Tensions between Christians, Hindus on increase in Trinidad

By Kenneth D. MacHarg


Miami, FL—Tensions on the religiously pluralistic island of Trinidad are rising following the call by a Hindu cleric to disrupt the work of Christian evangelists. 


The Secretary General of the Sanatan Dharma Maha Sabha, Sat Maharaj declared what he called a “holy war” against Christians who he accused of blasphemous acts against Hindusm.


Maharaj said he had filed several complaints against one Christian group that, he said, had led attacks on Hindu sacred symbols and who, he said, accosted worshipers at a Hindu service recently.


"It seems that the (blasphemy) laws only operate in favor of Christians," Maharaj said.


Addressing a Hindu assembly in the Trinidad district of Carapichaima, Maharaj said, "Hindus will no longer be charitable or passive in their dealings with these groups," He told about 300 devotees. "Don't let them into your house...tell them to get out!" 

"Throw them out of the villages," he said. "When they come, show them where the jhandi (Hindu religious flag) is." 

Christian evangelical groups have long been charged with targeting Hindus and helping deplete the Hindu population which at the last census in 1990 accounted for 24 percent of the population. According to Operation World Christians make up almost 60 percent of the island’s population, while Muslims account for 6%. 


Operation World adds that little has been done to evangelize Muslims in Trinidad, but “from among the Hindus there has been fruit.”

The Hindu dominated Basdeo Panday administration has not commented on the threat.

At least one evangelical group sees sinister motives behind the statement and says it believes the government might be involved. 

"We have a Hindu government...that is trying to include a part of their Hindu culture in everything," said Noel Jack of the Thusia Seventh-Day Adventist Church. 

Maharaj had spoken specifically of the Thusian group, which he accused of targeting Hindus and Hinduism. 

Jack said that Hindu scriptures advocate "the grossest of immoralities, either condoned or practiced by gods or goddesses or ordered by them." 

"It is not just about targeting Hinduism, it is just...the fact that we have a Hindu government which is becoming very militant and has misrepresented the Christian faith (that) have prompted our actions," Jack said. 

The Thusians are not members of the Inter-Religious Organization (IRO) -- an umbrella religious group that includes Catholics, Presbyterians, Anglicans, Muslims and Hindus. 

Catholic Archbishop Anthony Pantin only said that the incident was "very upsetting" and that there was no need for confrontation over the issue. 

But Maharaj pointed to a recent statement by Pope John Paul II which called on Mexican Catholics to take to the streets and confront the challenges of Protestant evangelism. 

"How come the Pope can make a statement like that and nobody says anything?" Maharaj asked. "It is high time we did something about this situation." 

Hindu extremist Kamal Persad, who has advocated a Caribbean Hindu homeland embracing devotees of Suriname, Guyana and Trinidad and Tobago, says despite the fact that "Hindus and Indians have invested their political fortunes in the governing political party at this time," it appeared that the Panday administration had abandoned them. 

The government had proposed, but subsequently put on hold, an equal opportunity act outlawing offensive statements against a person's religion. 

The Media Association and other groups had contended that the proposed law would have contravened free speech provisions of the constitution. 
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