           







December 2003

Dear Family and Friends,

Whoever thought in January of this year that our Christmas greetings would go out from Forest Hills, New York! As most of you know by now, we moved to New York in October, for Shanta to start work as the Associate General Secretary for Interfaith Relations at the National Council of Churches.  So in his own words, he has now moved from being a “pastor” to a “bureaucrat.” (What it really means is that he travels too much and attends too many meetings!)  

Looking back on 2003, we are very grateful to God for his countless blessings, both big and small.  Charith and Devaka completed their first year of graduate school (Charith at Rice and Devaka at Harvard). Charith had the honor of being principal viola in the Rice Chamber Orchestra, playing under the baton of maestro Larry Rachliff.  He will be taking auditions during the coming year, so that he has a real job to look forward to when he completes his master’s degree in 2004.  In August we heard Devaka preach for the first time in public (he had preached in sermon class at the Divinity School to an audience of classmates), and it was fitting that it took place at the pulpit of Ellis Avenue Church, where he spent most of his childhood years listening to his father’s sermons. (His sermon can be found on the Ellis Avenue Church website – www.ellisavenuechurch.org) One of the big events this summer of course was Amali going off to college. She is a cello major at the Indiana University School of Music, Bloomington, and hit the ground running as principal cello in the University Symphony, the only freshman to be a section leader in one of the 5 orchestras there.  

Leaving Chicago was extremely hard, and I still pinch myself to believe that we actually did. Shanta called me in Sri Lanka in July while I was visiting my parents, to say that he had been offered the NCC job. I think God must have been really serious about him doing this important work, because we discovered later that he was one of 66 applicants. Shanta was pastor of Ellis Avenue Church (formerly Cornell Baptist) for 14 out of our 22 years in Chicago, and of course the children grew up there, we both completed our higher education there, so in many ways, Chicago is where our heart is.  New York is, to say the least, quite different from Chicago, and I know it will take a while to get used to it.  Besides, whatever New Yorkers may say, Chicago is a hard act to follow, and being at an age when change is not that easy to embrace, it takes more than just trying to come to terms with it. When people here ask me where I am from, I say “Chicago.” (“Back in Chicago, where I come from….”) 

Shanta loves the work at the NCC, which involves building relationships with people of all faiths, and teaching other Christians to do the same. He is right now working on the nuts and bolts of this job description. The NCC has 36 denominations, which translates to about 50 million members across the USA. Its a monumental task, but in this day and age, a desperately needed one. The animosity and suspicion that we have towards people of other faiths is scary – we are all guilty of it to some degree, aren’t we? It is no wonder that the world is so full of violence and hatred, when all it needs is for every human being to accept each other as a child of God. This sounds simplistic, but if we don’t start somewhere, won’t the world continue to spiral downward?

What is really different for me here is that for the very first time perhaps in my whole life, I am not rushing around from one activity to another. I have not actively looked for work yet, mostly because I need to catch my breath from so many years of endless running around. Being a full time mother, wife, musician, maid, cook, driver, etc. etc, have taken its toll, and even though Shanta predicted that I would get tired of “catching my breath” after a few weeks, I must say, after 2 months of it, I am still enjoying it, but one of these days I will be looking for something exciting and meaningful to do.  It is good to finally have unfettered time to work on my “new” composing software program (bought 2 years ago), and I will hopefully have something worthy of public consumption before long.  

At the time of writing, it looks like our house in Chicago, which is on the market, is suddenly having a flurry of activity.  Please pray that the waiting will not be too long now. And if it doesn’t sell at this time, we are prepared to rent it out and maybe return there for our retirement! We are very pleased with our apartment here, which is spacious (by New York standards), comfortable, secure, and conveniently located. We hardly drive. Everything is within walking distance.  Shanta joins the thousands of New Yorkers who ride the train to Manhattan.

We would love to have news of you and your families. Send an email, snail mail, or give a quick call when you have time. It was wonderful to catch up with so many of you on our visits to Chicago, England, Sri Lanka and elsewhere, and see the great things that are happening in your lives.  Please know that if ever you are in New York, you have a place to stay. We are literally minutes from both airports (LaGuardia and JFK), and since we now carry the new title “empty-nesters,” look forward to having company more than ever before!

Our prayers are with you and your loved ones this Christmas. May you experience the real meaning of Christmas during this season and in the New Year.  Let us remind ourselves that we are called to be agents of peace, both in the hearts of people, and in our world.

With fond greetings,

Shanta and Dhilanthi,  

Charith, Devaka and Amali
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