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P.J. JOHNSTON

Antoniyar Kovil: Hindu-Catholic Identity at the
St. Anthony Shrine in St. Mary’s Co-Cathedral,
Chennai

Introduction

“What is special about this place?” I asked the smartly-dressed young man
standing before me in the courtyard of St. Mary of the Angels Co-Cathedral in
Chennai, better known as the Antoniyar Kovil, or St. Antony Shrine, home to a
popular, miraculous image of St. Antony.

“There is nothing special about this place,” my informant replied. He
hastily added: “I have no special saint or kula deivam (personal deity), because
having a kula deivam is not allowed. This church is a place for all problems just as
every church is for all problems. There are no special days, because all days are
equally special. Why are you so interested in this church? I could take you to my
church, and it will give your readers a more positive image of Indian Catholicism!”

My informant was an unusual character on the local scene in a number of
ways, and his actions belied his words. While professing on the one hand that all
churches and days are the same and none are special, he had made a special trip
from his own distant neighborhood in Chennai to this one very specific shrine. He
had been to the site three years ago to seek a boon in the form of a job, and had
come on this occasion for the same reason; not coincidentally, job-seeking is a
favor for which the shrine is particularly famous. He scheduled regular weekly
church-going not for Sunday Mass but the “days” of the two saints locally
attributed the strongest reputation for efficacy, Tuesday (St. Antony) and Saturday
(Our Lady)—a fact clearly at odds with his explicit theology, in which all days are
the same and no days are special. What could be going on to create such a glaring
and obvious contradiction between the words and actions of my informant?

The most obvious answer lay in his unusual role on the local cultural and
religious scene. He was the most fluent in English of all my informants, and would
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2 | ANTONIYAR KOVIL

have preferred to speak directly with me in English than in Tamil through my
interpreter. He was employed as an e-marketing executive for a major internet
firm, and had developed a substantial web presence on YouTube and other sites
indicating an interest in “orthodox” Western Catholic figures such as the outspoken
American Cardinal Dolan and a sacramental view of incorporation into the Church
in which baptism was an important religious qualification, rather than a more
prevalent local view in which devotional attraction is central. In short, he seemed
sufficiently at home in the language and categories of elite Catholic conceptions of
religious belonging and normative practice to be uneasily self-conscious about the
legitimacy of divergent popular customs even when he himself clearly participated
in them—a discomfort which may have been aggravated in the presence of an
inquisitive, non-Indian scholar.

My informant's discomfort with Tamil Popular Catholicism reflects the
discomfort of religious studies scholars and theologians, who generally have shied
away or else exoticized sites such as the St. Antony Shrine. In her foreword to Raj
and Dempsey's Popular Christianity in India: Riting between the Lines, Wendy
Doniger characterizes earlier generations of Indological scholarship as being
missiological in focus (treating the Christianity of elites as the only normative

Figure 1. St. Mary's Co-Cathedral, Armenian Street, Chennai (photograph by author, 2012).

FALL 2016



P.J. JOHNSTON | 3

Christianity in India) or else naively triumphalistic (assuming that Christianity in
India will be the same as Christianity elsewhere in the world, thus reserving
academic study to other, more “Indian” religious traditions such as Hinduism).
Both tendencies conspire to make popular Christianity invisible.! Resemblances
and overlap between local instantiations of Christianity and local instantiations of
Hinduism have been treated as a form of “syncretism” which violates boundaries
between traditions, rather than authentic identities negotiated within a (largely
shared) religious culture in which communities have porous rather than absolute
boundaries.” Even when exoticized or valorized, Indian Christianity is treated as
exceptional, rather than exemplary, Christianity. It is telling that Raj and
Dempsey's pioneering volume was published in a series on Hindu Studies, rather
than World Christianity, as if the only attention popular Christianity could attract
would be as a compromised phenomenon better classified as an eccentric form of
Hinduism than a form of Christianity.

In this essay, I combine ethnographic description of the practices of Hindu
and Christian visitors of the St. Antony Shrine with the observation that this
material cannot be understood using the standard world religions paradigm which
essentializes Christianity as exclusivistic. Drawing upon the visual and material
culture of the shrine in light of premodern and Vatican II templates for
inculturation and the negotiation of religious difference, I highlight overlap
between Tamil Hinduism and the Tamil Popular Catholicism of the site to argue
that the beliefs and practices I document should inform descriptive and normative
accounts of Catholic Christianity. Because Tamil Catholicism functions more as a
communal designation than an ideological identity and overlaps in practice with
Tamil Hinduism and Tamil Islam, individuals form a Catholic identity which
persists no matter which beliefs or practices they share in common with Hindu or
Muslim neighbors or their active participation in others' worship. The primary
theoretical intervention I seek in this essay is to caution comparative theologians
and methodological religionists against essentialist constructions of Christianity
and analogous traditions which treat these entities as mutually-exclusive systems
of belief and practice rather than complicated, interpenetrating cultural complexes,
and thereby re-prioritize the study of South Asian Christianity, which is often
marginalized for being “syncretistic.”

The first and most substantial component of my argument will be a detailed
ethnographic description of the St. Antony Shrine. I will first situate the shrine
within greater Chennai and its social/ecclesiastical context. Next, I will describe
the figure of St. Antony as he is venerated at the site, likening his cult to that of a
class of local supernatural entities known collectively as the péy. I will describe
devotions and offerings and manual gestures used by Hindu and Christian patrons

'Wendy Doniger, “Foreword: The View from the Other Side: Postpostcolonialism, Religious
Syncretism, and Class Conflict,” in Popular Christianity in India: Riting between the Lines, eds.
Selva J. Raj and Corinne G. Dempsey (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2002), xi.

2 1bid., xii-xiii, xvi-xvii.
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of the shrine, including a reverse circumambulation of the church which can be
made by individuals without interfering with church services underway in the
sanctuary, also noting ritual honors being paid to a number of non-saintly
characters. On those lines, I will discuss Moorat Chapel, a funerary chapel for a
wealthy Armenian merchant which has been transformed into a clandestine site for
magical, ex opere operato invocations and the supernatural charging of religious
artefacts. Next I will discuss devotional activities at the shrine's kotimaram or
flagpole, which include offerings of baby Krishna images to St. Antony and
possibly impromptu exorcisms, before concluding this extended ethnographic
section with a brief overview of devotions to the Virgin Mary. Moving towards my
conclusions, I will compare and contrast the attitudes of two parish priests towards
Hindu-inflected expressions of popular Catholicism at the shrine. Finally, 1 will
outline premodern/early modern and Vatican II theological strategies for
conceiving Catholic identity, which could provide a more generous framework for
evaluating sites such as the St. Antony Shrine, offering them as an alternative
taxonomy to the secular world religions paradigm.

The Shrine

According to the parish priest Fr. Xavier Packiam and private shrine publications,
the contemporary St. Antony Shrine is part of St. Mary of the Angels, a British
colonial church sharing the position of cathedral with Santhome since the 1952
creation of the Archdiocese of Madras-Mylapore in Chennai. Located in Parry’s
Corner in Georgetown, St. Mary’s Co-Cathedral has a congregation of 235
members belonging to 43 families. The St. Antony Shrine draws from between
5,000-10,000 people on an average Tuesday and 20,000 or more on First Tuesdays,
virtually none of whom are members of the parish. The church is easily accessible
from the rest of Chennai, with major bus and railway terminals located nearby in
Parry’s Corner, and is anchored by the nearby Madras High Court and the on-site
St. Mary’s Anglo-Indian School. My account focuses exclusively on popular
devotion at Antoniyar Kovil, rather than the school or the sacramental life of the
parish.

St. Antony devotion at St. Mary’s Co-Cathedral originated with a
spontaneous votive offering. In 1929, a number of Goan sailors in danger on the
high seas made a vow to St. Antony that if they were saved from a storm, they
would present a statue of the saint to the church nearest their point of landing,
which was St. Mary’s. They duly commissioned a statue from Goa, which
unusually depicted St. Antony as bearded, and presented it at the church. The
parish priest at St. Mary’s, John Mora, claimed that there was no room for the
statue in the cathedral and presented it to the catechist of Park Town Parish, who
put the statue on a side altar before moving the image to the mortuary chapel in St.
Patrick’s Cemetery. While the image was installed at St. Patrick’s Cemetery, it
became a popular devotional object with rumors of miracles spreading its fame. In
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fact, devotion was so popular and income from votive offerings was so lucrative
that the cemetery watchman and the catechist of Park Town fought over the
offerings and attracted the notice of Archbishop Mathias. He temporarily put a stop
to the devotion by directing the statue be moved to the parish house at St. Mary’s,
where it would be out of view of the public. Only when disappointed devotees
came looking for the statue and pleaded with Fr. Mora was the statue finally
installed on a side altar in the cathedral. The devotion grew to the point where the
church was kept open all day on Tuesdays, the saint’s day, and an annual High
Mass and procession were kept on June 13, the Feast of St. Antony. By 1945,
3,000-5,000 people were coming to the site on Tuesdays and “abuses” and
“superstitious practices”—unapproved popular devotions—were observed, leading
Archbishop Mathias to direct the new parish priest of the site, Fr. Maggioni, to take
close watch and suppress any unwanted developments. By 1951 the number of
people coming to the site were between 20,000-28,000 on the first and second
Tuesdays of the month and between 15,000 and 20,000 on the other two Tuesdays,
with seventy percent of the devotees being non-Catholic and mostly Hindu. Today,
the shrine priests estimate the number is probably 5,000-10,000 on any Tuesday of
the month, with a similar percentage of Hindus. St. Antony devotion is so popular
that for most people who are familiar with the site, it is known as the St. Antony
Shrine rather than St. Mary’s Co-Cathedral.

* Py > /i
D52 Ay STANTONY/PRAY:FORIUS
Figure 2. "Bearded" St. Antony ex voto
(photograph by author, 2012).

The Figure of St. Antony in Tamil Popular Catholicism

David Mosse’s 1994 “Catholic Saints and the Hindu Village Pantheon in Rural
Tamil Nadu, India” does not address St. Antony directly, but differentiates between
the function of major cult figures such as Jesus and the Virgin Mary and lesser
male Catholic saints in the religious system of a local village.’ The former figures

* David Mosse, “Catholic Saints and the Hindu Village Pantheon in Rural Tamil Nadu, India,” Man
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essentialize divine attributes and possess absolute rather than relational authority.
They accept only vegetarian offerings and are abstracted beyond violence or
confrontation, being conceived as pacific, life-bestowing, and ‘“cool.” Male
Catholic saints such as St. Antony occupy a markedly more ambivalent place in the
village pantheon. They are “relational” beings who may in certain ritual contexts
(for instance, if celebrated as the kula deivam or village deity) be the highest
legitimate authority on the scene, in which case their usual violent, ambivalent, or
“hot” status is delegated to a more inferior saint or deity, allowing them to be
honored with vegetarian offerings as benevolent or “cool.” More often, male
Catholic saints are relationally inferior—most often to God or the Virgin Mary—
and marginal, associated with liminal contexts such as the forest, wilderness, or
graveyard and qualities such as violence and renunciation, which are opposed to
civilized village life. They are “hot” deities capable of great help or hindrance
whose awesome powers must be propitiated with blood. The male Catholic saints
can be demoniacal or cast out demons, ambivalent beings who partake both of the
civilized world of saints and legitimate authority and the demoniacal world of
powers outside the village that threaten its order. The saints will sometimes turn
their power against their own devotees to avenge wrong-doing and uphold dharma.
They are able to overcome violence and cast our sorcery, witchcraft and possession
by a class of morally-ambivalent local spirits known as the péy because they
themselves possess such dangerous supernatural power to a superlative degree.

In her article “Like an Indian God: Hinduisation of the Cult of Saint
Anthony of Padua in Tamil Nadu,” Brigitte Sébastia applies David Mosse’s
observations about male Catholic saints in Tamil Nadu to explain the cult of St.
Antony in Puliyampatti, a village near Tirunelveli.* Noting that devotions to St.
Antony in the West rarely involve an exorcistic element, Sébastia argues that St.
Antony in Tamil Nadu has assumed the characteristics of a minor Hindu god who
is capable of boons a major goddess, such as the Virgin, cannot fulfill. Appearing
in India through the missionary efforts of the Padroado, St. Antony devotion took
hold on the Fishery and Coromandel coasts among the Paravar and Nadar castes,
who adopted St. Antony as their kula deivam and appealed to the saint for
protection at sea. However, competition between Padroado and Propaganda Fide
missionaries made an effective control of Christian converts impossible. Susan
Bayly documents frequent opportunistic mass conversions among these castes
when denied prerogatives, with lay communities essentially playing one
missionary group against another to pursue advantage and maintain independence.
So it was commonly the case that Christian cults “ran wild,” free of ecclesiastical
planning or control and only subsequently could be brought into the orbit of any
organized mission. Sébastia’s Puliyampatti shrine was founded by a lay devotee

29:2 (1994): 301-332.
4 Brigitte Sébastia, “Like an Indian God,  https://halshs.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-00597160/
(accessed Sept. 5, 2016).
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and only many years later administratively annexed by the Jesuit order, who had
expanded their operations into the area. In the absence of any meaningful
ecclesiastical control, the St. Antony cult was free to take on characteristics of the
Tamil popular religion, and St. Antony assumed the familiar characteristics of a
minor Indian deity.

Sébastia’s ethnography of St. Antony devotion at Puliyampatti closely
follows the characteristics of a generic male saint in David Mosse’s typology,
while also mirroring the history of the St. Antony Shrine at St. Mary’s in Chennai.
The origins of the Puliyampatti shrine and the St. Antony Shrine in Chennai both
lie with lay people from coastal castes evangelized by the Portuguese; both cults
also spent their early, formative years outside of an established church and were
only later brought into the orbit of ecclesiastical authority. Both cult images of St.
Antony were taken from cemeteries to their present locations, strongly associating
them with the kind of ambivalent and demoniacal force David Mosse attributes to
minor deities and saints. As Mosse’s typology of these cults would predict, St.
Antony of Puliyampatti is primarily an exorcist who heals by casting out sorcery,
witchcraft, and the p€y through a battle of wills with the demons, which is
somatized in the body of the patient. Animal sacrifices are made to Puliyampatti
St. Antony as to a “hot” deity, which would be impossible for the Virgin Mary.
Devotees report Puliyampatti St. Antony as an ambivalent character who will
sometimes punish his worshipers for lapses and transgressions. St. Antony is both
forest deity and kula deivam and is the focus of devotional passion or bhakti. The
shrine kotimaram, a flagpole which concentrates the shakti or presence and power
of the saint, is for both Mosse and Sébastia a site of danger and healing.

Devotees at the St. Antony Shrine in Chennai report an understanding of St.
Antony that conforms to Mosse’s typology of the male Catholic saint as forest
deity and Sébastia’s ethnography of the Puliyampatti in nearly all salient respects,
but without visible evidence of exorcistic practices. According to devotees, St.
Antony cures black magic, mental illness, and possession by the p&y, but they are
usually more concerned with jobs, family problems, personal health, and having
enough money to meet their families’ needs.

In addition to these more definite characteristics listed above, ethnographic
interviews at the site suggest that St. Antony might specifically be conceived as if
he were a “hot” equivalent of Vinayagar or Ganesha, the Hindu remover of
obstacles. In a generic sense, the problems and afflictions St. Antony addresses for
devotees are all obstacles and St. Antony deals with them without discrimination,
making him a remover of obstacles. Although St. Antony specializes in pey
problems, any range of secondary afflictions can be attributed to the p€y, and
informants often claimed St. Antony helps all castes deal with any problem. A
connection with the Hindu remover of obstacles, Vinayagar, repeatedly surfaced in
informant interviews, where an informant claimed Antony or the Virgin Mary as
their personal deity or kula deivam, only for Vinayagar to surface in the parallel
role. In addition to informant interviews in Chennai, I observed the same pairings
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in devotional stickers in rickshaws in Pondicherry, suggesting the association is not
unique to the St. Antony Shrine in Chennai. Perhaps as a “hot” and dangerous form
of Vinayagar, St. Antony is called upon in extreme circumstances, where a more
benign form of Vinayagar will not do. The fact of a connection between the two
figures for Tamils on the Coromandel Coast seems clear, although its meaning
requires further investigation.

My discussion of St. Antony and his shrine would not be complete without
a few words about St. Antony’s status as a universally-accessible supernatural
healer. Many of the miraculous interventions devotees reported in their lives
through supernatural agency were medical in nature, with St. Antony effecting
cures where Western biomedicine had been tried and failed or in some cases left
untried.

India’s medical delivery system can be characterized as pluralist,
pragmatic, and complementary. Western medical services are available to the elite
at high prices in major Indian cities, putting them out of reach of most Indians
except in the case of a major medical emergency; psychiatric resources are acutely
inadequate, with only a few thousand therapists serving all of India. Traditional
Indian medical paradigms such as ayurveda and unani complement the allopathic
medical delivery system, along with homeopathy and local traditions of
supernatural healing.” Few Indians of any level of affluence are exclusive patrons
of any of these medical systems, with the others serving as “medicines of last
resort” if the system of first resort fails to get the desired results or deems a
condition incurable. Few Indians accept the entire epistemological paradigm of
Western medicine, engaging it in an ad hoc and circumstantial manner to meet
practical medical needs, as a complement to existing technologies, whose cultural
premises are more widely shared. However, just as few Indian Christians, Hindus,
or Muslims would exclude themselves from recourse to a shrine of another
tradition offering the promise of supernatural assistance for a major problem or
crisis in their lives, few Indians would eschew any of the locally-available
traditions of medicine.

In the case of “p€y problems” specifically attributed to mental illness in the
Western psychiatric tradition, there is a cultural aversion to the diagnosis and
treatment on a Western biomedical model. Individuals suffering from p€y problems
are significantly less socially-stigmatized on the basis of a p€y diagnosis than
individuals suffering from mental illness, which is regarded as contagious,
incurable, and the result of gross personal or familial immorality in this or a
previous lifetime. As pey possession is ambivalent rather than wholly negative (the
pey can offer boons such as divination or healing abilities as well as afflicting their

> Helen Lambert, “Popular Therapeutics and Medical Preferences in Rural North India,” The Lancet
348 (December 1996): 1706-1709. See also Ines G. Zupanov, “Conversion, Illness, and Possession
in Early Modern South Asia” in Divins Remeédes: Médecine et Religion en Asia du Sud, eds. Ines G.
Zupanov and Caterina Guenzi (Paris: Editions de 1’Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales,
2008), 263-300. 265.
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victims), the experience itself is categorized as a far less significant medical
emergency carrying a reduced burden of stigma. Family and caregivers who might
abandon a patient in the case of a diagnosis with a mental illness will generally
nourish and care for one who is afflicted with possession by the pey. Treatment
efforts aim at restoring and reintegrating the individual into the social structure
through rituals in which the entire family collectively participates, leading to
significantly better therapeutic outcomes. St. Antony’s Shrine in Puliyampatti,
surveyed by Brigitte Sébastia, ministered to a surprising number of patients whose
families rejected their diagnosis as mentally ill by a psychiatric doctor and
transferred them to St. Antony in search of a possession diagnosis and more
effective treatment. Recourse to a supernatural healing agent such as St. Antony
aims at the restoration of health, integrity, and harmony to an entire family unit.
The St. Antony Shrine at St. Mary’s Co-Cathedral on Armenian Street
accommodates this by providing spiritual counseling free to devotees and their
families.

In addition to being a supernatural healer in his own right, St. Antony
serves as an empowerer of supernatural healers, such as a Christian sadhu who
comes to the site with a representative member of his client’s family before
undertaking an exorcism in the family home later in the day. St. Antony’s healing
activities in the shrine are not limited to exorcism, medical cures, or even restoring
the broader health and wholeness possessed by an individual free of medical,
financial, and familial problems. Arguably t