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SECTION FOUR

Chapter 13

Indian Christianity
and Its Relation
to Persia

“Even in the Island of Taprobane [Ceylon] in inner
India, where also the Indian sea is, there is a church
of Christians, clergy and believers. I do not know
- whether there are Christians even beyond Taprobane.
~ The same is true in the place called Male, where the

- pepper grows . . ."”

—Cosmas Indicopleustes, about
547




‘H._GWZHZO now from developments at the church’s Center
Persia to its relationships and missionary outreach across the SQ.E_‘b
Wummmﬁ continent in India and Arabia in the south and farther to mm

sian east in China, we begin by picking up a ain the ancj
of the church in India.l SRR 5 up e e ey

The oldest missionary relationships of the Persian church mg
well have been with the Thomas Christians of India, but it myst _UM
remembered that little is known with complete certainty about the
first few centuries of the Indian church. Strong traditions affirm the
mission of Thomas in the first century, as we have seen. And mmu%-
tian reports of a mission of Pantaenus attest to the probable cop.
tinuing presence of Christians in India at the end of the second
century. But it is only in the fourth century, from about 300, as the
Persian church was first organizing itself into a national body under
central patriarchal authority, that a series of ?mmgmmﬁmd\ but sus-
tained historical allusions provide fairly satisfying evidence of at
least intermittent communication between the Church of the East in
Persia and Christians in India.

The first such references are to a mission of Bishop David of
Basra about 300, and an enigmatic notice of a “John . . . of Persia and
in the great India” who is said to have attended the Council of Ni-
caea in 325. These both date to before the Great Persecution in Persia
of 340 to 380 and have already been described.? In connection with
that persecution, a persistent tradition from India relates that in 345
a Nestorian merchant, Thomas of Cana, reached Cranganore on the
Malabar Coast in southwest India, bringing with him a group of
Christian families, perhaps as many as four hundred people, includ-
ing deacons, priests, and a bishop. They were welcomed by the
Christian community they found there but were dismayed to find
that these Indian Christians, who traced their origins back to the
apostle Thomas, were without local leadership, had become badly
divided by false teachings, and were dwindling in numbers. The
new arrivals reinvigorated the church and secured for it recognition
and high caste status from the the local Indian “king” in Malabar.
The most often quoted version of this late and unclear tradition is
that of a Jacobite priest of Malabar named Matthew, written in 1730.3

By that late date the oral tradition had become so clouded with
inconsistencies and confusion that S. Neill wisely categorizes it as
lying somewhere “in the uncertain land between history and fic-
tion.”* In its favor is the fact that the traditional date, 345, of the
reported arrival of this Thomas (Thomas of Cana) falls in the early
years of the great Persian persecution, a period when it can be as-
sumed with a high degree of probahilitv that oraine nf Christian
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refugees would seek safety in emigration, some of them perhaps to
India. And however uncertain may be its date and its details, it has
peen celebrated with many elaborations in songs and plays by Indian
Christian communities since at least the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries. Some say there were copper plates, records of royal deeds
made out to Thomas of Cana, that were known to the Portuguese in
the sixteenth century, but if so they have been long lost though the
H%oamm text survives.5

The arrival of a less orthodox Christian visitor to India a few
years later, about 354, is better known in Western church histories.
He was Theophilus “the Indian,” a native of islands in the Arabian
or Indian Ocean, who was held in Rome as a hostage, converted to
Christianity, and sent by Emperor Constantius on an embassy that
included visits to Arabia, to his homeland in the islands, and to
“other parts of India” (which may or may not have been India
proper). There he found Christians whose liturgical practices grated
on his sensibilities. The Indians, he said, “listened to the reading of
the Gospel in a sitting posture, and did other things which were
repugnant to the divine law.” He did approve of their doctrine, how-
ever, though that is somewhat hard to believe, for Theophilus was
an Arian heretic, as was the historian who recorded the visit, his
contemporary Philostorgius (ca. 368-439). No other accounts speak
of Arians in India.®

As A. E. Medlycott points out, the value of the report of Theo-
philus is its evidence that by the middle of the fourth century India
or its adjacent territories had indigenous, worshiping congregations
ministered to by local clergy, with customs, such as sitting for the
Gospel, that were well adapted to the Indian culture though diver-
gent from accepted Western church practice.” The Indian Christians
as Theophilus described them did not know that they were disobey-
ing the Apostolic Constitutions of fourth-century Syria, which pre-
scribed that “When the Gospel is being read, let all the presbyters,
the deacons, and all people stand in perfect stillness,”8 and though
the intruding visitor wrote that he had taught them better before he
left, one suspects that custom soon again prevailed.

There was, as yet in the fourth century, no evidence of an in-
dependent Indian ecclesiastical structure above the congregational
level, though at least one version of the uncertain Thomas of Cana
Story mentions a bishop among the new arrivals. But early in the
m,E._ century, the ecclesiastical ties between Persia and the Chris-
tians of India were regularized and strengthened, and at least from
that ime on India’s Christian communities were hierarchically de-
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authority in India was thr
. ough the bishopric of i
ﬁwmamﬂmﬁmﬁnm:%._o@ﬁmm on the direct mwm Honﬁwmwmmmmg\ Which
s oﬁ.M e Persian Gulf on its eastern side. About ﬁ% g
m.?mbﬂu.sb. Hnmn M_Mawwmm 8H a metropolitanate ﬁmnanmwomﬂMH
ve . ;
e T relations with the churches of the FQMMM mS wm
Their ecclesiastical lan £
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€1r priests to Persia for study. The name of one Mmﬂmnmm. ﬂ,.mw
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425 is known from a
reference in abouyt
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i rM%qM; to Em islands of the Sea, and to India M:hm ¢
onitingy ot e %.mem.nmm from Greek into Syriac. These «“*mw e
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SHUWMM Mﬂ.“uﬂw;m& (i.e., mmmmm:m»u HumemmmhﬁQcmmm some ofhizggl
Topography ot OMB the mmﬂ% sixth century, in the famous Christy
i ned mmMDmm Fﬁ.&noﬁmsmﬁmm (Cosmas, the Indian Vo mm =
g mmaﬂ nwm m:.ﬂ. completely satisfying aongmbﬂmw P
N an = H/wm church in Indian South Asia.’? Cosmas “.WmMF
Plorer o hﬁo@r%m:m Alexandria, a merchant and an :
o Nw? Mﬁ wﬂo«&mmmm about the shape of the world %m.
) e ) els mm ough apparently he never actually wmm..urmm
of infoo e o0 ent, y Hmﬁﬂozm S0me extremely interesting bits
what bt H.Po_mnHH Christians on the Indian subcontinent. .mem is
ot o I oting that as Christian prophecy had foretold, th

ot be destroyed, and is filling “the whole world”: 3

Even in

B awwm %ﬂwﬂ& Mum Hm_unowmﬂm [usually taken to refer to Ceylon] in
A w mmmqm a mHo the Indian sea is, there is a church of Christians
beyond Hm?o_umzmmnmw.r do not .wzos, whether there are Christians m<mm
pepper grows, and i m»wmgm i frue in the place called Male, where the
appointed from Humnmm_._. ﬁWMHMm caed Kaliana, and there is a bishop
[Socotra] in the same Indian %M.&ﬁﬂﬂ&?&&mﬂ& called Dicscorides

And agaj i
agam, commenting on the island of Taprobane:

FQWN»MWWHMM# Mmr._sm E.zﬂm ocean situated in the Indian sea. By the
called Sielendipa, among the Greeks Taprobane. .S.EHM the

jacinth stone is found i
grows . . nd. It lies beyond the country where the pepper
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This same island has a church of Persian Christians who are resident
in that country, and a priest sent from Persia, and a deacon, and all that
s requisite for the conduct of the worship of the Church. But the na-

tives and their kings are heathens. (Book XI, 13)'3

Here at last is brief but specific historical confirmation of three
ant facts partially suggested by the train of traditions and frag-

jmport

M%_a we have been piecing together in search of the foundations

of the Indian church. First, by the middle of the sixth century the
was organized and well established with bishops,

fndian church
and believers. Second, it was strongly related to and depen-

ersian church, which by then was Nestorian. Third, it

QNHQ\
a separated, distinctive cultural

dent on the P
was only a tiny minority community,
island in a vast non-Christian sea.
But two other important facts must be recognized as modify-
ing that general picture. For one thing, it was not a daughter church
ian hierarchy. It already had a long history of its own.

of the Persi
Ever since the ancient, third-century Acts of Thomas, Persians and

Syrians had been unanimous in recognizing the apostolic, indepen-
ins of Indian Christianity. Moreover, however dependent

dent origin
the Indian church structure later became on Syrian Persia, the

fourth-century report of Theodosius the Indian is evidence that
at least two hundred years before Cosmas it had already begun
the indispensable process of accommodating Christian practice to
Indian ways. In its threefold balance of adaptation to national cul-
ture, of persistent identification with its own traditional Christian
roots, and of connectional relations with a wider, international
Christian network of authority may well lie the secret of the survival
of so small a Christian family against such great odds for so many
silent centuries.

The last glimpse history gives us of Persian-Indian relations be-
fore the Islamic tidal wave engulfed Persia does not change the pic-
ture but gives ground for hope of precisely such a survival.
Apparently the churches in India were increasing in such numbers
in the early seventh century that sometime in the patriarchate of
Yeshuyab II (628-643), or Yeshuyab III (650-660) jurisdiction over
Indian affairs was taken from the metropolitan of Rewardashir and
given to a metropolitanate newly created for India itself. Where it
was located and how many Indian bishoprics were created under it
are not known. Mingana quotes a later canonist of the Arab period
as saying that between six and twelve suffragan bishops were con-
secrated for India, that the metropolitan of India outranked that of

— S TP T S cectnatond mnmibeal Acia fQamarkand) 14
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