally.

The country midwife known as Vayattatti who officiated in the
primal ceremony of birth in the large many-roomed house was all
smiles. She had attended times without number to the deliveries of
the women of the house. It was always a touch and go affair. She
was a lean gaunt woman who went about her business in a spare
cotton sarong wound around her waist. She looked fiftyish and did
not cover her torso. She wore a black string with a gold thali. Her
skin was the colour of ground coffee. She was unlettered but
appeared efficient in her job. She had been trained by her mother in
the art rather than the science of midwifery. Her mind was already
on the fee she would receive and the food she would carry home on
the day of the baptism of the baby, which followed soon after.

Times were changing. Doctors were being called instead of
Vayattatti for helping women in labour. She was apprehensive
whether this time the chore would escape her. The father of the
child was very educated. He was a Vakil (advocate) who lived and
worked in the city of Ernakulam. The father had been to England
from where the white-skinned rulers of India came. Educated men
preferred their wives being attended to by doctors of English
medicine. Probably it was on the insistence of the old man of the
house that she had been called instead of the doctor from Ernakulam.
The old man liked the old, tried and sure ways of doing things. Of
course, there was the problem of time. A doctor from Ernakulam
would have to be brought by country boat rowed manually by
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professional boatmen over the ‘Kayal’ waters. By that time any
decent baby would have arrived.

With the satisfaction of one more triumph in her career she cut
the umbilical cord of the baby. The cord tugged ever so lightly and
the baby began to cry raising its voice. The surrounding clutch of
women laughed. It was fun to watch a new-born baby cry. Outside
the delivery room the men moved in clusters. Who were the men?

Ouseph Varkey, the grandfather of the new-born babe, was there.
He was of more than medium height, fair in complexion, carrying a
forest of salt and pepper hair on his bare torso. He wore a black
beaded rosary around his neck. His head was closely cropped. He
had a prominent nose, well-formed lips and even rows of teeth stained
red by pan chewing. As the servant brought a “kindi’, he gulped the
water from its spout and walked a few steps away to spit out and
make the mouth clean. He took the porcelain mug with the black
coffee sweetened with raw sugar and sipped the contents
thoughtfully. Present were also his brothers Kochu Mathai and
Kochu Paulo. They had come from their dwellings nearby. In their
physical presence and features they resembled their younger brother
Varkey. They wore the ubiquitous snow white dhoti and a second
cloth that dangled in rope shape from their shoulders over the bare
torso. They too picked up black coffee mugs and started drinking, a
signal that the crisis hour was over.

In the pre-independent days Kerala was divided into three parts.
The northern part named Malabar was directly administered by the
British through the Governor of the Madras Province at that time.
In the middle part of Kerala was the small principality of Cochin
ruled by the Perumpadappu family whose princes were noted more
for their scholarship and dedication to the fine-arts than valour in
war. The state of Travancore represented the southern segment of
Kerala. Travancore had an array of ambitious rulers and still more
ambitious Divans. In a series of local conflicts they nibbed away
at the territory of Cochin principality. When territorial stability
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came, the state of Travancore almost surrounded the state of Cochin
with only a narrow tongue of territory extending to the Trichur area
and touching the Malabar segment.

Although belonged to the Travancore State the nearest urban
centre was Ernakulam, the capital town of Cochin state. And as
was the custom in those days the citizens of Travancore passed into
Cochin state freely for employment, education and trade. The British
rule had provided a semblance of unity and for all practical purposes
there was common citizenship for people irrespective of their
residence in the princely state or the Malabar territory directly ruled
by the British.

“He will come today evening for the Christmas holidays”, Varkey
replied. There was pride in the voice of Varkey as he spoke of his
son, the young barrister educated in England who would one day be
the chief justice of Travancore state and the first chief justice from
the Christian community. The grand-son born to Varkey the patriarch
was the future Bishop Jonas Thaliath. In the name Jonas Thaliath,
Jonas represents the name the latter assumed on embracing the
monastic order and Thaliath stands for the house name. Before
assuming the name of Jonas, the baptismal name, Jacob, was used.

Using the family name as the surname is a common practice
among the Syrian Christians. Syrian Christians have no surnames
as the upper caste Hindus or the Christians in other parts of India.
The Hindus have surnames like Nair, Menon, Kurup,
Namboodiripad, Nambiar which denote their position in the caste
hierarchy as also the particular segment of the caste to which they
belong. In places like Goa and Mangalore where Chistians abound,
western surnames like Fernandez, Pinheiro, Lobo etc. are adopted
and used. Not so among the Syrian Christians in Kerala. Not only
they don’t have western sounding surnames they also use Christian
names which are derivative forms of Aramaic, Hebrew or Greek
names in Malayalam. The use of Anglicised forms became





























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































