
Contextualization in a Hindu Setting

Believers may face some cultural issues 

that they do not understand as they begin 

to meet Hindu people.  Adjusting to the 

culture of a group of people so the gospel 

retains its clarity is called contextualization.  

It is often necessary when believers begin 

to bring Jesus to Hindu families.  Contextu-

alization of ministry between Hindus and 

believers in Christ in the Western world is 

based on connectedness; how and with 

whom the Hindus are culturally connected.  

Some Hindu families remain very connect-

ed to India, but that is not sustainable in 

the long term.  Some stay totally connect-

ed to the Indian community that resides 

here in North America.  This is the largest 

group and it grows quickly and continu-

ally.  Some become totally 

connected to the pre-

dominant North American 

culture.  

Most Hindu people and 

families, however, are a 

dynamic blend of the above categories, 

living in a cultural continuum of Indian and 

North American culture.  To  make things 

even more complex, they also experience 

Indian culture as it is emerging in North 

America, and North American culture as 

it is emerging in India, the cultural fusion 

that is happening all 

over the world.  So, the 

cultural connectedness 

and contextualization is-

sues involved in a gospel 

witness to Hindus living 

in North America can be 

dauntingly complex and confusing.  What 

is to be done?  One must avoid two pitfalls: 

analysis paralysis and oversimplification. 

One must avoid two 
pitfalls: analysis pa-

ralysis and oversimpli-
fication.
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Hindu families. They are arranged from the more 
basic to the more advanced.  

Learn to say each person’s entire name correctly.  
Hindus often adjust the pronunciation of  their 
names to a more Western name because we 
cannot / will not learn their actual name.  If a 
Westerner speaks their name correctly, it really 
resonates within the heart of the Hindu family 
because they know it takes effort to learn them.

Learn to appreciate 
and participate in 
the Hindu food cul-
ture.  Hindus highly 
value their food 
and their customs 
about food.  Many 
are vegetarians as 
an extension of their beliefs. Western believers 
endear themselves to Hindu families if they learn 
about preparing food and how to eat it.  
Learn to develop Hindu forms of courtesy and 
politeness.  This centers around relationship for-
malities and giving and receiving respect.  Some 
examples are removing shoes in the home, not 
touching people with your feet, displaying re-

spectful courtesy 
to older people or 
controlling one’s 
emotions, espe-
cially negative 
emotions.  Hindu 
people respect and 
value even tem-

peredness.

Contextual skills and approaches
Contextual ministry paralysis happens when the 
questions about contextualization far outweigh 
the answers and stymie any attempt to reach out. 
Oversimplification leads to irrelevant outreach to 
people whom we actually don’t understand.  Both 
of these errors come as a result of trying to evalu-
ate contextual issues of ministry approach before 
one acquires sufficient contextual skills.  Contex-

tual skills are a set of tools 
that a person acquires and 
develops that enable him or 
her to develop an authentic 
relationship with a Hindu 
family.  It is best to focus on 
acquiring contextual skills 
first because they give the 
believers the experiences in 
relationship with Hindus that 
reveal appropriate contex-

tual approaches with the gospel. The best way to 
develop contextual skills is to initiate authentic 
sustainable relationship with Hindu families that 
is founded on the agape love of Christ and our 
respect for people.  In this way, the believers learn 
how their Hindu friends live in their own India-
North America cultural continuum, and they can 
make solid decisions about what contextual ap-
proaches may be helpful to deepen and extend 
the relationship.  

Contextual skill set
Below is a suggested set of contextual cross-cul-
tural skills that Westerners may need to acquire as 
they live in authentic sustainable relationship with 
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Learn how the Hindu family structure works.  The 
Hindu family is a paternal family where the older men 
are leaders.  Relationships are based on following for-
malities.  Informal family life takes place only if formal 
family life is followed.

Learn about Hindu deities and worship forms.  Nearly 
every Hindu family has a small mandir, or temple 
in their home.  Within the temple are small idols or 
pictures of various gods and goddesses.  They will 
explain it all to you if you ask.

Learn about the 
Hindu holidays and 
religious calendar.  
The most important 
Hindu holiday is 
Divali.  Others are 
Dusera, Nav Ratri, 

Holi, or Janastami.  Durga Pooja is a significant Ben-
gali holiday.  There are others too.  When believers are 
invited to participate in Hindu holidays, there can be 
some uncertainty about what will happen because 
the believer does not want to inadvertently worship 
a deity other than Jesus.  This may lead the believers 
to hold back rather than joining into the celebration. 
These situations are wonderful opportunities to show 
Hindus that Jesus and their culture are not enemies.  
Ask God to guide you and feel free.  If you are sure 
that a certain thing is considered to be worship, then 
politely decline.  They will not have a problem. If you 
are not sure then go forward and participate, entrust-
ing yourself to God’s grace. If you find out later that 
you have erred, do not fear.  The Hindus will not react 
against you, and God knows that we have to learn the 
hard way sometimes.

Learn about 
Hindu holy scrip-
tures. The main 
one is the Bhaga-
vad Gita. Others 
include the Ve-
das, Upanishads, 
Mahabharata, 
Ramayana, and the various mythologies.  Most 
Hindus do not read them, just like most Western-
ers have never read the Bible.

Learn about Hindu philosophy.  There is huge di-
versity in this.  It may not be applicable unless the 
people bring it up.

Learn the language.  This is the largest commit-
ment to make.  It may be impossible to become 
fluent in an Indian language, but even a few words 
can be helpful. Begin by learning greetings, how 
to say please and thank you, how to compliment 
a hostess for a meal, how to thank someone for a 
favor, and ask for help! It is a compliment to some-
one when you ask to learn their language as they 
have learned (or are learning) yours. Ask them to 
teach you, and it can be mutually beneficial, heart-
warming and bridge-building.
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Explore the local 
area and find an 
Indian grocery 
store.  All of the 
news of the Hindu 
community will be 
available there. 

Find out what, 
when, and where 
they do what they 
do. Discover what 
they do that you 
enjoy or can relate 
to.

Find a way to 
observe and even-
tually participate 
with them in what 
you enjoy.

You will be meet-
ing people who do 
what you do, and 
enjoy what you 
enjoy; people who 
can relate to you 
and to whom you 
can relate.

In this way you are 
positioned to meet 
a person or a family 
who can bring you 
into their world.
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Ask God to bring 
you a person of 
peace among 
these relationships.  
This person is a 
bridge between 
you and the larger 
Hindu commu-
nity; s/he creates 
peace or openness 
between you and 
them.

The person of 
peace is someone 
who is experiencing 
Sabandh – Relation-
ship with you and 
who has influence 
within the Hindu 
community.

A person of peace 
introduces you to 
people, invites you 
places; brings you 
further into the 
community.

You are now in posi-
tion to incarnate 
yourself within the 
local Hindu commu-
nity in an authentic, 
sustainable way.

The person of peace 
has brought you into 
a larger world.  This 
is where the path of 
blessing now begins.

Step-by-step into the local Hindu Community

The “person of peace” concept is based on Jesus’ instruction to his disciples as he sent 
them out to announce the coming of the Kingdom:

“Whenever you enter a house, first say,  May peace be on this house!  And if a peace-loving 
person is there, your peace will remain on him, but if not, it will return to you. Stay in that 
same house, eating and drinking what they give you, for the worker deserves his pay. Do not 
move around from house to house.”            Luke 10: 5-6 

In Acts 10, we see the story of Cornelius the centurion, a devout God-fearer, who with 
his whole family was chosen by God to be the first uncircumcised Gentile to enter the 
Kingdom with the full power demonstrated on Pentecost. Cornelius had been seeking 
God in the ways open to him, and was sent special messengers (angel, Peter) to bring 
him fully to deeper faith and then the salvation of his whole household. The response of 
Cornelius and his household is the ideal pattern for the person of peace as his influence 
is used to bring many others into the Kingdom. Persons of peace are key to penetrating 
new cultures. They may not be as far along in their spiritual journey as Cornelius was, 
but God can use their openness and acceptance of his messenger(s) to build important 
bridges.
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