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A gigantic statue 
of the Apostle Thomas 
at Palayur in Kerala 
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pilgrimage	do	not	find	any	historical	
uncertainty here. The Shrine visually 
tells	the	first	chapter	in	the	Thomas	saga	
on South Indian soil so as to awaken 
the mind and heart of the pilgrim who 
embarks on the Way of Thomas.

Evidence	of	Thomas’	influence	
covers the tropical landscape of South 
India from the Malabar Coast on the 
Arabian Sea to the Coromandel shore 
on the Bay of Bengal. The State of 
Kerala (aka Malabar till 1956), home 
to the ‘Thomas Christians’ who 
constitute one-third of India’s Christian 
population, claims seven churches 
(now stops on the Thomas pilgrimage 
trail with competing Thomas theme 
parks). They were allegedly established 
by the Apostle in locations which had 
both proximity to Jewish colonies and 
a prior history of habitation stretching 
back to ancient times. A mystifying 
‘half church’ of Thomas exists across 
the border in neighbouring Tamil Nadu, 
making	the	final	count	7	1/2	churches	
of Thomas. Early Hindu converts to 
Christianity were called ‘Nazarinis’ 
(Nazarenes) in the local language 
because they adhered to the teachings 
of Jesus the Nazarene. The ‘Miracle 
Mountain of Thomas’ at Malayattoor 
recalls Thomas’ ascent of the mount to 
escape hostile natives. Pilgrims seeking 
spiritual renewal and physical healing 
climb the mountain and pause to pray 
at each of the 14 Stations of the Cross 
enroute to the Bleeding Cross displayed 
in the ancient church on the summit. 
Overtaken by exhaustion on the steep, 
stone strewn path they call for Thomas’ 
assistance, ‘O! Saint of Holy Cross, 
help us to ascend the mountain.’ 

The Thomas saga climaxes on the 
Coromandel Coast at Mylapore (a 
small modern subdivision of Chennai). 
According to tradition, the Apostle 
travelled across the subcontinent from 
Malabar to Mylapore with increased 
numbers of  converts but met martydom 
at	the	hands	of	Brahmins	in	72	CE.	His	
body was interred in a church which 
he had constructed. A lesser accepted, 
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T      he ‘Thomas Christians’ of 
South India applaud the 
Apostle as their spiritual 
patriarch. They embrace 

the historical accuracy of the Syrian 
document, the Acts of Thomas (3rd 
century CE) which seems to have 
originated in Edessa, a centre of semitic 
Christianity northeast of Antioch in 
present day eastern Turkey. Of all the 
apocryphal literature, this lengthy 
work	consisting	of	171	chapters	seems	
to provide the strongest evidence for 
Thomas’ journey to India. It names the 
historically known kings, Gundaphar 
and Midais, which enhances the 
document’s credibility. The story has 
some similarity to the biblical account 
of the expansion of early Christianity. 
Thomas is miraculously guided by 
dreams and visions and is part of an 
apostolic culture advanced through 
‘signs and wonders’.  He is considered 
by the text to be on par with those 
Apostles who dominate the stage 
in the canonical Book of Acts. The 
reader of this romanticized narrative 
is encouraged to see the resemblance 
of the life of Thomas to that of Jesus 
himself. 

South India abounds with claims 
that Thomas was present there in 
Christian antiquity. Kodungallur, 
located in Kerala on the Arabian Sea, 
is regarded in the Malabar tradition as 
the traditional place of Thomas’ arrival 

in India with the merchant Habban in 
52	CE.	Here	as	an	Apostle	of	Christ,	
he planted the cross and proclaimed 
Christianity with miraculous testimony. 
Hailed centuries ago as the ‘Rome of 
India’, Kodungallur survives as the faint 
shadow of a once prosperous emporium 
at the heart of the international spice 
trade.	Its	modern	significance	has	
shifted from the commercial to the 
spiritual realm. Here the Marthoma 
Pontifical	Shrine	which	commemorates	
Thomas’ arrival now stands sheltered 
by towering palm trees on the tranquil 
banks of the Periyar River. The local 
name of the Shrine (Marthoma Smuthri 
Tharangam) translates as “the creation 
of waves of memories regarding St. 
Thomas.” It is an inferior, smaller scale 
imitation of St. Peter’s basilica in Rome 
complete with a semicircular colonnade 
of apostles and holy heroes. The most 
treasured of its artifacts is a gold-plated 
reliquary containing a small piece of 
one of Thomas’ wrist bones, taken from 
the	very	arm	that	poked	a	finger	into	
Christ’s side. 

What might possibly have brought 
Thomas to India? A large portrait on the 
wall of an Indo-Persian styled mansion 
at Kodungallur shows him standing 
beside the Sea of Galilee where a 
visionary light launched his mission to 
distant India. The Papacy supports the 
Indian Christians’ claim that Thomas 
landed at this rundown port when he 
arrived in India, converted numerous 
Hindus and Jews and went on to 
 found seven churches in 
 Kerala. The faithful who 
 come to Kodungallur-Azhicode 
     by land or water to 
     begin their Thomas 

  ...did the Apostle 
Thomas Evangelize 
     India?
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ancient tradition adds that the Apostle’s 
remains were later transported to 
Edessa where he is also honoured. 
On The Little Mount, a small hill 
located a short distance southwest of 
Mylapore on the banks of the Adyar 
River, is a wilderness cave to which 
Thomas	supposedly	fled	to	escape	his	
persecutors before being murdered. 
Two kilometres away is the higher 
St. Thomas Mount, where he was 
lanced to death.   

Do these ‘facts’ that are supposedly 
anchored in Christian tradition and 
promoted among contemporary 
pilgrims make for a persuasive case 
that the Apostle Thomas evangelized 
India	in	the	first	century	CE?	Historical	
and geographical issues swirl around 
the question. Since the third century 
CE numerous Fathers of the Church 
(e.g. Gregory Nazianzen, Ephrem, 
Ambrose, Jerome, John Chrysostom, 
Gregory of Tours) have maintained 
that Thomas went to India. However, 
it must also be noted that many ancient 
writers often confused India with 
Ethiopia. On the other hand, modern 
scholars united in their conviction that 
Thomas did indeed go to what is now 
India, are prone to regional rivalry. 
They disagree on whether Thomas 
evangelized North India, South India 

HOLY HISTORY or 
WHOLLY FICTION

The Apostle Thomas 
Pilgrim Centre at 
Kokkamangalam 
in Kerala, one of 
seven churches 
first established by 
Thomas in 52 AD.
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or both. At the grassroots level, the 
oral tradition regarding Thomas’ 
coming to India has been passed on 
generationally by the South Indian, 
Thomas faith communities. Indigenous 
folk songs reinforce the collective 
memory. They are often colourfully 
staged for large audiences on festive 
occasions to recount the arrival, mission 
and martyrdom of Thomas. Some trace 
these songs back to the initial Brahmin 
converts of the Apostle.               

The undeniable, documentary proof 
sought by western scholars for Thomas 
having	gone	to	India	in	the	first	century	
CE is apparently lacking; however, 
the probability that he did is arguably 
high.	Evidence	of	first	century	contact	
between the Mediterranean world and 
the Malabar Coast is substantial. It 
includes Roman literary sources and 
knowledge of the monsoon winds, large 
numbers of Roman coins discovered in 
South	India	and	possible	confirmation	
of	first-century	Christian	presence	in	
India. The rescripting of Thomas as 
‘the Valiant’ not ‘the Doubter’ which 
lauds his evangelization of India 
merits serious consideration. The holy 
tradition of Thomas’ apostolate across 
South India is represented in many 
churches and faith-based institutions 

dedicated to his memory. Moreover, the 
widely held account of the Apostle’s 
accomplishments has a strong ally in 
historical	believability.	Significantly,	
among all the nations of the world, 
only India traces its Christian lineage 
to Thomas. That said, one cannot 
ignore the distorting embellishments 
of a post-apostolic narrative written by 
curious, perhaps heretical, Christians. 
Not content with the silence of Scripture 
as to Thomas’ fate, their overly active 
imaginations created a lens through 
which to view the Apostle and in so 
doing they bewitched all subsequent 
scholarly efforts to distinguish 
convincingly between fact and 
fiction	in	the	Thomas	story.		
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