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Introduction  
When speaking of Orthodox Christianity the whole world talks about the Eastern Orthodox 

or the Greek Orthodox or the Orthodoxy in general many a times they give stress on the Orthodox 
faith been kept alive from the Roman Christianity and forget the other side of this the Oriental 
Orthodox churches, which is kept as a heretical group by the others due to the misinterpretation of 
the theological terms in the early centuries of Christendom. But due to present era of connectedness 
many efforts are taken to bridge those gaps. Praying for the guidance of Christ for those efforts to 
be fruitful, and to build and spread the true faith of Christ which was handed to the world through 
Apostles, here is a paper on one of the ancient Orthodox Christian community of the world, known 
now as Malankara/Indian Orthodox Church. Though small in number, the St. Thomas Christians 
are one of the oldest Christian communities of the world. The very name “St.Thomas Christians” 
connotes a tradition lived by those Christians who claim to be the descendants of the converts 
made by St.Thomas the Apostle. They are also called the Nasranis. This paper is an effort to 
understand about St. Thomas Tradition in India. 

2.Who Are St. Thomas Christians  
The St. Thomas Christians are those who trace their ancestral history towards being directly 

converted by St. Thomas the apostle when he landed in India in the year AD 52. Hence they are 
directly the disciples of the apostle Thomas who in turn was a disciple of ‘Jesus of Nazareth’, 
therefore one of the reasons of them being called Nasrani. The tradition of Christ’s Apostle doing 
missionary work in India which can be seen in many of the writings of ancient church fathers like 
Origen (185–230–254 AD), Gregory of Nazianzen (329–390AD), Hymns of Ephraim (306–373) 
and many more are the principal formative element of the identity of a large and flourishing 
community. And inversely; the living community still flourishing here is the greatest proof of the 
evangelical acts of Christ’s disciple St. Thomas in India. The community was historically united 
in leadership and liturgy, and was undifferentiated in many ways with the Hindu brethren they 
were living with, but later due to many foreign migrations and invasions it has been split into 
several different church denominations and traditions. Today many Christian denomination claim 
to be the descendants of this, but having different jurisdiction and hierarchical systems like those 
joined with the Roman/Latin Church, those joined the Western missionaries and the Protestant, 
and the group who struggled a lot to keep its ancient identity and faith as it was handed over known 
presently as Malankara1 /Indian Orthodox Syrian2 Church which is one among the six Oriental 
Orthodox Churches. 

3.Evidences And Sources Of St. Thomas Tradition  
At present there is no way to scientifically prove or disprove this tradition. One thing is 

certain that ever since the discovery of, the land and sea routes from the Mediterranean via the 
Persian Gulf to India, there were indeed intense contacts between these areas, from ages unknown. 
Many Roman coins of the first century AD have being unearthed in southern India. Even though 
there are many views for and against the visit of St. Thomas to India, there were many unique 
evidences to support his arrival and the beginning of Christianity in India. Few of them are – 

3.1. Trade Relations between Roman Empire and India  

                                                             
1 Maliankara is the ancient name of the place where St.Thomas first landed. 
2 Due to its long time connection with Persia and Antioch it also took many Syriac traditions with it. 
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The various sources which describes the trade relation between Roman empire and India in 
the first century AD can be seen in the references by Strabo1,Pliny2,or in short various historical 
evidences about the visit of St.Thomas in India can be seen in the book “History of Christianity in 
India :Source materials [5] , which is a collection of almost all the available sources scattered 
throughout world writings. 

3.1. Acta Thoma / Acts of Thomas 
“The earliest account we have of St. Thomas’s missionary work is in the Acts of St. Thomas, 

a popular one, probably written in Syriac in the fourth century and later translated into Greek, 
Latin , Ethiopic and Armenian” [2]. This book gives valuable information about the missionary 
activities of St. Thomas in India especially in the Parthian region. The Acts of St.Thomas describes 
the story of the Apostles dividing the regions of the world by lot and St.Thomas got India as his 
field. Then with Lords intervention he was sent to India with Abbanes, a merchant searching for 
an architect to construct a new palace for King Gundaphorus of India. the King and his brother got 
converted to Christianity. Acta Thoma even mentions about the appointment of ministers by 
St.Thomas in the early Indian church. Before his death, however, Thomas was able to ordain a 
presbyter and a deacon to organize and consolidate the Church [2]. 

3.2 St.Thomas Tradition Of Malankara / South Kerala 
As against the Western tradition, there is the Indian tradition passed through words and 

records. According to the Indian tradition, St.Thomas came by sea, and first landed at Cranganore 
about the year A.D. 52 [4, p. 29]. According to this tradition he established 7 churches and 
converted many families to Christianity. He attained martyrdom at Little Mount and was buried at 
Mylapore.  

3.3. Thoma Parvam / Ramban Pattukal 
The first account of the Malankara tradition which was passed orally were contained in songs 

sung on socio-religious occasions. This is called the Thoma Parvam or Thomas’s song and 
describes the coming of the way of the Son of God to Kerala. According to it St.Thomas reached 
Malankara and converted many local people, Jews and even the king. He built churches, appointed 
teachers and gave the gifts of Holy Spirit. It even describes the ordination of a priest Keppa from 
the royal family and his appointment as the successor of St.Thomas the apostle. It even gives 
descriptions about the death of St.Thomas at Mylapore. “The song is said to have been composed 
for use in the church of Niranam by Thomas Ramban in 1601, who claimed to base it on a prose 
account handed down for forty – eight generations from his ancestor Maliyekkal Thoma 
Ramban” [2, p. 49–54]. 

3.4. Margamkali Song 
The best known expression of the local tradition is the Margamkali song, which was 

composed and sung for the first time in 1732. It was written to accompany a dance depicting in 
dramatic form the foundation of the Malabar church”. The content of Margamkali song is another 
version of North Indian tradition about the visit of St.Thomas. “According to this story St. Thomas 
died on 21 December . It seems that these forms of the tradition depends on the Acts modified by 
local Christian traditions of the foundation of particular churches and legendary stories of Hindu 
holy men” [2]. 

3.5. Veeradiyan Paattukal 
It is another source which describes the work of St.Thomas in India. This song is recited by 

Hindu singers called Veeradiyans or Panars at various ceremonies. So it is called Veeradiyan 
Paattu3. 

4. Legacies from Indian Religion– 
Nasranis and Hindus maintained their individuality in Kerala aware of and accepting 

similarities and differences. Boundaries between Christians and Hindus are blurred in some 

                                                             
1 Strabo lived during the time of Auhustus, and makes reference of trade in AD 5. And can be seen in the account of J.W.McCrindle, 
Ancient India as described in Classical Literature,p.98. 
2 His reference can be found in the The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea .p.232. 
3 The term ‘Pattu’ means songs in Malayalam language (the language spoken in the Kerala state of India). 
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cultural sphere. The Liturgy of the St. Thomas Christian has taken the life situation seriously, as 
they were more concerned about community life along with the spiritual life. Thus one can find 
many of the Christian faith practices keeping up very close to the practices of the Indian culture [1, 
p. 19]. The characteristic note of their social life was that though Christian in faith, they remained 
attached to the Indian mode of lifestyle, in the sense that they continued to follow the social 
customs, diet, ritual purity, etc. as were prescribed to the particular class to which they belonged 
in the Indian scale [1, p. 127]. 

4.1. Social Life And Status Of The St. Thomas Christians 
St. Thomas Christians later came to be known as the Syrian Christians were a highly 

occupational and geographical group, whose main occupation were in Agriculture, Commerce and 
Military Service. As the historical tradition goes back the majority of the converted people to be 
the Brahmins and other high class people, (but it has to be noted that it may not just the so called 
high class got converted when the household got converted it includes also the servants also who 
got converted) the ability and usefulness of the first Christian groups were recognized not only by 
the grant of land by local rajas/kings but by the grant of concessions and privileges recorded on 
copper plates. They were given charge of the collection of revenue for the rajas/kings in certain 
places. They controlled the lucrative pepper trade industry and in Quilon and other ports acted as 
brokers and port revenue officers. They were very expert huntsmen, soldiers and therefore were 
held in much estimation by the rulers. A native prince was respected or feared by his neighbours 
according to the number of the Syrians in his dominion [3, p. 55]. 

In the fourteenth century, Marignolli found that they were in charge of the public weighing 
office in the Quilon Customs.The ruler of Venad (Travancore) granted Syrian Christians seventy-
two rights and privileges usually granted only to high dignitaries, including exemption from import 
duties, sales tax and the slave tax. A copper plate grant dated AD 849 [5, p.10] further enhanced 
the rights and privileges of Nasranis. Marthanda Varma reported to have recruited several 
thousand Syrian Christians in to his army during his campaign of conquest in North Travancore. 
In Cochin Syrian Christian prelates participated in the installation ceremonies of rulers. 

Although the names were given from the bible there were typical kerala forms of names used 
and a local character were as prefix or suffix like Chacko for Jacob, Cherian for Zechariah, suffixes 
like Mariya- amma, Anna-amma, prefixes like Kochu- Mariyam, Kuju Chacko etc [5, p. 44]. 
Christians were also given some honorific titles. “Taragan” is a word derived from the word for 
tariff. “Panikkar” denotes proficiency in military training. The most common name of the 
Christians were Nasrani Mappila’s. 

4.2. Socio- Religious Life of St.Thomas Christians  
Many of the ceremonies which can be still seen preserved among the Syrian Christians are 

those which they had received and had been practicing from the society they lived. Some of the 
adaptations which distinctively shows this is the marriage, where the practice of tying thali1 or 
minnu with the marked difference from those of the hindus was the cross on the beads and giving 
of Mantrakodi2, the way of celebrations of Feasts etc are the area where the Indian church had 
adapted some Hindu modes. If one study the characteristic customs and practices of the Hindu 
community namely dress, names, ornaments, food and drink habits, socio religious ceremonies, 
art and architecture, one can find all these customs were observed with only slight variations by 
the St.Thomas Christians added with a Christian meaning. 

Immediately after a Child was born, a priest or male relative would whisper in the child’s 
ear ‘Maron Yesu Mishiha’ (Jesus Christ is Lord) and the child would be fed with few drops of 
honey in which a little gold had been rubbed, which is the practice seen in the Hindu people too3.  

                                                             
1 ‘Thali or minnu’ is a small gold banyan leaf shaped pendant with a cross at its back with small beads. 
2Manthrakodi(literally meaning blessed new cloth) is the special name given to the traditional dress saari which the bride is given 
by the groom  
3 This practice also find a similarity with the early church of giving milk and honey to the newly baptized. James Aerthayil, The 
Spiritual Heritage of The St. Thomas Christians, (Bangalore: Dharmaram Publications,2001),43 
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The Christians also observed with appropriate adaptations the Indian religious rituals like 
anna-prasana (giving food to a baby for the first time), vidya- arambha (the first act of writing and 
entering into the world of knowledge by a baby), milk boiling ceremony that take place during the 
blessing of a newly built house etc in a prayerful atmosphere. The churches were built according 
to the Indian architecture and adorned with Indian symbols and artistic works, very much similar 
to the Indian culture except for the Cross built over it. The mode of worship, the use of oil lamps 
(nilavillakku), the way of standing , sitting in the church, and many other such practices had made 
the St.Thomas Christians appear a well inculturated Christian community in India. 

Though Syrian rites were followed for the burial of the dead, the local customs like Srada 
(ceremonial remembrance of the departed) when an immediate family member is dead, the family 
was considered under mourning until a special feast called Pulakkuli was given, which took place 
a few days after the funeral, usually ten days as with Namputhiris1, a feast is also given on the 
anniversary of the dead called chatham where alms and food is given to the poor and the needy 
people, can also be found in the Syrian Christians [3, p. 49]. 

In some areas the ties with Hindus and Nasranis were reciprocal each taking part and having 
roles at both Hindu and Christian festivals. In some areas Christian Churches and Hindu temples 
were constructed on virtually adjoining sites. St. Thomas Christians were given the right to access 
temples and sacred territory. Some prominent Nasranis were patron and sponsors at temple 
festivals. Even today traditional drums and arch decorations and ornamental umbrella are part of 
the church celebrations. Because of the harmonically co existence of religions in Kerala this 
became quite popular with other communities also. They also acted as pollution neutralizers. 

5. Traditions And Rituals Among The Saint Thomas Christians From Jewish And Other 
Neighbouring Countries 

1. The symbol of the Nasranis is the Persian cross, also called as Mar Thoma Sleeba in 
Malayalam. It is not very clear from which century onward this cross was in use. According to J 
Raulin, up to 16th century, the St. Thomas Christians did not use any other image except the Saint 
Thomas Cross in their Churches.  

2. Covering their heads while in worship. This is a tradition among the Jewish descendents 
of Abrahamic religion as well as among all the Indian religions (Hinduism, Jainism, sikhism). This 
is observed by the entire Nasrani women until this day. 

3. Their ritual services (liturgy) was and still is called the Qurbana (also spelled Kurbana), 
which is derived from the Hebrew Korban, meaning “Sacrifice”. The Nasrani Qurbana used to be 
sung in the Suryani (Syriac) language. Until 1970s most of the churches followed Syriac liturgy. 

4. Most of the Nasrani’s even today use Biblical names like Jews. Biblical names along with 
Greek, Armenian, Syrian names are the popular names in Nasrani Community through out 
existence. They prefix and suffix Kerala names to these traditional names. The naming convention 
is also seen among the Sephardic Jews2, whose customs may have been imbibed by the Syrian 
Christians in Kerala. 

6. Evaluating the St.Thomas Tradition  
By looking at the St.Thomas Tradition it is very clear that how well they adapted themselves 

to the culture and of the place with a new faith given to them by the Apostle of Christ St.Thomas. 
The privileges they got was result of their life they had shown with the Love and respect to Christ 
as well as to their fellow human neighbour as even though it was the social custom in which the 
society was divided into high class and low class but its evident that the so called low class people 
of the time were more comfortable to work under the Christian converted nasranis due to their 
different approaches mixed with love and care. This indigenous character of the St. Thomas 
Christians should have given it a vital spiritual significance, namely an inner joy arising from the 

                                                             
1 Namputhiri or the Nambudiri Brahmins, also transliterated Namboothiri, are Hindu Brahmins from the Indian state of Kerala. As 
the traditional feudal elite, Nambudiris owned a large portion of the land in the region of Malabar until the Kerala Land Reforms 
starting in 1957 
2 Sephardic jews means those Jews who were expelled from Spain.The word Sephardim comes from the Hebrew word for Spain, 
Sepharad. 
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faith in Christ, while serving their neighbour being in cultured with them while keeping the 
Christian principle this must be the reason they had got many privileges from the rulers as well as 
acceptance within the Hindu brethren. But this people had went through many struggles and had 
been under many foreign Christian domination over many centuries who tried to westernize them 
and bring forth their culture among these Indian Christians and in which they were much 
successful, as a result of which presently other religious groups find Christianity as a foreign 
religion full of colonized and western thoughts. Malankara/Indian Orthodox has till now kept its 
original tradition both in culture and faith defied and is still its struggle is going on. 

Conclusion 
“One of man’s most basic rights is his right to his own national distinctiveness and 

culture” [3, p. 41]. A spiritual life totally ignoring a socio-cultural environment cannot be 
imagined. Since man lives in a society, inevitably, his spiritual life acquires a social and cultural 
dimension. The St.Thomas Christians now known as Malankara/Indian Orthodox Syrian Church 
life never experienced Christ and His gospel as foreign and deculturalizing factors but only as 
vigorous forces perfecting their being and existence, their culture , social and linguistic milieu and 
thus they were able to project the same to the society in which they lived, which is missing in 
many of the newly formed Christian groups. Thus, this can be taken as example of living an 
Orthodox Christian faith in a pluralistic society. These living traditions is still followed by them, 
but many a time the colonized protestant and catholic lifestyle, theology are seen dominating and 
taking place the minds of people of those who are unaware of these ancient true faith and thus this 
is one of the real struggle the Orthodox Christians are facing a midst of the numerous other 
religions of India. Still believing and hoping that the true faith can be kept uncorrupted in the 
coming eras too as it was kept all through these centuries with the help and working of Holy Spirit. 
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