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Introduction
Diwali celebration, Festival of Lights, is synonymous with Hinduism and embodies its core religious values and traditions. No other Hindu festival can keep alive the religion, unite the community or affirm the myths by connecting them to theological truths as Diwali does.  Diwali festival becomes especially important in local communities around the world due to religious, social, and cultural significance. The United States Senate passed a resolution in 2007 to recognize Diwali, accepting the Hindu festival (Haniffa 2007a:A6). 

Contextualizing Diwali for local Indian Christians demands attention to questions: What is Diwali?  What theological truths undergird the festival?  How might contextual engagement of these theological truths facilitate better communication of the Gospel--in follow-up and discipleship processes, in worship, liturgy or teaching?  This paper examines the form and meaning of Hindu and non-Hindu Diwali festivals, then proposes creating a Christian Diwali celebration.

Asian Indian Communities in the USA

Hindu Socio-Economic, Demographic and Religious Affinities

A group of about 25 Hindu professionals gathered in a big home during June 2009 to talk about the economic situation in the United States. A huge idol in the living room with pictures and icons of deities on walls and a separate room for shrine made the home a mini Hindu center. The host told me, “The wooden idols [about 4’ x 3’ in size] were shipped from India [to Dayton, Ohio].” The statement implied the rightful role of the deities in all of his success. Hindu prayers at the beginning and closing of the meeting vividly affirmed the commitment of these Indians who maintained their identity as an emigrated community to the US.  

The Asian Indian community is one of the fastest growing ethnic groups in North America. The 1990 Census indicated the number (not all of them Hindus) increased 125 percent during the 1980s (Gaustan 2000:272). The Sikh community grew to more than a million by 2002 and probably has doubled today (Gurmukh Singh 2003:M3). US political campaigners in 2008 took seriously the Asian Indian community’s numerical growth. It was 9 to 10 times faster than the general population (Haniffa 2008:A14).  
Hindu Religio-Cultural Adaptations in the Indian Communities 

The Hindu worldview is based on the multiplicity of paths to the One (God) a concept referred in Gita 4:11; 7:21 (Sivananda 1995:85). The inclusive notion leads to tolerance but at the same time automatically nullifies exclusivism and denounces conversion activity. Traditional values are held high as an ancient Hindu dharma (tradition/religion) belonging to the community (Dua 2003:M14). Modern missionary Hinduism was shaped by gurus and organizations such as ISKCON (Correspondent 2003:C1). Activities show a growing Hindu religious engagement across cultural boundaries. The first Hindu prayer offered to open the US Senate was on July 12, 2007 marking a milestone in history (Haniffa 2007:A12).  Yet the Hindu community is encountering extreme changes as a few transgress strict marriage patterns (Roy 2009:M12). 

The Pluralism Project of Diana Eck lists 723 Hindu temples in the US (Pluralism Project 2009). Additional Jain, Sikh, and Indian Buddhist centers, however, could increase the number to as high as 1500, based on growth of the community today. About fifty temples visited by the author exhibit traditional sacred architecture, but show innovative or adaptive patterns of assimilation designed to meet the needs of the community.

An estimated five million people from India and a dozen Asian other countries are now living in the US and celebrate the festival of Diwali. Normally Diwali celebrations draw crowds of around 50,000 in Irving, Atlanta, Chicago and Boston (Joshi and Mittra 2008:A49). 
A few Hindu sects incorporate Jesus into their pantheon of deities. The majority Hindus view Christianity as a foreign religion, and their antagonism towards evangelistic activities by Indian extremists remains strong (Mozumder 2008:A15). Christians presenting their message  creatively using parts of the Diwali festival that have truths compatible with the Gospel, all done in special Indian social or household settings, would be well received and improve the situation. “At least 80 per cent of India’s Christian population is estimated to have come to faith via a group decision process” (Hedlund 1985:228). A shared celebration of Diwali given by Christians and the Hindu community could be a new possibility. 

Form and Meaning of Diwali - The Festival of Lights 

Diwali or Deepavali— the literally meaning “row of lamps”—annually falls on a new moon day during the month of Ashwin-Kartika (October-November). The five-day celebration begins from the 13th day of the dark half of the lunar month Ashvina until the second day of the light half of Kartika (Salgaonkar 2009).  The five-day festival has roots in a number of ancient Hindu myths and traditional beliefs.  

The first day Dhanteras or Dhantrayodashi (dhana meaning wealth and dhan meaning grain) is associated with prosperity. Buildings and home entrances are adorned with traditional motifs and auspicious hangings. Hindu families buy gold as a sign of increase to welcome the goddess of wealth and worship five grains on this day. They worship cattle the day prior as the symbol of wealth.  
The second day is Narak Chturdashi.  The day preceding Diwali Lord Krishna killed the demon king Narakaasura and rescued 16,000 daughters from captivity. The story conveys his ultimate victory over evil. On the new moon day of Kartik Lord Rama, his wife Sita and his brother Laxamana returned to the kingdom of Ayodhya after vanquishing the evil king Ravana. The citizens of Ayodhya decorated the city with earthen lamps to welcome Lord Rama who is revered as the role model king and husband.
The third day as the most important one is to be devoted to the propitiation of Laximi, the Goddess of Wealth. According to a myth Laximi appeared on the new moon day (amaavasyaa) of the month Kartik during the churning of the ocean for nectar.  It is believed that she walks through the green fields, loiters through by-lanes and showers her blessings. On this day family account books, cash, gold and silver are displayed and worshiped along with the Goddess Laximi.

The fourth day is Padwa or Varshapratipada which marks coronation of King Vikramaditya. According to Hindu myth, young Krishna stopped the city of Gokul from offering prayers to Lord Indra who in anger sent a deluge to submerge the people. But Krishna saved the city miraculously. This day is thought the most auspicious day to start any new venture.

The fifth day is Bhau Beej, or Bahi Tika in Nepal, and observed as a symbol of love between brothers and sisters. On this day a sister should worship her brother with an Arati (explained below). The brother stands in place of Krishna who did the noble deed of killing the demon Narkasura. 

 
A special square shaped space is created on the floor, lined with various designs in corn powder or rice grains, to worship the brother. Before stepping into the square shaped puja place, the brother must taste a bitter fruit (Karith). Sisters put a red mark on their foreheads, make a clockwise and anti-clockwise signs by hand in front of their face(s) holding coins (silver and gold respectively). They feed brothers  sweets from a plate, holding lighted earthen lamp for their brothers’ longevity and prosperity. Brothers in exchange offer presents as tokens of love and promise to care for their sisters. Those who do not have a brother perform a sort of pooja to the Moon-God. 

Most common of Diwali Poojas (ritualistic prayers) is arati, led by a priest or the head of the family, which includes singing with lighted lamp, incense, turmeric and red powder in a plate that is circled clockwise facing a deity. The pooja ritual at home includes an offering to fire (Agni), welcoming, installing, foot washing, decorating the deities followed by offering of food, fruits, clothing or money. 


Fresh flowers, specific herbs and plants including Jhal/Phaag (a combination of milk, ghee/clarified butter, honey and spices) are used in the rituals. Orange flags are installed and lamps kept constantly burning in front of the family deities. The chanting of shlokas (verses), ringing of bells and the blowing of conch shells symbolize blessings bestowed. Food offered to the deities is distributed as prasada especially to the extended family and close friends.  


An interesting custom characterizing Diwali in North India is indulgence of gambling. It is believed Goddess Parvati played dice with her husband Lord Shiva on this day and decreed whoever gambled on Diwali night would prosper throughout the ensuing year. The tradition of playing cards and rummy with monitory stakes on this particular day continues until now (Diwali Pooja 2009). This element is excluded from the proposed Christian Diwali.   

Non-Hindu Diwali Festivals

Non-Hindu communities, Jain, Buddhist and Sikh, celebrate Diwali simultaneously with Hindus but do so for different reasons.    

Sikh Diwali 

The foundation stone of the Har Mandar (the Golden Temple of the Sikhs) at Amritsar in India was laid on Diwali day in 1577. Guru Hargobind Singh, the sixth Sikh Guru, was released in 1619 with 52 other chiefs (rajas) from the captivity of a Muslim emperor in India. He “earned the appellation of Bandi-Chhor”, meaning deliverer from prison (Brig. Hardit Singh 1996:79).  The released Guru arrived at Amritsar on Diwali day and the Golden Temple was illuminated with lamps, and the day came to be known as the Bandi Chhor Divas (the day of freedom). Thereafter, Sikh Diwali celebrates the story of their struggle for freedom based on this history (Sikh Festivals 2009). 

Guru Hargobind Singh and other gurus and martyrs are venerated by offering incense and flowers at their framed pictures. Sikh community members believe that the Guru accomplished these extraordinary things through immense spiritual power (Sameerjit Singh 2009).

Recitation of Grantha Sahib (the Sikh book) and religious discourses are held in Gurudwaras (Sikh temples) around the world. Kirtan (traditional singing) by Sikh singers, communal meal and distribution of food while not unique are all done without idol worship (Ranbir Singh 1999). 

Jain Diwali 

Mahavira, a teacher (Tirthankar) of Jainism is believed to have attained nirvana around 2500 years ago on Diwali day. “A new era started from this day which is called Nirvana Samvat, which is in vogue among the Jains” (Bharill 1981:61). Celebrations include pooja, arati, Jain vegetarian diet, new cloths, and decorations in homes by lighting of clay lamps. Worship of Hindu Goddess Laxmi is common among certain Jain groups. Collective arati in Jain temples is followed by food. “Jain Diwali is a reminder to follow in the footsteps of Mahavira”, says follower Reshma (Chandrakant 2009).
Non-Hindu accounts show Diwali to be a flexible, multi-faceted festival. The business community focuses on Goddess Laximi. The Goddess Kali is at the center in northeast India. Hindus in Nepal feed dogs. Cows are fed in the north India to express humane concern for the cattle (Nirmal 1976:81). 

The form of celebration is not intrinsically Hindu, Jain or Sikh. Hindus celebrate it for myths, Sikhs for historical facts and Jains for mystical reasons. 

A few basic principles reccurring in stories commemorated across various groups may be summarized as: the truth prevails, light overcomes darkness, the source of prosperity is supernatural. Diwali is the opportunity “…to choose the right path that would lead to a life of purity, divinity and happiness” (Kumar 2008:35). Concern for family and humane treatment of cattle are priorities. Though the principles are “non-Christian”, they are not “un-Christian” (Nirmal 1976: 81, 82).
Since Diwali encompasses a group of festivals with Sikh Diwali, Jain Diwali and even Buddhist Diwali (not presented here), shouldn’t this lead us to contextualize a Christian Diwali? 

A Diwali Celebrated in Dayton

 
A new celebration of Divali by Christians in the community of Dayton began with an idea to perform native music for the Indian Diaspora.

Planning: The founder of Satsang Ministries (also the author of this article) took initiative to plan the celebration. His prior experience living among Indian communities in India provided insider’s perceptions of their religions—knowledge of the languages, myths, deities, artis, mantras, prayers and music. 

Vision: To celebrate a Christian Diwali and at the same time interact with East Asians attending  in culturally sensitive ways. 

 Purposes: “To plant Gospel seeds in native soil…” by using the form and compatible elements of Diwali. To break down barriers. To begin meaningful friendships and build trust. 

Communication: The international Diwali event was announced through invitation cards, emails, mail and word of mouth. Orange flyers stated date, time, and venue, food, style of music, artists’ names with lead singer’s picture and purpose of the celebration, particularly emphasizing traditional music for the Indian Diaspora community. To fulfill the task, the leader formed a team of Indian believers and church friends.

Venue: Neutral places were preferred. A fellowship hall was chosen, not a church building. 

Decoration: Indian ladies took the lead and decorated with Indian lamps, souvenirs, handmade paintings, etc. Except images, almost anything Indian was welcomed. A backdrop with pictures of beautiful clay lamps, an Indian flag and lighted lamps with flowers on the tables for guests made it festive.

Community: Involvement of East Asians of other faiths and Christians was encouraged. A non-church Indian leader and a pastor lighted the traditional brass lamp together. Indian leaders enjoyed sharing brief stories of Diwali. The pastor’s role was to welcome attendees and to share briefly the Christian meaning of light being celebrated, based on the story of Jesus. Indian guests, pastor, and main singer received flowers according to custom. The Indian community felt connected when church people served them tea and refreshments.

Music: Traditional Indian music remains key. Instruments such as harmonium (Indian key board), drums (tabla), cymbals, violin and even tambora (stringed instrument) are essential. Hindi, India’s national language, was used at professional skill level in the presentation. Artists in Indian attire were seated and performed on a decorated platform. 
Music was performed in a style called Ghazal well known in India and the Muslim world. The songs closely resemble the poetic wisdom literature in the Bible. The author’s brother Prasad Aghamkar was the main singer who is specialized in the Ghazal music and well versed in the language. Indian people associate with God alone as the source of wisdom.; they believe communicators of the pure wisdom attract all (similar to 1 Kings 10:24; 5:12; 4:34). The missionary implications of wisdom literature in the Bible are very relevant during Diwali (Hedlund 1985:144). 

Message: The lead singer’s message in song covered three or four points similar to what St. Paul said in his address to people of other religions on Mars Hill (Acts 17). A point of contact was established by taking up religious themes from popular Indian songs. Then family and socio-cultural issues were mentioned, followed by answers to their deeper concerns (Acts 17:22). Lastly presented was the Gospel, “Jesus as ‘the Light’”, through songs written by the singer or converts (Acts 17:24).

The singer presented the message gradually without syncretism and refrained from attacking things obvious (Acts 17:23). Topics at Christian Diwali celebrations held in other cities were: the true light, love, justice, God in creation and the meaning of life. 
Antagonistic attendees remained indifferent, raising no direct complaints about the Christian Diwali in Dayton. Three challenges were dealt with carefully. First was related to idols brought by Indian ladies as part of the Diwali decorative materials. Second, the audience requested songs with mythic theology be added to the singing. Third, parochial attitudes held by westernized Christians of Indian descent surfaces revealing they believed any Diwali festival was non-Christian. The first two theological problems could be dealt on the basis of the interfaith nature of the event, yet one hosted by Christians. The third was resolved when westernized Indian Christians agreed to participate in Christian Diwali as a key way to deal with their retrospective concerns. 

The annual celebration of Diwali in Dayton, now in its fifth year, has multiplied to other cities. The next step is to offer suggestions for structuring authentic Christian Diwali celebrations.  
Christian Diwali Suggested Beyond Dayton

The following suggestions are based on Dayton Christian Diwali and other author experiments in various cities and in India. From these he believes the Christian Diwali should retain the maximum form of the original Diwali and make the Jesus story of pivotal significance for the new meaning. Some or all could be tried.

Purposes: Celebrate the Truth and Light based on Jesus’ story and words, “I am the Light of the world” and “You are the light of the world”. Give new meaning to theological themes known previously based on the Gospel story. Open the door for the Indian community to experience the fulfillment of the Truth in the native way.

Vision: Borrow and adapt maximum elements found in the native festival in order to plant Gospel seed, nurture and educate believers, bridge the gap between religious communities, and build trust.  

Day and Time: Best to borrow and adapt the same dates, namely the five days including the new moon day in the month of Kartik (October-November) as is done by Jain and Sikh communities. 

Festivities: Decorate homes inside and out by lighting native clay lamps. Gift articles in Indian style and colors depicting Christian art, symbolism, and verses will communicate the new message These give visual witness to the Jesus story in the Indian motifs. Illuminate church buildings and centers during this period to create goodwill. This sends a message that Christians hold non-separatist stance. 
Family Prayer: Bhajans and singing in native languages done while seated on the floor, with open Bibles in native languages on a high place and read by the head of the family every night. Prayer time would include taking a holy bath, cooking vegetarian food, white garbs and women wearing non-occult ornaments. Christian arati would include reciting of Psalms while lighting a clay lamp symbolizing Jesus; oil symbolizing the Holy Spirit in a plate; and the whole family learning the Bible together.

Christian Bhau Beej would include visits by brothers to sisters’ homes. Preparation of a ritual place with the symbol of the cross and Bible verses on the floor drawn by corn powder or rice grains where the brother(s) will sit. A plate with a lamp, oil and sweets from sisters will mean prayer for longevity and spiritual growth (Deut.6: 6-9). Brothers respond by sharing gifts to their sisters symbolizing a promise to pray.  

Practicing Christian Bhau Beej would be very meaningful in follow up and discipleship of new believers in India. Ostracized new Christians would find it deeply meaningful to be incorporated as brothers or sisters (Matthew 19:29) at the right time and in the native manner by Christian families. The Christian Bhau Beej ritual with Biblical promises will give greater value to the step a new believer takes personally; it will make the transition acceptable for their non-Christian relatives. Practicing Indian family values at the festival time could create new connections and open new avenues for witness to Asian Indian neighbors. 

Corporate worship: Church services, recitation, Indian singing, dances and Bible dramas by the community would be ideal during the public facet of Christian Diwali celebrations. Sanctuaries could be kept open for all to worship for five days. The native style of sitting on the floor, usage of flowers and certain colors without idols would create an inviting space for all. Taking Holy Communion during Diwali as a family or in churches could be the culmination of the festival.

Festival of Service: The church as the community of light should get involved in humanitarian and ecological projects especially during Diwali time. Holistic concern would demonstrate the Way of Jesus to encounter the forces of darkness, poverty and injustice. Its purgative potential to redefine the meaning of the light is encompassing. Christian service will communicate that God is concerned with history and nature (Nirmal 1976:83). Christians Diwali activities are not meant to be regimented so much as a shared time of engagement.
Contextualization as Interreligious Dialogue and Witness

Contextualizing festivals in India, and Diwali in particular, is an effort limited or nonexistent. Home festival with an emphasis on the Light and Word was introduced during the Christian mass movements in central India in the mid 20th century. The practice has ceased as observed by the author. 
Roman Catholic Churches are known to have celebrated Pongal (Harvest festival) for a long time in South India. Recently indigenous Protestant groups are encouraging adaptations of Pongal and village festivals in South India (Sunder Raj 2007:54, 103). This is a good step and hopefully will move towards Christian Diwali. 

The process of discarding incompatible elements cannot be minimized. It is not shifting from radical rejection to wholesale acceptance of everything. Serious in-depth study of the Word, traditions, and experimentations to acquire insider perceptions are necessary in order to decide what, when and how to adapt. The task involves gathering a contextualizing community of new believers, pastors and lay leaders, “critiquing” cultural practices in a hermeneutical process (Hiebert 1987). 

Contextualization is a sacred interaction between the Gospel story and the native stories. The story of Jesus is the key to cast new meaning and give fulfillment to all Diwalis.

Observations and Results
The Christian Diwali events of Dayton have consistently been able to bring together hundreds of Indian people and a number of friends of Arabic orientation to church halls or campuses at the invitation of Indian Christians. Indian Diaspora especially feel respected by provision of a new interfaith spatiality that is positive toward their identity in the celebrations. Trust and communication between non-church Indians and the Christian community has risen to the next level.

A church lay leader said, “Being a non-threatening festive event, it provided us a venue to invite non-Christian friends,” meaning it was not ever possible to invite them to join traditional Christian meetings such as church services, revivals or Bible study groups. Gatherings enhance meaningful interaction and help plant Gospel seeds in soil otherwise inaccessible. 

A man of Arabic orientation unexpectedly told his Indian friend after a music concert that he reads the Bible daily at home. Such a confession is inconceivable in normal setting and its value cannot be underestimated.

In the process the vision of local churches for contextualized encounters and follow-up has been renewed. Through similar events have come new hopes to initiate dialogues and a hospitality ministry to pave the way to softening differences between extremist Indian groups and Christian communities. Such attempts and aspirations are unprecedented.
As they participated Westernized Indian believers noted the missiological implications of almost everything done in Diwali. A contextualizing team has been trained and is ready to embark on the Christian Diwali mission, trusting in the Holy Spirit to bring their own transformation.  

Concluding Remarks

The festival of Diwali provides the necessary framework, structure and organic occasion to proclaim Christ as the light of the world. It gives stepping stones, clues and redemptive analogies for the cross-cultural witness (Hedlund 1985:56).
Christian Diwali’s fulfillment is in illustrating, communicating and heralding the story of Jesus.  The Gospel story confronts the darkness non-polemically, unites orthodoxy and orthopraxis and compels balance between celebration and service.  

The vast arena of Christian Diwali contextualization is a native tool that still remains undeveloped by Indian Christians. Gospel roots start mostly by participating in contextual events, words, or actions. 
New believers have long adapted native practices and customs spontaneously in India. Since Diwali is embedded in their lives as new believers they no longer discard  incompatible elements or borrow all forms from western Christianity. Such adaptation and spontaneous contextualization by indigenous groups has didactic value for contextualizers (Aghamkar 2002). 

Dissemination of Christian Diwali locally and globally for the cause of the Kingdom is not an option. The bold step will “…allow the faith a chance to start a history of its own in each people and its experience of Christ” (Bosch 1991:454). The festival of Diwali in Dayton is a bold act of willful immersion in native culture to which I add the conceptual and prevailing ideological world (Matthew 28:18-20). A professional Indian lady, an active member in a local temple, responded after a celebration in Dayton 2007, “The last song was very touching and meaningful to us.” She and her husband who plays Indian drums for the Christian Diwali referred to the Gospel song. Their response reaffirmed the new meaning communicated. The Gospel and culture encountered “but on the deeper level of the underlying existential realities, ‘the hearts’” (Ahonen 2003:192). 

Innumerable Indian friends around the world would willingly join, engage and respond in similar words if given opportunity to discover the true meaning in Christian Diwali. 
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