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After having heard Mr. Kulkarni’s fantastic presentation, you have got 

a rather good idea about certain aspects of the way India is, though 

no can really describe the mystery of India in a short time.  

 

One thing that is commonly said about India is that one can make a 

statement about this vast country which would be right and you 

could make exactly an opposite statement about India and that too 

would be right. India is in many ways a continent by itself, probably 

with more languages and diverse cultures and religions than you 

would have in vast continents like Europe, the Americas or for that 

matter Africa. It is a fascinating country of more than one billion 

diverse people. 

 

India has given to the world some of the major religions like 

Hinduism, Buddhism, Sikhism and Jainism and other world religions 

like Christianity, Islam, Zoroastrianism, Bahai have all prospered 

here for centuries. There are nearly 1652 languages and dialects with 

many of them having their own scripts. There are more than 2000 

distinguished communities in India with their own special 

characteristics.  Let me just give you a bird’s eye view of the Indian 

scenario with regard to its religions and its practices. 

 

Hinduism 

Hinduism with its nearly 5000 years of history is the religion of the 

majority, nearly 80% of people, though within Hinduism too there 

are many different sects. There are supposed to be 333 million gods 

and goddesses with several ancient scriptures which have been 

studied, researched upon and written about by scholars from all over 

the world. They still generate a huge academic interest in them. And 
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now for the first time a whole set of 11 volumes of Encyclopedia on 

Hinduism has been published. My friend Mr. Kulkarni too is the 

President of a Hindu Research Institute and he would certainly have 

much more interesting things to add to this short note on the 

majority religion of India. 

 

 

Islam 

But Hinduism is not the only religion in India. After Indonesia, the 

highest number of Muslims live in India forming 14% of the Indian 

population amounting to nearly 180 million people. In my 

interactions with some of the people from Pakistan, they tell me that 

Islam, as practiced in India is quite different to the one in Pakistan 

and they tell me that because it has quite a bit of influence from 

Hinduism. I have not studied that matter. 

 

Christianity 

The next religion that is followed by a good 27 million people but is a 

minority is Christianity. It is more or less established that the two 

apostles, St. Thomas and St. Bartholomew brought Christianity to 

India somewhere in year 52 A. D. So Christianity has a much older 

presence in India than it has in the Americas or many parts of 

Europe. And like Islam, has Christianity been influenced by certain 

aspects of Hinduism too? Indeed it has been. One sees that many 

churches are built borrowing architectural designs from temples. Or 

one can see mother Mary dawning a saree, in certain areas we have 

priests wearing saffron shawl during liturgy with floral aarti, not to 

mention the way hymns, known as Bhajan, are sung in some of the 

local languages or the use of oil lamps instead of candles and the use 

of agarbati instead of incense. But then Christianity does adopt to a 

lot of local customs wherever it goes, as I have witnessed in Africa or 

on Christmas cards from Japan and so on. 

 

Sikhism 

The fourth major religion born in India more than 300 years ago is 

Sikhism and has nearly 2% followers in the Indian population. 

Though one finds Sikhs all over India (in fact all over the world), they 

are found in majority in the two North Western states of the Punjab 

and Haryana. They honour ten Gurus but the final authority lies in 

their sacred scripture known as the Shabad, meaning ‘The Word’, 

which is the collection of teachings of the ten Gurus. One of the great 

teachings and practices of the Sikh faith is the sharing of Langar. 
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Anyone can walk into any Gurudwara (Sikh temple) and he/she will 

always find not only food but also people to serve him/her. And 

everyone is treated there with equal respect. They are known to be a 

hardworking community with strong emphasis on sangat or 

community. Many of them have joined the army to defend its 

borders. They are good warriors. 

 

Buddhism 

The other major world religion, though born in India, but is reduced 

to now less than 1% of followers is Buddhism. Buddhism is older 

than Christianity. Interestingly it spread much more in Sri Lanka and 

other countries east of India from Myanmaar further to Thailand, 

China, Vietnam, Cambodia, Korea and Japan but did not find its 

deeper roots in India. One of the reasons cited for that is that the 

roots of Hinduism were/are too strong in India, which would tolerate 

other religions but may not allow them to grow. As you know 

Buddhism does not as such acknowledge the existence of God. It’s 

followers count for just about .08% of the total population, though 

every now and then one hears of a good group of people converting 

to Buddhism, it does not really have a huge following. Of course, 

because the Dalai Lama, originally from Tibet and the most 

prominent face of Buddhism in the world, lives in India, there are 

also a good number of Tibetans who live in India as refugees. India 

often has trouble with China because it houses the Dalai Lama and 

supports him, much to the displeasure of China. 

 

Jainism 

Almost at the same time as Buddhism i.e. between 5th and 6th century 

BC came into existence, another religion known as Jainism was born. 

Jainism believes in 24 Thirthankaras, Mahavir being the last of them. 

It is an ancient religion. They too have their own scriptures but again 

do not believe in a Creator. Jainism attaches great importance on 

non-violence and detachment from the material world and among 

the different teachings it has, the one that could provide an 

interesting anti-dote to the modern world which forever runs after 

wealth and material things is the concept of Aparigrha. The word, 

Aparigraha basically means that a person should neither desire nor 

hoard or collect things, more than what is necessary for daily living. 

Again, though born in India, unfortunately it could not take roots and 

neither, unlike Buddhism, outside of India. It has around .04% of 

population in India. 
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We then have the presence of followers of other religions but in 

much smaller numbers like Zoroastrianism, Judaism and the Bahai 

faith. Though very small in numbers they too are well known and 

respected in India. 

 

That is the general scenario of the existence of religions in India. One 

of the questions that this panel is supposed to comment on is the 

state of religions and religious practices vis-à-vis the recent economic 

developments that India is seeing and on which my co-panelist Mr. 

Kulkarni has tried to throw some light.  

 

Effects of Economic Development on Religious practices 

It is observed generally around the world that along with economic 

development and the increase in literacy, there comes a kind of 

distance from religion in people’s lives. The prime reason being that 

economic development puts more money in the pockets of people 

which in turn fulfills their material needs and since material needs 

are never fulfilled and the desire or needs for more keep increasing, 

there is the creation of this vicious circle of running after wealth and 

material goods. In a situation like that, apart from having the basic 

needs of food and shelter being fulfilled bringing greater comforts in 

life, and the need to run after earning more wealth, God and religions 

take a backseat, or at least that is one of the reasons for secularism to 

rise in this part of the world where we now sit. 

 

As an observer of economic development as well as people’s faith in 

their religions, I can state that such a state of affairs has not taken 

place in India. In this country, most of the temples, mosques, 

churches, gurudwaras and other places of worship are always 

bubbling with people. Gurus, sanayasis, priests, maulanas, Granthis, 

and godmen and godwomen are by and large quite popular with 

people. Of course the flip side in such a situation is that every now 

and then one also comes across fake holy men and women, whom 

people follow blindly. All this shows that religion still holds an 

important place in the lives of people. 

 

The other evidence of how religion has not lost its prime place in the 

lives of people is by noticing the existence of several religious 

channels in the country. There are several channels dedicated 24 

hours only to religious discourses, worship or such things. This is an 

interesting phenomenon for all of us know that the main ingredient 

feeding media coverage is breaking news or sensationalism, 
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entertainment of all kinds, loud music and promotion of material 

goods the coverage of which are paid for by various commercials. So 

in this competitive world of advertisements and commercials, how 

do these religious channels survive? Obviously, there is a good chunk 

of audience and therefore market for such things. 

 

Similarly, over the last 15 years I have noticed that many popular 

newspapers carry a religious column. More and more newspapers 

and magazines are beginning to include such a column in their 

editions. For instance, about six years ago I was approached by one 

prominent newspaper to write such a column in Mystic Mantra and I 

continue to write this for almost last six years.  

 

In addition, one sees huge crowds of people at particular religious 

festivals, the famous Kumbh mela (large gathering of millions of 

people at the bank of Ganges and there is one on going in Nashik and 

other places) being just one of the well known features of people’s 

religious beliefs and practices. 

 

All these show that there is still a great deal of interest in religion in 

India and it would not be an exaggeration to say that people do take 

their religion or at least the ritual practices of a religion seriously.  

 

Reasons for Religious fervour 

Let us run through quickly to see the reason for such a phenomenon. 

Well! Primarily as we said, religion has played and continues to play 

an important role in the lives of people from times immemorial. 

 

The other reason for that could be because the liberalization of 

economy or open market began in India less than 25 years ago and 

while a lot of people have benefitted from it, by and large the gains of 

such economic development has not really percolated down to the 

vast masses of India. Certain studies show that still about 42% of 

people live below poverty line, though the Government figure show it 

to be around 28%. The criteria followed by the government, though 

seems to be ridiculous. So anyone who earns half a dollar a day, is 

kept above that poverty line. There are other studies which put the 

people living below poverty line to be as much as 60%. Whatever the 

figures, the fact remains that a large population of India still does not 

enjoy the benefits of economic liberalization. They still need to 

depend on God to find solution or at least consolations from God or 

religions to their daily life problems. That could explain one reason 
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why the so called development has not yet affected religious 

practices in India. 

 

The other reason could also be the rising fundamentalist voices in 

almost all the religions, in fact all over the world. In a fast changing 

world with so many new ideologies and things, the one thing that 

offers a kind of permanence are values originating in and from 

religion and from scriptures. And so people always go back to 

religions.  

 

A Critique of Religion and Religious practices 

Having said that, let us also look at some of the issues of religion and 

religious practices critically and from another angle. 

 

The very first critique that I observe in this highly religiously charged 

people of my country is that while religion or going to the temple, 

mosques, churches or gurudwaras is important, religion or religious 

teachings do not per se affect normal human behavior in day to day 

living. For instance, the value of honesty in public life, which all 

religions teach, suffers heavily. One of the major problems in India 

for instance is the problem of corruption, particularly among 

politicians and government officials, including police, doctors, 

lawyers, judges, engineers, teachers and who have you. Religion is 

completely forgotten when it comes to making a fast buck and greed 

for money. And it is not only in terms of honesty and truthfulness but 

before hard cash, mercy to a poor person who cannot afford that 

money, is completely ignored. Businessmen, shopkeepers have no 

prick of conscience in cheating customers or lying to them about 

quality of goods or its cost.  

 

Questioning Charity 

Similarly the concept of charity or philanthropy is largely absent 

from public life, though each religion teaches its followers about 

these values. Hinduism for instance teaches about Paropkara Param 

Dharma or Charity as the most important duty. But in real life 

situations, this is largely absent. Though I am not sure of why it is, 

sometimes I wonder whether it is connected to the theory of rebirth 

and Karma. I am not sure, but it could be one of the possible 

explanations. As you know the theory of Karma says that a person is 

reborn in his/her present state of life because of his good or bad 

deeds in the past life, so much so that if one does not live a proper 

life, he/she could be born as an animal and one may have to go 



 7 

through a cycle of Eighty five thousand yonis (lives) to be liberated 

from this cycle of rebirth. 

 

I recently read a wonderful book by a man who was formerly a senior 

government officer but who resigned and now does a lot of social 

work, who also happens to be a friend of mine, Mr. Harsh Mander. His 

book is titled, ‘Looking Away’. It is a thick volume backed by solid 

research and references. During the launch of the book he said and I 

quote, “It is not merely the facts of inequality and prejudice against 

minorities that worry me. But, the feeling among the very large and 

influential middle class that this inequality is not only inevitable but 

legitimate. The middle class feels that people of privilege are entitled 

to it and the people who are suffering from want and disposition are 

responsible for where they are. This sense of entitlement is 

something recent that I have seen in the new middle class. It was 

unthinkable in the days of my growing up. Why is it that we have lost 

any sense of outrage?” (Unquote). 

 

It is because of these factors, I am sometimes led to believe that many 

of our own countrymen do not understand the value Christians place 

on Charity. According to many of them, all charity is done only with 

the purpose of gaining converts to their religion. And any amount of 

arguments to say that the Church itself forbids such conversions, that 

the population of Christians is just 2.3% after its presence for two 

thousand years, and that it is against the law, it does not seem to 

reach the ears of those who propagate this stand. Even a world- 

renowned saint like Mother Teresa has not been spared by some of 

these propagandists.  

 

Question of Religious Freedom 

And this leads me to the next worrying factor for many Indians and 

that is the issue of “Religious Freedom”, which not only people in the 

West value a great deal but which the Constitution of India 

guarantees to all its citizens. Similarly, Article 18 of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights too states about the freedom of 

everyone to choose one’s faith. Yet, despite the majority religion of 

India being Hinduism, followed by 80% of people, there is still a right 

wing group of fundamentalists, whom the former Prime Minister Atal 

Bihari Vajpayee, called as ‘the lunatic fringe’, who keep screaming 

that Hinduism is in danger of dying and therefore there should be 

ban on religious conversions. Christian missionaries are often the 

target of this rhetoric. And in as many as six states of India, an ‘anti-
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conversion law’, though termed in nice words as, “Freedom of 

Religion Act” is in force. Taking umbrage of this law, missionaries are 

often harassed and sometimes wrongly arrested by the police, saying 

that missionaries are either by force or by allurement converting the 

poor in India. Sometimes this rhetoric takes an ugly turn resulting in 

burning of churches or attacks on missionaries being beaten up or 

even killed. The interesting fact is that in all these years, not a single 

person has been proven guilty of the crime of conversion. 

 

The missionaries themselves hold the view that they are targeted 

because of their work among the poor to empower them through 

education and development, which also affects the age-old practice of 

caste system in India.  

 

But it is not only the Christian missionaries who are the target of the 

shrill voices from this fringe group. Muslims too face their wrath. 

Harsh Mander in his book, ‘Looking Away’, dedicates a good section to 

this issue. Of course, India has suffered the terrible tragedy of 

Partition at the hands of the British when Pakistan was created as a 

nation on religious grounds for the Muslims. Though it is a political 

issue, it has its ramifications on the daily life of people. 

 

Conclusion 

Every country has its own problems, political, economical, social and 

religious. While India too has its own, it is still one of the most 

fascinating countries in the world, with ancient cultures, religions 

and history mingling beautifully together setting an example before 

the rest of the world. And right now with its economic growth, it is 

bound to become one of the world powers, and that too not in too 

distant future. For those of you who have not visited India, I am sure 

the presentation of Mr. Kulkarni and mine own humble one will 

inspire you to make it there, again not in too distant future.  

 

Thank you. 

10/09/2015 


