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Introduction

Ancient Indian traditions inspired the concept of Bhakti, which aimed to achieve redemption through complete
surrender to a personal ultimate god. Socio-religious reformers such as Alvars, Nayanars, Ramanuja, Vallabha,
Basavanna, Allama Prabhu, Akka Mahadevi, Kabir, Guru Nanak, Mira Bhai, Surdas, and Tulsidas led the
Bhakti Movement, a significant religious and social transformation in medieval India. The movement initially
focused on religious equality and social involvement in South India during the seventh and tenth centuries.
Acharyas revived it as a philosophical and ideological movement alongside Ramanuja in the eleventh century.
The Bhakti Movement in India has significantly influenced Christianity, highlighting its theological and societal
characteristics. Bhakti, a religion characterized by allure, affection, and individual dedication, shares similarities
with Christianity, promoting divine benevolence and selflessness. The relationship between Christianity and
Hinduism has fostered a profound bond between devotees and their ancestral heritage. This essay examines how
the Bhakti Movement significantly influenced Christianity, shaping its perspective on devotional practices in the
Indian context and affecting daily life’s religious, sociocultural, and politico-economic aspects.

1. Bhakti Concept and Interpretation

Bhakti originated from the fundamental principles of Indian culture and is universally recognized as part of
Indian identity.> Bhakti is a hereditary phrase that refers to the state of devotion or affection. This term denotes
an emotional state of mind, including feelings and sentiments. The term’s significance becomes more precise
when the intended recipient is explicitly identified.? The medieval period saw the evolution of the Vedic concept
of Bhakti, which signifies religious devotion to a personal deity. Early manifestations of Bhakti involved Vedic
mantras, rites, and sacrifices, originating from Vedic hymns. The emphasis moved from Upasana and bhajan—
the formal aspects of religion—to shraddha bhakti, the early and most significant part of bhakti philosophy;,
which is a humble dependence on God.® Yaksha and Panini are the first documented sacred scriptures to use
bhakti as a form of theistic devotion. Yaksha used terms such as Indra-bhakti and Agni-bhakti, meaning
devotion to Indra and Agni, respectively.* Bhakti, derived from the Sanskrit word bhaj, denotes acts of serving,
sharing, and participating in the holy experience, promoting a profound dedication to God and involving
intimate engagement with a personalized understanding of the divine.® Bhaj refers to actively engaging in one’s
growth and development, as well as serving, respecting, relying on, and turning to. Serving, honoring, and
loving are its preferred modes of expression; it may also denote respect, love, and adoration, all of which point
to a dedication to development and practice.® Thus, Bhakti is a broad and subjective word that may be used in
any of the aforementioned senses in many situations, but its specific purpose remains a changeable element. The
Bhakti movement, a Hindu religious practice, emphasizes devotion to God as the ultimate reality. Despite
differing beliefs and doctrines, devotion to God remains prevalent in various Hindu traditions. The Bhakti
movement has identified various forms of devotion across diverse Hindu traditions, demonstrating a
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commitment to allistic religious-philosophical systems. This devotion to God is essential for expressing
complete devotion to the ultimate reality.” Radhakrishnan asserts that the Gita identifies Nirguna bhakti, which
refers to the devotion to the qualityless, as the highest kind of devotion. He also agrees that absolute monism is
the culmination of the dualistic nature that motivates devotional awareness.® According to Peterson, people
frequently use the Sanskrit word Bhakti, which originated from the root word bhaj and means “participating in,
loving, and dedicating oneself to God,” to refer to both a type of religious devotion and the popular movements
that spread devotional religion in India.® Bhakti, therefore, is the condition of reciprocally participating in
others’ lives. Bhakti is the act of allowing the other to delve deeply into one’s being, engendering reciprocal
inhabitation and involvement. “Movement” refers to the cultural activity that exerts influence on a significant
portion of a community. It is a sublime fusion, aware of the absence of dualism.*® According to Ramanuja,
Bhakti is a manifestation of the Upasana described in the Upanishads, which involves the practice of sustained
meditation on the ultimate soul.*! Madhva asserts that Bhakti and Jnana are essentially interchangeable words.
Vallabhacharya specifies that the combination of the root bhaj and the suffix kti forms bhakti, with the root
signifying “service” and the suffix signifying “love.”*2

2. Bhakti Movement: Origins and Development

The Bhakti movement, a notable medieval religious resurgence, represents a particular kind of devotionalism
characterized by belief in a personal God, a non-monistic perspective of reality, and an emotional rather than
rational spiritual existence, but not in its most expansive interpretation.'3 In the nineteenth century, H.H. Wilson
coined the term “bhakti” to describe Vaishnava’s devotion to Krishna, while George Grierson conceptualized it
as a religion, cult, and philosophy. Wilson was a pioneer of the Bhakti movement, which resurrected medieval
Hindu poets’ works and linked them to the ancient Hindu religion of bhakti.}* According to R. Chandra and
K.L. Chanchreek, the Bhakti cult has profound historical foundations and beginnings in the Mohenjo-Daro and
Harappan civilizations.®® If Bhakti, according to Radhakrishnan, encompasses a belief in a personal deity,
affection for him, wholehearted commitment to his service, and the achievement of moksha, or liberation via
personal devotion, then it is evident that Varuna worship incorporates all of these concepts.'® Har Dayal defines
bhakti as a Buddhist infant born after Gautama Buddha, the progenitor of Tibetan Buddhism, attains
mahaparinirvana.l’” Some contend that Vedic literature served as the source of Bhakti.'® In the development of
Bhakti, John Carman highlights the convergence of ancient India’s Vedas, Aryans, and Brahmana priests. The
Vedas were influenced by the sacrificial worship of Aryans and Brahmana priests’ meditations. Individuals and
organizations, known as Sramanas, practiced physical death and spiritual seclusion, preserving the customs of
previous Indian residents. According to pre-Aryan religions, spirits, and village goddesses were believed to
reside in trees and rocks, protecting specific places or communities.!® The Vedic religion emphasizes an
intuitive understanding of ultimate powers and the wonderful rewards of successful practice. It also advocates
for unwavering devotion to a supreme god, Vishnu, who is central to the religion and ruler of sacrifice. This
perspective highlights the importance of spiritual growth and devotion. Vaishnavas worship Vishnu, especially
as Krishna and Rama, the Supreme Deity, while Shaivas give Shiva the highest position, and Shaktas are
devotees of the Ultimate Power, conceived not as Shiva’s subordinate consort but as the Supreme Deity.?° G.M.
Baily and I.K. Watson believe that the Indus Valley civilization’s worship of tutelary deities—yakshas, grama-
devatas, and mother-goddess in Buddhist literature—may have influenced bhakti. The tutelary deity may have
addressed the community or devotees. This could have been the first group of Bhakti devotees to worship either
Vishnu or Shiva.?* Since the ideas of bodhisattva—Ilooking down on all creation with love and compassion—
predated any comparable notion in Hinduism, A.L. Basham notes that Buddhism may have impacted Bhakti,
which emerged in the medieval era.?? V. Raghavan argues that the Buddhist Siddhas of the Sahaja cult had a
significant role in creating acharya-getas, short songs that potentially allowed Hindu Bhakti saints and their
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songs in the local languages to flourish.?® According to S. Jaiswal, the concepts of bhakti originated among the
followers of Narayana, collectively referred to as the Bhagavatas.?* However, it may be reasonably inferred that
although the concepts of Bhakti existed before the Bhagavadgita period, it was only with the dissemination of
Bhagavadgita that Bhakti became widely recognized and popular. The Bhakti concept was first introduced in
the Bhagavadgita.?® The Gita presents three primary margas (karma, jnana, and bhakti) for achieving moksha,
and the author seems to prefer the bhakti-marga. According to Jan Gonda, Bhakti is among the three means of
attaining salvation in the Gita, and the author himself increasingly empathizes with this route.?® The foundation
of the bhakti cult, as advocated in the Bhagavadgita, lies in the belief in the Supreme Spirit and its
manifestation, along with the argument that a devotee might attain it by worshipping with “self-forgotten”
devotion.?” The fundamental fact that the oldest authentic devotional bhakti poetry of Tamil Nadu predates the
arrival of Islam, according to J.T.F. Jordens, disproves the idea that medieval devotional emerged in either the
northern or southern regions under the influence of Islam. In the Tamil region, during the early seventh century,
the poetry of the Nayanars—devotees of Shiva—and the Alvars—devotees of Vishnu—presented the first
obvious expression of the new bhakti, which is passionate and ecstatic.?® The Alvars and the Nayanars see the
Lord as Narayana and Shiva, respectively. Ramanuja’s (1017-37 CE) diligent efforts contributed to the Alvars’
popularity, while Sambandar and Manikkavacagar’s reigns saw the majority of the Nayanars’
accomplishments.?® The Alvars, who were instrumental in reviving Vaishnavism in South India, occupy a
paramount position in the historical progression of the Bhakti movement in India. Their religious compositions
serve as the fundamental basis of South Indian theism. Their hymn anthology is called Nalayira Divya
Prabandham, which denotes four thousand divine hymns.® The Alvars are situated between the teachings of
Rishi Ramanuja and the Bhagavadgita.®

The Alwars numbered twelve,* while the Nayanars numbered approximately sixty-three.®® The process of “de
Sanskritization,” implemented in Bhakti literature, was an essential contribution to the Bhakti movement in
South India. Until that juncture, Sanskrit served as the predominant language for all essential literature, and
even the temples performed religious rituals in the same language. Nath Muni, the first Vaishnava Acharya to
pass away in 920 CE, created a school that integrated both Tamil and Sanskrit traditions.3* Another notable
achievement of the Bhakti movement, led by Nayanars and Alvars, was the dismantling of caste divisions
among its adherents. In fact, Alvars sprang from several distinct castes. Carman posits, “Some were brahmanas,
some Shudras and one was an outcaste.”*®

3. Spread of Bhakti in India

The new Bhakti movement extended from the southern regions to include Maharashtra, Bengal, and the
northern plains. According to J.T.F. Jordens, this was the result of the process of “Sanskritization of the new
spirit.” The Vaishnavite Brahmana scholars introduced this novel essence into the Bhagavata Purana, a book
from the ninth century, which quickly became the most important scripture of Vaishnavism across India.*®
Vaishnavites and Shaivites influenced Puranic growth in India through their religious orders and monks.
Ramanuja, the founder of the Sri Vaishnava school, was a key figure. Madhava founded the Madhva sect,
whereas Nimbaraka preached Krishna and Radha. During its final phases, Buddhist Siddhas, Sahajayan, and
Nath yogis, led by the Sahajayan, had a significant impact on Bengali bhakti. Bhakti, an Indo-Aryan vernacular
language, originated in Maharashtra in the thirteenth century with Jnanadevas’ extensive Marathi commentary
on the Bhagavadgita.>” Ramanuja started the medieval Bhakti movement between 1017 and 1137 CE.*® Many
religious leaders, including Ramananda, Kabir, Nanak, and Tulsidas, have attributed their influence to the
Vishistadvaita doctrine Ramanuja preached. According to legend, in Kanchi, a Shudra Kanchipurana taught
Ramanuja the doctrine of Sri Vaishnavism, the sect to which he belonged. Ramanuja admitted Jains, Buddhists,
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Shudras, and even untouchables to his school.®® He laid a solid logical foundation for the Vaishnava Bhakti
movement and strengthened its authority by connecting it to Vedanta. Ramanuja endeavored to demonstrate that
the ultimate phase in an individual’s spiritual development is in Bhakti, which encompasses a certain kind of
jnana (knowledge).*® Ramanuja expounded upon Vaishnavism's principles from a social and philosophical
perspective.* Ramanuja, a pioneer in Vedanta, combined Sanskrit literature, the Upanishads, and Tamil
scholarship to create a philosophy that includes both Sanskrit and Tamil texts. He formulated his Vedanta,
sometimes known as Ubhaya-Vedanta, from the Bhagavata Purana, Panchatara Agamas, and Alvar’s works.*2
He believed that devotion was the most effective method of attaining salvation, and bhakti-yoga was the most
outstanding kind of yoga. Along with bhakti, he promoted prapatti, which refers to the act of relinquishing
one’s desires, having faith in God’s intentions, and writing with assurance for God’s blessings.*® Barthwal posits
that the medieval Bhakti movement sprang from the lower strata of Hindu society’s connection with the
demonic and the abyssal ocean. The recent Islamic monarchs were tyrannical, and the high-caste Hindus
perpetuated caste disparities. Saints such as Kabir developed a movement that communicated religious doctrines
and included traditions from both repressive regimes.** The Bhakti movement emerged in the thirteenth century
and lasted until the sixteenth century. Yusuf Hussain categorized it into two eras, with the latter characterized by
interactions with Islam, transforming it into a formal belief system. Hussain maintains that “like Reformation in
Europe, the Reformation of Hinduism in the Middle Ages owed a great debt to Islam.”*® Walter Fernandes
emphasizes that, in contrast to the caste system, which maintained social hierarchy by allocating a specific
occupational responsibility to a certain caste, the Bhakti movement praised all forms of labor as integral to
human’s devotion to God and advocated that no social rank can be determined based on the nature of the work
carried out.*® The Bhakti movement incited animosity against the prevailing social structure at that time and
provided a platform for the growing sentiments of newly formed social classes and castes. Therefore, according
to J.R. Kamble, the primary objective of the Bhakti movement was to build a society that promotes equality.*’
According to R. Chandra and K.L. Chanchreek, the Bhakti movement originated as a religious movement
primarily focused on the Hindu community. Under the leadership of Kabir, Ravidas, and Nanak, it evolved into
a social reform movement throughout the medieval period. The Bhakti cult consistently exhibited religious
devotion and commitment to God while also challenging societal injustices such as the caste system,
untouchability, and other social obstacles.®® R.S. Sharma emphasizes the influence of feudal social hierarchies
on the Bhakti movement in the early medieval period. The movement developed an independent nature, with
peasant followers pledging equal loyalty to their landowner and devotion to God. The late medieval period
refined the concept of total submission to God, which was influenced by growing tax burdens.** He makes a
connection between the tenants’ total submission to their landlords and the Bhakti cult’s beliefs and rituals. The
tenants worked for the Lord and gave him a share of their harvest. In exchange for land and protection, he
showered them with favors in the form of land and protection in exchange. This kind of bond was unparalleled
in its intimacy. The individual formed a parallel bond with God.°

4. Literature in the Bhakti Movement

Bhakti literature, which includes works like the Bhagavadgita, Narayaniya, Bhagavata Purana, Bhakti-Sutra,
Ahirbudhnya Samhita, and hymns, is the foundation of Sanskrit, an Indian language. Bhakti literature,
originating from the Vedas, plays a crucial role in the historical progression of contemporary Indian languages,
with Sanskrit originating from the Vedas.®! The Vaishnava Alvars, a prominent figure in the Bhakti tradition,
originated in the south of India in the fifth century CE. Their influence on southern India’s religious life began
with the Nalayira Divya Prabandham, a collection of 4000 stanzas. The Alvars, who primarily drew inspiration
from Rama and Krishna’s life stories, influenced the lineage of saint-poet traditions in the Sanskritic language.®
The Nayanars were a Shaiva saint-poet school that flourished in southern India. Their hymns embody the
spiritual essence of the Nayanars and inspire deep spiritual feelings by focusing on God’s majesty, humility,
service, and self-denial. The Alvars were significant contributors to the advancement of the Bhakti movement
and the widespread adoption of Vaishnavism beliefs. The Alvars had a significant impact on Ramanuja, and his
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four direct successors, Parasara Bhattarya, Vedanti Madhva, Nambudri Varadaraja, and Pillai Lokacharya,
extensively discussed bhakti rooted in divya-prabandham.®® Jnanadeva, a prominent figure in Marathi literature,
is known for his contributions to Bhakti literature, including the philosophical commentary Amritanubhava and
the lyrical expression of his emotions, Changadeva Prasasti, and the Abhangas, which are integral parts of his
literary legacy.>* Among the renowned saints of northern India who authored works in Hindi were Kabir, Dadu,
Mira, Surdas, and Tulsidas. Ramananda, considered to be Kabir’s spiritual mentor, remains a significant Bhakti
character. He was a student apprentice to Raghavandana, an instructor in Ramanuja’s Vishistadvaita school.
Only a single line from the revered Sikh scripture, the Guru Granth Sahib, preserves the contributions of
Ramananda.>® Ramananda led a significant shift in Vaishnavism by allowing brahmanas and Shudras to
participate in communal meals as long as they were followers of Vishnu and accepted into his group, as well as
pioneering the use of vernacular literature.® Tulsidas later became the most significant poet-saint. Although he
did not form any religious institution, his Ramacharitamanasa influenced millions of North Indians to become
his disciples. A crucial element of Tulsidas’ work was the integration of bhakti with practical endeavors and the
exaltation of domestic values.”’
5. Historical Background of the Mediaeval Bhakti Movement

The Bhakti movement in Indian religious traditions, marked by elaborate ceremonies and conflicting
ideas, sought to simplify worship based on love. This movement challenged detrimental traditions such as the
caste system, untouchability, witchcraft, and sacrifices that afflicted Indian civilization. The religion once
prohibited untouchables and women from participating in sacrifice rituals. The Bhakti faith, a religious practice
that included everyone, emerged in India in the thirteenth century CE. We have understudied the socio-religious,
political, and economic backdrop of the Bhakti movement. Some view it as a response to Muslim persecution,
while others see it as a Hindu reform movement against Islam’s influence. The Bhakti movement also aimed to
resist artisan organizations’ dominance.”® The caste system of early medieval India profoundly impacted
society’s beliefs and values. However, the Turkish monarchy made it impossible for the Muslim sovereign to
endorse the quadripartite social structure and its proponents, known as the brahmanas. The situation at lower
echelons improved due to the trustworthiness of local Hindu rajas and zamindars, who maintained political
stability for Turkish monarchs. Caste remained the fundamental structure of Hindu society, but Turkish rulers
avoided decisive measures to combat it due to political considerations.>
5.1. Socio-Religious Context
In India, the rise of local landed elites who assumed significant administrative, economic, and political
responsibilities during the seventh to twelfth centuries led to a decline in towns, a setback for long-distance
trade, and a greater alienation of land to brahmanas. Acquiring a higher Varna position necessitated the
brahmanas’ endorsement and support, as well as control over land and governmental power.®° The caste system
remained an important ground for exploitation throughout the medieval period.®* During this period in northern
India, the rise of the Rajputs symbolized an implicit connection between those who held land and political
power and the brahmanas, who served as the source of legitimacy. In exchange for acknowledging the different
governing factions as Rajputs or Kshatriyas, the brahmanas received substantial land and financial resources to
support their livelihood and construct and maintain temples.®? The rise of new subcastes and the Hinduization of
other tribes, which led to the creation of mixed castes, incorporated the Varnashankara thesis—an idea that
promotes moral integrity—into the existing framework, which led to better social governance and higher moral
standards. The Rajput-Brahmana alliance reinforced the socio-religious structure, the varna system, preventing
disruptions from the brahmana class, who would face resistance and governmental suppression.®® Brahmanism
in the early medieval period reinforced caste divisions, racial pride, and feudal social ordering. Variations in
nutrition, religious convictions, geographic location, and unique rituals divided factions within a single caste,
reinforcing the feudal social order.%* Additional characteristics of the religious concepts of this period were the
emergence of image worship and the development of a religion centered on karma.%® Meanwhile, the Bhakti
movement emerged in the thirteenth century, and Islam and Sufism arrived in India, particularly in the northern
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and northwest regions of the country.®® The effects of Sufism on the Bhakti tradition have been the subject of
much academic debate, with varying and even contradictory findings.®” Although it may have been subtle,
Romila Thapar believed that Sufism did indeed influence the philosophy of Bhakti in fifteenth- and sixteenth-
century India.%® D.R. Jatava noted that the existence of the Islamic social process in the nation propelled the
bhakti cult, despite being an indigenous movement. The Islamic principles of fraternity, egalitarianism,
repudiation of the hierarchical structure, and unity with God presented a formidable antithesis to Hinduism.®°
S.V. Desvik Char emphasizes the enduring history of the Bhakti movement, rooted in Islam, as a formidable
influence. The Bhakti movement did not arise in response to Islamic challenges. The essential precepts of Islam
became the central ideas of the “radical faction” of Bhakti religious leaders.” Islam and Sufi influence may
have intensified the Bhakti movement, which emerged in northern India after the Turkish conquest of the
Rajaputs in the late twelfth century. The dissolution of the Rajput-Brahmana alliance eroded a barrier for groups
resisting the Varna system, leading to the rise of Bhakti as a widespread movement.”* Therefore, Satish Chandra
contends that the decline in authority and sway of the brahmanas, along with the subsequent liberation for the
expansion of the anti-caste movement, facilitated the emergence of the Bhakti movement. Initially, this
movement grew more in urban areas than in rural regions.” This period saw a prominent spread of Tantrism and
Shakti, marked by notable developments in the Nathpanthi movement and the Sahajayana. Siddhas, often from
lower social strata, espoused these religious concepts. Tantric or Nathpanthi orders could initiate anyone,
regardless of caste, race, or sex, highlighting the diverse religious practices of this era.” Many scholars hold
that saint poets like Kabir greatly benefited from the widespread adoption of the Siddhas’ ideas and customs,
especially beginning in the eleventh century. Gorakhnath, a renowned Siddha, was among the hatha-yoga
method’s originators. Both his personality and yoga gained widespread fame across India. The ownership of this
institution originated with Jnanadeva of Maharashtra.”* The Sahajayani and Nath Siddhas, Buddhists, and
Shaivas disparaged intellectualism, ritualism, and traditional societal standards. Bhakti saints, renowned for
their spiritual life, practiced a unique approach that included heart cultivation, rejection of Brahmanical rituals,
and the inclusion of lower castes and outcasts. Their principles, such as kundalini-nadi-nama-japa and ajapa-
japa guru worship, emphasized the importance of union with abstract spiritual principles.” Satish Chandra
highlighted the growing dissatisfaction among Indian artisans with their traditional Hindu society, citing Bhakti
saints’ advocacy for egalitarian causes. This dissatisfaction led the lower castes to support protests and dissident
groups.’® In India’s medieval period, the majority of the population lived in villages, where agriculture was their
primary livelihood. Muslim sultans obligated individuals to provide land income to the state, resulting in a
secluded, stagnant, and plain life characterized by stereotypes.”” Despite being conquered, the Hindus
maintained their social subordination. Indeed, they persisted in adhering to age-old traditions and
establishments. Inside the village society, the brahmanas held a prominent position as a dominant social group
and property owners.”® The brahmanas were responsible for temple maintenance, supervised religious
traditions, and provided services to Hindu society in many different capacities. They primarily benefited from
the agraharas (land tenures) and donations given to the temples.”® Most independent rajas and zamindars were
members of the Kshatriya caste, which allowed them to maintain influence even when they lost power. This was
especially true in the northern area. The Vaishyas were well-off merchants, bankers, transporters, and artisans.
The Vaishyas exclusively ruled the trading and industrial sectors, catering to the indulgences of the wealthy
through their commercial enterprises.®’ P.D. Barthwal highlighted the fact that the Shudras experienced dual
oppression throughout the medieval period. Both Muslims and Hindus were subjected to oppression based on
their Hindu and Shudra identities, respectively.®! In a society characterized by the dominance of the brahmanas,
the merchants also expressed discontent with their social classification.®? Professions were categorized by caste,
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and the caste panchayats governed their internal affairs.®® Hiuen-Tsang, a Chinese pilgrim, analyzed village life
in India between 630 and 644 CE. He noted that butchers, fishermen, dancers, executioners, and scavengers
lived on the outskirts, while brahmanas abstained from industrial activities. The Shudra, a group of farmers,
dominated agriculture, as described by Hiuen-Tsang. Hiuen-Tsang reveals that Hindu culture had a caste
system, with brahmanas fulfilling religious duties, Kshatriyas ruling the elite, Vaishyas participating in trade,
and Shudras responsible for agricultural tasks. Craftsmen were the majority but had a subordinate position,
living in thatched cottages outside towns and unable to interact with individuals.®* Islam flourished in India’s
dispersed communities, especially along the southern coast, where members prayed and worshipped regardless
of caste or financial status. Caste marked social interactions, yet Muslims from all socioeconomic backgrounds
worshipped together. Muslims split into two groups, known as Ajlaf zats (poor caste) and Sharif zats (high
caste).%> The Vaishnava, Shaiva, Shakta, and Tantric sects controlled the Vedic religion, which preserved its
sacrificial processes and governed the entire country. Minor groups, including the Tantrics, further divided the
religion. The religious leaders known as brahmanas split Hindu society as they passed on the teachings of the
Vedas and Puranas.®® The orthodox Vaishnava religion faced opposition from Nath Yogi and Kanaphata Tantric
yoga schools. The Vaishnava Bhakti school of thought first appeared in southern India and later reached
Ramananda in northern India. Both Hinduism and Islam owe a debt to the Sufi schools of thought and
practice.?’

5.2. Political and Economic Context of the Bhakti Movement

The fourteenth century was characterized by the prominence of Islam and Islamic culture. The emergence and
dominance of Islamic invaders during their first century in India resulted in the Delhi Sultanate often shifting
control among the Mongols, Afghans, and Turks, who continuously usurped power from one another.® The
Turkish-Afghan raids in India opened up northern India to trade, and within India, the pattern of aristocratic
living encouraged the exchange of goods. The incoming Turks and Afghans settled in towns, and this gave rise
to a vigorous urban culture. Towns became the centers of trade. This led to a rapid growth in the number of
artisans who lived and worked in the towns.® In the 14th century, Turkish technological developments led to
urban growth and an increase in craft production, resulting in a rise in the craftsman class. This led to the
development of new talents and crafts adapted by the indigenous populace, as well as new artisan vocations
adopted by the lower castes, providing them with a new identity within the caste structure.®® Outside the
hereditary, custom-bound caste groups, new artisan and mercantile groups emerged. For these groups, the newly
acquired wealth did not enable them to assimilate into the prevailing hierarchy or increase their status.®! Rekha
Pande explains that the Bhakti movement emerged due to a series of changes in production patterns, affecting
the religious sector and the political, cultural, and social domains. The emergence of new regional kingdoms
facilitated widespread cultural developments, such as skill specialization and agricultural growth.®> The
medieval Bhakti movement, according to many scholars, reflected popular feelings against feudal tyranny.
Because the Iqta® system provided a transparent means of extracting the surplus and transferring it to the ruling
class, feudal tyranny was greatly amplified with the arrival of the Turks, as pointed out by Pande. The urban
Turkish nobility supported the Bhakti movement and local emotions by amassing riches from the countryside.
Several regional governments emerged throughout the Middle Ages, with empires rising and falling. These
included Bengal, Jaunapur, Malwa, Bihar, Golkonda, and Bijapur.®*

6. Shiva Bhakti and Vaishnava Bhakti in South India

Saivism is a Hindu school that draws on Shiva Bhakti’s ideas, which are found in the Shaiva Agamas and the
Svetasvatara Upanishad. Bhakti’s ‘ Tirumari’ writings are more severe and exacting than the Vaishnava canon.
Tantric groups’ early autonomy is a likely explanation for the lack of sexual imagery in Saivism.*® The general
public finds it challenging to comprehend the trinity concept of God, which encompasses Brahma, Vishnu, and
Shiva. Notwithstanding their compelling ideals, Brahmins find it challenging to articulate their equal dignity.
The lack of Brahma in sacred scriptures causes the general public to favor Vishnu, Shiva, or their consorts. They
assert that genuine love, referred to as Bhakti, surpasses outward symbols or manifestations, emphasizing the
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complexity of the trimoorthy concept. The Bhakti Achayraias was a religious sect in Tamil Nadu that prioritized
the study of sacred texts, ceremonial bathing, and Vedic songs over other pursuits like travel and charity. The
Vaishnavite saints Alvars and the Shaivite saints Nayanars spearheaded the Bhakti movement, emphasizing the
importance of releasing one’s limited self and material worries in favor of a transcendent, eternal god. The
Vaishnavite deity is Narayana, whereas the Shaivite deity is Shiva. Shaivism dominated in the early Bhakti
movement, but Vaishnavism ascended in later phases.®® The Shaiva Siddhanta, a monotheistic religion, emerged
outside the Brahminic tradition in Tamil and Sanskrit. It identifies three types of existence: lord (Pati), soul
(Pashu), and binding cosmos (Pasa). The deity, Sadashiva, performs five actions, including creation,
preservation, dissolution, concealment, and revelation. In contrast to Shiva, the soteriological objective is
freedom from the cycle of rebirth.%” The Vaishnava Bhakti school of thought, which places a focus on Krishna’s
emotional nature, draws heavily on the Bhagavadgita and the Bhagavata Purana. The Gopis of Vrindavan, an
important part of the Vaishnava faith, portray the deep devotion and affection that people have for Krishna.%

7. Nirguna and Saguna Bhakti in North India

Due to theological differences in how they conceptualize the nature of the divine being, the object of worship,
Bhakti religion in north India has split into two major streams or currents—Nirguna and Saguna—since the
latter part of the fifteenth century.®® The Saguna bhakti tradition has been prevalent throughout the Hindu
community. The Nirguna tradition has exerted its influence in northern India since about 1500 CE, except in
Punjab, where Nirguna bhakti has remained a subservient minority tradition.’®® Hindi scholars such as
Ramachandra Shukla (1952), P.D. Barthwal (1968), and Parshuram Chaturvedi (2010) first popularised the
Nirguna-Saguna concept. Ramachandra Shukla, the first significant Hindi scholar, introduced the concept of
Bhakti Kal (the age of Bhakti) and classified the period into two distinct theological categories. He classified
Kabir, Ravidas, Dadu, and others in the Nirguna category due to their belief in the non-incarnate, formless God,
i.e., those who venerate an ineffable divine Absolute.'* Subsequent Vaishnava disciples, such as Surdas and
Tulsidas, who promoted the concept of anthropomorphic (a personal), and theriomorphic (incarnate deity in
human form), were classified under the Saguna group.®? Notwithstanding their differences with him, the
majority of Hindi scholars today acknowledge Shukla’s perspective that the medieval Bhakti movement had two
separate theological categories.’® The Nirguna bhakti instructs the followers to worship a formless, universal
God.1%* pande correctly identifies Kabir as the founder of the medieval school of Nirguna bhakti of a formless
God.1% The Saguna bhakti focuses on Vishnu worship; his incarnations preceded the Nirguna bhakti historically
and, as noted by Lorenzen, represent the dominant philosophy of contemporary Hindu society.X% In the Saguna
method, the bhakti saints conjure the image of the divine, depicted in human and material forms. They examine
diverse ties between the divine and the devotee by conceptualizing them in relatable human terms.%’
Historically, Saguna bhakti signifies a progressive reform of older Vedic and Sastric Hinduism, when the
brahmana elite governed Vedic knowledge. Saguna Bhakti sought to democratize access to salvation for all
individuals, including women and marginalized groups, without explicitly contesting the brahmanas’ exclusive
authority over the Vedas. Nonetheless, Lorenzen contends that this privilege did not include the avarnas
(untouchables).!® Nirguna bhakti, exemplified by Kabir and Nanak, repudiated the caste system and society
conventions, while Saguna bhaktas, such as Tulsidas, upheld the caste hierarchy and brahamin supremacy;,
advocating for novel spiritual doctrines while preserving the existing social order and traditions.'® Nirguna
School stood for social equity and communal and racial re-approachment. They claimed that the Shudras had
perfect equality with the brahmans and other castes.’*® The Saguna Bhakti saints reinstated idol worship rites
and reinforced the brahamins’ status as the principal practitioners of the new religion. Furthermore, these saints
endeavored to reinterpret the scriptures instead of seeing them as inconsequential.*'! Conversely, adherents of
the Nirguna faith, particularly Sikhs, often dismissed the veneration of avatars of Vishnu or any other
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anthropomorphic god.'? Nirguna literature in India emphasizes the veneration of a formless global God,
partially manifested in the Name of God, collective words, and figures of gurus and saints. Lorenzen highlights
the contrast between Saguna and Nirguna's devotional movements, arguing that communalism, particularly
devotion to avatar Rama, is the primary cause of social and political discord in contemporary India.'** Some
scholars contest the significance of the distinction between the two traditions. John Stratton Hawley asserts that
“we talk about a single family of saints.”*'* The general population often appreciates the poetry and melodies of
the prominent poet-saints from both faiths. Several medieval manuscripts also comprise compilations of songs
by both Nirguna and Saguna poet-saints.}*®> Hawley has further noted that in Shudra poetry, it is typical for
many Saguna poets to devote some songs to God in His transcendent Nirguna form.!'® Saguna bhakti and
Nirguna bhakti are distinct traditions based on narratives of avataras, with the former denying or diminishing
their significance, while the latter heavily relies on the hagiography of founders and famous poets.'!’ The
Nirguna religion, influenced by historical precedent and authority, holds more significance than the Saguna
religion. The Nirguna religion’s ethical framework, including principles of transmigration and rebirth, is a
fundamental tenet, yet adherents of the Saguna religion show little enthusiasm for this doctrine. In Hindu law
texts like the Dharmasutra and Dharmashastras, rules for how people of different social classes should behave
are laid out. These rules are part of the social ideology of Saguna Bhakti, which says that people from higher
social classes usually have more rights.!!8

8. The Bhakti Movement’s Influence on Christianity in India

Christians and Hindus both share a love for God, viewing the Christian life as a journey of devotion. Hindus
and Christians seek Moksha, or salvation, through faith and union with God. The ultimate goal is a loving
personal union with Christ, influenced by the Hindu Bhakti movement in India.

8.1. The concept of the Bhakti in Christianity

In Christian belief, Bhakti entails love, obedience, submission, and devotion to the Lord. It involves worship,
obedience, and service to the creator. The gospel depicts the relationship between the guru and the disciples,
with Christ serving as an exemplary model of morality, justice, and purpose. The guru is friendly, guides the
bhakta, meets their needs, and endures extreme pain for their cause. The apostle’s deed in the New Testament
illustrates this guru-bhakti relationship among followers.°

8.2. Bhakti and Christian Spirituality

W.H. Thorp was among the first missionaries to advocate for a Christian tradition among indigenous Indians at
the turn of the century. He picks up on two traits common to Hindu temperament that might be essential in
establishing indigenous Christianity in India. Thorp saw an indigenous figure, the Hindu Bhakta, displaying
untamed zeal and joy. In his view, Bhakti’s unwavering devotion to the deity sprang from genuine religious
conviction. Thorp thought it would be naive to discount the Bhakti spirit’s beneficent potential, even while he
acknowledged unethical acts.'?® Unfaltering devotion to the celestial Lord is central to Bhakti philosophy, which
is an integral part of Christianity and enhances a believer’s spiritual path. Unlike Hinduism, which encourages
apathy, this dedication motivates people to love and work hard. Bhakti’s view of devotion to a deity, which
moves from subservience to passionate love, and the value of surrendering oneself to a deity, emphasizes the
developing spirituality within Christianity. On their path to holiness, Christians may benefit much from this
viewpoint.*?! According to Appasamy, such aspirations, when nurtured by Indian Christians, would lead us
“deeper down into Christ and help us to live and work for a fuller realization of God’s abiding
presence.”*??Appasamy recognizes that Hinduism has aspects that contradict Christianity; yet, he proposes that
reevaluating these beliefs may enhance the comprehension of our Christian position and strengthen our
commitment to Christ. By deriving insights from suitable elements of Hinduism, we may enhance our Christian
spiritual growth.!?

8.3. Bhakti and Indian Christian Theology

E.W. Thompson, a missionary, acknowledged Bhakti’s significance in Indian Christian identity and contested
the missionary perspective of “unilateral giving without reciprocity.” He believed that Hinduism’s gifts could
enhance the spiritual experience of Indian Christians, including both citizens and missionaries. He emphasized
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the theological concept of the “motherhood of God,” suggesting that the church may draw insights from Hindu
Bhakti for continued development.'?*
9. Bhakti’s Role in the Evolution of Indigenous Christianity

E.W. Thompson refers to T. V. Philip’s view that “the importance of India’s spiritual heritage for the
development of Indian Christian theology is not often recognized.” Indian Christian scholars have expressed
concern about Bhakti’s influence on developing indigenous Christianity in India. Only a small percentage of
people acknowledge Bhakti’s influence. Two primary patterns of discovery emerge: Bhakti enriches indigenous
Indian Christian theology and elevates the indigenous Christian worship experience in India.*?® Tilak and
Pandita Ramabai, renowned Indian Christian bhaktas, have significantly influenced Nicol MacNicol, a
missionary. MacNicol believes that Hindu bhakti, embodied by the Indian church, can improve Indian
Christianity’s doctrinal discourse, especially in situations where the church lacks a distinct local identity. Their
lives may have influenced MacNicol’s work.!?® Tilak’s life and emotions underwent a profound transformation.
Tilak, deeply affected by the bhakti pilgrims singing, started composing Christian songs in a conventional
Hindu manner, motivated by the songs’ focus on affectionate, personal devotion to God.'?" Tilak, a poet,
adopted contextual alternatives to conventional Christian worship practices, emphasizing Bhakti devotion and
Hindu Bhakti tradition. His prayer gatherings, marked by exuberant singing and dancing, underscored the
divine unity. In his lyrics and hymns, Tilak used the literary style and cadence of Hindu bhaktas to explore this
revered theme, underscoring the significance of communion with Christ.1?® Another missionary who saw the
value of bhakti in enhancing Indian worship was Popley. He references the work of Bhagavathar Vedanayagam
Sastriyar, who wrote several Bhakti hymns for Christians and shared the gospel with Hindus through devotional
music.'?® Several Christians in India have voiced their desire to reach out to Hindu Bhakti Marga adherents in
different ways. There is a clear division between them. One of them may find a broad framework for
evangelism within the Bhakti notion; two others have proposed concrete strategies for reaching out to Bhakti
Hindus.3°
9.1. Christian Lyrics
The lyrics, written between the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth century, remain
relevant to people regardless of their religion and beliefs.*3! By offering hymns, lyrics, and bhajans in reverence
to God during communal sessions and individual prayer groups, the Indian Church upholds the profound
heritage of song that the early church established.'®? The first part of the nineteenth century elucidates the
emergence of Christian bhakti. In Tamil Nadu, Christian poets were composing Christian poetry that presented
offerings of devotion to Christ. The Bhakti tradition of Hinduism profoundly influenced these writers. 13
9.1.1. The Concept of Lyric
Songs are based on poetry, which combines figurative language and deep human emotions to depict
imagination, the mind, ideas, rhythm, and feelings. Consequently, music lyrics and poetic verses use the same
terminology. Both include artwork. We must recognize that art is not simply a single concept but rather a
collection of ideas exhibited in tangible form.*** According to Awe, lyrics are the words that the author uses to
communicate an event or perception. The lyrics express someone’s sentiments about what they have seen,
heard, or experienced. The poet or songwriter uses a play on words and language to communicate his or her
experience and to give the lyrics or poetry appeal and uniqueness.'* Bhakti kirtans, composed of Tukaram and
Kabir in northern India and Alvara and Nayanars in southern India, play an important role in spirituality. The
Church uses hymns and lyrics to praise God for humanity’s virtuous deeds, making melodies prevalent in
liturgical practices. Missionaries in India faced challenges in worship due to the absence of songs in the
vernacular language. Bhakti followers, including Vedanayagam Sastriyar and H. A. Krishna Pillai, incorporated
Western songs into Tamil church liturgy because of their deep devotion to Bhakti, a belief that aligns with
Shaivites and Vaishnavites’ customs.!3® The writings of Tilak, especially his songs and hymns, were his greatest
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contribution to the Christian Church.*” Sunder Rao emphasizes the impact of Hindu bhakti songs on Telugu
Church hymns, underscoring the significance of the Vaishnava Bhakti tradition on these compositions. Telugu
Christian hymns, integrating local representations of the divine, enhance the worship experience and provide a
novel depth to Indian Christian theology, exemplified by concepts such as the ocean of compassion and
everlasting pleasure. 1%
9.1.2. The Characteristics of the Christian Lyrics
The lyrics serve as a source of comfort to millions of people who struggle with the temptations and competition
of this world. To them, they are meadows of peace and tranquillity. They are unique lights that drive away the
darkness of ignorance.’® Christian music lyrics often incorporate Hindu ideas, whether intentionally or
unintentionally, due to their deep roots in vernacular literature. These lyrics serve as contemplative reflections,
encouraging social transformation and stimulating contemplative thought. Despite the challenges of eradicating
impacted cultures, Christian music remains a significant source of religious expression.*® The Hebrew Bible, a
crucial source of Christian hymns, features lyrics that convey praise, gratitude, and faith in God in the second
person, while the Psalmists highlight His love and benevolence in the third person, urging worshippers to exalt
God and assist one another in spiritual development.t4!
10. The Cultural Impact
Theologians in India provide new insights into the gospel by combining aspects of both the Judeo-Christian and
Pan-Indian traditions. The influence of both traditions is evident in the work of Indian poets, who use music to
convey profound religious themes; this work also emphasizes the importance of using Indian words.*? The
Indian Church views Chalcedonian Christology as authentic, recognizing Christ as the “true God” and “true
man.” Most of the lyrics reflect this concept, with Jesus Christ serving as the central figure and the poet’s
standard. These lyrics’ foundation shapes the poet’s life perspective.'*®
Conclusion
This essay tried to highlight how the Bhakti movement addressed the socio-religious and political-economic
situation of the day and how it influenced Christianity in India. The Bhakti movement, a significant part of the
medieval period, promoted harmony among different castes and groups, fostering collaboration for the
betterment of mankind. The Nirguna philosophy, a key component of the Bhakti movement, emphasized
empathy for suffering and hunger. The Bhakti movement embraced individuals regardless of caste distinctions,
addressing social imbalances and exposing social injustices. It revealed our country’s spiritual core and
emphasized that achieving Moksha requires more than just worshipping deities or rituals. Instead, it emphasizes
the importance of supporting the impoverished, providing sustenance and shelter, and engaging in altruistic
service to attain divine love and Moksha. Christians see Bhakti as a definitive precursor to the gospel for two
reasons. The first pertains to the worldwide revelation of God in Hindu Bhakti, while the second concerns the
extensive veneration of Christ among Bhakti Hindus. Indian Christians possess a Hindu Bhakti tradition that
seems to affirm God’s universal revelation.
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