The Mistake

Courage is resistance to fear, mastery of fear – not absence of fear.

 - Mark Twain

The inhabitants of the village of Chilakadu were agog with excitement; the new priest had just arrived.  This meant that the old church would be reopened.  Chilakadu is situated on a hill in a remote part of the southern Indian State of Kerala and is inaccessible to vehicular traffic.  One would have to walk ten kilometers to reach the adjoining village of Thekunjara and catch a bus to civilization.  Of course, autorickshaws
 were available but were too expensive for the poor villagers who worked as laborers in the paddy fields, mango groves and coconut plantations in and around Chilakadu.  The villagers were mostly illiterate and did not even have access to electricity.  Thus, the arrival of Father Ignatius was indeed an event in the usually staid lives of these poor villagers.

Father Ignatius was duly impressed with the reception accorded to him.  His misgivings laid to rest, he began to feel better.  This, he reflected, was not so bad after all.

One may wonder why the young priest had come to this remote area to reopen a dilapidated church that had remained closed for more than two decades.  Father Ignatius was a great orator and would captivate his audiences whenever he delivered a sermon.  His sermons attracted massive crowds.  He was considered by his superiors to be a very promising young man who could, someday, be a great leader.  A man, one would rightly assume, who had no place in a small, inconsequential village.

The happiness and satisfaction with which his superiors viewed Father Ignatius altered to concern when disturbing reports began to filter in.

Father Ignatius was, apparently, putting forth views that were, at best, unchristian.  When the protests against the priest gained sufficient momentum, the maverick priest was summoned by a disciplinary committee and asked to exonerate himself.

He said, “I have taken a stand that is pro-abortion.  I not only endorse abortion; I endorse safe sex, that is, the use of contraceptives.  I believe that the majority of the people will indulge in sin.  This phenomenon is only going to gain momentum with the erosion of the moral ethics of our people.  This has helped to increase the spread of AIDS in the country.  In such a scenario, I think that it is the duty of the church to educate society about the advantages of practicing safe sex.

“India has never faced a bigger challenge in her five thousand year old history.  The population of our country, as you know, is presently over 900 million and shows little sign of declining.  This overpopulation has resulted in increased unemployment and many more mouths to feed.   You will appreciate the fact that a hungry man is more concerned about his stomach than of spiritual deliverance.  So, I believe that the population growth must be checked immediately.  This is why I endorse abortion.” 

The committee was angered not only by his audacity but also by the fact that despite all their efforts, he remained unrepentant.  Worse, he contrived to influence them to accept his views.

The popularity of the priest, and the fact that a lot of young men had joined the clergy because they were inspired by Father Ignatius, were the main reasons that stopped the authorities from defrocking him.  Instead they decided to send him some place where whatever havoc he caused would not attract too much attention.

This was how he came to this Arcadian village.  His request for help to repair the pews and the altar and to clean and paint the exterior of the church was accepted with extraordinary enthusiasm.  Looking at the response, the ecclesiastic began to hope that he could mould these people and create a model parish that would be the envy of all.  He would prove to the world that his theories were right.  This, he reflected, was the reason he had embraced priesthood.

As the days progressed, he was to be proved wrong.  Though the little church was packed for his first sermon, the response was less marked for his next one.  Each succeeding day saw the number of patrons receding until it was reduced to five or six people.  This was unbearable to the man who commanded full houses everywhere he went.  Initially, he felt that they were having trouble understanding him, though he spoke in chaste Malayalam
.  He began using simpler words - without success.

The padre refused to give up.  He began to utilize his energies towards educating the villagers about hygiene and improving their general health.  Because the nearest dispensary was in far-away Kollengode, and because the above-mentioned hospital was ill equipped, most of the inhabitants of Chilakadu considered it the last resort.  Using the little medical skills he had picked up earlier, the padre managed to wean the people from the local medicine man who distributed colorful but useless home-made medicines and who, when all else failed, passed off any illness that baffled him as the result of either a curse or the presence of evil spirits.

As he slowly gained the confidence of the people of the village, he intensified his search for the reason of their absence from church.  It was Velayudhacha, the village headman, who provided him with the answer.

“Spirits, Father.  We’re terrified of the spirits.”

“Spirits?”  The priest was very interested.

“Evil spirits.”

“What spirits?  Tell me more.  Has somebody actually seen spirits?”

“Yes, five people have.”

“And?” the priest prompted.

“Four of them, Gopi, Kurinjathan, Appu, and Oppole are dead.  They died soon after they saw the ghosts.”

“And the fifth -?”

“The fifth one is I”

The priest could see the absolute fear in the headman’s face.  The tremor in his voice was very much in evidence.

“I’m already counting my days, Father.”

“Velayudhacha.  Are you really sure you actually saw some ghosts?  It could have been a shadow or something…”

“You are wrong, Father.  I have seen a ghost.  I know it exists.”

“When were these spirits first seen?”

“I don’t know.  I cannot remember the exact date.  What I know is that it was our fault.  I know we brought it upon ourselves.  We did not respect the dead and now we’re paying for it.”

“Why do you say that?”

The headman looked ashamed.

“It all started with Meenakshi thalla
, an old lady with no living relations.  When she passed away, we decided that it was too costly for us to give her a decent burial.  As your church was closed, our only option was to get the priest all the way from Kollengode.  We have to pay for both his travel and food.  We are poor people, Father.  We decided that we could not afford the expense - that too, for someone not related to any of us.  So we just dug her a grave in the cemetery.  There was, of course, nobody to conduct the burial service.

“Time enabled us to live with our guilt.  But this had set a precedent that appealed to many.  Sometimes the priest would neglect to come, forcing the families to go ahead with the burial.  But most of the time, no word was sent to the priest at all.  The body would simply be buried.  Now they’ve returned seeking retribution.  And there is nothing we can do.”

“Surely, Velayudhacha, something can be done.  If you show me the graves of these unfortunate people, I shall conduct the requisite services.  These angry souls will be appeased and will trouble you no more.”

Velayudhacha looked at the padre.

“That won’t work,” said he, matter-of-factly.

Father Ignatius raised an inquiring brow.

“When these apparitions first appeared, the villagers panicked.  A panchayat was called hastily and it was decided unanimously that the priest from Kollengode would be summoned to do just what you suggested.”

“And?”

“Well, the priest did the needful but to no avail.  The ghosts continued to appear and what’s worse, they seem to be adding to their numbers!”

“What?”

“The ghost I saw resembled Gopi, one of the four people who passed away a few days after they saw the apparitions.”

The Father wanted to tell him that he was probably imagining things but one look at the terror-stricken face and shaking body told him that whatever he said would, in all probability, fall on deaf ears.

The Father retired to his quarters in a pensive mood.  The strange conversation was very much in his thoughts.  He was not sure if they had really seen spirits.  He was not very inclined to lend credence to the words of an illiterate and superstitious man.  If only he could rid the villagers of their fears in such a way that they would, as a sign of their gratitude, be willing to attend his sermons.  Late into the night, he lay awake in bed worrying over the problem like a dog worrying a bone.  It was almost dawn when the faint glimmerings of an idea began to form in his mind.  


**************************

One week later, the panchayat was called.  When all the villagers had assembled, the headman spoke.

“This panchayat has been called because the Father here has something to say to us.”

Father Ignatius stepped forward.

“I have heard,” he said, “of the evil spirits that you have seen.   I believe that these spirits can be curbed by the power of our faith - our faith in God.  Good always wins over evil.  By putting your trust in God, you will not have to fear anything.  True faith conquers all.  I will prove that these ghosts cannot harm you if you have faith.  If I do so, I want you all to attend the Masses conducted in the church regularly.  Do you agree?”

When the uproar that resulted subsided, the headman asked quietly, “How do you propose to eradicate our fear?”

“If I do help you to get rid of your fears, will you do as I ask?”

Velayudhacha looked around the gathering and said, “Yes.”

The crowd murmured.

This time the young priest looked around the gathering until the murmurs died down and he had everybody’s attention.  He wanted complete silence before he uttered his next words.

“I,” he said, “shall spend a night alone in the graveyard.”

His startling declaration had the desired effect.  There was a huge uproar.  Several members of the crowd were on their feet shouting and gesticulating.  The headman too jumped out of his chair in astonishment.

The padre raised his hands.  When the crowd settled down again, he continued, “It’s simple, really.  The ghosts seem to appear in the vicinity of the graveyard.  I propose to stay in the graveyard all through the night (as these spirits seem to have been sighted only after dark), depending only on my faith.

“If I live through the night, I shall have proved to you that faith can conquer anything,” he finished, grandiloquently.

One woman shouted, “How do we know you are in the cemetery?”

“I shall carry a bright lamp.”

“Huh,” said a burly individual, “Don’t you know that ghosts are afraid of light?  You show a light and the ghosts will vanish.”

“Why,” agreed his neighbor, “there should not even be moonlight.”

“If a light is all that is required to drive away these ghosts, how come you are all so afraid?” argued Father Ignatius.

“You don’t understand, Father.  You see, we’ve sinned and the ghosts are out for revenge.  No light is going to save us.  But you are innocent and a holy man, therefore you are safe.”


The padre sighed at their ignorance.

“Ok, ok,” he said eventually, “I shall not take a lamp - and I’ll go to the cemetery on the next Amavasi
 night.  Are you satisfied?”

“In that case, how do we know that you are in the graveyard and not safely asleep in the comfort of your home?”

The priest mused for a moment.

“I shall have to make some noise….”

Despite the fact that he appeared outwardly calm, the priest’s mind was racing.  He was flustered – the meeting had not gone according to plan.  He had to say something that would wrest the initiative from the villagers.

“Let’s see,” he said, “I’ll … Yes!  I’ll wake up the dead!  I’ll hammer some nails into a grave.  This will not only create some noise, it will also anger the ghosts - who will come after me.”


There were arguments and counter-arguments.  But the priest really believed in his idea and could not be shaken from his resolve.  Finally, the villagers agreed to the scheme and a suitable day was chosen.



**********************

When Father Ignatius had selected a grave, the villagers left him to his ordeal.  It was a warm, humid, dark amavasi night.  A mild wind made the skirts of his habit flutter.  The young priest looked at the distant lights of the village and shrugged - this was the most important night of his life.  Tomorrow, he would have a full house at his sermon.

More than a week had passed since he had made his startling declaration and on more than one occasion, he had been horrified at what he had undertaken to accomplish.  He was a very religious man and the thought of desecrating a grave was causing him great distress.  He wished he could take his words back.  But that was impossible.  He had no choice but to complete the task.  Whenever his mind told him that defiling a grave was a sin, he comforted himself with the thought that it was for a good thing.

Did not the Bible ask every Christian to do everything in his power to spread the message of Christianity?  True, he had been impulsive and had made an odd and unnecessary promise to the villagers.  But was he not doing it to bring more people to the faith?  True, the method he had chosen was not a very good one but did not the end justify the means?

The priest felt around for the hammer and the bag of twelve-inch nails he had brought along with him.  He picked up the hammer and a nail and began to bang it in.  The noise he produced satisfied him - it would effectively carry to the villagers.

Slowly, the lamps in each house of the village were extinguished, enclosing the village in a blanket of darkness.  The priest paused to catch his breath and wipe the sweat from his brow.  Almost two hours had elapsed since he had started hammering the nails into the stone slab of the grave.

He had, by now, begun to actively regret his decision to spend the night in the graveyard.   It was not an easy task.  Each time a nail had to be hammered, he had to feel (as he had no light) the stone slab of the grave for an empty spot, and then hammer the nail in.  His hands, unused to such hard work, became so blistered that it was painful to even hold the hammer.  Exhausted, he paused to rest.

The din from his hammering having subsided, the sounds of the night became evident.  The sound of crickets and the occasional frog intermingled with the weird singing of mosquitoes and the odd hoot of the owl to produce an eerie noise.  As he killed yet another tormenting mosquito, he thought wryly, by tomorrow, I’ll probably catch malaria.

He was loath to resume work.  He sat there facing the slightly stronger breeze that had sprung up, alleviating, to a small degree, the acute discomfort caused by his sweat-drenched clothes.  The myriad sounds of the night had become overwhelmingly loud as if they were erupting from some huge, hidden loudspeaker.  He began to feel uneasy.  All sorts of doubts began to creep in.  Was he doing the right thing?  Did he have the right to mutilate and destroy the final resting place of another human being?  What if he was totally wrong?

Suddenly, he heard a slithering noise close by.

Snakes!
He sat there, petrified, thoughts rushing through his mind.  Chilakadu was a snake-infested area.  He remembered the numerous people who had been bitten by cobras.  He recalled their agony.  Was there a king cobra lurking nearby?  Anybody bitten by a snake had to be taken to far-away Palakkad or all the way to Coimbatore in the adjoining state of Tamilnadu.

He sat there for a long, long time, his mind a blank.  He was terrified of snakes.  He wished he had considered the fact that he was an easy victim for some deadly snake.  Now, his scheme did not really look as attractive as before.

Suddenly, a harsh, keening sound split the air.  The padre jumped, his heart beating wildly against his chest.  He trembled violently.

The watch!  It was the watch!  He looked at his wristwatch with immense relief.  The dial showed one a.m.  He had set the alarm for one p.m.  The alarm, unless disabled, would ring every twelve hours.  The padre had neglected to disable it.  The sound that had scared him had been that of the alarm.  He heaved another sigh of relief.

This incident brought all his fears back to the fore.  He cursed his folly in undertaking this foolhardy mission.  He just wanted to finish the job and get out of there. He picked up his tools with shaking hands and began, in a random manner, to feverishly hammer nails into the slab.  His fear filled him with new energy.  As he hammered, he began to pray loudly.

But the primeval fear that exists deep down in every man had risen to the surface and it refused to subside.   Thoughts of Lucifer and Satan would intrude into the priest’s mind, disrupting his prayers, in spite of all his efforts.  At times, he would feel someone standing behind and breathing down his neck.  He would clench his teeth and pray louder.  But eventually, he had to turn around.  Nobody would be there.  He would turn back to his work and again he would feel somebody breathing down his collar.   Was the ghost of the person whose grave he was vandalizing standing behind him?  Was he going to die?
It had to happen.  His heroic efforts to stave it off had merely postponed it - he finally and irrevocably lost his nerve.  The moment he acknowledged this, his terror took over completely.  His entire body shook like a leaf.  He did not know where to run.  He just knew he had to get away from there.

Dropping his hammer, he sprang to his feet, turned to run, and stopped short, his heart in his mouth.  In a split second, his blood had run cold.  Something was tugging at his gown!  The grave!  Something from the grave was pulling him down!  He looked down in horror, but failed to see anything.  He pulled his gown but could not free it.  He screamed once, a spine-chilling, blood-curdling scream of pure, unreasoning, complete terror.

*************************

The villagers found him the next day, the stark terror still evident in the sightless eyes.  He had nailed a small part of the bottom of his gown to the grave.
� Autorickshaw – a three wheeled passenger vehicle


� Malayalam – a south Indian language


� thalla – “old woman” in Malayalam


� Amavasi – New moon





