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INTRODUCTION

The history of Christianity in India is a rich and complex narrative that challenges
commonly held assumptions about the faith's origins in the subcontinent. Contrary to the
widespread belief that Christianity was introduced solely through European colonialism, evidence
suggests that its roots trace back to the apostolic age. According to longstanding traditions and
historical references, St. Thomas the Apostle arrived on the Malabar Coast in 52 CE, laying the
foundations for one of the oldest Christian communities in the world. These early Indian
Christians, later known as the Saint Thomas Christians or Nasranis, developed a deeply localized
form of the faith that blended Eastern Christian theology with Indian cultural practices. The arrival
of European colonial powers—particularly the Portuguese, British, and French—marked a
significant turning point in the spread, institutionalization, and transformation of Christianity in
India. While these missions introduced new denominations, educational institutions, and doctrinal
frameworks, they also sparked internal conflicts and cultural tensions. This study examines the
layered evolution of Indian Christianity, focusing on how it adapted to caste dynamics, linguistic
diversity, and indigenous traditions. By analyzing the apostolic foundations, colonial interventions,
and postcolonial reinterpretations, this article presents Christianity not as a Western transplant, but
as a dynamic and enduring element of India’s religious and cultural fabric.

Research Objectives:

This study aims to trace the historical origins and development of Christianity in India,
examine the role of apostolic and colonial missions in its spread, analyze the interaction between
Christian teachings and indigenous cultures, and assess how caste, language, and regional diversity
shaped Christian identity. It also explores the contemporary relevance of these historical dynamics.
Methodology

This research adopts a qualitative, historical-analytical methodology, drawing upon
primary and secondary sources including ecclesiastical records, missionary writings, oral
traditions, and scholarly literature. The study critically examines historical texts, colonial
documents, and cultural narratives to trace the evolution of Christianity in India and analyze its
interaction with indigenous socio-cultural and religious structures.

Discussion

India has a long history of Christianity as ancient as that of the faith itself, quite literally
back to the first century CE, and well before European colonial missionaries arrived. Christianity
is often inaccurately treated as a Western import by way of colonial rulers, but historical traditions,
ecclesiastical records, and archaeological evidence point to a more indigenous and diverse
beginning. The apostle Thomas, one of the twelve disciples of Jesus Christ, is traditionally
understood to have established Christianity in India; Thomas typically denotes the beginning of
Christianity in India with his arrival on the Malabar Coast (present day Kerala). This historical
journey to Malabar initiated the establishment of Christian communities in India and of the broader
religious tradition that would negotiate with, and adapt to, India’s cultural, linguistic, and religious
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landscape for the next two millennia.The tradition that St. Thomas reached India in 52 CE is widely
held among the Saint Thomas Christians, also referred to as Nasranis, in Kerala. This belief,
although lacking definitive historical corroboration in terms of material evidence, is deeply
entrenched in the oral history and liturgical traditions of the region. Early Christian writers such
as Eusebius of Caesarea and ecclesiastical historians like Origen and Clement of Alexandria also
hint at apostolic missions reaching as far as India.! The Acts of Thomas, an apocryphal text from
the third century, narrates in great detail the missionary journey of St. Thomas to India, describing
his evangelism in the Indo-Parthian kingdom, his preaching, conversions, miracles, and eventual
martyrdom. Though the Acts are hagiographic in nature, they reflect a cultural memory and
ecclesiastical assertion of India’s early Christian connections.

There were multiple trading connections between the Roman Empire and the Indian
subcontinent during the first century CE, mainly through the Red Sea and Arabian Sea. The
thriving port cities on the Malabar Coast were thus well immersed in this global network of trade.
It is also important to note that these cities contained numerous expatriate communities, not the
least of which were Jews and Arab traders, which should have facilitated religious conversation
and conversion. St. Thomas is said to have arrived at Muziris (modern Kodungallur), a thriving
port city in Kerala, and his ministry supposedly included the conversion of a number of Brahmin
families, some local rulers, and members of the Jewish diaspora. Local tradition says that he started
seven and a half churches in Kerala, many of which remain active today as Mar Thoma or Syrian
churches.?

While the Indian soil was not entirely unfamiliar with forms of religious plurality or
spiritual experimentation, St. Thomas' theology had seen some appeal among some elements of
society. The teachings of St. Thomas regarding monotheism, evanjelium, charity, humility, and
eternal life may have resonated with the poor and the philosophically minded in a time when the
prevailing social orthodoxy was the entrenched caste system that hierarchicalism accentuated, and
the challenge of orthopraxy. Again it is not insignificant that early forms of Christianity in India
were fully inculturated; they did not seek to alienate the existing societal and cultural structure,
but sought to adapt as best they could to the practices of local custom. For example, the liturgical
language of the Thomas Christians was Syriac (a dialect of Aramaic) rather than Latin or Greek,
as seen in its affiliation with the Eastern Christian tradition and ecclesiology espoused by the
Church of the East in Mesopotamia.

Following the martyrdom of St. Thomas, believed to have taken place near Mylapore
(present-day Chennai) in 72 CE, the small Christian communities he established continued to
survive and expand, often through trade and migration rather than organized evangelism. The site
of his death, St. Thomas Mount, has remained a pilgrimage site for centuries. Later historical
records, such as those of the sixth-century Alexandrian merchant Cosmas Indicopleustes, who
wrote about a flourishing Christian community in India, corroborate the presence of well-
established churches in places like Malabar and Sri Lanka. These communities maintained
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ecclesiastical contact with the Church of the East and later with the Persian Church, receiving
bishops and liturgical guidance through long-standing maritime connections.?

The presence of Christianity in India before the advent of Western colonialism raises
important questions about religious identity, localization, and resilience. The Thomas Christians
developed their own ecclesial structures and theological practices distinct from both Latin
Catholicism and Orthodox Christianity. They adopted several Indian customs, such as wearing the
traditional Indian attire (mundu and saree), engaging in caste-based social structures, and
observing some local festivals and traditions. At the same time, they remained steadfast in their
faith and liturgical heritage, celebrating the Qurbana (Eucharist) in the East Syriac rite and
adhering to a Christian worldview that harmonized with the Indian ethos of pluralism and
tolerance.

The historical authenticity of St. Thomas’ arrival has been the subject of scholarly debate.
Some Western historians argue that the apostolic connection is a later ecclesiastical invention to
bolster the legitimacy of the Indian church. However, this skepticism often overlooks the fact that
early Christian expansions were not necessarily documented in the same manner as later European
missions. Much of the historical data related to ancient India is fragmented, oral, and preserved
through ritualistic rather than textual traditions. The very persistence of the Thomas Christian
identity over two millennia, through periods of Islamic rule, colonial interference, and even
internal schisms, speaks to the deep-rootedness and legitimacy of this tradition.*

The impact of St. Thomas’ early mission can also be seen in the way later Christian
missions were received. When Portuguese missionaries arrived in the 15th century, they were
surprised to find a well-organized, native Christian community with bishops, liturgical texts, and
doctrinal frameworks independent of Rome. This community had no historical connection with
the Latin Church but had maintained communion with the East Syrian Church for centuries. The
Portuguese attempted to Latinize these churches through the Synod of Diamper (1599), which
imposed Roman Catholic practices and suppressed several indigenous customs and texts. This led
to significant schisms, including the eventual formation of multiple denominations such as the
Syro-Malabar Church, Malankara Orthodox Syrian Church, and the Mar Thoma Syrian Church,
all of which trace their origin back to the apostolic mission of St. Thomas.

Beyond historical and theological importance, the narrative of St. Thomas’ arrival is also a
vital cultural resource. The Thomas Christian community has played a significant role in India’s
religious, educational, and political life. They established some of the earliest schools, printing
presses, and hospitals in Kerala. The community also engaged with wider ecumenical movements
and was active in anti-colonial and nationalist struggles during the 20th century. The rise of Indian
Christian theology, which attempts to reconcile Christian teachings with Indian philosophical
traditions, often begins its exploration from the foundational presence of St. Thomas and the
cultural bridges he helped build.’
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European Colonial Powers in the Institutional Spread and Formalization of Christianity in
India

For European colonial powers arriving in India starting in the late fifteenth century, the
history of Christianity on the subcontinent underwent a significant turn-about. Though Christianity
had already established itself in southern India through the apostolic mission of St. Thomas in the
first century CE, it was during the colonial period—especially through the efforts of the
Portuguese, British, and to a lesser extent, the French—that the institutional structure, geographic
spread, and doctrinal influence of Christianity underwent a radical change. These colonial actions
were closely entwined with more general imperial ambitions of political control, economic growth,
and cultural supremacy; they were not just religious missions. Promoted by state-sponsored
missionary groups, education, and legal systems, Christianity evolved as both a tool and a symbol
of these goals. Still, the results of these initiatives were not monolithic. They differed greatly
depending on the area and community, resulting in a rich mosaic of Christian traditions in India
that both reflect local agency and colonial intrusion.®

Among the first European nations to settle in India were the Portuguese, whose landing on
the Malabar Coast under Vasco da Gama set off a new chapter in Indian Christian history. Unlike
subsequent colonial governments, the Portuguese Crown saw religious conversion as a major goal
of its overseas development and was fervently Catholic. The Padroado Real, a royal patronage
system allowing the Portuguese king authority over ecclesiastical appointments and missionary
activity in their domains, found expression in this collaboration between the Portuguese
government and the Roman Catholic Church. Missionaries, especially from the Society of Jesus
(Jesuits), were thus sent to India with the double goals of spreading Christianity and therefore
strengthening Portuguese dominance. Arriving in Goa in 1542, Jesuit missionary St. Francis
Xavier was among the most important people of this early era. Mass conversions and the founding
of Christian enclaves sprang from his attempts to convert the native populace, particularly the
fishing villages on the western coast. Catholic missionary work centred on Goa, the Portuguese
capital in India. Established were many churches, seminaries, and religious organisations; by the
middle of the sixteenth century, it was raised to the rank of archdiocese. Introduced in 1560, the
Goa Inquisition exposes the less favourable aspects of Portuguese ecclesiastical policy. It aimed
to impose orthodoxy among the converted people and eradicate native religious customs, therefore
inciting strong hostility and dread among Christians and non-Christians.’

heavily involved in the Latinization of the old Saint Thomas Christians in Kerala were the
Portuguese. The Portuguese were shocked to discover a thriving local Christianity outside of
Roman rule when they came into this old Christian community that had stayed connected to the
East Syrian Church. By means of the Synod of Diamper (1599), the Portuguese forcefully placed
these congregations under the authority of the Roman Catholic Church, hence eliminating many
of their Syriac liturgical books and practices. Significant internal strife resulting from this
involvement resulted in the Coonan Cross Oath of 1653, in which a great portion of the Saint
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Thomas Christians revolted against Portuguese ecclesiastical rule and demanded autonomy.
Therefore, even if the Portuguese extended the institutional presence of Christianity, their strict
application of European standards upset accepted customs and generated conflicts that would
define Indian Christianity for millennia. Unlike the Portuguese, the British attitude to Christianity
in India was first more subdued and cautious. Early on in its control, the British East India
Company—which started out as a business venture—was cautious about encouraging missionary
activities. The firm worried that religious meddling would cause native opposition and
compromise its commercial interests. Early British colonial policy so was distinguished by
religious neutrality. But from the early nineteenth century, especially after the Charter Act of 1813,
which for the first time authorised missionary work within British territory in India, this stance
started to change. This let Anglican, Baptist, Methodist, and other Protestant missionary
institutions start methodical evangelisation campaigns open floodgates.

Unlike the Portuguese Catholic model, British Protestant missions gave social change,
translating of texts, and education great weight as means of religious reformation. Crucially
important to this movement were missionaries like William Carey, often known as the "father of
modern missions." Arriving in India in 1793, Carey founded the Serampore College, translated the
Bible into many Indian languages, and waged campaigns against societal ills like sati (widow
burning). The British missionaries saw education as a civilising agent that would let Indians read
the Bible and convert freely. Missionary colleges and schools sprung up all throughout British
India; several of them still rank well today. Among them were St. Stephen's College in Delhi,
Calcutta's Bishop's College, and Madras Christian College.

The British missionaries' educational plan offered advantages as well as unexpected results.
On the one hand, it resulted in the emergence of a small but significant class of Indian Christians—
especially from underprivileged castes and tribal communities—who gained from access to
contemporary education and career possibilities. Conversely, it brought a Western-centric
perspective that often denigrated Indian religious and cultural traditions, hence fostering convert
internalised feelings of inferiority. Furthermore, many Indians, particularly in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries when nationalism awareness was developing, saw Christianity as
suspicious when it was identified with the colonial government. Though less so than that of the
Portuguese and British, the French had a major influence in some areas in helping Christianity to
flourish in India. Where they backed Catholic missionary activities, especially via the Missions
Etrangéres de Paris (MEP), the French founded colonies in Puducherry (Pondicherry), Karaikal,
Chandernagore, Mahe, and Yanam. Though it lacked the same intensity and spatial scope, the
French approach reflected the Portuguese in its allegiance to Catholicism. For example, the MEP
was very important in Puducherry building schools, churches, and seminaries. To effectively
convey their message, they also participated in cultural adaptation by picking up regional
languages and practices. Many times working in Tamil-speaking communities, French
missionaries made significant contributions to Tamil Christian literature and lexicons.®
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One of the most prominent features of French missionary work was their far more
sympathetic attitude to local customs than that of the Portuguese. By means of the Inquisition and
other tools, they did not impose religious compliance. Rather, they allowed for more liturgical and
cultural flexibility, which helped a more localised and less aggressive Christian presence to
develop. Though British rule dominates much of India, French missionary enclaves supported
unique Christian subcultures that flourish in their former territories. The legacy of the colonial
period is great and varied across India's Christian terrain. Positively, it brought officialization of
religious institutions, professionalisation of the clergy, construction of hospitals and schools, and
dissemination of Christian literature and theology in Indian languages. Many people them
discovered dignity and mobility via conversion, colonial Christian missions also helped with social
change including the education of women, the eradication of damaging customs, and the
empowerment of underprivileged populations including Dalits and Adivasis. Still, its heritage has
difficulties as well. A stigma that still exists in certain areas, the link of Christianity with foreign
control sometimes places Indian Christians as foreigners or collaborators. Sometimes the
imposition of European cultural standards and ecclesiastical institutions alienated indigenous
convert from their own background and resulted in internal strife within the Christian society.
Different colonial policies and theological perspectives directly produce the fragmentation of
Indian Christianity into many denominations—Catholic, Protestant, Orthodox, and independent
churches.’

Moreover, the emergence of nationalist movements in the twentieth century progressively
positioned Christianity as a colonial remnant, which generated scepticism and, sometimes,
animosity towards Christian organisations. With India's freedom in 1947, the Church had to rethink
itself as an indigenous, service-oriented organisation instead of a colonial appendage. Seeking to
match national objectives while maintaining their religious individuality, several churches started
Indianizing their liturgies, theology, and administrative systems. It is impossible to grasp the
spread of Christianity in India as a one-way vehicle of religious coercion or theological promotion.
Rather, it included a sophisticated interaction between Christian missionaries—both Catholic and
Protestant—and the very varied cultural, linguistic, and caste-based social scene of India.
Depending on the area, religion, colonial support, and local community receptivity, this contact
changed greatly over time or place. To make their message understandable and meaningful,
Christian missionaries sometimes had to interact closely with indigenous systems of knowledge,
language, and identity. Simultaneously, their presence challenged established hierarchies—
particularly the caste system—and brought new kinds of communal organisation. This article
critically examines how Christian missions negotiated India's cultural variety, language
complexity, and caste stratification, and how these processes finally shaped patterns of religious
conversion and the founding of Indian Christian communities.!? Particularly during the Portuguese
advance in the early sixteenth century, Christian missionaries initially arriving in India found a
country entrenched in religious pluralism and strong social structures. Often entwined with local
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customs, oral traditions, and regional deities, Hinduism, Islam, Jainism, Buddhism, and many
tribal religions coexisted in India. Early on, missionaries realised that any effective evangelism
would need them to pick up local languages and become versed with dominant cultural norms.
Particularly in the Malabar and Coromandel coastlines, Jesuit missionaries like Roberto de Nobili
used remarkably syncretic techniques in South India. Arriving in India in 1605, De Nobili
maintained Indian food rules to win acceptance among upper-caste Hindus, learnt Sanskrit and
Tamil, dressed like a Hindu Brahmin, and His method was predicated on the premise that
Christianity could be fit into Indian cultural categories without sacrificing its fundamental values.'!

De Nobili's approach of cultural adaptation, however, was divisive among local
populations as well as within the Church. Although he managed to draw a limited number of upper-
caste convert, many of his friends attacked him for sacrificing Christian identity. Still, his writings
set the stage for a more general conversation among world missionaries on the need and constraints
of cultural adaptation. It also let the missionaries see the social dangers connected with converting
across caste lines and the rigidity of the caste system. Whereas people from lower castes—such as
Dalits—saw Christianity as a road to dignity, education, and social upliftingment, converts from
upper castes frequently anticipated to keep their social advantages even after conversion. This
dichotomy affected the way churches set their missions and congregations and caused conflicts
within growing Christian communities.

Unlike Catholic missions emphasising both elites and the people, Protestant missionaries
during the British colonial era mostly aimed at underprivileged groups. Beginning in the early
nineteenth century, Anglican, Baptist, Lutheran, Methodist, and Presbyterian missionaries—often
under the cover of colonial control—directed their efforts towards Dalits (then known as
"Untouchables") and Adivasis (indigenous tribes). The justification was essentially pragmatic,
stressing the Christian message of equality before God, with some theological component. Because
of the great social expenses involved, upper-caste Hindus were often opposed to conversion; Dalits
and tribal people, long oppressed and barred from Hindu temples, regarded conversion as a road
to social liberation.

One of the most well-known instances of missionary interaction with Dalits is the Paraiyar
community-focused American Arcot Mission activity in Tamil Nadu. In Andhra Pradesh, Canadian
Baptists also worked closely among the Madiga and Mala castes, therefore enabling access to
religious leadership, education, and jobs. Many times, converting to Christianity provided financial
advantages; mission schools, hospitals, and even land distribution projects helped turn groups
towards a new shared identity. These were not, however, entirely transactional transformations.
Many Dalits discovered in Christianity an intellectual criticism of caste-based injustice and a
religious confirmation of their humanity. Though conversion had liberating elements, missionaries
were unable to totally destroy the caste system. Many areas of India saw caste characteristics
simply copied into the church. For Christian converts, separate sitting, distinct burial sites, and
even endogamous marriage customs persisted. This resulted in the development of "caste
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churches," a word used to describe gatherings controlled by members of the same caste, hence
perpetuating social inequalities even in an apparently egalitarian religious environment. Although
many missionaries disapproved of these behaviours in theory, they were sometimes unable to
challenge the ingrained social mores of their converts. Regarding their own response, Indian
Christians were split as well. While some argued for a more pragmatic approach that blended
religious conviction with social reality, others supported a total rejection from caste identity.
Another important field where Christian missionaries interacted closely with Indian society was
language. From the beginning, missionaries understood that not just for efficient preaching but
also for translating the Bible, writing hymns, and educating local clergy proficiency in vernacular
languages was essential. Translating catechisms and portions of the Bible into Tamil, Konkani, and
Marathi, Catholic missionaries such as Henrique Henriques and Thomas Stephens Written in a
Marathi-Konkani mix, Stephens's Krista Purana is still a singular example of Christian theology
done in the manner of Hindu epics. Particularly those connected with the Serampore Trio—
William Carey, Joshua Marshman, and William Ward— Protestant missionaries conducted an even
more comprehensive program of language engagement. Along with helping printed dictionaries
and grammars to flourish, Carey himself translated the Bible into Bengali, Oriya, Assamese, and
Hindi.'?

This language work had many impacts. On one side, it democratised access to religious
materials therefore allowing common Indians to study the Bible in their own dialects. Conversely,
it helped Indian-language print cultures flourish and prepared the way for modern journalism,
education, even nationalism. As they articulated indigenous Christian theologies and supported
social change, many Indian Christians turned became authors, poets, and public intellectuals.
Leaders in this fusion of religion and cultural identity were Marathi Christian poet Narayan Vaman
Tilak and Bengali convert and teacher Krishna Mohan Banerjee. At the same time, missionaries'
language choices were not always neutral. In other areas, the introduction of colonial languages—
especially English—generated conflicts within the church. English schooling was linked with
social mobility and ecclesiastical privilege, which sometimes alienated convert from English
speaking background. Particularly in Protestant churches, the inclination for English-speaking
clergy and officials resulted in charges of elitism and Westernisation. Still, the use of local
languages in worship and education remained a trademark of missionary success and a major
determinant of the continuing attraction of Christianity in many areas of India.'?

Particularly by bringing fresh forms of social organisation and leadership, Christian
missionaries also helped to change indigenous communal systems. Often building self-contained
Christian communities or villages, missionaries let converts live free from religious persecution
and caste prejudice. These colonies, such American Board Mission communities in Gujarat or the
Basel Mission colonies in Karnataka, served as venues of Christian social life. They included
cooperatives, churches, colleges, and vocational training facilities. They evolved throughout time
to produce native Christian elites who would head churches, start political activities, and
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participate in public life. The development of Christian communities included the construction of
new social identities in addition to religious allegiance. Converts had to negotiate conflicts
between their new religious obligations and pre-conversion identities. Conversion for Dalits
usually brought upward mobility but also resulted in marginalisation from both Hindu society and
elite Christian groups. Sometimes Christianity was a means of assertion of ethnic difference and
resistance against absorption into prevailing Hindu culture for tribal convert. For example,
missionaries greatly helped to promote tribal languages and practices in the Northeast, therefore
strengthening indigenous identities rather than eradicating them. A monument to this dynamic are
the growing Naga, Khasi, and Mizo Christian groups with great ethnic and cultural sensitivity.'*

Still, not every contact between missionaries and indigenous people was friendly or polite.
Many times, missionaries denounced local traditions as savage and incompatible with
Christianity—including idol worship, animal sacrifice, and polygamy. This caused cultural
estrangement and, sometimes, violent reaction. Critics of Christian missions often draw attention
to their part in advancing cultural imperialism, undermining conventional knowledge systems, and
too tight alignment with colonial power structures. These objections aren't totally baseless.
Missionary notes can show a feeling of moral superiority and a want to "civilise" the local people.
Still, many missionaries also fought for indigenous rights, protested colonial exploitation, and
stood up for their convert against government persecution. Therefore, the contact of missionaries
with indigenous civilisations resulted in a mixed legacy. For many underprivileged people, it
brought about social reform, educational development, and spiritual rebirth; it also set up debates
about power, identity, and tradition. The varied and vibrant terrain of Indian Christianity now
clearly shows the long-term effects of these encounters. Concerns of caste inclusion, language
representation, and cultural relevance still challenge churches. Within Catholicism, indigenous
Christian theologies include Dalit theology, tribal theology, and inculturation movements have
evolved seeking to balance the gospel with Indian intellectual traditions.'>

From apostolic beginnings in the first century CE through colonial missionary activities of
the Portuguese, British, and French, and into the vivid, sophisticated terrain of modern Indian
Christianity, the historical trajectory of Christianity in India is both old and active. The
demographic trends, religious structures, and geographical distribution of Christians in India now
bear clear traces of these ancient Christian migrations. Far from a homogeneous organism, Indian
Christianity is a patchwork of distinct traditions, languages, theological orientations, and social
experiences affected greatly by the manner in which Christianity took root throughout several
historical epochs and geographic areas. This study evaluates in turn how early apostolic missions,
colonial-era evangelism, and indigenous reform movements have combined to define the
demographic character, denominational variety, and geographic limits of Indian Christianity in the
twenty-first century.'6

First of all, even if Christianity's national proportion is small, in certain areas its
demographic impact is really significant. With around 28 million, Christians make approximately
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2.3% of the national population according to the 2011 Census of India. But this somewhat low
national statistic hides the important regional concentrations resulting from past missionary
activity. For example, almost 6.14 million Christians make up more than 18% of Kerala, a state on
the southwest coast. The ancient Saint Thomas Christians, who date their existence to the arrival
of the apostle Thomas in 52 CE, are mainly responsible for Christian presence here. Arriving
Portuguese Catholic missionaries in the 16th century and British Anglican missions in the 19th
century subsequently helped to change this historic Christian legacy. Kerala therefore has a very
varied Christian community, including Syro-Malabar Catholics, Syro-Malankara Catholics,
Jacobite and Malankara Orthodox Christians, Mar Thoma Syrians, Latin Catholics, Pentecostals,
and Protestant groups include the Church of South India (CSI).!”

In the Northeast of India, especially in states like Nagaland, Mizoram, and Meghalaya
where Christians make up the overwhelming population, Christianity has similarly clear
demographic influence. Mostly by American Baptists, Welsh Presbyterians, and Anglican
missionaries, these areas had great Protestant missionary activity throughout the 19th and early
20th centuries. The somewhat egalitarian tribal social structure of the Northeast, which allowed
for more communal conversions and less opposition than in caste-stratified cultures elsewhere in
India, is frequently credited with the missionary success there. Deep-rooted presence of church
institutions, Christian educational systems, and the impact of Christian principles in public and
political life clearly show the legacy of these activities. In Nagaland, for instance, more than 88%
of the population identifies as Christian, mostly Baptists—a faith first brought and promoted by
American missionaries.

Conversely, central and northern India, where political opposition and ingrained caste
systems hampered Christian missionary penetration, remain areas with smaller Christian
populations, mostly concentrated among Dalit and Adivasi groups. Christian missions
concentrated mostly on tribal people and lower castes in areas such Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh,
Odisha, and Madhya Pradesh, producing a notable but socially excluded Christian populace. Many
of these converts discovered in Christianity a means of empowerment and social justice,
particularly in view of marginalisation from mainstream Hindu culture. Still, this demographic
reality also exposed them to social ostracism, reconversion efforts, and ongoing persecution.
Therefore, the legacy of historical Christian activities in these areas is not just theological but also
very closely linked with problems of identity, resistance, and socio-political assertion.
Another important aspect of Indian Christianity that reflects its historical history is denominational
variety. Comprising Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant, and Pentecostal traditions each with its own
theological perspective, liturgical customs, and institutional structure, the Christian scene in India
is remarkably heterogeneous. This variety is mostly a result of the many Christian groups that,
often from all throughout the world, arrived in India over centuries. With almost 17 million
members, the Catholic Church—introduced and institutionalised by the Portuguese via the
Padroado system—tremains the single biggest Christian group in India today. With distinctive
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liturgical languages and customs, the Catholic presence is itself split into three ceremonial
Churches: the Latin Rite, the Syro-Malabar Church, and the Syro-Malankara Church. This
distinction reflects local modifications of Christian practice as well as the impact of missionaries.

Particularly the Jacobite Syrian Christian Church and the Malankara Orthodox Syrian
Church, Orthodox and autonomous Eastern Christian groups have their roots in the ancient Thomas
Christian community and subsequently opposed Latinization during Portuguese rule. These
churches have created a unique position in the Indian Christian scene and maintain liturgical and
doctrinal continuity with the Syriac traditions of the East. Strong in Kerala, their presence is
characterised by complex liturgies, monastic customs, and a strong ecclesial identity with Eastern
Christian tendency mixed with Indian character. Rooted in British colonial-era missions, the
Protestant legacy in India is distinguished by ongoing denominational division. Wide range of
Protestant churches resulted from the founding of the Church Mission Society (CMS), London
Missionary Society (LMS), Scottish Presbyterian missions, and the Methodist Episcopal church.
An important ecumenical breakthrough occurred in 1947 when the Church of South India (CSI), a
combination of Anglican, Methodist, Congregationalist, and Presbyterian churches—an event still
among the most successful ecumenical initiatives worldwide—was founded. In 1970 the Church
of North India (CNI) followed. Though internal conflicts and variations in practice still exist, these
unified churches sought to provide a more coherent Protestant testimony and heal sectarian
divides.'®

Evangelical and Pentecostal movements—many of which began in North America and
quickly expanded via charismatic revivalism—saw dramatic expansion in the late twentieth
century. Often autonomous and non-denominational, these younger groups have drawn many
Dalits, tribal people, and middle class urbanites. Their somewhat flat ecclesial structures that
contrast with the hierarchical forms of conventional churches, focus on personal healing and
prosperity, and passionate worship styles define their appeal. Rising Pentecostalism has
fundamentally changed the religious experience and public awareness of Indian Christians,
resulting in a new generation of indigenous pastors, home churches, and media-based evangelism.
But this has also caused conflict with older churches, especially with relation to doctrinal
conservatism, proselytising zeal, and clerical authority.

The way Christianity is spread geographically in India nowadays quite reflects the legacy
of past missionary campaigns. For Catholic missions and historic Christian communities, the
coastal belt, which runs from Goa to Kerala to Tamil Nadu, is their stronghold. Mostly among
historically underprivileged groups, inland areas like central India and portions of the Gangetic
plain have scattered Christian populations. As already said, the Northeast is a bast of Christian
majoritarianism in which the Church dominates political representation, healthcare, and education.
Driven by migration, education, and job possibilities, urban centres such Mumbai, Delhi,
Bengaluru, and Chennai have also become centres of Christian communities. These cities have
cosmopolitan congregations including both traditional Christians and recent converts, therefore
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producing new kinds of urban Christianity that combine local cultural manifestations with
worldwide religious activities. The institutional and cultural infrastructure erected by Christian
communities all throughout India also clearly shows the impact of past Christian migrations.
Among the most prominent in the nation are missionary-led educational institutions include
Christian Medical College (Vellore), Loyola College (Chennai), St. Stephen's College (Delhi), and
St. Xavier's College (Mumbai). These institutions have greatly helped the intellectual and
professional growth of India as well as educated generations of Christians and non- Christians
both. Likewise, particularly in underprivileged regions, Christian hospitals, orphanages, and
benevolent organizations—many founded during colonial times—continue to play important
societal roles.
CONCLUSION
Despite these contributions, Indian Christians today face a number of challenges that reflect
both the burdens and the legacy of historical movements. The association of Christianity with
Western colonialism, the visibility of aggressive proselytism, and the perceived alienness of
Christian cultural practices have all contributed to suspicion and hostility in certain quarters. This
is particularly pronounced in states governed by Hindu nationalist ideologies, where anti-
conversion laws and violent attacks on churches have increased in recent years. These tensions
have led many churches to emphasize indigenization, or the incorporation of Indian cultural
elements into Christian worship and theology. This includes the use of Indian musical instruments,
Indian languages in liturgy, and theological engagement with Indian philosophies and spiritual
traditions. The legacy of historical Christian movements is also being reinterpreted by Indian
theologians and church leaders who seek to develop indigenous expressions of faith. Dalit
theology, for instance, draws upon the experiences of historically oppressed castes to critique both
Indian social structures and ecclesial hierarchies. Similarly, tribal theologies in the Northeast
emphasize ecological stewardship, communal life, and the intersection of faith with indigenous
identity. These theologies represent a new phase in Indian Christianity—one that is rooted in the
historical legacies of conversion and mission but also deeply engaged with the contemporary
realities of inequality, identity, and resistance.
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