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Christianity and Freedom in India: Colonialism, 
Communalism, Caste, and Violence 

Chad M. Bauman and James Ponniah 

'rhe Christian con1111unily in India is relatively :nT1all 1 yet its contribution to civil 
society has been substantial, at least from the perspective of those who consider 
Western secular

1 
de1Ttocratic forn1s of governance ideal. At the same ti1ne 1 however, 

the influence of this small community provokes anxiety among the guardian> of 
"traditional" Indian society. For then1, the Christian co1n1nunity represents a threat to 
essentially Indian social structures and cultural norms, and a potential fifth column 
wid1in the Indian nation (because of Indian Christians' putative '

1

foreign" loyalties 
and alliances with Western Christians). These anxieties have given rise to attempts to 
circumscribe Christian freedoms (particularly the freedom to evangelize), political 

and legal harass1nent, and even acts of violence. 
This chapter explores these issues in four parts. The first provides contextual 

demographic data on the Indian Christian community, as well as a bistmy of the 
devclopinent of tensions between India's Christians and 1--lindus. In the second part 
we look closely at the sources and severity of the social, legal, political, and violent 
pressures felt by the contemporary Indian Christian community. The third section 
focuses on the effects of these pressures on Indian Christian life and practice, and 
on Indian social and political life more generally. Finally, the last section provides 
a catalog of Christian contributions to Indian civil society, particularly in the form 
of projects and institutions involved in education, 1neclicine, poverty an1elioration, 

and hun1an rights activisn1. 
The structure of the chapter is not intended to read as a warning about what 

might be lost if the Christian community continues to be subjected to pressure. It 
is certainly true that the challenges faced by the contemporary Indian Christian 
community do present the possibility that their contributions to civil society could 
be lost or limited in substantial ways. Even so, a simple warning such as this would 
be inappropriate for at least two reasons. First, for the sake of balance, we must 
proceed without assuming in an a priori fashion that Christian contributions to 
Indian society have been useful or positive from all perspectives. T11ere is indeed, as 
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we discuss later, a robust public debate about that very issue in India today. Second, 
it would be inaccurate to assu1ne that the pressures experienced by Christians in 
contemporary India have led them lo withdraw from the public sphere. In fact, as we 
detail in the following, in n1any cases Indian Christians' experiences of harassrnent 
and violence have provoked then1 to beco1ne n1ore engaged in civil society, and not 
only in their own interest, but also on behalf of other n1arginalized

1 
oppressed, and 

threatened peoples. 

We have been indirectly conducting research on the topic of this chapter for more 
than five years, both through our own ethnographic investigations and by engaging 
with relevant archival, statistical, and seconda1y scholarly resources. In recent years, 
however, our research has had direct bearing on the subject n1atter of this chapter. 
Frain 2011 to 2013, we conducted interviews with n1ore than two hundred people 
in and around the villages surrounding .Delhi, Calcutta, Bon1bay, Bhubancswar, 
Kanclha1nal, SaIT1balpur, Fune, Goa, Bangalore, Mangalore, Chennai, Trichy, 
Madurai, Kanyakumari, Dehra Dun, and Hyderabad.' 

CONTEXTUAL AND I-IISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

Official Indian census data suggest that Christians cons!:itute approximately 
24 percent of the Indian population, but many believe that the censuses 
significantly underestin1ate the size of the co1nn1unity. There are a nurnbcr of 
reasons why this rnay be true. First, the census questions t:hen1selves have, for 
co1nplicatec1 reasons, occasionally discouraged 1ne1nbers of India's lower-caste 
co1n1nunities fro1n registering thernselves as Christian. Second, n1any low-caste 
Christians avoid registerillg the1nselves officially as such in order to continue 
taking advantage of governrnent reservations (in acaden1ic institutions, the civil 
service, legislatures, etc.; see later discussion) for which official conversion to 
Christianity would make them ineligible. Other Christians profess their faith 
only secretly, in order to avoid the negative ra1nificatio11s of doing so 111ore openly 
in their families or villages. Still others express devotion to Christ, but do not 
claim exclusive devotion to Christianity. Statisticians who rely upon the reported 
1nen1bership of Indian Christian churches and denon1inations arrive at 1nuch 
higher nun1bers than the official count. Johnson and Ross, for exatnple, esti1nate 
that India's 58 million Christians constitute +S percent of the population. For a 
variety of reasons, this figure seen1s to us the 1nost reasonable. 2 Sin1ilarly, statistics 
on growth vary considerably. Johnson and Ross estimate that the Indian Christian 
community grew by roughly 2.75 percent annually between 2000 and 2010, a period 
during which the Hindu community grew only 1.46 percent per year. Mandryk, 
on the other hand, suggests that the Christian population is growing at an annual 
rate of 3. 7 percenl,l 
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With 8 million ine1nbers, Rotnan Catholicisn1 re1nains the largest deno1nination 
in India. Boasting 2 million members, the Church of South India is a distant 
second. The Syro-Malabar Catholic Church, Seventh-Day Adventists, Oriental 
Orthodox Churches, United Evangelical Lutheran Churches, and Believers 
Church (associated with the American Mission, Gospel for Asia) each claim 
between r and 2 million members, with the Church of North India just below 
that mark.4 Roughly half of India's Christians are now associated with evangelical, 
charisn1atic, Pentecostal, and other independent "renewalist" churches and 

denon1inations.5 
The history o!Indian Christianity begins with the St. Thomas, or Syrian Christians. 

These Christians trace their history to the evangelical work of St. Thomas the apostle, 
who, they believe, arrived in what is today Kerala in 52 CE. Such a trip would have 
been possible for a first-century Jew, and certain noncanonical Christian scriptures 
can be read to suggest that Thomas visited India on his missionary journeys. But 
the myth cannot be historically verified. What is more certain, however, is that 
settlers and missionaries from the Church of the East (the Nestorian Church), who 
followed East Syrian liturgical rites, established a Christian presence in southern 
India by around the third century CE.6 The ancestors of these Malayalam-speaking 
St. Thomas Christians had achieved a relatively high status within South Indian 
society already by the sixth century. They then rose to prominence as a high-ranking 
warrior and n1erchant co1n1r1unily in the tnedieval period, when they co111peted 
for and received local "honors" (mariyatai) from, and the palrnnage of, petty kings 

along the southwestern Malabar Coast.7 
Their high •social and religious status was facilitated, in part, by the fact that th eh 

religious cult apparatus, which focused on the shrines of charis1natic, thau1naturgical 
saints (many of them from Syria), resembled and was intimately related to that 
of local 1-Iindus and Muslims. Moreover, the "honors" bestowed on St. 11101nas 
Christians entailed their participation in acts of worship during Hindu ceremonies 
and festivals sponsored by local rulers. For these reasons, the St. Thomas Christians 
were relatively well integrated into South Indian society during this period, and they 

were treated as a co1n1nunity of high social and ritual rank.8 

After the end of the fifteenth century, however, a number of social and political 
processes conspired to disintegrate India's Christians fro1n their social, cultural, 
and religious 1nilieu. The most obvious and in1portant of these processes was 
colonialism. The Portuguese arrived in Soutl1 India in r498 and allied themselves 
with St. Thomas Christians. The alliance offered certain benefits to India's ancient 
Christians, but it also associated the1n forever afteri in the minds of other Indians, 
with the excesses of Portuguese imperialism (e.g., the Inquisition). At the same 
time, missionaries associated with or protected by Portuguese political authority 
began converting large numbers of low-caste Hindus to Christianity, with the effect 
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of slowly undermining the high social status the Indian Christian community had 
previously enjoyed. 

These trends continued into the era of British colonialism, which made itselffelt 
on the Malabar Coast when the Hindu states of Travancore and Cochin became 
British East India Company (BEIC) tributaries in i795. Economic and political 
processes set in motion by the BEIC threatened the viability of the St. Thomas 
Christian connnunity's traditional occupations, eroding it'l status even further. 9 

In the meantime, evangelical BEIC residents and British missionaries had set 
about reforming what they considered the unacceptably syncretistic nature of 
St. Thomas Christianity. However, it was the St. Thomas Christians' syncretism 
and openness to participating in the rites and celebrations of non~Christi.an local 
rulers that had preserved their integration and relatively high status within local 
economies of purity and pollution.'° In addition, as had their predecessors, Christian 
missionaries enjoying the protection of the BEIC also converted large numbers of 
low-caste Hindus to the faith. Consequently, by the halfway point of the nineteenth 
century upper-caste Hindus along the Malabar Coast began to consider St. Thomas 
Christians to be a ritually polluting caste and withheld honors from them in local 
Hindu festivals." Hindu-Christian riots resulting from honors contestations became 
more and more regular in areas with large St. Thomas Christian and upper-<:aste 
Hindu populations. 12 

"l11e association of Christianity with colonialism, the Europeanization of 
St. Thorrnis religious belief and practice, and the growing numbers of low-caste 
converts to Christianity had a profoundly negative effect on the perception oflndian 
Christianity, and on relationships between Christians and I-Iindus. The deterioration 
of Hindu-Christian relations was further accelerated by the rising number of 
n1issionaries at work in India after i813, the related British involven1ent in colonial 
education and social refonns (e.g., the banning of widow burning, or suttee, in 
i829), and policy changes disfavoring India's traditional landed elites, By the second 
half of the nineteenth century, then, India's Christians, both ancient and new, had 
co111e to be perceived by 1nany as adherents of a "foreign" religion with suspect 
political loyalties. Not surprisingly, native Indian Christians were regularly targeted 
in the Great Rebellion of i857.'' In the subsequent Hindu revival movements of the 
late nineteenth century, 1nissionaries and native Indian Christians were frequently 
attacked, rhetorically and physically."' 

111e distinction between Christians and adherents of India's other religions 
was further reinforced by the British tendency to conceive of and organize India's 
population according to religious community- a tendency most clearly manifested 
in decennial censuses collected by the British. In the late nineteenth century, British 
adn1inistrators began to enun1erate and thereby politicize religious identity, and 
in the early twentieth century they decided to grant separate electorates to India's 
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religious 111inorities. is Individually, and in con1bination, l:hese policies buttressed "the 
supposedly primordial corporate identity and structures of leadership of castes and 
religious sects ... thereby rendering rigid what had hitherto been more negotiable 
entities.'"' Other factors too complex to be covered in these pages compounded the 
effect, for example, the development of highly politicized associational life (often 

organized along religious lines) in the rapidly growing urban centers of British 
India'7 and the "fractured" 18 and at ti111es paradoxically atavistic n1odernity of India's 
urban 1-Iindu middle classes, which impeded the development of more inclusive 

and interreligious countercolonial Indian identities.
1

9 

Already in the late nineteenth century, Hindus began establishing organizations to 
unclen11ine or counter the influence of Christianity in India. The 111ost i1nportant of 
these early organizations was the Arya Samaj, founded in 1875 by Swami Dayanand 
Saraswati (1824-1883). 20 Yet Christianity continued to grow~ and conversions even 
accelerated in the last decades of the nineteenth century, in large part as a result of 
a series of devastating fa1nines that provoked conversions and sent fa1nine orphans 
into Christian orphanages (and from there into churches)." Observing this tre!1d, 
authors in the first decades of the twentieth century, such as U. N. Mukherji, 
predicted the demise of Hinduism. Other Hindus established sabhas ("societies"), 
and eventually, in 1925, the All-India Hindu Mahasabha ("Great Society"), to 
defend Hinduism against Christian (and Muslim) incursions. Those involved in 
such movements agreed that the essence and special genius of Indian identity, and 
the only possible source of the kind of unity that would be required to displace the 
British, was·· 'T-Iincluness," or Hindutva, as articulated by V. D. Savarkar's 1923 tract, 

Hindutva: Who Is a Hindu? 
In conte1nporary India, those who 1nost regularly advocate the circun1scription 

of minority religious freedoms (rhetorically or violently) are most often associated 
with the Sangh Parivar, the "Family of the Sangh," a collection of Hindu 
nationalist organizations. The constituent bodies of the Sangh Parivar were 
established by members of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (National Volunteer 
Organization), or RSS, which itself was founded in 1925. The RSS's founder, 
Maharashtrian Keshav Baliram Hedgewar (1889-1940 ), was inspired by Savarkar's 
notion of 1-Iindutva, and his organization grew quickly throughout the i92os, 1930s, 
and 1940s. The RSS eventually spawned other religious, cultural, and political 
organizations intent on defending Hinduis1n and containing the Muslin1 and 
Christian "threat." These included the Akhil Bharatiya Vanvasi Kalyan Ashram, 
or ABVKA ("All-India Forest-Dweller's Welfare Center," founded in 1952); the 
Vishwa Hindu Parishad, or VHP ("World Hindu Council," founded in 1964); and 
what became the Bharatiya Janata Party or BJP ("Indian People's Party") - India's 
primary opposition political party and perennial opponent of the more secularist 

Congress Party.22 
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. Those affiliated with the Sangh Parivar generally advocate more expansive legal 
constraints on n1inority religious freedorns, and 1nore aggressively so

1 
than those not 

affiliated with the Sangh. However, concerns about the spread and growth of"foreign" 
faiths such as Islam and Christianity are relatively widespread in contemporary India. 
Even Gandhi, whose inclusive conception of Indian unity contrasted significantly 
with the Hindu-oriented nationalism of Savarkar and Colwarkar, regularly accused 
Indian converts of being denationalized. I-le criticized missionaries for targeting 
lower-caste 1-Iindus (whom he controversially considered unintelligent and gullible) 
and for using social services to lure itnpecnnious Indians to the Christian path.'·3 
Gandhi also called into question the clon1inant Christian conception of conversion 
(as a salvation-inducing shift from one religious affiliation to another) and cast doubt 
on the desirabilily and motives of the Christian evangelical project itself. 

Gandhi was assassinated by a man with links to the Sangh Parivar months after 
India gained independence in August i947 and therefore had liti:le direct effect on 
the development of its constitution. While still alive, Gandhi famously had given 
a1nbiguous replies to questions about whether conversion or evangelis111 should 
be banned in an independent India. In a strong state1nent fron1 which he later 
backed away, at least to some extent, he said, "If I had power and could legislate 
I should certainly stop all proselytizing. It is the cause of much avoidable conflict 
between classes and unnecessary heart-burning a1nong 111issionaries."24 In many 
ways, then, Gandhi rnainsh·eamed criticisrn ofChristian 1nission work. He reflecl:ed 
an ambivalent altitude toward the liberal idea of freedom of religion, taken to in elude 
the practice of religious persuasion and conversion. This attitude re1nains typical 
even a1nong Hindus otherwise supportive of secular governance. Such widespread 
arnhivalence ::ibout the propriety of religious evange.lis111 and conversion blunts the 
secularist critique of the Sangh's tnore chauvinistic and anti111inority actions and 
proposals. 

Given this widespread an1bivalence about Christian evangelizing
1 
it is perhaps not 

at all surprising that the Constituent Assembly- the body charged with developing 
independent India's constitution - entertained the idea of a constitutional ban 
on conversion when debating India's constitution. In the end, the ban did not 
pass/ in large part because of objecti0ns fro1n Christians and n1ore generous and 
secular-minded Hindus in the assembly. When the Drafting Committee finally 
forwarded the draft constitution to the Constituent Assembly in February i948, it 
included the following statement: "Subject to public order, morality and health ... 
all persons arc equally entitled to freedom of conscience and Ll1e right freely to 
profess, practice and propagate religion." Debate erupted, as it had earlier in the 
process, over the inclusion of the right to "propagate religion/' and 1nany I-Iinclus 
expressed concern that it would unclennine and even threaten the very survival of 
I-Iinduisin. However, Christians and their non-Christian allies were able to garner 
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enough support for the wording to have it included as article 25 in the constitution." 
Thus, Christian voices were clearly instrurriental in ensuring that robust religious 
freedo1ns were enshrined in the Indian constitution. Nevertheless, 1nany 1--Iindus 
left the debates feeling that Christians had taken advantage of the Hindu majority's 
generosity, and this feeling undoubtedly tinctured debates about missionaries and 

conversion in the following decade. 
For example, in the decade after independence, Sangh groups and other Hindu 

sabhas prompted several states to conduct inquiries into the tactics and legality of 
Christian missionaries. The most famous of these resulted in the publication of the 
influential Christian Missionary Activities Inquiry Committee Report (1956), widely 
known as the Niyogi Committee Report (after the name of the judge who chaired the 
committee). The Niyogi Committee, which was sponsored by the Madhya Pradesh 
state govern1nent, conducted and transcribed hundreds of interviews with me111bers 
of all religious communities around Madhya Pradesh and present-day Chhattisgarh. 
On the basis of these interviews, and on its somewhat prejudiced analysis of an 
impressive array of missionary literature, the committee concluded that Christianity 
was growing rapidly (and at the expense of Hinduism). TI1ey alleged that foreign 
Christians sought not only the souls of Hindus, but their political loyalty as well. 
F'urthennore

1 
they claimed that Christians were using their superior access to 

Western wealth and technological prowess, manifested primarily in their medical 
and educational facilities, to gain access to non-Christian Indians in order to lure, 
cajole, or dupe thern into converting to Christianity.26 

The co1nn1ittee recon1n1ended that India send home foreign n1issionaries focused 
primarily on evangelism and counseled the drafting of laws prohibiting conversion 
by "force~ fraud, or incluce1nent" (or so1netitnes, "force, fra11d, and allure1nent'). 
This phrase, and its attendant ass11111ptions and implied accusations, have becon1e a 
touchstone of the antimissionary 1novernent in India, and one finds the phrase used 
regularly, even today, in public discourse and parliamentary discussion. 

The accusation that Christianity spread primarily through force, fraud, and 
inducement rested on the belief that missionaries frequently leveraged their greater 
access to Western wealth and power- thro11gh, for exan1ple, the offers of cash, loans, 
legal help, medical care, or education (free or at reduced rates for Christians), and 
so on - to tempt or oblige non-Christians to convert. Such implicit and explicit 
offers had occasionally been made in earlier eras of missionary work. But the 
assertion that they were widespread was outdated even in the 1950s and is even more 
so today (though a "new breed'"' of well-funded, aggressively evangelistic, mostly 
independent evangelical and Pentecostal Indian missionaries has returned, to sorne 
extent, to missionary tactics long ago abandoned by 111ainstrea111 Protestants and 

Catholics). 
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. Atthe most fundamental level, the phrnse expresses concern that the contemporary 
religious playing field is uneven, and that ihe superior wealth and power of the 
Western world tilt the competition in favor of religions, including Christianity, that 
are popularly associated with it (even if illegitimately so). Such concerns led the 
Niyogi Cornn1ittee ine1nbers to recon11nend a ban on conversion by force, fraud, 
and allurement and inspired a series of state laws (most of which are euphemistically 
called "Freedom of Religion" laws) enacting the proposed ban in Odisha (1967), 
Madhya Pradesh (1968), Anmachal Pradesh (1978), and elsewhere."' Lawmakers 
proposed similar policies at the national level three times (in 195+, 196o, aud 
1978) but failed each time to gain the support necessary for passage.'' 

Odisha's "Freedom of Religion Act, 1967,'' which became the model for 
others, prohibits "conversion from one religion to another by the use of force or 
induce1nent or by fraudulent rneans and for 1natters incidental thereto." While the 
act· defined 

11

conversion" in a relatively sb·aightforward inanner, it left spacious roo1n 
for interpretation in its definitions of "force," "fraud," and "inducen1ent." Force, 
for exarnple, included "threat of divine displeasure or social excon1n1unication." By 
definition, then, conversions resultingfron1 Christian preaching about the judgrnent 
of God on sinners would be illegal. "Fraud" was defined vaguely, and in a circular 
fashion) as "1nisrepresentation or any other fraudulent contrivance." Siinilarly, a 
broad definition of "inducernent," as "the offer of any gift or gratification, either 
in cash or in kind and shall also include the grant of any benefit, either pecuniary 
or otherwise," left substantial margin for interpretation. Was the offer of Christian 
fellowship, for example, an inducement? The promise of life within a community 
that (rhetorically, at least) proclaimed the equal dignity of all people? Acts of charity 
for the poor, even if offered to all religious people, and without any explicit strings 
attached? Other so-called freedom of religion laws suffered from similar ambiguities. 

While to our knowledge no one has ever been successfully prosecuted under 
tl1ese laws, they are frequently used to harass the Indian Christian community. In 
fact, attacks on Christians often encl only when their attackers haul them to the 
police, who book the victims for "forcible conversion" at the instigation of attackers. 
While the charges are almost inevil·ably dropped, Christians often are jailed for 
several hours, days, or even 1r1onths or ::ire forced to pay bribes or bail to secure their 
release.3° 

Since the acts include language that was rejected by the Constituent Assembly 
and did not appear in the constitution, they were challenged almost immediately in 
court. The High Courts of Odisha struck clown that state's law, but its counterpart 
in Madhya Pradesh upheld its equivalent, and eventually, the Supreme Court of 
India was called upon to reconcile the verdicts in the case of Stanislaus vs. The State 
of Madhya Pradesh, which was decided in January of 1977. TI1e Supreme Court 
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upheld the ruling of Madhya Pradesh's High Court, and the constitutionality of the 
acts themselves. While the Christians who argued in favor of the right to propagate 
before the Constituent Assembly no doubt assumed it included the right to convert 
others, the Supren1e Court distinguished between propagation and conversion. 
What the constil-ution's article 25 grants, the Court argued: 

is not the right to convert another person to one's own religion, but to transn1it 
or spread one's religion by an exposition of its tenets ... there is no fundan1ental 
right to convert another person to one's own religion because if a person purposely 
undertakes the conversion of another person to his religion .. , that would in1pinge 
on the "freedon1 of conscience" guaranteed to all the citizens of the counhy alike.3

1 

As a result, therefore, there ren1ains in India no nationally guaranteed right to seek 
the conversion of another person intentionally. Practicallyi decisions with respect to 
the constitutional right to "propagate" are made on the ground, by local legislatures. 
At the very least, the decision returned in Stanislaus vs. The State of Madhya 
Pradesh paved tl1e way for the drafting of new state laws proscribing conversion, 

which several states have since clone. 

SOURCES AND SEVERITY OF PRESSURES ON THE 

INDIAN CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY 

As indicated, though these laws have rarely, if ever, been used successfully to 
prosecute Christian pastors, evangelists, or tnissionaries, the a1nbiguous definitions 
they deploy for terms like "fraud" and "allurement" have allowed for the frequent 
legal harasstnent of ordinary Christians. While the Indian constitution therefore 
appears, pri1na facie, to enshrine a relatively expansive degree of religious :freedon1i 
including the freedom to "propagate" one's religion, tl1e Supretne Court's decision 
to distinguish the right to convert another from the right to propagate has effectively 
restricted that freedom. (Whether the right to convert another should be protected 
is of course another matter.) The restriction is manifested legally in the Court's 
refusal to assert that the right to convert another is a fundamental right. It is also 
apparent socially in the fact that India's history of judicial tergiversation and legal 
an1biguily has created a good deal of confusion, which, cornbined with the uneven 
and sometimes compromised application of the law, makes space for abuse and the 

use of existing laws to harass Christians. 
If the lack of full freedom to proselytize represents one form of pressure on India's 

Christians (at least on the evangelistic among them), and its "Freedom of Religion" 
laws represent a second (again, at least on expansionist Christian co1n1nunities), 
then India's reservation system supplies yet a third. The Indian constitution allows 
for positive forn1s of discrirnination akin to affinnative action on behalf of Inclia

1

s 



-:) 

Christianity and Freedoni in India 

1ninority co1n111unities. And since independence, Indian legislatures, both national 
and at the state level, have preserved reservations for rr1inority co1n1nunities in 
legislatures, civil service, and educational institutions. A1nong the groups favored by 
the reservation syste1n are 111embers of India's lower castes ("Scheduled Castes," or 
SC) and tribes ("Scheduled Tribes," or ST). A presidential order in 1950 stipulated 
that "no person who professes a religion different from B induism shall be deemed to 
be a member of a scheduled caste." And later rulings further clarified that Sikhs and 
Buddhists were, for these purposes, to be considered "Hindu." (No such stipulations 
were placed on ST identity.) 

The argument in favor of the presidential order has been that officially, at 
least, Christians do not recognize caste, and, therefore, that low-caste converts to 
Christianity should no longer be considered low caste. Opponents of the order have 
pointed out that n1any SC converts to Christianity continue to suffer prejudice clue 
to their low-caste status, at the hands of both Hindus and other Christians, and have 
argued, therefore, that that SC converts to Christianity deserve continued access to 
SC reservations. At the root: of the issue, of course, lie unresolvable debates about 
whether caste is a Hindu or Indian social product. 

What this 111cans, in practice, is that SC converts to Christianity lose access to the 
politically and financially important reservations they enjoy before conversion. The 
reservation syste1n, then, constitutes a kind of disincentive for SC I-lindus to convert 
to Christianity." No doubt some who might have been inclined to convert refuse to 
do so for this very reason. For similar reasons, a large number of SC Hindus who do 
convert to Christianity refuse to acknowledge their conversion formally and continue 
to register themselves as I-Iindu in order to protect their access to reservations. 'TI1is 
widespread dissi1nulation has itself been Lhe ::;ource of significant tension between 
India's Christians and Hindus. The anti-Christian violence in Kandhamal, Odisha 
(on which, more later), was fueled in part by tensions related to the issue." 

India's legal systezn therefore puts direct and indirect pressure on, or disprivileges, 
its Christian community (or at least its evangelistic Christian community) in at 
least tfoee ways. As indicated, legal harassment often accompanies, or extends and 
exacerbates, the hardship of physical assault, Thus, to the three forms of pressure 
exerted on the Indian Christianity cu1nn1unity enu1nerated earlier, we 1nust add a 
fourth: violent attack. The violence that India's Christians experience falls primarily 
into two broad categories: 1) what we might call "everyday" attacks and 2) large-scale 
riot violence. In what follows, we briefly describe each of these in turn. 

In the postcolonial era, India's Christians have never experienced the kind of 
violence that India's Muslims have endured. Indeed, from independence until the 
late 1990s, attacks on Christians were relatively rare. According to United Christian 
Forum for Human Rights (UCFHR) estimates, for example, only thirty-two cases of 
violence against Christians were officially registered between 1964 and 1996. In 1997, 
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though, UCFI-IR noted fifteen cases, and in i998, astoundingly, the number jumped 
to ninety.* Between i998 and 2007, the number of cases reported in the media 
rose to their current levels of around 250 lo 300 attacks a year.35 Our own fieldwork 
suggests these figures may even underestimate tlie frequency of anti-Christian 
attacks. We call these attacks "everyday" not to diminish their effects or severity, 
but rather to highlight the fact that tl1ey are, in a very literal sense, quite nearly a 
daily occurrence. Moreover, they are "everyday'' in the sense of being routine or 

unremarkable. They are also routinized, even stylized. 
Most of the everyday attacks target pastors, preachers, and evangelists (and their 

followers), sometimes in their own churches but more often while ihey are at work 
on the streets, in vacation 13.ible schools, or in the hon1es of converts or potential 
converts. In the usual pattern, a small group or mob of people identified by the 
victin1s as "1-Iindu nationalists/' or inernbers of the "Sangh Parivar," ''BJP," ''RSS/' 
"Bajrang Dal

1

11 or ''VHP," approaches the victin1s and accuses thetn of fraudulent 
or "forcible" conversion. The hostile group then proceeds to steal, destroy, or 
dispose of any evangelistic inedia in the victims' possession (along with the ineans of 
transportation - e.g., bikes, motorcycles - that allows them to travel for evangelical 
purposes). Next, the mob begins slapping, punching, kicking, and dragging the 
victims, sometimes halfheartedly, and at other times with vigor and reckless violent 
abandon, even mirth. The everyday attacks are only very rarely fatal, but the victims 
co1n1nonly receive injuries that require hospitalization. Frequently, they are then 
kidnapped or otherwise transported against their will to another village, or to a police 
station, where they often find that charges have already been registered against them 
(charges that almost never lead to prosecution, let alone conviction). Tiw victims 
who are taken to a police station often find little protection there, and 111any are 
interrogated by the police or incarcerated for a few hours or days "for their own 
protection" (which in some cases may in fact be true but is often nolhing more than 

an excuse for illegal detainment). 
Whereas the "everyday" violent attacks on Indian Christians tend to target specific 

people or co1nn1unities, the anti-Christian riots tend to be 1nore widespread and 
generalized. Already in the i98os there were occasional communal riots involving 
Christians. The best known and most significant of these originated in Mandaikadu 
village, in the southernmost coastal district of Kanyakumari (Tamil Nadu). During 
a popular local Hindu temple festival in i982, rumors spread that some Christian 
men had molested Hindu women taking their ritual baths. Tension spread 
between Christians and Hindus in the location, and police intending to quiet 
the conflict ended up firing into a crowd and killing at least six Christians. The 
violence then spread to surrounding villages in tl1e weeks afterward. At least two 
n1ore persons were killed in subsequent police interventions, and another person 
died in Hindu-Christian clashes in the village of Kovalam, while hundreds more 
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were injured. Christians and Hindus alike were affected by the violence; churches, 
tetnples, schools, and convents were destroyed, and rnany wells were poisoned. In 
Pollamthurai village alone the homes of more than six hundred Catholic fisher folk 
were destroyed, along with valuable fishing equipment. Officially, nine Christians 
died in the attacks, though many believe the number to be higher. Though official 
figures include no Hindus among the dead, many witnesses allege that several 
Hindns were also killed by rioting Christians.16 The Mandaikadu riots seemed an 
aberration to many al the lime. Indeed, it was not until Christmas in i998, in the 
Dangs, Gujarat, that another sirnilar riot occurred. This tin1e, the violence was 1nore 
one-sided and targeted lTibal converts to Christianity. Though none lost their lives 
in the attacks, rioters destroyed dozens of Christian homes, schools, and places of 
worship over the span of several days. 

Though the "everyday" incidents of anti-Christian violence continued apace 
in the intervening years, no large-scale riots occurred again until the day before 
Christmas, in 2007, when violence erupted in Kandhamal, Oclisha. Though 
not the first incident in the violence, an early altercation between Christians 
and the h'aveling entourage of Swami Lakshmanananda Saraswati (a beloved 
but controversial Hindu leader known for his social and religious work among 
local tribal peoples, his pron1otion and defense of Hinduism, and his criticis1n 
of Christian evangelism) galvanized anti-Christian activists in the region and 
probably ensured that the riots would spread farther, and last longer, than might 
have otherwise been the case. 

The 2007 Kandhamal violence lasted for a few days, but then broke out again 
eight months later, in August of 2008, after the swami was assassinated in cold blood 
while celebrating Krishna's birthday in his ashram, surronnrlerl by followers (several 
of whom were also killed). Naxalites, the violent Maoist revolutionaries at work in 
large swaths of rural India, claimed responsibility, but many of the swami's followers 
believed Christians had carried out the attack, either alone or in league with the 
Naxalites. As a result, they unleashed a series of devastating assaults on Christians, 
Christian neighborhoods, and Christian villages. During the two rounds of violence, 
at least fifty people lost their lives; dozens were beaten, shot, stabbed, molested, 
and raped; and thousands lost their homes. At the height of the second round of 
violence, around 301000 Christians were in refugee ca1nps spread throughout the 
region, a nun1ber that is particularly striking given that the most recent census 
figures suggest that there are only around i17,ooo Christians in the entire district.37 
Afterward, violence occurred in other states, especially in and around Mangalore 
and Bangalore (both in the state of Karnataka). Though most of the victims were 
Christian, n1any Hindus were also attacked and driven out of their hotnes. So1ne 
became refugees themselves; others lost their lives. In one attack in Kandhmnal 
alone, a Christian mob destroyed 120 Hindu homes. 
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National Sangh spokespersons portrayed the anti-Christian violence as a natural 
(if regrettnble) and therefore, in their view, at least somewhat justifiable response 
to Christian evangelizing and ''conversion activities." On the other hand, local 
observers more frequenl'ly understood the attacks as a result of the sinister and 
concerted exploitation, by Sangh activists and local Oriya traders,38 of econon1ic 
co1npetition between the n1ostly Christianized, son1ewhat 1nore financially 
successful SC Pana community and the largely un-Christianized, less developed ST 
Kandha community. These observers also attributed foe attacks to political tensions 
arising from the Pana community's attempt to have itself reclassified as an ST, for 

reasons articulated previously.w 
It is difficult to account for the rise in anti-Christian violence since the end of 

the 1990s. Some have linked it to the growing strength of the B JP, which gained 
greater power at the center, and in many individual states, in the elections of 
1998 (but which had by 2004 relinquished many of those same gains).4' Others 
have suggested that the Sangh turned its attention to Christians after concluding 
that its anti-Muslim agenda was no longer reaping the same political rewards.4' 
Others have noted that 1998 was the year that Sonia Gandhi, the Italian- and 
Catholic-born widow of a for1ner Indian prin1e 1ninister, Rajiv Gandhi, took 
control of the more secularist Congress Party, making it attractive for the Congress 
Party's rivals to prornote and perpetuate suspicions about the "foreign" religion 
of Christianity. Still others have suggested the rise in anti-Christian rhetoric and 
violence might represent an offended response to the quite public targeting of 
India's Hindus by Christian evangelical and missionary groups (as exhibited, 
for example, by "AD2000" and the "Joshua Project")."' We have ourselves have 
suggested elsewhere that the rise in anti-Christian violence is perhaps at least 
partially related to the increasing force of globalization in 1990s India, of which 
Christians are often perceived to be patsies, and for which they seen1 to stand, in 
the ininds of inany, as proxies.43 

Whatever the immediate causes, what makes it possible that India's Christians 
could become the focus of antiminority sentiment and violence is the widespread, 
anxiety-producing perception that Christianity is an ever-expansionist religion with 
strong political and cultural allegiances to the West. Critics argue that Christianity, 
if left unchecked, could threaten the current hierarchical social and cultural 
structures, and even the political integrity of the Indian nation, as it is believed to be 
doing among the separatist movements in India's Northeast. (The fact that members 
of these separatist n1oven1ents have sometirnes had Christian roots contributes to the 
widely held public perception that they operate with the tacit or even direct support 
oflocal Christians and Christian institutions.) While few Indians actively advocate 
restrictions on conversion in conte1nporary India, and while fewer still participate 
in violence against India's Christians, the concerns of those who do are quite widely 
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shared. For this reason 1 public condenu1ation of anti-Christian rhetoric, activity
1 

-and violence is often not as negative or forceful as one 1night expect, and this 1nutecl 
response contributes to its perpetuation. 

EFFECTS OF TI-IF.SF. PRESSURES 

If the lack of a forceful public denunciation of anti-Christian activism accounts, 
at least partly, for its survival and growth, so too does another, less obvious 
fact: Anti-Christian activism works. Criticisms of Christian thought, practice, and 
especially evangelisin have provoked profound transforn1ations in Indian Christian 
lifo and practice. Insofar as the criticisms have been civil, we might celebrate these 
transfonnations as the positive result of public debate in an open, den1ocratic society. 
After all) it is through public contestation that societies atte1npt to achieve consensus 
about the good and socialize their 111e1nbers in accordance with collective notions 
of appropriate behavior. But the very uncivil legal harassment of Christians and 
the violence com1nitted against the1n have also worked, and here neutral observers 
1nay have 1nore reason for concern. In what follows) \Ve briefly articulate a nu1nber 
of tangible effects of anti-Christian activism in India, grouped into three major 
categories: 1) demographic effects; 2) theological, liturgical, and evangelistic effects; 
and 3) political effects. 

Demographic Effects 

The primary demographic effect of anti-Christian activism has been the internal 
1nigration of Christians fro111 areas where they are a threatened n1inority to places 
where they are no longer, or not as acutely1 threLltened (e.g., larger urban centers, 
or villages, cities, districts, and states where Christians constitute a majority). While 
we suspect that the eve1yclay incidents of anti-Christian violence subtly support the 
out-migration of Christians from hostile regions, it is in the wake of the Kandhamal 
riots that we see the demographic effects of anti-Christian violence most clearly. 
Because of continued harasstnent, lost en1ploy1nent or educational opportunities) 
and threats of violence after the riots, many Christians who fled to refugee camps 
during the Kandhamal violence had trouble resettling in their home villages. 
Because of these challenges, many Christians in Kanrlhamal decided to resettle 
outside the region. A good number migrated to Bhubaneswar, the capital and largest 
city of Odisha, for jobs and security. Others left the state entirely, moving to nearby 
urban centers such as .Bangalore, or to states, like Kerala and Ta1nil Naclu, 1nore 
hospitable to Christians. If one of the goals of those who perpetrate anti-Christian 
harassn1ent and violence is to Hinduize local geographies, then it is clear that the 
riots worked spectacularly. Kandhamal today is a much more Hindu space than it 
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\Vas in 2007;44 one report suggests that as 1nany as twenty-five thousand Christians 
were pern1anently displaced from the region as a result of the riots.45 

Theological, Liturgical, and Evangelistic Effects 

The effects of anti-Christian activism on Christian life and practice are more 
complex. Since the colonial period, Christian-Hindu debates have caused at least 
sorue European 1nissionaries and Indian Christians to reconsider their prior belief 
in Lhe exclusive soteriological efficacy of Christianity, whereas interacting with 
Hindus merely confirmed and entrenched lhc theological cxclusivism of others. 
Additionally, Indian complaints about the putative "foreignness" of convert culture, 
worship, and theology were no doubt at least partially responsible for the Christian 
theological and liturgical innovations (e.g., "indigenization" and "acculturation") 
that began in earnest in the 196os.46 Moreover, it is equally clear that the lack of 
enthusiasm for direct evangelis1n shown by conte1nporary 111ainstrea1n Indian 
Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox Christians is related to their desire to maintain 
their status as respectable communities in predominantly Hindu India (though in 
this case the shift in focus from evangelism to social transformation also reflects 
theological and missiological b:ends among liberal Christians worldwide). 

The same impulse tl1at led some Indian Christians to seek theological connections 
with their non-Christian neighbors prompted them, after the escalation of 
anti-Christian violence, to seek rnore practical connections as well. In the aftennath 
of tl1e religious violence in Kamataka in 2008, for example, Catholic bishops in the 
state made friendly visits to Hindu and Muslim places of worship and joined hands 
with flindu s\.vamis at Pejawar Matl in a rally against land inining. Other groups, 
such as the Catholic Sabha in Mangalore, have focused on making Christian 
celebrations including Christn1as n1ore welco1ning to non-Christians and now 
sponsor interfaith meetings highlighting the values that Christians hold in common 
with non-Christians during the season. Such efforts reflect a significant change in 
the attitude of many Christians toward non-Christians, a change made explicit by 

the Catholic archbishop of Bangalore, Bernard Moras, who told us: 

Building up bridges and developing respect. for ench other is true evangelization. 
That is the kingdom which the Lord expected us to build. [The] Lord has not 
said, "convert everyone." [Rather, he said go] and proclahn the kingdom of 
peace, justice, and solidarity, where all can respect and all can live together. This 
I personally feel is today's evangelization .... Your relationship is evangelization. 
Your whole life is evangelization. Ren1oving those barriers that exist a111ong us is 
evangelization. Barriers do exist a1nong us: barriers with other religions, barriers 
with otl1er deno1ninations1 barriers with lhe non~believers47 
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Interreligious engagements like these described by the archbishop function not only 
to build good relationships between different religious communities but also to give 
visibility to existing interreligious hannony and interciction in India. 

Since the 1990s, as a response to negative perceptions of their 1ninistries, 1nany 
religious con1111unities have also begun to reconceive of their 111inisterial function. 
For exan1ple, our conversation partners in both ()disha and I(arnataka insisted that 
Christians needed to becon1e more inclusive, particularly in their provision of social 
service. Because of the violence, said one, "We tnake sure that every deserving 
person, irrespective of religion, beco1nes the beneficiary of our hu1nanitarian aid. 
We have given aid to everyone for the coustruction of [homes] so tlrnt there is no 
jealousy on the part of the Hindu Dali ts•' aud tribals against Christian Dalits and 
thus they cannot be easily persuaded to attack Christians by the Hindu radicals."4? 
Similarly, we observed iu tl1e violence-affected village of Letingia (Kandhamal) 
that a Christian agency had funded tl1e construction of a community prayer hall 
in which symbols of different religious traditions were visible, and on the walls of 
which quotations from non-Christian leaders such as the Dalit rights activist B. R. 
Ambedkar were inscribed. Archbishop Moras indicated his support for such efforts: 

I always tell priests, '~You are parish priesl"s for everyone within the parish - rnaybe 
in a different sense but all [of the1n] are your parishioners, Catholics as well as 
non-Catholics, I-Iindus, Mus1i1ns and everyone .. ,. We have to build bridges 
wherever it is possible so that these attacks will stop .... If you don't tack1e issues you 
canit co1ne together ... it can be the cleanliness, water supply, road n1aintenance, 
chi1dren's education, power supply or poverty. Leave out religion. Fann co1nrnittecs 
[that can] tackle the issues."5° 

The evidence suggests that n1any ChristiaHs, and particularly Catholics in areas 
where Christians have been attacked, have taken the archbishop's advice to heart. 

Since the i99os, even evangelical and Pentecostal Christians have altered the way 
they evangelize in response to the increasingly bellicose responses of Hindus. Until 
the 1990s, open-air preaching in public spaces (including Hindu religious sites), 
often with 1negaphones or other a1nplificalion syste1ns

1 
was not at Bil unco1n1non, 

and evangelists in an earlier era could expect to have friendly conversations and 
debates with their interlocutors. But since the i99os, largely as a result of Hindu 
agitation, most Christians have adopted a less antagonistic approach. In fact, 
Richard Howell, general secretary of the Evangelical Fellowship oflndia, told us that 
almost nobody engages in public street preaching anymore because of fear of being 
physically assaulted. Open-air preaching, or what we might refer to as "cold-call" 
evangelism, has been largely replaced by evangelistic techniques that include "Web 
evangelisn1/' "friendship evangelisrn," and 14Care cell evangelisn1," which e1nphasize 
utilizing networks of friendship and family ties, and evangelizing only to those who 
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have invited the evangelist to do so. Other changes are also apparent. For example, 
in I<arnataka

1 
as elsewhere, the Church of South India now requires converts to 

sign and register an official affidavit, con1plete with na1ne, signature or thu1nbprint, 
and picture, indicating that they have decided to become Christian without any 

inducement and of their O'livn free will. 
Without exception

1 
Christians with whon1 we conversed indicated that the 

growing hostility of those affiliated with the Sangh Parivar was responsible for these 
and other changes. However, our Christian conversation partners were divided on 
the question of whether the changes should be considered positive or negative. 
Some clearly considered the earlier, freer evangelistic era the "good old days." 
Among those who speak ruefully of the good old days is a small subset that refuses to 
adjust to the new norn1al and that continues to engage in 1nore aggressive forn1s of 
cvangelis1n. For so1T1e, in fact, doing otherwise \Votdd be an act of apostasy, a failure 
to carry out what they construe as their Christian obligation to wih1ess openly, 
regularly, and broadly. Any decent evangelist, the leader of a large Indian missions 
association told us, should be ('going out and getting so1ne slaps." It is clear, then, 
that for at least so1ne Indian Christians what others inight call "persecution)) and 
"1nartyrdo1n" functions as a confinnation that they are acting in accordance with 
Christ's dictates. Those who understand their Christian duty in this way interpret 
their experiences as a fulfillment: of biblical prophecies foretelling resistance to the 
spread of the gospel. In short, son1e Christians have n1ainlained an assertive, public 
style of evangelism, while others have adapted their evangelistic methods to a more 
hostile social setting - perhaps even to the point of avoiding evangelism altogether. 
Disagreernents ·over evangelistic n1ethods have divided the Christian co1nn1uniLy, 
and the resultant disunity has left all Indian Christians more vulnerable to attack 

' and n1arginalization. 
!i 

Political Effects 

I-Iindu resistance to evangelis1n and, in so1ne cases, to Indian Christians' free and 
open worship has forced Christians to fight for their rights of religions freedom. 
Doing so has transformed them into active political citizens of the Indian nation. 
Stories told by those we conversed with in both Odisha and Karnataka provide many 
examples of the ways tliat Christians have tried, through political means ancl action 
in civil society, to overco1ne their victin1hood and to assert their rights as legititnate 
citizens of India. One of the effects of recent violence against India's Christians in 
these contexts, therefore, has been to turn them fron1 a state of quiescence into a 

more active political force. 
Christians employed a variety of strategies to put pressure on state govern1nents 

to act on their behalf in the context of anti-Christian violence. They engaged in 
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demonstrations and strikes, which brought the normal, day-to-day functioning of 
civif society to a halt. They transformed their church premises into hubs of political 
activity, and their church altars into podiums for political speeches. They enlisted 
support from opposition parties (both Odisha and Kamataka were governed, at 
the time of the violence, by the BJP and its allies/affiliates). They enlisted support 
from other minorities, and from Muslims in patticular. They joined hands with 
secular-minded Hindus. They used strong language in their dealings with state 
authorities. They engaged cautiously in dialogue with leaders of the very same 
Hindu nationalist groups that had attacked them, as well as with those in charge 
of law and order (some of whom had been complicit in the violence). They used 
their networks to nationalize and internationalize the issue, in order to bring outside 
pressure to bear on their state and national governinents. 

1110ugh India's Christians had never been completely dormant in the political 
do1nain, the experience of violence stin1ulated new activities and catalyzed 1nany of 
the con11nunity's previously unknown or underutilized political capacities. Many of 
our interlocutors believed t11at India's Christian leaders had been rather politically 
inactive and nalve until tl1e r99os, when they realized that they could no longer 
afford to be neutral or indifferent in the face of mounting anti-Christian rhetoric 
and violence. According to tl1e famous Catholic theologian Felix Wilfred: 

Unlike [the] independence struggle [in which they were politically active], Indian 
Christians in post-independence India ... participated less and less in debating and 
discussing issues that concerned the nation and its peop1e. The kind of debates and 
discussions that Christians [had previously] engaged in ... did not take place any 
inore in Christian conununities in post-independence India. This only indicates 
!"hat "Christians" were becon1ing rnore au<l inward looking.~" 

Since the r99os, however, Indian Christian behavior has changed, and not just in 
Kamataka and Odisha. 

One of the most obvious, earliest, and concrete Christian political responses 
lo the experience of violence was the forn1ation of interdenorninational networks 
and alliances. A whole range of such networks were founded or - in the case of 
those created earlier - became more active or proactive after t110 late 1990s. The 
United Christian Forum for Human Rights is perhaps tl1e most: powerful and best 
known. But 1nany other si1nilar, sn1aller state and regional networks or associations 
emerged around the same time as well. These organizations reflect the perceived 
need of Christians to be strongly united and supportive of one another in the face of 
religious violence and in order t:o withstand the threats and attacks of radical Hindu 
groups more effectively. 

A secondary effect of these organizations has been to increase the ecu1nenical 
spirit an1ong India's Christians. In the context of these new organizaUons, 1nainline 
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churches, evangelical groups, and individual pastors joined together, began to know 
one another, and agreed upon certain con1mon strategies and guidelines for their 
Christian practice and proclamation. In places such as Bangalore, such groups 
began to ineel once a month for workshops or sernlnars on noncontroversial topics 
such as the Lord's Prayer, the concept of salvation, and how most appropriately 
to co1n1nunicate the Christian 1nessage to non-Christians. These groups also 
deliberated on matters of concern to Christians more generally and submitted 
me1noranda to the Karnataka govern1nent on various issues, including a successful 
demand for the release of a Christian minority fund of around about 500 million 
rupees to be used for the reconstruction of churches and in the support of struggling 

Christians in the state.52 

The Catholic hierarchy has been hesitant to engage in highly political issues, and 
the Catholic Bishops Conference of India's (CBC!) official appeal, just before the 
general elections in 2009, for the electorate to vote for a party that would promote 
secularism was a rare intervention. Nevertheless, the hierarchy has pursued certain 
strategies to help address the reality of the violence and harassment experienced by 
Catholics and other Christians. For example, a new portfolio of "public relations 
officer" (PRO) has been created in the diocesan administration and staffed with 
priests. The role of the office is to con1municate Christian opinions and concerns 
to the public clearly and accurately and to build rapport with local politicians and 
law enforcement officers. Such PROs have been established both in Delhi, India's 
administrative capital, and in areas of conflict, including Bhubaneswar (Odisha), 

Bangalore, and Mangalore.53 
If the Cath,alic hierarchy has been reticent in engaging the structural aspects of 

anti-Christian violence, the Catholic laity have not, and in tl1is regard the by-led 
All India Christian Council (AICC) and All India Catholic Union (A!ClJ) merit 
special n1ention. ,.,fhese two organizations have been active not only on political 
issues of concern to Christians, but also in advocating and supporting secular 
governance in India more generally. Formed in i999, the AICC has emerged 
today as a significant voice in contemporary Indian politics. The AICC alliance 
cuts across deno1ninational harriers to counter the growing violence and threats 
against Christians but also speaks out on behalf of other minorities and oppressed 
castes (regardless of their religious affiliation). The organization seeks "to pursue 
proactive and not just reactive actions to help the Christian community and other 
ininorities, as well as Dalits, tribals and backward co1nn1unities." As of early 2006, 
the AICC membership included more than five thousand associations, federations, 
deno1ninations, institutions, NGOs, mission agencies, and Christian lay leaders. 
The AICC frequently cooperates with civil liberties and human rights groups and 
leaders. It also networks with Indian associations abroad~ as well as with international 
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human and Christian rights groups such as the Dalit Freedom Network and 
Christian Solidarity Worldwide.'4 

Whereas the A!CC seeks to be ecumenical in outlook, the AICU is purely 
Catholic by definition and has a much longer history, having been formed in i930. 
rfhe organization's Web site claitns that H reflects the aspirations of India's "I.6 crore 
[ i6 million J Catholic [l ]aity active in more than i6o dioceses spread across the 
country/' and states: 

[The J AICU is the forerunner in all legitimate causes for Catholics in India. Its 
prime aim is to protect [the] national, political and social interest[s] and rights of 
the Catholics. [It has fought] against [the] Niyogi Committee Report, 0. P. Tyagi 
Bill in 1978, Kerala Education Bill, [and !he Freedom of Religion Act] of Orissa 
State, which were intended to infringe the rights of the Christians in the [ c Jountry.55 

Gradually, the AICU, as has the AJCC, has become more involved in broader 
political issues, including advocacy on behalf oflndia's marginalized north easterners 
and Muslims. 

The local manifestation of the AICU in Mangalore, the Catholic Sabha, played 
a major role after the violence. The Catholic Sabha was particularly instrumental 
in unifying and getting out the Christian vote in the 2009 poslviolence Karnataka 
state elections, in which the state's Christians joined with their Muslim neighbors 
and secular-minded Hindus to defeat the BJP in seven of eight constituencies in the 
Mangalore region.'' Catholic clergy in Kamataka also cooperated to ensure the full 
participation of the Catholics under their care in the elections by suspending all 
church activities except the daily mass on that day. The local bishop sent a circular 
to every Karnataka parish, appealing to Catholics to exercise their voting rights. 
Later, when au official report 011 the uurest in Karnataka seen1ed, fro1n a Christian 
perspective, to absolve those culpable for the violence in Kamataka, the Catholic 
Sabha organized a 111assive silent rally and sent a detailed 1ne1norandu1r1 to the 
government urging it to disregard the report. 

Historically, one of the most effective ways for Christians to register their concerns 
(as well as their contributions to civil society) has been to unite in closing down their 
educational institutions in order to pressure social and govern1nent actors to 1neet 
their demands. This lactic has been deployed particularly in South India, and it was 
a1nong the 1nost drarnatic of the national India11 Christian com1nunity's responses 
to the violence in Kandhamal. The strategy has become somewhat less effective in 
recent years, however, with the en1ergence of inany high-standard non-Christian 
private schools. Moreover, shutting down schools has sometin1es provoked a 
backlash, since schoolchildren typically bear no responsibility for the injustices the 
school closings intend to protest. Thus, the closures appear to punish the innocent. 
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If Christian political responses to the com1nunily's inarginalization, harass1nent, 
and experiences of violence have been externally controversial at times, they have 
also not always enjoyed the full support of all Christians. The vast majority of!ndian 
Christians interpret the current situation as a "kairological inon1ent/

1 

that is, a 
moment of opportunity, given by God, for Christians lo stand firm for their faitl1 
and to be ready even for ''1nartyrdom.11 Nonetheless, a small rninorily of Christian 
intellectuals sees matters differently. While they sympathize with Christians who are 
the unfortunate victi1ns of religious violence, they regard the rise of anti-Christian 
sentin1ent as an occasion for introspection. They perceive Lhc social hostilities as 
an opportunity for Christians to give up their parochial mind-set in order to engage 
more wholeheartedly in dialogue with adherents of other religions, civil society 
groups, and secular forces. These intellectuals would like Christians to focus 
attention on issues that affect the nation and its people generally (and not merely on 

those pertaining to Christians and their ostensible "rights"). 
There are so1ne signs that Christians are becon1ing less parochial in their political _ 

thinking, as in their advocacy for Muslim and not-necessarily-Christian tribal and 
dalit rights in India, as described previously. Yet even this kind of advocacy can 
be easily dis1nissecl, by critics, as rnore evidence of Indian Christians' putatively 
consistent antirnajority and anti-IIindn stance. Though attacks on Christians 
have generated internal unity and strengthened the relationship of Christians and 
Muslims, they have had the equally momentous effect of creating greater suspicion, 
an1ong Christians, of their I-Iindu neighbors - son1ething that our conversations 
suggest has happened in both Odisha and Karnataka. 

Christians have also attempted to build alliances and goodwill through efforts tl1at 
cut across the 1naiorityhninorily divide. For exa1nple, Christian involven1e11t in land 
rights and antiexploitation movements has increased substantially since the i99os. 
As one of our infonnants put it, "E:arlier, Christians were not protesting against the 
displacement of people clue to special economic zones. Bnt now tl1ere me active 
protests. Why? Because, when we are atlackecl, we need [the] other's support. When 
somebody else is affected or attacked, they need our support. That realization 
has con1e now."57 For shnilar reasons 1 rnany Christians have beco1nc rnore active 
in promoting regional languages. The Catholic magazine Rakno, for example, 

,1 promotes the Konkani language, a cause supported not only by Christians and 
Muslims in the area around Mangalore, but also by the (Hindu) Goud Saraswath 

Brah1nin con1111unity.58 

If the increasing harassment of India's Christians has provoked them lo become 
111ore active in Indian polit:ics, it has also stirred the1n to seek and nurture stronger 
connections with international partners. For exan1ple 1 in addition to its partnerships 
with international organizations including Christian Solidarity Worldwide (UK) 
and the Dalit Freedom Network (Australia, Canada, Germany, United Kingdom, 
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andUnited States), which we have already mentioned, the AICC works closely with 
Stefanus Alliance International (Norway) and Release International (UK). Christian 
rights groups have also become increasingly sophisticated in their dissemination 
of information about attacks on Christians. For example, John Dayal, the general 
secretary of AICC, and Ajay Singh, director of Odisha Forum for Social Action, 
played a major role in shaping the report on Freedom of Religion or Belief authored 
by United Nations special rapporteur Asma Jahangir after her mission to India 
in the wake of violence in Odisha and Karnataka in 2008. These individuals also 
subsequently prepared a Joint Stakeholders' Report for the United Nations Human 
Righb Council for its Universal Periodic Review 2012,59 

T'he internationalization of India's religious freeclo1n issues by Indian Christians 
has had mixed resulb. On the one hand, many critics of Christianity in India 
consider it further proof of the "denationalization" and "foreign loyalties" of India's 
Christians. Detractors see in the intervention of the United Nations and Western 
Christian and Dalit rights organizations yet another instance of Western (white, 
Christian) neocolonialis1n. Nevertheless, the internationalization of t11ese issues 
has also borne so111e results. Since India is a signatory to tJ1e Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights and ratified the International Covenant on Civil and Polibcal 
Rights, it can be pressured and called to account by international bodies with 
regard lo its record on religious freedom and human righb. As Ajay Singh indicates, 
"International advocacy is na1ning and shaming; it does not possess any power or 
legal status. [But] India awakens only when outside people speak about what is 
happening here."60 

THE CONTRIBUTION OF CHRISTIANS TO INDIAN CIVIL SOCIETY 

His important to acknowledge, at the outset, that the relationship of Christianity and 
dernocratic liberty has historically been an inconsistent one. It cannot be denied) 
of course, that certain of the ideals of secular, de1nocratic governance, as tJ1ey 
e111erged in the West, derived in significant ways fron1 Christian ideals. >Jevertheless, 
Christian rulers, institutions, and con1n1unities have ve1y often failed to pro1note 
these sa111e ideals consistently. Sin1ilarly, as A1nartya Sen observes, raw materials 
for the development of civil society - for instance, public debate and dialogue and 
protnotion of tolerance for those with opposing views - were present in non-Western 
cultures and non-Christian religious traditions such as Buddhism long before they 
surfaced and beca1ne institutionalized in Christianity. 61 

Within the context of India, the inconsistent relationship of Christianity and 
democratic liberty is also evident. Since the colonial period, European and Indian 
Christians in India have advocated religious and civil freedoms in a variety of 
ways. However, during the age of colonialism, the transformative potential of this 
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advocacy was blunted by the perceived-to-be-Christian colonial regime's selective 
and inconsistent application of the ideals of secular, liberal democracy. British 
governance was certainly not "democratic" or "secular" in any inodern sense. Yet 
Christianity has long been associated in India with the promotion of freedom, and 
in particular with the promotion of religious freedom, and today's Indian Christians 

carry on the tradition in a variety of important ways. 
We have already mentioned the role that Christians played in pressing for religious 

freedom in the Constituent Assembly debates. In addition, Christian magazines, 
newspapers, and public intellectuals have also been relatively vocal and consistent 
defenders of religious freedom, and of secular ideals more generally. Christian 
groups have also been active in prornoting tolerance and coexistence a1nong India's 
different religions, castes, and cu1tures.62 Many values education prograrns in 
church-run schools include 1nodules on conununal harmony and involve learning 

about different religious traditions. 

Christian Contributions to Human Development 

While Indian Christians have been strong advocates for secular governance and 
the rights and freedoms of minorities and the oppressed (including, in many cases, 
members of their own congregations), their contributions to civil society in the 
provision and inanagernent of health care, education, and poverty-alleviation 
programs are unparalleled, and totally disproportionate to the actual number of 
Christians in India. Soon after independence, Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru 
challenged the Catholic Cardinal Valerian Gracias to "involve the Catholic 
Church in building up a Modern India, focusing on the areas of health, education 
and socio-economic development."6i Similarly, Nehru asked the Methodist Bishop 
J. Waskom Pickett "to initiate a response from the Indian Protestant and Orthodox 
Churches" to the situation of the grief and agony thousands of Indians faced as 
a consequence of Partition. 6+ Christians were, of course, already heavily involved 
in these fields and continued to expand their contribution in the decades that 

followed. 

Education 

According to the CBCl's 2013 Directory, the Catholic Church has a total of i4,148 
educational institutions all over India, including 4,079 primary schools, 2,123 
middle schools, 3,578 high schools, i,782 junior colleges, 232 degree colleges, 449 
professional colleges, 245 special schools, 979 preprimary schools, and 681 vocational 
training centers. These schools operate, inore often tl1an not, in areas of great 
need; two-thirds of the1n are located in rural and tribal areas, according to a survey 
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taken in 2005.65 In Catholic educational institutions, 54 percent of the students are 
feinale, and around a fifth (according to 2005 figures) are from low-caste and tribal 
communities. It is clear, therefore, that ihe Catholic Church plays a prominent 
role in educating not only the urban elite, but also minorities and the downtrodden 
sectors of Indian society. These educational opportunities provide marginalized 
groups the opportm1ity to escape ihe bondage of ignorance and exploitation and 
open doors to social, political, and econo1nic n1obility.66 

Catholic educational institul'ions serve adherents of all Indian religions. In fact, 
Catholics and non-Catholic Christians constitute fewer than a quarter of the students 
in Catholic educational institutions. Catholic institutions of education have always 
implicitly supported secularism and religious tolerance, as they have understood 
it. I-Iowever, in the face of n1ounting antin1inority rhetoric and violence, inany 
have made their support more explicit and have resisted governmental attempts to 
circumscribe their freedom to educate how and whom they see fit. 6' 

I-lea/th Care 

Christians have been rendering remarkable health care service to the people of 
India for several hundred years. Already in 1527, Catholic Christians in Cochin 
had established a hospital on Indian soil, and today, India's Catholics manage 5,524 
health care facilities.68 Nearly half of the Catholic medical facilities are located in 
just four southern states (Andlua Pradesh, Karnataka, 'Iamil Nadu, and Kerala), and 
the Catholic Church claims that the "strong presence of the Church in the health 
care field has had a positive impact on the health indicators of these states."69 In 
addition to providing medical therapies, particularly to those who might otherwise 
have difficulty accessing them, Catholic medical professionals involve themselves 
in grassroots inobilization efforts. 'T'heir initiatives ain1 at improving the health of 
co1nn1unities through educating the1n and by pressing the govern1nent to recognize 
both citizens' rights and the govern1nent's duties and responsibilities related to issues 
of health and healing.'" 

The Catholic Health Association of India (CHAI), founded in 1943, is the 
largest and best-known Roman Catholic medical association, catering in particular 
to the underprivileged populations of India. It boasts the support of six hundred 
doctor sisters, twenty-five thousand sister-nurses, and 1nore than ten thousand 
paraprofessionals. CHAI includes 3,410 member institutions, among which are 484 
large hospitals and 2,000 inecliun1/s1nall hospitals, diocesan social service societies, 
nursing schools, and leprosaria. The contribution of CHAI to HIV /AIDS prevention 
and treahnent initiatives has been particularly iinpressive; Cl-IAI clain1s to have 
reached 700,000 people with HIV/AIDS counseling and testing services and more 
than 2.2 million people with awareness messages. In addition, CHAI provides care 
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for thousands of HIV-positive pregnant women, as well as for the families of HIV I 
AIDS victin1s and su1vivors.71 

CHAI's ProtestanlJOrthodox counterpart is the Christian Medical Association of 
India (CMAI), which was founded in 1905 as the Medical Missionary Association 
and is related to the NCC!. Today, CMAI allies more than 330 Christian health 
institutions and 1nore than nine thousand health professionals doing pioneering 
work in a variety of fields, including the treatment of leprosy, tuberculosis, malaria, 
and HIV/AIDS. As do its Catholic counterparts, the CMAI engages not only in 

medical therapeutics, but also in health education and advocacy.'' 

Poverty Alleviation 

For good or ill, the destitution of India's masses has frequently been used to 
encourage and justify foreign evangelistic and itnperialistic interventions. Christians 
are counseled by their scriptures to look sympathetically on the impecunious. Nol 
surprisingly, then, Christians have for 111any centuries been intin1ately involved in 
Indian efforts to ameliorate the plight of the poor. Innumerable are the Christian 
vocational training institutions, cooperatives 1 developrnent agencies, land rights 
organizations, and legal advocacy groups that work on behalf of the poor and 
disenfranchised in India. Many of these groups operate independently, as l'he special 
effort or mission of single Christians, congregations, or groups of congregations. The 
entrepreneurial charitable activity of the quickly multiplying evangelical, charismatic, 
and Pentecostal congregations is worthy of special mention in this regard. 

As in the case of health care, there are also large Catholic and Protestant/ 
Orthodox associations that focus on improving the lives of lndia)s poor. Among 
these, the most important, perhaps, are Caritas India, an official body of the CBC!, 
and the Church's Auxiliary for Social Action (CASA), the social service arm of the 

ProtestanlJOrthodox NCC!. 

Hum an Rights 

Poverty amelioration efforts blend naturally into human rights advocacy. In 
fact, Caritas is open about its own historical shift fro1n an early charity n1odel 
of social service, to a later welfare or needs~based n1oclel 1 to its current rights or 
empowerment-based model." 'I11e present model seeks to promote participation 
in local, regional, and national political bodies and processes and to educate the 
marginalized and oppressed about their rights and the resources to which they can 
lay clai1n. In so doing, Caritas, and other Christian service organizations like it, 
contribute significantly to the development of India by transforming mere passive 

objects of charily into engaged, self-reliant citizens. 
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Indian Christian involve1nent in the prornotion of hu1nan righls has also gained 
greater pro1ninence as a result of anti-C~hristian violence, which has pro1npted 
Christians to conceive of the infringements upon their ow11 religious rights 
within a broader, more general context of human rights for all. The AfCC, and 
organizations like Prashant in c;ujarat, have been pa1ticularly strong proponents of 
this view, insisting upon linking action on behalf of Christians with action on behalf 
of other oppressed peoples as well (particularly Dalits, tribals, and women). The 
circutnscription of' Christian rights has beco111e, in the view of Christian hun1an 
rights activists like John Dayal and Ajay Singh, a mere species (rather than the most 
iinportant exa1nple) of the circu1nscription of fundarnental h111nan rights n1ore 
generally. 

CONCLUSION 

In concfusion, we would like to highlight Lwo of the points made directly and 
indirectly in the foregoing analysis. The first point is that the current situation of 
tension between Christians and Hindus in India is contingent, the result of historical 
trajectories described at the beginning of the chapter and not in any way a necessary 
state. T11ere may therefore be open paths toward amelioration. There will always be 
tensions between n1ajorities and 1ninorities, but they need not be as acrin1onious as 
they arc in contemporary India. 

The susceptibility of certain segments of the Hindu population to Hindu 
nationalist ideologies and anxieties and the willingness of politicians to exploit this 
susceptibility for electoral gnin are certainly in1portant aspects of the antagonis1n 
between liindus and n1inorities such as Christianity in India. I-Iindus tlteurnelves 
have a great deal of social and political control throughout India. Consequently, 
they bear some responsibility for the current state of affairs. 

At the sarne tin1e, certain aspects of Hindu-Christian antagonism are under 
Christian control. It is of course impossible for Christians to disentangle themselves 
completely from the history of European colonialism in India, or from their 
implication in neocolonial and globalizing processes at work today. India's Christian 
co1nn1unity undeniably has stronger contacts and relationships with Westerners than 
most other Indian communities, and they have benefited significantly from tl10se 
relationships. Nevertheless, it re1nains possible for India's Christians to continue 
working steadily toward improving their relationships with contemporary Hindus 
through greater respect for the piety and devotion of their Hindu neighbors, as 
well as through social and political projects that are truly interfaith (and not just 
intenninority) in scope. 

Evangelism will continue to be a sticking point in Christian-Hindu relations 
until the day, which will not occur soon, when there is greater consensus a1nong 
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Indians about bow and in what context evangelism and conversion should be legal. 
It seems to us that the current debate often misses the mark and is therefore quite 
unproductive. "Freedo1n of religion" or "anticonversion" laws (depending on one's 
perspective) are clearly sources of social and political conflict, but not because of 
their actual language. Few Christians would object to the notion that conversion 
should not come about through force, fraud, or material inducement. What they 
object to, rather, is the fact that India's judicial system is so easily manipulated, 
particularly at ihe local level. ln the context of a pliable judiciary, "anticonversion" 
laws are regularly used to harass Christians who have not engaged in activities that 
would fall under anyprima facie interpretation of ihe language in the laws. Moreover, 
Christians object to the fact that terrns such as "induce111entn or "allure1nent,'

1 

if left 
without a precise definition, could be used to justify the restriction of something so 
see1ningly innocuous as the persuasive power of a preacher's rhetoric. Might there 
be a way forward, then

1 
in Christians' seeking co1nmon ground with I:-lindus in their 

concerns about the buying and selling of converts (which, it is important to note, 
goes on in both directions, to and from both Hinduism and Christianity)? Might 
Christians and Hindus join to conde1nn conversions and reconversions that result 
from physical threats and coercion (as they have, most recently, in the wake of the 
Kanclhamal riots), at the same time insisting upon greater precision in the definition 
and scope of the words used in these laws, and greater safeguards to ensure that they 

cannot be used to harass innocent Christians? 
It may also be the case that interfaith dialogues within India would be more 

productive if Western politicians, activists, and NGOs were··1nore selective in 
their interventions. When Western individuals and organizations do intervene on 
behalf of India's Christians, they play into and perpetuate certain stereotypes about 
the "foreign loyalties" of India's Christians, and the meddling, neoimperialistic 
tendencies of Atnericans and Europeans. This 1nakes it easier for opponents 
of Indian Christians to portray them as a threatening, denationalized ininority. 
Moreover, in advocating the in1plen1entation of an A1nerican (or French, or British) 
brand of secularisn1 in India, 1nany foreigners fail to recognize that secularisrn has 
rnany varieties. Secularis1n is not religiously neutral, and the differences between 
one secular republic and another quite frequently amount to exactly how far a 
government is willing to go in regulating religious behavior, that is, in declaring 
certain kinds of religion illegitin1ate. European and Arnerican secular govern1nents 
regulate animal sacrifice, the use of psychedelic drugs in worship, marital practices, 
and even religious clothing and jewelry. When foreign citizens draw a firm line 
and insist to Indians, witl1out providing sound argu1nentation, that "real" secular 
govenunents cannot and should not regulate evangelism or conversion, they sound, 

to many Indian observers, rather naYve and jingoistic. 
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The second point is one adu1nbrated in the introduction to this chapter, namely, 
that \Ve tnust be careful not to assu1ne that the harass1nent and violence experienced 

by India's Christians threaten their contribution to Indian civic life. We also must 
not lose sight of the fact that the nature of Christian influence on Indian society 

is contestable. Notwithstanding the efforts of Christiau institutions in the fields of 

health care~ education, and rights advocacy, many I-Iindu nationalfats clai111 that the 
net contributions of the Christian community in India have negatively impacted the 

country. On this view, Christian tendencies toward expansionis111 (in the fonn of 

evangelisrn) and Christian activisn1 in civil society constitute a great evil, pron1oting 
forms of modernity that undermine Hindu traditional social structures and 
adulterate the nation's cultural and civil life. Such a suggestion see1ns disingenuous 
for a number of reasons but should be taken seriously nonetheless. 

Even if we assume that the Chrisl'ian contribution to Indian society has been 
significantly more positive than negative, we must still avoid the temptation to 

assume that an Indian Christian community under rhetorical and physical attack 
will no longer be able to contribute in the same way. In fact, as we have seen, the 

attacks by Hindu nationalists on India's Christian community since the 1990s have 
in many ways activated the community politically and provoked them to increase 
their already substantial contributions to Indian social and political life. Instances 
of intiinidation and violence have also caused the Christian co1nn1unity to refine its 

contributions - for exan1ple, by being 1nore inclusive in their social service, or jn 

their interactions with people of other faiths, and by seeking partners outside their 
own co1n1nunily- in ways that 1nany Christians consider positive. 

This is not to say, of course, that there is no reason for concern. Obviously, a 
genocidal inovernent ai111ed at Christians would threaten their contribution. 
Measures should be taken to defuse the already deadly tension between India's 
Christians and Hindus. Still, the indications are that acts oflarge-scale violence will 

continue to be sporadic and geographically limited in the near-future. Nevertheless, 
there re111ain reasons to ben1oan the recent experience of India's Christians. 

Christians in certain parts of India live in constant fear of attack. Others have lost 
their lives or family members to the violence. Many more, often devastatingly poor 
Christians, have been n1ade even inore destitute by the paroxysJns of anti-Christian 
violence. Still others, particularly women, have suffered sexual assault or been made 

to feel more vulnerable to sexual violence as a result of the attacks. This is more 
than reason enough to be concerned about anti-Christian harass1nent and violence. 

The point we are making is simply that we should not presume that this 
harass1nent and violence lead also, of necessily, to the loss or retrenchn1ent of the 
Indian Christian co1nn1unily's contribution to India's social and political spheres. In 

fact, in what is an otherwise relatively grim and depressing story, the resilience and 
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con1111ihnent of India's C~hristian activists, educators, inedical workers, and social 
workers constitute at least one reason for opti1nis1n. 
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