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Introduction
Delhi’s sacred landscape is a living tapestry stitched from centuries of prayer,
hospitality, and shared neighborhood life. Mosques rise beside markets, gurudwaras
anchor traffic circles with kitchens open to all, temples crown ancient hills, and a small
synagogue tends a quiet memory in the heart of the capital. These are not only
monuments of stone; they are places where daily rhythms—of greeting, cleansing,
covering one’s head, leaving one’s shoes—shape how the city understands itself. The
pathways into these spaces begin with respect: noticing a threshold, asking
permission, and letting the community’s customs set the pace.

This book is a guide to that respectful approach. It introduces visitors and residents to
the architecture and rituals that make New Delhi’s temples, mosques, gurudwaras,
and synagogues vibrant today. You will find practical notes on access protocols—how
to dress, when to arrive, where to sit or stand, when to cover the head, what to do
with your shoes, how to share in langar, and when it is best to put the camera away.
Because each tradition and site has its own logic of welcome, this guidance is offered
not as a rigid rulebook but as a set of conversation starters with caretakers,
volunteers, and elders who keep these places alive.

Historical background appears throughout, not as distant chronology but as context
for present practice. Delhi’s sacred architecture moves from the robust arches of the
Sultanate to Mughal courtyards, from late-medieval village shrines absorbed by
modern neighborhoods to twentieth- and twenty-first-century reinventions of devotion
in concrete, marble, and glass. Understanding how a dargah grew around a saint’s
resting place, how a temple emerged from a village nucleus, or how a gurudwara
commemorates an act of service can deepen the experience of stepping inside today.

Interfaith learning is an essential thread here. Many of the communities you will meet
already host open kitchens, heritage walks, musical gatherings, or study circles in
which hospitality is the first lesson. Participating with humility—helping to serve
langar, listening at a qawwali or kirtan, joining a guided visit at prayer’s edge—can
transform a trip across town into a shared act of neighborliness. This book highlights
such opportunities and the people who make them possible, particularly in lesser-
known shrines where a handful of volunteers carry forward traditions with remarkable
care.

Living heritage is sustained not only by clergy and caretakers but also by local
committees, youth groups, archivists, and conservationists who tend to buildings,
stories, and social ties. Throughout the chapters you will meet community-led
programs that restore stone, plant courtyards, document oral histories, and—most
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importantly—teach the next generation the everyday arts of welcome. Their work
reminds us that a sacred space survives when it remains useful, meaningful, and
loved.

Above all, Sacred Spaces of New Delhi invites you to move through the city as a guest
and a student. Step lightly; let sound and scent be your map. When in doubt, ask;
when invited, share; when moved, sit for a moment longer than you planned. If you
carry this posture of attention, Delhi’s temples, mosques, gurudwaras, and
synagogues will offer not just sights, but relationships—windows into a city that keeps
renewing itself in prayer, service, and the simple courage of hospitality.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

CHAPTER ONE: The City of Many Faiths: A Sacred
Cartography of New Delhi
New Delhi, often perceived as a hub of politics and power, reveals a deeper, more
intricate identity when viewed through the lens of its sacred geography. It is a city
where the divine is interwoven into the very fabric of daily life, where ancient shrines
and modern architectural marvels coexist, each telling a story of faith, resilience, and
community. This sacred cartography isn’t neatly confined to designated religious
zones; instead, it spills out into bustling markets, quiet residential lanes, and even the
often-overlooked corners of sprawling urban landscapes. To truly understand Delhi,
one must learn to read this map of devotion, recognizing the subtle markers that
indicate a place of prayer, reflection, or communal gathering.

The city’s spiritual tapestry is not a recent phenomenon. Delhi has historically been a
crossroads of civilizations and, consequently, a melting pot of religious traditions.
From the earliest settlements along the Yamuna River, through the successive
empires of the Sultanates and the Mughals, to the planned grandeur of Lutyens' Delhi
and the sprawling metropolis of today, each era has left its indelible mark on the city's
religious landscape. This layered history means that a short walk can take you from a
fourteenth-century Sufi dargah to a twentieth-century gurudwara, then past a brightly
painted Hindu temple, and perhaps even within earshot of a synagogue’s quiet hum.
The juxtaposition of these diverse sacred spaces is not merely an architectural
curiosity; it speaks to centuries of interaction, adaptation, and, often, peaceful
coexistence.

Consider, for instance, the sheer variety of faiths represented. Hinduism, with its
myriad deities and traditions, finds expression in countless temples, from ancient
village shrines that predate much of modern Delhi to grand, modern complexes. Islam,
introduced centuries ago, is visible in the majestic Jama Masjid and numerous smaller
mosques, many of which served as spiritual anchors for specific neighborhoods or
communities for generations. The legacy of Sufism, a mystical branch of Islam, is
particularly strong, with dargahs (shrines dedicated to Sufi saints) acting as vital
centers of pilgrimage and cultural exchange, drawing devotees from all backgrounds.

Sikhism, a faith born in the Punjab region, has a profound presence in Delhi,
particularly through its gurudwaras, which are not just places of worship but also
vibrant community centers known for their unwavering commitment to seva (selfless
service), especially the provision of free meals (langar) to all, regardless of faith or
background. Jainism, another ancient Indian religion, contributes its own distinctive
architectural styles and spiritual practices, with several important temples, particularly
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within the historic walled city of Shahjahanabad. And quietly, almost hidden in plain
sight, a small Jewish community maintains the Judah Hyam Synagogue, a testament to
Delhi’s capacity to embrace and sustain even its smallest religious minorities.

This diversity is not static; it is a living, breathing aspect of Delhi’s identity. New
shrines continue to emerge, reflecting contemporary forms of devotion and the
migration of communities into the city. At the same time, older sites are continuously
cared for, renovated, and revitalized by dedicated communities, ensuring their
relevance for new generations. This dynamic interplay between the ancient and the
modern, the established and the emerging, makes Delhi’s sacred cartography
perpetually fascinating. It challenges any monolithic understanding of the city and
invites deeper exploration into its multifaceted soul.

Navigating this sacred landscape requires more than just a map; it requires an
openness to stories, a willingness to engage with different customs, and an
appreciation for the subtle ways in which faith shapes public and private life. It means
understanding that a mosque might also be a center for education, a gurudwara a hub
for social welfare, and a temple a venue for cultural performances. Each space, in its
unique way, contributes to the rich cultural tapestry of the city, offering not just
spiritual solace but also fostering community bonds and preserving historical memory.

The physical layout of Delhi itself tells part of this story. The seven historic cities that
form the foundation of modern Delhi each possessed their own spiritual centers, and
many of these continue to thrive, even as urban sprawl has engulfed them. A medieval
village mosque might now stand dwarfed by multi-story apartment buildings, yet it
retains its spiritual significance and a dedicated congregation. A Sufi shrine, once on
the outskirts of a Sultanate capital, might now be a bustling neighborhood landmark,
its daily rituals continuing uninterrupted amidst the din of city life. These sites serve as
vital reminders of Delhi's continuous history, linking the present day to centuries of
devotion and community building.

This chapter aims to provide an initial orientation to this complex sacred geography,
offering a broad overview before delving into specific sites in subsequent chapters. It’s
about understanding the "why" and "where" of Delhi’s religious diversity, setting the
stage for a more intimate exploration of its sacred spaces. We’ll look at how different
faiths have not only established themselves but also interacted and influenced each
other over time, leaving behind a unique blend of architectural styles, rituals, and
traditions. This initial mapping will help to contextualize the individual narratives of
the temples, mosques, gurudwaras, and the synagogue that form the heart of this
book.

Ultimately, "The City of Many Faiths" is an invitation to see Delhi not just as a political
capital or an economic engine, but as a deeply spiritual place. It encourages you to
look beyond the obvious, to listen for the call to prayer, the temple bells, or the kirtan,
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and to recognize the countless expressions of devotion that animate this extraordinary
city. By understanding its sacred cartography, you begin to unravel the true essence
of Delhi, a city where faith is not just practiced but lived, breathed, and built into every
street and every stone.
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