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South Asia is the seedbed of most of the world’s major religions and remains multi-religious to 

this day. Moreover, religion is not privatized as it is in the West but is an obvious and practical 

part of everyday life for most people. In this atmosphere the question of the meaning of Jesus 

Christ for people of other religions cannot be easily avoided. Modern India is not only a nation 

but a subcontinent with a diverse mixture of communities. Hindu culture is a unifying force but 

Hindu religion is not unified or centrally organized and is best understood as a family of 

religions. Christians number only between 2 and 3 percent of the population but Jesus Christ is 

not the possession of Christianity and many Hindus have absorbed a belief in Jesus into their 

personal faith. 

 

In this short article, we will look at the work of two Indian theologians, Vandana and Samuel 

Rayan, who have spent a lifetime trying to express the gospel meaningfully in India. They are 

contemporaries, now in their eighties, who both belong to Roman Catholic religious orders and, 

like many Indian theologians, have given special attention to the Gospel of John. However, they 

come to quite different conclusions about Jesus in John that are highlighted in their different 

interpretations of John 2.1-11, the story of the wedding at Cana in Galilee. We will consider 

reasons for this and see what it suggests for those who seek to present Jesus Christ in pluralistic 

India. 

 

Vandana: John’s meditation on the Living Water 

Sister Vandana or Vandana Mataji (Mother) was formerly head of the Society of the Sacred 

Heart in India. In the early 1970s, concerned that the way Jesus Christ was presented in the 

institutional life of the Catholic Church made him appear foreign in India, she became 

convinced that for Jesus Christ to be appreciated in the context of Hindu religiosity, he must be 

seen to be “spiritual” in the Brahminic (high caste) tradition of meditation and mysticism. So she 

decided to live her religious life “in an Indian setting” by adopting the saffron sari of a woman 

who has renounced the world (sannyasini) and living in an ashram, a place where disciples 

gather around a guru, or religious teacher. She has become an authority on Indian spirituality in 

Roman Catholic circles and leader of the Catholic ashram movement. 

 

Vandana found that John’s emphasis on the interior life, use of symbolism, concern with the 

meaning of historical events rather than historical fact, and emphasis on joy make his gospel 

particularly suited to the Hindu psyche. She argued that the Bible is originally an “Asian book” 

and that, if it can be interpreted according to European methods, it can even more legitimately be 

read as if it were an Upanishad or Hindu sacred text. This approach resulted in a unique 

commentary on John, which is literary and devotional rather than historical and academic. Waters 

of Fire was written from her ashram overlooking the Ganges River, which is known as the mother of 

India. As she mediated on the meaning of the symbol of water to Indian life and spirituality, Vandana 

structured her book around ten passages in John’s gospel where water is mentioned. “Living 

streams” is the key chapter of the book which treats the story of Jesus’ conversation with the 

Samaritan woman at the well (4.1-30). The main point is shown in an illustration by Indian Christian 
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artist Jyoti Sahi of Jesus seated cross-legged with palms together in the typical attitude of a 

meditating guru. He is seated above the well and the living water from the well of spiritual tradition 

is pouring out of his heart and into the cupped hands of the outcaste woman, transforming her body 

into a stream of water. Similarly, in “Water to drink” (7.37-39), where Jesus’ invites anyone who 

thirsts to come to him, the source of living water, Vandana describes Jesus as the Param (Supreme) 

Guru, whose heart, or self or spirit is the source of life for all. The abundance of that offer is shown 

at Cana in “God’s extravaganza” (2.1-11). 

 

A guru is someone who has attained self-realization, that is who has reached the awareness that 

Brahman, the ultimate and only reality is one with atman, one’s self or soul. This knowledge is 

called advaita – oneness or non-duality. When Vandana reads the account of Jesus’ baptism by 

John in the Jordan River (1.29-34) through Hindu eyes, she comes to the conclusion that these were 

the “waters of awakening” of Jesus to consciousness of his oneness with the Father. In other words, 

at his baptism Jesus experienced essentially the same spiritual experience to which Hindus aspire. In 

his discussion with Nicodemus about the “waters of rebirth” (3.1-15), Vandana sees Jesus the Guru 

explaining to his disciple “the Christian advaita”, the rebirth by which we become united with Christ 

and through him with the Father.  

 

The “healing waters” of the pool at Bethesda (5.1-15) reveal the power of Jesus the Guru to heal not 

just exterior but also interior; it is the recovery of self-respect or a self-awakening is “the real gift of 

God”. Vandana sees the account of Jesus walking on the waters (6.16-21) as evidence of the power 

of his inner resources, which we too can develop through the disciplines of meditation using both 

Christian and Hindu techniques. But whereas the typical Hindu guru expects the disciples to wash 

his feet in a ceremony called “guru pad-puja”, this custom is transformed by Guru Jesus (13.1-20), 

whose enlightened consciousness of his inner life (his knowledge; vs 1, 4) led him to selflessly wash 

his disciples’ feet. Vandana regards the “principle of love” that Jesus taught and demonstrated as 

what sets Jesus apart from other gurus and draws people to him. That was most clearly revealed on 

the cross when, according to John’s gospel, blood and water flowed from his side (19.31-37). 

Inspired by her own Sacred Heart tradition of Catholic mysticism as well as by reflection on the 

Hindu scriptures, Vandana sees these as the “waters of salvation” streaming from the depths of the 

Guru’s inmost self and drawing all within. In the final chapter, the Sea of Tiberias by which Jesus 

appeared to his disciples after his death becomes the “waters of awakening” as they realized “he was 

the Lord” (21.1-23). 

 

The book has been much acclaimed as an original and genuinely Indian commentary that 

represents a confluence of the worldviews of Christianity and Hinduism in which Jesus Christ is 

presented to Hindus in a form – the Param Guru – which they can understand. Without 

endorsing all she writes, it can be said that Vandana certainly does reveal striking parallels 

between Hindu and Christian mystical thought and casts new and intriguing light on familiar 

passages in John’s Gospel. While suggesting that the two religions have a common goal of union 

with the divine, she also expresses her belief that Jesus offers the best (but not the only) way to self-

realisation, the way of selfless love. 

 

Samuel Rayan: Jesus and the Poor in the Fourth Gospel 
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Samuel Rayan is a Jesuit priest from the state of Kerala, who is professor at Vidyajyoti College 

of Theology in Delhi. Since the 1950s he has been involved in supporting dalits, the “broken” or 

outcaste people, in their struggle for respect as full human beings. In the 1970s he led Indian 

theologians in reworking the newly emerging Latin American liberation theology to develop an 

Indian theology of liberation that took the multi-religious context into account. Like Vandana, 

Rayan recognizes that the John’s Gospel is “admired … in India for its atmosphere of mysticism 

and its contemplative horizon”. However, in an extended article, he argues that “the mysticism of 

the Fourth Gospel is historical mysticism and … its contemplation fixes on the glory of God as 

revealed” not in “some marvellous light shining on the mountain tops” but “in Jesus’ love for and 

service of the people”. 

 

Rayan imagines Jesus as a non-violent revolutionary whose aim is to subvert the status quo and 

transform the lives of the poor. He notes references in John’s Gospel to Jesus touring the country, 

seeing the multitude, and gaining direct first-hand awareness of the people’s suffering (6.1-2; 7.1). 

He saw the people as sheep ravaged by thieves and hirelings (10.1-18) in the shape of the rulers 

and priests who “did nothing to help” and “were party to the policies responsible” for the 

suffering of the flock. In Rayan’s reading, Jesus took the option for the poor from the outset of 

his ministry when he cleansed the temple of those who were using religion to oppress the poor (2. 

13-22). He also refused to let the people make him king (6.14-15) and shunned publicity (7.1-7). 

The peace Jesus brought was “not as the world gives” (14.27); it was not the Pax Romana of “cruel 

conquest, military might and colonial terrorism” but was expressed when he insisted on washing his 

disciples’ feet (13.4-15). He challenged the religious leaders to treat the people with justice and 

respect as children of the same heavenly Father (8.31-47). 

 

Throughout his ministry Jesus is with the poor disciples in their quest (1.38) and in their 

unproductive toil (21.3-5) and relates “in preferential love to the working class and the poor”. He 

provides their needs including wine for the wineless at Cana (2.1-11) and bread for the breadless 

when he feeds the five thousand (6.1-13). He describes himself both as the true vine (John 15) 

and the bread of life (6.48), demonstrating in his life the eucharistic sharing that Rayan believes 

should lead, if Christians understood it correctly, to the sharing of all the wealth of the earth among 

all humanity. He points out how, in John’s account, Jesus took steps to remedy other shortages. He 

restores the dignity of the outcaste Samaritans of Sycar (4), liberating them from the prisons of 

narrow religious traditions (v 21) and economic exploitation (“one sows another reaps”, v 37). 

He gives health to the sick at the pool, calling a despairing man to awareness and responsibility for 

his own liberation (5). For giving sight to a blind beggar, Jesus is abused by those in power (9) 

because, Rayan observes, what is good news to the poor is bad news to them. Finally, to the flock 

of Israel dominated, victimised and fleeced for profit, Jesus, the Good Shepherd, brings life in 

abundance (10). Jesus’ ministry culminates in a demonstration of this life-giving power as he 

raises Lazarus – symbol of the poor of the earth (Luke 16) – from the dead (John 11). 

 

Rayan notes that in John’s Gospel the plot to kill Jesus by the holders of religious power is 

hatched immediately after Jesus’ command to “Unbind [Lazarus], and let him go” (11.44-53). 

He concludes that Jesus’ death was the direct consequence of his intervention on behalf of the needy 

and that in Jesus’ cross, which is also his glorification in John’s account, is the resurrection of the 

poor and oppressed. For Rayan, the gospel will be heard in pluralistic India not because Jesus Christ 
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stands out among many religious leaders but because of Christian action on behalf of the poor. He 

does not reject all of Hindu religious tradition but prefers to relate the gospel to the “little tradition” 

of the poor who have been oppressed by the Hindu caste structure. 

 

The wedding at Cana: Vandana and Rayan compared 

Both theologians are selective in their commentary on John’s Gospel in order to press home their 

different messages about the relevance of Jesus Christ to India: guru or revolutionary. Analysis 

reveals that they choose almost entirely different passages from the gospel on which to comment. 

Interestingly, the only text with which they both deal in detail is John 2. 1-11, the story of the 

wedding at Cana. We will therefore compare their readings of this passage to point up their different 

perspectives. 

 

Vandana begins by commenting that, in a land of many miracle-workers, Indians will not be 

impressed by the miracle itself; they will look for the deeper meaning this sign reveals. Her 

interpretation implies a middle-class Indian family with servants, whose joy at the wedding is 

filled “to the brim” (v 7) by the new wine. Water pots (v 6), she notes, are a symbol of plenty in the 

dry climate of India; Laxmi, goddess of prosperity often carries one. Vandana sees both water and 

Mary, who draws Jesus’ attention to the fact that “They have no wine” (v 3), as instrumental in this 

sign. Using highly mystical language that is at once very Hindu and very Catholic, she associates the 

life-giving qualities of the Mother of Jesus and the Mother Ganges, both of which point to the source 

of the wine, the living water, who is Jesus Christ. Vandana sees it as mystically significant that only 

the servants, “who labor at ‘drawing’ from His Heart” really “know” the source of the waters in 

Jesus (v9). 

 

Rayan, on the other hand, understands the house at Cana to be that of a poor, working class family 

who, typically, have spent all they had on the wedding but are shamed because they still cannot 

afford enough wine. India is a land of festivals and the poor go to great trouble to celebrate. Jesus, 

himself poor, joined in the feasts, eating and drinking with the outcastes. In changing water into wine, 

Rayan writes, Jesus provided plenty where there was scarcity and his actions restored the family’s 

dignity. But he did so in a subversive way so that only the servants knew what was happening (v 9). 

Rayan continues that Mary, whose song Magnificat (Luke 1.46-55) shows that she understood the 

revolution he came to bring, represented the needs of the poor to him (v 3). Jesus’ hesitated to act 

because he was weighing up the cost of taking the option for the poor, which he knew would 

eventually to lead to his death, his “hour” (v 4). Also significant for Rayan is the fact that the miracle 

in Cana is followed by the cleansing of the Temple (2.13-25) in which Jesus swept away the 

economic oppression that was an integral part of the old religion. Rayan concludes that Cana is “the 

first sign” (v 11) because in the liberating activity of Jesus Christ, “the poor are beginning to hear 

what they can experience as good news”. 

 

Jesus Christ – guru or revolutionary? 

Vandana and Rayan offer strikingly different portraits of Jesus Christ as guru on the one hand and 

revolutionary on the other. They represent two approaches in Indian missiology that have at times 

been opposed to one another: inculturation and liberation. Liberationists have accused 

inculturationists of supporting the Brahminic caste system, of being politically naïve and socially 

unconcerned. Whereas inculturationists have accused liberationists of disregarding the rich heritage 
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of Hinduism, of being hasty and immature. This divide in Christian theology reflects deeper divisions 

in India between caste Hindus and outcastes and a tendency in Hindu religion to so emphasize 

contemplation of the ultimate as to neglect the poor. On the other hand, Indians also see a tendency 

in the missionary Christianity they received to be so activist as to neglect spirituality and religious 

considerations. 

 

Jesus Christ integrates in his person and work action and contemplation; nowhere more so than at 

Cana in Galilee, as shown by the fact that both Vandana and Rayan give it importance. The sign is a 

concrete act full of spiritual meaning. Jesus is both decisively involved in the event and at the same 

time detached from it as he considers whether his “hour” has come. He appears as both the 

subversive agent of social transformation and also the religious mystic revealing deep meaning. 

Reflecting again on John 2.1-11, it would seem that Jesus Christ is meaningful in the religiously 

pluralistic context of India because he is respected as a recognizably spiritual figure who yet involved 

himself in people’s lives, celebrating and bringing happiness. At the same time he worked towards 

an inclusive society in which all are invited to the feast and all have enough bread and wine. The 

challenge to the Indian church is to do (and be) likewise. 

 

Kirsteen Kim is Professor of Theology and World Christianity at Leeds Trinity University 

College. This article was first published in Fuller News and Notes (winter 2005), pp. 7-9. 
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