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​THOMAS

​The Enigmatic Apostle – Judas Thomas Didymus

THE APOSTLE THOMAS is a figure of remarkable complexity and enduring fascination. His canonical portrait, especially in the Gospel of John, reveals a character marked by courage, loyalty, and profound theological questioning that culminates in one of the most explicit Christological confessions. This apparent contradiction between doubt and faith is just one of the many facets that make Thomas such an interesting subject of study. 

His very name invites investigation. The name "Thomas" derives from the Aramaic Te'oma (תאומא), and its Greek equivalent "Didymus" (Δίδυμος), both meaning "twin." This designation of "twin" is a recurring motif, which takes on intriguing dimensions in certain apocryphal texts. Furthermore, in some traditions and texts, he is known as Judas Thomas, a name that requires careful distinction from Judas Iscariot and Judas Thaddeus, and which underscores the complexity of his identity in early sources. 

Thomas' significance extends far beyond the canonical scriptures. A vast body of apocryphal literature, notably the Acts of Thomas and the Gospel of Thomas, is attributed to him or focuses on his exploits. Ancient and vibrant Christian communities, particularly the Christians of Saint Thomas (Nasranis) in India, trace their apostolic origins directly to his missionary efforts. This confluence of canonical, apocryphal, patristic, and living oral traditions makes the study of Thomas exceptionally rich and multifaceted, requiring an approach that respects the integrity of each type of source while. St. Francis Xavier, in his mission to India, attests to having arrived at a Christian community that claimed to have been evangelized by St. Thomas the Apostle. The same testimony was given by Marco Polo in his travels.

A comprehensive academic study of Apostle Thomas requires critical engagement with a diverse range of source materials, each of which requires its own hermeneutical approach.

The canonical Scriptures constitute the primary sources. The Synoptic Gospels (Matthew 10:3, Mark 3:18, Luke 6:15) and the Acts of the Apostles (1:13) mention him as one of the Twelve Apostles, establishing his apostolic status but offering few personal details. It is the Gospel of John that provides the most distinctive and personality-rich canonical portrait of Thomas, detailing his crucial interactions with Jesus. 

Among the Apocryphal Literature, The Acts of Thomas (Acta Thomae), a third-century work probably of Syriac origin, is a cornerstone of the Thomistic tradition. It recounts his reluctant mission to India, numerous miracles, ascetic teachings (particularly on sexual renunciation), interactions with King Gundafar, and his eventual martyrdom. Its historical value is a matter of debate; it is often considered a romance imbued with Gnostic or encratite elements, but it undeniably shaped the image of Thomas as the Apostle of India. The Gospel of Thomas (Evangelium Thomae), discovered by , among the Nag Hammadi codices in 1945, is a Coptic text presenting 114 "secret sayings" (logia) of Jesus, supposedly recorded by Didymus Judas Thomas. It lacks narrative and its theological orientation (Gnostic, protognostic, or independent wisdom tradition) is a subject of ongoing academic debate. Other related apocrypha, such as the Book of Thomas the Athlete and the Evangelium Joannis de obitu Mariae, as well as the Acts of Thomas and his Miraculous Skin, the Passion of Thomas, and the Song of Thomas, contribute to the apocryphal tapestry surrounding it. 

Patristic Writings offer essential, though sometimes fragmentary, testimonies. Church Fathers such as Origen, Eusebius of Caesarea, Ephrem the Syrian, Jerome, Gregory of Nazianzus, Ambrose of Milan, and Gregory of Tours recount Thomas's missionary activities, associating him mainly with Parthia and, increasingly, with India, as well as traditions about his relics. 

Indian Oral and Local Traditions are indispensable, especially those of the Thomas Christians of Kerala. These include ancient songs such as the Thomma Parvam (Song of Thomas), the Rabban Pattu (Song of the Teacher/Monk), and the performative tradition of the Margam Kali (Dance of the Way). These preserve narratives of Thomas' arrival, his ministry, and the founding of the "Seven and a Half Churches."   

Archaeological and numismatic evidence, such as coins bearing the name of King Gundafar and the distinctive crosses of the St. Thomas Christians (Mar Thoma Sleeva), offer corroboration of certain aspects of the traditions. 

This study recognizes the value of oral traditions as historical sources, especially for communities such as the Christians of Saint Thomas, while at the same time subjecting them to appropriate critical analysis. 

​Thomas in the Canonical Scriptures: Portrait of an Inquisitive Believer

​A. Synoptic Gospels and Acts of the Apostles

THOMAS' PRESENCE IN the Synoptic Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles is concise but fundamental in establishing his inclusion among the inner circle of Jesus' disciples. In Matthew 10:3, Mark 3:18, and Luke 6:15, his name appears in the lists of the Twelve Apostles, a consistent testimony to his calling and membership in the original apostolic group. These mentions, though brief, are important because they place him within the core of those chosen by Jesus for a special mission. 

Later, in Acts 1:13, Thomas is again named among the apostles who gathered in the upper room in Jerusalem after Jesus' Ascension. This reference underscores his continued faithfulness and participation in the early apostolic community as it waited for the Holy Spirit and the formal beginning of the Church's mission. However, beyond these inclusions in the apostolic lists, the Synoptics and Acts offer no details about his personality, specific words, or actions, leaving that narrative development mainly to the Fourth Gospel. 

​B. The Gospel of John: A Distinctive Character

It is in John's Gospel that the figure of Thomas acquires a distinctive depth and personality, surpassing the mere nominal mention in the other canonical Gospels. John presents him in several key episodes that reveal complex facets of his character and his relationship with Jesus. Once again, this Gospel completes the other three. 

A first notable trait is his courage and loyalty, manifested in John 11:16. Faced with Jesus' decision to return to Judea, despite the mortal danger posed by the Jewish leaders, and while other disciples expressed fear, Thomas exhorts his companions: "Let us also go, that we may die with him." This statement, often overshadowed by his later episode of "doubt," reveals considerable courage and a deep devotion willing to sacrifice, showing a side of Thomas that anticipates the steadfastness required for the apostolate. 

At the Last Supper, Thomas displays a search for clarity and intellectual honesty. When Jesus speaks of going to prepare a place and affirms that the disciples know the way (John 14:4), Thomas interjects with a direct question: "Lord, we do not know where you are going; how can we know the way?" (John 14:5). This question, far from being a simple display of ignorance, reflects a mind that is not satisfied with ambiguous statements and seeks genuine understanding. It is precisely this questioning that provokes one of Jesus' most profound and central self-declarations in the Gospel: "I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father except through me" (John 14:6). 

The most famous episode associated with Thomas is undoubtedly his "doubt" after the resurrection, recounted in John 20:24-29. Thomas was not present when Jesus first appeared to the gathered disciples. When informed by them, his response is one of radical skepticism that demands empirical proof: "Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger into the nail marks and put my hand into his side, I will not believe it" (John 20:25). This stance, while earning him the epithet "doubting," can also be interpreted as the manifestation of deep grief at loss, a difficulty in accepting such an extraordinary reality without direct personal experience, or even a form of rigorous honesty that is not easily satisfied by the testimony of others in matters of such magnitude. Eight days later, Jesus appears again, this time with Thomas present, and addresses him directly, inviting him to touch his wounds: "Put your finger here, and see my hands; and put out your hand, and place it in my side; and do not be unbelieving, but believe" (John 20:27). Thomas had one good thing going for him: despite his doubts, he persevered in communion with the Church. This was counted as acceptable and pleasing to God, who offered him his wounds and confirmed him in the faith. If Judas had repented and wept, like Peter, and persevered like Thomas, he would not have had his infamous end, for God is Love, God is Mercy, and God is Forgiveness, and after Christ, God's justice is no longer an obstacle to divine forgiveness. Everything fits. We do not consider what the coming of Christ meant and what his Redemption means. Our Salvation. That is nothing... Even the most abject sinner can repent and take advantage of the reparation offered by Christ. If a man commits a crime, he must satisfy human justice and pay for his guilt in prison, with a fine, etc. If a man sins, he is committing a grave abuse against God, an ignominy, because, taking advantage of the fact that God keeps him in existence, he commits an outrage. Thus, the seriousness of this lies in the fact that God respects the freedom given to man and, out of this respect, is sustaining in being the one who, for example, murders or rapes, or steals, or... In this abuse against God lies the seriousness of sin: the sinner, in an abusive way, makes God an "accomplice" to his ignominy, because he keeps him in being while he commits it. God is not the one who commits the ignominy, but has simply made man free, and does not go back on his word. Man misuses his freedom, abusing God's trust and creative Love. Hence the gravity of sin, which uses what is good to do evil. In justice (giving each his due, what he deserves), sinful man (all of us, some more than others) deserved the eternal punishment that he brought upon himself by his own choice. But after Christ, man can compensate for this evil he does with the abundance of good received in the Redemption. This is what Peter and Thomas did. This is what I do. Thanks be to Our Savior.

This encounter culminates with Thomas' confession. Faced with the evidence of the Risen One, Thomas proclaims: "My Lord and my God!" (Κύριός μου καὶ ὁ Θεός μου) (John 20:28). This is possibly the most explicit and direct affirmation of Jesus' divinity by a disciple in all the Gospels, marking a high point in Johannine Christology. Jesus' response, "Because you have seen me, Thomas, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed" (John 20:29), is not only addressed to Thomas, but extends a blessing to all future generations of believers. 

Finally, Thomas is mentioned one last time in John 21:2, where he is included among the seven disciples to whom the risen Jesus appears by the Sea of Galilee (Sea of Tiberias). This appearance serves to reaffirm his place among the privileged witnesses of the resurrection and his continued association with the apostolic core. 

​C. Analysis of Thomas' Personality and Theological Role in the New Testament

THE CANONICAL PORTRAIT of Thomas, especially in John, depicts him as a man of remarkable contrasts: courageous to the point of proposing to die with Jesus, but cautious and skeptical in the face of the extraordinary; loyal to his Master, but inquisitive to the point of confrontation; his journey culminates, however, in one of the most profound confessions of faith in the New Testament. His personality, therefore, appears more developed and nuanced than that of many other apostles in the canonical texts. 

The theological significance of his "doubt" is multifaceted. In the narrative of John's Gospel, Thomas' skepticism is not merely a character flaw but serves a crucial theological purpose: it leads to an irrefutable affirmation of the physical reality of Jesus' resurrection and, consequently, of his divinity. His journey from doubt to faith can be interpreted as a paradigm for believers who face questions and seek personal certainty. Thomas, in this sense, functions as an unwitting catalyst for revelation, making complex theological points accessible through his deeply human responses. Each of his significant interventions in John's Gospel (chapters 11, 14, and 20) directly provokes a profound theological statement or demonstration by Jesus. His willingness to express the disciples' unspoken fears or confusion (John 11:16, John 14:5) and his demand for empirical proof (John 20:25) drive the narrative toward deeper Christological revelations. 

The importance of his confession, "My Lord and my God!" lies in its Christological force. It represents a high point in John's Gospel, articulating a mature understanding of Jesus' identity that transcends mere messianism to affirm his full divinity. This confession becomes a model for the faith of the Church. 

Furthermore, Jesus' response to Thomas' confession, "Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed" (John 20:29), is not simply a rebuke, but a fundamental theological statement that extends the possibility of faith beyond the circle of eyewitnesses. Thomas' experience, culminating in a tangible encounter, paradoxically becomes the foundation upon which the faith of later generations, who would not have such direct sensory proof, is validated and even exalted. This highlights John's pastoral concern for his own community of readers and for the future Church. 

​The Apocryphal Thomas: Exploring the Acts of Thomas and the Gospel of Thomas


BEYOND THE CANONICAL accounts, the figure of the Apostle Thomas was the subject of considerable elaboration in early Christian literature, giving rise to important apocryphal texts that expanded his legend, explored alternative theological facets, and associated him with missions in distant lands. Among these, the Acts of Thomas and the Gospel of Thomas are the most significant.

​A. The Acts of Thomas (Acta Thomae): Narratives of Mission, Miracles, and Martyrdom in India

THE Acts of Thomas is a third-century work, probably composed in Syriac, although Greek versions also exist. It is considered one of the five major apocryphal Acts of the Apostles and is an amalgamation of popular legend and poetic and liturgical elements, reflecting the traditions of early Syriac Christianity. Its historicity is widely debated, often being classified as a Christian-Gnostic romance, although some contemporary scholars suggest that it may preserve historical cores, especially regarding the mission in India. 

The narrative of the Acts unfolds through several key episodes:

Reluctance and Divine Compulsion: The work begins with the apostles casting lots to determine their respective mission fields. India falls to Thomas, who is reluctant, citing poor health and language barriers. In a dramatic turn, Jesus appears to him and sells him as a carpenter slave to Habbán, a merchant of the Indo-Parthian king Gundafar (Gondophares, Gudnaphar). This peculiar beginning underscores the primacy of divine will over human will and sets the adventurous tone of the work. 

The Heavenly Palace for King Gundafar: Tasked with building an earthly palace for the king, Thomas distributes the funds among the poor. When confronted, he explains that he has built a palace in heaven for the king. The truth of this statement is confirmed when the king's brother, Gad, dies, visits the heavenly palace, and is resurrected, leading to the king's conversion. This episode emphasizes the superiority of spiritual treasures over material ones. 

Ascetic Teachings: A recurring and central theme in the Acts is the promotion of rigorous asceticism, especially sexual renunciation (encratism). The conversions of women of royalty to celibacy often cause social upheaval and provoke the wrath of their husbands, a common motif in the apocryphal Acts. 

Miracles: Thomas is credited with numerous miracles, including spectacular healings, exorcisms, and demonstrations of power over nature, consolidating his apostolic and divine authority. 

The Hymn of the Pearl (or Hymn of the Soul): Embedded within the Acts (specifically in the Ninth Act), this allegorical poem is one of the most studied pieces of early Syriac literature. It narrates the journey of a prince (the soul) to Egypt (the material world) to recover a pearl (gnosis or the spirit), his forgetfulness of his mission due to worldly stupor, and his awakening through a letter (the divine call or the revealer). Its independent origin and precise relationship to the main text are the subject of debate, but thematically it is consistent with the Gnostic and Encratite soteriology that permeates the work. 

Martyrdom: The narrative culminates with Thomas' martyrdom in India. He is executed on the orders of King Mazdai (Misdaeus in some versions), pierced by spears, because of having converted the king's wife and son to Christianity and the ascetic life. According to tradition, his bones are later transferred to the West, specifically to Edessa. 

The theological currents present in the Acts of Thomas are complex, showing possible Gnostic, Manichean, and, more prominently, Encratite influences. However, some scholars argue that its core may represent a distinctive form of early Syriac ascetic Christianity, and that the existing Syriac version has undergone certain "Catholicizing"   revisions. 

​B. The Gospel of Thomas (Evangelium Thomae): A Collection of Secret Sayings

THE Gospel of Thomas is a radically different text in form and content. Discovered in 1945 as part of the Coptic library of Nag Hammadi, it consists of a collection of 114 logia or "secret sayings" attributed to Jesus, which were allegedly written down by "Didymus Judas Thomas." Unlike the canonical gospels, it lacks a narrative framework of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, resembling more a collection of wisdom, such as the book of Proverbs. 

Its theological orientation is one of the most debated aspects:

Gnosis and Self-Knowledge: A central theme is salvation through gnosis, a special and intuitive knowledge of the secret teachings of Jesus and, fundamentally, of the true nature of the self. Logion 1 proclaims: "Whoever finds the interpretation of these sayings will not taste death." Logion 3 states: "The Kingdom of God is within you and outside you. When you come to know yourselves, then you will be known." This knowledge is not merely intellectual, but a deep understanding of the divine spark within. 

Jesus as Revealer: In this gospel, Jesus acts primarily as a revealer of esoteric wisdom. The disciple who understands these sayings can become "like me" (logion 108) or even a "Christ," discovering his divine twin identity with Jesus. This contrasts sharply with the uniqueness of the Son of God in the Christology of the canonical gospels. 

Relationship to Gnosticism: The classification of the Gospel of Thomas as "Gnostic" is complex. It contains elements that align with Gnostic thought, such as an emphasis on gnosis, secret knowledge, and a different presentation of Jesus. However, it lacks the elaborate Gnostic mythology that includes a demiurge, eons, and a detailed dualistic cosmogony. Some scholars consider it proto-Gnostic or situated on the border between Gnosticism and other forms of early Christianity. Certain sayings even seem to contradict typical Gnostic positions, such as the implication of pantheism (logion 77) or the idea that God created both the body and the soul (logia 53, 89), which would bring it closer to the Gospel of John in terms of its potential influence on Gnosticism without being intrinsically Gnostic in the full sense of the term.

The relationship of the Gospel of Thomas to the canonical gospels is also an area of intense research. It contains parallels to sayings found in the Synoptics and John, sometimes in a form that seems simpler or possibly earlier. This has led to debates about its date of composition and its dependence: whether it represents an independent tradition of Jesus' sayings, whether it was a source for the canonical gospels, or whether it is an abridgment or reinterpretation of them. An early   date ( r 1st century) for some of its material is considered plausible by some researchers. 

​C. Critical Analysis: Historicity, Theological Currents, and Literary Genre of the Thomistic Apocrypha

IN GENERAL, THE APOCRYPHAL Acts, including those of Thomas, are considered by modern scholarship to be works of a novelistic nature rather than strict historical records. Their main purpose was to edify, entertain, and propagate certain religious or ascetic ideas. However, the mention of King Gundafar in the Acts of Thomas has found surprising corroboration in numismatic and epigraphic evidence, suggesting that the work may preserve some genuine historical memory or geographical knowledge, although this does not validate the entirety of its narrative content. As for the Gospel of Thomas, the possibility that it contains some authentic and early sayings of Jesus remains a topic of active academic debate, with no definitive consensus. 

These apocryphal texts clearly promote specific theological agendas. The Acts of Thomas advocates rigorous asceticism, especially sexual renunciation, while the Gospel of Thomas emphasizes a particular understanding of salvation through esoteric knowledge. The popularity of these texts, even in circles considered "orthodox" after certain revisions, suggests a broader attraction to ascetic ideals and mystical interpretations of Jesus' teachings than is often recognized. 

From a literary genre perspective, the apocryphal Acts often combine elements of adventure novel, miracle stories, and religious propaganda to entertain and instruct their readers. The Gospel of Thomas, on the other hand, belongs to the genre of sayings gospels. 

There are other minor apocryphal texts that mention Thomas or are attributed to him, such as the Book of Thomas the Athlete, the Acts of Thomas and His Miraculous Skin, or the Passion of Thomas, which complement and sometimes complicate the picture of Thomasine literature. 

​The Apostolic Journeys: Tracing Thomas' Path to the East

EARLY CHRISTIAN TRADITION, through the writings of the Church Fathers, attributes extensive missionary journeys to the East to the Apostle Thomas after the Ascension of Christ. Patristic consensus points to Parthia and, increasingly prominently, to India as his main fields of evangelization.

​A. Early Patristic Testimonies on Thomas' Missions

THE EARLIEST TESTIMONIES about Thomas' missions come from important ecclesiastical figures of the 2nd to 6th centuries:

Origins (c. 184 – c. 253 AD), quoted by Eusebius of Caesarea in his Ecclesiastical History (Book 3, Chapter 1), is one of the earliest sources. Origen assigns Parthia to Thomas as his missionary field, indicating that, according to tradition, the apostles divided the world among themselves by lot. Eusebius of Caesarea (ca. 260/265 – 339/340 AD), in his Ecclesiastical History, reiterates the tradition mentioned by Origen regarding Thomas' mission in Parthia. In addition, Eusebius links Thomas to the important city of Edessa, an early center of Syriac Christianity, by recounting that Thomas sent Thaddeus (one of the Seventy) to evangelize King Abgar of Edessa after the Ascension of the Lord. 

Ephrem the Syrian (c. 306–373 AD), a deacon and theologian of great influence in the Syriac tradition, composed hymns celebrating Thomas' mission to India and the subsequent transfer of his relics to Edessa. Ephrem's writings, such as the one that says, "He went to a land of dark people to whom he was sent... His grateful dawn dispelled the painful darkness of India... Edessa thus became the blessed city, possessing the greatest pearl that India could offer," are a strong testimony to Thomas' Indian apostolate and martyrdom, as well as to the veneration of his relics in Edessa. 

Jerome (c. 347–420 AD) explicitly states in his Letter 59 to Marcella that Jesus "was with Thomas in India." Jerome's knowledge of trade routes to India and certain Indian customs (such as Brahmins and the practice of satí) could be interpreted as a context that lends some weight to his claims about Thomas' presence there. 

Gregory of Nazianzus (c. 329–390 AD) and Ambrose of Milan (c. 340–397 AD) also briefly mention Thomas's journey to India, suggesting that this tradition was already well established in the fourth century. Gregory of Tours (c. 538–594 AD), in his work De Gloria Martyrum, speaks confidently of Thomas' relics resting in Edessa, having been transferred from India. 

Summarizing these patristic perspectives, an evolution in the tradition can be observed. While Parthia is mentioned by Origen as Thomas's initial destination, the tradition of a mission to India gains increasing prominence, especially in Syriac patristic thought and, later, in Western thought. Edessa emerges as a crucial center for the veneration of his relics, brought from India. This evolution suggests a gradual crystallization and geographical specification of Thomas's missionary field in the Christian tradition. The initial ambiguity of the term "India" in some early texts may have allowed for broader claims, but the weight of later tradition, specifically linked to the Malabar coast and Milapur, became dominant. 

​B. The Indian Apostolate: Evidence and Traditions

THE TRADITION OF THOMAS' mission in India is particularly robust and multifaceted, drawing on the Acts of Thomas, oral traditions deeply rooted among the Christians of St. Thomas, and some archaeological and numismatic evidence.

1. The Connection with Gundafar: The Acts of Thomas narrate the arrival of the apostle at the court of King Gundafar (also Gondophares or Gudnaphar) in India. This Indo-Parthian king is a historical figure. In the 19th century, coins were discovered belonging to a king named Gondophares who ruled in northwestern India (present-day Punjab and Afghanistan) during the 1st century CE. In addition, the inscription " " on stone at Takht-i-Bahi, dated 46 CE, also mentions this king. This discovery lent historical credibility to the Acts of Thomas, suggesting a possible historical core for Thomas' presence in northwestern India or Parthia. The numismatic connection does not prove the entirety of the Acts narrative, but it does indicate a plausible historical context for at least part of the missionary field traditionally attributed to Thomas. This episode of Gundafar creates a geographical tension with the strong tradition of southern India (Kerala/Malabar) as the main apostolate of Thomas. This could suggest two distinct missions, the incorporation of an older tradition about Parthia into a broader Indian narrative, or a confluence of different traditions in the Acts of Thomas. 

2. The Malabar Tradition (South India - Kerala): A strong local tradition among the Christians of St. Thomas (Nasranis) holds that Thomas landed at Muziris (now Kodungallur or Cranganore), an important ancient port on the Malabar coast (Kerala), in 52 AD. He is said to have arrived in the company of a Jewish merchant named Habbán. According to this tradition, Thomas preached to the local Jewish communities (which had existed in Kerala since ancient times) and to the native populations, including Brahmins. The Pakalomattom, Sankarapuri, Kalli, and Kaliyankal families are traditionally counted among the Brahmin converts. Tradition attributes to Thomas the founding of the "Seven and a Half Churches" (Ezharapallikal) in Kerala: Kodungallur, Palayoor, Kottakkavu (Paravur), Kokkamangalam, Niranam, Nilackal (Chayal), Kollam, and Thiruvithamcode (the "half church"). The church at Palayoor is particularly well known for the tradition that Thomas converted Brahmins through a miracle involving the water they threw during their rituals. The historical feasibility of such a journey in the 1st century AD is supported by the existence of ancient maritime trade routes between the Roman Empire, the Middle East, and India, with the Malabar coast being a key center for the spice trade. Knowledge of the monsoon winds facilitated navigation. The presence of Jewish communities established in Parthia and on the Malabar coast is frequently mentioned in connection with Thomas' arrival. It is likely that Thomas' missionary strategy, like that of Paul in the West, involved taking advantage of existing Jewish diaspora networks, as apostles often began their preaching in synagogues or among fellow Jews. The trade routes used by Jewish merchants such as Habbán would have provided natural pathways and initial contacts for an apostle venturing eastward. 

3. Archaeological Findings and Local Traditions in Kerala and Tamil Nadu: The Crosses of the Christians of St. Thomas (Mar Thoma Sleeva) are ancient crosses with unique symbolism (floral borders, lotus base, no effigy of Christ) found in the traditional centers of the Christians of St. Thomas in Kerala and other parts of India (e.g., Milapur, Goa). They are considered symbols of this ancient Christian community. Some scholars debate their pre-Portuguese antiquity, pointing to similarities with Buddhist motifs or other local motifs. Nasrani Sthambams are large outdoor stone crosses, often with intricate carvings, found in front of many Thomasine churches. There are numerous minor local traditions recounting miracles, specific conversion stories, and the establishment of Christian customs integrated with the local culture. One example is the story of Thomas asking a newborn child to identify his father to clear his own name. The debate over whether the "India" of early patristic sources always refers to the Indian subcontinent as we know it today, or whether it sometimes alludes to regions such as Arabia Felix, Ethiopia, or parts of Persia, persists. However, specific details in the Acts of Thomas and the strength of the Malabar tradition point firmly toward the Indian subcontinent. 

​Fides et Traditio: The Apostle Thomas, Francis Xavier, and the Ancient Christians of India

​Introduction: A Confluence of Apostles in India

IN THE MID-16TH CENTURY, on the southern coast of India, one of the most remarkable encounters in Christian history took place. The missionary zeal of the newly founded Society of Jesus, embodied in the figure of St. Francis Xavier, encountered a Christian community that claimed to have its roots in an even more remote era: the evangelization of the Apostle Thomas himself, fifteen centuries earlier. This confluence was not simply a meeting of fellow believers, but a collision of two radically different Christian worlds. On the one hand, there was the European Catholic Church, forged in the crucible of the Reformation and Counter-Reformation, centralized, doctrinally precise, and expansive. On the other, there was an ancient Eastern Church, isolated for centuries, deeply integrated into its local culture, which had survived and prospered for a millennium and a half in a predominantly Hindu environment.

Let us conduct a multi-layered historical analysis of this extraordinary tradition. First, we will meticulously reconstruct the testimony of the r Francis Xavier himself, using his letters as our primary source to understand what he observed and, crucially, how he interpreted it through the prism of his 16th-century Jesuit training. Second, we will delve into the much deeper history of the community he encountered—the Christians of St. Thomas, known as Nasranis—examining the full spectrum of evidence about their apostolic origins, from venerable oral traditions and patristic writings to apocryphal texts and modern scholarly debates. Finally, we will trace the unique development of this community, its deep cultural integration, the impact of the colonial era, and its fragmented but undeniably resilient legacy.
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​Part I: The Testimony of a Sixteenth-Century Missionary: The Account of Francis Xavier
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Francis Xavier's most direct and detailed testimony about the ancient Christians of India is found in his letters, particularly the one sent from Cochin on January 15, 1544. In it, he recounts his visits to an island community near the Malabar coast, providing a fascinating snapshot of a faith that was both familiar and strange to him. 

Xavier describes a people who "are Christians, according to their own belief: they consider themselves to be such." He emphasizes the immense pride they felt in this identity, a central pillar of their being: "They take great pride in being Christians in name, and they show it." However, this strong self-identification clashed head-on with Xavier's assessment of their doctrinal knowledge. From his perspective, they were "very ignorant people: they cannot read or write, nor do they have books or writings: they are men of little knowledge." This observation is fundamental, as it reveals the collision between a faith transmitted orally and rooted in community identity, and the textual and catechetical faith that Javier represented. His Jesuit training, a product of the European Renaissance and the Counter-Reformation, equated faith with correct doctrinal knowledge, catechism, and literacy. Not finding this, he judged them to be profoundly ignorant, without fully realizing that he was encountering a form of Christianity preserved for centuries by other means: oral tradition, liturgical memory, and a powerful communal identity linked to a founder. 

Despite this supposed lack of knowledge, the community possessed the external markers of an ecclesial life. Javier notes: "They have churches and crosses and lamps." They had their own clergy, whom he calls cacizes (a transliteration of the Syriac qashisha, meaning presbyter or priest), but he reiterates their lack of literary training: "These cacizes can neither read nor write." 

His observations on liturgical practices are of crucial importance. The prayers recited by the cacizes were unintelligible to them, as they were in a language that Javier believed to be "Chaldean," that is, Syriac, the liturgical language of the Church of the East. This detail is a fundamental clue to their ecclesial origins. Despite not understanding the words, Javier recognized key fragments, such as the repetition of "alleluia, alleluia," pronounced "almost like this... like us." He also observed that they did not use bells to call the faithful, but wooden sticks, "like we do during Holy Week," a practice common in many ancient liturgical traditions during the Easter Triduum. 

The core of their identity was explicitly linked to the Apostle: "They are devotees of St. Thomas; they say they are the Christians that St. Thomas made in these parts." This statement was not a mere anecdote, but the foundation of their existence as a Christian community. 

Javier was also impressed by their ascetic practices. He describes them as "great fasters," who observed two Lents, one of which lasted two months, during which they rigorously abstained from meat, fish, and dairy products. Finally, he noted their strong social identity and well-defined boundaries, particularly their hostility toward Muslims ("Moors"), whom they refused to admit into their community through baptism, considering them unworthy. 

It is significant that Javier pointed out that this group "do not baptize nor know what baptism is." Although at first glance this seems like a shocking statement, it must be contextualized. Javier was describing a specific and probably very isolated community. The broader history of the Christians of Santo Tomás confirms that they practiced baptism as part of their heritage from the Eastern Church. The lapse in this community probably reflects a decline in practice due to extreme isolation and the possible loss of a clergy with valid apostolic succession over time, a common challenge for remote churches. This observation, together with that of the use of Syriac, would later become one of the justifications used by the Portuguese to intervene and assert their jurisdiction, arguing the need to correct such "errors" and "negligences."   

The discovery of these Christian communities founded by the Apostle Thomas, isolated for 16 r centuries from the rest of the Church, is a historical reference of utmost importance. It is as if time had been "frozen" in the 1st century AD, showing us, how powerful simple oral tradition is in maintaining what is considered valuable for centuries, in this case, faith in Jesus Christ and the teachings of Thomas. The fact that they had priests, crosses, temples, etc., shows us how the early Christians evangelized.
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​Part II: The Apostolic Foundation
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The claim made by the Christians Javier encountered, that they were spiritual descendants of the Apostle Thomas, was not a 16th-century invention. It was based on a deep and persistent tradition that constitutes the cornerstone of Christian identity in India.

The founding narrative, fervently preserved by the community itself, maintains that the Apostle Thomas landed in the ancient port of Muziris (now Kodungallur, in Kerala) in 52 AD. This event is considered the birth of Christianity on the subcontinent. The tradition, passed down through generations, recounts that the apostle evangelized the local population, including families from the high caste of Brahmins, and founded seven and a half churches, known in Malayalam as the  Ezharappallikal. This apostolic tradition is fundamental to the community's self-understanding, as it refutes the notion that Indian Christianity is merely a product of Western colonialism. These communities, which until the arrival of St. Francis Xavier had remained isolated from the rest of the Church for sixteen centuries, where would they have gotten the name of the Apostle Thomas if it were not an authentic secular tradition of theirs? And even more, where would they have gotten the crosses, the name of Christians, and Christian doctrine and prayers in Syriac?
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