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BELAGAVI, India – Arbaz Mullah’s love story began, as romances
often do, when he first laid eyes on the woman of his dreams, Shweta
Kumbhar.

Over nearly three years, their courtship in many ways resembled
that of any other couple and they made each other promises to get
married. But those secret vows would never be fulfilled.

The romance so angered relatives of Kumbhar, a Hindu, that they
allegedly hired members of a hard-line Hindu nationalist group to kill
24-year-old Mullah, who was Muslim.

They did exactly that, according to police. On Sept. 28, his blood-
ied and dismembered body was found on a stretch of railroad tracks.

While interfaith unions between Hindus and Muslims are rare in
India, Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s governing Bharatiya Janata
Party, or BJP, and other Hindu nationalists have decried what they

call “love jihad.” The discredited conspiracy theory holds that sup-
posedly predatory Muslim men deceive women to coerce them into
changing their religion, with the aim of establishing domination in
the majority-Hindu nation.

The “love jihad” issue has pitted the BJP against secular activists
who warn it undermines constitutional guarantees of religious free-
dom and puts Muslims in the crosshairs of Hindu nationalists, em-
boldened by a prime minister who has mostly stayed mum about ris-
ing attacks on Muslims since he was first elected in 2014.

“This conspiracy theory demonizes the Muslim as the other and
creates victimhood and fears in the Hindus that India is going to be
converted into a Muslim country,” said Mohan Rao, a retired profes-
sor of social sciences at New Delhi’s Jawaharlal Nehru University
who has researched interfaith marriage.

‘LOVEJIHAD’
ISSUE PUT IN FOCUS IN INDIA

See INTERFAITH, Page 3C
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Indian activists and others participate in a protest against the killing of Arbaz Mullah in Belagavi district in southern Karnataka state in Bengaluru, India on Oct. 5.
Arbaz Mullah was a Muslim man in love with a Hindu woman. But the romance so angered the woman’s family that – according to police – they hired members of a
hard-line Hindu group to murder him. It’s a grim illustration of the risks facing interfaith couples as Hindu nationalism surges in India. AIJAZ RAHI/AP

Interfaith love a risk amid Hindu nationalist surge

LIVING

We hear quite a bit about freedom of
speech and freedom of religion but not
so much about freedom of what’s in our
heads – freedom of thought. Who would
think (pun intended) this would even be
an issue, especially in the Internet Age.
Believe it or not, we can believe any-
thing we choose. Is that news to any-
one? We are at liberty to conjure up any-
thing in our brain through reason, a leap
of faith or imagination. Except, there are
places in our world where those
thoughts need to be kept safely tucked
in our cranium or there could be conse-
quences. Seems strange to say that, yet
there are people who have assumed the

position of Thought Police. And, of
course, such attempts to manage the
mind have been with us for a very long
time.

This came to mind (rather freely I
might add) while reading a summary of
the annual “Freedom of Thought Re-
port” issued by Humanists Interna-
tional in London (https://humanists.in-
ternational/2021/11/humanists-inter-
national-launches-2021-edition-of-
the-freedom-of-thought-report/). The
2021 report was the tenth annual analy-
sis that “examines the legal and human
rights situation for humanists, atheists
and the non-religious around the
world.” Their findings consistently pre-
sent a stunning overview of what can
happen when freethinkers make the
mistake of bringing their unorthodox
views out into the light of day, especially
in a city or country where fearful faith is
in control of the Thought Police.

We shouldn’t confuse this “Freedom

of Thought” report with the annual “In-
ternational Religious Freedom” report
published annually by the U.S. State De-
partment (www.state.gov/reports/
2020-report-on-international-reli-
gious-freedom/). That report is impor-
tant for describing “the status of reli-
gious freedom in every country. The re-
port covers government policies violat-
ing religious belief and practices of
groups, religious denominations and in-
dividuals, and U.S. policies to promote
religious freedom around the world.”
Unfortunately, many of those who ex-
press concerns about “religious free-
dom” are often primarily interested in
how Christians are treated here and in-
ternationally. 

Yet, there are crossovers with the
concerns of the “Freedom of Thought”
initiative. As President Biden has stat-
ed: “[T]he work of protecting religious
freedom, for people of all faiths and
none, is never finished ... .” It is heart-

ening to hear an elected leader empha-
size “all faiths” as well as “none.”
Though that may upset some believers,
it shows the importance of expressing
equal concern for liberty across the
spectrum.

A few highlights, if we can call them
that, from the enlightening “Freedom of
Thought” report:

h in 144 countries humanists face
discrimination

h in 39 countries there is a state reli-
gion

h in 35 countries religious law direct-
ly influences state law

h in 12 countries state representa-
tives harass or incite hatred against
non-religious persons

h in 83 countries blasphemy [insult-
ing religion] is punishable, even by
death

h in 17 countries apostasy [leaving 

Freedom of thought is good for all, religious or not

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See FREEDOM, Page 3C
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Gopal Krishna Agarwal, a BJP
spokesman, said the party has no objec-
tion in principle to interfaith marriages,
which are legal, but suggested that con-
cerns about “love jihad” are valid. 

“To lure somebody through financial
means, or some coercion, or some sort
of motive to convert, that is not accept-
able,” Agarwal said.

India’s National Investigation Agen-
cy and some court rulings have rejected
the “love jihad” theory as baseless. Cen-
sus data show the country’s religious
mix has been stable since 1951, and India
remains predominantly Hindu with
Muslims making up about 14% of its
nearly 1.4 billion people.

Nonetheless, rights groups say vio-
lence against interfaith couples has in-
creased in recent years, perpetrated by
hard-line Hindu nationalists out to stop
such relationships. Hundreds of Mus-
lim men have been assaulted, and many
couples have been forced to go into hid-
ing. Some have been killed.

It was against that backdrop of fear
that Mullah and Kumbhar began dating
in late 2018 in the city of Belagavi in the
southern state of Karnataka. 

Mullah’s mother, Nazima Shaikh,
was worried. She was all too familiar
with the frequent news stories about in-
terfaith couples being targeted in Kar-
nataka, which is governed by Modi’s
party. 

“I was unsettled because I knew how
it could end,” Shaikh said on a recent af-
ternoon at her modest home.

She tried to persuade Mullah to end
the relationship, but he refused.

Meanwhile Kumbhar’s family was
aghast. Shaikh said she appealed to
them to give the relationship their
blessing but was told that “they will kill
or get killed but won’t let their daughter
marry my son.”

Soon, Mullah began receiving threat-
ening calls. First they came from Kumb-
har’s family, then from members of the
hard-line Hindu nationalist group Sri
Ram Sena Hindustan, or Lord Ram’s
Army in India. They demanded money
and for Mullah to break up with Kumb-
har.

Kumbhar’s parents also sought to
stop her from seeing him, so the couple
began meeting clandestinely in faraway
towns and in fields in the countryside,

according to friends.
When the threats intensified, Mullah

reluctantly agreed to end the relation-
ship after being told it would mean he
would no longer be bothered. But the
couple continued to correspond in se-
cret – and her family was incensed
when they found out. It wasn’t long be-
fore he was summoned to meet again
with the members of Sri Ram Sena Hin-
dustan.

Investigators say that at the meeting,
Sri Ram Sena Hindustan members
bludgeoned Mullah with clubs and de-
capitated him using a knife. They then
allegedly placed his body on the railroad
tracks to try to make it look like he died
when a train ran over him.

Ten people were soon arrested,
though formal charges have yet to be
brought. They include Kumbhar’s par-
ents, who according to senior investiga-
tor Laxman Nimbargi have confessed to
paying the killers.

The Associated Press was unable to
speak with Kumbhar. After a brief time

in police custody, she is now staying
with relatives who declined to make her
available or even say where she is.

Sri Ram Sena Hindustan denied that
its members killed Mullah and said the
group was being targeted for “working
for the benefit of Hindus.”

Its leader, Ramakant Konduskar, who
calls himself a foot soldier in the battle to
save Hinduism, said he is not against any
religion but people should marry within
their own. He considers “love jihad” a
threat to society.

Some jurisdictions governed by Mo-
di’s party have now begun trying to cod-
ify that sentiment into law.

Last year lawmakers in Uttar Pradesh
passed India’s first “love jihad” law, re-
quiring couples from different religions
to provide two months’ notice to an offi-
cial before getting married.

Under the law it’s up to the official to
determine whether a conversion came
about through compulsion, a crime
punishable by up to 10 years in prison.
Because authorities can make couples’

names public during the process, hard-
liners have sometimes intervened to
pressure women’s families to bring
charges of forced conversion.

So far nearly 100 people have been ar-
rested under the law, though only a few
have been convicted. Three other states
governed by the BJP have introduced
similar measures.

Critics say the bills violate the consti-
tutional right to privacy. They also view
the laws as deeply patriarchal.

“Women are not assets,” said Renu
Mishra, a lawyer and women’s rights ac-
tivist in Uttar Pradesh.

Some liberal activists, most of them
Hindus, have formed social and legal aid
groups for interfaith couples and cele-
brate their stories on social media.

But in Belagavi, a relatively small
city, such resources and support are
lacking. Karnataka state has recently
seen a rise in anti-Muslim attacks, exac-
erbating fears among the community.

In that environment, Mullah felt he
had nowhere to turn, according to those
close to him.

“My son made a terrible mistake of
loving a Hindu woman,” Shaikh said.

She paused, searching for the right
words, before continuing, “Is this what
you get for loving someone?” 

Interfaith

Nazima Shaikh, right, mother of Arbaz Mullah smiles as she watches with her mother a video clip featuring Mullah at her
home in Belagavi, India, on Oct. 6,. Arbaz Mullah was a Muslim man in love with a Hindu woman. AIJAZ RAHI/AP

India’s National Investigation Agency and some court rulings have rejected the
“love jihad” theory as baseless. Census data show the country’s religious mix
has been stable since 1951, and India remains predominantly Hindu with
Muslims making up about 14% of its nearly 1.4 billion people.

the dominant faith] is a criminal offense
h in 16 countries humanist organiza-

tions are restricted or illegal
h in 24 countries the influence of reli-

gion in public life undermines the right
to equality and/or non-discrimination
affecting the rights of women and
LGBTI+ communities.

One practice I find especially alarm-
ing, since I think quality education chal-
lenges all these forms of discrimination:
in 33 countries there is mandatory reli-

gious instruction in state-funded
schools without a secular or humanist
alternative.

This is not about private sectarian
schools. But “mandatory” and “state-
funded” should be unacceptable to reli-
gious people too. There have to be pub-
lic, secular alternatives.

There are other serious threats to
freethought, however, I think these
findings provide enough troubling over-
view for now. As the President of Hu-
manists International, Andrew Copson
stated:

“This year’s Freedom of Thought Re-
port offers, once again, grim reading. In
it we detail the discrimination which

humanists and other non-religious peo-
ple continue to face as a result of daring
to express their beliefs and to try to live
according to their conscience.”

Where do we take this knowledge?
What do we do with the fact people in
some countries cannot speak out when
they have alternate perspectives from
the “ruling religion”? For me, it begins
here at home with how unrestricted we
feel about sharing our own unorthodox
views or beliefs. Can we think as we
choose and express those thoughts, say
what we truly think?

Jesus taught that the greatest com-
mandment was to love the Lord of Lib-
erty with all your “heart, soul and mind”

(Matthew 22). The original “shema” in
Deuteronomy 6 states “heart, soul and
might.” Was it “might” or “mind”? May-
be “might of mind”? A Mighty Mind.
Was the rebellious freethinker deliber-
ately misquoting the text or was it a
fresh expression of the freedom of
thought?

Chris Highland served as a minister
and chaplain for many years. He is a
teacher, writer and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife, the Rev. Carol Hovis,
live in Asheville. His latest books are
“Friendly Freethinker,” “Broken Bridges”
and “A Freethinker’s Gospel.” Learn
more at chighland.com.

Freedom
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If you think it is difficult to under-
stand the Trinity and the incarnation, or
maybe explaining them to another
adult, try answering the questions of
small children. I remember several
years ago at our night-time devotion
with Huck and Evelyn, my inadequacy
as I tried to verbalize an explanation of
God and Jesus’ eternal being, how Jesus
is God, and the incarnation and salva-
tion through the cross and resurrection.
So I depend on the Holy Spirit to make
clear to them what they need to know at
just the right time.

However, as we read the Gospel of
John, we can see how he addresses
these same deep theological doctrines.
The thoughts we find in John 1:1-5 will
help us as we think of the “why” of
Avent. 

I believe that John is saying to the
Gnostics, the unbelieving Jews and
Gentiles, and to all people down through
these centuries, that Jesus the man is
also God. It is so simple yet so hard for
us humans to understand. John is say-
ing, “In the beginning was Jesus, and
Jesus was with God, and Jesus was
God.” This should remind us of the first

words of Genesis as the creation was
being described. “In the beginning God
created the heavens and the earth.”
John says that Jesus was there with
God, and furthermore, that Jesus, as
one person of the Trinity, was the Cre-
ator, not merely a human creation that
was born many years later in Bethle-
hem. Not part of the creation, but the
Creator Himself. “All things were made
through Him (Jesus), and without Jesus
nothing was made that was made.”
Then John talks about how Jesus, as
Creator, was the light of the world, how
the light shone into the darkness and
overpowered it. And God said in Gene-
sis, “Let there be light.” And there was
light! We can see how John makes a con-
nection here to Jesus in the New Testa-
ment as he walked the earth as the spiri-
tual light that shines into the darkness
of sinful lives and the darkness cannot
overcome it. So, we see that every per-
son born in this world has the hope of
salvation and that hope comes from Je-
sus because of Jesus’ obedience to come
to us and to die for us. The light of Ad-
vent!

In verse 14, John expresses the theme
of his Gospel. “The Word became flesh
and dwelled among us.” In other words,
Jesus left his throne in heaven, was born
as one of us, and lived as we live. Mary
was visited by the Holy Spirit and Jesus
was born fully human and fully God.

The miraculous conception and the vic-
torious resurrection of Jesus was the
sovereign plan of God to redeem lost
souls and restore his people into a loving
eternal relationship with him. That was
God’s plan; his only plan. And Jesus was
the central figure; the main character in
the plan. Without the obedient person
of Jesus there would have been no birth
to celebrate, no living example for our
Christian walk, and no personal rela-
tionship made possible by the crucifix-
ion. We would have lived and died with-
out the personal witness of the Holy
Spirit and the daily joy and assurance
that we are indeed children of God. The
“why’ of Advent!

Soren Kierkegaard, the Danish phi-
losopher, once tried to explain the incar-
nation of God in Christ by telling a sim-
ple story. “A very rich and powerful king
desired a wife to replace the emptiness
in his palace and life. One day the king
saw a beautiful peasant girl in one of his
trips through his kingdom. She quickly
won his heart with her beauty and he
knew he must have her as his wife, the
queen. The king wondered how he
might win her heart. He knew that if he
decreed that she must become his wife,
he would never know if she loved him
willingly. The king also knew that if he
dressed in all his fine robes, wore his
crown, and showed her his diamond
and riches, the girl might be swept off

her feet and become his bride. But the
king would never know if she loved him
or loved his riches and power. Then he
decided that he would exchange his roy-
al robes for peasant clothes. He would
go to the girl’s village and live there as
one of them. He would work and suffer
with the people and become one of
them. This he did. And he won his wife.”

Is the story of Bethlehem something
that happened a long time ago with no
real connection to us today? I hope it is
not just a story that is thought about
once a year and maybe acted out in a
play. Jesus the light and life of Bethle-
hem reaches across the centuries to us
today with the redemption story, the
“why” of Bethlehem. It reaches out to us
through the Holy Spirit who Jesus sent
when he returned to heaven. The
cleansing power of the Holy Spirit saves
and sanctifies us making us new crea-
tures and places us in a right relation-
ship with God our Creator. Jesus
through the Holy Spirit comforts,
guides, directs, heals, instructs, and en-
courages us in our daily Christian walk
toward heaven. Yes, the light and life of
the Jesus of Bethlehem still touches our
hearts and lives today changing us and
lifting us to pure and holy living.

This column is the opinion of the Rev.
Tim McConnell, retired Methodist min-
ister. Reach him at tim.mcconnell915@
gmail.com. 

Understanding the ‘why’ of Advent
Devotional
Tim McConnell

Guest columnist
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