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share in the Apostle’s spiritual legacy.

In their minds, there is not the slightest
notion of a ‘doubting Thomas.”” On the
contrary, for these Christians, Thomas
proves to be a father in faith from which
they derive inspiration. Although much
historical fact about Thomas rises from
apocryphal texts—The Acts of Thomasid
others—Christianity in India nevertheless
powerfully incarnates the message of
Christ. As Nienkirchen states, during the
2009 journey to India “a young Syriac
priest said to me, ‘the Lord sent the Apostle
Thomas with the gospel of resurrection to
the land of reincarnation.””” In other words,
the ministry of St. Thomas spoke directly
into the heart of a highly spiritualized India
and allowed for Christ to reconcile with
cultural symbol without compromising

the exclusivity of Christian truth claims.
Thomas’ work touched the peoples of India
with precisely what they needed. Indeed,
Nienkirchen says that Thomas’ ministry
figured as an answer to an ancient Hindu

prayer: from The Upanishadsithe face
of truth remains hidden behind a circle
of gold. Unveil it, O god of light, that I
who love may the true see! O life-giving
sun, off-spring of the Lord of creation,
solitary seer of heaven! Spread thy light
and withdraw thy blinding splendour that I
may behold thy radiant form.” Nienkirchen
sees this prayer fulfilled in the coming of
Thomas with the gospel of Christ.

These distinctly Eastern expressions
of faith were powerfully manifest
for the travelers on the 2009 journey.
Nienkirchen cites a moment in which the
group toured one of Thomas’ churches,
the neo gothic St. Thomas Cathedral in
Chennai (Madras), where at the front of
which is a statue of the crucified Christ
arising from a lotus flower, the symbol of
spiritual enlightenment and bounded by
two peacocks, the national bird of India.
This piece of spiritual art demonstrates
the cultural sensitivity of the Thomas
Christians; the image fuses the revelation

of Christ with traditionally Indian symbols
and creates a new vocabulary for the faith,
distinct from Western tradition; the lotus
flower signifies enlightenment and the
peacocks, eternal life, and Christ is at the
center of it all. In this way, Nienkirchen
says, “Christianity in the East takes shape
in very non-western ways.” Rather than
cohere to Western forms of Christianity,
the Christian faith in India, an older
tradition than imperial influence, struggles
hard to retain and assert its own unique
perspective on the faith and the Way.

On the travelers, Nienkirchen says
that the group initially felt “overwhelmed
by the meeting of East and West. The
journey into a new culture—one so
epic, theatrical and sensual—made for
an overly stimulating environment.”
India has a seemingly infinite variety of
human activity and a kaleidoscope of faith
positions; Nienkirchen remarks that “India
is the one country in the world where you
can see the whole world in one country.”
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The geographical, social, religious, and
economic diversity that makes up India
can be overwhelming to Western travelers.
But as Nienkirchen asserts, “students, and
anyone who wants to learn, must be open
to settings in which you hear many voices
from the indigenous landscape.” In other
words, travelers must be willing to learn
and be ready to engage in the multicultural
discourse that pervades India.

On a personal level, Nienkirchen found
that the journey in India enriched his faith
deeply in so far as the trip, as with all his
traveling experiences, required him to
exercise self-reflection; it fostered a further
respect for the profound resilience of the
Thomas Christians, and developed more
of a willingness to receive the cultural and
spiritual treasures that can be found in
India. With his growing interest in India
and its believers, Nienkirchen desires to do
all he can to help Christians in India—to
validate their expressions of belief and
encourage their missional impulses.
Nienkirchen says that “in India, the
Thomas Christians do not really evangelize
in a Western sense.” The religious
pluralism of India as a nation for them
makes evangelism a difficult and tenuous
thing to do. Tensions between Hindus,
Muslims and Christians can be quick to
ignite into conflict. India is a volatile place;
it defines itself as a predominantly Hindu
country with other religious traditions
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present. In this context, Thomas Christians
in India tend to explain their faith in light
of their own cultural symbols and ideas.
Nienkirchen remarks that for the famous
Methodist missionary to India, E. Stanley
Jones, the phrase “Jesus is my guru” held
deep significance—the naming Christ as the
source and end of enlightenment, truth and
divine light—whereas in a Western context,
the phrase might rouse incredulity. “The
Yogic Christ” says Nienkirchen. “is a key
feature for some Indian Christians. That is

how they understand Christ’s significance
and purpose.”
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For Nienkirchen, the trip to India
accentuates a need for global literacy. In
other words, to bring a faith position to the
world, Christians must educate themselves
regarding other global perspectives.
Nienkirchen says, “as Christians, we
should not tolerate illiteracy in a cultural
sense. We should be conversant with global
trends and with the past. The seeds of the
way forward are to be found in the distant
past. In the past, there is a hint of our
future” E

For more information on Down Ancient Paths, visit
the website at www.downancientpaths.com
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An Odyssey Through Christian India

In January, Ambrose’s Dr. Charles Nienkirchen, Professor of Christian History
and Spirituality, led an exploration of the Christian tradition of India.
Here are some excerpts from the journals of several participants.

Educational travel is an excellent way to learn about
other cultures, religions, countries and people — as
well as our own faith. [. . .] We gained a much greater
appreciation of the Orthodox tradition — the oldest
Christian tradition in India.

— Bill Calder

We found it very educational to see this India first
hand. A person could never really appreciate a place
such as this unless they have seen it no matter how
much they read about it or documentaries they
watched. It is a life altering experience.

— Brian and Georgina Finkbeiner
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One of the highlights of India for us was learning how
strong an oral tradition can be. The established St.
Thomas churches in southern India are based solely on
a strong oral tradition used to pass on the knowledge
of St. Thomas’s evangelization of the Indians in
southern India.

— Lori Lukey and Gordon Hetherington.

We must consider the traditions thoroughly and openly
50 as to come to recognize and emphasize substance
over form and so as to provide a basis for the courage
and grace to acknowledge and embrace the insight
and wisdom within a competing tradition.

— Bill Hawley
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