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One of the greatest challenges of the Indian Christian church is its Western 
heritage. Most mainline denominations follow a Westernized liturgy and music 
in their worship. When missionaries came to India they translated the Bible and 

their own hymns into the local languages for use in worship. But now even a century 
later, churches still use the same hymnal and the translated Book of Common Prayer for 
worship. In addition, the Indian church has largely adopted Western pews and postures, 
with newer generation churches increasingly adopting songs from Euro-American 
contemporary Christian music, making the worship of the church even more Western. 
With that in mind, I would like to propose in this article some possibilities toward 
further indigenization of Christian worship in India.1

Change of focus from evangelism to worship 
Until now, the primary motivation behind indigenization was to attract more people 
to the church. That motivation has sometimes caused people of other religions to think 
that the Christians are faking something to make Christianity more attractive. Attempts 
at indigenization in the area of mission have given a negative picture of Christianity as a 
kind of “wolf in sheep’s clothing.”2 In my opinion, the church should change for the sake 
of worshiping God in the language and culture of the people, not simply to attract more 
churchgoers. As American pastor John Piper says: 

Missions is not the ultimate goal of the church. Worship is. Missions exists because worship 
doesn’t. Worship is ultimate, not missions, because God is ultimate, not man. When this age 
is over, and the countless millions of the redeemed fall on their faces before the throne of 
God, missions will be no more. It is a temporary necessity, but worship abides forever.3 

To make the indigenization authentic and meaningful, the church needs to initiate 
radical changes from the center: that is, in their worship. Then indigenized missions will 
flow naturally from the indigenized worshiping church. 

Worship posture 
Christian churches should consider returning to Indian heritage in their worship styles. 
Churches might leave their pews behind and follow the more typical Indian style of 
sitting on the floor and praying while kneeling. This worship posture may even draw the 
worshiper closer to the original meaning of the word worship as it is used in the Bible. 
The Hebrew word hištahªwâ, translated as “worship,” literally means “to bend oneself over 
at the waist.”4 Expression of homage, devotion, and awe in the presence of God can be 
expressed by removing sandals and cleansing oneself before entering the worship space.5

Language of worship 
The language of worship needs to become more culturally understandable, creating 
a new liturgy with awareness and understanding of aspects of Indian culture. Even if 
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churches continue to use their Western liturgies—for 
example, based on the Book of Common Prayer—they can 
be translated into the common (vernacular) languages of 
the people. 

It is also important to develop indigenous terminologies 
to teach Christian doctrine. William Carey and his team 
developed Sanskrit terms for their biblical translation, 
providing a set of standard Sanskrit terms for the theological 
education of future generations.6 The contemporary church 
needs to continue to seek out these culturally relevant 
terms for theological concepts. Using Indian words to 
explain Christian doctrine will lead people to a better 
understanding of their faith, and that understanding will 
lead to clearer, more appropriate worship.

Architecture of the worship space 
The architecture of the worship space is another area 
that might be indigenized. Today most of the mainline 
Christian worship spaces are imitations of Western 
structures, ignoring the significance of appropriate 
architecture altogether. What would it look like to have a 
Christian theological perspective on architectural design? 

Role of music 
As I suggested above, I believe the idea of indigenization 
and change in the church should begin with the church’s 
worship, rather than specifically with its outreach to 
others. The common music styles of the people, such as 
bhajans and keerthans, could be given a place in corporate 
worship. This is the music that every Indian hears early in 
the morning from the temples. These forms, originating 
in the Hindu bhakti (devotion) traditions, are easily 
adaptable for congregational use. 

Another musical possibility is the 
reconfiguration of the hymns into Indian 
musical forms. Hymns carry a rich theology 
from throughout the history of the faith, and 
they can be used effectively in Indian contexts 
by connecting them to indigenous melodic 
forms and adapting the lyrics appropriately. 

Conclusion 
Indigenization is not an attempt to appear like 
other religions of the country or to compromise 
with other religious faiths. Marva Dawn offers 
a good criterion to evaluate our attempts for 
indigenization: “We make use of the cultural 
forms, new and old, but we dare never let up 
in the struggle to make sure they are consistent 

with the ultimate eternal world to which we belong.” 7 
That ultimate eternal world, according to Rev. 7: 9-10, 
includes a future of peoples worshiping God with the 
unique cultural gifts he’s given them. This is a future 
worth “worshiping toward” 8—a future in which all of 
India’s people groups will have a new song to sing before 
the throne of the Lamb. 
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