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Gurus and media: an introduction

Jacob Copeman, Koonal Duggal
and Arkotong Longkumer

‘The importance accorded to the spiritual master, the guru or acarya’,
writes André Padoux (2001, 41), ‘was a general characteristic of Indian
culture from very early times .... A reason for the guru’s importance may
lie in the fact that Indian traditions always gave precedence to the oral/
aural/verbal, rather than to the written, form of religious or spiritual
teachings. The Vedic Revelation is not scripture. It is sruti, that which has
been heard and which is transmitted by word of mouth.” This correlation
between the guru and ‘the oral/aural/verbal rather than ... the written ...
form of religious or spiritual teachings’ is convincing in considering the
early emergence and consolidation of guru forms, as Padoux was seeking
to do. Chapters in this book demonstrate the continuing importance
of the oral, aural and verbal. Yet they also demonstrate the profound
significance of the non-oral, non-aural and non-verbal. Indeed, as Arvind-
Pal Mandair puts it in his chapter on the Sikh tradition, the sabda-guru,
or Guru as Word, ‘is dispersed between sacred text, community and
digital forms of media (digital text, sound, in multiple languages) and
available on laptop, tablet and smartphone’:* that s to say, from weapons
as a medium of guruship (Murphy 2009), to the guru as medium and
material of weaponry (Banerjee and Copeman 2020, 8, 16), to guru-
penned airport bestsellers (Urban 2015), dolls (McCartney and Lourenco,
this volume), information and digitality (Lucia, this volume; Srinivas, this
volume), robots (Grimaud, this volume), paintings (Dawson Varughese,
this volume), photographs (Chowdhuri, this volume; Voix, this volume),
cinema (Copeman and Duggal, this volume) and other imagistic modes
besides (Bhattacharya, this volume; Landau and Rageth, this volume),
the guru has both found and been thrust into a whole host of media
inhabitations that certainly include but also drastically exceed its oral/
aural/verbal origins.

GURUS AND MEDIA: AN INTRODUCTION
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The pervasive presence of gurus has had many incarnations
across time and space. As pedagogues, gurus mediate between the past,
the present and the future, carrying ancient knowledge of various
kinds — not only sacred but also pertaining to the visual and performing
arts, though the latter also are often sacredly derived — ideally conveying
it to disciples and devotees, or, better, imbuing them with it through
embodied interactions (subject of course to an array of restrictions on
who might form appropriate — for instance, sufficiently pure — mediators
and recipients).” The present volume explores manifestations of, and
changes to, what we call the guru’s methodologies of presence, as media
forms and guru embodiments ebb, flow and come to nest within one
another. The book is as interested in continuity as in innovation and
innovations that occur in the cause of continuity, since novelty can only
be gauged in the light of an understanding of the variety of long-standing
and non-novel - but still under-theorised — ways in which gurus have
operated as mediating subjects who are also subjects of mediation.
Technologies of mediation that carry forth and sometimes compromise
the guru mix performative and spiritual registers in ways that can allow
us to see the guru afresh, and this is as true of historical as of contemporary
mediations.

Nick Cave’s song ‘Red Right Hand’ (1994) contains the lyrics:

He’ll wrap you in his arms
Tell you that you’ve been a good boy
He'll rekindle all the dreams
It took you a lifetime to destroy
He'll reach deep into the hole
Heal your shrinking soul
But there won’t be a single thing that you can do
He’s a god, he’s a man
He’s a ghost, he’s a guru
(Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds, ‘Red Right Hand’)

Underscoring the global media dispersion of the guru concept by its very
presence in a song by an Australia-born singer-songwriter based in the
UK, the lyrics point to the profound comfort and depth, but also the terror
and exploitation, that can lie within guru—devotee relationships, a kind
of devotion that lies on the edge of the precipice: ‘there won’t be a single
thing that you can do’ in the face of the god who is a man, a ghost, a
guru. They hint at the abuse that can result from the ‘extreme
authoritarianism’ (McCartney 2018) that structures many if not all

GURUS AND MEDIA
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‘Christ the guru’: artistic
representations of Jesus Christ
in south India and their
mediated notions of guru-ness

E. Dawson Varughese

It was in a hotel lobby in Munnar, Kerala, south India in late 2016 that I
spotted the image of Christ as guru; he seemed to be watching over me, a
framed image, hanging high above the reception desk. Positioned alone
and located centrally in a panel of wooden wall cladding, the radiant and
luminous white of his robes emanated from the otherwise dark surface
surrounding him. This moment of ‘seeing’ was powerful for me, not
having experienced such an intimate moment with a visual rendition of
Christ portrayed as a guru in such a ‘secular’ space before. I experienced
the guru-ness through his seated, cross-legged posture and his lightly
closed eyes, and in his symbolic hand gesture (mudra). The owner of the
Munnar hotel is a friend and so I was able to find out about the image,
which I came to learn is entitled Christ the Guru. Eventually, I purchased
an Al-sized print of it through the Christian Musicological Society of
India based in Kochi, Kerala,' where this particular image has been
adopted — practically, if not formally.” The appellation of Christ the Guru
for this piece came from Dr Palackal, the founding member of the society.?
The circulation of images of Jesus Christ is common in south India —
on paper, as framed prints and in other ways — and Visvanathan, in her
book The Christians of Kerala (2010), talks of the importance of visual
representation of Christ in Keralite homes when she writes:

A Christian house can be recognized by the ‘holy’ pictures on the
walls. ... Pictures of Mary with the infant Christ are also frequently
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displayed, as also those of the saints Gevarghese and Thomas.
Geverghese [sic] (St George) is shown in combat with a dragon,
referred to as pambu or snake by the Christians, while Thomas is
often represented as standing with his feet placed on Malabar, on a
globe in the centre of a starlit universe.

(Visvanathan 2010, 75)

Christ the Guru — the image I saw hanging in the Munnar hotel — is an oil
painting by M. P. Manoj which he completed in 1993 as a commission for
a Fr Mathias in Bangalore. Fr Mathias commissioned ‘an Indian-style
Christ’* and M. P. Manoj’s original oil painting currently hangs in Christu
Jayanthi Kindergarten in Kakkanad, Ernakulum, Kerala. In this chapter,
I place M. P. Manoj’s Christ the Guru (Figure 11.2) in dialogue with two
other visual portrayals of Christ as ‘guru’, namely a 2003, concrete-
moulded tableau in St Anthony’s Friary Church, Bengaluru by artist
Fr Saji Mathew (Figures 11.3, 11.4), and the ‘source’ artwork for both
M.P. Manoj’s and Mathew’s works (Figure 11.1), a mosaic installation
from 1974, mounted on the facade of the Dharmaram College in
Bengaluru. In order to examine the visual representation of Jesus Christ
as guru in a comparative manner, I examine two additional paintings
which are not associated by artist or style with the ‘Christ the Guru’ works
noted above. I focus on two paintings from the 1980s by the renowned
Bengaluru-based Christian artist Jyoti Sahi, which have known various
titles (in English, German and other languages) over the years, and so
Ireference them here as Missio I (Figure 11.5) and Missio II (Figure 11.6).
Both pieces were created by Sahi in 1986 for Missio Germany (which is
part of the International Catholic Mission Society),® and they formed part
of a series of 16 paintings on ‘The Sermon on the Mount’ (referencing the
Gospel of Matthew). With its main offices in Aachen and Munich in
Germany, Missio Germany describes itself as providing ‘both financial
and non-material support for the mission of local Churches in Africa,
Asia, and Oceania’ (www.missio.com). In my analysis below, I discuss
Missio Germany in connection with its magazine publication Weltweit
(‘Worldwide”), in which some of Sahi’s works appeared.

By virtue of being visual artworks, these portrayals of ‘Christ’, or, as
I will argue in the case of three of the pieces, ‘Jesus’, engage with the
apophatic, reminding us that no matter how many words or how careful
the choice of words, none can suitably or properly describe the holy
mystery that is the divine. Voss Roberts, a scholar of comparative
theologies, acknowledges the apophatic — how God is ultimately
‘unknowable’ — in both Hindu and Christian thought when she writes:
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The apophatic strand of theology, including its experiential dimensions,
has provided fertile ground for theologies of Hindu-Christian
encounter. If —as both traditions affirm — the ultimate reality is beyond
human grasp, and if all of our words ultimately fail, then there is a place
of silence, beyond doctrines, where the traditions meet.

(2021, 347)

In my discussion of these five visual representations and visual expressions
of Jesus Christ, I recognise here that such portrayals are far more
entrenched in Catholic and Orthodox Christian traditions than they are
in Protestant traditions such as Methodism or some Baptist denominations,
a difference that is often foregrounded even in the display of Christianity’s
iconic ‘cross’: a crucifix (representing the crucified Jesus) for Catholic and
Orthodox, and a (simple) cross, without the crucified Christ figure, for
Methodist and Baptist denominations. All five artworks examined here
stem from a Syro-Malabar Catholic tradition, namely ‘St Anthony’s Shrine’
at St Anthony’s Friary Church, Bengaluru; Dharmaram College, Bengaluru
(a major seminary of the Carmelites of Mary Immaculate congregation)
and including Jyoti Sahi as a Catholic Christian artist based in Silvepura
village, in north Bengaluru. Additionally, Christ the Guru by M. P. Manoj
circulates in Orthodox Christian traditions within south India in particular
(see http://christianmusicologicalsocietyofindia.com/), and Manoj’s
original painting is on display at a CMI (Carmelites of Mary Immaculate —
the Apostolic Church of St Thomas) school in Kerala, south India. Whilst
researching the five images discussed here, I happened to be reading
Names of the Women by Jeet Thayil (2021), an author of Indian fiction in
English whose works have received great acclaim during the post-
millennial years. Born into a Syrian Christian family in Kerala in 1959, in
Names of the Women Thayil radically reimagines the lives of the women
who met and spent time with Jesus. In the opening pages Thayil writes of
Jesus’s relationship with his mother, and a particular passage from the
novel returned to my mind on several occasions as I developed my ideas
around Jesus as ‘Son of God’ and Jesus as ‘Christ’. It reads:

Imma, [ said to her, Gabriel was his name, don’t you remember? She
said, I remember only what he said, that my son would die on the
cross, the terrible words that made me forget every other thing.
Then she told me to live the days of my life fully. To learn the ways
of men. To seek in my spirit first, then in my mind and at last in my
body. To give myself to the answer.

(Thayil, 2021, 2)
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The trope of the (Indian) ‘quru’

As Copeman and Ikegame’s volume The Guru in South Asia neatly outlines,
the guru has always been ‘a social form of peculiar suggestibility’ (2012, 2)
and a ‘prolific producer of “domaining effects”; effects that occur when the
logic of an idea associated with one domain is transferred to another, often
with interesting or unanticipated results’ (2012, 2). For my interests here,
I refer to scholarship on ‘guru-ness’ in relation to Jesus/Christ that has been
produced from a Christian-oriented perspective, in order to examine this
body of research against the five Christian-oriented artworks (‘Christian-
oriented’ by virtue of the artist or the nature of the commission).
Significantly, in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries,
the Jesuit missionary Roberto de Nobili separated out the Christian and
Hindu ideas of incarnation by distinguishing ‘the Christian doctrine of
Incarnation as manusa avatara, “human descent”, from the Hindu concept
of avataras as deva avatara, “divine descent”, on the basis that according
to the Christian view God assumes human nature, which is body and soul
together as one reality’ (Brockington 1992, 41). In other words, God
assumes human nature or is human and divine simultaneously in the
Christian tradition, whereas in Hinduism the Divine may reside within
the human being itself (antaryami), be omnipresent as Brahma, or
may exist as individual deities within a spiritual world. In this vein of
exploring the various facets of Hindu-Christian traditions, de Nobili
adopted the term ‘guru’ for ‘Christ’; Brockington documents this,
explaining that de Nobili especially used sadguru, ‘true teacher’, partly
because of ‘its intrinsic appropriateness’ (1992, 41). Furthermore,
Richard Lannoy acknowledges that ‘The guru-shishya [teacher—disciple]
relationship incarnates a specific form of psychological bond; with the
disintegration of traditional social roles and institutions it tends to be
diffused or imprinted on relationships in no way connected with, let alone
confined to, the religious domain with which it was originally associated’
(1974, 348). Here Lannoy reminds us of the extensive ideas and semantics
associated with the notion of the guru and of the importance of various
agents, institutions and organisations which play a central role in how the
notion of guru is refracted through societies, within India and beyond. We
might consider the psychological bond that Lannoy calls attention to as
an integral part of a relationship ‘imprinted’ by power, redolent of a
‘knower’ and a ‘seeker of knowledge’, clearly applicable to the religious
domain, and also beyond it. With this in mind, we might read the
notion of the guru in significantly fluid terms, and, as this edited volume
deftly identifies, the notion of ‘guru’ within, and indeed outside, India is
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undeniably a multifaceted figure. I suggest that the term ‘guru’is rendered
thus through specific cultural interpretations as much as through
transcultural, globalised ideas of the same. As I demonstrate by my choice
of five artworks, a major feature of the ‘visual’ guru trope is a male figure,
seated in padmasana — also known as the ‘lotus posture’ — whereby the
legs are crossed with the feet laid in the hip crease with the soles of the
feet turned uppermost, in meditative mode, usually positioned under a
banyan or peepal tree and often displaying hand gestures (mudra) that
are associated with ‘teaching’. These aspects, when taken together, are
emblematic of a yogi in meditation as well as referencing Lord Buddha in
meditation, specifically when visualised under a fig tree (known as the
‘bodhi’ tree in popular parlance because of this cultural association). If we
reflect on this demonstration of ‘teacher-ness’ as part of the guru figure,
then, I suggest, the artworks examined here rely on certain visual ‘clues’
to reveal an almost intrinsic sense of the guru as teacher, and the motif of
the seated, meditative male figure is one of them. The theologian and
sociologist Jan Schouten emphasises the relational dynamics between a
guru and their student(s):

[A] guru is more than a teacher in the usual sense of the word. He
not only passes on knowledge but embodies that knowledge himself
as well. Doctrine and life are linked very closely. He does not present
any theses for academic discussion. He does not stand alongside his
students in order to seek out the truth with them. On the contrary,
he teaches with absolute authority. He has appropriated the mystic
insight about which he speaks. And the way in which he travels the
pathway of life is in complete agreement with his message. That is
why his followers can entrust themselves to him without any
hesitation. Thus, in Hinduism, the relationship between a guru and
his students is of a particularly intense nature.

(2008, 269)

Similarly, Lannoy writes: ‘The realized man becomes a sacred authority
who radiates a beneficent numen; he is worshipped as an embodiment of
Truth, the man who has resolved the contradictions of life. Whether he
teaches or not is immaterial, for his charisma itself is a sermon’ (1974,
347). If, then, the notion of guru is bound by ideas of ‘power’ and a
seeking-offering of knowledge, what Lannoy refers to here as ‘Truth’ is an
extension of what might be considered the ‘knowledge’ that is being
sought by the pupil. Following Lannoy’s idea of guru-ness, I argue that it
is the idea of ‘the realized man’ worthy of being ‘worshipped’ because he
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has attained a freedom from life’s ‘contradictions’ that we see visualised
in the images analysed in this chapter, and that this is realised through a
variety of artistic means, including colour palette, style and composition.

The scholar Enrico Beltramini describes the work of the eminent
south Indian theologian Michael Amaladoss (b. 1936) as being
‘characteristic of a certain period in the development of Indian theology,
a period marked by the independence of the country, the rise of an Indian
liberal state, and the ambition of a new generation of Indian theologians
to articulate a true Indian Indian theology’ (Beltramini 2021, 1). For
Amaladoss, the motif of guru-as-teacher is paramount, as he states in his
important text The Asian Jesus:

Used in a spiritual context, it [‘guru’] refers to those who have
walked along the way and have experienced, or at least have had a
glimpse of, the goal one is looking for. Therefore they are capable of
guiding disciples (sishyas) in their own search. They can instruct
them, solve their doubts and difficulties. They can authenticate
their experiences. It is traditional in India that gurus do not go out
looking for disciples. On the contrary, it is the disciples who seek a
guru, someone competent to guide them along their spiritual path
because of the guru’s prior experience of having walked successfully
along that path.

(2006, 69)

Moreover, Amaladoss describes Jesus as a ‘guru of an apostolic social
movement’ when he writes:

The foreseen goal is double. Every person reaches personal
fulfillment. But this is part of the fulfillment of all. We can recall
here the Buddhist bodhisattva ideal in which the bodhisattva — a
person who has attained liberation or fulfillment —postpones its
completion in order to help others attain final liberation so that at
the end everyone is fulfilled together. As a guru, Jesus is not merely
guiding people toward personal fulfillment. He is launching and
animating a global project that works for the fulfillment of all
humans and of the whole universe. The project of Jesus is therefore
both personal and social/cosmic.

(2006, 75)

Central to this ‘global project’ is the recognition and practice of prayer.
Amaladoss writes of the apostles:
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They do[, however,] ask him to teach them to pray, and Jesus
teaches them the Our Father (Lk 11:1-4). Made up of praise and
petition, it has become a model prayer. It can also be seen as a
summary of the mission on which Jesus is sending them.

(2006, 82)

In the case of Jesus Christ as guru, we might recognise the multitudes that
followed him as his ‘disciples’, whilst we learn in the Gospel of Luke (6:12)
about the ‘apostles’. The Gospel explains that Jesus walked up a mountain
to pray. It is reported that he prayed to God all night, and in the morning
he returned to those who had accompanied him, choosing 12 of them to
be his apostles. The 12 apostles were chosen by Jesus whereas those who
chose to follow him (in multitudes) might be considered disciples of a
guruy, all embarked on their own search for spiritual guidance and
support. These combined definitions of ‘guru’ from Lannoy and Amaladoss
allow us to identify seven tropes of guru-ness; I find these particularly
productive when analysing the artistic depictions of ‘Jesus/Christ as guru’
in this chapter. These seven tropes describe the guru as: (1) a sacred
authority who radiates beneficent numen, (2) a guide (who can initiate
and lead), (3) one who ‘becomes’ (a sense of ‘formation’), (4) one whom
others seek out for discipleship, (5) one who works for the fulfilment of
all peoples, (6) one who fosters ‘community building’, and (7) one who
recognises and practises the importance of faith and prayer. I attempt to
trace these tropes through my analyses of the five pieces of artwork in
order to understand how these visual portrayals of Jesus Christ embody
and communicate a sense of ‘guru-ness’.

Analysis of the artwork

Of twentieth-century south Indian artists, the names Jyoti Sahi (b. 1948),
Angela Trindade (1909-80), Angelo da Fonseca (1902-67), Vinayak
Masoji (1897-1977), Solomon Raj (1921-2019) and, sometimes, Francis
Newton Souza (1924-2002) are generally associated with a body of
Christian-themed artwork by Christian artists in south India. These artists
have collectively contributed to and curated an immense oeuvre, and this
body of work has been complemented by north Indian Christians’ works,
as well as by non-Christian Indians’ artworks. Of the south Indian artists
listed above, the motif of the guru can be traced across a number of their
paintings and artworks; examples of this are: Angela Trindade’s Christ
and the Woman of Samaria, in which we see Christ positioned under a
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banyan tree, in saffron robes, a halo of light emanating from his head, a
serene and pensive look upon his face; Vinayak Masoji’s The Last Supper,
of Jesus Christ surrounded by his disciples; and Solomom Raj’s batik
Padmasana, in which Jesus Christ is seen sitting within a lotus flower,
afloat on water with his head in heaven, as the Lord of the universe, his
hands in mudra and wearing a saffron-coloured robe. In my examination
of five artworks, I notice how the trope of the seated, cross-legged image
of Jesus Christ is central to building a sense of guru-ness. So is the use of
mudra. In terms of their provenance, all these five visual representations
of Jesus/Christ as guru analysed here share a territory — the city of
Bengaluru® and the hinterland of Kerala — through the artists Fr Joy
Elamkunnapuzha, Fr Saji Mathew and M. P. Manoj.

The most recently created artwork I examine is St Anthony’s Shrine,
a painted, concrete-moulded tableau installed in 2003 at St Anthony’s
Friary Church in Bengaluru. It was designed and created by the Keralite
artist and Franciscan priest Fr Saji Mathew. At the other end of the
timeline, the well-known, large mosaic on the facade of the Dharmaram
College, which is also in Bengaluru, was created by Keralite artist V. Balan
in 1974. The image of Jesus sitting cross-legged was originally sketched
by the Keralite Fr Joy Elamkunnapuzha, and it was from this drawing that
V. Balan created the mosaic facade. Another interpretation of this image
was created in the early 1990s when a Keralite artist, M. P. Manoj was
commissioned by a Fr Mathias to paint ‘an Indian-style Christ’, inspired by
the Dharmaram mosaic of 1974. M. P. Manoj painted this piece in oils and
the image has come to be associated with the Christian Musicological
Society of India and its founding member, Dr Palackal, who entitled it
‘Christ the Guru’; it is the image used on the Society’s home page, and the
site offers prints of the painting for sale.”

My overall interest here is in notions of ‘guru-ness’, but in order to
help me to focus the analyses of the artworks, I take as a starting point the
linguistic specifics of the appellations ‘Christ’ and ‘Jesus’, the former
denoting an appellation of ‘deity’ (with the same meaning as ‘Messiah’)
and the latter being the ‘human name’ given to the Son of God. I suggest
that two of the three visual portrayals of ‘Christ the Guru’ examined here
help us to ruminate on this semantic distinction. On the one hand,
M. P. Manoj’s oil painting, entitled Christ the Guru, from 1993 is inspired
by the large 1970s mosaic, and both these images of ‘Christ as Guru’
represent, I suggest, a deified, revered Christ. On the other hand, the
2003 concrete tableau St Anthony’s Shrine, by Fr Saji Mathew, represents
something more of Jesus in his ‘human nature’, that is, Jesus as ‘the Son
of God’. In the analysis below, Fr Saji Mathew acknowledges that his
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