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In those days [1870s] Christian missonaries used to stand in a corner near the high
school and hold forth, pouring abuse on Hindus and their gods. | could not endure
this. | must have stood there to hear them only once, but that was enough to dissuade
me from repegting the experiment. About the sametime, | heard of awell known
Hindu having been converted to Christianity. It wasthe talk of the town that, when
he was baptized, he had to eat beef and drink liquor, that he also had to change his
clothes, and that thenceforth he began to go about in European costume including a
hat. These things got on my nerves. Surdly, thought I, areligion that compelled one
to eat beef, drink liquor, and change one's own clothes did not deserve the name. |
aso heard that the new convert had dready begun abusing the religion of his
ancegtors, their customs and their country. All these things crested in me adidike
for Chridianity.

- Mohandas K. Gandhi, An Autobiography: The Story of My
Experiments With Truth (Boston: Beacon Press, 1957), 33-34.

Mohandas K. Gandhi’ s story of his earliest experience with Chridtianity isin every sense
adtory of imperidiam. Here Gandhi is describing his experience as ayoung schoolboy in
Rajkot, Kathiawad, a province in western India. The encounter occurred in the midst of a
growing British presence in Kathiawad, and the story itsdlf is highly suggestive of an
intimate connection between Christian missions and an aggressive brand of imperiaism.

In this context Christians are associated with an *abuse of Hindus and their gods' &t the
hands of the missionary.> Moreover, the Hindu who converted and adopted Christianity
asreligion was said to have been forced to abandon his Hindu customs and traditions,
eventudly coming to ‘abuse the rdigion of hisancestors in presumably the same way as

the white missionary on the street corner had done. It is this type of degradation and
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Reference Librarian at Olin Library, for the research assistance he provided during the early stages of my
work on this essay.
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rgjection of traditiona native culture on the part of the Protestant missionary that hasled
many historians to assert that an inevitable connection existed between Chrigtian
missions and * cultural imperidism.’?
Nearly every higorica sudy deding with Gandhi and Chrigtianity beginswith a
discusson of his early experience in Rgkot. What often followsisanarrative that is
limited to Gandhi’s story of his contact with Christians who tried to convert him, and the
reasons why he ultimately decided not to convert to Chritianity. Implied in these Sories
is the notion that the mgority of Gandhi’ s encounters with Chrigtianity—prior to his
relationship with Charles Freer Andrews—echoed his experience asaboy in Rgkot. A
typicd exampleisthe article by Fatima Meer titled “The Making of the Mahatma: The
South African Experience.” Meer devotesjust one paragraph to Gandhi’ s religious
experience in South Africa prior to the turn of the twentieth century:
In Pretoria, he was confronted with Christian certitude. The young Hindu's
confession that he was not as yet committed to any particular religion, inspired his
Chrigtian associates to set about saving his soul, but Gandhi shied away from that.
He reected the notion that he could go to heaven only through Christianity, or that
Jesus was the only incarnate son of God. He later identified these clamswith the
arrogance of imperiaism. He questioned the claim of any rdigion to be the most
perfect or the greatest.®

Meer’ s narrative supports the notion that Gandhi’ s decision not to convert to Chrigtianity

was—once again—the result of his contact with aggressve Chrigtian imperidists whose

beliefs sharply contrasted those of the young Hindu. My aim in writing this essay isto

! James D. Hunt, Gandhi and the Nonconformists: Encountersin South Africa (New Delhi: Promilla& Co.
Publishers, 1986), p. 1. According to Hunt, the missionary was an Irish Presbyterian minister.

2 Andrew Porter, “’ Cultural Imperialism’ and Protestant Missionary Enterprise,” Journal of Imperial and
Commonwealth History, 25, no. 3 (September 1997): 367.

3 FatimaMeer, “The Making of the Mahatma: The South Africa Experience,” Indian Horizons 43, no. 4
(1994): 43.
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complicate this narrative, usng Gandhi’ s experience in South Africain 1893 as the foca
point of discussion.
In s0 doing, | am following on the work of historian Andrew Porter, who has
chdlenged the clam that Protestant missionaries were the prime agents of an intrusive
‘culturd imperidism’ throughout the British Empire. Porter asserts that the argument
usudly gven to support the claim is quite Smple:
There have been plenty of ... historical andyses. ..suggesting that there was an
intimate, inevitable connection between missons and *culturd imperidism’. The
essence of their argument issmple. Missons were the van of Europe' s expangon.
Once their bridgeheads were established, the presence and teaching of missionaries
ridiculed indigenous bdliefs, cdled customs into question, undermined sdif-
confidence, eroded respect for traditional authorities, and consequently stimulated
political or socid conflict. Thus debilitated, indigenous societies gave way to the
broader pressures of western expangion; interna collapse and irresistible cultura
change opened the way to direct colonia rule. Thiswas paraleed by theimpogtion
of missonary categories of thought and belief, and associated with continuing
missionary control of education and the churches. Missionaries were thus prime
agents of an intrusive ‘cultural imperidism’. 4

Likewise, Judith Brown has developed this point in noting thet the history of imperia

encounter has often been portrayed in smplistic ways, and that the life of Mohandas

Gandhi illugtrates the subtlety and complexity of colonid encounters and interactions.

Brown writes. “Gandhi experienced the British Empirein India, in Britain itsdf, in

South Africa, and then after twenty yearsin a much-changed India His exposure to

different agpects and experiences of being an imperia subject and citizen was of the

utmost importance to his sense of identity and his subsequent career.”>

* Porter, “’ Cultural Imperialism’ and Protestant Missionary Enterprise,” 367.
® Judith M. Brown, “Gandhi- A Victorian Gentleman: An Essay in Imperial Encounter,” Journal of
Imperial and Commonwealth History, 27, no. 2 (1999): 69.
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My hopeisthat in examining Gandhi’ s encounter with Chrigtianity in South
Africain 1893—in particular his experience at the South African Keswick Convention—
| will reinforce the daim that the relationship between Protestant missionaries and
imperia subjects was far more subtle and complex than most imagine. By considering
not only Gandhi’s own writing but writings of the Chrigtians with whom Gandhi wasin
contact, aswell the history of the Keswick Movement, | will argue that Gandhi’s
relationship with Chrigtianity did not follow any sort of uniform pettern throughout his
life. Gandhi was not merdly the vulnerable target of Christian imperidists propageting a
foreign, degrading rhetoric. Above al, Gandhi’ s experience in South Africa before the
turn of the century tells usthat his rdaionship with Chrisians was & times truly
interactive. In his autobiography Gandhi reflects on this period in hislife: “I have
remained for ever indebted to my Christian friends for the religious quest thet they
awakened inme.”® Itismy god in writing to discover the true meaning of this
awakening and, in so doing, to afford greeter historica nuance to the meaning of

converson.

l.

| believeit isfirst necessary to briefly consder Gandhi’ s rligious experience prior to his
arrival in South Africain 1893. He was born in October of 1869 into a Vaishnava
family, and was raised in a household rooted in Hindu traditions.” Gandhi’ sfirst mention
of hismother in his autobiography isthat she was deeply rdigious. “The outstanding

impression my mother has left on my memory isthat of saintliness....She would not

6 Mohandas K. Gandhi, An Autobiography: The Story of My Experiments With Truth (Boston: Beacon
Press, 1957), 138.
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think of taking her medswithout her dally prayers. Going to Haveli—the Vashnava
temple—was one of her daily duties”® Gandhi recalls that his mother never missed the
Chaturmas, avow of fagting and semi-fasting during the four months of therainsin
western India. “ She would take the hardest vows and keep them without flinching.
IlIness was no excuse for relaxing them.”® Gandhi writes that athough his father had
vary little rdigious training, he had a“kind of rdligious culture which frequent viststo
temples and ligtening to religious discourses make available to many Hindus.” In the
days just before his death, Gandhi’ s father began reading the Gita, and would repest
aoud verses from the text every day at the time of worship.® Gandhi was exposed to a
number of different rigions throughout his childhood, and consequently developed a
toleration for various faiths:
In Rgkoat...I got an early grounding in toleration for al branches of Hinduism and
sger reigions. For my father and mother would visit the Haveli as dso Shiva'sand
Rama’ s temples, and would take or send us youngsters there. Jain monks aso would
pay frequent visits to my father, and would even go out of their way to accept food
from us—non-Jains. They would have taks with my father on subjects religious and
mundane. He had, besdes, Musaman and Pars friends, who would talk to hm
about their own faiths, and he would listen to them dways with respect, and often
with interest. Being his nurse, | often had a chance to be present at these talks.
These many things combined to inculcate in me atoleration for dl faiths!*
Dr. Margaret Chatterjee argues that this diversity of experience influenced Gandhi to

believe that the supreme could be sought after in a great variety of ways'? Chrigtianity,

as | have noted, was & the time an exception for Gandhi because of the Irish Presbyterian

" Margaret Chatterjee, Gandhi’ s Religious Thought (Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1983), 15.
8 Gandhi, Autobiography, 4.

° 1bid., 4.

%1hid., 4.

1 bid,, 33.

12 Chatterjee, Gandhi’ s Religious Thought, 15.
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missionary who preached on the stregt- corner near the high school.  Cheétterjee notes that
the preacher’ s aggressive style—combined with rumors Gandhi had heard of drinking,
beef-edting and ridicule of Hindu cusoms—sharply contrasted with Gandhi’ s sense of
what the nature of religion should be. “The spirit of gentleness, dlowing a man to pursue
his swadharma, his own faith, repecting the faiths of others, was ingrained in young
Gandhi.”*® 1t is understandable that such an encounter would leave a lasting impression
on Gandhi, as the way in which Chrigtianity was being propagated in his hometown
fundamentaly conflicted his sense of the true meaning of religious faith. It was not until
Gandhi arrived in London years later that his relaionship with Chridianity began to
change.

In 1887 Gandhi traveled to London to study law. Towards the end of his second
year there he met two members of the London Theosophical Society. The Theosophical
Society was founded in New Y ork in 1875, and is consdered one of the first Western
religious movements showing strong Hindu influence*  The two men were studying the
Bhagavad Gita, the sacred Hindu poem, and hoped for help from an Indianin
understanding it. Gandhi was ashamed to admit he had not read the poem in either
Samskrit or Gujardti, but he unhesitatingly agreed to study the origind text with the two
men to compare it with Edwin Arnold's English trandation. Gandhi recdls his
experience: “The book struck me as one of priceless worth. The impression has ever

since been growing on me with the result that | regard it today as the book par excellence

13 |bid., 16.
¥ Hunt, Gandhi and the Nonconfor mists, 5.
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for the knowledge of Truth. It has afforded me invauable hdp in my moments of
gloom.”*

Around the same time Gandhi met a practicing Chrigtian from Manchester in a
vegetarian boarding house. The two talked about Chrigtianity, and Gandhi described his
experience as ayoung boy in Rgkot. “1 narrated to him my Rgjkot recollections. Hewas
pained to hear them. Hesad, ‘| am avegetarian. | do not drink. Many Chrigtians are
meset-eaters and drink, no doubt; but neither meat-egting nor drinking is enjoined by
Scripture. Do please read the Bible’”*® Gandhi accepted his advice and began to read
the Bible. He recalsthat hisreading of the Old Testament was dow, and that most
chapters put him to deep. The New Testament, on the other hand, had a profound effect
on Gandhi:

The New Testament produced a different impression, especialy the Sermon on the
Mount which went straight to my heart. | compared it with the Gita. The verses,
‘But | say unto you, that ye resst not evil: but whosoever shdl smite thee on thy
right cheek, turn to him the other dso. And if any man take away thy coat let him
have thy cloketoo,” delighted me beyond measure. ...My young mind tried to unify
the teaching of the Gita, The Light of Asia and the Sermon on the Mount. That
renunciation was the highest form of religion appeded to me grestly.’
Thisfirst encounter with the Sermon on the Mount was crucid to the development of
Gandhi’ s rdationship with Chrigtianity. He naturdly compared the teachings of Jesusto
the Gita, and his discovery of afundamenta unity between the two works strengthened
his belief in the equdity of different faiths and rdigious texts. In 1927, the year inwhich

his autobiography was published, Gandhi wrotein the journa Young India:

1> Gandhi, Autobiography, 67.
1% 1hid., 68.
7 1bid., 69.
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| have not been able to see any difference between the Sermon on the Mount and the
Bhagavadgita. ... The New Testament gave me comfort and boundlessjoy, asit came
after the repulsion that parts of the Old had given me. Today supposing | was
deprived of the Gitaand forgot dl its contents but had a copy of the Sermon, | should
derive the same joy from it as | do from the Gita.*®
The basic teachings of Jesus, contained in the New Testament, rang true for Gandhi
because of ther intimate connection with what he had learned throughout his childhood.
Gandhi writes that the notion of renunciation as the highest form of religion gppeded to
him grestly; one can see a pardld between Jesus' voluntary suffering and that of
Gandhi’s mother. Gandhi discussed this connection in 1931 while sailing back to India
from London: “When | came to the New Testament and the Sermon on the Mount, |
began to understand the Christian teaching, and the teaching of the Sermon on the Mount
echoed something | had learnt in childhood and something which seemed to be part of
my being.”*° Gandhi continued, saying he was surprised at first to find out that such
principles of nonviolencein the face of evil came from a Chrigtian text, “For dl | had
then been given to understand was that to be a Christian was to have a brandy bottle in
one hand and beef in the other.”?® Gandhi’ s reading of the New Testament, however,
profoundly changed hisview of Chridtianity. “Asmy contact with red Chrigians i.e,
men living in fear of God, increased, | saw that the Sermon on the Mount was the whole

of Chriginaity for him who wanted to live a Chridian life. It isthat Sermon which has

endeared Jesus to me.” %

18 Mohandas K. Gandhi, Young India, December 22, 1927, cited in Robert Ellsberg, ed., Gandhi on
Christianity (New York: Orbis Books, 1991), 21.

19 Gandhi, Young India, December 31, 1931, cited in Ellsberg, Gandhi on Christianity, 21.

20 1pid., 22.

2 bid., 22.
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By the end of Gandhi’ sfirgt stay in London, having encountered both the
aggressive Protestant missonary in his hometown and the writings contained in the New
Testament, the contradiction between the teachings of Jesus and the way in which
Chridtianity was being propagated throughout the British Empire became evident to
Gandhi. Thisfundamenta contradiction became the subject of much of Gandhi’ s writing
on Chrigtianity. He touched on this subject in an address ddivered in 1927:

The message of Jesus, as| understand it, is contained in His Sermon on the
Mount.... The message, to my mind, has suffered digtortion in the Wed....In my
humble opinion, much of what passes as Chrigtianity is a negation of the Sermon on
the Mount....If | had to face only the Sermon on the Mount and my own
interpretation of it, | should not hesitate to say, ‘Oh yes, | an aChrigtian.” But |
know that a the present moment if | said any such thing | would lay myself open to
the gravest misinterpretation.®?
Influenced by his stay in London, Gandhi arrived in South Africaiin 1893 with a different
perspective on reigion than that which had accompanied him to England. | will turn now
to my analyss of Gandhi’ s experience at the South African Keswick Convention. The
experience, while crucia to an underganding of Gandhi’ s persond rdigious
development, sheds light on both the complexity of the relationship between missions
and imperidism and on the broader diaogue between East and West, a didogue in which

Gandhi played auniquerole.

1.
Gandhi arrived in Pretoria, South Africain June of 1893 to do some clerical work in

connection with alarge lawsuit. The day after he arrived he was introduced to Albert

22 Gandhi, Young India, December 8, 1927, cited in Ellsberg, Gandhi on Christianity, 25.
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Weir Baker, the man who would eventualy take him to the Keswick Convention in
Welington.

A.W. Baker was born in Rietermaritzburg in 1856, a second generation South
African.?® After working for awhile as a carpenter he decided to become alawyer, and
moved to Pretoriain 1889. There hejoined the Wedeyan Church and became involved
in Gospel Temperance work that succeeded in “reclaiming many drunkards”?* Baker's
interest in missonary work for the natives of South Africa began while he was il living
in Pietermaritzburg. There was a Presbyterian Misson Church near his house, and the
Reverend John Bruce invited him to help with the prayer meetings. It wasthere, Baker
writes, that “I began to make use of the few words of Zulu | had acquired.”* One day he
received a letter from the wife of the principa of the Native College at Amanzimtati,
saying she was concerned about the spiritud welfare of the Zulu boys in the college; she
invited Baker to hold specid servicesfor the boys on campus. Baker traveled to the
campus and spoke &t the early morning prayer:

They wished me to speak at the early morning prayer meeting the next day, but when
| asked for an interpreter, the principa begged meto speak in Zulu....It was an
orded, but | stuck for two words, one of which was‘conscience.” Ingtantly the
thought flashed into my mind, ‘each of you householders has a dog whose duty it is
to watch outside the door and give the darm of danger. If the dog barks and you pay
no atention the responghility is shifted from it to you. Thisthing | am taking about

is God' s dog at the door of your heart.” The Lord richly blessed the servicesand a

number of people professed conversion. Shortly after | recelved aletter stating
that...discipline in the school wasin a better state than ever before.2®

2 A \W. Baker, Grace Triumphant (London: Pickering & Inglis Ltd, 1939), 15.
% |pid., 82.
% |bid., 73.
% |bid., 75.
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While working as alawyer in Pretoria Baker was introduced to the Rev. Andrew Murray
and Spencer Waton. Murray and Waton had led a Holiness Convention in
Johanneshurg in connection with the Cape General Mission; 2’ after meeting Baker they
decided to hold some mestings in Pretoria, eventudly forming a Pretoria branch of the
Generd Misson, of which Baker was named Honorary Superintendent. “Prior to this”
Baker recdled, “1 had fet that God was caling me to abandon my legd professon and
0o out as amissionary to the natives” 28

Baker had been involved with the South African Generd Mission for a couple of
years by the time he was introduced to Gandhi in 1893. In their first meeting Baker
ascertained Gandhi’ s religious views. Gandhi replied: “*1 am aHindu by birth. And yet
| do not know much of Hinduism, and | know less of other religions. In fact | do not
know where | am, and what is and what should be my bdlief. | intend to make a careful
study of my own religion and, asfar as| can, of other religionsaswell.””?° Baker was
delighted to hear that the twenty-three year old Hindu was yet undecided asto what his
religious belief should be. He invited Gandhi to attend daily prayer mestings with his
Chrigtian co-workers. Gandhi attended the prayer meeting the next day and was able to
continue atending on aregular basis for afew months, as he had little work to do in
connection with the law case. Baker'saim in discussing religion with Gandhi was

undoubtedly to convert the young Hindu to Chrigtianity. Gandhi describes his experience

a thefirgt prayer meeting in his autobiography:

27 Murray and Walton first met in 1882 in aregion of the Lakes District in England called K eswick.
Murray had been visiting from South Africa and persuaded Walton to leave England and undertake
missionary activity in South Africa. In 1889 the two established the Cape General Mission, which would
later become the South Africa General Mission. | will later discussthe Mission in greater detail with
respect to itsrole at the 1893 Convention in Wellington.

28 Baker, Grace Triumphant, 82.

29 Gandhi, Autobiography, 120.
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Everyone kneded down to pray, and | followed suit. The prayers were supplications
to God for various things, according to each person’sdesre....A prayer was now
added for my welfare: ‘ Lord, show the path to the new brother who has come
amongst us. Give him, Lord, the peace that Thou hast given us. May the Lord Jesus
who has saved us save him too. We ask dl thisin the name of Jesus” There was no
singing of hymns or other music a these mestings.>°
One of Baker’s friends to whom Gandhi was introduced was Michael H. Coates, a
“frank-hearted staunch young man” who took Gandhi on walks and made regular
atempts to convince him of the superiority of Chrigianity. Seeing the Vaishnava
necklace around Gandhi’ s neck, Coates was sure that Gandhi was being deluded by
Hindu superdtition, and asked his permission to break the necklace. Gandhi refused, as
the necklace was a sacred gift from his mother. He explained that he did not believe it
held mysterious sgnificance; it was Smply a gift given to him out of love, and was one
that must not be broken. Mr. Coates was not persuaded:
Mr. Coates could not appreciate my argument, as he had no regard for my reigion.
He was looking forward to ddivering me from the abyss of ignorance. He wanted to
convince me that, no matter whether there was some truth in other religions,
sdvation wasimpossble for me unless | accepted Chrigtianity which represented the
truth, and that my snswould not be washed away except by the intercession of
Jesus, and that all good works were usdless 3!

Coates and Baker were each Protestant missionaries convinced of the inferiority
of Hinduism. Their extensive contact with Gandhi upon his arriva in Pretoria has led
many higtoriansto believe that Gandhi had only one type of experience with Chrigianity
in hisfirg year in South Africa, and thet this experience was of ahighly imperidigtic

nature. In October of 1893 Baker took Gandhi to the Keswick Convention in Wellington.

%0 bid., 122.
31 bid., 124.
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Gandhi recdls that Baker was getting anxious about his religious future, and hoped that
the “amaosphere of religious exdtation at the Convention...would inevitably lead meto
embrace Christianity.”*? While the Convention may well have been the dlimax of the
campaign for Gandhi’ s soul, this was not the reason Baker traveled a thousand miles by
rall to Welington, and it was certainly not the reason why the Convention was being held
inthefirg place. If one only looks at Gandhi’ s recollection of the event, it is possible to
assume these thingsto be true. An analyss of the history of the Keswick Movement—
and specificdly of the 1893 Convention in Welington—supports the claim that there was
no single type of imperia encounter, and that Gandhi’ s reaionship with the British
Empire was far more interactive than most redlize.

Evangdicd rdigion is a Protestant movement that has existed in Britain Snce the
1730s.3* Itisnot directly associated with any single Christian denomination; rather, the
movement influenced the existing churches during the eighteenth century and has
continued to do so throughout the twentieth century. Over time the word ‘ Evangelical’
replaced others as the standard description of the doctrines or ministers of thereviva
movement.3* A defining characteristic of the Evangelical movement is the belief that
individua lives need to be changed, and that those people of a‘converted character’ are
totdly different from dl others. David Bebbington, in hisHistory of Evangelicalismin
Modern Britain, explains that there are four qualities that have been the specia marks of

Evangdicd rdigion: “conversionism, the belief that lives need to be changed, activism,

32 | i

Ibid., 135.
33 David W. Bebbington, Evangelicalismin Modern Britain (London: Unwin Hyman, 1989), 1.
34 |1

Ibid., 1.
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the expression of the gospel in effort; biblicism, a particular regard for the Bible; and
what may be called crucicentrism, a stress on the sacrifice of Christ on the cross®
Beginning in the 1870s Evangdicdism was deeply influenced by anew
movement. Advocates of holiness teaching urged that Chrigtians should aim for “a
second decisive experience beyond conversion. Afterwards they would live on amore
elevated plane”*® This‘second blessing’ would free Christians of any fesling of
wrongdoing, for they would have victory over Sn. They would possess holiness,
enjoying the ‘higher life’3” Thefirst leaders of this new movement were Robert and
Hannah Pearsall Smith, an American couple who addressed gatherings in Oxford in 1874
and Brighton in 1875. Also in 1875 was the firgt of the conventions held at Keswick, in
the Lake Didtrict of England. These conventions, according to Bebbington, were to
become the focal point of the new spiritudity. 1n 1885 around 1,500 to 2,000 people
attended the Keswick Convention; by 1907 there were between 5,000 and 6,000.8
Andrew Porter explains that the Keswick Movement emerged in the context of
widespread reviva throughout Britain that re-emphasized in its teachings the importance
of persond revelation and religious experience° The importance of persond religious
experience, of the degpening of one’'s own Chridian faith, is centrd to the Keswick
message and was often the focus of the conventions. Porter quotes Charles Harford's

description of the Keswick movement, written thirty years after the first convention:

35 |pid., 3.

% |bid., 151

37 |bid., 151

% |pid., 179.

39 Andrew Porter, “Cambridge, Keswick and |ate-ninetienth-century Attitudesto Africa,” Journal of
Imperial and Commonwealth History, 5, no. 1 (1976): 14.
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The message of the Convention is addressed. . .to those who are the children of God
through faith in Christ Jesus, and therefore taking the words of the writer of the
Epistle to the Hebrews we would say *let us cease to speak of the first principles of
Chrit, and press on unto perfection’....Too many are satisfied with being babesin
Chrig; they have rgjoiced in the knowledge of snsforgiven, and the new life
imparted through Chrigt, but like the Gaatian Chrigtians, having begun in the Spirit
they are seeking to be made perfect by the flesh. To such the message of the
Keswick Convention is addressed; it sets before them alife of faith and victory, of
peace and rest as the rightful heritage of the child of God, into which he may step not
by the laborious ascent of some “ Scala Sancta, not by long prayers and laborious
effort, but by a deliberate and decisive act of faith.*°

The essence of the Keswick teaching is contained in this description. The Keswick
Convention sought to convince its followers that the possibility of a higher life could be
atained by any Chrigtian through an act of persond faith beyond thet of the initid
conversion to the Christian religion. Christians must seek a second blessing, and should
not be satisfied by the mere fact that they belong to the Church and professfaith in
Chrig.

The belief in the importance of this *second blessing' came about because
Keswick |eaders were convinced that the ordinary lives of many Chrigtians were highly
unsstisfactory:

Although through an act of faith one might have become a member of the Church
and, being judtified by faith, have received ‘ release and ddliverance from the penaty
and future punishment of sns past’, what one gtill needed was liberation from the
psychologica fact of Sin, protection from recurring attacks of past sins, what at
Keswick was thought of as ‘ deliverance from the power of besetting sin, the
atainment of victory in the little conflicts of everyday life’ 4

This sense of a psychologicd liberation from even the thought of sinis at the heart of the

Keswick message, and isfirst step towards achieving the *higher life'. David Bebbington

40 bid., 14-15
41 bid., 15.
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explains that the leaders of the Keswick Movement were influenced by the ideas of
George Fox, the founder of the Society of Friends. Fox believed if you “look down on
an, and corruption, and distraction, you are swalowed up init; but looking at the light
which discovers them, you will see over them. That will give victory; and you will find
grace and strength: and thereis the first step of peace.”** Bebbington notes that the
message of victory over Sin bringing peace was the keynote of the Keswick Convention.
E.H. Johnson aso provides a useful perspective. A professor of systematic
theology a Crozer Theologica Seminary, Johnson published The Highest Lifein 1901, a
book that includes a‘ Friendly Anaysis of the Keswick Movement.”  Johnson writes of
the “sdlf-forgetful aims of the Keswick Movement,” and he states that the Movement
strives to inspire a“ degpening of the spiritud life”*® Johnson draws from an appedl
written by Rev. Dr. A. T. Pierson and thirty-two other Keswick speakers, who argue that

there are seven steps which must be taken to achieve the higher life:

=

Immediate abandonment of every known sin and doubtful indulgence.
Surrender of the whole being to Jesus Christ as not only Savior, but Master and
Lord.

Appropriation by faith of God' s promise and power for haly living.

Voluntary mortification of the sdif-life, that God may bedl in dl.

Gracious renewa or transformation of the inmost temper and disposition.
Separation unto God for sanctification and service.

Enduement with power and filling with the Holy Spirit.**

N

Nouokow

Johnson is quick to note, however, that the mgjority of Keswick leaders did not believein
asngle prescribed process as a means to achieve the greatest spiritua good. He explains

that although thousands of people attended the Keswick Conventions, it is a movement

42 Bebbington, Evangelicalismin Modern Britain, 156.
43 E.H. Johnson, The Highest Life (New York: A.C. Armstrong and Son, 1901), 45.
44 |1

Ibid., 46.
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that emphasi zes persona rdigious experience. He quotes Dwight L. Moody, a Keswick
speaker who led workshops each summer for his fellow Keswick leaders. “The one
way...not to help another manisto tell him your religious experience....Y our experience
isyour own and not another’s, because you are not another. Marked diversity exists and
is desirable.”*°

The Keswicks believed that persona commitment and service were the true
expressions of holiness, and that the utmost attention should be given to the formation of
the highest type of character in the Chrigtian. As| will later discuss, thisbelief inthe
importance of service often led to the undertaking of missonary activity. However, in
gtriving to develop persona character the Keswick Movement also did much to
strengthen the temperance opinion. Robert Pearsall Smith, the founder of the Movement,
was asked at the Brighton conference in 1875 if every Christian should abandon acohol.
“ A thousand times, yes , he answered.”*® In addition, Bebbington notes that Keswick
was seen as alandmark in the emancipation of women within the religious sphere.
“Keswick definitely attracted women....At Keswick ladies were permitted to address
female gatherings only, though a severd subsidiary conventions the gender bar was
abolished.....Romantic sentiment dictated that purity and love should be staple themes of
the convention, and according to stereotypes of the day, these were femae qualities”*’

Furthermore, the Keswick Movement placed a significant emphasis on the importance of

music to the convention. “There was large-scae hymn singing at the Brighton

**Ibid., 50.
48 Bebbington, Evangelicalismin Modern Britain, 176.
" Ibid., 175.
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conference and it became a valued feature of the Keswick conventions....Music was
given an unprecedented prominence” 8

A.W. Baker and Gandhi set out for the Keswick Convention in Wellington, South
Africain October of 1893. Wdlington islocated in south-western South Africa, near
Cape Town. Thejourney by rail from Pretoria was about athousand miles each way, and
probably took more than nine days.*® Reverend Andrew Murray led the convention. It
was held at the Huguenot Seminary in Wellington from Wednesday to Friday, October 25
to 27. Andrew Murray had founded the Huguenot Seminary in 1874, establishing it asan
indtitution a which girls could study to qudify asteachers. After afew years Murray
further developed the seminary, adding a theological department for the training of young
men for the ministry.>® As| discussed earlier, Murray and Spencer Walton had

established the Cape Generd Missonin 1889. In The Life of Andrew Murray of South

Africa, J. Du Plessis describes the Misson and the role that Holiness Conventions played:

The objects which the Mission aimed at were generdly defined asthree: first, to set
before believers amore exated standard of Chrigtian life, and to encourage them to
drive after its redization; second, to engage in evangelistic work among the
neglected and lapsed classesin the larger towns; and third, to undertake directly
foreign misson work among the nativesin fields unentered or insufficiently
occupied....In pursuance of the first object mentioned above the Cape Generd
Mission organized a number of ‘Holiness Conventions’>*

Murray himself wrote, “ The object of the Convention is to ask the question, Are we
living up to the privileges of our high calling?’ In discussing the Convention a

Widlington Murray spoke of Walton’s role as co-founder: “At the commencement it was

*8 |bid., 174.
9 Hunt, Gandhi and the Nonconfor mists, 32.
%0 3. Du Plessis, The Life of Andrew Murray of South Africa (London: Marshall Brothers, 1919), 284.
51 | i
Ibid., 385.
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gpecidly in conventions that he was used of God to help many Chrigtiansto seewhat a
true life of consecration ought to be, and to understand how it could be received through
smple faith with awhole-hearted consecration.”>?

Murray delivered the opening address at the 1893 Convention in Wedlington.
Seventeen other speakers, including A.W. Baker, aso preached to the crowd. One of the
speakers, Reverend G. Ferguson, gave an addresstitled “Which? Chrigt-Centered or Self-
Centered.” The address echoes the general aims and beliefs of the Keswick Movement.
Ferguson dams too many Chrigtians have been living sdf-centered instead of Christ-
centered lives:

So long as the will, the 1, the centre of thelife, is not submitted to Chrig, it is
outside, it doesn’t belong to Chridt....But there are those in the world who have
passed over the line; the centre of their life has not only come very near to Chrigt but
they have come over the line; they have surrendered the will; the centre of therr life
iswithin Chrid....Their will is given to Chrigt and they are received by Chrigt, born
from above; they arein Hiskeeping. They areliving ared spiritud life, but not the
old plan with the sdif at the center; it is on God's new plan with Christ at the centre.>
Ferguson a so touches on the notion of the second blessing: “There isagreet difference
between this first coming into Christ and coming into Christ whally, they are two very
digtinct stepsin the spiritud life....Thereisafirg contact when the soul first comesin
contact with the line, and there is a second contact when the whole body of the fleshis
within the ling, is surrounded by Christ.”>*

The history and characteristics of the Keswick Movement, aswdll asthe

gtatements made by Murray and Ferguson, illustrate the fact that Gandhi—ayoung

52 | i

Ibid., 386.
%3 George Reid Ferguson, Which? Christ-Centred or Self-Centred: An Address Delivered at the South
African Keswick Convention, Wellington (Capetown: Townshend, Taylor, Sanshald Printers, 1894), 6-7.
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Hindu—was not atarget in Wdlington like he was as aboy in Rgkat, India. The
Keswick message was not adegrading, imperiaistic message. Whereasthe Irish
Presbyterian minister * poured abuses on Hindus and their gods’, the Keswick Movement
did not seek to degrade Hinduism a al. Thisisthe point | believe a number of higtorians
have missed in attempting to explain Gandhi’ s early rdlationship with Christianity in

South Africa. Whereas the Protestant missionary on the street corner in Rgjkot was
heckling the native Indians in his atempts to convert them to Chridianity, the writings of
Murray and Ferguson show us that the Keswick Convention consisted of Christians
heckling fellow Chrigtians in hopes to ingpire a degpening of one's own persond faith.
The convention was not held for Gandhi; in fact, he was probably one of the few non-
Chrigiansin atendance. Granted, the Keswick |leaders were undoubtedly convinced of
the superiority of Chridtianity asardigion. In the context of the late-nineteenth-century
British Empire, it is safe to assume thisto be the case. The Keswicksdid, in fact, bieve
that salvation could only be achieved through faith in Christ. My am is not to suggest
that Keswick teaching made attempts to accommodate Hinduism or other rdigious faiths.
Rather, my point isthat it isincorrect to assume Gandhi encountered the same type of
Chridtian beliefsin Wédlington as he did as aboy in Rgjkot, or that he responded in
amilar ways to each Stuation.

Judith Brown rightly asserts that “ Gandhi’ s experience suggests thet there were
ideds, priorities and anxieties which Indians shared with &t least some British people,
which could make them profoundly attractive to each other, and which made their
encounter in the context of empire both complex and truly interactive”>> Brown's

argument is particularly relevant to Gandhi’ s experience in 1893. On the way to the
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Keswick Convention Baker had difficulty getting equal accommodetions for Gandhi
because of hisskin color. Gandhi recalls that Baker “had to suffer inconveniences on
many occasions entirely on account of me”*® One of the traveling days happened to be a
Sunday, and they were forced to seek hotel accommodations because Baker and his
Chrigtian friends refused to travel on the Sabbath. Baker was able to persuade the hotel
manager to accept Gandhi as a guest for the night, but the man absolutely refused to
alow Gandhi in the dining room. Baker dso fought to get Gandhi permissontoridein
the same train compartment, and at the Convention the two shared aroom. Baker recalls
the experience in his autobiography: “I had greet difficulty in getting leave for him to
travel in the same compartment of the train with me to the Convention at Wellington, and
could get no separate accommodation for him there. My host, who was a Dutch
Sdvationis, put a double-bedded room at our service, and | had the grest distinction of
deeping in the same bed with the now so highly esteemed Indian philosopher.”®” While
Baker’shope in bringing Gandhi to the Convention was that the young Hindu would
embrace Chrigtianity, thisis obvioudy an entirdly different type of encounter from what
Gandhi had faced as a young boy in Rgkat.

In Gandhi’ s Autobi ography he describes hisinitia reaction to the atmosphere at
the Convention. “This Convention was an assemblage of devout Chrigtians. | was
delighted at their faith. | met the Rev. Murray. | saw that many were praying for me. |
liked some of their hymns, they were very sweet.”*® Gandhi then describes the reasons

why he did not embrace Chrigtianity as religion at the Convention. | will later discuss

5 Brown, “An Essay in Imperial Encounter,” 70.
%6 Gandhi, Autobiography, 135.

5" Baker, Grace Triumphant, 85-86.

°8 Gandhi, Autobiography, 136.
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Gandhi’ s response to the Convention in greater detail; for now it isimportant to note that
Gandhi did not encounter foreign, degrading rhetoric at Wdlington in 1893. Judith
Brown's assertion that there were priorities and idedls which Indians shared with some
whitesis particularly relevant in this case. The Keswick beief in the importance of
acohol temperance, the atmosphere of earnest religious devotion a the Convention, and
the emphasis placed on music al gppeded to Gandhi, and exposed a softer side of
Chrigtianity that he had rarely encountered.

Perhaps the best example of the fact that Gandhi’ s experience at Wdlington was
truly interactive is the relationship he and a young Chrigtian boy formed while a the
Convention. The six or saven year old boy was the son of Mr. R. Shemdd, afriend of
Baker's. Inaletter written in May of 1894 Gandhi recalls the experience of the previous
year:

Recently a grand convention of Keswick Chrigtians was held in Wellington, under
the presidency of Rev. Andrew Murray. | attended it in the company of some dear
Chridiars; they have aboy six or seven years old. He came out with me for awalk
one day during thetime. | was smply talking to him about kindnessto animas.
During the talk we discussed Vegetarianism. Ever sincethat time, | am told, the boy
has not taken meat. He did watch me, before the above conversation, taking only
vegetables at the dinner table, and questioned me why | would not take megat. His
parents, though not themselves Vegetarians, are beieversin the virtue of

Vegdarianian, and did not mind my talking to their boy about it. | write thisto
show how easily you can convince children of the grand truth, and induce them to

avoid medt if their parents are not againgt the change. The boy and | are thick friends

now. He seemsto like me very much.>®

This experience shows that there was a conversation—in the truest sense of the word—
taking place a the Keswick Convention in 1893. There was a mutua exchange of ideas

between Gandhi and his Chrigtian contacts. 1n a sense, they were each searching to find
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the best way to express their own spiritua devotion; they were each searching for truth.
At times, this exchange of idess pointed to remarkable smilarities between Gandhi and
his Chrigian friends. Clearly, the story of the young vegetarian boy shows that Gandhi’s
relationship with Chrigtianity was not a al one-sided; just as Gandhi’ s beliefs were
influenced by Chrigtians, the beliefs of anumber of Chrigtians were influenced by
Gandhi. Joseph J. Doke, Gandhi’ sfirst biographer, states that Gandhi remembered the
Convention quite fondly: “Speaking with appreciation of this experience, he said, with
an amused smile: ‘ These people loved me so wdll, that if it would have influenced me to
become a Christian, they would have become vegetarians themsdlves!””°

An important component of Andrew Porter’s claim that Protestant missionaries
were not, in fact, agents of ‘ cultura imperidism’ is his conviction that not enough
attention has been paid to the fact that all Protestant missionaries did not share asingle
st of bdiefs: “One might suppose. ..that British Protestant missonaries at leest in
particular periods would share acommon evangdica ‘discourse, particularly if they
bel onged to the same missonary society. However, such assumptions cannot be readily
made.”® Gandhi’s experience with Christianity in 1893 supports Porter’s argument. In
Pretoria, prior to the Keswick Convention, Gandhi was introduced to a member of the
Plymouth Brethren, a Protestant sect. The two discussed rdligion, and the man attempted
to convince Gandhi of the superiority of Chrigtianity. He criticized Gandhi for having
not converted to Chrigtianity, claiming that it is the only religion that brings a promise of

eternd peacetoits bdievers.

%9 Mohandas K. Gandhi, The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi, Volume 1 (Defhi: The Publication
Division, Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, Government of India, 1960), 89.

80 Joseph J. Doke, M.K. Gandhi: An Indian Patriot in South Africa (Faridabad: Government of India Press,
1919), 46.
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From what you say it gppears that you must be brooding over your transgressons
every moment of your life, dways mending them and atoning for them. How can

this ceasdless cycle of action bring you redemption? Y ou can never have
peace....Our attempts a improvement and atonement are futile. And yet redemption
we must have. How can we bear the burden of Sn? We can but throw it on
Jesus....Aswe bdieve in the atonement of Jesus, our own sinsdo not bindus. Sin
wemud. Itisimpossbleto liveinthisworld snless. And therefore Jesus suffered
and atoned for al the sns of mankind. Only he who accepts His gresat redemption
can have eternd peace. Think what alife of restlessnessisyours, and what a
promise of peace we have.?

Gandhi recdlsthat the argument utterly failed to convince him. “If this be the
Chrigtianity acknowledged by al Chrigtians, | cannot accept it. | do not seek redemption
from the consequences of my sin. | seek to be redeemed from sin itsdlf, or rather from
the very thought of sin. Until | have attained that end, | shall be content to be restless”®®
Gandhi’ sresponse is particularly sgnificant if one consders the fact that the encounter
took place months before the Keswick Convention. As| noted earlier, the Keswick
Movement was based on the belief that “the ordinary lives of most Chrigtians were highly
unsatisfactory.”® Keswick teaching stressed this point to its followers:
Although through an act of faith one might have become a member of the Church
and, being judtified by fath, have received ‘ rdease and deliverance from the penalty
and future punishment of sins past’, what one siill needed was liberation from the
psychologica fact of sin, protection from recurring attacks of past sins, what at
Keswick was thought of as ‘ ddiverance from the power of besetting sin, the
attanment of victory in the little conflicts of everyday life®®
E.H. Johnson’s The Highest Life further supports the fact that athough Keswick and

Plymouth Brethren were each a part of Protestant Chrigtianity, the two did not share a

61 Porter, “’ Cultural Imperialism’ and Protestant Missionary Enterprise,” 376.

62 Gandhi, Autobiography, 124.

%3 |bid., 124-125.

54 Porter, “Cambridge, Keswick, and late-nineteenth-century Attitudes to Africa,” 15.
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samilar reigious discourse. He discusses Robert Pearsdl Smith’s decision to establish
the tradition of Holiness Mestings, saying “As a Plymouth Brother he might have been
content with the holiness which comes with conversion; but as one who sought ‘the
blessng at aholiness meeting, he virtualy gave up alogica for an emotiona assurance,
afaith supposed to be founded on the Bible for afaith distinctly based on an
interpretation of experience.”®® Johnson then describes the Plymouth Brethren doctrine
as being “bold yet frigid” in comparison to the teachings of the Keswick Convention.®’
Andrew Porter argues that such theologica disoutes weakened the missonaries’ ability to
impose their beliefs on non-Chrigtians. “Indigenous people, not surprisngly, were
frequently well aware of the confusions and conflicts which existed.... The periodic
conflicts which divided evangdlicds and their societies. . .demondrate the existence of
profound divisions about the nature of the culture a the heart of their work.”®® Porter
concludes that “the culture supposedly sustaining the process of ‘culturd imperidism’
was itself essentiadly fragmented;. ..and it was understood in many different ways by both
its propagators and those who encountered it.... The evidence of this diversity, &t least
raises doubts about the concept itself.”® It is clear that Gandhi encountered avariety of
Protestant ideologiesin 1893. As Porter has argued, this diversity of experience renders
the dam—that Gandhi’ s experience was of a gtrictly imperidistic nature—quite
problematic. Presumably, the Keswick belief that Christians must strive to become free
of the very thought of sn rang true for Gandhi, asit echoed his own sense of what the

nature of ardigious faith should be.

% |bid., 15.

% Johnson, The Highest Life, 40.

67 Ibid., 40.
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[1.

According to Gandhi, it was at the Keswick Convention that he decided not to embrace
Chridianity asareigion. Prior to the Convention Baker had expressed his hope that the
atmosphere of religious enthusiasm a Wellington would lead Gandhi to convert to
Chrigtianity. Gandhi recalls, “| listened to his discourse on the efficacy of prayer with
unbiased attention, and assured him that nothing could prevent me from embracing
Chrigianity, should | fed the cdl. | had no hestation in giving him this assurance, as|
had long since taught mysdf to follow theinner voice”° Thus, if Gandhi was truly open
to the possibility of embracing Chrigtianity prior to the Convention, and he then
encountered bdliefs a Wellington that were in many ways smilar to his own, one
wonderswhy did he not convert to Chrigtianity right then and there? The answer to this
question not only reveds fundamentd truths about Gandhi’ s religious thought, but it
points to the fact that Gandhi had a unique relaionship with the British Empirelong
before he became the leader of India sfight for independence.

Gandhi’ s response to the Keswick Convention was to embark on a quest to
discover the true nature of his own Hindu faith. Reflecting on the Convention, Gandhi
recdls that dthough he could appreciate the devoutness of the Chrigtians who attended, it
was impossible for him to believe that he could attain sdvation only by becoming a
Chrigtian. Gandhi could not believe that Jesus was “the only incarnate son of God, and
that only he who believed in him would have everlagting life” He writes, “If God could

have sons, all of uswere His sons....I could accept Jesus as a martyr, an embodiment of

%9 1pid., 382
70 Gandhi, Autobiography, 135.
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sacrifice, and a divine teacher, but not as the most perfect man ever born.” "t These
fedings, however, led Gandhi to an interesting conclusion: “Thusif | could not accept
Chrigtianity as a perfect, or the greatest religion, neither was | then convinced of
Hinduism being such. Hindu defects were pressingly vishbleto me. If untouchability
could be apart of Hinduism, it could but be a rotten part or an excrescence” "> Gandhi
presented his religious difficultiesin aletter to Raychandbhal, a Jain scholar who had
become a rdigious guide and helper for Gandhi through their years of friendship. Gandhi
posed severd questions on religion and spiritudity, such as “Who is the author of the
Gita? IsGod itsauthor? Isthere any evidence that Heis?...If aclam is put forward that
apaticular religion is the best, may we not ask the clamant for proof? Do you know
anything about Christianity? If so, what do you think of it?”® Gandhi saysthat
Raychandbhai’ s response was somewhat pacifying. “He asked me to be patient and to
study Hinduism more deeply. One of his sentences was to this effect: * On a dispassionate
view of the question | am convinced that no other religion has the subtle and profound
thought of Hinduism, its vision of the soul, or its charity.’”™* Ganadhi followed
Raychandbhai’ s advice and began reading severa books on Hinduism in hopes to better
undergtand the nature of his own rdigion.

Gandhi’ s rdigious quest continued throughout his stay in South Africa, asdid his
correspondence with Raychandbhai. Months after the Convention at Wellington Gandhi
grew close with Spencer Walton, the man who had led the first of the Keswick

Conventions in South Africayears earlier. The relationship with Waton influenced

bid., 136.

2 1pid., 137.

3 Gandhi, Collected Works, Volume 1, 90.
4 Gandhi, Autobiography, 137.
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Gandhi’ s rdigious thought, as the two were able to engage in genuine conversation in
spite of their basic religious differences
Mr. Waton had amanner dl hisown. | do not recollect his ever having invited me
to embrace Chridtianity. But he placed his life as an open book before me, and let
me waetch al his movements....We knew the fundamentd differences between us.
Any amount of discusson could not efface them. Y et even differences prove
helpful, where there are tolerance, charity and truth. | liked Mr. and Mrs. Wdton's
humility, perseverance and devotion to work, and we met very frequently. This
relationship kept dive my interest in religion.”
In the midst of Gandhi’ s friendship with Walton, he continued to sudy Hindu texts
recommended by Raychandbhai. Gandhi’s reading of Max Muller’s India—What Can It
Teach Us? and atrandation of the Upanishads published by the Theosophica Society
deepened Gandhi’ s gppreciation for his own Hindu faith: “All this enhanced my regard
for Hinduism, and its beauties began to grow upon me. It did not, however, pregudice me
agang other religions....The sudy stimulated my sdf-introgpection and fostered in me
the habit of putting into practice whatever gppealed to mein my studies....l began to
redlize more and more the infinite possibilities of universd love”®
Judith Brown summarizes Gandhi’ s encounter and response to Chridtianity in the
early years of his stay in South Africa
In Africa Gandhi met awider range of devout Christians, including various sorts of
Evangdicas and Quakers, than he would have donein India. Not only did this
experience open his eyes to the less militant and more devotiona aspects of
Chrigtianity and to a deeper understanding of Chrigtian scripture. It also aroused his
curiogty and sent him back on a path of discovery of his own Indian spiritud roots,
both in the Hindu tradition and in Idam. Out of this questioning and ferment was

born the eclectic, perhapsidiosyncratic, rdigious vison which was to become central
to Gandhi’ s self perception, and the driving force behind his commitment to public

S |bid., 159.
| bid., 160.
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and political work. He had gone to Africa, he wrote, to make aliveihood; but he

had found himsaif ‘in search of God and striving for seif-redlization’.””
Essentidly, what is unique about Gandhi’ s encounter in 1893 isthat hisreturn to
Hinduism did not come as areaction to any degrading, imperidistic dements of
Chrigianity. Gandhi did not return to his own faith merely because Chridtianity was
unattractive. Rather, he was able to see that the Chrigtian religion could be both virtuous
and problematic, and was thus convinced that the same must be true for Hinduism. As
Brown has argued, Gandhi’ s experience in with Chrigtianity in 1893 is sgnificant
because it sparked the religious quest that eventudly led to the formation of Gandhi’s
unique religious vison.

Gandhi’ s later writings and discussons on religion reflect the fedings that were

born &t the Keswick Convention of 1893. Gandhi came to believe in the existence of a
common humanity beyond the digtinctions and barriers that organized religion imposed.
Thisbdlief led to Gandhi’ s frequent criticisam of the principle of religious converson. He
was deeply troubled by the notion that one religion could be the greatest, as he was
convinced that truth could be sought after in avariety of ways. In discussng religion
with Millie Polak”® Gandhi explains why he ultimately decided not to embrace
Chridianity:

| was tremendoudly attracted to Chridtianity, but, eventudly, | came to the conclusion

that there was nothing redlly in your scripture that we had not got in ours, and that to

be a good Hindu aso meant that | would be a good Christian. There was no need for

me to join your creed to be abeliever in the beauty of the teachings of Jesus or to try
to follow hisexample....If aman reaches the heart of his own rdigion, he has

"7 Brown, “An Essay in Imperial Encounter,” 76.
8 Millie Polak was the wife of Henry Polak, a Jewish vegetarian from England. The two lived with the
Gandhis and several other families at Phoenix Farm, Gandhi’ s experimental community in Johannesburg.
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Eﬁ@gd the heart of others, too. Thereis only one God, but there are many paths to
This statement reveds Gandhi’ s fundamentd belief thet religion is a deeply persond
matter, and that religious ‘ converson’ should consist of adegpening of one's own faith.
In 1929 Gandhi wrote in the journa Young India: “1 disbelieve in the converson of one
person by another. My effort should never be to undermine another’ s faith, but to make
him a better follower of hisown fath. Thisimplies bdief in the truth of al religions and,
therefore, respect for them.”®® In a1936 issue of thejourna Harijan Gandhi refersto a
conversation he had with Charles Freer Andrews in which Gandhi maintained thet even if
a Chrigtian came to him saying he was captivated by areading of the Bhagavat Gitaand
wanted to declare himsdf aHindu, Gandhi would reply: “No. What the Bhagavat offers,
the Bible aso offers. Y ou have not yet made the attempt to find out. Make the attempt
and be agood Christian.”8*

In 1924 Gandhi wrote: “Our inmost prayer should be that a Hindu should be a
better Hindu, a Mudim a better Mudim, and a Christian a better Christian. Thet isthe
fundamental truth of fellowship.”®? What | believe is most significant about Gandhi’s
experience at the 1893 Keswick Convention in Wdlington isthe fact thet it was a crucid
gep in the development of Gandhi’s belief that dl religions contain Smilar e ements of
truth. Thefirst step towards achieving this redization was Gandhi’ s earliest reading of
the New Testament. Ashis Nandy, in his essay on ‘ The Psychology of Colonidisn’,

argues that an accurate understanding of Gandhi’ s early encounters with Chridtianity is

9 Ellsberg, Gandhi on Christianity, 12.
80 Gandhi, Young India, March 21, 1929, cited in Ellsberg, Gandhi on Christianity, 44,
81 Gandhi, Harijan, November 28, 1936, cited in Ellsberg, Gandhi on Christianity, 14.

30



William Cushing page 31
Gandhi and the South African Keswick Convention 2/5/02

crucid to an underganding of Gandhi’srole as the leader of India sfight for
independence from the Britigh:
Gandhi’ s partidity for some of the Christian hymns and Biblical texts was more than
the symbolic gesture of a Hindu towards a minority religion in India. It wasaso an
affirmation that, a one plane, some of the recessive e ements of Chrigtianity were
perfectly congruent with ements of Hindu and Buddhist world views and thet the
battle he was fighting for the minds of men was actudly auniversa baitle to
rediscover the softer sde of human nature, the so-caled non-masculine sef of man
relegated to the forgotten zones of the Western self-concept.®*
Gandhi was fighting this universd battle as a Sruggling twenty-four year old lawyer in
South Africa—long before he became the leeder of India s freedom struggle—whether or
not he was conscious of it & thetime. By choosing to degpen his own Hindu faithin
response to the Keswick Convention rather than convert to Chrigtianity, Gandhi hoped to
compel the British to focus solely on the devotiona aspects of Christianity; to deepen
their own fath rather than attempting to convert others. After dl, the foremost am of the
Keswick Convention was to inspire renewed devotion to Chrigtianity among Protestant
Chrigtians. “Albet anon-Westerner,” Nandy writes, “Gandhi dways tried to be aliving
symboal of the other West....He implicitly defined his ultimate god as the liberation of
the British from the history and psychology of British coloniaism.”8*
A number of Chrigiansin South Africa seem to have understood and responded
positively to Gandhi’s message. In addition to the example of the young vegetarian boy
and his parents, Gandhi recaled a conversation he had with a South African chaplain

who, “ after considerable questioning and cross-questioning, had told me that he would

82 Gandhi, Young India, May 29, 1924, cited in Ellsberg, Gandhi on Christianity, 57.

8 Ashis Nandy, The Intimate Enemy: Loss and Recovery of Self Under Colonialism (Delhi: Oxford
University Press, 1983), 49.

8 |bid., 48-49.
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not thenceforth want to convert me.” Writing about the experiencein Young India
Gandhi says he reminded the chaplain, “’| am conscious of my weekness, and try to fight
them—not in my own strength but in the strength of God. Isthat enough or do you wish
me to repesat parrot-like that Jesus has cleansed me from dl sin? He stopped me and
said, ‘| understand what you mean.’”®® F.W. Meyer, another Christian with whom
Gandhi was in contact in South Africa, spoke with the young Hindu about his religious
views. Following ther discusson Gandhi recals that “Meyer. . .asked the other Chrigtian
friendsto let me done. He said to them that | was as good as converted, and that | did
not need any formal process of conversion.”®® Interestingly, A.W. Baker was not
ggnificantly transformed by his encounter with Gandhi. He continued to believein the
importance of missionary work despite Gandhi’ s assertions that the only religious duty of
the Chrigtian is to become a better Christian. 1n 1896, three years after the Keswick
Convention, Baker established the South African Compounds Mission, as he was
concerned that “something should be done for the heethen who were being demoraized
by strong drink and card playing, and other vices of civilization.”®’ 1n 1940 Gandhi
wrotein Harijan: “Old A.W. Baker, who must be much over eighty now, isgill a me.
He writes to remind me time and time again thet, unless | accept Christ in hisway, |
cannot be saved.”®® The point here is not to suggest that Baker's missionary work was
fundamentaly at odds with the message of the Keswick Convention; many Keswick
leaders and speskers were, in fact, missonaries. It is precisaly this point, however, that

makes Gandhi’ s response to the encounter significant. In embarking on a quest to

8 Gandhi, Young India, June 18, 1925, cited in Ellsberg, Gandhi on Christianity, 33.
8 Gandhi, Harijan, August 4, 1940, cited in Ellsberg, Gandhi on Christianity, 15.

87 Baker, Grace Triumphant, 101.

8 Gandhi, Harijan, August 4, 1940, cited in Ellsberg, Gandhi on Christianity, 16.
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discover his own Hindu roots, Gandhi experienced the message of the Keswick
Convention in its most basic form, as his only religious priority became to degpen his
own persond faith. Whether or not Gandhi knew it at the time, his actions served asa
reminder to the Keswick Chrigtiansthet, as aresult of their involvement in missonary
and converson work, they were preventing themselves from redlizing the potentia for
religious satisfaction that existed in alife devoted soldly to one's own God.

Taking into consderation Gandhi’ s belief that one became a better Christian by
becoming a better Hindu, the Keswick Convention of 1893 can be seen as the moment at
which Gandhi did, in fact, convert to Chrigtianity on hisown terms. What | find most
fascinating about Gandhi’ s experience in South Africaiin 1893 isthat early Sgns of the
battle Gandhi would later fight for the emancipation of the Indian people can be seen a
this point in history. Asboth Andrew Porter and Ashis Nandy note, Gandhi’s
fundamenta goa was to erase the notions of *sdf’ and ‘other’ upon which British
Coloniadism depended for its existence®® Perhaps the most profound similarity between
Gandhi and Martin Luther King—undoubtedly the most well-known follower of Gandhi
in the West and a devout Chrigtian himsdf—is that while they were each leaders of
independence movements, both men knew they were not fighting only for the liberation
of onedde. King understood that the American white man suffers as much asthe
American black man on account of racism, just as Gandhi understood that the process of
British colonization was damaging to Britain's own psychology aswdl asto Indias.

That each man recognized and sought to heal these wounds isremarkable. Perhapsthisis
aquality that isengrained in only afew leaders of a struggling people. Perhapsitis

sgnificant that each man regarded Jesus as one of the greatest teachers who ever lived.
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