
 

 

Journal of World Religions and Interfaith  

ISSN: 2958-9932 (Print), 2958-9940 (Online) 

Vol. 5, Issue 1, Spring (January-June) 2026, PP. 1-13 

HEC Recog. no. 2(27)HEC/R&ID/RJ/24/630, Date: 16/4/2025 

HEC:https://www.hec.gov.pk/english/services/faculty/journals/Doc

uments/List%20of%20national%20journals%20on%20web-1.pdf 

Journal homepage: https://journals.iub.edu.pk/index.php/jwrih 

Issue: https://journals.iub.edu.pk/index.php/jwrih/issue/view/305  

Link: https://journals.iub.edu.pk/index.php/jwrih/article/view/4423 

Publisher: Department of World Religions and Interfaith 

Harmony, the Islamia University of Bahawalpur, Pakistan 
 

 
 

Title Christian Missionaries in South Asia: A Historical Study 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Author (s): Safi Ullah Khan Marwat 

Assistant Professor, Department of History & Pakistan 

Studies, International Islamic University (IIU), Islamabad; 

Post-Doc Fellow, Islamic Research Institute (IRI), IIU, 

Islamabad 

 

Received on: 03 February, 2026 

Accepted on: 07 February, 2026 

Published 

on: 

07 February, 2026 

Citation: Marwat, Safi Ullah Khan. (2026). Christian Missionaries in 

South Asia: A Historical Study. Journal of World Religions 

and Interfaith Harmony, 5(1), 1–13. Retrieved from 

https://journals.iub.edu.pk/index.php/jwrih/article/view/4423 
 

 
 

Publisher: The Islamia University of Bahawalpur, Pakistan 

 

 
Journal of World Religions and Interfaith Harmony by the Department of World Religions and 

Interfaith Harmony is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.

https://www.hec.gov.pk/english/services/faculty/journals/Documents/List%20of%20national%20journals%20on%20web-1.pdf
https://www.hec.gov.pk/english/services/faculty/journals/Documents/List%20of%20national%20journals%20on%20web-1.pdf
https://journals.iub.edu.pk/index.php/jwrih
https://journals.iub.edu.pk/index.php/jwrih/issue/view/305
https://journals.iub.edu.pk/index.php/jwrih/article/view/4423
https://journals.iub.edu.pk/index.php/jwrih/article/view/4423
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


JWRIH 05:01 (2026) pp. 1-13 ISSN: 2958-9932 

 

 

1 

Christian Missionaries in South Asia: A Historical Study 
 

Safi Ullah Khan Marwat 

Assistant Professor 

Department of History & Pakistan Studies 

International Islamic University (IIU), Islamabad 

Post-Doc Fellow, Islamic Research Institute (IRI), IIU, Islamabad 

Email: safiullah.khan@iiu.edu.pk 
Abstract 

This research paper explores the study of Christian missionary work in South 

Asia, one of the longest-running methods of interaction between Western 

Christianity and non-Western religions. From the early Catholic missions of the 

16th century to the expansion of Protestant evangelical movements during British 

colonial rule and the emergence of local Christian communities in the post-

colonial era, missionaries profoundly transformed educational systems, social 

reform efforts, and religious discourse across the subcontinent. This article 

provides a comprehensive historical analysis of the Christian tradition 

emphasizing that the Apostle Thomas inwards on the Malabar Coast in the initial 

1st century of missionary activity in South Asia, investigating his religious 

motivations, institutional strategies, cultural interactions, and lasting legacy. The 

history of Christian missionary work in South Asia shows a complicated and 

covered communication between international Christianity and long-standing 

native religious traditions. From the small Catholic missions of the 1500s to the 

large Protestant missions of the 1800s and early 1900s, missionaries' work was 

affected by shifting political circumstances, theological priorities, and cultural 

consultations. Relatively, it was a negotiation process shaped by resistance, 

adaptation, and local appropriation. This article explains the evolution since the 

primary contemporary period to the post-colonial era, It thus adds to the 

understanding of the influence of Christianity in South Asian history and the 

complex interplay between religion, power and culture. 

Keywords: Christian, Missionaries, South Asia, Historical Study. 

Introduction  
For thousands of years, South Asia has been known as a crossroads for civilizations, 

where different religious, philosophical, and cultural traditions have come together. Long 
before Christianity came to the area as an organized missionary effort, Hinduism, 

Buddhism, Jainism, Islam, and Sikhism had already taken root there. Christian tradition 

asserts that the apostle Thomas arrived at the Malabar Coast in the first century CE; 
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however, enduring and institutionalized missionary endeavors only materialized with the 
expansion of European maritime activities in the early modern era.1 

The advent of Portuguese buyers and crusaders in the late 1400s and early 1500s was a 

big change in South Asia's religious history. Christianity came to the area not just as a 

religious tradition, but as part of a larger imperial plan that included trade, conquest, and 
cultural exchange. Missionaries were religious evangelists, cultural intermediaries, 

teachers, linguists, and, often without meaning to, agents of colonial influence. Most 

scholarly debates about Christian missions in South Asia have been between two very 
different points of view. One view sees missionaries as tools of Western imperialism 

whose work hurt native cultures and religious traditions. Another emphasizes their 

contributions to education, healthcare, social reform, and language development. Current 
historiography, nevertheless, pressures a more composed view that sees crusader 

inspiration as a process that depends on ancient measures and is shaped by how 

indigenous people respond.2 

 This article utilizes this latter framework, contending that the history of Christian 
missionary activity in South Asia cannot be distilled into a simplistic narrative of 

domination or benevolence. Instead, it should be seen as a dynamic meeting that includes 

cooperation, conflict, adaptation, and resistance. This study aims to offer a thorough and 
nuanced analysis of missionary strategies, indigenous agency, and socio-political 

contexts across various historical periods, thereby contributing to contemporary academic 

discourse. For footnotes and references, this research follows Kate L. Turabian, A 
Manual of Writers, 9th Edition (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2018) 

Early Christian Missions in South Asia (16
th
–18

th
 Centuries) 

 The first organized Christian missions in South Asia were closely tied to 

Portuguese imperial goals after Vasco da Gama arrived in Calicut in 1498. The Padroado 
system gave the Portuguese Crown control over missionary work and church 

appointments in its overseas territories. Goa became the center of Portuguese Catholicism 

in Asia for both government and religion.3 
 Francis Xavier was one of the most important early missionaries. He came to 

Goa in 1542 and worked a lot along the western coast of India. His missionary strategy 

focused on getting a lot of people to convert, teaching them about the faith, and working 

closely with colonial authorities. Xavier's work led to a lot of people converting, 
especially in fishing communities, but it also relied a lot on Portuguese political power, 

which makes people wonder if the early conversions were really voluntary.4  

Protestant Missions and British Colonial Rule (19
th
–Early 20

th
 Centuries) 

 
1 Stephen Neill, A History of Christianity in India (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1984), 1–5. 
2 Robert Eric Frykenberg, Christianity in India (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 112–

118. 
3 Richard Fox Young, Resistant Hinduism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 22–25. 
4 Ines G. Županov, Disputed Mission (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1999), 64–70. 
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 The Enthusiastic Restoration in Britain and Europe was a big impact on the 
Christian missionary work in South Asia in the 1800s. The spiritual movement worried 

particular change, the authority of the Bible, and moral improvement, which made 

society impression more indebted to spread the gospel abroad. Protestant crusaders began 

to see their effort as a refining mission expected at moral development and social 
regeneration, which was different from earlier Catholic works.5 

 Subsequently, South Asia converted a major focus of Protestant missionary work 

because it had a large people and was part of the British Empire. The Church Missionary 
Society (CMS), the London Missionary Society (LMS), the Baptist Missionary Society 

(BMS), and the Scottish Presbyterian missions all operated together to elevation a lot of 

money and public to set up enduring missions in the subcontinent.6 
 Missionaries saw South Asia as a place of religious "need" because of what they 

thought were obsessions, misconceptions, and social inequality. These interpretations 

were based on fundamentalist ideas, but they also came from real charitable worries and 

sacred beliefs. So, Protestant missionary ideas mixed zealous fervor with clarification 
ideas of progress and reason.7 

The Charter Act of 1813 and the Opening of India to Missions 

 The Charter Act of 1813 was a big turning point in the history of Protestant 
missions in South Asia. Formerly this law, the British East India Company (BEIC) had 

inadequate missionary work because they were frightened that sacred interfering would 

cause problems with the local persons. However, enthusiastic politicization in Britain was 
able to inversion this strategy by saying that majestic authority came with honest 

concern.8 The Charter Act made it legal for missionaries to work in Company terrains, 

which rapidly controlled to a rise in the quantity of missionaries and societies. It changes 

in the law transformed the spiritual landscape of British India in a big way. It let 
missionaries build churches, schools, and printing newspapers all over Bengal, Madras, 

Bombay, Punjab, and the North-Western Provinces in the subcontinent.9 

 Even nonetheless missionaries weren't officially part of the colonial government; 
they often used imperial infrastructure and legal protection to help their work. This 

unclear relationship caused long-lasting problems because missionaries spoke out against 

colonial exploitation while also relying on colonial power for safety and access.10 

Missionaries and Colonial Administration: Cooperation and Tension 

 The assembly between Protestant missionaries and the British colonial 

administration was intricate and often at probabilities with each other. On the other side, 

missionaries gained from the steadiness of overseas managements, the availability of 

 
5 Brian Stanley, The Bible and the Flag (Leicester: Apollos, 1990), 21–25. 
6 Eugene Stock, History of the Church Missionary Society (London: Christian Missionary Society, 

1899), 102–118. 
7 Gauri Viswanathan, Masks of Conquest (New York: Columbia University Press, 1989), 76–80. 
8 Kenneth Ingham, Reformers in India (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1956), 45–48. 
9 Frykenberg, Christianity in India, 198–205. 
10 Stanley, Bible and the Flag, 40–44. 
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carriage, and the being of legal systems. Many missionaries, on the other hand, openly 
disapproved colonial practices like ethnic acumen, monetary abuse, and moral laxity 

among European colonizers.11 

Missionaries often portrayed themselves as moral reformers in colonial civilization, 

promoting abstinence, education, and sympathetic governance. Some colonial officials 
liked what missionaries did, especially in health and education.12 This tightness shows 

how significant it is to separate the reasons for missionaries' movements from imperial 

policy. Even nevertheless missionary dissertation often fit with imperial stories of 
progress. 

Education as the Cornerstone of Protestant Missionary Strategy 

 Education developed the most powerful and continuing instrument of Protestant 
missionary meeting in South Asia. Missionaries supposed that literateness and scriptural 

information were fundamentals for open change and moral transformation. Thus, they 

established an extensive network of primary schools, colleges, and religious academies.13 

Missionary schools introduced Western prospectuses that included English, mathematics, 
science, and history, alongside religious instruction. Organizations such as Serampore 

College, founded by William Carey and his connections, became centers of higher 

learning that attracted students from varied religious backgrounds.14 Education served 
multiple determinations: it facilitated evangelization, promoted social mobility, and 

created a class of Western-educated elites who would well along play key persons in 

nationalist movements. However, missionary education also reinforced cultural 
hierarchies by privileging European knowledge systems and marginalizing indigenous 

epistemologies.15 

William Carey and the Serampore Mission 

 Historically, William Carey (1761–1834) is a key figure in the South Asian 
missionaries. He is often called the "Father of Modern Protestant Missions." When Carey 

got to Bengal in 1793, colonial authorities were not happy with him and he was having 

trouble with money. Even though he faced these problems, he started the Serampore 
Mission, which became a model for Protestant missionary work.16 

 Carey's method focused on translating the Bible, educating people, and printing. 

He worked with Indian scholars to translate the Bible into Bengali, Sanskrit, Hindi, and a 

number of other regional languages. This helped the growth of vernacular prose traditions 
a lot.17 

 
11 Andrew Porter, Religion versus Empire? (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2004), 

133–138. 
12 Frykenberg, Christianity in India, 210–215. 
13 Viswanathan, Masks of Conquest, 89–95. 
14 Frykenberg, Christianity in India, 221–230. 
15 David Kopf, British Orientalism and the Bengal Renaissance (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1969), 170–175. 
16 Stanley, Christian Missions and the Enlightenment, 168–172. 
17 Stanley, Christian Missions and the Enlightenment, 178–181. 
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The Serampore Mission also started one of the first modern colleges in India, which 
encouraged both Christians and non-Christians to get a higher education. Carey's work is 

a good example of the two effects of missionary work: it helped people learn to read and 

write while also putting Christian theology into new ways of thinking.18 

Printing Presses and the Circulation of Knowledge 

 Campaigners remained the first individuals in South Asia to use design culture. 

The making of printing presses made it conceivable to make a lot of spiritual texts, school 

books, and literature in the dialect. Missionary presses in Serampore, Calcutta, Madras, 
and Bombay were very significant for making local tongues more uniform and for getting 

more people to talk about things.19 

 Published resources included more than just religious tracts; they also included 
syntaxes, dictionaries, and schoolbooks. These books helped keep and streamline 

languages, but they also brought Christian moral ideas into schools that be situated 

religious.20 The spread of printed texts made it easier for individuals to share ideas and 

maintain, which assisted both proselytizers and native people fight back. 
Adaptation Patterns and Missionary Confines 

 Protestant missionaries had limited success in changing high-caste Hindus and 

Muslims, smooth they put a lot of money into it. Adaptation rates stayed low associated 
to the size of the people, so missionaries started to focus more on relegated groups, such 

as Dalits and ethnic assemblies.21 

 These changes were produced by a mix of social and economic factors, not just 
sacred ones. Christianity gave people the chance to go to school, move up in humanity, 

and find new ways to organize their groups. Missionaries frequently saw adaptations as 

spiritual victories, but original adapts had the power to adapt Christianity to their own 

circumstances.22  
Missionary Critiques and Indigenous Intellectual Responses 

 Crusaders' reproaches of Hinduism and Islam got a lot of homegrown scholars 

and activists thinking. Missionary advices often made people self-justifying, which led to 
movements to invigorate and improvement belief.23 

 The Arya Samaj, Brahmo Samaj, and later Islamic reform actions straight 

retorted to missionary arguments by using modern teaching methods while still keeping 

their own religious individualities. This communication shows that missionary work 
inadvertently helped South Asian beliefs develop more contemporary and more clearly 

distinct.24 

 
18 Frykenberg, Christianity in India, 233–238. 
19 Viswanathan, Masks of Conquest, 101–105. 
20 Frykenberg, Christianity in India, 240–245. 
21 John C. B. Webster, The Dalit Christians (New Delhi: Indian Society for Promoting Christian 

Knowledge, 1992), 65–70. 
22 Webster, Dalit Christians, 78–82. 
23 Young, Resistant Hinduism, 52–58. 
24 Young, Resistant Hinduism, 90–95. 
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Assessing the Protestant Missionary Legacy under Colonial Rule 

 The Protestant missionary enterprise under British colonial rule shaped a 

extremely undecided heirloom. Missionaries expanded education, healthcare, and print 

culture, causal to communal revolution and intelligent emerging. At the same time, their 

activities were entangled with expatriate control constructions and cultural ladders.25 
 A critical historical valuation must therefore move beyond double judgments. 

Protestant missions neither simply imposed Western dominance nor wholly liberated 

indigenous societies. Instead, they participated in a negotiated process of cultural 
exchange marked by adaptation, resistance, and reinterpretation. 

Missionary Perceptions of South Asian Society 

 CM (Christian Missionaries) in South Asia in the 1800s observed at natural 
philosophies through moral, religious, and Enlightenment-based crystalline lens. Several 

missionaries saw the social practices of Hindus and Muslims as cyphers of moral failure 

instead of as cultural systems that have been around for a long time. Missionary literature 

often used performs like caste grading, satti (widow immolation), child marriage, purdah 
(veil), and polygamy as proof that Christians needed to get involved.26 

 In Great Britain, these censures were banquet through addresses, missionary 

journals, brochures, and politicization in Congress. Missionary accounts often made 
social problems seem inferior than they were or made them seem like they were trendy 

all over the world. Yet, they did bring courtesy to real problems of social dissimilarity 

and human suffering. So, missionary discourse had a big influence on how people in the 
West saw South Asia and on the motives for campaigner programs.27 

Missionaries and the Question of Caste 

 The status classification signified one of the most tenacious difficulties to 

missionary.  Protestant missionaries, in specific, viewed caste as fundamentally 
mismatched with Christian policies of divine equivalence. Early champion efforts 

endeavored to create outcaste Christian communities, though in repetition caste 

distinctions often persevered within cathedrals.28 
Missionary hostility to caste appealed specially to relegated societies such as dalits 

(formerly “untouchables”), who knowledgeable systemic prohibiting within Hindu 

society. Adaptation to Christianity offered not only spiritual change but also access to 

education, new social networks, and relative guard from caste-based discrimination.29 
However, missionaries frequently underestimated the depth of caste as a social 

authenticity. Even among alters, caste individualities continued to inspiration marriage, 

church leadership, and public relations. This tension exemplifies the limits of missionary 
reform labors and the resilience of native social buildings.30 

 
25 Porter, Religion versus Empire, 190–195. 
26 Viswanathan, Masks of Conquest, 121–125. 
27 Porter, Religion versus Empire, 155–160. 
28 Frykenberg, Christianity in India, 275–280. 
29 Webster, The Dalit Christians, 32–38. 
30 Frykenberg, Christianity in India, 282–285. 
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Gender, Women, and Missionary Reform Efforts 

 Missionaries put a lot of pressure on women's rights through a proverb that 

educating and release women were a key to social revival. Zenana missions, which taught 

women in private, became a unique part of missionary work in South Asia.31 

Missionary women were very important to this procedure because they built schools for 
girls, teacher-training centers, and medical facilities for women. These agendas made 

more enlightening occasions available and helped create a group of cultivated females in 

metropolises.32 
 The equivalent period missionary depictions of South Asian women often 

reinforced colonial stereotypes of being a victim and being passive. Indigenous reformers 

contested these representations, contending that the elevation of women could be realized 
through internal reform rather than religious conversion.33 

Missionaries and Legal-Social Reforms 

 Missionary support had a large influence on colonial discussions about social 

laws. Missionaries functioned hard to stop sati, murder baby girls, and child marriage. 
They often functioned with expatriate officials and Indian campaigners.34 

Many people say that the end of sati in 1829 was a major reform transported about by 

missionary burden. However, historiographers tension the significant role of indigenous 
activists like Raja Ram Mohan Roy. In its place of being the only ones who could make 

variations, missionaries gave moral advices and made the subject known everywhere the 

creation.35 
 This company is an instance of a larger inclination: missionaries remained most 

obliging in social improvement when they functioned with local clusters and least 

cooperative when they were seen as forcing their views or being impervious to other 

cultures. 
Medical Missions and Healthcare 

 Therapeutic Missions characterized one of the most extensively accepted features 

of missionary movement in South Asia. Missionary hospitals, dispensaries, and mobile 
clinics on condition that health-care in areas anywhere colonial medical services were 

limited or unreachable.36 

 Medical missionaries combined Western biomedical does and philanthropical 

service, often treating patients regardless of religious association. This method enhanced 
missionary trustworthiness and fostered trust within local assemblages.37 

 
31 Geraldine Forbes, Women in Modern India (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 

78–82. 
32 Rosemary Seton, Western Daughters in Eastern Lands (Santa Barbara: Praeger, 2013), 95–100. 
33 Forbes, Women in Modern India, 90–94. 
34 Kopf, British Orientalism and the Bengal Renaissance, 170–176. 
35 Kopf, British Orientalism and the Bengal Renaissance, 182–185. 
36 Stanley, The Bible and the Flag, 112–116. 
37 Frykenberg, Christianity in India, 295–298. 
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While medical missions underwrote to public health developments, they also worked as 
subtle instruments of evangelization. Healing and preaching were commonly linked, 

levitation principled questions about consent and spiritual effect.38 

Indigenous Reform Movements and Missionary Challenge 

 In South Asian faiths elicited considerable indigenous knowledgeable and 
religious replies. The Brahmo Samaj, Arya Samaj, Aligarh Program, and Deobandi 

movement are examples of reorganization arrangements that came about in part because 

of missionary discourses.39 
 These Movements selectively embraced Western schooling and positivist 

dissertation while preservation indigenous religious traditions from Christian evaluation. 

Through responsibility, they facilitated bring religion back to life and give spiritual 
identities new meanings in modern ways.40 Missionary engagement unintentionally 

incited religious introspection and reform, demonstrating that missionary stimulus 

achieved as a substance slightly sovereign power. 

Social Reform, Conversion, and Indigenous Agency 

 It is crucial to acknowledge original intervention in the instruments of social 

reform and adaptation. Converts were not passive receivers of missionary philosophy; 

rather, they were active contributors who interpreted Christianity in ways that vibrated 
with their social authenticities.41 

 For frequent relegated societies, Christianity served as a means to transfer 

dignity, equivalence, and social unity. Indigenous Christian leaders gradually opposed 
missionary authoritarianism and promoted contextual religions that mirrored local 

knowledges.42 

 This modification was a slow move away from missionary-led reform and toward 

indigenous Christian social appointment, which set the stage for changes after 
colonialism. 

Evaluating Missionary Social Reform 

 Missionary participation in community reform formed mixed consequences. 
Although missionaries countersigned to education, healthcare, and humanitarian 

responsiveness, their efforts were often strange by cultural confusions and scriptural 

inflexibility.43 

 A serious historical calculation must therefore move beyond memorial or 
disparaging descriptions. Missionary social reform was neither purely philanthropical nor 

wholly imperialist; it epitomized a contested space where moral principle, educational 

coincidence, and influence relatives organized. 
Indigenous Responses and the Growth of Local Christianity 

 
38 Stanley, Bible and the Flag, 118–120. 
39 Young, Resistant Hinduism, 85–90. 
40 Young, Resistant Hinduism, 102–108. 
41 Webster, Dalit Christians, 78–84. 
42 Frykenberg, Christianity in India, 310–315. 
43 Porter, Religion versus Empire, 190–195. 



Journal of World Religions and Interfaith Harmony, 5:1 (2026) 

 

9 

 

 Specifically, the story of Christian Missionaries in South Asia is not just about 
strangers’ persuasive a new certainty on people. It is also a story of strong original 

activity, with a range of responses from intellectual assignation and creative version to 

absolute denunciation and the increase of independent Christian terms. This part says that 

local public who understood, cast-off, and changed missionary wisdoms to meet their 
own social, spiritual, and occasionally political needs had a big impact on the growth of 

Christianity in the area. The "Local Christianity" that came out of this development was 

frequently very dissimilar from the orthodoxies of the missionary sending societies. This 
was because it was based on present educational agendas and dealt with problems that 

were unique to India, particularly those related to caste and public distinctiveness.44 

Intellectual Engagement and Early Conversion: Beyond Passive Reception 

 From the beginning, missionary work sparked complex intellectual reactions. 

Rammohun Roy and other elite Bengali reformers were very interested in Unitarian 

theology, while others were very critical of Christian doctrine.45 Importantly, early 

converts were often people who were looking for something, like going to mission 
schools to get the social capital of Western education or learning about Christianity to 

deal with the strict rules of the caste system. The first generation of Indian Christian 

leaders, like Krishna Pillai in Tamil Nadu, showed how Christian stories could be made 
more relevant to Indian culture by using local poetry and religious forms. Pillai's 

conversion in the 1850s led to his epic Tamil poem Ratchanya Yāthirigam (The Pilgrim's 

Progress). These converts were not blank slates; they were people who combined their 
new beliefs with their old ones, making hybrid theological views that often scared 

European missionaries.46 

Caste, Mass Movements, and Social Aspiration 

 The furthermost important numerical expansion of Christianity transpired 
throughout the "Mass Movements" within Dalit (formerly "Untouchable") and tribal 

(Adivasi) communities in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.47 For these marginalized 

groups, conversion was a complicated way to improve their lives, fight against the 
oppressive Hindu caste system, and ask for protection under colonial law. Missionaries, 

although frequently uncertain regarding group conversions driven by social rather than 

solely spiritual considerations, assumed the roles of patrons and advocates for these 

communities, offering education and legal support. The caste system, on the other hand, 
was very strong and often repeated itself in the church as "caste Christianity." Nadar, 

Chamar, or Madiga converts kept their own identities, which went against missionary 

 
44 Robert Eric Frykenberg, “The Legacy of Christian Friedrich Schwartz”, International Bulletin 

of Missionary Research (Vol. 23, No. 3, July 1999), pp. 130–135. 
45 Kopf, British Orientalism and the Bengal Renaissance, 245-250. 
46 Robert Eric Frykenberg, “The Impact of Conversion and Social Reform upon Society in South 

India during the Late Company Period” in C. H. Philips and M. D. Wainwright ed., Indian 

Society and the Beginnings of Modernization (London: School of Oriental and African Studies, 

1976), 187-210. 
47 Webster, The Dalit Christians, 45-80. 
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ideals of Christian equality.48 The encounter necessitated a renegotiation of social 
identity, though not its complete eradication. 

The Rise of Independent Indigenous Churches 

 Independent Indian churches were formed because people were unhappy with 

missionary control, denominational splits, and the inability to completely get rid of caste 
prejudice. These movements claimed spiritual independence and cultural freedom of 

expression. The Christa Sishya Sangam (Society of the Disciples of Christ) in Tirunelveli 

was founded in the 1860s, and the more radical Nattu Sabai (Country Church) completely 
rejected foreign funding and control.49 The United Church of Northern India and the 

work of Bishop V.S. Azariah, the first Indian Anglican bishop, were examples of the 

push for ecclesiastical indigenization (swadeshi for the church) in Punjab. Azariah's 
famous plea at the 1910 Edinburgh World Missionary Conference for "friendship" 

instead of paternalism from Western missionaries showed how much people wanted to be 

treated with respect and work together.50 These independent groups often used native 

leadership styles, music, and art to make Christianity that was both legally and culturally 
rooted in India. 

Syncretism, Indigenization of Theology, and Cultural Resistance 

 Beyond institutional independence, the “Local Christianity” manifested through 
theological and ritual syncretism. Catholic practices in places like Goa or Kerala 

seamlessly incorporated local festival structures, attire, and culinary traditions. In Tamil 

Nadu, Christian kirtans (devotional songs) adopted Carnatic musical forms, and Christian 
narratives were visualized in Indian artistic styles.51 Theologians like Pandita Ramabai, 

though orthodox in doctrine, framed her scriptural commentaries and social reform work 

for widows within a sharp critique of both Hindu patriarchy and missionary 

condescension.52 Furthermore, many converts maintained customary practices related to 
kinship, life cycles, and local deities, leading to persistent tension with missionaries who 

viewed such retention as syncretistic backsliding. This resistance to total cultural 

overhaul highlights the agency of converts in determining the boundaries of their new 
faith. 

Post-Colonial Transformations and Contemporary Legacies 

 The end of the British Empire in 1947 was a major revolving point for Christian 

missions in South Asia. In the following periods, there was a major modification from 
foreign-led task grounds to independent national churches. This change was marked by 

religious indigenization, shifting social engagement, and discovery one's way in newly 

 
48Duncan B. Forrester, Caste and Christianity (London: Curzon Press, 1980), 120-145.  
49 Chandra Mallampalli, Christians and Public Life in Colonial South India (London: Routledge, 

2004), 95-120. 
50 Susan Billington Harper, In the Shadow of the Mahatma (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing 

University, 1999), 132-135. 
51 Eliza F. Kent, Converting Women (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 155-180. 
52 Meera Kosambi, ed. and trans., Pandita Ramabai Through Her Own Words (New Delhi: Oxford 

University Press, 2000), 45-89. 
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independent states that were often consistently charged. This section struggles that the 
post-colonial period has been categorized by a dual self-motivated: the effective 

recognized and theological indigenization of Christianity, alongside its persistent 

confrontation with a multifaceted socio-political legacy that positions it as both a 

significant contributor to civil society and a perceived remnant of foreign influence.53 
Decolonizing the Church: Indigenization of Leadership and Theology 

 The first thing that needed to be done after colonization was to formally hand 

over institutional power. The most obvious way this happened was through church 
unions, like the Church of South India (CSI), which remained shaped in 1947 as a 

groundbreaking ecumenical merger of Anglican, Methodist, Congregational, 

Presbyterian, and Reformed traditions, and the Church of North India (CNI), which was 
formed in 1970.54 These unions represented a repudiation of Western denominationalism 

in favor of a contextualized ecclesiastical framework. In the late 20th century, people on 

purpose worked to create contextual theologies that tried to make Christian beliefs more 

relevant to South Asian culture. Dalit theology, arising from the experiences of 
previously "untouchable" communities, criticized both caste-based oppression within the 

church and the inadequacy of classical Indian Christian theology in confronting systemic 

injustice, establishing parallels between the Exodus narrative and Dalit liberation.55 In the 
same way, tribal theologies and different kinds of Indian Christian ashram movements 

tried to show Christian spirituality through native cultural and philosophical ideas, such 

as advaita (non-dualism). 
Shifting Missionary Presence: From "Mission to" to "Mission from" 

 The old model of Western missionaries directing operations quickly contributed 

way to new associations. Refugee personnel increasingly assisted in recommended or 

partner roles under the authority of national churches. Simultaneously, South Asia 
transitioned from being solely a "mission field" to becoming a significant hub in global 

Christianity, sending its own missionaries within the region and worldwide.56 Korean 

and other Asian missionary interventions was similarly becoming vigorous, adding new 
deposits to the transcontinental Christian presence. The primary evangelistic and social 

service burden shifted decisively to local bishoprics and indigenous parachurch 

organizations, which often pursued more culturally nuanced and linguistically accessible 

forms of outreach than their colonial forerunners. 
Socio-Political Challenges: Anti-Conversion Sentiment and Majoritarian 

Nationalism 

 The most argumentative modern legacy of the missionary past is the radical and 
societal susceptibility of Christian communities, particularly in India. The association of 
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conversion with colonial-era inducements and social disruption has powered determined 
allegations of unethical proselytization. This has sugarcoated in anti-conversion 

laws (Freedom of Religion Acts) enacted in several Indian states, which require 

government scrutiny for religious change and are often used to harass and criminalize 

voluntary adaptations, especially among Dalit and Tribal communities.57 Furthermore, 
the rise of political Hinduism (Hindutva) has positioned Christianity (alongside Islam) as 

a "foreign" religion, whose adherents are accused of divided loyalties. This has led to 

sporadic but significant violence against churches, priesthood, and Christian institutions, 
principally in regions undergoing communal pressure.58  

Continuing Institutional Legacy and Public Role 

 Contempt these happenstances, the material and knowledgeable substructure 
built during the missionary era undergoes to play a vital role. Mission-founded 

universities, hospitals, and social service networks (e.g., leprosy care, rural development) 

remain highly appreciated, often ration as models of professional dissimilarity and 

principled provision.59 The Christian stress on education has continued a significant 
attendance in elite subordinate schooling and higher education, influencing peers of 

South Asia’s political and intellectual leadership across religious lines. In civil society, 

church-backed Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) are prominent in advocacy for 
human rights, environmental justice, and interfaith dialogue, positioning Christian 

organizations as important, if occasionally besieged, actors in the public sphere.60 

Conclusion  

 In the conclusion of the history of Christian missionary work in South Asia 

specifically in subcontinent under the rule of British Empire shows a complicated and 

covered communication between worldwide Christianity and long-standing inborn 

religious traditions. From the small Catholic missions of the 1500s to the large Protestant 
missions of the 1800s and early 1900s, missionaries' work was exaggerated by shifting 

political circumstances, theological significances, and cultural consultations. Christian 

missions in South Asia had not all work the same way; instead, they changed based on 
the needs of the people there, the imperial structures, and the instinctive people 

themselves. This study has shown that missionary work was an important part of the 

larger story of European expansion and colonial rule. Early Catholic missions were 

maintained by the Portuguese Empire, while Protestant missions flourished within the 
legal and infrastructure of British colonialism. But majestic determination can't be the 

only reason why missionaries went to other countries. A lot of missionaries spoke out 

against the depraved manipulation of colonists, pushed for social change, and put a lot of 
exertion into education, healthcare, and language development in the South Asian 
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societies’. These efforts left behind lasting institutional legacies that still have an impact 
on South Asian societies today. 

 At the same time, missionary work made indigenous religious groups fight back 

and think about what they were doing. Hindu, Muslim, and Sikh reform activities came 

about in part because missionaries condemned them. These activities used modern 
administrative and educational methods while still keeping their spiritual characteristics. 

Adaptation to Christianity, especially among groups that were already on the fringes of 

society, like dalits and tribal communities, was based on more than just consecrated 
theories. It also took into account social, economic, and educational factors. Indigenous 

people to convert their believes, how Christians whispered and acted, creating restricted 

versions of Christianity that challenged Western religious supremacy. 
 In the end, one can't just say that the history of Christian missionaries in South 

Asia was either a success or a failure, or that it was either oppression or freedom. It is a 

negotiated process in which culture, belief, and power interacted in complicated ways. 

This article helps us understand religious change in South Asia in a more nuanced way by 
putting missionary work in a larger social and historical context. This kind of approach 

not only adds to the study of history, but it also helps us understand current discussions 

about religion, pluralism, and cultural interaction in the area. The post-colonial journey of 
Christianity in South Asia illustrates the unfinished business of history. The faith has 

been successfully indigenized in leadership, liturgy, and theological reflection, severing 

its institutional dependence on the West. Yet, it remains profoundly shaped by its 
historical entry point. Its social composition, its valued institutional contributions, and its 

current political vulnerabilities are all direct consequences of the colonial-era missionary 

encounter. The contemporary legacy is therefore one of paradoxical integration: 

Christianity is an undeniable and organic part of the South Asian religious mosaic, yet it 
is continually forced to renegotiate its place within nations where its origins are 

frequently politicized. Its future will depend not only on the vitality of its internal 

indigenization but also on its ability to navigate the ongoing socio-political redefinitions 
of national identity in the region.  

 


