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EVANGELISM OF THE HINDUS |
Dr. K.N. Nambudripad oo

This is an essay on evangelization of fci}e,Hindus in Indm._ Being (;;.
retrospective study, it may lack 1:11 s}i:xentif;g methodology, a_nd prepm"e
i rry, it may lack depth.and thoroughness, . N SR
e ?)l;le, fzan do }1/10 betterahan begin this paper by praising God fqr his
grace to us in India in sending large numbers of hls.servants with the
good news of Jesus Christ. In grateful m:;mori of these innumerable com-
is paper is thankfully dedicated to them. :
pany"l‘:;;spgpir begins with tty:e assumption that qu is alw_ays. the aut-ho;i
of all evangelistic activity; that God has no partiality, wishing t}_latd .aI
may be saved and that none may perish; and that he loves all mankind. It
is also assumed that the finest among human agents are but unwprl.hy Sfer-
vants, when all is said and done. As such, any glory or credit that ac-
oes only and solely to God. - _ . . .
crues]‘i*:i%st, we st}:al! look atythe history of evangel-i_sm of t?le Hindus: Tgen
we shall try to see if we can draw some lessons from thi_s. We shal.l t ex}
enter into a discussion on men, message, and methods in evangehsm o
the Hindus based on-our lessons from histgry. At the end we shall briefly
: me modern concepts on this subject. - ...
louk;}‘ies Eistory of evang_elizi;tion of the Hindus is shrouded in obscurltg_.
There is a general. tradition that Thqmas, the e'ip'ostle of our Lorb,
brought the Gospel to India, and a particular tradition strongly he%jd hy
the Kerala Syrian Christians that Thomas came to Kerala, preache tbe
Gospel both to the Jews and the Hindus in 52 AD, and that he estab-
lished seven churches. Having appointed elders from four Brahmin
families, he left Kerala, later to be martyred in Mylapore near Mgdras.
This is not the place to enter into the merits .or.othermse of this tra-
dition. Suffice it to say that the lack of inscriptions, monuments, or
records does not have the same validity in a land where records are
scarce even for Indian history, where Brahmms.nlever wroj:e dow‘n_the%r
scriptures, but always passed it on by oral tradltl?n. If this tradition hlS
reliable, it proves several things. Firstly, that even in the first cegtury'; e
good Lord remembered the poor Hindus and even sent one of his twe vg
chosen ones. Secondly, that if divine methods are used, Brahmins coul
casily be converted, and that in much less than two dccad'es, seven
churches could be established in a pagan ‘land stretching from
Kotungallur to Kollam even in the first century, in most unsettled times.
If the period of the Thomas visitat;‘on and tthre,-i ;:a{iténzgeﬁsili :Z
in obscurity, the next two or three centu
g(ﬁzgﬁfg. gng knows glmost nothing about how ghis church fared, whet.her
it evangelized the neighboring Hindus, or how it grew. We are up against
a total blank. .
almo_;the next event in history seems to be the visit or visits of some
Syrian Christian families to Kerala between the fourth and e1ghth. cen-
turies.. There is more evidence for this than the 'F.hom?s tradition.
Perhaps they were traders who were facing persecutions in their own
land of Syria, which we know did oceur at various times. Did the Syrians
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evangelize? If they did, we have no record of their success or otherwise,
There is a tradition that some of these Syrians intermarried and others
did not. Does this mean that Hindus of the neighborhood married these
visitors, or did the neighbors get converted before marriage? We have no
means of knowing now, It seems doubtful that these merchants, so fond of
the pepper trade, could be great evangelists, particularly when one
remembers that for centuries the Bible was hidden from the common
man (as the Bible was in Syriac and only a few knew the Syriac language).
These Syrians were well known in those eventful times for their trade and
tor their martial qualities, They were respected by the Hindu chieftains
and princes. However, one sees in these influxes the Divine Grace to the
end that there should be a nucleus of Christians in India always.

One must sadly admit that although it is likely that there were Chris-
tian communities in other areas also, we know. nothing of their
wheteabouts or doings, since nothing has survived of these groups,

The next important event in the history of the Indian Church was the
coming of the Portuguese in 1498, under Vasco da Gama, mainly as ad-
venturers and traders. But it must be said that these Portuguese had been
sent by their kings to spread Christianity also. The pope had gaily divid-
ed the world into two halves and given the zastern half to the Portuguese.
It must be said to the credit of these Portuguese settlers, that for the next
two and a half centuries they tried with great zeal to spread Christianity
in the land under their control, their headquarters being Goa. Some of
the methods they employed, like encouraging Portuguese men to marry
Kerala belles (after baptizing the latter), destroying tempies and
mosques in the area under their occupation, and assuring the poorer sec-
tions of the Hindus Portuguese protection as incentives to conversion,
were highly itregular, to say the least. But it must be said to their credit
that at least they were very zealous in their Christianization program.
Thousands of low caste Hindus were converted. .

_ Among the Portuguese two.names stand out for their zeal, Frapcis
Xavier and de Nobili. The first was a Spaniard who had rejected the
teachings of the reformers while studying in France, and had come under
the influence of the zealot and fanatic Ignatius Loyola, another Spaniard.
Kavier did marathon service in teaching and preaching, baptizing many
and instructing more. He travelled widely in south India, but finally left
India for other eastern lands. One gets the impression that even he was
disgusted at the quality of the converts the Portuguese had made. He was,

* perhaps, even more disgusted with the life the Portuguese led, full of

greed and avarice for earthly gain. The other persen, de Nobili, who
came to Madura, South India, was a pioneer among the Jesuits in his
method of approach to the Hindus. He believed. that to convert the high
caste Hindus he must himself become like one, and so he donned the
Hindu saffron robe of the mendicant or Sanyasi. He called himself a
Kshatriya and engaged a Brahmin cook, studied sanskrit, and the vedas,
and gave infrequent but long discourses to inquirers on the lines of Hin-
du students of philosophy. He further declared that a Hindu need not
leave his social or economic background, but could continue to use the
same caste marks, wear tufts of hair like any other Hindy, could wear the
sacred thread and could continue to live in the same family background
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as long as he did not worship idols. This he called the theory c;ftagc_on:(;
modation. At first the whole thing must have seemsd a r}ov;1 _ mgelt
many Hindus and a few Brahmins were “converted,” but as ‘t tf: noyd tg
wore off, only low caste Hindus were converted later. I} mu_s,tc1 e ’S?:ard-
his credit that he at least saw a problem in the high caste Hin l;S o
ness to the Gospel and also saw the neeq to divest western forms from
Gospel of Jesus Christ. In this he was m_deed a pioneer. Cheistiai.
However, he made the mistake of going too far and made. “hristian
'ty look the same as Hinduism. One gathers from Abbe Dubois that evzn
after 200 years there remained many H_l_ndu customs like caste a(linocg
these Christians of South India. There is even now a greaterht?ndf:nny
among the south Indian Christians to casteism than the _norﬁ n t}l‘::) cfs
One would just like to point out that there is nothing new in the me hods
now being advocated by many ch‘urc_h_t;s, whe::re_ﬂ?y l:hndu forms are g
to Christianity. It is at least as old as de Nobili himself. , -
The next period one may call the time of Protestant m"l'ss“ihi;
although the Roman church also made tremendous at:_lvanccls in s
period. Before we doso, we must pause to state how good God always s
been to send repeated streams of his people so that those In.dll]artls g};n
Hindus who wish to come to Jesus may‘dp s0. One alsp suspectst 211 w ¢
one generation becomes weak indteafzhflng and Chnstu__m ‘lea:lder.s ip, g
i is others to replenish and reinforce. _ . .
brmg(‘:smt:;s z?rf 'omnipotelilt and gracious God could have arranged all :2:;
factors that led to the modern missionary movement, now assoclat ¢
with the coming of the Protestant missionaries. Men in important pos
tions, like the king of Denmark&werf; moved by Gad to send missionaries
i ngelize the Hindus. Co : -
* in’l(}ll:;;oc:‘x;uae gthe first German pair, Ziegenbalg gir_:c.l_PIu_etsehaui tﬁ
Tranquebar in South' India. These products of the pietist 'moye;r}gri cls i
Halle laid the pattern for most of the latei Protestant m:ss@ns. 1;5 '
tabligting something like the much-maligned but necessary mlbl:‘:li(éﬂ
compound; then translating the_Scnptur_es__l_nto local languages ‘deia'-
had never been done before in all t_he ce_:n_turl_es_;o_f‘(_Jhr_lst_llan.l:ty_uzl In i ;
teaching and instructing from the Bible and exhorting to hvg goo g]?smy
lives. As pioneers they did very well: They were accused of Fatjr.ng ami
which was perhaps inevitable and pardonable in those early t?y:, an
anyway it is far easiet to criticize them than to find an altemg b\:{ s
" Towirds the end of the eighteenth century there came . illia n
Carey to Bengal with the avowed object of converting _the_Hgll Xs, an !
trusting in the promises of God (Isaiah_Sfl_:Z_,B), w1"c_h hls_!fnqlt_toa_ ttt‘_en?llias
great things for God, and expect great th1ngs from God. _E en?_an_ sin hi
work which were new were that the work should support itself | Lnanc__lz; 2‘(
and that Christian education was essennal. for grow:th. }for _thl§ e sit_agl ‘:n
Serampore College, emphasizing translating thg Blble__;p vagu;lus_ In L "
languages. He also'made the Wes'tgm churchgs aware o._.t eir gre
responsibilities to-evangélize the Hindus of India. "~ " it
- God’s hand in these decades i$ also seen in raising up ln_s_ 1.ad
mémbers of the British public like Wilber Force, who fought a pro oingdi d
battle for the cause of evangelization of the Hindus: But'the E_ast n_.

Company would hot allow missionaries to comé to India,
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This period is also remarkable for the number of Christian institu-

tions like hospitals and colleges which sprang up all over the country. At
one time it looked almost as if India might turn to Christ in a big way but
it never happened. This era of Protestant expansion was also character-
ized by a new sense of responsibility which the Indian church felt for
evangelizing their own countrymen. Indian church leaders grew in num-
ber and stature: Christian knowledge, education, and literature has
multiplied at an astonishing rate. _ .
. This period is also noteworthy for great expansion of the Gospel 1o
the tribal areas, and great mass movements, To these missionaries must
go the credit for giving.at least one phrase to the Indian peopie, the so-
called “missionary spirit,” but to them must also go the discredit that
centuries passed and they were not able to evangelize the Indians.

What lessons can we learn from this history of evangelization of
Hindus? First, there is much more than accident in these repeated inftux-
es of Christians to the land of the Hindus, some more, some less con-
cerned with the salvation of the Hindus. Surely there is the hand of the
Almighty in ail of this, and it is consistent with the kind of God the Bible
speaks about. _

Except for the Apostle Thomas, whose arrival is not beyond dispute,
there seems some kind of progression in the evangelistic fervor of our
visitors. God has thus prepared our generation for the great, leap for-
ward. Ood is preparing us for this. . :

What is equally obvious is that in spite of all these centuries of
evangelism, in 1971 only 2,67 per cent of the population were Christian,
and thai they live in only a few states of the wnion, Other states are vir-
tually without Christians, Morsover, even these are mosily urban, so that
villages remain practically untouched. The conclusions are obvious.

Thern perhaps, we can learn somathing about missionary methods
from history. There seems no mathematical relationship between method
and results, although this is only an impression. One missionary goes to a
tribal area and wins thousands to Christ while others sweat and labor for
decades and nothing seems to happen. In some institutions, lke hospi-
tals, no one is converted, while in others many are converted. A man ke
de Nobili, who-sacrified much, gained no more than many missionaries
who worked among some other groups,

There is no recognizable pattern between methods and magnitude of
converts. Unfortunately, we do not know enough about the prayer life of

‘all these missionaries so that we can’t try to equate their “production” of

converts with their prayer life. The life of men like Praying Hyde,
however, shows that there may well be a relationship between prayer and
conversions, _ .

Perhaps we can draw one conclusion safely, that no evangelist can
reproduce better Christians than himself. The Portuguese reproduced
unsatisfactory Christians of whom even one of their own felt so disgusted.
De Nobilt did the same. Syrians did the same. Perhaps the Protestant
missionaries have done the same, It seems a fairly valid conclusion,
because one tends fo copy the example given. This is human weakness,
Great is the responsibility of the evangelists to live holy lives before God
and men. History also teaches, lest we should forget it, that Christianity
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is no more a foreign religion than Islam or Hinduism, for it also came
from outside India. In apologetic preaching in India, this should be ham-
mered home much more often than is ever dene, : '

Can we learn anything about the message and its relevance to India
and Hindus from history? Although the evidences are few, it would seem
that the great interest in Christian education evidenced by the Hindus
from the time of Duff in Bengal, the great appreciation that Christian ser-
viee in Christian institutions have drawn from Hindus generally, and the
fact-that the spirit of service is not only widely recognized but called
“missionary spirit” would go to show to some extent that the message of
Christ as proclaimed in Tndia, has some relevance to the Hindu mind,

Further, the impetus that the wide Christian teaching has given to
aeo-Hinduism and Hindy reformers like Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Keshab
Chander Sen, Vivekananda, and Sri Aurobindo seem to indicate that the
message of the Bible in India in these latter times has produced some
lasting changes in Hindu thinking. The formation of many groups like the
Prarthana Samaj, in the west of India and the Arva Samaj in the north,
and the Brahmo Samaj in the east seem to indicate that a new spirit did
arise in Hinduism. From these, it would seem that the message has gone
home in some measure at least, to provoke the thinking Hindu to action,
however perverted. It seems safe to assunle that the Gospel which has
been preached in India may have not dealt a mortal blow to Hinduism,
but certainly has seriously injured it. C

In a sketchy appraisal of the hisiory of Hindu evangelization, one
did not have the oceasion to point out how institutions staried with very
good intentions and soon lost their essential original Christian character
and thrust. This seems the inevitable conclusion ‘one draws from a
careful survey of educational and medical institutions at least. Even the
orphanages in the south are facing serious problems. Can we say that the
phase of Christian instisutions in evangelism is finished or nearly so? The
only alternative seems to be to enter areas of Christian service like lepro-
sy work, care of the mentally retarded and epileptic, village medical
wotk, and perhaps public health work also, where cthers are unwilling to
serve. One recognizes great possibilities in the first three categories. Un-
fortupately, the Indian Christian medical doctors and their mentors
don’t seer fo realize this. For a long, long time to come, these arens are
likely to be open. : '

Cine did not have time to review in this short historical survey, the
effect of church vnions and indigenization of Hindu evangelization. It
wili be remembered that both these projecis were started to make
evangelization of Hindus easier and it is fair, therefore, to ask if more
Hindus have been converted in these last twenty-seven years when these
measures weee faken. it is almost certain that those groups who-have
formed such unions have had very little conversions. It seems paradoxi-
cal that those groups which refused to unite just for the sake of unity,
have had more Hindu conversions than the others. As far as one can
make oul from available data, there seems no basis for thinking that the
Hindus resist conversion becanse Christians are divided. Church unions,
therefore, scem to have forgotten to lay the golden egg.’From all ac-
counts, they have done very little in Hindu evangelization. With regard
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to indigenization, one has (o be more cautious. Perhaps it d S O
what one means by this word. If by this is meant divesﬁ?ng th;gi[;?siiz;l
megsage from its European garb, and Christian worship from Western
form_s, then gerhaps there has been some useful results. Thers is some
reason to think that the Western apparel and accompani’ﬁxentslma
hxr_lder thja effectivensss of the message to the Hindus. However thg
ev;dcﬁ:;_ce 13 Indot altogether unequivoca ' L 7
ime did not permit us to survey the history of such
aghrams,_and the use of Hindu thouggct forms to g‘hristian rl;l‘lgs‘;zglee?ﬁlgf
dia. T}.lere may be some substance to the siatement that Sadhu Sunder
Singh is _s-uppgsed to have made that for Hindus the Christian message
must be given in Indian glass tumblers or containers or something to that
effect. One feels that something like this was done by the aposties in the
West-when they went from the Jews to the Greeks. One is reminded that
John used ti}g Logos concept and Paul may well have used the words
flesh al:‘l(i spirit, from the Greeék gnostics: but it cannot be doubted tha‘£
they did use Greek thought forms to convey the typically Hebrew
message to non-Hebrews. Once it is realized that there is a real danger in
such an exercise, one feels there is real scope for such messages. -
N ;ng?rg 1ls little doub_t that none of the historical Christian mm}ements
. ;t:i ? ::’e;et tozufiafnphasns on.thxs, and those pioneers like de Nobili, who
. This takes us to what is today cailed Indian Christian theology. This
is such a huge subject that one-cannot adequately deal with itin a é)aper
like thl_s. Yet, one must say that there is a real need to expréss the message
of C}lrmt in thought forms understandable to the Indian mind, if this is
possible without damaging the content of the message. As Sunc’ier Singh
trlxed to say, but what no one at the time heeded, there ig a real need to
give the Gospél wrapped or contained in Indian dress or Indian con-
tainers. [t is interesting that this process does go on involuntarily almest
among the p00r1y~taught Hindu converts; and it is fascinating to see ho;;v
they use Hindu thought forms and expressions in their explanations for
fetiow Hindus. Some conservatives are likely to think that the wrappings
and trappings do not matter and ail that matters is the message. This is-an
over-simplification. These thought forms and phrases are very much part
of the message, just as language is a means of communication,
I_t'si.muid also be remembered that just as one does not use Greek
the original language of the Gospel, so also one may have 1o discarﬂ:

- Western phraseology and thought forms and adopt Indian thought forms

and expressions to the Hindus so that the message may make some sense
Qne;—: wonders how many evangelists have the courage to ask Hinch;
listeners what they thought about the message, whether they understood
it. Gften they wili be told that most of it was incoherent 1o him, “We did
noi undgrstand a thing,” is a common criticism by Hindus of the ordinary
evangelist's message. One wonders how sapérated evangelisis can
become from the common people of this land. One can only call it
ludicrous in the extreme when some American returned evangelists use
Amemcams.ms which mean nothing to the Eastemer', et alone the Hindu

There is much truth in the idea that anything foreign is rejected im:
mediately by the human being. Just as he rejects a kidaey or a heart, man
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rejects the Gospel-also, if it is made to appear foreign to him. One hag
learned from one’s sad experience how one’s highly developed Western
ideas go like water off a duck’s back when given to the average Indian,
The tragedy is that so few of the evangelists deal with ordinary men and
women. They are always travelling and meeting the same lkind of
nominal Christian crowd and inquirers that they have ceased to think
about the common man at all.

1t is an essential step in human tissue transplantation to expose the
recipient to immunosuppressor drugs. Something anaiogous to this may
well have to be done in preaching the Gospel to Hindus also. Like tissue
transplants the original qualities of course should not be sacrificed in this
process wherein lies the beauty and challenge of transpiant surgery. One
would think that there is immense beauty and joy in trying to com-
municate to Hindus the Gospel in forms he can understand. Nobody
should think that this is possible only to great theologians, Any Tom,
Dick, and Harry can carry on a long conversation with a Hindu and
learn his thought forms. Each Hindu is different. There is immense scope
for great originality which the blessed Holy Spirit can-give to illumined
minds,

This is a strategy paper. What is the best strategy for the Hindu? Cne
should at once say that we should recognize the enemy, his strength and
his weakness. One should also in the same breath say that the enemy is
Satan who has deceived the poor Hindu and not the Hindu himself. “We
wrestle against powers and...not against flesh and blood,” says the apos-
tle. This is important to recall lest we hate the Hindu and treat him as our
enemy, One must also remember that the only weapons which prevail
against this foe are spiritual weapons. In worldly methods, Satan and the
world are task masters, and we don’t have a chance against these.

The evangelist’s method against Satanic deception of the Hindu i3
therefore not weapons of argument, reasoning, logic, nor even Indian
Christian theology, but truth, righteousness, faith, and so on, as seen in
Ephesians 6. If there is one thing that sounds foolish, it is this, One wonid
think that Joshua must have at first thought it was silly to waik round and
round the well-Tortified city of Jericho. What a silly spectacle that niust
have been. Yet there is a lesson there for us which we in India have not
yet learned fully: that the author of saving faith is God Almighty alone
and that without his help and cooperation, all preaching is plain drived,
useless gibberish, One cannot over-emphasize this aspect. One thinks of
the many occasions in one’s experience when a poorly-attended Gospel
meeting was due to lack of prayer. _ :

Spiritual weapons alone can produce spiritwal victory and con-
quests. How does one react with the Hindus? Logically he is the victim of
a great fraud and deception and, therefore, is behooves us to treat him
with the compassion he deserves, provided he understands that one is not
agreeing with his religion nor his philosophy. This subtle ability to hate
the sin and love the sinner is rather a difficult art and needs much prac-
tice. Nothing. is .communicated if not conveyved with love. To com-
municate to the Hindu, one must love the Hindu. This is easier said than
done, as anyone knows who has tried. It is like walking on a razor’s edge.
His behavior patterns are based on his-worship of monkeys, cows, snakes,
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rats, and.even genitalia, and.such behavior does not ende:
civilized Christian’-Only the Spirit of Jesus Christ can gi\xe‘oiz?t}‘ijenf)dge?
to lqve such unlovely beings. But basically, it must be emphasized that he
wonit be saved unless someone loves him STl
t is sad that we have no material with us to dg's B
pari love frcup a Christian played in Hindu convergomnesfégz?rgr?eof?;shz
hupc_h that this is considerable. One fears that converts fight shy-of this
point.and are not utterly honest, fearing that their. testimonies may be
spoiled by the public avowal of human love as-an inducement for-con{er«
sion. One has no doubt at all that nothing can be truly commurnicated
w1th9ut love; not.even science. Fear and suspicion bar learning and com-
munication. Onﬁ: has no hesitation -in saying-that.the Hindy is weakest
here. H1_§ loneliness, his lack of a love experience; his desire: for love
HereT}};e l;i lve(;:y vulnerable. Should not one attack here? : .
' € hindwas. strangest in philosophical and: areum i i -
sions. Here, one should give him a widepberth-...Dialoggues f&tt?lt;lviildt;ictuhse
whole are quite useless. It is more likely that he will make you a Hindu
rather than vice versa. He. is in his-element in debate of any kind
To conclude then, evangelization of the-Hindu is urgent bu.siness
because there are-so many .unconverted Hindus (about 540 million)
Moreover, they may convert Europe and America to-Hinduism if one is.
not careful. Th.ey have been known to do this with-Baddhism in histor
_Furt?mr,-there is.every chance they may.become a'very important péo }Ie
in thls-gppgraphlcal. area. And surely Hindus are mote vulnerabie t'()(fay
than at any other time in history perhaps, They-are Ezfaste-losmg“-.fa'i't-h‘-in
almost ¢varyth1ng Indian: Thereis a vacuum in their experience of life.
and_ they aref_hl:u'{gering:for reality. Onty:Christ can fill it There is the
;;E:‘n;)gls pos;ibglhty_ alhso-that‘ they may turn to communism of other ways!
And above alk, Christian:com i j { ' in their
hour of spiritual need. - - p3531 o.n.d.emzjmd.si =t“k‘1at e hel.p t.hem‘m thf:u‘
Cur enemy is Satan, not the Hindus. Our weapons are spiritual,not
c-agn‘al_. CQur hiope:is not in: clever methodolegy, but the power. of the
gggﬁ:,—ifzﬁdlc:{e ?gd prayer. T.li'ne most important thing is to'stop talking
: art doing something’ it g is is God" '
He is committed to blgssus. " abqut.xt. A-ff?-r aI.l-, th1§ . GOd ’ -work.
Note: The: question is often asked, “Is there a Christ of Hinduism
th_e hldden Chnst, ete.? This is'a controversial subject. One does not,
w1sl3 to enter into any controversy. But one feels that there is no more
Christ in-Hindu scriptures than many. other great religion or mystic poe-
try. Various:claims have been made. All'one can say-honestly is that one
has not seen any Christ in Hinduism: ' ~ ... . ... . . ...




