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THE JOURNEY OF CHRISTIANITY TO INDIA

IN LATE ANTIQUITY

How did Christianity make its remarkable voyage from the Roman
Mediterranean to the Indian subcontinent? By examining the social
networks that connected the ancient and late antique Mediterranean
to the Indian Ocean, central Asia, and Iran, this book contemplates
the social relations that made such movement possible. It also ana-
lyzes how the narrative tradition regarding the apostle Judas Thomas,
which originated in Upper Mesopotamia and accredited him with
evangelizing India, traveled among the social networks of an inter-
connected late antique world. In this way, the book probes how the
Thomas narrative shaped Mediterranean Christian beliefs regarding
coreligionists in central Asia and India, impacted local Christian
cultures, took shape in a variety of languages, and experienced trans-
formation as it traveled from the Mediterranean to India and back
again.

nathanael j. andrade is an associate professor in the
Department of History at Binghamton University (SUNY). His
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Preface

This book examines how the religion of Christianity traveled from the
Mediterranean to India. As such, it may seem obvious what one means by
“Christianity” at a glance. But the term itself can be quite vexing. Several
factors make it so. First, what defines “religion” (and thus Christian
religion) and whether it existed among various premodern societies are
increasingly issues of debate.1 While acknowledging the complications
and possibilities for anachronism, I will nonetheless employ terms like
“religion,” “religious culture,” and “Christianity” (with its religious impli-
cations) throughout this work. Whatever problems they may raise, they do
serve the present purpose of defining the type of culture (or cultures) whose
movement this book aims to trace.
Second, it is not always easy to distinguish between Christianity and

Judaism as two stable and separate religions. Scholars vary in their per-
spectives regarding when they became distinct, and even then, some have
argued that certain Jews were in practice Christians and certain Christians
were in practice Jews throughout antiquity. Further difficulties are posed
by the widely recognized premises that Christianity and Judaism are
blanket terms for multiple, distinct strands of Christian or Jewish belief,
practice, and culture. Ancient Jews and Christians often differed regarding
what the normative practices or beliefs that constituted the proper bases of
their religion were. Given that Christianity and Judaism were characterized
by multiplicity and underwent internal transformations, it has been diffi-
cult to create universal criteria by which to define or classify them.2 Even
religions that have been deemed beyond the boundaries of Christianity in

1 For example, Nongbri, Before Religion; Barton and Boyarin, Imagine No Religion; Boyarin, Border
Lines; BeDuhn, “Mani and Crystallization.”

2 For the challenges of defining Judaism, Christianity, and their divergences and intersections, see, for
instance, Boccaccini, Middle Judaism; Boyarin, Border Lines; Becker and Reed, Ways That Never
Parted; Shanks, Partings; and King, “Which Early Christianity?” This list is by no means
comprehensive.

ix
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the past have therefore received reevaluation as forms of Christianity.
Manichaeism has increasingly been recognized as one such form, even if
it may be best to conceive of it as an eclectic and cosmopolitan religion that
interwove Christian, Zoroastrian, Jain, and Buddhist religious strands.3

When this book uses the term “Christianity,” it is in the most inclusive
sense possible. The term integrates the various religious communities that
scholars have typically labeled “Judaeo-Christian,” “baptist,” orManichaean
to distinguish them from what have arbitrarily been defined as more “nor-
mative” forms of Christianity. But this is primarily for the purpose of
making it easier for readers to navigate general trends in the movement of
Christian cultural strands over vast distances. When this book makes refer-
ences to “baptists,” “Judaeo-Christians,” andManichaeans, it is not with the
intent of taking a particular position on whether they were or were not
Christians. Recognizing how porous and unstable religious boundaries were,
it simply stresses how such figures too embodied, carried, andmoved threads
of what can be defined as Christian culture. Similarly, when this book
employs the phrasing “Christian culture,” it is not to imply that a single,
monolithic Christianity or Christian culture inhabited ancient Afro-Eurasia.
One can speak of many “Christianities” or “Christian cultures.” But for
purposes of clarity, references to Christianity or “Christian” denote any
practice, cultural life, or person within a vast and diverse array that can be
qualified as Christian in context. Christian culture was very heterogeneous
indeed; Christians assumed many shapes and sizes. Such points are relevant
to the second consideration.
This book examines sources depicting the movement of Christianity to

India, and it includes Manichaeism as a religion that both shaped and
intersected with the categorical frame of Christianity.4 As such, it analyzes
the early movement of Manichaeism and the sources that describe it. But it
does not recount the entire history of its movement throughout Afro-
Eurasia. It instead explores how it traveled on the first legs of its journey to
the Roman empire and central Asia from its lower Mesopotamian regional

3 Scholars have traditionally construed Manichaeism as a religion entirely distinct from Christianity,
but it has more recently been conceived of as a culturally pluralistic strand of Christianity that earned
a reputation for heterodoxy over late antiquity. See, for example, BeDuhn and Mirecki, Frontiers of
Faith, in which BeDuhn and Mirecki, “Placing the Acts of Archelaus”; Van Oort, Augustine and
Manichaean Christianity; BeDuhn, “‘Not to Depart from Christ’”; and Pederson, “Manichaean Self-
Designations in the Western Tradition.” But more recently, see BeDuhn, “Mani and
Crystallization”; and De Jong, “Cologne Mani Codex,” 132-34 for critiques of premises that
Manichaeism was a form of Christianity or derived from any dominant religious strand. Other
works on Manichaeism are referenced in this book as appropriate.

4 See, for example, BeDuhn, “Mani and Crystallization.”

x Preface
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origins. This is in part because the study of Manichaeism has increasingly
constituted its own unique field of analysis, and the nature of its movement
throughout Eurasia and north Africa, attested by sources in a dazzling array
of languages, has received the examination of specialists. But it is also due
to the fact that such a study of Manichaeism would extend beyond the
geographic and chronological parameters of this study.
Place names can be vexing too. Given the trans-regional and, indeed,

trans-imperial nature of this work, it is not unusual to encounter cities,
sites, and regions that bear different names in diverse languages. This
tendency is amplified by the fact that vast empires governed by different
language groups rose, underwent consolidation, and receded, often leaving
a legacy of place names if nothing else. Classical Babylonia, for instance,
could be represented by different terms in Greek, Aramaic, or Iranian
languages. It is noteworthy that for the connected territories between the
Levant and China, scholars have been assembling a polyglot database of
place names.5 This work will often (but not always) use Greek names or
terms for sites in the Middle East, Red Sea, or Indian Ocean, for the
following reasons. First, many of the sources cited in this work were
composed in Latin or Greek, and even if many sources are in Syriac too,
they sometimes represent a tradition informed by Greek precursors.
Second, with the obvious exception of Indian Ocean and east African
locations, many regions treated in this work were at some point governed
by successor empires of Alexander the Great or by the Roman empire, in
which Greek toponyms proliferated. Third, many names of ports in coastal
India are known primarily from Greek or Latin texts. Muziris and
Barbarikon are some key examples. The use of Greek and Latin toponyms
will not be universal, however, and certain occasions justify using other
languages. In direct quotations of ancient sources in Syriac or Asian
languages, the toponym typically will be cited according to the language
used. In Chapter 4, the consolidation of Christianity in Sasanian Persia is
examined through the prism of Syriac texts. Aramaic or Iranian toponyms
will thus be rendered as they normally appear in Syriac sources.

5 Lieu and Mikkelsen, “Places and Peoples,” with Lieu, “Da Qin.” See Serica: bighistoryinstitute.org/
pubstatic/research/centres_and_groups/ancient_cultures_research_centre/research/cultural_ex_silkroad/
serica/. The various place names for sites (when known) in the Indian Ocean can be synthesized by
consulting the scholarly literature cited in this book.
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