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MADURAI, INDIA: A CULTURAL PROFILE 

With the hopes of learning more of the culture of India, these four students met with 

two fellow peers at Dallas Theological Seminary named Joy and Simon. Joy and Simon are a 

couple raised in southern India, who intend to return to Simon’s home city of Madurai to 

minister in the near future. Through our study of Madurai, south Indian culture, and our 

interviews with Joy and Simon, we have found a number of strategies we believe to be effective 

in communicating the gospel to the people of Madurai, India. 

Demographic and Historical Description of Madurai 

Madurai is a large, populous, and ancient city in South India. Due to it’s rich history, 

culture, and architecture, Madurai is “often referred to as the 'Athens of the East.’”  Our 1

interviewees described it with a more American-influenced flare, calling Madurai the “California 

of India” — a city of business, culture, and beauty. Madurai, the 25th-largest city in India with a 

population of nearly 1.5 million, has long been a merchant hub, having traded with ancient Rome 

and now houses a Silicon-Valley-esque economy “increasingly driven by IT, all overlaid with the 

hustle, energy and excitement of a big Indian city.”  A large majority of the Indians in Madurai 2

speak a local dialect of Tamil, which our interviewees claimed to be the oldest spoken language 

in the world, and one that fascinatingly remains largely unchanged and undeveloped from its 

ancient roots. Beyond a doubt, the most prominent feature of Madurai is the Hindu Meenakshi 

Amman Temple. Completed in its modern form in the 17th century, the Meenakshi Amman 

 "History of Madurai," Madurai Guide, accessed April 18, 2017, http://www.madurai.org.uk/culture/1

history.html.

 "Madurai, India," Lonely Planet, Accessed April 18, 2017, http://www.lonelyplanet.com/india/tamil-nadu/2

madurai/introduction.
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Temple sits on nearly fifteen acres of land and features fourteen gopuram towers, the tallest of 

which is over fifty meters high. The temple is dedicated to the Hindu goddess Parvati, the icon of 

love, fertility, and devotion.  3

 Stanley A. Wolpert, “Madurai,” Encyclopedia of India, Detroit: Charles Scribner's Sons, 2006, 80-81.3
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Conversation Scripts 

Greetings 

India is one of the most densely populated countries in the world, and as such 

greetings are not expected at all times. For example, if a friend is spotted across the street, one is 

not expected to greet the person because the bustling streets would make it nearly impossible to 

catch their attention. Honor is upheld and communicated in greetings, typically by the amount of 

eye contact and the specific phrases used. For example, a younger person would avoid eye 

contact with an older person at all costs and would use an extended greeting, “Eppidi irkreenga?” 

instead of “Eppidi irka?” to ask how the person is doing.  Since honor is very important, 4

especially when addressing older people, individuals need to be conscientious of titles they use 

to address the other person. Normal titles include: brother, sister, uncle, auntie, Mr., or Mrs. — 

all of which are determined by the relationship. As Indians take honor seriously, they always 

communicate it in greetings.

Leave-Takings 

Leave-takings are generally left open-ended with an invitation to share an extended 

period of time together. Since relationship-building is important and Indians hold time in higher 

regard, they will communicate the hope that another encounter will happen again so as to build 

the relationship. While we met with Simon and Joy, they were not the ones to close the 

conversation as that would be considered rude. Typically, an excuse of another commitment is 

given to leave the conversation.

 Ultimate Guide to Tamil Greetings,” accessed April 20, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?4

v=ojNxGSf650A.
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Conversational Scripts 

If two peers were to bump into one another, they would greet each other, talk about 

their family, and give an invitation for an extended conversation, which is normally a meal at one 

of their homes. The invitation is always extended to the rest of the family. Jaimaste is a greeting 

used by believers, meaning “I thank God for you.” Since Indian culture is heavily influenced by 

Hinduism, a typical greeting derived from Hindu culture would be namaste, meaning “the divine 

in me bows to the divine in you.”  5

 “What are We Really Saying with Namaste?” Yoga Dork Blog, accessed April 21, 2017, http://5

yogadork.com/2015/07/27/what-are-we-really-saying-with-namaste/.

Conversation Between Two Family Friends

A Jaimaste, brother.

B Jaimaste, brother.

A How are you?

B I am well.

A How is your family?

B They are okay.

A I heard your father was sick. Is he doing better?

B Yes, and he has gone to the hospital and is now taking 
medication. How is your family?

A They are okay.

B Very good. You should visit us next week.

A That would be fine.

B It is getting late.

A We will see you next week.

B So long.
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Common Nonverbal Behaviors 

          Communication is far more than simply verbal. We should see to it that we 

understand the implications of non-verbal communication as well before we enter a different 

culture. India is among many countries that have non-verbal communication behaviors an 

effective communicator should know and understand for effective ministry. Therefore, as we 

navigate different cultures, especially Madurai, with the purpose of spreading the gospel of our 

Savior Jesus Christ, we need to be open and sensitive to non-verbal communication behaviors to 

help us communicate the gospel effectively. 

Shoes 

Simon and Joy informed us that it is considered respectful in India to remove your 

shoes before entering another’s house. Failing to remove your shoes would be disrespectful and 

would shut down communication between you and your host. In the Western world, this is not 

considered offensive in any way. 
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Head Wobble 

In India, it is considered rude to verbally say “no.” Indians instead wobble their head 

from one side to the other, tilting it to express their denial. This lack of saying “no” (and instead 

communicating purely nonverbally) can seem hypocritical to the Western culture and is often 

very confusing to the foreigners who visit India for the first time. 

Eye Contact 

Joy told us that while eye contact shows interest in conversation and self-confidence 

in the Western world, in Madurai eye contact is considered rude. A student making eye contact 

with a professor is considered disrespectful. 
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Staring 

While its considered rude to stare at some one in the West, in India this is not the 

case. People in Madurai will stare at you freely. To Indians, it is a way to express curiosity and 

signal that they would like to know more about you, whereas to an American it would be 

considered rude. 
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Holding Hands 

While two men holding hands in America elicits homosexual connotations, for people 

in Madurai, holding hands is considered one way to show affection. It is therefore, as Joy and 

Simon informed us, common to see people holding hands on the streets of Madurai. 
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Personal Space (Closeness) 

Joy and Simon said that while bodily closeness (closed personal space) is considered 

uncomfortable in the Western world, it is the opposite in Madurai. 

Cultural Values 

The people of Madurai in southern India are raised on Hindu principles. This religion 

remains strongly embedded in the region’s cultural values. The people of Madurai exhibit several 

prominent cultural values, all of which affect their interpersonal relationships. These cultural 

values are displayed by the culture through its worldview. Five of the most prominent cultural 

values include collectivism, high-context, honor, religion, and ascribed status. Each of these 

values are dynamic and often overlap with the others. 
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Collectivism 

The people of Madurai live in a collectivist society and highly value family. 

According to our interviewees, in considering an important life event (such as marriage), 

families not only must approve of the future spouse, but also the spouse’s family. This is contrary 

to the practices of Western society. With works of literature such as Romeo and Juliet serving as 

examples of individualism, the West views marriage as a joining of two individuals, whereas the 

culture of Madurai views marriage as a joining of two families. Joy and Simon also informed us 

that people in Madurai never live alone. For instance, Joy grew up at home, got married, and 

began living with her husband. She never lived alone, and neither did her husband Simon. This is 

common practice in India. 

Collectivism plays a significant role in people’s decisions to follow Christ. Such a 

decision is not taken lightly, especially if the person has a Hindu background. For example, Joy’s 

mother became a believer in her twenties. As her family was Hindu, her decision to forsake 

ancestral traditions for Christ was not easy, but she trusted God. When she told her family, she 

was kicked out of her home. Simon and Joy mentioned, “Family is sacred,” and Joy’s mother’s 

decision to disregard her family was seen as disregarding the sacred.  

The example of Joy’s mother is evident of normal life circumstances new Indian 

believers face. While she was disowned by her birth family, Joy’s mother inherited a new family 

in the body of Christ. After trusting in Christ, her perspective of family began to change. As 

many Indian Christians grow, they begin to think more about how their life decisions impact 

others’ view of God, not only their family. In a sense, this is a new weight to carry, but one that 

allows the outside world to see the difference that God makes in peoples’ lives. When Indians 
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become Christians, they carry the honor of being a Christ-follower in addition to the honor of 

their birth family. 

High Context 

In Ministering Cross-Culturally, Lingenfelter and Mayers argue that “A common 

error in cross-cultural ministry is assuming that people understand us when they hear our 

words.”  Interestingly enough, Simon and Joy’s culture contends with this claim quite a bit. 6

People in Madurai often do not say what they mean, therefore they do not hear what is being 

said. It is important to note that the relationship between two people will determine if the 

communication is high or low context. For example, if two neighbors have a cordial relationship, 

the communication will more likely be high context in order to preserve the relationship and the 

honor of both parties. On the other hand, Joy and Simon told us about how they uploaded a 

picture to social media and someone told them they were getting fat. In this scenario, the family 

member cared more about the family’s honor than Joy and Simon’s personal honor. A high and 

low context level of communication is determined by the relationship and functions in light of 

maintaining honor. As Joy mentioned, “Being nice is more important than being honest.” 

Religion 

Hinduism exerts a heavy influence on society and every day life in Madurai. People 

in Madurai are very pious. They understand sin, and the need to remedy that problem. As Simon 

described, “[the people of Madurai] are very devoted,” and their devotion to Hinduism is quite 

serious.  

 Sherwood G. Lingenfelter and Marvin K. Mayers, Ministering Cross-Culturally: An Incarnational Model 6

for Personal Relationships, 2nd edition (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2003), 74.
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In Hinduism, seemingly anything can become a god. For example, Simon told us 

about a man in his town who made a god out of a rock. This man had a sick family member, 

prayed to said rock, and the sick person was healed miraculously. The man built a shrine around 

this rock, and many people today bring offerings to the shrine. In addition to devotion, Hinduism 

stresses karma, meaning that Hindus are motivated to do good in hopes that their good deeds will 

be rewarded, or at the very least to do good out of fear that if they fail, they will be punished.  

Event Oriented 

Both the culture of India and Madurai are polychronic. When asked about time, our 

interviewees said, “Your friend is there to be disturbed at any time,” meaning they find 

relationships more precious than schedules. Indians enjoy passing time with others, and 

prematurely ending conversations or house visits is considered rude. Indians typically have no 

concept of interruptions. They understand that life contains a great number of surprises, and are 

very fluid with their schedules, as “their highest priority is to establish and maintain personal 

relationships, and they enjoy the social interaction required to sustain these relationships.”  7

Establishing relationships is often difficult as it naturally requires time. At times, forming 

relationships simply requires physical presence. Once a sense of rhythm is established, building 

the relationship becomes easier. 

Ascribed Status 

Unlike Western societies where an individual’s worth is measured by his 

accomplishments, an Indian’s worth is measured by his family. The individual has no control 

 Sherwood G. Lingenfelter and Marvin K. Mayers, Ministering Cross-Culturally: An Incarnational Model 7

for Personal Relationships, 2nd edition (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2003), 79.
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over his self-worth. Indian society is still heavily influenced by the Hindu caste system, and 

“having a sense of how [the caste system] tends to work in Indian society is critical for 

understanding [Indian society].”  It is understood that the establishing principle of the caste 8

system was skin color. People of lighter skin occupied the higher castes, while those of darker 

skin were placed in lower castes.  The idea was that the lower-ranking castes would serve the 9

higher castes. Due to this, people of darker skin have fewer rights and less access to basic 

education, as “respect is given to individuals on the basis of their social position.”  The Dalit 10

caste is the lowest of the low. Considered “untouchable,” this group suffers oppression and 

marginalization, and has for centuries.  When asked if Dalits could ever rise into a higher caste, 11

our interviewees said it would be absolutely impossible. The Dalits’ darker skin and poorer 

grooming (relative to the more prestigious castes) prevent any opportunity for inter-class 

movement. In addition, simple things such as gait and mannerisms reveal an individual’s class 

affiliation. There is often no way to rise out of a lower caste, which makes finding marriage 

partners difficult, as individuals typically can only marry within their caste. Joy and Simon 

brought to our attention that this issue arises in Christian households too. As an Indian Christian, 

marrying another Christian is absolutely required, but tensions are still high as parents choose a 

spouse for their children from the same caste. 

 Dyron B. Daughrity and Jesudas M. Das, Understanding World Christianity: India, (Minneapolis: 8

Fortress Press, 2016), 117.

 Dyron B. Daughrity and Jesudas M. Das, Understanding World Christianity: India, (Minneapolis: 9

Fortress Press, 2016), 117-119.

 Sherwood G. Lingenfelter and Marvin K. Mayers, Ministering Cross-Culturally: An Incarnational Model 10

for Personal Relationships, 2nd edition (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2003), 92.

 Dyron B. Daughrity and Jesudas M. Das, Understanding World Christianity: India, (Minneapolis: 11

Fortress Press, 2016), 120.
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Conclusion 

The five aforementioned values are deeply embedded within the Indian culture and 

worldview. These values bleed together, yet how heavily each is emphasized varies from family 

to family. Perhaps the most important values that truly affect ministry opportunities are 

collectivism and ascribed status. As new believers come to faith, they have much to lose, such as 

culture, family, and tradition. In the same breath, they have much to gain, which presents the 

church with a great opportunity to come alongside and encourage these new brothers and sisters 

as a family. 

Communicating the Gospel 

Contextualization of the gospel is a complicated process, but if we desire to be 

efficient in ministering to the Hindu people of Madurai, we must contextualize our message in a 

way that will bring real transformation. Hinduism is the result of a combination of many 

traditions and beliefs. Throughout this section of our report, we will attempt to explain the Hindu 

worldview. Our goal is to provide a framework that will help reach the people in this region of 

India. Once we develop this understanding we will analyze effective ways to teach the scriptures, 

share the gospel, and disciple the people in Madurai, India. 

Brief Historical Facts 

It is hard to pinpoint exactly when Hinduism was founded. Hinduism is a complex 

religion that developed out of many social and cultural progressions. The roots of Hinduism can 

be traced to around B.C. 1000 when the Aryans brought their traditions and religious practices to 

India and fused them with the indigenous beliefs. Hinduism continued to grow over an extended 

period, where it was “absorbing and assimilating all the religious and cultural movements in 
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India.”  In contrast to other religions, it did not have any founder; many say Hinduism “is more 12

like a tree that has grown gradually than like a building that has been erected by some great 

architect at some definite point in time.”  The main Hindu text is the Veda (which means "to 13

know" or “knowledge”), which was written over a period of 2,000 years. The Veda contain 

hymns, philosophy, and guidance on rituals for the priests of the Vedic religion. The Veda consist 

of four collections: Rig Veda, Sama Veda, the Yajur Veda, and the Atharva Veda. Hindus’ 

recognize Rig Veda as the most significant and authoritative. 

The Worldview: Salvation and Oneness with Brahman 

Hinduism is a pantheistic religion, but is often much more than a religion for the 

Hindu people. It defines who they are. It is their way of life and it shapes the lenses by which 

they see the world. Hinduism runs deep inside the culture and social structures of India. The 

Hindu worldview can be difficult for a Western missionary to understand but it is the most 

important factor that we need to embrace if we desire to be effective. Dalavi in his dissertation 

mentions; 

 Arthur J. Dalavai, “A Critical Appraisal of and Christian Approach to Philosophical Hinduism” (Th. D., 12

Dallas Theological Seminary, 1977), 85.

 Kshiti Mohan Sen and Amartya Sen, Hinduism (Toronto: Penguin UK, 2005), 14-15.13
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“Hinduism is a ethnic religion. A Hindu is born into his religion by natural birth, but it is 
not his “born-again” experience as it is in Christianity for every believer. He receives all 
his religious, social and psychological convictions and beliefs at birth. To win a Hindu to 
Christianity is like uprooting a tree by its roots and transplanting it elsewhere, which is a 
crucial role for the transplanter and the one being transplanted.”  14

Although Hinduism is a pantheistic religion, they do believe in multiple gods. 

Brahman is the one god for the Hindu; all the other gods are an extension of Brahman. Brahman 

is impersonal, and it is through these extensions (“avatars”) that Brahman reveals himself to the 

people. Because of this, there are multiple ways to reach the same truth, god is everything, and 

everything is god. The goal in Hinduism is to be one with Brahman, who is reality — this world 

we live in is just an illusion (also known as “Maya” in Hinduism). The Hindu believes that the 

world we live in is not a reality, and for one to be truly “saved” they must join reality by 

becoming one with Brahman. Thus, the Christian and Hindu view of salvation is naturally very 

different. For Christians, salvation is received through the atonement of sins by Jesus Christ. For 

Hindus, it is becoming one with Brahman. Kalvin McCune mentions in his book Effective Hindu 

Evangelism that “since Brahman refers to that which is complete then salvation to the Hindu is in 

becoming one with him, in this life man is understood to be in a state of illusion.”  The Hindus’ 15

call their soul or spirit Atman; Hindus are connected to Brahman through their Atman. They will 

look inward to find their connection to reality — in other words, their salvation. Their approach 

to salvation is introspective. Hindus believe that if they can connect to their Atman, they will 

become one with Brahman and attain salvation. In contrast, Christians look outwards for 

salvation, as it comes from Jesus Christ. It is important that we understand the Hindu worldview 

 Dalavai, “A Critical Appraisal of and Christian Approach to Philosophical Hinduism”, 174.14

 Kelvin M. McCune, Effective Hindu Evangelism : Contrasting the Concept of Salvation between 15

Hinduism and Christianity (Columbus, Ga. : Brentwood Christian Press, 1994), 22.
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of salvation because when we present Christ as a savior, the first thought in a Hindus’ mind is if 

Jesus will lead them to Brahman or true reality. 

The Rule of Karma and Sin 

Karma is the process where "one becomes good by doing good deeds and becomes 

evil by doing evil deeds.”  Karma binds man to the universe. Hindus find themselves constantly 16

striving to do good to lower their Karma. If they can eliminate the Karma in their lives, they will 

become one with reality (Brahman). Having Karma leads you to transmigration (reincarnation) 

and will determine your status in your next life. Karma is also tied to the cultural and social 

Hindu caste system. One is born into their caste because of their Karma, and their Karma 

determines their life’s purpose. Unfortunately, Hindus easily confuse sin with Karma. We need to 

differentiate sin and Karma, as in Hinduism, there is no real consequence for Karma besides 

reincarnation. In reality, sin will lead to death as Paul says in Roman 6:23 — "For the wages of 

sin is death.” Sin for Hindus does not have any drastic consequences when it relates to their 

relationship with God. Thus, in Hinduism, there is no need for a sinless Savior to die for the sin 

of humanity. In our approach to evangelize to the people in Madurai we must lead them to 

repentance of sins, which can be a difficult task. 

Strategies for Effective Evangelism 

An in-depth understanding of the Hindu worldview is crucial if we want to make 

Christ known to Hindu people. One of the biggest challenges of missionaries in India is to help 

Hindus understand the true gospel and not one that is muddled with their cultural and religious 

worldviews. Dalavi puts it this way in his dissertation: 

 Ibid, 27.16
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Hinduism is a ethnic religion. A Hindu is born into his religion by natural birth, but it is 
not his “born-again” experience as it is in Christianity for every believer. He receives all 
his religious, social and psychological convictions and beliefs at birth. To win a Hindu to 
Christianity is like uprooting a tree by its roots and transplanting it elsewhere, which is a 
crucial role for the transplanter and the one being transplanted.  17

As missionaries, we are uprooting the tree of Hinduism that has been growing for 

thousands of years. We must try to understand the roots of this tree that run deep in Indian 

culture.  

The first strategy is the art of storytelling. The Veda are a crucial part of the Hindu 

religion, and they give the Hindu guidance through their mythological stories of gods. That 

storytelling is a deep-set cultural practice presents an incredible opportunity for us to tell the 

greatest story of all time. In the Bible's metanarrative, there is no striving to receive salvation 

because it is freely given to us through Jesus. Even Jesus taught the mysteries of heaven and the 

Kingdom by using parables. Parables are “Stories told to convey a general truth or spiritual 

message, often requiring explanation or interpretation.”  Stories can help us teach truths on sin, 18

salvation, faith, God and the Trinity. When we tell these stories and present these truths, we must 

be very clear in our message. If we do it incorrectly, we may errantly build the concept of 

salvation on the Hindu worldview. One of the biggest differences between the Christian God and 

Brahman is that God is personal and Brahman is impersonal and distant. God has reached out to 

us because he desires a relationship with us. God has given salvation to us through forgiveness of 

our sin on the cross through Jesus. Forgiveness is a foreign concept for Hindus, and it must be 

shared, as it breaks the rules of Karma. Salvation is no longer dependent on we do or fail to do, 

but on what Jesus did on the cross for us. 

 Dalavai, “A Critical Appraisal of and Christian Approach to Philosophical Hinduism”, 174.17

 Martin H. Manser, Parables, Dictionary of Bible Themes: The Accessible and Comprehensive Tool for 18

Topical Studies (London: Martin Manser, 2009).

https://ref.ly/logosres/dicbblthemes%3Bhw=parables%3Boff=14%3Bctx=5438$0Aparables$0A~Stories_told_to_convey_a_g
https://ref.ly/logosres/dicbblthemes%3Bhw=parables%3Boff=14%3Bctx=5438$0Aparables$0A~Stories_told_to_convey_a_g
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Due to India’s value of collectivism, to develop profound and meaningful 

relationships with people in Madurai we must be part of the “in-group.” Developing these 

relationships takes time, intentionality, and commitment to the gospel and the people of Madurai. 

Our interviewees mentioned that a successful Western missionary in Madurai must commit for 

the long-term (4-5 years), which will entail learning the language, developing a deep 

understanding of the culture, and forming relationships with the people. Short-term missionaries 

should go to equip and serve the church and church leadership on their trips. The Western and 

Hindu worldviews are drastically different, and the success of short-term missionaries is 

dependent on partnership with the local church. Building disciples might seem intimidating, but 

there is a concept in Hindu culture called Guru-Sishya (Teacher-Disciple) "where according to 

the Indian tradition, a disciple would spend 12-32 years of apprenticeship with his teacher before 

he is qualified and sent out as on who would teach others.”  Dalavai mentions that Christian 19

evangelism does not necessarily need to take that long, but should nonetheless be practiced. 

Discipleship takes time and entails that we "as Christian preachers and teachers should be one 

with good knowledge of religious concepts"  and should be very devoted to the Word. Hindus 20

highly respect religious devotion, which can present opportunities to communicate the gospel. 

Conclusion 

As Christian missionaries, understanding the worldview and culture of India will 

determine if the gospel is truly changing lives. We can use the power of story to share God’s 

salvation through Jesus Christ. Missionaries should clearly communicate the truth and must 

leverage discipleship to continue to break the cultural structures the bind the Hindu people to 

 Dalavai, “A Critical Appraisal of and Christian Approach to Philosophical Hinduism”, 266.19

 Ibid.20
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Karma and sin. It is through our true devolution, authentic relationships (developed over time), 

and the power of the Holy Spirit that the people of Madurai, India will experience the true gospel 

message and freedom in Jesus Christ.  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