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WITNESS FOR AN APOSTLE

Bartholomew, who is usually believed to have preached in Armenia. Some
historians feel that in some cases, the geographical term India, could have
also included parts of Ethiopia and Arabia Felix.) 

Theophilus (surnamed “the Indian”) is another contemporary fourth-cen-
tury source. During the reign of Emperor Constantine the Great, the young
Theophilus was sent from India as a political hostage to the Romans.
Constantine’s son, Constantius, later sent him on a mission to Arabia Felix
and Abyssinia (Ethiopia). His travels are recorded by Philostorgius, an
Arian Greek Church historian, who relates that after fulfilling his mission,
Theophilus sailed to his island home off the Indian coast. From there he
visited other parts of India, reforming many things – for the Christians
of the place heard the reading of the Gospel sitting, etc. His references to
a body of Christians with a church, priest, and liturgy could only apply to
a Christian Church and faithful who inhabited the west coastal region of
Malabar, and whose liturgy was in Syriac.

Long-held Indian traditions claim that St. Thomas ordained two bishops,
Kepha for Malabar and Paul for Coromandal (Mylapore), the first hierar-
chs of India. The first historical mention of an Indian hierarch after the
legalization of Christianity is John the Persian, who was present at the
Council of Nicea (325) and signed the degrees of the Council with the
title: John the Persian, over the churches in all Persia and Great India.
It is not known when India began having resident bishops, but in 530
Cosmas Indicopleustes writes in his “topographia” (a cultural survey of
the time) that there are Christians “in Male (Malabar) where the pepper
grows.” He adds that the Christians of Ceylon, whom he specifies as
Persians, and “those of Malabar” (whom he does not identify, which pre-
supposes that they were native Indians) had a bishop residing at Caliana
(Kalyan), ordained in Persia, and one likewise on the island of Socotra. 

St. Gregory of Tours (Glor. Mart.), writing before 590, reports that a cer-
tain Theodore, perhaps a Syrian pilgrim, who came to venerate the relics
of St. Martin of Tours during Gregory’s episcopacy and had also visited
India, told him that where the relics of Thomas the Apostle rested,
“stands a monastery and a church of striking dimensions and elabo-
rately adorned.”… “After a long interval of time these remains had been
removed thence to the city of Edessa.” Theodore visited both tombs, in
India and Edessa. 
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St. Bede the Venerable (673-735): “The Apostles of Christ, who were to be
the preachers of the faith and teachers of the nations, received their
allotted charges in distinct parts of the world. Peter receives Rome;
Andrew, Achaia; James, Spain; Thomas, India; John, Asia….” (Opera
omnia, Coloniae Agrippinae)

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, relating the events of the early history of
England, tells of a vow made by King Alfred as he defended the city of
London, besieged by the heathen Danes. In fulfillment of this vow he sent
an embassy with gifts to Rome, and another to India to the shrine of the

Apostle Thomas: “The year 883[884]. In
this year… Marinus, the Pope, then sent
lignum Domini [a relic of the Cross] to
King Alfred. And in the same year
Sighelm and Aethâlstan conveyed to
Rome the alms which the king had
vowed [to send] thither, and also to
India to Saint Thomas and Saint
Bartholomew, when they sat down
against the army at London; and there,
God be thanked, their prayer was very
successful, after that vow.”

A Syrian ecclesiastical calender of
extremely early date confirms the trans-
lation of the relics. The entry reads: 3
July, St. Thomas who was pierced with

a lance in India. His body is at Urhai [the ancient name of Edessa] hav-
ing been brought there by the merchant Khabin. A great festival. Two
points support the note’s antiquity: the early name given to Edessa and
the fact that the translation of the apostle’s relics was so fresh that the
name of the individual who had brought them was still remembered. 

Contemporary eye-witness evidence that the relics had been translated from
India to Edessa is provided by St. Ephrem the Syrian who came to Edessa
after the surrender of Nisibis to the Persians in 363, living there until his
repose in 373. In his forty-second Nisibene Hymn, St. Ephrem tells that the
Apostle was put to death in India, and that his remains were subsequently
enshrined in Edessa. The same tradition of St. Thomas is repeated in his

Two Indian Christians, Kerala.
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other hymns: It was to a land of dark people he was sent, to clothe them by
Baptism in white robes. His grateful dawn dispelled India’s painful dark-
ness. It was his mission to espouse India to the Only-Begotten. The mer-
chant is blessed for having so great a treasure. Edessa thus became the
blessed city by possessing the greatest pearl India could yield…5

Marco Polo also visited India on his return from China in 1293. Of the
apostle’s tomb he says, “The Body of Messer Saint Thomas the Apostle lies
in this province of Maabar at a certain little town having no great pop-
ulation; ’tis a place where few traders go, because there is very little mer-
chandise to be got there, and it is a place not very accessible. Both
Christians and Saracens, however, greatly frequent it in pilgrimage. For
the Saracens also do hold the Saint in great reverence, and say that he
was one of their own Saracens and a great prophet, giving him the title
of Avarian, which is as much to say “Holy Man.” The Christians who go
thither in pilgrimage take of the earth from the place where the Saint
was killed, and give a portion thereof to any one who is sick of a quartan
or a tertian fever; and by the power of God and of Saint Thomas the sick
man is incontinently cured. The earth I should tell you is red... The
Christians who have charge of the Church have a great number of the
Indian nut trees whereby they get their living; and they pay to one of
those brother Kings six groats for each tree every month.” 6

Stone crosses of ancient date, bearing inscriptions in Pahlavi letters, have
been pointed out in southern India for many centuries. One is in the
Church of Mount St. Thomas, Mylapore7, its presence first chronicled by
the Portuguese in 1547; the second is in the church of Kottayam, Malabar.
The crosses are of Nestorian origin, and are engraved in bas-relief on the
flat stone with ornamental decorations around the cross. Both bear the
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5 According to both eastern and western traditions, some portions of relics were left in India at the time of
the translation to Edessa and are now enshrined at the Cathedral of St. Thomas at Mylapore (Roman
Catholic) and at the Church dedicated to St. Thomas on St. Thomas Mountain, the site of his martyrdom.
The greater portion of relics remained in Edessa (now Urfa) until they were taken to Chios in 1258 and then
to Ortona, Italy, where they are enshrined today in the local church. At the end of the fifth century, the right
hand of St. Thomas was given by the Edessans to Constantinople, and a church built by Archbishop
Anastasius (490-518) to enshrine them. Western Crusaders obtained the hand during the sack of
Constantinople in the Fourth Crusade, and according to some reports it was taken to Hungary after the Fifth
Crusade by Hungarian King Andrew II. There is no longer any trace of it in Hungary.

6 The Travels of Marco Polo: Vol. II, Chap. 28

7 The Mylapore cross on St. Thomas’ Mountain reportedly bled every December 18 from 1158 to 1774, with
only a few years excepted. 

Christian women in prayer, Malapore.
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the Malabar coast and Mylapore were scattered, and many returned to
paganism. The Christians from the Cochin region fared better, spreading
from Coulac (Quilon) to Palur (Paleur), a village north of Malabar. Living
under native princes who rarely interfered with their faith, they may not have
suffered the severe persecutions that their brothers underwent on the coast.
In the ninth century, a Syrian merchant, Mar Thoma Cana, was given per-
mission by Cheruman Perumal, a leading rajah of Malabar, to settle and
develop a Christian township that included many local Indian Christian fam-
ilies. They were also given a special civil status, records of which still exist. 

Local tradition holds that before
reaching the Indian mainland, St.
Thomas preached to the inhabitants of
the Island of Socotra, establishing a
Christian community that was still faith-
ful (although greatly degenerated) when
visited in 1542 by the Catholic St. Francis
Xavier, who found them Nestorian in
belief, suffering greatly from a lack of
clergy, but still claiming to be descen-
dants of the Christians first converted by
St. Thomas. By 1680 Christianity on
Socotra was quite extinct, due to the
oppression of the Arabs and the neglect
of the Nestorian Patriarchs.
Southern Indian clergy and hierarchs

appear to have been Nestorian from the
fifth century: for more than a millenium

the Indian Church was provided with Persian-appointed hierarchs until this
patronage declined in the sixteenth century. Today there are many Christian
denominations present in India. The Orthodox Church under the Ecumenical
Patriarchate of Constantinople has been active in northern India since 1982
and now numbers eighteen parishes and almost 4000 members.  
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inscription: “In punishment by the cross was the suffering of this one, Who
is the true Christ, God above and Guide ever pure.” Some archeologists
have remarked on their resemblance to a Syro-Chinese Nestorian monu-
ment erected at Singan-fu, an ancient capital of China, to commemorate
the arrival of Chaldean Nestorian missionaries to China in 636. 

Local Indian Tradition
The Indian Christians or “Thomas Christians,” as they call themselves,

still hold strongly to oral traditions of their founding by the apostle. These
include the Ramban Pattu or Thomma Parvom, a song incorporating nar-
ratives from the Acts of Thomas. After forty-eight generations of oral tradi-
tion, the song was finally written down in 1600 by Rambaan Thomas, of the
Malyakal family, a descendent of the first bishop ordained by St. Thomas,
originally a Brahmin priest. 
The Margom Kali and Mappila Paattu are a series of songs of the Acts of

Thomas and the history of the Malabar Church. They are sung with dances
that are typical of the Syrian Christians. Some of these dance dramas are
still performed in the open as part of church festivals. The Veadian Pattu is
sung by a regional Hindu group (Veeradians) for Christian festivals, accom-
panying themselves on a local instrument called a villu. It is not known if
these songs are based on early versions of the Acts of Thomas or are an
independent tradition based on oral chronicles of the first Christians; in any
case these traditions are universally held among Indian Christians.
There were no written histories of Indian Christianity until the arrival of

the Portuguese in the sixteenth century, just as India as a whole developed
a written history only with the coming of the Arab Moslems. The British
Museum holds a large collection of folio volumes containing manuscripts,
letters, and reports of Portuguese Jesuit missions in India; among them a
chronicle of the history of the Malabar coast. The report’s Jesuit author
carefully compiled the oral traditions of these Christians,8 and traditional
Indian beliefs in our own day collaborate his chronicle. 
The Portuguese narrative relates that after St. Thomas’ martyrdom, his

disciples remained faithful for many centuries and the Church increased.
Later, suffering persecution, war and famine, the St. Thomas Christians of
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Pauumala – Gospel reading at evening
service.

8 British Museum, folio volume 9853: beginning leaf 86 in pencil and 525 in ink.
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