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The ASIANeiwork Spring 2001 panel on Indian

Christianity grew ou! of a concern with what some consider

10 be the low visibility of Asian Christianity in both Asian

studies and in particular in the study of Christianity within

the Academy. At limes il seems thai Christianity is thought

of primarily as a Western religion, with its home (if nol its

origin) in Europe;. When scholars refer to Christianity in Asia,

they are often thinking of forms oi' European Christianity

brought to Asian countries by European missionaries. This

three-part survey begins with a historical overview of Chris

tianity in India by Elizabeth Galbraith. Fart II, a summary ofa

paper by Abraham Mulamoottil, focuses upon one specifi

cally Indian Christian tradition, the Syro-Malankara church,

in order to highlight the pluralism that has always character

ized Christianity, as well as some of the valuable lessons that

can be learned by the West from Indian Christianity. In Part

111, Job Thomas gives an account of the ongoing debate

regarding authentic Indian Christian art while giving special

attention to the Kalamakari of Hie life of Jesus by Hindu

artist, Gourappa Chetty.

PART I: Christianity in India

St. Thomas, the apostle, is best known in Western

Christianity for the "doubting Thomas" incident (John 20:

24-S). In Indian Christian traditions, more significant is Si.

Thomas' reputation as the apostle who brought Christianity

to India, just as St. Peter brought Christianity to Italy and St.

Paul to Greece. Unlike SS Peter and Paul, there are no New

Testament accounts of St. Thomas' missionary activities.

There are, however, apocryphal sources according to which

St. Thomas (referred to as Judas, meaning "twin") extended

his aposiolate into India. Thus, according to the beginning

of the Aas of Thomas: "according to Lot, India fell to Judas

Thomas"... "the Lord sold him to the merchant Abban, that

lie might go down and eonven India."

The Acts ofThomas were written most probably in

Syriac, a branch of Aramaic spoken in Mesopotamia, in the

second or third century. The Mesopotamia]! Christian church,

with its liturgical center in Edessa, claimed its origin from St.

Thomas the apostle. Traditions hold that the Messene Chris

tians possessed one or two letters of the Apostle Thomas

written from India. The Acts ofThomas were supposedly com

posed relying on the information obtained from them. Many

in later times hesitated to assign the legend of St. Thomas's

travels to India any historical value, and i\ic Acts of Thomas

were treated as entirely mythical. Until, that is, some coins of

King Gondophares, the Indian King mentioned in the Ads of

Thomas, were found in northwest India in the 19"'century.

Following upon the evidence supporting the actual

existence ofa King named Gondophares, more recent archeo-

logical excavations have also uncovered Roman coins in In

dia dating from the first century. These archeological finds,

together with other European and Indian sources, have led

some historians 1o conclude that the first ceniury of the Chris-

lian era was in fact the golden age ofRoman commerce with

South India. Roman ships traveled to India in order to ex

change iheir wine and pottery against the pepper, pearls and

precious stones of the country. If in fact the Romans were

irading with the Indians m the first century, then it is increas

ingly plausible that the apostle St. Thomas could in fact have

traveled to India on a Roman trade ship in order to spread the

gospel.

St. Thomas Christians are those Indian Christians

who trace their origin to the apostle Si. Thomas, who they

believe landed by boat on the South Western coast of India,

a region known as Malabar, in 52 CE. According to St. Tho

mas Christian traditions, tiie apostle preached the Gospel to

the Brahmin families of Kerala, many of whom received the

faith even before St. Peter reached Rome (prior to 68 C.E.). St.

Thomas is also credited with establishing seven churches

along the Malabar coast: Kodungallur, Kottakkavu, Palayur,

Kollam, Kokkamangalam, NiranamandChayil. The apostle's

martyrdom is thought to have taken place in 72 C.E. at Little

Mount (near Madras) and his body brought to Mylaporc

(near Madras) and buried there. His lomb is venerated to this

day.

On December 31,1952 on the occasion ofthe 1900-

year anniversary of the arrival of the Apostle in India, Pope

Pius XII made the following statement:

Nineteen hundred years have passed since the

Apostle came lo India... During the ceniuries that

India was cut off from the West and despite many

trying vicissitudes, the Christian communities

formed by the Apostle conserved intact the legacy

he left them ...This apostolic lineage, beloved sons

and daughters, is the proud privilege of the many

among you who glory in the name of Thomas Chris

tians, and we are happy on this occasion to ac

knowledge and bear witness to it.

For St. Thomas Christians it must have been a great honor to

have tiie Pope pay tribute to the legacy of Christianity in

India, and to acknowledge its ancient history, trials and tribu

lations. That history includes several significant develop

ments that are pertinent to the understanding of Indian Chris

tianity as it exists today. Between the 3'J and 9^ centuries

there were waves of immigrants from Mesopotamia into Kerala.
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