Regine van Asten
Young AMASC The Netherlands. reports on her visit to The Sophia Centre in Patna (India) 

After many warnings about the difference in culture and way of life I went to India to visit the sisters in Patna to have a look for myself and to make the last arrangements before the first volunteers arrived. 

While I was there I saw the way that the sisters work and what the school needs. The school is for children of people who can’t pay for the state or private schools and it’s curriculum is like any other primary school. 
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Next to the primary school, the sisters educate young woman in tailoring and accountancy, so that they can earn their own money to support their family.
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I stayed in Patna for a week, and I find it hard to tell you what I’ve experienced because even a picture or a film couldn’t do justice to how it really was. 
The way people live there is indeed so different from the way we live. Everywhere you look there is rubbish on the ground, people are doing ‘their business’ in the streets without any shame, cows are walking and lying around everywhere and the poverty is tremendous. I think you can best describe it if you consider that 10% of the people live in normal houses, 30% live in houses which have brick walls, 30% live in houses of cardboard and plastic, and 30% doesn’t own/rent a house at all. Concerning this last aspect, most people accept their poverty as if it’s the will of God/Buddha, and don’t really make an effort to change their situation.
Shocking to see was that there are dead people lying in the streets and are thrown into the Ganges where people are taking baths, washing there cloths and food, where animals are drinking etc. The moment that a woman put her 5-day-old baby, with no chance of survival, in my face for 5 minutes, to beg for money, was as if a knife was stabbed into my heart and being turned around and around. Especially since it wasn’t for the sake of her child that she was begging. 


Despite the hard and difficult things that I’ve seen and experienced, I must say that I’m so glad that I’ve been there. I realise even more that actually seeing, smelling and tasting the poverty, the culture, the way of life has so much more impact then looking at a film/pictures. And above all that it’s beautiful to see that although the people there have to struggle to reach the goals that we take so much for granted (and are so common and basic for us,) the people are so proud of what they do have. Most of them are very nice, funny, open and willing to share everything they’ve got. 
It was wonderful to see that the sisters and the teachers at the Sophia Centre really make a difference by educating children and young woman. The sisters also discuss lots of social issues with them, like alcoholism, the role of women, social hygiene and so on. The women get new perspectives and the realisation that they can speak up to their parents/husband, that they’re a somebody and not a nobody. 


Apart from the amazing experience I had, it was very important that someone went to Patna before any of our volunteers were going. This was for several reasons; now we know that in most places there is no electricity, no phones what so ever (at the community there is, but it is disconnected several times a day). For this reason there is no nightlife at all. It isn’t safe to go outside alone, or as just two foreign women, even for Indian women it’s not really safe. The volunteers should always have there cell phones with them & a number they can contact should something happen. If there are medical problems, you’ve got to pay in cash and later claim it back from your insurance. These are just several things that are important to know. But it isn’t as if there are only bad things and as if you’re in the middle of nowhere, for instance there are internet cafes, a lot of typical Indian shops, tea houses and so on. And the nature & historical places in Patna and surroundings are beautiful and worthwhile to visit. 


After discussing the differences between cultures, the difficulties you face etc. AMASC has decided that a volunteer will stay in Patna for the maximum period of two months. There are other possibilities in India for volunteering, for instance; teaching on a school in Torpa or in Bombay, participating in the Rainwater Harvesting project in the surroundings op Bombay where I’ve also been (read about that also in the newsletter). Carolien and Emily, the two volunteers who are in Patna right now, will tell you more in the next issue of the newsletter about their experiences in Patna and India. 

Regine van Asten
Young AMASC The Netherlands.
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