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ABSTRACT 

 This study brings excerpts from the Acts of Thomas (Act 1.11-16 and Act 3.30-

33) together with two Buddhist jātakas (Udaya Jātaka - #458 and Visavanta Jātaka -#69) 

to consider how stories might have been transmitted in the early centuries of the common 

era in a milieu of mercantile exchange on the Indian Ocean.  The Acts of Thomas is a 3rd 

century CE Syriac Christian text concerned with the apostle Thomas proselytizing in 

India.  The jātakas are popular didactic narratives with a pronounced oral dimension that 

purport to be accounts of the Buddha’s previous lives.  Syriac Christians possessed 

knowledge about Indian religious practices linked to renunciation, and it is plausible that 

they adapted Buddhist jātakas to convey Christian ideas in the account of Thomas 

journeying to India and converting people there.  Epigraphic evidence from the western 

Deccan in India attests to yavana, or Greek, patronage of Buddhist institutions in 

cosmopolitan settings where ideas and commodities circulated.  Against the grain in 

scholarship on early Christianity that tends to privilege Latin and Greek sources, this 

project moves the lens of analysis eastward to consider Indian influence on early 

Christianity as expressed in the Acts of Thomas.  A literary comparison of the texts under 

consideration with reference to the historical and cultural context of exchange reveals 

similar models of renunciant practices in Buddhism and Christianity that establishes new 

grounds for consideration of interconnectivity across ‘East’ and ‘West.’  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The Christian, apocryphal Acts of Thomas (AT) and the Buddhist, Pāli jātakas 

may appear at first to be an odd pair for analysis in a single study since the former is an 

early Christian narrative concerning the exploits of the apostle, Thomas, in India, and the 

latter, a compendium of stories purporting to be accounts of the Buddha’s previous lives. 

However, it is compelling to draw them together considering the facts that the AT and the 

jātakas are popular, literary productions of the ancient world hinged in a single religious 

figure, and it was a common practice to borrow freely from narratives, especially where 

oral traditions of storytelling were prevalent, as in India.   The AT and the jātakas stem 

from two religious traditions with missionary orientations in environments teeming with 

mercantile exchange on the Indian Ocean in the early centuries of the common era.  

Trade influenced, and facilitated, the exchange of ideas and commodities with people 

moving eastward and westward in this historical context.  These texts have not been 

brought together in scholarly considerations previously, and my contention is that it is a 

fruitful endeavor to compare two stories from the AT (Act 1.11-16 and Act 3.30-33), with 

the Udaya (#458) and Visavanta (#69) Jātakas. This reveals their glaring thematic 

similarities, and allows for consideration of how the narratives were deployed in each 

context to achieve specifically, Christian and Buddhist didactic aims.  

The AT is a 3rd century CE product of Syriac Christianity and is one of the five 

major Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles that are non-canonical literary works centered on 

individual apostles as they spread the new religion of Christianity.  These narratives are 

recognized as sharing some of the features of contemporary Greek novels that reflect the 
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expansive, geographic horizon of the times following the ventures of Alexander the Great 

and the advent of Hellenistic culture.  One of the remarkable features of the AT is that it 

is an account of the apostle proselytizing in India, but there are no studies dealing with 

literary aspects of the text in relation to Indian literature. This study presupposes that 

narratives might have been exchanged in a historical context where people were traveling 

and trading goods.  In the Indian context of the western Deccan that the AT refers to by 

‘Andrapolis,’ Buddhism figured prominently in its connection with trade and foreigners 

patronizing institutions in cosmopolitan settings.  It is plausible that jātakas, and 

Buddhist ideas related to renunciation, which was an established and conspicuous feature 

of Indian religious life, might have circulated and been adapted to suit to the needs of 

authors expressing Christian ideas where orthodox views and practices were not yet 

established.  The AT has been evaluated in terms of its relationship to Greek novels and 

Christian literature, but it is set apart from them by its attention to renunciation of 

sexuality by all adherents.  In scholarship on the text, its references to an Indian 

environment are often treated with a distinct air of caution in relation to its influences and 

ideology. This study fills a gap in scholarship insofar as it brings Indian literature into 

conversation with the AT. 

The mercantile economy that is central to the historical context of the AT is 

embodied in the text, with Thomas, the apostle and protagonist, arriving in Andrapolis as 

a craftsman sought after by an Indian king.  Economic references in the texts under 

consideration attest to the cultural context of trade that factored into the religious 

worldviews of Buddhism and Christianity in the early centuries of the common era.  

Buddhism was intricately interlinked with commerce from its inception and presented an 
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inclusive outlook that departed from Indian Brahmanic religion with its ethnic and vaṇṇa, 

or caste affiliation.  Further, Syrian Christians possessed knowledge about Indian 

religions that distinguished between those born into positions of religious privilege, 

Brahmans, from samaṇas, who could be of various ethnic backgrounds and opted to 

engage in renunciant practices.  The AT does not refer to these categories of religious 

practitioners explicitly, but it is possible that the renunciant message of the AT was 

conceived of as appealing to an Indian audience based on what was understood about 

Indian religious practices at that time.  There is evidence that Porphyry drew on 

Bardaiṣan’s knowledge of Indian religious practices that might have influenced the AT.   

While this study is focused on examples of literature in a comparative framework, it also 

aims to shift the lens of analysis of the AT further eastward by bringing it into 

conversation with Indian Buddhist literature and practices.  

Chapter 1 situates the AT in the context of scholarly analyses of the Apocryphal 

Acts of the Apostles, and with reference to Syriac Christianity in the early centuries of the 

common era.  It also locates the Pāli Jātakas in and out of the Buddhist canon to elucidate 

its adaptability and value as a source of information about the historical context under 

consideration, and treats the range of perspectives in which it has been evaluated in 

scholarship.  Lastly, Chapter 1 presents a rationale for bringing the AT and the jātakas 

into conversation through a comparative lens with attention to criticism that the method 

has endured in recent decades. Chapter 2 establishes the historical backdrop of mercantile 

exchange between the Mediterranean world centered on the Egyptian Red Sea ports and 

India in the early centuries of the common era to contextualize this comparative project.   

It considers the view of India from Edessa, where the AT was likely composed, on the 



xiii 

Eastern fringes of the Roman Empire in a milieu of abundant trade.  Chapter 3 deals with 

the AT’s reference to Andrapolis as a region in the western Deccan under Sātavāhana 

reign where Buddhist monasticism flourished.  This economically charged environment 

was a locus of local, foreign, and royal patronage of religious institutions.  It is likely that 

knowledge of such places would have circulated with merchants, and that this region was 

an attractive area for proselytization during the period under consideration.  Chapter 4 

suggests that jātakas were adapted to suit the contours of the AT’s vision, with Thomas, 

instead of the bodhisatta, as protagonist with access to religious power. A comparison of 

the AT (Act 1.11-16 and Act 3.30-33), with the Udaya (#458) and Visavanta (#69) 

Jātakas foregrounds narrative similarities hinged on the theme of renunciation, and 

illustrates how these stories were adapted to convey specifically Christian, and Buddhist 

ideas. 
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CHAPTER 1 

LOCATING THE ACTS OF THOMAS AND THE PĀLI JĀTAKAS  

 

The Acts of Thomas (AT) and the Pāli jātakas are traditionally treated in 

scholarship within the confines of their respective fields of Christian and Buddhist 

studies.  This chapter serves as an overview of the ways in which they have been 

evaluated, thereby laying the foundation to draw them together in a comparative analysis. 

Section I treats the Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles as a genre of literature that intersects 

in significant ways with ancient Greek novels.  While this is helpful in terms of 

understanding literary features that characterize them collectively, each one of these 

Christian texts has its own literary profile, concerns, and didactic orientation, 

necessitating evaluation within particular historical and cultural contexts.  Section II 

locates the AT in its Syriac Christian milieu of Edessa where it likely emerged in a 3rd 

century CE, cosmopolitan setting on the crossroads of ‘East’ and ‘West.’  As a narrative 

concerned with Thomas journeying to India and proselytizing there, this section also 

treats scholarly perspectives on historical aspects of its content.   

Section III deals with the Pāli jātakas’ semi-canonical status within the Pāli canon 

in an originally oral environment, and describes their formal structure as they were 

recorded around 500 CE.  Section IV provides an overview of the ways in which the 

jātakas have been treated in scholarship, elucidating their value as sources of information 

about ancient India, their relationship to other Indian narratives, and their merits as 

popular didactic devices illustrating the Buddha’s numerous previous lives.  Finally, 

Section V provides a rationale for drawing selections from the AT and two jātakas into 
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conversation with each other, and delineates the grounds on which they can be compared.  

While there are noted pitfalls of the comparative method such as unfounded 

“parallelomania” without careful attention to historical contexts, this literary comparative 

analysis is grounded in the milieu of trade on the Indian Ocean that facilitated the 

exchange of ideas across geographic and cultural boundaries during the period under 

consideration.  

 

The Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles in Context 

The Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles (AAA) are non-canonical Christian works of 

literature detailing the exploits of various apostles.  There are five main texts in this genre 

dating to the 2nd and 3rd centuries of the common era:  John (150-160), Paul (170-180), 

Peter (190-200), Andrew (200-210), and, Thomas (220-240).1  With their references to 

historic places and travel, biblical figures engaging in healing and wonderworking, 

conversions, and persecutions by authorities, these texts are entertaining, edifying, and a 

rich field for exploration about early Christianity.  Their closest canonical, literary 

parallel is the fifth book of the New Testament, Luke Acts (Acts), or the Acts of the 

Apostles, which is an account of early church history.2  It is beyond the scope of this 

study to delineate narrative or historical connections between Luke Acts and the AAA, but 

Tomas Hägg offers an assessment of their relationship. “Somewhere at the back of the 

                                                
1  Hans Josef Klauck, The Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles (Waco: Baylor University Press, 
2008), 3. These are the five main representatives of the genre in proposed chronological order. 
2  I refer to Luke Acts where relevant but its relationship to the AAA is not emphasized in 
this study. See Richard I. Pervo, Profit with Delight: The Literary Genre of the Acts of the 
Apostles (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987).  
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apocryphal stories lie of course the canonical Acts of the Apostles… Evidently a need 

was felt to supplement the meager information about the life and travels of Paul and the 

other apostles given in the canonical Acts and the Epistles.”  Hägg goes on to compare 

the AAA to the gossip column in a weekly magazine, allowing readers to “meet Paul in 

private!”3  Given the missionary zeal that accompanied Christianity from its earliest 

stages, studies of the literary aspects of the AAA, as a collection, reveal ways in which the 

genre would have had popular appeal and been useful in proselytizing activities. Further, 

studies of individual texts, such as the Acts of Thomas (AT) here, allow insight into 

particular concerns, practices, and outlooks of the Christians who produced and 

preserved them.  

Over the last few decades, scholars have been fervently discussing the 

relationship between the AAA and Luke Acts to Greco-Roman novels in considerations of 

genre, historicity, readership and popularity. Ancient Greek novels, such as Chaereas and 

Callirhoe and An Ephesian Tale, came about in the same social milieu as the AAA in late 

Hellenistic and early Roman times, which was an expansive world populated by diverse 

people.4  Richard Pervo writes it is “scarcely accidental” that the “floruit of the Greco 

Roman novels coincides with that of the Apocryphal Acts (100-250 CE).” Their 

consistencies in form and literary motifs leave little doubt that these texts “respond to 

similar and evolving tastes and needs.”5  In studies of narrative form, scholars have also 

                                                
3  Tomas Hägg, The Novel in Antiquity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983), 
161.		
4  B. P. Reardon, ed. Collected Ancient Greek Novels (Berkeley: University of California 
Press), 2008.  This is a volume of translations of novels dating to the early centuries CE.  
5  Richard Pervo, “Early Christian Fiction,” in Greek Fiction: The Greek Novel in Context, 
eds. J. R. Morgan and Richard Stoneman (London: Routledge, 1994), 251.	
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argued that ancient biographies, the Alexander Romance, Apollonius King of Tyre and the 

Life of Aesop to name a few, are better candidates than novels for comparison with the 

AAA in their legendary, and often fluid accounts of individual figures. Kernels of 

historical fact in such biographies give way to considerations of the AAA as historical 

novels as well.  It is within this nexus of scholarship on literary aspects of the AAA and 

specifically the AT, in relation to other ancient works, that I situate my project. What 

follows is a review of scholarship that I build upon in my analysis of the AT in relation to 

another body of literature, the Buddhist jātakas.  

Hägg’s 1983 study of the ancient novel is a pioneering work in English that 

contextualizes the Greco Roman novel within its broader cultural and literary world.  He 

locates the ‘new’ genre’s birth in the mid to late Hellenistic period (330-30 BCE) 

following Alexander’s conquest of the ‘Orient,’ which facilitated the transmission of 

Greek language and culture as far east as northwestern India.  The new type of prose 

literature was produced and distributed around the Greek speaking world into imperial 

times in the first centuries CE.  With the rise of the Roman Empire, trade with regions 

further east soared, and material, as well as immaterial, commodities could be exchanged 

across vast expanses of territory.  In this Hellenistic culture the world was widened, one 

might encounter foreigners in their native land’s cosmopolitan centers, and could travel if 

they desired to explore new places and bring experiences home.6  The role of the ‘Silk 

Road’ in facilitating this exchange over land is well attested in scholarship. Maritime 

routes on the Indian Ocean have not been given the same amount of attention but they, 

too, were flourishing, and it was possible to get a passage on a merchant vessel that 

                                                
6  Hägg, The Novel in Antiquity, 84. 
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utilized Red Sea and other popular ports. The expansiveness and challenges of navigating 

the ancient Hellenistic world are illustrated in Greco Roman novels where we see our 

heroes and heroines traveling around Mediterranean cities, encountering pirates and tomb 

robbers in their adventures.  We even find the characters, Chaereas and Callirhoe, in the 

presence of Artaxerxex, King of Persia.7  Similarly, the AAA are littered with references 

to movement, travel, and populated by characters at times from far off lands.  The vast 

vistas captured in these texts are reflective of the cross-cultural currents of the day, which 

were well suited to the missionary preoccupations of early Christians. This historical 

backdrop of the AAA will be further examined in Chapter 2. 

 At the outset of a discussion about the Greco Roman works and their relationship 

to the AAA, it is necessary to address the fraught matter of their designation as ‘novels.’ 

Hägg and Pervo’s assessments of this designation should suffice for our purposes. Hägg 

explains that in Aristotle’s day this genre did not yet exist.  Precursors to these narratives 

include the epic, historiography, biography, fantastic travel tales and erotic poetry.  The 

ancient ‘novels’ under consideration were concerned with love, travel and violence 

sometimes in a historical setting, and at their center was “the experiences of private 

individuals, tossed about by fate in a world unmistakably Hellenistic.”  Even though 

these texts, characterized as light reading intended for a broad audience, gained 

widespread popularity in the ancient world, they lacked a specific name. In addition to 

their postclassical start, Hägg attributes this conspicuous lacuna in genre designations to 

the tendency among literary theorists and critics to deny these narratives consideration as 

                                                
7 See Chaereas and Callirhoe in B. P. Reardon, Collected Ancient Greek Novels, 17-124.  
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true literature, although they were most probably also read in highbrow circles.8  The 

ambiguity that haunts the genre is attested in scholarship today where the terms ‘novel’ 

and ‘romance’ are used alternately. Hägg, however, distinguishes the ‘novel’ from the 

‘romance’ by noting the former’s emphasis on “psychology and human relations” with 

“characters and actions credibly representative of real life in a continuous plot,” whereas 

‘romances’ are about incidents remote from daily life.9  Hagg settles on utilizing ‘novel’ 

as the most unmarked term that might contain all the diversity of the literary works under 

his consideration.   

Along similar lines and in light of the absence of a category for these works in 

ancient times, Pervo maintains that modern day scholars are free to make use of whatever 

term or terms provide the most value, as the classification of literature is a tool for 

comparative study.  Thus, the terms selected or devised ought to meet the needs of the 

classifiers.  Pervo offers his definition of the ancient novel in his consideration of the 

genre of Luke Acts, the fifth book of the New Testament recounting early church history, 

in relation to contemporary texts. He writes, it is a “relatively lengthy work of prose 

fiction depicting or deriding certain ideals through an entertaining presentation of the 

lives and experiences of a person or persons whose activity transcends the limits of 

ordinary living as known to its implied readers.”10 Luke Acts and the AAA are novels in 

Pervo’s assessment, not simply because they share motifs with Chariton’s work, for 

example, but because they meet this criteria. I follow Hägg and Pervo here in my use of 

                                                
8  Hägg, The Novel in Antiquity, xi. 
9  Ibid., 3-4. 

10  Pervo, Profit with Delight, 102-105. 	
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the term ‘novel’ as a classification tool used for comparison with other works, and will 

further address the particulars of the genre of the AT below.  

In terms of comparison, even a cursory reading of Luke Acts or the AAA in 

relation to ancient Greek novels reveals their similarity in narrative themes, setting, and 

entertainment value.  According to Hägg, there is no doubt that the popularity of the 

novelistic genre was used to propagate the new faith in the early centuries of the common 

era, as the readers of novels and believers in Christianity came from the same milieu. He 

proclaims that it is inadvisable to press a “paternity suit,” as the authors of the AAA 

borrowed freely from predecessors and contemporaries, and the novel was perhaps the 

main source of this borrowing.11 In the ancient Hellenistic context, literary borrowing 

was commonplace and an author need not worry about charges of plagiarism.  With 

regard to the novels’ audience, we might presume that the same readership that provided 

a market for the novels was now devouring stories about apostles. It is evident that in the 

early stages of the development of Christianity, the AAA circulated widely, entertaining 

and edifying Christians and would be converts alike, utilizing motifs and tropes 

discernable in the novels. Stories about the Christian apostles gave various Christian 

movements the chance to promulgate their individual variety of the faith before there was 

an authoritative or ‘mainstream’ Christianity.  In the AT, for example, we find the apostle, 

Thomas, venturing into the borderland of the Hellenistic world, journeying to India to 

spread a particular type of Christianity there.  

                                                
11  Hägg, The Novel in Antiquity, 161; See Klauck, Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles,13 on 
popularity of the genre and readership. 
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Pervo agrees that the AAA “happily plunder a number of sources and forms,” 

including Jewish and Christian writings, Greek epic, historiography, paradoxography, 

philosophical biographies of the more popular sort and utopian, historical and romantic 

novels.  He goes so far as to assert that the AAA were designed by an author who welded 

various sources and forms into a unified whole.12  In his consideration of the literary 

features of Luke Acts, he emphasizes the prevalent but overlooked quality of 

entertainment in the narrative, which sets it apart from historiography and other genres 

while drawing it closer to the novel.  

[Luke] did not write a learned treatise. He was a “popular” writer. This 
observation, common as it is, has not always received the attention it deserves. 
Popular writers were not always concerned to follow the rules laid down by their 
cultured betters, who sneered at the notion of lowbrow history. Popular works 
were doubtless often edifying… They were also quite frequently intended to 
entertain, an object that did not at all diminish their value for illumination and 
improvement.  Only recently has the presence of entertainment in Acts been 
accorded some of the appreciation it merits.13 
 

Luke skillfully adopted techniques utilized by his contemporaries to create a work 

suitable to the tastes of his intended audience.  Pervo demonstrates just how pervasive 

entertainment is in Luke Acts where the apostles attempt to work out the contours of the 

new religion in the face of persecution in Jewish and gentile settings.  As in the ancient 

novel, persecution by authorities is itself a springboard for travel and movement in the 

story is a literary opportunity and a literary device for Luke.14  It takes the apostle, Paul, 

who occupies center stage in the latter half of the narrative, across the Mediterranean 

where he has the opportunity to preach and win converts in his missionary project. There 

                                                
12  Pervo, “Early Christian Fiction,” 244.	
13  Pervo, Profit with Delight, 11. These are Pervo’s italics. 

14  Ibid., 28.	
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is a succession of action packed stories involving arrests and escapes, trials, riots, travel 

to various places, and even shipwreck.  We find the missionaries in Acts, once they are 

released from arrests and facing other impediments, returning to work “without so much 

as an hour’s sick leave!”15  Luke wove together popular features of the Greek novel such 

as travel, adventure and last minute rescue in his telling of church history, to create a 

narrative that would appeal to the interests of his Hellenistic readers thereby ensuring its 

popularity. 

While Luke Acts has long enjoyed scholarly attention, if not for its literary value, 

the AAA were relegated to the “lower shelves of the academic supermarket” until a few 

decades ago.  Pervo sheds light on the longstanding neglect of the AAA, citing “talking 

dogs and balking wives” as off putting, their heretical content as potentially offensive to 

Catholics, and the pervasive asceticism and wonder as distasteful to Protestants.  Further, 

the literary charges against the AAA and Greek novels of “naïve plotting, limited 

variations upon a small repertoire of episodic themes and lack of sophistication” resulted 

in their dismissal as undeserving of serious attention.  Ironically, it seems that the same 

features that contributed to the broad appeal and popularity of ancient novels contributed 

to their modern day fate as aberrations to readers of highbrow literature.   

Scholarly attitudes toward the Greek novels and the AAA started shifting with 

fresh approaches to the study of early Christianity in the final decades of the 20th century.  

Attention to social history, feminist studies, and reading religious literature as literature, 

for example, brought Greek novels and the AAA into the limelight and under new 

consideration.  Pervo poignantly remarks on his contribution to a collection of essays on 

                                                
15  Ibid., 12.  
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Greek novels and early Christian fiction, “The inclusion of the present chapter within this 

volume is witness to the contemporary effort to shatter inappropriate barriers and bridge 

traditional chasms.”16 

  The 1990’s marked a major turning point with regard to scholarly interest in the 

literary value of early Christian works, including the AAA, in relation to ancient fiction.  

Ancient Fiction and Early Christian Narrative is a collection of essays representing 

papers delivered at the Society of Biblical Literature Ancient Fiction and Early Christian 

and Jewish Narrative Group in that decade. While some deal with ancient fiction in their 

own right, more than half relate early, Christian literature to fictional works including the 

Odyssey, The Life of Aesop and the Greek novels.  Among these is Ronald F. Hock’s 

contribution where he refers to the novels as “one of the hottest properties in town” at 

that time.17  Hock emphasizes that the five existing Greek novels and fragments are an 

important and rich source of information on the context in which the New Testament 

came about.  Since the Greek East of the early Roman Empire is the main geographical 

context for the novels, they can be illuminating with regard to the social, economic, and 

religious institutions of the people and regions that witnessed the spread of Christianity.18 

For example, Hock examines conventions used in discussing philanthropia in Chariton’s 

                                                
16  Pervo, “Early Christian Fiction,” 241-42.	
17  Ronald F. Hock, “Why New Testament Scholars Should Read Ancient Novels,” in 
Ancient Fiction and Early Christian Narrative, ed. Ronald F. Hock, J. Bradley Chance, and 
Judith Perkins (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1998), 122.  
18  For example, Hock examines conventions used in discussing philanthropia in Chariton’s 
Callirhoe and other Greco-Roman literature to bring additional meaning to the parable of the 
Good Samaritan.  
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Callirhoe and other Greco Roman literature to bring additional meaning to the parable of 

the Good Samaritan.  

Other contributors to this volume utilize a variety of methods and sources to 

interpret canonical works.  J. Bradley Chance’s “intertextual” approach in his 

consideration of the use of divine prophecy in Luke Acts 1:8, and Xenophon’s Ephesian 

Tale is noteworthy in its reader-centered focus.  As a New Testament scholar focusing on 

Acts, he suggests adding Xenophon’s work to the “repertoire of intertexts” by which “the 

reader will assign meaning to the text or fragments of texts.”  Chance makes no claims 

that Xenophon read or knew Acts, but instead narrows in on texts as “networks pointing 

to other texts, not to the intentions of authors.” 19  He concludes that divine 

prognostications function more differently than similarly in these narratives.  In 

Xenophon, humans interpret the oracle and move characters into action, whereas in Luke, 

characters do not hazard interpretation and make things happen.  Furthermore, there are 

no unfulfilled prophecies in Luke, yet the Ephesian Tale is replete with them.  Chance 

surmises that there is more at stake for Luke than Xenophon, for whom prophecy might 

be reduced a plot device.  “The guiding hand of God lies at the center of Luke’s view of 

the movement of history, not only the movement of story.”  Luke is not satisfied to offer 

readers ambiguous prophecies left unrealized or unexplained since prophecy of the Lord 

directs action in the story world, and also in “real history.”20  

                                                
19  J. Bradley Chance, “Divine Prognostications and Movement of Story: An Intertextual 
Exploration of Xenophon’s Ephesian Tale and the Acts of the Apostles,” in Ancient Fiction and 
Early Christian Narrative, ed. Ronald F. Hock, J. Bradley Chance, and Judith Perkins (Atlanta: 
Scholars Press, 1998), 219. 

20  Ibid., 234.	
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Two essays in this collection deal specifically with the AAA and deserve attention 

here as they elucidate connections between the Christian texts and popular literature.  In 

her analysis of gender in the Acts of Thecla and the ancient novel, Melissa Aubin builds 

on the work of Kate Cooper and Judith Perkins in their assessment of the hero and 

heroine in Greek novels as bearing the weight of the Roman civic ideal.  The “ostensibly 

lighthearted portraits” of these characters encoded marriage as “a theme signifying both 

domestic and imperial harmony.”21  For Perkins, marriage, which is reliant on the 

construction of strict gender roles, is necessary for the maintenance of civic values.  

Cooper argues that the happy union of the elite, novelistic hero and heroine following 

dangerous episodes, thereby illustrating living concerns about the social consequences of 

imperiled marriage, represents the working out of the task of maintaining stability at the 

imperial level.  According to Aubin, the APT utilizes these familiar gender conventions 

present in novels to subvert the civic ideal of marriage and its accompanying gender roles 

in elite communities.  In this context she demonstrates how gender roles are reversed as 

Thecla is increasingly masculinized, while Paul is feminized.  With shorn hair, her 

relinquishment of an upper-class fiancé, and her spurning of bodily adornment, the 

virginal Thecla attains an authority that supersedes Paul’s by the end of the narrative. 

Aubin employs rhetorical criticism in her reading of the APT to elucidate the positioning 

of the reader “against” the city and its accompanying values and “for” Thecla’s 

masculinization.22  The Christian author capitalizes on reversing gender roles expressed 

                                                
21  Melissa Aubin, “Reversing Romance? The Acts of Thecla and the Ancient Novel,” in 
Ancient Fiction and Early Christian Narrative, ed. Ronald F. Hock, J. Bradley Chance, and 
Judith Perkins (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1998), 258. 

22  Ibid., 261.	
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in Greek novels to increase the audience’s sympathy for Thecla, and “antipathy toward 

those who demand Roman civic values of her.”  In this way, Aubin interprets the APT as 

a subversive Christian text in relation to Roman social ideals and concerns as they are 

expressed in the novels.    

Christine Thomas prompts readers to think more broadly about the AAA and the 

bodies of literature to which they might be compared.  She problematizes the generic 

designation of “ancient novel” and argues that it has “obscured the true relationship 

between early Christian and polytheist literatures during the Roman imperial period.”  

Although there are similar motifs between the novels and the AAA, Thomas cites stylistic 

and thematic dissimilarities as grounds to suggest that they are ill suited for comparison. 

A more fruitful endeavor might be a comparison with ancient biographies, since the AAA 

have as their “narrative backbone the career and death of a single individual.”  Several of 

these biographies, including the Life of Aesop, Alexander Romance, Apollonius King of 

Tyre, and Life of Homer elucidate the character and attitude of a central figure in an 

episodic manner.  Thomas further narrows in on generic peculiarities of the Alexander 

Romance, and highlights Hägg’s characterization of it as “romanticized biography” and 

“historical novel.”23   

Hägg argues that biographical, historical novels are those which actually follow a 

historical course of action in “however imaginative a way.”  He characterizes the 

Alexander Romance as the first living specimen of this genre. Thomas holds that the AAA 

                                                
23 Christine Thomas, “Stories Without Texts and Without Authors: The Problem of Fluidity 
in Ancient Novelistic Texts and Early Christian Literature,” in Ancient Fiction and Early 
Christian Narrative, ed. Ronald F. Hock, J. Bradley Chance, and Judith Perkins (Atlanta: 
Scholars Press, 1998), 279. 
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are closer to the Alexander Romance than erotic novels as they “retell the story of figures 

who were entirely real and historical to their readership,” rather than the amorous affairs 

of average and otherwise obscure young folks.  She further contends that attention to the 

erotic novel as the sole literary model for the AAA tends toward their denigration as mere 

works of entertainment, rather than toward a consideration of them as literature 

meaningful to a community in constructing a vision of its past.24  Thomas explains that 

the historical and novelistic features of the AAA and the biographies are “on a continuum” 

and cannot be separated into distinct categories.  Those who contributed to the formation 

of these narratives drew on historical events and figures to lend verisimilitude and 

believability to their works.  The AAA, and specifically, the AT, fit the description of 

biographical, historical novels as the narratives follow apostles from the beginning of 

their missionary journey to the end of their illustrious career.  The AT contains historical 

referents that would be identifiable to ancient and modern readers alike, but the details 

concerning the activities of the apostle need not always correspond to actual historical 

events.  

Christine Thomas’ observations about the AAA as biographical, historical novels 

are noteworthy regarding the comparative project at hand.  The AT displays a 

conspicuous concern with proselytizing in India, and while the facticity of Thomas’ – or 

someone like him – missionary journey in India as conveyed in the text might not be 

established, it is the case that the Mar Thoma Syrian Church in India today claim Thomas 

                                                
24  Christine M. Thomas, The Acts of Peter, Gospel Literature, and the Ancient Novel: 
Rewriting the Past (Oxford: Oxford University Press), 9. This is along the lines of Pervo’s views 
noted above.  
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as their founder in the first century CE.25  This Christian community’s association with 

Thomas in their vision of the past does not in itself lend credibility to the accounts in the 

AT, but it does underscore a sustained preoccupation with the apostle and stories about 

him. It also raises questions about how a Syriac Christian community might have 

envisioned relating to Indians and utilized stories to do so.    

In this regard, Christine Thomas’ attention to the lack of single authorship of 

ancient Greek novels and the fluid nature of their composition in the manuscript tradition 

is noteworthy.  She describes them as “stories both without authors and without texts,” 

considering the oral habits of performance where there might be the impulse to create a 

new version of the story with each retelling.  The AAA, like contemporary biographical 

historical novels, existed in multiple textual recensions, adding or deleting sections where 

no original text can be reconstructed.  Portions of texts were copied off separately and 

circulated independently, as was the case with the martyrdom sections of each of the four 

fragmentary AAA.26  Thus, the narrative content in any edition of these texts represents 

“only a subset of the possible narratives that may be told about the central figure,” and 

they had an ongoing life in their communities.  Thomas asserts that the AAA are not 

sacred scripture at the point in time where one observes their fluidity, but instead we 

might conceive of such stories as belonging to the world.   Considering this fluidity, what 

                                                
25  See, for example, Leslie Brown, The Indian Christians of St. Thomas: An Account of the 
Syrian Church of Malabar (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1956); A. T. Philip, The 
Mar Thoma Church and Kerala Society (Thiruvananthapuram: Juhanon Mar Thoma Study 
Centre, 1991). 
26  Thomas, “Stories,” 285. Even though the AT is complete and non-fragmentary, she 
highlights that it has not escaped debate about whether its original text is Greek or Syriac.  
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would preclude the composers of the AT from drawing on narratives, bound to no single 

author or storyteller, which might have been in circulation among Indians?  

 Thomas’ treatment of literary peculiarities of the AAA and the contours of their 

composition and circulation, pushes the limits of how they might be categorized and 

implicitly opens the question of influence by highlighting the oral dimension of 

storytelling and variations in textual accounts.   An illustrative example of channels of 

narrative exchange between ancient Greece and India is the intersection between Aesop’s 

fables, an originally oral collection of didactic stories, and Indian stories.  Laura Gibbs 

notes that animal characters in Aesop’s fables “bear an uncanny resemblance” to those in 

ancient Indian folktales collected both in the Pancatantra, and the Buddhist jātakas.27 

The jātaka stories already had a firmly established place in the Buddhist tradition by the 

time of the AT’s appearance in textual form in the 3rd century CE.  Given their popularity 

and adaptability as evidenced by their appearance, albeit in alternate forms, in a Greek 

collection of fables, it is compelling to consider how they might have been adapted to suit 

the aims of Christians looking east toward India.  

Pervo and Chance’s assessments of the composite nature of the AAA are also 

instructive in this context.  These literary productions of the ancient world plunder and 

weld sources together, and can be considered networks pointing to other texts without 

concern with charges of plagiarism, but each of these works has its own range of 

influences.  Scholars have considered the AAA in relation to other contemporary works of 

                                                
27   Laura Gibbs, Aesop’s Fables (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), xi-xix. “Over 
time, as writing penetrated more and more deeply into the ancient Greek and then Roman world, 
the fables of Aesop became known as both a written and as an oral tradition.” The oldest extant 
collection of fables dates to the early first century CE. See Aesop’s Fables 46, 130, 263, 322, 331 
and 434 for correlates with the jātakas.  
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literature dating to the early centuries of the common era to elucidate tensions and 

concerns discernable in Christian self-representation in their Greco-Roman environs.28  

Others have focused on a unifying theme running through the AAA such as talking 

animals, yielding insights into their multivalent functions including advancing the plot 

and illustrating philosophical and theological points.29  Studies treating the AAA 

collectively are illuminating given their shared historical and cultural milieu, but Pervo 

cautions, “Treatment of the [AAA] as a unit tends to isolate them from other writings and 

give undue weight to their similarities.  [They] are a disparate group, in structure, style, 

and levels of literary accomplishment, as well as viewpoint.”30  Each of the AAA is 

centered on a particular apostle, and has its own cultural, historical and literary profile. 

An examination of the AT and its treatment in scholarship might allow us to carve out a 

space for consideration of influences and concerns outside of Greco Roman confines, 

such as the jātaka stories.   

 

 

                                                
28  See, for instance, Helen Rhee, Early Christian Literature: Christ and Culture in the 
Second and Third Centuries, (London: Routledge, 2005) on Christian self-representation in the 
context of pagan-Christian conflict reflected in 2nd-3rd century literature. Judith Perkins uses 
social and feminist theory to argue that Christianity drew on existing, and contributed to, 
narrative representations of the self as sufferer.  This was a new kind of self-understanding 
discernable in the discourse of the late 1–early 2nd cent CE, creating visibility of certain groups 
in society such as the poor and the sick, eventually leading to the institutional success of 
Christianity.  The Suffering Self: Pain and Narrative Representation in the Early Chistian Era 
(London: Routledge, 1995). 
29  See Christopher Matthews, “Articulate Animals: A Multivalent Motif in the Apocryphal 
Acts of the Apostles” in Francois Bovon, Ann Graham Brock, and Christopher R. Matthews 
(eds.) The Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999), 205-
232; Janet E. Spittler, Animals in the Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles: The Wild Kingdom of 
Early Christian Literature (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008). 
30  Pervo, “Early Christian Fiction,” 242. 
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The Acts of Thomas in Context 

Given the multiplicity of Christian communities and the variety of outlooks in the 

early centuries, an examination of each of the AAA allows insight into the concerns, 

practices and theological visions of Christians who created and preserved these narratives 

about apostles.  The AT is a narrative account of Judas Thomas’ activities in India, after 

being sold as a slave in a Near Eastern marketplace by Jesus, curiously described as his 

twin brother.  Most scholars agree it was composed in 3rd century CE Edessa, a city on 

the border between Parthia and the Eastern Syrian fringes of the Roman Empire in a 

bilingual milieu where Greek and Syriac were spoken.31  Shifting political allegiances 

and numerous cultural influences as a hub of trade marked this frontier region, and 

already by that time it was a center of vigorous literary activity – an Athens of the East.  

There is no known author of the AT, although it is sometimes connected with the 

Edessan, Christian philosopher, Bardaiṣan (154-222 CE).32  It is the only one of the five 

main AAA that we possess in its entirety.  There are six to eight  Syriac manuscripts (two 

inaccessible) and 80 known Greek versions, but only one Greek manuscript is complete.33 

Shorter manuscripts of the AT also exist in Latin, Armenian, Georgian, Coptic, Ethiopic, 

Arabic and Slavonic, which attests to the wide circulation of narratives concerning 

Thomas, although Klijn notes that they are adopted to the “theological taste of a much 

                                                
31  Jan N. Bremmer, “The Apocryphal Acts: Authors, Place, Time and Readership,” in The 
Apocryphal Acts of Thomas, ed. Jan Bremmer (Leuven: Peeters), 153.  
32  H. J. W. Drijvers, Bardaiṣan of Edessa (Assen: Van Gorcum, 1966), 14-15. 

33  Klauck, Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles, 142. 



19 

later generation.”34  There is no scholarly consensus on whether the original text was 

Syriac or Greek, but the Syriac version displays large scale traces of a secondary revision 

which seeks to assimilate the contents to norms of catholic orthodoxy.  It has been agreed 

that the Greek is older and it is the version I refer to in this study following M. Bonnet’s 

edition.35  

The AT in its complete version contains thirteen acts and the martyrdom of the 

apostle, Thomas.  The first six acts are written in a composite style where the apostle is 

commissioned to go to India and sold as a slave with carpentry skills to build a palace for 

an Indian king, Gundophoros.  Following his departure by boat, we find the apostle 

journeying in India, healing, performing miracles, converting individuals to a life of 

celibacy, and preaching a particular form of Christianity that we may surmise is 

characteristic of the early Syriac tradition.  Attridge points out the generic diversity of the 

text and suggests that some episodes from the first six acts may have circulated 

independently.36  The two episodes this project deals with in detail are housed within this 

first section of the AT, in Acts 1 and 3.  The eighth and ninth acts of the AT form a 

                                                
34  A. F. J. Klijn, The Acts of Thomas: Introduction, Text, and Commentary (Leiden: Brill, 
2003), 4.  
35  Klauck, Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles, 142. According to Klijn, “There are numerous 
Syriasms in the Greek text and passages about baptism and Eucharist show Eastern origin. It is 
too easy to assume an original Syriac text which has been translated into Greek. We suppose the 
AT was written in a bilingual environment in which both the Syriac and Greek versions originated 
simultaneously.” Acts of Thomas, 3, 21.  This study refers to the Greek AT in Maximilianus 
Bonnet, ed., Acta Apostolorum Apocrypha (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 
1959), 99-291, based on Greek manuscripts. 	
36  Harold W. Attridge, “Intertextuality in the Acts of Thomas,” Semeia 80 (1997): 88. The 
text is described as a composite work, suggesting that some parts may have been interpolated 
over time, such as the Syriac “Hymn of the Soul” in mêmrâ form; this hymn is one of earliest 
surviving works of Syriac poetry. Sebastian Brock, An Introduction to Syriac Studies 
(Piscataway: Gorgias Press, 2006), 9.  
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transition where new, upper class protagonists enter the narrative.  Thomas converts two 

women to celibacy much to the dismay of their high-class husbands, ultimately leading to 

his death.37  Irrespective of the composite nature of the text, I take the Greek version of 

the text as a complete manuscript without entering further discussion about the stages of 

development or interpolations, except where relevant to my comparative project.  

In early Christian studies, the AT has been mined for insights into the practical, 

doctrinal and theological features of Syriac Christianity in its burgeoning stages, prior to 

its conformity to catholic orthodoxy in the fourth century CE.  As a text concerned with 

Thomas, it also garners attention from scholars interested in investigating a Thomas 

school, evaluated in relation to works like the Gospel of Thomas and the Book of Thomas 

(the Contender).38  More recently, scholars have turned their attention to literary features 

of the narrative with an eye to the themes of travel, and Syriac perspectives on Asia 

discernible in the text.  The earliest Christian texts in Syriac themselves supply ample 

evidence of a wide acquaintance of the Syrians with the rest of the world.39  It is within 

this context of the cosmopolitan and worldly outlook of the AT that I situate my project.   

Edessa was saturated with various cultural influences because of its location on 

the crossroads of trade routes connecting the far reaches of the known world.  S. Griffiths 

describes Edessa’s intellectual life alone as “deeply imbued with both ‘Roman’ and 

                                                
37  Klauck, Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles, 143.  
38  See Philip Sellew, “Thomas Christianity: Scholars in Quest of a Community,” in The 
Apocryphal Acts of Thomas, ed. Jan Bremmer (Leuven: Peeters), 11-35, for an overview of this 
area of study.  
39  Sidney H. Griffith, “Christianity in Edessa and the Syriac-Speaking World: Mani, Bar 
Daysan, and Ephrem; The Struggle for Allegiance on the Aramean Frontier,” Journal of the 
Canadian Society for Syriac Studies 2 (2002): 9. 
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‘Persian’ features; ‘Hellenism’ and the indigenous, ‘Semitic’ modes of thought and 

expression often clashed and then intermingled in both religious and more broadly 

cultural discourse.”  The origins of Christianity in this culturally complex region are 

debated with scholars divided on whether it first appeared among Jews with close ties to 

Palestine, or to Antioch.40  The period before the fourth century is especially challenging 

for historians due to a lack of reliable records of particular individuals and their outlooks. 

‘Heretical’ traditions circulated associated with key figures - Tatian, Marcion, Bardaiṣan, 

and Mani - but we possess only fragments of works attributed to them in some cases. 

Works purporting to relay the origins of Christianity such as the fifth century Teaching of 

Addai the Apostle, are legendary and of questionable authenticity.41  Thus, considerations 

of the origins of early Syriac Christian texts, including the AT, the Odes of Solomon and 

the Gospel of Thomas, reveal a marked air of speculation.42  There is, however, a 

pronounced reliance on literary sources dating to the fourth century CE when the 

tradition was in the thrusts of conformity to catholic orthodoxy, largely under the guiding 

hand of the distinguished theologian and prolific writer, Ephraem (306-373 CE).  Much 

of what we understand about the earlier period is through the lens of his heresiographical 

works and to such an extent, that Griffiths concludes, “Inevitably it is from the 

                                                
40  Ibid., 6; A. F. J. Klijn, “The Acts of Thomas Revisited,” in The Apocryphal Acts of 
Thomas, ed. Jan Bremmer (Leuven: Peeters), 3.  

41  Robert Murray, “The Characteristics of the Earliest Syriac Christianity” in East of 
Byzantium: Syria and Armenia in the Formative Period, ed. Nina Garsoian, Thomas F. Mathews 
and Robert W. Thomson (Washington D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks, 1982), 4; Griffith, “Christianity in 
Edessa,” 7.  
42  Griffith writes, “[These] works are all problematic in terms of our knowledge of their 
origins; most of what we think we know about them is the product of modern scholarly surmise.” 
“Christianity in Edessa,” 9. 
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perspective of Ephraem’s works that the history of Christianity in Edessa in its beginning 

is finally told.”43 

A couple of methodological issues in approaching Syriac Christianity deserve 

attention to elucidate how studies of the AT might be limited.  In 1968, L.W. Barnard 

narrowed in on what he perceived as a hindrance to fitting early Syriac works such as the 

AT into a coherent history of the Eastern church. He characterized Edessa as a major 

center of the early Church on rank with Antioch, Ephesus, Rome and Alexandria, and 

argued against a tendency he discerned among earlier Church historians, “to regard 

Syriac Christianity as derivative and secondary to Greek Christianity.”  For Barnard, 

church historians at that time looked at the early Church through Western, i.e. Graeco-

Roman eyes, for far too long.44  Since that time, scholarship on Syriac Christianity has 

grown exponentially, evolving to treat the AT squarely within the context of the early 

Syriac tradition. However, it is necessary to caution against this long-standing current in 

Christianity scholarship to prioritize Graeco-Roman purviews as we run the risk of 

silencing the specific contours of a type of Christianity among many.  While scholarship 

                                                
43 Ibid., 14-15.	
44  Barnard shifts the Graeco-Roman orientation by attempting to trace the emergence of the 
church in Edessa, giving attention to early contributors to the tradition, such as Tatian, the second 
century CE author of the Syraic Diatessaron, or Harmony of the Gospels. delineate some of the 
fundamental features of the Syriac tradition, he emphasizes the ascetic-encratite direction of the 
Diatessaron	and draws on G. Quispel’s work to argue that the Gospel of Thomas was Tatian’s 
‘fifth’ source.  The AT figures in his treatment only in passing among other works in the Syrian 
Thomas cycle, as the Gospel of Thomas, where asceticism figures prominently. He describes 
asceticism as Jewish-Christian in this context. Barnard postulates that the ascetic-encratite themes 
in Tatian’s work was of a Jewish-Christian type and strong in the church from the outset. It is 
beyond the scope of this study to examine the contours of the influence of Jewish or other forms 
of asceticism on early Syrian Christianity.  L. W. Barnard, “The Origins and Emergence of the 
Church in Edessa during the First Two Centuries A.D,” Vigiliae Christianae 22, no. 3 (1968): 
161, 166. 
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on early Syriac texts has come a long way since Barnard highlighted the limits of looking 

through Graeco-Roman eyes, there is still a discernable reticence and degree of insularity 

among Christianity scholars when dealing with the possibility of “Eastern” influences. 

One of the aims of this study is to contribute to the mitigation of that limitation in the 

study of religion in the ancient world.  

Annette Y. Reed’s recent work in the history of religions critiques the 

historiography of “the West” as a construction of a unified civilization forged by Greeks 

and Romans, later appropriated as the “classical” heritage of European nations.  She 

brings into focus the implications of this skewed narrative for intercultural contacts in 

cosmopolitan regions like Edessa in frontier zones, aiming to recover some of what is 

“effaced, ignored, or forgotten when we take for granted a distinctly modern notion of 

“Western” history[.]” Reed foregrounds Syriac literature as “a rich but neglected corpus 

of evidence for intercultural contacts,” and frames her approach to Syriac material as 

follows: 

Whereas Eurocentric world histories have tended to privilege the “classical” and 
the modern, a focus on Syriac Christianity highlights “postclassical” and 
premodern developments…[W]hereas the assumption of a singular “West” has 
facilitated the interpretation of “cross-cultural contact” as the encounter of self-
evidently separate “civilizations,” the Syriac evidence pushes us to reconsider the 
broad variety of ways in which local, regional, religious and imperial identities 
took shape in interaction with one another, across a continuum of connections, 
large and small, forged by conquest, trade, and travel.45   

 

                                                
45  According to the model of history where the “West” is a unified civilization, ancient 
Greek knowledge about the “East” – India and China, in particular – was lost during the Christian 
Middle Ages only to be reclaimed during the European Renaissance and the Enlightenment which 
coincided with colonialism and a rediscovery of the “East.”  Annette Yoshiko Reed, “Beyond the 
Land of Nod: Syriac Images of Asia and the Historiography of the “West,” History of Religions 
49, no. 1 (2009): 49-51.   
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Reed’s treatment of Syriac images of Asia from the standpoint of Edessa, a city which 

“embodies the difficulty in imposing modern views of the west and the east onto the 

cultural and political landscapes of premodern Eurasia,” significantly informs this 

project. In this frontier zone on the eastern fringes of the Roman empire, cultures 

interlaced, and goods and ideas were exchanged.  Reed’s analysis of the AT in this 

context will be treated below. For now, we might imagine informed Edessans creating a 

narrative about the apostle Thomas journeying further eastward to India, departing by 

boat from his homeland between the Tigris and Euphrates.  

The AT figures as a notable literary source of evidence in scholarly discussions 

about the contours of early Christianity prior to the fourth century CE. A distinguishing 

feature of the tradition at this stage of its development is its pronounced ascetic 

orientation.  Sebastian Brock and Susan A. Harvey attribute this to its semitic roots, with 

a Biblical grounding, that stressed the importance of behavior as displayed by Old and 

New Testament models in figures such as Moses, Elijah, John the Baptist and Christ.46 

Brock describes the AT as one of the best mirrors in which to see the ascetic ideals of the 

early Christian communities. While renunciation and the injunction to remain celibate is 

not unique to the AT – indeed, it appears in other acta – he notes that rigorist attitudes 

toward marriage were “especially rife” in Syria-Mesopotamia.  Brock explains that in 

some Eastern communities, celibacy was regarded as an essential condition for baptism 

                                                
46  Susan Ashbrook Harvey, Asceticism and Society in Crisis: John of Ephesus and the Lives 
of the Eastern Saints (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), 5.  Sebastian Brock and 
Susan Ashbrook Harvey, Holy Women of the Syrian Orient (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1987), 7.  



25 

and seems to have obtained well into the third century as normal practice in Syriac 

speaking churches.  Concerning the ascetic ideal in the AT, he writes,  

The basis of its teaching consists in the contrast between the corruptible body and 
the soul, alone capable of incorruptibility. All that pertains to the body is to be 
rejected on the grounds that such things, being corruptible, are liable to hinder 
the soul in attaining its goal of incorruptibility. The ascetic life thus becomes an 
essential step on the road to salvation.47   
 

This dualistic outlook with its rejection of worldly things necessarily included sexual 

activity with no distinction made between laity and its elect.  Rather, it called for a life of 

renunciation and celibacy for all its faithful and into the third century was a requirement 

for baptism and the eucharist.  Virginity or celibacy in marriage represented the basic 

Christian commitment.  

Tatian’s second century CE work, the Diatessaron, or Harmony of the Gospels, 

figures prominently in this context.  Brock notes the longstanding recognition that it 

contained a number of modifications so as to square the gospel record with Tatian’s own 

encratite views.48  Therein, marriage and procreation receive outright condemnation and 

it was the only version of the Gospels used in Syriac-speaking Christianity at least until 

the fifth century in the time of Bishop Rabbula of Edessa (d. 435 CE), when it was 

officially banned.  Following this, the four canonical gospels replaced the heretical work. 

Tatian was accused of the heresy of the encratites, described as a doctrine involving 

extreme ascetical practice.49  For our purposes, it is noteworthy that Tatian’s model of the 

Christian life is expressed in the AT and is central to the message the apostle preaches in 

                                                
47  Sebastian Brock, Syriac Perspectives on Late Antiquity (London: Variorum, 1984), 7-9. 	
48  Sebastian Brock, “Early Syrian Asceticism,” Numen 20, no.1 (1973): 5.  

49  Griffith, “Christianity in Edessa,” 8.	
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India.  This feature of Syriac Christianity resonates with a model of Buddhist practice 

expressed in the Udaya Jātaka that will be treated in detail in Chapter 4. 

S. Griffiths in his treatment of asceticism in Syrian Christianity focuses on two 

key concepts in traditional Syriac vocabulary of asceticism and monasticism – ihidaya 

(conventionally, “single-ones”) and the phrase bnay (or bnat) qyama (conventionally, 

“covenanters” or “sons (or daughters) of the covenant”) – to delineate their meanings 

“within the Syrian hermeneutical horizon.”  He states outright that the earliest forms of 

Syrian asceticism are inevitably bound up with foundational documents such as the AT 

and Odes of Solomon.  However, he tempers this by explaining that even where they 

afford insight into the ascetical thinking of an earlier age, “one almost always has to 

recast the scene in reference to what is learned from Aphrahat and Ephraem, who are 

primary witnesses to the institutions of their own day in Syria.”  Thus, Griffiths traces the 

nuances of the concepts in the works of their classical, literary works, explaining their 

connotations by that time and presumably earlier.  Let it suffice to summarize that he 

finds “ihidaya” designates a celibate individual, single in their lifestyle, who was a 

member of the “bnay qyama,” a group of celibate people belonging to a certain station in 

life in the community, having taken a pledge at baptism.  While these terms do not appear 

as such in the AT, Griffiths notes that themes closely associated with “ihidaya” do occur 

in the narrative which recommends a life of consecrated virginity.  The presumption is 

that by the fourth century such ideas were already traditional in the Syriac speaking 

world.50 

                                                
50  Sidney H. Griffith, “Asceticism in the Church of Syria: The Hermeneutics of Early 
Syrian Monasticism,” in Asceticism, ed. Vincent Wimbush and Richard Valantasis (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1995), 228, 236, 238; Naomi Koltun-Fromm, Hermeneutics of 
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This strict ascetic and dualistic outlook embedded in the AT, as well as its 

chronological placement in the Syriac tradition, lends itself to considerations of its 

popularity among Marcionites and the Manichaeans.  These two forms of Christianity 

flourished in and around Edessa prior to the fourth century. Without entering into a 

detailed discussion of the teachings of their influential, early founders, Marcion (138–154 

CE) and Mani (216-276 CE), it is noteworthy that their schools of thought had a marked 

ascetic understanding of the religious life, and held a dualistic view of the cosmos where 

the temporal, physical one was inferior to the spiritual.51  Scholars have sought to 

establish the relationship between their systems of thought and the AT, but while 

conspicuous connections are compelling, further questions arise as new evidence 

emerges.52  Klauck encapsulates the Manichaean relationship to the AT, for example, as 

follows: 

Improved knowledge of the theological milieu, thanks not least to the Nag 
Hammadi discoveries has now led to a more cautious evaluation of these 
parallels. Most of them can be traced to a background of traditions that were 
shared both by the milieu from which [AT] comes and Manichaeism at a 
somewhat later date. Irrespective of how we judge this issue, however, the fact 
remains that, of the five apocryphal Acts, it was the [AT] that the Manichaeans 
found particularly congenial and they made extensive use of it.53 

 

                                                
Holiness: Ancient Jewish and Christian Notions of Sexuality and Religious Community (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2010), 97-125.  

51  Brock and Harvey, Holy Women, 7.  
52  H. J. W. Drijvers, Cults and Beliefs at Edessa (Leiden: Brill, 1980); H. J. W. Drijvers, 
“The Acts of Thomas,” in New Testament Apocrypha II ed. Wilhelm Schneemelcher (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 1992), 322-411; Walter Bauer, Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest 
Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1972).   

53  Klauck, Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles, 149.  
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The relationship of the AT to other Syrian systems of thought is not central to this project 

but it highlights its positioning within a nexus of ideas and communities circulating in the 

early period, that were later deemed heretical.  

Another major player in this early period is the Christian philosopher, Bardaiṣan, 

who figures in discussions of the AT’s provenance due to his purported familiarity with 

India.54  This partly stems from a supposed meeting with an Indian delegation in 218 CE 

to the then Roman emperor, Elagabalus.  Porphyry, the Syrian Neoplatonist and 

Bardaiṣan’s younger contemporary, claims to have preserved Bardaiṣan’s account of the 

knowledge he gathered about South Asian religions.55  Bardaiṣan, or a student of his, is 

also credited with composing The Book of Laws of the Countries, a record of his 

teachings and survey of the peoples of the known world, including India and China.56  It 

is evident from Ephraem’s writings that Bardaiṣan excelled in the composition of 

madrāshê or didactic teaching songs.  The presence of hymns in the AT, which might be 

consistent with the meter of Bardaiṣan’s verse, offers fodder for consideration of his 

authorship.57  At present, however, we cannot determine with certainty that Bardaiṣan 

penned even segments of the AT.   What is clear is that Bardaiṣan and Mani dominated 3rd 

century CE Syriac Christianity, and alongside Marcion, were Ephraem’s principal 

                                                
54  Ibid., 144-146; Jan N. Bremmer, “The Acts of Thomas: Place, Date and Women,” in The 
Apocryphal Acts of Thomas, ed. Jan Bremmer (Leuven: Peeters), 74-77.  

55  Reed, “Beyond the Land of Nod,” 66.  Drijvers, Bardaiṣan of Edessa, 11, 92,163, 173-
176, 218.  Knowledge of India and its religious practices will be dealt with in Chapter 2.  

56  H. J. W. Drijvers, The Book of the Laws of Countries: Dialogue on Fate of Bardaiṣan of 
Edessa (Assen: Van Gorcum, 1964).  
57  Drijvers, Bardaiṣan of Edessa, 29-30; Griffith, “Christianity in Edessa,” 12-15 on the use 
of the Syriac madrāshê, or poetic teaching song, utilized by Bardaiṣan, Mani and Ephraem.  	
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intellectual adversaries outside the canonical boundaries of the ‘catholic’ church.  The AT 

emerged in this milieu where these controversial thinkers’ views flourished.  

Scholars have inquired into the historicity of the AT seeking to access what the 

author or authors knew about India, or whether Thomas, the apostle, or a figure like him, 

traveled to India to spread the gospel there.  There is a noted tendency in western 

scholarship to tip one’s hat to the plausible historical kernels of historical truth, while 

maintaining distance between the Syriac Christian tradition and India.  Klauck surveys 

recent relevant scholarship, giving attention to traditions concerning Thomas according to 

Eusebius and Clement of Alexandria.  Eusebius identifies Thomas as the missionary to 

Parthia, which associates him with ‘the East’ but not India specifically.  Contrary to the 

AT’s account, Clement records that Thomas did not die as a martyr.  These early 

Christian sources in the western tradition discredit the historical value of the AT, but 

allow room for a reading of India in the AT as a potential arena for proselytization. 

Klauck summarizes the state of the question here.   

[Thomas’] visit to India is a construction of a gifted author of [the AT], who has 
put together individual pieces of historical information and the general cultural 
knowledge that people in his milieu had about India to form a rather vague 
picture. It is possible that he wanted to suggest to his readers that they themselves 
should see to the spreading of missionary work as far as India.58 
 

As noted above, Mar Thoma Christians in Southern India today trace the founding of 

their church to the apostle, Thomas.  Perspectives on Indian church history are not 

relevant this project, but it is evident that scholars of this Indian Church have argued for 

historical links to Thomas and the Syriac tradition.59   

                                                
58  Klauck, Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles, 145. 
59  James F. McGrath, “History and Fiction in the Acts of Thomas: The State of the 
Question,” Journal for the Study of the Pseudepigrapha 17.3 (1973): 297-311. 
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The AT’s reference to events with potential historical links such as the apostle’s 

journey to India by boat, his arrival in a region called Andrapolis, and his later encounter 

with King Gundaphoros have also stimulated investigations seeking to discern fact from 

fiction. James McGrath’s argues that most recent western scholarship on the matter 

presupposes the legendary character of the story rather than probes the case in detail.  He 

appeals to early 20th century scholarship that is generally neglected to consider the 

historicity of names, geography, and knowledge of Indian/Hindu customs in the text. 

McGrath underscores the plausibility of an actual journey to India from regions 

connected with Syriac Christianity and places Gundaphoros’ reign from 21 CE-46 CE.60 

His treatment lends weight to historical aspects of the AT that risk being effaced by 

modern scholarship, and characterizing the narrative as historical fiction, he highlights 

that historiography and fiction were not as far apart in the ancient world as they are 

today.  McGrath concludes with the claim that AT bears “nuggets of historical gold 

waiting to be brought to light,” requiring “painstakingly careful analysis of each and 

every person, place and event, building on a broad foundational knowledge of both 

Indian and Syrian history.”61  This assertion breathes fresh life into the question of 

facticity and might stimulate studies centered on establishing historical references in the 

AT. 

This study of the AT in relation to Buddhist jātakas attempts to carve out a new 

path in scholarship that contributes to bridging the gap between “West” and “East.” 

Establishing actual historical connections is not the primary concern but rather, 

                                                
60  This will be treated in Chapter 2.  

61  McGrath, “History and Fiction,” 309. 
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establishing the historical context in which these narratives were circulating, is of 

tremendous importance.  In the early centuries of the common era, the Indian Ocean was 

teeming with trade and both Christianity and Buddhism were engaged in proselytizing 

activities.  Material evidence of exchange will be dealt with in Chapter 2 but we should 

note that the AT is rich with references to this milieu, such as Thomas’ sale as a slave 

securing his departure by boat alongside a merchant to India, where he heals, performs 

miracles, and converts Indians to the new God.  Buddhists were also disseminating their 

teachings along trade networks.  A comparative study of two episodes in the AT and two 

Buddhist jātakas draw these seemingly disparate thought and literary worlds together 

where we might be able to discern common narrative frameworks, perhaps exchanged 

orally.  While we may not be able to identify hard and fast connections between 

Christians and Buddhists in history, this analysis suggests that proponents of these 

religious traditions recast similar stories to communicate particular ideals.  The AT has 

not previously been brought into conversation with Buddhist, or Indian literature, more 

broadly.  Considerations of the AT’s early Christian cultural context, and in relation to 

Greco Roman novels and other AAA are illuminating, but they also confine the narrative 

to Christo-centric concerns and influences.  A literary comparative analysis that looks 

further eastward initiates a conversation along uncharted trajectories.   

 

The Jātakas In and Out of the Pāli Canon 

 The jātaka tales, as they are commonly called, are a collection of narratives 

held by the Buddhist tradition to be a record of Siddhattha Gotama’s (ca. 480-400 
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BCE)62 numerous lives while enmeshed in the cycle of saṃsāra, leading to his final 

birth.  The narratives appeal to the night of the Buddha’s awakening when he is said to 

have gained insight into his previous lives and the working of causation.  In these 

stories, the bodhisatta – the Buddha prior to his awakening - is almost always the 

protagonist, appearing as a human, animal, or other nonhuman being who exhibits a 

virtuous quality or witnesses an admirable act that he praises.  They were utilized as 

didactic devices perhaps since the time of the Buddha, and their popularity is attested in 

numerous reliefs at stūpas in Bharhut, Sāñchī and Amarāvatī, dating as early as the 2nd 

century BCE.  These were significant sites of pilgrimage for the devout, and in addition 

to their function as adornment on gateways and pillars, in a predominantly oral setting 

they functioned to illustrate, through narrative in visual form, the qualities the bodhisatta 

exhibited prior to his birth as Siddhattha.   Jātakas are still widely utilized in Theravāda 

Buddhism today, adorning temple walls63 and fulfilling a range of functions that extend 

beyond teaching tales embedded in sermons and portrayed in children’s books.64  

Buddhist teachings in their earliest stages were preserved and transmitted orally, 

and first recorded in writing in the 1st century BCE.  The collection of canonical, Pāli 

jātakas in the Tipiṭaka of the Theravāda tradition consists only of verses (gāthā) with 

very few exceptions, and are in the Khuddaka Nikāya or “Collection of Little Texts” in 

                                                
62  Siddhattha Gotama’s (Sanskrit: Siddhārtha Gautama) dates are debated. These 
approximate dates are taken from Glenn Wallis, Basic Teachings of the Buddha (New York: 
Modern Library, 2007), xiv. 
63  For example, several temples in Pagan illustrate all 547/550 jātakas. Naomi Appleton, 
Jātaka Stories in Theravāda Buddhism: Narrating the Bodhisatta Path (Surrey: Ashgate, 2010), 
137.    
64  Ibid., 123-146.  Appleton offers a useful treatment of how present-day Buddhist 
communities engage with the jātakas. 
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the Sutta Piṭaka.65  Jātakas are also found in the Sutta Piṭaka and Vinaya Piṭaka in prose, 

which Oskar von Hinüber concludes are the oldest jātakas.66  The history of the 

development of the verse collection of jātakas in the Khuddaka Nikᾱya and their 

relationship to canonical jātakas in prose elsewhere in the Pāli canon is beyond the scope 

of this study.  However, their appearance in other divisions of the Buddhist literary 

corpus attests to their utility from the earliest stages of Buddhism and underscores their 

value in a tradition that required a significant amount of effort to preserve teachings.  

The Cariyᾱpiṭaka, Buddhavaṃsa, and the Apadᾱna also appear in the Khuddaka 

Nikᾱya, and like the jātakas, deal with former life narratives and the path to awakening. 

The texts attest to a concern with, and development of bodhisatta and Buddhahood 

doctrines by the time of their inclusion in the canon, as well as a concern with expanding 

on stories about notable Buddhist monks and nuns to honor them and demonstrate ideals 

of practice.67  The Cariyᾱpiṭaka is a collection of 35 jātaka type stories relating the ten 

perfections (pāramīs) cultivated by Siddhattha Gotama resulting in his achievement.68 

                                                
65  See Table 1. The canonical Jātaka collection is also called the Jātakapāli. 
66  See Oskar von Hinüber, Entstehung und Aufbau der Jātaka –Sammlung (Stuttgart: Frantz 
Steiner Verlag, 1998), section III.2; K.R. Norman, Pāli Literature (Wiesbaden: Otto 
Harrassowitz, 1983), 77-84; John Garrett Jones notes, “[I]n addition to the recognized Jātaka 
stories which occur also in Four Nikāyas, there are other passages in the Four Nikāyas which 
whilst clearly having the form of Jātakas, are not represented in the official Jātaka collection.” 
Tales and Teachings of the Buddha: The Jātaka Stories in Relation to the Pāli Canon (London: 
George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1979), 4. 
67  Appleton, Jātaka Stories, 114.  
68  The pāramīs – dāna (generosity), sīla (morality), nekkhamma (renunciation), pañña 
(wisdom), viriya (effort), khanti (patience), sacca (truthfulness), adhiṭṭhāna (determination), 
mettā (loving-kindness), upekkhā (equanimity) -- are a later formulation in the Buddhist 
tradition and the jātakas do not always show the Buddha illustrating them.  K. R. Norman 
explains 32 of the Cariyāpiṭaka narratives are correlates of those in the Jātaka collection. Two of 
them are related to narratives in the Dīgha and Majjhima Nikāya and one is too short to be 
identified. He states it serves as a supplement to the Buddhavaṃsa. Pāli Literature, 95.  
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The Buddhavaṃsa presents the history of a series of 24 Buddhas prior to Siddhattha and 

the latter’s actions during the time of each of the previous Buddhas. The Apadᾱna mainly 

consists of stories of the earlier existences of therῑs and theras in the early Buddhist 

community who became arahats, but there are also accounts of the Buddha and 

paccekabuddhas in the collection.69  While the Cariyāpiṭaka, Buddhavaṃsa, and the 

Apadᾱna are considered late additions to the Pāli canon, it is evident that the ideology of 

the jātakas, appearing even in the Sutta and Vinaya Piṭaka, with its preoccupation with 

showing the connection between actions and their results over lifetimes was influential in 

the production of other narratives, and collections of them, housed alongside the 

canonical Jātaka in the Buddhist corpus.70  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
69  K. R. Norman, Pāli Literature, 89-93. 

70  See K. R. Norman for a discussion of the Dīgha-bhāṇaka exclusion of these texts and 
their late addition to the canon. Pāli Literature, 9. Naomi Appleton describes these as “late 
canonical texts that preserve a biographical inclination.” Jātaka Stories, 109.  Perhaps their 
similar ideological concerns were an organizational consideration when the canon was taking 
shape 
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Table 1 - Division of the Tipiṭaka 

Vinaya-piṭaka  
(Collection on Discipline) 

 
 

1) Sutta-vibhanga 
    a. Mahāvibhanga 
    b. Bhikkhunī-vibhanga 
2) Khandhaka 
    a. Mahāvagga 
    b. Cullavagga 
3) Parivāra 

 
A)  

Sutta-piṭaka 
(Collection of Discourses) 

 
 

1) Dīgha-nikāya 
2) Majjhima-nikāya  
3) Samyutta-nikāya  
4) Anguttara-nikāya  
5) Khuddaka-nikāya  
    a. Khuddaka-pāṭha 
    b. Dhammapada 
    c. Udāna 
    d. Itivuttaka 
    e. Suttanipāta  
    f. Vimānavatthu 
    g. Petavatthu 
    h. Theragāthā 
    i. Therīgāthā 
    j. Jātaka  
    k. Niddesa 
    l. Patisambhidāmagga 
    m. Apadāna  
    n. Buddhavaṃsa  
    o. Cariyāpiṭaka   

Abhidhamma-piṭaka  
(Collection on 
Scholasticism) 

 
1) Dhamma-sangini 
2) Vibhanga 
3) Dhātu-kathā 
4) Puggalapaññatti 
5) Kathāvatthu 
6) Yamaka 
7) Paṭṭhāna  

 
The commonly cited version of the Pāli Jātakas with its prose commentarial 

material, known as the Jātakathakathā, or the Jātakatthavaṇṇanā (Jā,) was probably 

redacted around 500 CE.71  Stories from the Jā are utilized in this study for comparison 

with excerpts from the AT.72  There are 547 jātakas in the Jā that are unified formally by 

                                                
71  G. P. Malalasekera, Pāli Literature of Ceylon (Colombo: M. D. Gunasena & Co., 1928), 
123. The Nidānakathā serves as introduction to the Jā, providing a biographical layout divided 
into three “epochs,” the distant, intermediate and recent. It treats Gotama’s life from his former 
birth as Sumedha when he vowed to become a Buddha and fulfill the perfections, to his descent 
from Tusita heaven and birth as Siddhattha, up until his early days of teaching after his 
awakening. 

72  Pāli edition of the jātakas this study is from V. Fausbøll, ed., The Jātaka Together with 
its Commentary Being Tales of the Anterior Births of Gotama Buddha, Vol. 1-6 (London: Trubner 
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a five-framework that places each former birth story in the mouth of the Buddha during 

his final lifetime through a third person narration, when a current event calls for a telling 

of a past occurrence to elucidate the situation at hand.  The audience in the text is usually 

the Buddhist sangha to whom the Buddha narrates the jātaka, and identifies himself, as 

well as other characters in the story with individuals of his day.  Oskar von Hinüber 

explains each of the five components of the birth stories. 

All Ja[taka] have a strict formal structure. The first quarter of the first verse serves as 
headline. The beginning of the Ja[taka] is called paccuppannavatthu, “story of the 
present,” which refers to some event at the time of the Buddha, who then demonstrates 
the ultimate origin of that event by means of the atītavatthu, “story of the past.”  This 
really is the Ja[taka] that also contains the gāthā “verse(s),” which are accompanied by a 
word for word commentary called veyyākarana.  At the end, the  story  of  the  past  
and  the  one  of  the  present  are  connected  in  the  samodhāna, “connection.”73 

 

The verses alone are canonical, and the atītavatthu, or story of the past, is the jātaka 

proper in prose that is considered commentarial material elucidating the verses.  

O. von Hinüber observes that jātakas appearing in other areas of the canon in 

prose, characterized as the oldest ones, do not always appear with verses.  The verses of 

the canonical Jātakas are not necessarily older than the prose found in the Jā, but rather, 

the verses became fixed earlier than the prose which remained improvised in story 

telling performances.  Thus, only the extant wording of the prose and other content as 

we find it in the 500CE redaction, for example, is later than the verses.  Hermann 

Oldenberg’s ākhyāna theory is useful for understanding the combination of verse and 

prose that is typical of the jātakas.  Oldenberg advanced the ākhyāna theory based on 

                                                
and Co., 1877-1896).  E. B. Cowell, ed.  The Jātaka or Stories of the Buddha’s Former Births, 
Vol. 1-6 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1895-1907).   

73 Oskar von Hinüber, A Handbook of Pāli Literature (Be r l in :  W al te r  de  Gruy te r ,  
1996) ,  56 . 	
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Rigveda hymns to explain a popular type of story in ancient India where verses are set in 

a prose framework, often at significant points in the narrative and/or where a character is 

speaking.  Transmission of stories, that Oldenberg called ākhyāna, required teaching and 

learning only the verse portions while the prose remained unfixed.  The stories 

accompanying fixed verses underwent changes in narration over generations or were lost 

altogether.74   

Applying this to the Jā, we can assume that the atītavatthu section of each jātaka, 

or the stories of the past, were improvised in storytelling performance, recorded in some 

version with the canonical verses at various periods in history, and improvised in telling 

again, etc.  The Jā utilized in this study contains prose renditions of those stories, but it is 

evident that the jātakas have a complex history in oral and written circulation.  That 

jātakas bear resonances with other Indian narratives is a testament to the practice of 

borrowing from, and adapting, local and/or folk stories in the storytelling tradition, to suit 

the narrator’s didactic aims as the stories circulated.  This aspect of the jātakas will be 

treated in the next section.   

The narratives in the Jā are organized into 22 books/sections (nipātas) roughly 

grouped according to their number of canonical verses.  According to this scheme, stories 

at the beginning of the collection possess as few as one verse and toward the end, 

hundreds of verses.   This is the sole organizational principle as the narratives are 

generally not in sequential or chronological order with respect to the bodhisatta’s 

                                                
74		 E. Sieg, “Itihāsa,” in Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics, (ed.) James Hastings (New 
York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1915), 461-463. In her discussion of evidence for Oldenberg’s 
ākhyāna theory as applied to the Jā, Appleton notes that the prose cannot have been fixed at the 
time of the verses as it often contradicts the message of the verses and is in a more modern style 
of Pāli. Also, the verses circulated, and continue to do so, without the prose. Jātaka Stories, 6-8. 
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progress from life to life.  At some point, the narratives became associated with ten 

perfections (pāramῑ) that Siddhattha fulfilled over his numerous lives in a gradual path 

toward awakening.75  This is a later development in the Theravāda tradition as it is often 

difficult to tell which perfection is expressed in a jātaka, and there are stories where the 

character of the bodhisatta is highly variable, acting foolishly or even immorally in some 

instances, by Buddhist standards.76   The final ten jātakas, however, are illustrative of the 

ten perfections, are the lengthiest in the collection, and have long occupied a position of 

importance in the Theravāda Buddhist tradition.  

As a collection of 547 stories with structural uniformity and the bodhisatta as a 

central protagonist, the Jā lies outside of the Pāli canon except for the verses that serve as 

a canonical backbone of the literary corpus. Still, the Jā conveys key Buddhist principles 

such as rebirth, kamma, and the potentiality of becoming awakened through the 

development of specific capacities. Naomi Appleton underscores its strengths and goes so 

far as to describe it as a biography of the Buddha.   

The real success of the [Jā] is its ability, through its framing structure, to 
comment on kamma (with some continuity between lives) and arahatship and 
Buddhahood (with the realisation of anattā), heaven and nibbāna, the repetitive 
nature of existence and the possibility of a finite biography ending with 
Siddhattha’s awakening. Individual stories can have little inherent Buddhist 
value, and yet the perfection of the narrator and the understanding that the stories 
demonstrate the pursuit of perfection, result in a perfect Buddhist story.77  

 

                                                
75  The ten perfections (pāramῑ) are generosity (dāna), patience (khanti), loving-kindness 
(mettā), renunciation (nekkhamma), wisdom (paññā), truthfulness (sacca), morality (sῑla), resolve 
(adhiṭṭhāna), equanimity (upekkhā), energy (viriya).  
76  Appleton, Jātaka Stories, 12.		
77  Ibid., 149. An example of the jātakas’ ongoing utility and popularity is Appleton’s 
ethnographic account of their use in the 2007 Vesak celebration in Sri Lankan Buddhism. Vesak 
is a festival focusing on the birth, awakening and death of the Buddha. 147-157.   
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Whether the bodhisatta was born as a monkey, merchant, doctor, or prince, the jātakas 

also hit the mark in terms of their entertainment value and ability to appeal to the 

imagination of Buddhists throughout time.  As noted above, the canonical Jātaka is 

related to later canonical works in the Khuddaka Nikāya that deal with the previous lives 

of figures in the early Buddhist community, as well as other Buddhas.  This expansion 

and preservation of narratives in a similar vein, along with the abundance of iconographic 

representations of jātakas at Buddhist sites from its earliest stages onward, attests to their 

popularity and utility in communicating Buddhist ideas oriented around its ultimate goal 

of awakening.  

 

The Jātakas in Scholarship 

In the late 19th century, T.W. Rhys Davids characterized the jātakas as the 

“oldest, most complete, and most important collection of folklore extant,” and drew 

attention to selections from the Jā with cross-cultural resonances that were known in 

Europe.  At that time, he stated outright that the resemblance was simply due to the fact 

that the “Western stories were borrowed from the Buddhist ones.”78  More than a century 

later, with scholarship becoming increasingly insular and critical of comparative work, 

such a statement appears quite bold with its assertion that the former borrowed from the 

latter.  T. W. Rhys Davids does not supply definitive evidence of this borrowing, but 

presents a selection of jātakas with references to later stories in other traditions.  The 

project at hand contributes to scholarship on shared stories across traditions, but 

                                                
78  T. W. Rhys Davids, Buddhist Birth Stories: The Oldest Collection of Folk-Lore Extant, 
(London: Routledge 2000) iii- iv. This was originally published in 1880. 
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recognizes that the issue of provenance is especially murky where oral literature is 

concerned.  Since the question of which came first is largely irrelevant to my aim of 

drawing early Christian and Buddhist narratives into conversation with each other to 

explore shared themes and concerns between these two missionary religions, I set it aside 

in favor of limiting my purview to the early centuries of the common era against a 

backdrop of exchange.  

Indian culture is well known for its longstanding oral tradition at the foundation 

of monumental works bearing marked degrees of consistency over centuries, such as the 

Vedas, the Sanskrit epics, and the Pāli canon.  Jātakas and other didactic, popular stories 

with roots in preliterate culture were fluid in nature as their constituents (themes, settings, 

characters, etc.) had communal status and circulated in no fixed form until they were 

committed to writing, and a version of the story recorded.  In the case of the jātakas in 

oral tradition, a story could be constructed around the static, canonical verses at each 

telling since the details were malleable.  It is not unusual to find overt similarities 

between the story of the past, that is, the meaty prose portions of the Jā, and other non-

Buddhist stories with oral origins, such as those in the Pañcatantra, Hitopadeśa and even 

Aesop’s Fables.79  In the Indian context more broadly, these stories are generically 

considered nīti, or instructive, literature. They seek to entertain as well as communicate 

something about how one should behave based on what has been understood by people 

over time through lived experience.  Walter Ong explains that preliterate cultures use 

                                                
79  For parallels between these and the jātakas, see Gibbs, Aesop’s Fables.  See Jean W. 
Sedlar, India and the Greek World: A Study in the Transmission of Culture (New Jersey: 
Rowman and Littlefield, 1980) for interaction including the possible exchange of folktales and 
fables.  
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stories involving human action that are close to the “living human lifeworld” to “store, 

organize, and communicate much of what they know.”80  What they know includes the 

ethical; and what better receptacle and medium for this than a “situational” story where 

there is immeasurable space for issues to arise, choices to be made, and actions to be 

performed?  The characters in nīti stories are not always human, but dispositions, 

behavioral patterns and moral tendencies of humans are ascribed to them.  These 

moralistic, true to life tales bear a timeless appeal, and their adaptability to suit the needs 

of various audiences has contributed to their persistence over time.  

Richard Gombrich’s analysis of the Vessantara Jātaka (#547) in relation to the 

Ayodhyākāṇda in the Rāmāyaṇa 
is a useful example of how similar narrative themes in 

circulation might be deployed by different groups to communicate their ideals.  

Gombrich argues that the narratives are similar in content, but not enough to suggest that 

they “borrow directly from each other or that they depend on a common source,” 

proposing instead that they have “a mutual influence.”  Both stories involve a prince who 

is exiled to the forest from a kingdom to which he is heir.  While there, the prince in each 

of the narratives faces numerous ethical challenges and Gombrich notes, “the virtues 

displayed are completely different,” exemplifying Buddhist or Brahmanic ideals. 

Vessantara, the bodhisatta, is an exemplar of generosity in the jātaka, giving away even 

his children at a brahmin’s request, while Rāma fulfills his duty, or dharma, according to 

Brahmanic formulations at all costs.  Gombrich compares another narrative, the 

Dasaratha Jātaka (#461), with these two works, as it combines motifs from the 

                                                
80  Walter Ong, Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (London: Methuen & 
Co., 1982), 49,137. 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Vessantara Jātaka with a version of Rāma’s exile.  Gombrich concludes that the 

Dasaratha Jātaka is a critique of Hindu values as expressed by Rāma.  The bodhisatta in 

the Dasaratha Jātaka is in control of his feelings at the news of his father’s death, a 

Buddhist virtue, whereas in the Rāmāyaṇa, Rāma grieves at the loss.  In closing, he 

briefly contrasts Hindu and Buddhist ethics, highlighting the notion of 

svadharma/sadhamma, or acting in accordance with one’s individual place or role, that is 

present in the former, and essential to Brahmanic ideals of social and religious life.  This 

concept is non-existent in Buddhism, as, “Their values are universalistic: what is right for 

one must be right for all.”81  Gombrich’s study brings into focus the range of ways a 

narrative concerning a member of an elite and influential class in Indian storytelling 

tradition might be utilized by different narrators and religious advocates to express their 

specific ideals.  The current project is in a similar vein but extends its reach westward to 

Edessa and examines correlations and disparities between and an early Christian Syrian 

outlook expressed in the AT.  

Until recently, scholars have neglected to acknowledge the literary merits of the 

jātakas and their creative use as devices to convey specifically Buddhist ideas.82  The 

                                                
81  Richard Gombrich, “The Vessantara Jātaka, the Rāmāyaṇa and the Dasaratha Jātaka,” 
Journal of the American Oriental Society 105, no. 3 (1985): 427-437.  

82  Charles Hallisey and Anne Hansen address the dismissal of jātakas as non-reflective of 
significant Buddhist thought in their consideration of the role of story literature in the moral lives 
of Buddhists. They suggest the presence of animals as protagonists has been “a crucial catalyst in 
the modern tendency to discount the Jātakas as mere folktales,” and seek to overturn this by 
describing it is a “sophisticated imaginative practice,” allowing for the discussion of moral	
qualities without listeners or readers associating them with people of any particular social 
standing, ethnicity, or location.  This reading of non-human characters is compelling especially 
in the ancient Indian world perfumed by varna/jati (caste) distinctions linked to notions of purity 
and pollution. Stories involving animals require the audience to “stand outside the conventions 
and prejudices” of their societies, as qualities attributed to an animal can usually only be 
interpreted as being those of people in general, not any one specific group, in any one place. 
They go on to explore the “worklike” dimension of narratives in Theravada Buddhism where 
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prose sections of the Jā have been long recognized as storehouses of information about 

ancient India and were profitably mined for insight into pre-Buddhist, and early Buddhist 

culture in India.83  Some 20th century assessments dismissed their distinctively Buddhist 

dimensions with charges that, “[The] introductory tales known as the Story of the 

Present are very silly inventions of the commentators” and, “[The] teachings of the 

jātakas “do not go far below the surface.  They are chiefly to inculcate obvious lower 

truths,” and, “there is nothing particularly Buddhist about them…[T]he ethic is of course, 

of a very simple kind.  It is milk for babes.”84  The identification of the protagonist in the 

jātakas with the bodhisatta 
was described as a superficial attempt by Buddhists to 

incorporate preexisting stories into their tradition.  To characterize the jātakas as generic 

stories based on their similarities with other arguably pan-Indian, or specifically 

Brahmanic narratives ignores the cache of meaning communicated by their overt 

differences that are discernable in comparative analyses.  These perspectives also effaced 

the material, physical, and emotional effort required for preservation in the Buddhist oral 

                                                
stories, according to G. Obeysekere, “were once the lifeblood of everyday Buddhism[.]” In 
this context, Hallisey and Hansen trace three different ways in which “moral life is enabled 
by narrative: prefiguration (the effect of narratives in enlarging an agent’s moral horizon), 
configuration (the power of narratives to expose the opaqueness of moral intention), or 
refiguration (the healing and transformative potential of narratives.” “Narrative, Sub-ethics 
and the Moral Life: Some Evidence from Theravāda Buddhism,” Journal of Religious Ethics 24, 
no. 2 (1996): 308.  
83  See Ratilal Narbheram, Pre-Buddhist India: A Political Administrative, Economic, Social 
and Geographical Survey of Ancient India Based Mainly on the Jātaka Stories (Bombay: 
Examiner Press, 1939); Benoychandra Sen, Studies in Buddhist Jātaka: Tradition and Polity 
(Calcutta: Saraswat Library, 1974). 
84  Martin Wickramasinghe, The Buddhist Jātaka Stories and The Russian Novel (Columbo: 
The Associated Newspapers of Ceyon Ltd., 1956), ix, quoting Maurice Winternitz; David C. 
Pierce, “The Middle Way of the Jātaka Tales,” Journal of American Folklore 82 (1969):245-254, 
quoting E. Washburn Hopkins; T. W. Rhys Davids, Buddhist India (New York: Books for 
Libraries Press, 1903), 197. 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and written tradition, and neglected to give attention to their utility in inculcating 

particularly Buddhist views in a competitive religious milieu.   

The jātakas are conspicuously differentiated from other types of instructive 

literature as particularly Buddhist in their formal structure, and by the bodhisatta 

appearing on the narrative scene as performer of, or witness to, praiseworthy actions.  

Lynn Tirrell’s consideration of the necessity of storytelling for moral agency is helpful in 

thinking about how the bodhisatta as protagonist might serve to inculcate Buddhist ideas 

concerning how one should behave. She explains that the listener of a story is able to “try 

that perspective on for size” with the help of sympathy and imagination and able to 

compare himself or herself to the characters in the narrative.85  In the context of 

Buddhism, it is instructive to consider what it is to try the bodhisatta’s “perspective on 

for size” in his journey toward becoming the Buddha.  From this standpoint, a jātaka is 

not communicating a generic, moral lesson, but a Buddhist one about developing specific 

qualities within the larger scheme of rebirth toward the specific goal of awakening. 

Through narrative we can sympathize with those who are different from ourselves and 

engage imaginatively with perspectives and possibilities of action that might be 

otherwise inaccessible.  

David C. Pierce also challenged the view of jātakas as simply “a pious form of 

entertainment... unburdened by any substantial amount of significant Buddhist thought.” 

In his structural study of the Jā, he suggests that there is a discernible pattern in the body 

of the narratives overlooked in selective analyses of stories. Pierce identified a 

                                                
85  Lynn Tirrell, “Storytelling and Moral Agency,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art 48, no. 2 
(1990): 115-126.  
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“dialectical tension” between the order of the everyday world of the householder, and 

the worldly renunciation of the mendicant.  These two seemingly contrary modes of 

Buddhist life and practice appear in the profusion of instructions for laypeople 

alongside the unquestioned notion of “the ascetic ideal.”  Pierce argues that the central 

concern of the jātaka material lies in the way it gives shape to, and mediates this 

tension, claiming that “a middle way ethic of compassion” is perhaps the most 

significant form of mediation.  It is the “expression of a faith that could not remain 

“sectarian” and separated from the world, but was compelled to relate itself to its world 

in some meaningful manner.”86  Pierce’s assertions bring the Jā into focus as a resource 

for considering the Buddhist tradition’s reconciliation of ascetic and lay modes of 

practice.  Additionally, it offers evidence that it is misleading to assume that Buddhist 

practice was limited to the neat categories of ‘ascetic’ and ‘householder.’  The Udaya 

Jātaka (#458) which will be dealt with in Chapter 4 presents a paradigm of practice that 

blurs these categories and offers fodder for comparison with the AT’s vision of religious 

practice.  

Consideration of the jātakas as literature have not received much attention in 

scholarship. Sarah Shaw’s examination of the use of narrative voice in the Pāli Canon, 

that she calls a masterpiece in this regard, is helpful in terms of exploring the 

complexities of the genre of the Jā.87  Shaw notes the marriage of “the objectivity of the 

                                                
86  Pierce, “The Middle Way,” 246-253. 

87  Martin Wickramasinghe’s assessment of the paccuppannavatthu, or story of the present, 
and the atītavatthu, or story of the past (jātaka proper), as literature, deserves mention in its 
attention to their literary merits. He contends that the unadorned stories of the present, often 
based on incidents occurring during the life of the Buddha, betrays no real attempt by the writer, 
or commentator, in this case, to be artistic. However, “In realism, brevity and the absence of 
pedantry and sentimental romanticism, some of these introductory anecdotes are closer to the 
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third person with the personal and the autobiographical”88 in Buddhist texts.  The 

dexterous and complementary use of third and first person voices in the jātakas, she 

argues, effectively link the Buddha with his previous lives as a bodhisatta, and obscures 

the lines of genres designations as there are elements of autobiography, biography, and 

hagiography laced together.  In each jātaka, the stories of the present and the past are 

narrated in the third person, but traditionally end in the first person, with, “aham eva,” or, 

“thus was I,” expressing the Buddha’s identification with his earlier state.  Shaw 

underscores this skillful use of narrative voice in the jātakas’ formal structure as offering 

the opportunity for “more extensive exploration of character than could be attempted in 

accounts of a final, exemplary life.”  The threads of third and first person voices allow the 

stories to communicate ideas about the process of rebirth and karmic patterns over 

manifold lives, capturing in its shifting voices, “the constantly changing and dissolving 

identities of the bodhisatta and the fully awakened mind in the search for the 

perfections[.]”89  Far from simplistic, instructive tales with a thin veneer of Buddhist 

doctrine, Shaw’s treatment emphasizes the skill, care, and deliberation with which 

                                                
European novel than to the old-world romances or folk-tale.” He notes the stories of the past 
sometimes reflect a conscious, compositional effort w i t h  t h e  “real raw material of life” at 
the core of the narratives, and goes on to compare the character types found in the jātakas with 
those in Dostoevsky’s novels. Wickramasinghe identifies similarities in their conflicts at the 
very basic psychological level and attempts to show how certain narratives unintentionally 
reveal “the working of the subconscious mind” with the bodhisatta playing the role of 
psychoanalyst. Buddhist Jātaka Stories, 4-5. This assessment of the jātakas suggests a degree of 
literary sophistication that they are generally not accorded and gives pause for thought concerning 
comparative analyses with productions of print culture. 
88  Sarah Shaw, “And That Was I: How the Buddha Himself Creates a Path between 
Biography and Autobiography,” in Lives Lived, Lives Imagined: Biography in the Buddhist 
Traditions, ed. Linda Covill, Ulrike Roesler, and Sarah Shaw (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 
2010), 29, 41. She finds that a full study in terms of modern understanding of the genres of 
autobiography and biography has not been attempted. 

89  Ibid., 36-37. 



47 

Buddhists presented material about the exemplary life/lives of the Buddha in the Jā, 

communicating fundamental Buddhist ideas in its literary structure. 

Shaw’s contribution problematizes the generic characterization of the Jā as 

simply a ‘biography’ of the Buddha in its complex use of narrative voice that she argues 

includes aspects of autobiography and hagiography.  However, in terms of this 

comparative project with the AT, we might recall Richard Pervo’s assertion that modern 

day scholars are free to make use of whatever term/terms provide the most value, as the 

classification of literature is a tool for comparative study.  Christine Thomas’ assessment 

of the AAA as closer to ancient biographies than novels, with the career and death of 

single individuals as their narrative backbone, is compelling for purposes of drawing the 

the AT together with the jātakas, hinged on the life/lives of the Buddha.90  While it is not 

critical to this comparative project to argue that the AT and the Jā are similarly 

biographical, a central aim is to illustrate that stories contained therein concerning 

notable figures belonged to no specific author in the ancient world, traveled, and were 

adapted by Christian and Buddhist communities to suit their needs.  It is important in this 

context to reemphasize the composite nature of the AT with sections circulating 

independently of others, and the Jā’s own complex compositional history. In the early 

centuries of the common era, stories were likely transmitted in oral tradition more quickly 

than in writing, and adapted in performance to suit one’s audience. While Christians 

                                                
90  Another consideration is that there are threads of other characters’ lives running 
throughout the jātakas, albeit not as consistently as that of the bodhisatta’s, in the web of 
samsara.  Some of the main players in the life of the Buddha, including Sāriputta, Ananda, 
Mogallāna, Devadatta, and Rāhula, figure in the jātakas performing actions consistent with their 
behavioral tendencies in the story of the present.	
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looked eastward to India to spread their message, Buddhists had already gained much 

ground westward, and were still on the move outside of India.  

 

Comparing the Acts of Thomas with Pāli Jātakas 

This project brings the historical and narrative worlds of early Syriac Christianity 

and Indian Buddhism together to consider the exchange of ideas across seemingly 

disparate cultures and their attitudes regarding renunciation.  Comparative analyses of 

two pericopes from the AT (Act 1.11-16 and Act 3.30-33), and the Udaya (#458) and 

Visavanta (#69) Jātakas, respectively, elucidate narrative and thematic similarities, as 

well as key divergences related to renunciation.  This gives pause for thought concerning 

the circulation of narratives among missionary traditions in the ancient world where trade 

flourished and facilitated the movement of religious ideas.  It is beyond the scope of this 

study to establish a direct historical connection between these traditions and their literary 

works, but it is plausible that Christians and Buddhists adapted stories that circulated 

widely to communicate their respective ideals.  There is a conspicuous resonance 

between both traditions’ advocacy of a model of renunciation involving celibacy in the 

household.  I foreground the blurred lines between ‘lay’ and ‘monastic’ categories 

expressed in the narratives to suggest that this alternative model was a legible, but 

perhaps, not mainstream, social arrangement in early Syriac Christianity and Indian 

Buddhism.  

It is a pioneering exercise to bring the AT into conversation with the Pali jātakas, 

within the context of early Syriac Christianity and Buddhism.  Although the AT is an 

imaginative, literary work explicitly concerned with India, it is yet to be considered from 
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any angle in relation to Indian literature.  Harold W. Attridge notes the intertextual/open 

text nature of the AT and asserts that it relies heavily on other literature – specifically, 

Christian works.91  While his work considers ways in which the AT stands in relation to 

Christian scriptures, studies considering literary intersections between the AT and Indian 

narratives are wanting.  Attridge suggests that oral traditions about Thomas may underlie 

some of the acts and that stories in the first six acts, where the narratives under 

consideration here appear, may have circulated independently.  Given the oral origin of 

the jātakas and the established practice in Indian storytelling tradition of adapting a story 

to the audience, it is plausible to suggest that narratives concerning prominent figures 

such as the bodhisatta circulated widely in oral tradition with the potential for adaptation. 

It is evident that at least some proponents of Christianity in the ancient Syriac milieu on 

the eastern fringes of the Roman Empire were preoccupied with proselytizing in India as 

expressed in the AT.  In an environment teeming with exchange, it is likely that 

Christians and Buddhists utilized similar didactic narratives to communicate their 

religious visions, and this project presents two cases for consideration.92  

Annette Reed brings into focus the historically fraught area of comparative work 

in the reception of Asian religions in “the West” where intellectuals from the sixteenth to 

the nineteenth century sought to identify connections across cultures.  Positivist 

interpretations of linguistic and mythological parallels resulted in an abundance of 

speculation concerning relations between races and lost lineages aimed at identifying a 

                                                
91  Attridge, “Intertextuality,” 121.  Harold W. Attridge, The Acts of Thomas (Salem: 
Polebridge Press, 2010), 4-5. 
92  The Jā is older than the AT as are Indian ideas about celibacy as a mode of religious 
practice. An east to west movement of influence seems plausible.  
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common root of world religions, irrespective of attention to respective histories and 

cultural contexts.93  By the mid-twentieth century, this “parallelomania” linked to cross 

cultural studies was viewed with heightened skepticism in conjunction with increased 

specialization of scholarly disciplines and the solidification of discrete world religions.94 

Introducing a recent collection of essays on ancient contact and exchange, Victor Mair 

writes, “Whereas a century ago it was quite respectable to discuss cultural parallels and 

connections, now it is well-nigh disreputable to do so.”95  Reed narrows in on the 

implications of the discursive turn in scholarship which resulted in treating religions as 

reified entities that developed in isolation, with premodern literary references to 

intercultural encounters “re-read primarily as reflections of the construction of the 

“Other.”  Scholars interested in investigating cross-cultural contacts in the early centuries 

of the common era are left with the burden of presenting ‘a smoking gun’ to prove the 

exchange of religious and other immaterial ideas in the form of artifacts such as direct 

literary dependence.  To suggest ‘influence’ is to appear naïve to the grand theoretical, 

and relentlessly self-conscious developments in Religious Studies in an era that leaves us 

with little room to make claims concerning even plausible connections.   

In the wake of these developments, the comparative study of religions was 

dismissed as an inferior methodological approach in a “postmodern age,” given the 

                                                
93  Annette Yoshiko Reed, “Reimagining the East: Eurasian Trade, Asian Religions, and 
Christian Identities,” in Material Culture and Asian Religions: Text, Image, Object, ed. Benjamin 
J. Fleming and Richard D. Mann (New York: Routledge, 2014), 265-266.  See also Victor H. 
Mair, Contact and Exchange in the Ancient World (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2006).  

94  See Tomoko Masuzawa, The Invention of World Religions: Or, How European 
Universalism was Preserved in the Language of Pluralism (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2005).  

95  Mair, Contact and Exchange, 7. 
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latter’s deconstructionist approach that problematized the identification of ahistorical, 

universal truths across traditions.  Comparatists have sought to salvage the method from 

the wreckage by responding to the critiques of postmodernism, elucidating ways that it 

can be constructively employed, and maintaining that the process of comparison is “a 

fundamental characteristic of human intelligence.”96   Jonathan Z. Smith, in his 

assessment of four modes of comparison, ethnographic, evolutionary, morphological and 

encyclopedic, asserts that while each of them is problematic and has at times led us 

astray, comparison remains “the method of scholarship” and is an essential part of 

Religious Studies.97  Barbara Holdrege’s defense of comparative analysis aims to redress 

problems with the morphological mode of comparative analysis in particular, as 

represented in the structural phenomenological studies of scholars such as Mircea Eliade.  

Holdrege isolates these three interconnected issues that came under severe criticism: 

insufficient attention to differences, insufficient attention to the diachronic dimension, 

and insufficient attention to context.  She developed a three phase method of analysis that 

is appropriate to the religious traditions of Brahmanical Hinduism and rabbinical 

Judaism, in an attempt to “rescue cross cultural study from the clutches of ahistorical 

universalism by giving proper attention to differences as well as similarities and to 

diachronic transformations as well as to structural continuities.”98  Holdrege’s method 

entails 1) tradition-specific analysis or history of interpretations in each respective 

                                                
96  Barbara A. Holdrege, “What’s Beyond the Post? Comparative Analysis as Critical 
Method,” in A Magic Still Dwells: Comparative Method in the Postmodern Age, ed. Kimberley C. 
Patton and Benjamin C. Ray (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 83. 

97  Barbara A. Holdrege, Veda and Torah: Transcending the Textuality of Scripture (Albany: 
SUNY Press, 1996), 19-20.  

98  Ibid., 20-25.  
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tradition, 2) comparative analysis or juxtaposition of traditions that incorporates 

synchronic analyses within a diachronic framework, and lastly, 3) cultural interpretation, 

that examines “the significance of the similarities and differences between the symbol 

systems and practices in light of the broader religiocultural matrices in which they are 

embedded.”99  

Holdrege’s approach is instructive for bringing the AT into conversation with the 

Pāli jātakas insofar as it offers careful guidelines for engaging in comparative work.  My 

analysis of the AT (Act 1.11-16 and Act 3.30-33), and the Udaya (#458) and Visavanta 

(#69) Jātakas, respectively, takes the historical milieu of the early centuries of the 

common era as its starting point to contextualize these narratives stemming from 

missionary traditions that utilized stories to communicate their religious ideas.  This 

comparative analysis is not built on the foundation of a concrete historical connection 

between religious, and associated narrative traditions.  However, juxtaposing 

conspicuously similar narratives in this diachronic framework reveals consistencies in 

structure and themes that circulated and were possibly shared orally and in writing across 

avenues of exchange.100  The AT is overtly concerned with proselytizing in India, and 

there is copious evidence that Buddhism moved westward into regions influenced by 

                                                
99  Holdrege, “What’s Beyond the Post?” 78-82. Her discussion of the mode of comparison 
identifies a genus-species relationship between Brahmanical Hinduism and rabbinical Judaism as 
species of the genus “embodied communities.” Christianity and Buddhism might be considered 
species of the genus “missionizing traditions” in the context of this study. 
100  Donald S. Lopez and Peggy McCracken note the westward movement of the life story of 
the Buddha along ancient trade routes connecting China, India, Persia and Syria. They suggest the 
existent Arabic, Bilawhar and Budhasaf, which preserves several episodes from the life of 
Siddhartha Gautama, is likely to have been based on a Pahlavi translation of his story that is now 
lost.  In Search of the Christian Buddha: How and Asian Sage Became a Medieval Saint (New 
York: W. W. Norton & Co. 2014), 54.  
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Hellenism with mercantile activity.101  The differences that emerge from examining the 

narratives side by side allow insight into the specific didactic aims of Christianity and 

Buddhism regarding renunciation, clearly of concern to both traditions that offered 

options for practicing it in non-monastic contexts.  

Reed prompts scholars to attend to material culture in triangulation with texts, 

even with the interpretive dilemmas that arise with archeological, epigraphic and 

iconographic data.  The diffusion of Christianity attested by material evidence along trade 

routes in Central and East Asia has had little impact on Christian historiography in 

modern scholarship.  This is largely due to its dismissal as evidence for “Nestorianism,” 

and not “Christianity,” in accordance with the Rome-centered contours articulated in the 

fourth century CE by Eusebius of Caesarea.102  The interconnectivity of cultures in 

premodern times linked to trade and travel, and substantiated by material evidence, 

challenges Eurocentric and traditional Eusebian models of history.  It is in this vein that 

this comparative study of the AT and Buddhist jātakas takes its place, reading the AT in 

relation to Indian literature, against the trend in scholarship to privilege Greek and Latin 

sources in the study of early Christianity.  The historical context of trade and Christian 

and Buddhist concern with expansion in the early centuries of common era buttress this 

literary comparison to shift our lens eastward of Edessa.  Also, an evaluation of the 

paradigms of religious practice expressed in these Christian and Buddhist narratives 

                                                
101  Georgios T. Halkias, “When the Greeks Converted the Buddha: Asymmetrical Transfers 
of Knowledge in Indo-Greek Cultures,” in Religions and Trade: Religious Formation, 
Transformation and Cross-Cultural Exchange between East and West, ed. Peter Wick and Volker 
Rabens (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 65-116; Erik Seldeslachts, “Greece, The Final Frontier? The 
Western Spread of Buddhism,” in The Spread of Buddhism, ed. Ann Heirman and Stephan P. 
Bumbacher (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 131-166.   

102  Reed, “Reimagining the East,” 268. 
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within the context of their respective traditions, and cross-culturally, contributes to 

scholarship on models of renunciation in the early centuries of the common era that are 

arguably non-mainstream, but were significant enough to be preserved in literature.  

Furthermore, this project establishes a specific trajectory between studies on the AT, the 

apostle Thomas, and Christian mission in India, that serves as a reference point for future 

discoveries that might uncover direct historical links between seemingly distant worlds.  

Increased attention in Religious Studies to material evidence from the ‘Silk Road’ and 

regions that were involved in Indian Ocean trade provide rich avenues for investigation.     

Far from the limes of Rome to the west, the cosmopolitan center of Edessa 

produced the AT which was oriented even further eastward to India where Thomas was 

envisioned as proselytizing. This is a veritable expression of Christianity in Asia 

enmeshed in a nexus of cross cultural contacts, influences and material exchange. While 

there is no ‘smoking gun’ establishing a direct connection between the Christian and 

Buddhist narratives under examination, material evidence attests to the avenues of 

connectivity whereby these missionary traditions circulated with their stories. Through 

the structured, cautious comparative method, we might be able to view parallels and 

divergences across narrative traditions within a specific historical context, while avoiding 

the pitfalls of seeing connections where they do not exist and treating religious traditions 

as isolated and discrete entities.  This is valuable because it allows us to consider the 

interconnectivity of religious communities and spread of ideas in premodern times 

without the limitations of modern notions of ‘East’ and ‘West’ where Rome is the center, 

and the rest, marginalized peripheries. 
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CHAPTER 2 

MARITIME TRADE AND ‘EAST’/ ‘WEST’ INTERCONNECTIVITY  

 

This chapter establishes the historical backdrop of exchange between the 

Mediterranean world centered on the Egyptian Red Sea ports and India in the early 

centuries of the common era to contextualize this comparative project on the AT and Pāli  

jātakas.  The “Silk Road” has garnered a good deal of attention from scholars in various 

disciplines interested in probing into the ancient global economy that connected Europe 

with Asia.103  However, this study focuses on maritime trade on the Indian Ocean, taking 

its cue from the AT’s unremarkable statement that the apostle, Thomas, was sold to an 

Indian merchant as a carpenter, and journeyed from Jerusalem to India by ship, sailing 

with a favorable wind.104  Ancient mariners exploited the monsoons or “Hippalus” winds 

in the Indian Ocean making the voyage from the Red Sea to India much faster and cost 

effective than coast-hugging navigation.105  This oceanic trade complemented the Silk 

Road’s overland activities, and connected the Mediterranean, Arabia and India in a large-

scale network of exchange.  Studies investigating the dynamics of the maritime trade are 

                                                
103  See Xinru Liu, The Silk Road in World History (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2010); Richard Foltz, Religions of the Silk Road: Premodern Patterns of Globalization (New 
York: Palgrave, 2010); Valerie Hansen, The Silk Road: A New History (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2012); Peter Frankopan, The Silk Roads: A New History of the World (New 
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2016). 
 
104  AT, 1.3. Himanshu P. Ray notes that jātakas also refer to various groups engaged in 
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gaining increasing attention and there is ample literary and material evidence attesting to 

its scope and impact on interconnectivity.  

The AT embeds its interest in proselytizing to India in the economic network of 

exchange across geographic and ethnic boundaries, with a deed of sale committing 

Thomas to work as a builder for an Indian king named Gundaphoros.  The text suggests 

knowledge of India circulated among the proponents of Syriac Christianity at the time of 

its composition in the 3rd century CE, such as the name of this king who is attested by 

numismatic evidence.  Merchants emerge in this historical context as significant 

informants on foreign lands as they operated in distant and varied locales to conduct 

business.  This gives pause for thought concerning the view of India from cosmopolitan 

cities like Edessa, on the Eastern fringes of the Roman Empire in a milieu of abundant 

trade. India was evidently perceived as a venue for missionary activity that would be 

receptive to a Syriac Christian outlook with its ascetic leanings.  

In the Indian Buddhist context in the period under consideration, local and foreign 

mercantile activity intersected with religious institutions and Indian imperial patronage, 

as attested by donative inscriptions in monastic complexes.  Thorough excavations of 

sites in the western Deccan of India are wanting, but Buddhist monastic sites there are 

already identified as located along active trade routes linked to seaports.106  This region in 
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India is not the only one where non-Indian merchants operated, but it is an attractive 

nexus for examination given the Greek AT’s reference to ‘Andrapolis,’ a royal city where 

Thomas disembarks in India.  This reference has garnered suggestions regarding an 

Indian correlate, but they have neglected to include the western Deccan region of India 

under the Andhra or Sātavāhana reign in these considerations. The Sātavāhana flourished 

from the 1st century BCE to the second century CE, were instrumental in supporting 

trading ventures, patrons of diverse religious groups, and recognized for their 

contributions to Buddhist architectural monuments such as the stūpas at Sāñchī and 

Amarāvatī.  It is plausible that advocates of a Christian mission to India included these 

royal patrons, or ones like them, in their vision of establishing their religious movement 

there.  

Section I presents dynamics of the Indo-Roman trade with merchants at the 

forefront, contextualizing the AT’s reference to Abbanes, a merchant from India, seeking 

a carpenter in Jerusalem.  It also considers the impact of trade on new information about 

India coming into the Roman Empire. Section II deals with knowledge about India in 

ancient Edessa primarily through Bardaiṣan as recorded in his Book of Laws of Countries 

and Porphyry’s works. Section III considers the issue of history and fiction in the AT, 

with attention to textual features that lend verisimilitude to the narrative given its 

historical and cultural context.  The AT’s reference to Andrapolis as Thomas’ port of 

disembarkation invites consideration of the western Deccan near the ancient port of 

Barygaza and further south as a possible locus of missionary activity in conjunction with 

commerce, and royal administration. Regions such as this might have been appealing 

vistas for proponents of Christianity seeking to secure support for their movement.  
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Looking East of Rome in Light of Trade 

The large-scale maritime exchange on the Indian Ocean linking the Mediterranean 

world with India from the Egyptian ports at Myos Hormos and Berenike is customarily 

called the Indo-Roman trade.  The period under consideration begins with the reign of 

Augustus at the end of the first century BCE at the time that Egypt and its ports came 

under Roman control and ends in the third century CE.  The designation ‘Roman’ in the 

Indo-Roman trade is an umbrella term referring to a broad spectrum of ethnic groups 

involved in commercial activities on the Indian Ocean, and not only those who 

characterized themselves as ‘Roman.’107  In the context of this study, it signifies any and 

every merchant or participant in the trade within regions under Roman command, 

including Egypt and regions across western Asia, including Edessa, connected to the 

Indian Ocean via the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers.  Likewise, the shorthand ‘Indo’ 

presents some difficulties as it might specifically refer to the region around the Indus 

River near the ancient port of Barbaricon in northwestern India.  However, maritime 

trade involved numerous populations and ports along India’s western, southern, and 

southeastern coastline.  ‘Indo’ is intended to capture the linguistic and cultural diversity 

across this expanse of territory.  Thus, the designation ‘Indo-Roman’ is a convenient 

handle in discussing East-West interconnectivity through trade, but we must remain 

sensitive to its ethnic, geographic, and linguistic complexity.  

 Early 20th century scholarship presented Indo-Roman maritime commerce as 

Roman dominated, with Mortimer Wheeler’s archeological excavations of Arikamedu in 
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southeastern India described as evidence of a Roman colony.  Arikamedu took on a 

position of central importance in studies and “reinforced an existing orthodoxy of Indo-

Roman trade clearly set out by E. H. Warmington, as being Roman-controlled.”108  

Discoveries in recent decades of an array of sites in need of excavation, fresh 

interpretations of evidence, and interdisciplinary approaches to artifacts of exchange 

yield hypotheses which challenge older, imperialist assertions of an elite, Roman-driven 

trade.109  Diverse merchants emerge in this new framework as significant players in East-

West interconnectivity stimulating original questions about conduits that were operative 

in regions across the Indian Ocean, including those linked to religious movements, that 

allowed them access to markets in foreign lands.   

Raoul McLaughlin recently challenged the convention of Western scholarship to 

present Roman ‘global’ achievement in political and military terms.  He investigates the 

operation of the international eastern commerce, which has never been comprehensively 

studied, and argues that it is “key to explaining the success of the imperial system that 

created and sustained the early Roman empire.”110  The volume of Indo-Roman trade 

escalated within just five years of Roman control of lucrative Egyptian ports, Myos 
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Hormos and Berenike, with a sixfold increase from the Ptolemaic dynasty in the 

merchant fleet sailing from Egypt to India.  Augustus was advised to overhaul the 

existing tax system to increase revenue for the empire, leading to the Roman procurement 

of a 25% tax, or tetarte, on all imports.111  The Roman government fostered the trade by 

investing in infrastructure – building roads, providing military protection along vital 

routes against piracy and brigandage – and ensured that goods were not disposed of 

before taxes on imports were paid.112  The Alexander Tariff contains a list of eastern 

goods subject to tax in Alexandria by the second century CE and 30 out of 56 imports are 

of Indian origin.113  The income generated from this commerce played a critical role in 

funding Roman political operations and maintaining its professional army.  From this 

purview, it appears that it was to the Roman government’s benefit to secure the trade, and 

by extension, merchants had greater incentives to participate.  

Despite the lucrative nature of the Indo-Roman trade, Pliny’s (23/24-79 CE) 

lament that “India in no year drains less than 50 million sestertii from our empire and 

returns goods which are sold among us at one hundred times the cost,” is commonly cited 

in studies.  Referring to eastern commerce in general, Pliny states, “And by the smallest 

computation India, China and that peninsula (i.e. Arabia) take 100 million sestertii from 

                                                
111  This excluded commodities used for funerary or ritual purposes such as frankincense. 
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112  McLaughlin, Rome and the Distant East, 29.  Gary Young also notes that the only policy 
which the Roman government can consistently be found to have held with respect to its 
commerce was one of extracting as much tax money as possible from it… None of the public 
works which were constructed for the trade can be attributed to any other policy motive than the 
desire to collect taxes. Rome’s Eastern Trade, 201. 
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our empire every year – so much do our luxuries and our women cost.”114  Precious 

gems, glass, perfumes, spices, and silks, were among the luxury goods from these eastern 

regions coveted by the elite.  Pliny’s numbers cannot be taken as an accurate reflection of 

the cost for Romans, however, since some of the commerce was conducted in barter or 

another exchange system that cannot be quantified in coin.  While Pliny’s remarks 

overtly suggest a drain on the Roman economy and a concern with the outflow of coin, 

there appears to have been no changes reflected on the level of Roman policy to curtail 

the trade.  His rhetoric likely represents Stoic moralizing on the consumption of eastern 

goods catering to the vice of luxuria, in the manner of Ovid’s criticisms of it as un-

Roman and effeminate, as opposed to an actual preoccupation with expenditure.115  It is 

evident that the Roman government conspicuously acted to safeguard and support, rather 

than constrain, the profitable East-West commerce. 

The measures instituted by the Roman government bolstered commercial markets, 

broadened the geographic scope of trade, and facilitated the interconnectivity of distant 

populations, but it was merchants, and not the Roman elite, who were at the forefront of 

the exchange.  While the imperial elite asserted that their empire had authority over the 

whole earth, Seneca hinted, “the Roman claim to world recognition was achieved by the 

peaceful dealings of merchants, not through the military might of legionaries.”116  The 

Victorian Era vision of Roman history that focused on generals, politicians, and 
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Emperors in a narrative that justified European hegemony consequently effaced the 

significance of “the multi-racial merchants who haggled at distant bazaars.” 

Merchants involved in the Indo-Roman trade were not simply salesmen operating 

in far flung regions, but they also functioned as informants on distant lands and trade 

routes as they possessed firsthand information from their travels.  Additionally, in the 

context of this comparative study involving Edessa on Rome’s eastern fringes, and India, 

it is evident that following the period of stability and prosperity established by Augustus, 

Roman merchants were effectively liaisons between the Mediterranean world and Indian 

ruling dynasties.  State level arrangements needed for conducting Eastern commerce were 

managed by Roman businessmen operating in India who possessed the ability to access 

and navigate foreign lands and cultures.117  In this historical context, the AT’s reference to 

Abbanes procuring a carpenter in Jerusalem for the Indian King Gundaphoros appears 

unexceptional given the presence of merchants across geographic boundaries. 

East/West trade abounding in the early centuries of the common era necessarily 

brought new information about eastern lands into the Roman Empire but it is curiously 

lacking from sources we now consider “classical.”118  There is a pronounced tenacity in 

the classical literary tradition that was slow to incorporate new information.  The 

Geography of Strabo of Amaseia in Galatia (64/63 BCE to c. 21 CE) refers to the 

abundance of maritime commercial activities but discounts the reports of merchants, 
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perhaps echoing an old prejudice connected with their fabrication of information to raise 

the value of goods. 119  Setting aside such biases concerning their practices, it is 

noteworthy that early mariners and businessmen functioned as “amateur geographers, 

ethnographers, and anthropologists.  They charted and described unknown peoples and 

places,” with their works including ““geographies” and periploi –handbooks compiled of 

sailing conditions, ports, wind patterns, reef and island locations, and peoples and 

products of distant lands.”120  The Periplus Maris Erythraei (Periplus) is an invaluable 

literary source in terms of maritime geography, composed between approximately 40 and 

70 CE in koine Greek.121  Rather than a Roman elite, a seasoned navigator – likely an 

Egyptian Greek merchant drawing on personal experience – penned this account of 

mercantile journeys on the Indian Ocean that allows insight into practical dimensions of 

the Indo-Roman trade. 122  According to the Periplus, the proper time to leave Egypt for 

India is July, sailing across the Arabian Sea or Western Indian Ocean with the southwest 

monsoon, resulting in arrival off the Indian coast by September or early October . “The 
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crossing with these [southwest winds] is hard going and absolutely favorable and 

shorter.”123  The return journey from India to Egypt could be scheduled for November 

with the onset of the northeastern monsoon, yielding a roundtrip journey in under a year’s 

time.124  A story involving a successful maritime voyage across the Indian Ocean might 

very well include a reference to the winds, and the AT delivers a concise statement that 

Thomas sailed alongside the merchant, Abbanes, with “a favorable wind and proceeded 

rapidly until they reached Andrapolis, a royal city.”125  This brings the apostle to India 

and allows him access to a new population where he proceeds to proselytize.   

While strategic information such as wind patterns is useful for seafaring, the 

Periplus, unlike other periploi that are guides for navigational purposes, is first and 

foremost a guide for merchants.  There is an overwhelming emphasis on trading 

information with reference to political and economic dynamics at various ports, as well as 

anthropological descriptions of people one meets in various locales.126  The Roman 

Egyptian trade with India figures so prominently in the Periplus that almost half of the 

text is dedicated to the subject.127  There are references to four different ports on the 
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western coast of India – two toward the northwest, Barbarikon and Barygaza, and two in 

the southwestern region, Muziris and Nelkynda.  The Periplus presents distinct fodder for 

consideration about each of these ports concerning imports, exports, dynamics of 

exchange, and inland networks to which the ports are connected.  Barygaza is of special 

importance for purposes of this study because it is located just north of the region under 

Andhra control, which might be correlated with the AT’s reference to Andrapolis as 

Thomas’ port of disembarkation.  This will be treated in greater detail below in sections 

III and IV.  

Firsthand information gathered from merchants and travelers, such as that in the 

Periplus, appears to have been marginalized in favor of a Roman privileging of older 

Greek literary traditions about India as a romanticized land Alexander subjugated.  There 

is a description of India by Dio Chrysostom (b. ca. 40/50 CE) that illustrates its Roman 

representation as a fantastical place consistent with Greek accounts of Herodotus and 

Ctesias, while downplaying reports of merchants and travelers who “mingle with people 

only on the coast” who are a branch of the Indian race in low repute.128  If we only 

attended to accounts of Roman elites such as this one, we might conclude that there was 

little new knowledge about Asian cultures coming into the empire in this period of 

abundant commercial exchange.  The Periplus, a literary production of quite possibly a 

seafaring merchant, is a testament to the contrary.  Alongside material commodities, 

information circulated with merchants on the Indian Ocean and via complementary 

terrestrial trade routes connected to ports.  Longstanding, dominant voices drown out 

those that might allow insight into conduits where ideas, including religious ones, were 
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exchanged.  Such undervalued connections might be reflected in non-mainstream 

narratives such as the AT that assumes the economic network of cross-cultural exchange 

as a premise whereby Thomas goes to India.   

 

Looking East of Edessa 

A weighty hindrance to accessing and lending credence to interconnectivity and 

exchange in terms of religious studies is the predominant trend in scholarship on 

Christianity that prioritizes the historiography of “the West”.  This trend neglects 

intercultural contacts and exchange in urban contact zones such as Edessa on the shifting 

border between the Roman Empire and Parthia.  It is compelling to consider the impact of 

long distance trade and travel on early Christian knowledge about India from the 

perspective of Edessa that was itself east of Rome.  This cosmopolitan city, referred to as 

the Athens of the East,129 embodies the difficulty of imposing modern notions of east and 

west onto the cultural and political landscapes of premodern Eurasia.130  Western 

focused, historical narratives constructed on ancient Greek philosophy, history, and 

science as the classical heritage of European nations that place the center of Greek and 

Roman culture in the European West, rather than in the eastern Mediterranean, are 

problematic as they neglect to take into account the contributions of regions like Edessa 

to the formation and spread of Christianity.  The notion of a singular and unified “West” 

effectively ignores and undervalues the geographical gap between itself and India where 

centers of interconnectivity flourished in the ancient world.  This skews understanding of 
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intercultural contacts and stunts analyses of literary productions emerging from forms of 

Christianity that flourished outside of the Roman Empire such as the AT in the Syriac 

tradition.  Modern histories with their outdated emphasis on Christianity as a Rome 

centered movement with its marginalized peripheries are not conducive to establishing a 

holistic picture of the world as ancient Edessans might have understood it.  Unlike Latin 

Christianity that spread westwards and northwards, Syriac Christianity spread eastwards 

and southwards and was established in India by late antiquity. The historiography of “the 

West” plays a limiting role in our interpretation of the AT and it is a worthwhile endeavor 

to widen the lens through which we read it, to include comparison with Indian narratives 

such as the jātakas with the support of material evidence.  

The AT’s vision of India expresses a degree of verisimilitude that is unmatched by 

Greek and Latin counterparts in its awareness of the multiplicity of Indian empires and 

assumption that Christianity’s spread to India must be a twofold narrative of maritime 

and overland travel.  It appears to draw on knowledge that was current in Edessa resulting 

from its trade connections with multiple regions in India, and it is plausible that some 

educated Edessans might have perceived, and promoted themselves to Roman rulers as 

native informants on people living in regions further east.  Even today, ‘Westerners’ 

traveling to India might find themselves, upon their return, bombarded with questions 

about their journey with an audience reveling in stories about far off people and their 

practices.  It is difficult to imagine a cosmopolitan setting in the ancient world where 

firsthand knowledge about India would not be coveted, without the luxury of information 

at one’s fingertips via the internet as today. 

Christians in Edessa in the early centuries of the common era possessed 
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knowledge about India and a creative author drew on it in their composition of the AT. 

Given the missionary orientation of Christianity, it is likely that Christian writers held 

different attitudes toward travel than their Roman, pagan counterparts and were more 

open to learning about lands such as India from sailors, merchants, and travelers.131 

Roman protected roads and oceanic, mercantile journeys coupled with an interest in 

proselytization perhaps facilitated a heightened concern with the real-life experiences and 

observations of those journeying to distant lands.  The first known “Western” reference to 

the Buddha comes from Clement of Alexandria (fl. ca. 200 CE) alongside a description of 

Indian Brahmans and Sarmanae, or ascetics, whose renunciant practices are positively 

compared to certain Christians of his day.  This stands in stark contrast to the elite Roman 

association of India with excess as expressed by Pliny.  Clement also reveals awareness 

of the Indian reverence for “a certain pyramid” beneath which lie the bones of a certain 

god.132  Buddhist stūpas match this description.  These religious monuments 

accompanied the proliferation of Buddhism across much of the Indian subcontinent 

following the initiatives of Emperor Aśoka in the third century BCE, and were a central 

feature of Buddhist practice by the time of Clement’s writing.  This new knowledge that 

is distinctive of Buddhism in India, where a range of renunciant practices flourished, 

came via travelers and merchants in Alexandria reporting on practices and material 

culture that they encountered. 
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An outstanding source of information about India in the ancient Syrian context 

was an Indian delegation to Emperor Elagabalus of Emesa (r. 217-22 CE), himself a 

Syrian “pagan” priest.  Emesa or Harran are possible locations for this meeting in 218 

CE.  Porphyry, a third century CE Syrian Neoplatonist, reports that his elder 

contemporary, Bardaiṣan of Edessa (154-222 CE), a Christian philosopher, received 

firsthand information on India from these ambassadors and composed his work, De India, 

between 218 and 222 CE.133  Through this meeting, Bardaiṣan was able to “obtain 

personal knowledge of Indian customs and stories” and the last we hear of him is “a great 

interest in Indian conditions and customs, aroused by [this] embassy.”134  De India dates 

to the last years of Bardaiṣan’s life and is now lost.  Porphyry appears to have had direct 

access to the full text only a few decades after its composition, preserved two fragments 

of it in his De Styge, and relied on it in his De Abstinentia.135  These will be treated 

below.  Bardaiṣan’s meeting with this Indian embassy allowed him access to distinctive 

knowledge about India and while his text on India has not been preserved it is plausible 

that the information he obtained about this region further east was utilized in the 

composition of the AT.   

Bardaiṣan or his student, Philip, composed a Syriac text also in the third century 

CE called the Book of the Laws of the Countries (BLC), which is an ethnographic survey 
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of people of the known world spanning westward and eastward of Edessa, and functions 

as an argument against astrological determinism.  For Bardaiṣan, while fate, embodied by 

the stars and planets, plays a role in determining aspects of a person’s life such as riches, 

poverty, sickness, and health, the laws of countries are stronger than fate as people must 

live in accordance with them even though they are changeable.  Free will is God-given as 

people are not just implements for His use.136  The tension between astrological 

determinism and living in accordance with region-specific laws comes to the foreground 

where Bardaiṣan presents his assessments of various cultural practices in relation to this 

theme.  The BLC conveys that whatever fate has decreed is “no hindrance to do what is 

right, and that is the stake at the level of liberty, where man has room, in freedom and 

independence, to build up an ethic and follow its prescripts.”137  As a Christian, 

Bardaiṣan refers to coreligionists in Gaul, Persia, Media, Hatra, and among the Geli and 

Kushanians, as adhering to the law of the Messiah against the compulsions of fate and 

even the local laws and practices that might cause them to engage in deviant behavior 

such as adultery.138  It is evident in this ethnographic work that he aims to promote 

Christianity as a transregional and transethnic religion.139   

Bardaiṣan’s treatment of cultural norms and laws extends, in his characterization, 

to “the extreme East of the whole world” to Sêres, or northern China, where the people 
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are law abiding and not swayed by planetary influences.140  His rhetoric expresses his 

view that these people are able to resist the powerful influences of Mars and Venus, 

potentially leading to acts such as murder or adultery, through exercising their own 

liberty to behave differently.  His discussion of the Brahmans of India figures just after 

Sêres in the BLC, as Bardaiṣan works his way geographically westward.  While India is 

in the east, it is noteworthy that it is closer than Sêres to his own location in his 

topographical vision.  He communicates a degree of familiarity with Indian social 

organization by narrowing in on laws and practices pertaining to Brahmans and non-

Brahmans, with the former described as establishing a law for themselves in the distant 

past not to kill, worship idols, commit fornication, eat meat, and drink wine.  Non-

Brahmans, by contrast, do not follow this doctrine and might opt to engage in these 

behaviors that are not approved of by Brahmans.  Against astrological determinism, 

Bardaiṣan writes, the “malign stars have not forced the Brahmans to do evil and impure 

things [and] neither have the benign stars induced the other Indians not to do evil 

things.”141  This assessment of Indian practices conveys Bardaiṣan’s positive view of a 

distinct and longstanding way of life among a segment of the population that supports his 

theory of people’s free will to cultivate praiseworthy behaviors in the face of planetary 

influences.  Whether or not Brahmans actually always behaved this way is another 

matter.  For Bardaiṣan, this eastern community of individuals is favorably set apart from 

the masses in their own land by their self-discipline and abstinence. 

In the BLC, Bardaiṣan’s native city of Edessa is included among the cultures of 

                                                
140  Drijvers, The Book of the Laws of Countries, 41.  
 
141  Ibid., 43. 
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the East in relation to those in the North and West.  In his detailed and positive 

assessments of the people of Sêres and India, it appears that Bardaiṣan goes beyond 

stereotypes of the Asian “Other” and “barbarian” wisdom found in Greek and Latin 

literature.  His presentation of these cultural practices in relation to his own outlook 

displays what can be described as “the Syrian appropriation and a positive redeployment” 

of those ideas.142  The BLC is a key example of an Edessan Christian author’s concern 

with the East, and specifically, knowledge of India, distinct from impressions conveyed 

through the lens of the Roman Empire with its heartland further west.  Bardaiṣan’s 

identification of Edessa within eastern cultures diminishes the erroneous view of a 

marked degree of distance and unfamiliarity between India and a region on the 

easternmost fringes of the Roman Empire.  

Bardaiṣan appears in discussions of AT authorship usually in conjunction with its 

probable composition in the wake of the Indian delegation to Emperor Elagabalus, where 

he would have gathered information about India.  Still, there is no definitive evidence 

Bardaiṣan wrote the AT.143  His reputation for possessing firsthand knowledge of India, 

even in the current absence of his De India, is attested by Porphyry.  Porphyry’s De Styge 

contains a report that Bardaiṣan spoke with the ambassadors, one of whom was named 

Sandales, concerning an Indian statue.  The context makes it clear that Bardaiṣan drew 

his information about India, not from written, or other scholarly sources, but directly 

                                                
142  Reed, “Beyond the Land of Nod,” 70.  
 
143  Bardaiṣan is also credited with composing the Hymn of the Pearl, which appears in AT 
108-113, on the grounds of date and style of the hymn (madrāshê) but that, too, is debated. 
Drijvers, Bardaiṣan of Edessa,14. 
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from his Indian interlocutors.144  Porphyry also claims in this text to communicate 

Bardaiṣan’s words exactly from his writing, which makes Porphyry an invaluable source 

for accessing what Bardaiṣan might have known about Indian cultural and religious 

practices. 

The fragments from Bardaiṣan’s De India in De Styge tell of a lake of scrutiny in 

India where Brahmans test those who have been accused of an intentional crime with a 

trial by water.145  There is also reference to another test used for judging one’s manner of 

life that occurs in a natural cave in a mountain near the center of the earth.  Bardaiṣan 

reports that inside this cave is an androgynous statue ten to twelve cubits high in the form 

of a cross.  The statue is made of an unknown material with the right side of its body 

male and the left female, covered with carvings of all things found in the cosmos, 

including the sky, mountains and rivers.  The statue is said to bleed and sweat, requiring 

fanning by Brahmans, and beyond it is a door leading to a pool of the clearest and 

sweetest water.  The door opens widely for those who are pure, but it narrows for the 

condemned.   

Nineteenth century scholars noted correlations between Bardaiṣan’s description 

and features of Indian religious life, suggesting that this is the first Greek notice of a 

Hindu temple, and the statue, an androgynous form as Shiva as Ardhanari in one of the 

                                                
144  Ramelli, Bardaiṣan of Edessa, 103.  References to Porphyry’s De Styge are to the text as 
preserved by Ioannes Stobaios, Anthologium 1.3.56 
 
145  Adam H. Becker, “Bardesanes (719),” in Brill’s New Jacoby, ed. Ian 
Worthington (University of Missouri), http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1873-5363_bnj_a719 Accessed 
March 19, 2018.    
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many cave temples on the western coast of India.146  One example of this form and 

location is the sculpted tableaux of Shiva’s representation as Ardhanari in Elephanta 

Cave 1 off the west coast of Mumbai, India.147  However, the details of the statue in 

Bardaiṣan’s account do not exactly coincide with those that are found in India thus far. 

While there are Indian cosmological and androgynous statues, they are in two different 

and separate typologies.  Since no known statues are of both the androgynous and 

cosmological kind, as well as in the shape of a cross, it appears that Bardaiṣan 

synthesized the two types and added the element of the cross.148  These aspects of 

Bardaiṣan’s work expressed in Porphyry’s text do not explicitly figure in the AT.  

Nonetheless, if Bardaiṣan adapted information he gathered from the Indian ambassadors 

to reflect his own outlook, it is plausible that he, or another author might have done the 

same with other information about India in circulation to communicate their own ideas.  

A comparison of episodes in the AT with Buddhist jātakas is in this line of 

reasoning where stories and religious ideas traveling with people across geographic 

boundaries, and through cosmopolitan centers, might have been styled to suit a particular 

author’s aims.  Given Bardaiṣan’s concern to promote Christianity as a transregional and 

transethnic religion in the BLC, which is reflective of an early Christian agenda in 

Edessa, it is compelling to engage the possibility that the AT’s author adapted Indian 

stories in their composition about proselytizing there.  This would lend verisimilitude to 

                                                
146   Albrecht Weber and Christian Lassen are cited by Osmond De Beauvoir Priaulx, “On the 
Indian Embassies to Rome from the Reign of Claudius to the Death of Justinian,” Journal of the 
Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland, 19 (1862): 292. 
 
147  Vidya Dehejia, Indian Art (New York: Phaidon, 1997), 124-128. This is one example of 
Shiva as Ardhanari that dates to the 6th century CE.  
 
148  Ramelli, Bardaiṣan of Edessa, 100.  
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an account of Thomas’ journey there and perhaps empower Christianity as expressed in 

the AT with a greater competitive edge in terms of gaining converts than if it were a 

composition strictly within the limits of an Edessan worldview.  

Porphyry’s De Abstinentia is a treatise against the consumption of animals where 

Porphyry draws on Bardaiṣan in Book 4.17-18 in his discussion of the details concerning 

two sects of Indian “gymnosophists” or Indian sages.149  Porphyry again records that 

Bardaiṣan was familiar with the Indians together with Dandamis who were sent to 

Caesar.150  Porphyry’s account exhibits familiarity with ancient Greek traditions about 

India as he divides the “gymnosophists” into Brahmans and Samaneans in the tradition of 

Megasthenes.151  ‘Samanean’ is a reference to the samaṇa or renunciant tradition in 

ancient India.  While it is possible that Greek variations of the term could be applied 

specifically to Buddhists since Clement uses it to refer to followers of the Buddha, this 

assessment runs the risk of oversimplifying the matter since the details in the text present 

an informed, and complex picture of Indian renunciant practices that might include other 

ascetics such as Jains.152   

Porphyry’s discussion of Brahmans and Samaneans highlights their choice to 

adopt a vegetarian diet and avoid the consumption of animal flesh on the grounds of 

                                                
149  Porphyry, De Abstinentia, trans. Thomas Taylor,  
http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/porphyry_abstinence_04_book4.htm  Accessed March 19, 2018.  
 
150  Ramelli, Bardaiṣan of Edessa, 109. Ramelli states it is likely that Dandamis is the same 
as Sandales mentioned in De Styge as the spelling given by Stobaeus is very uncertain. The 
reference to Caesar is to Emperor Elagabalus.  
 
151  Reed, “Beyond the Land of Nod,” 66. 
 
152  Clement, Stromateis 1.15.71. See Reed, “Beyond the Land of Nod,” 66-67 on her 
suggestion that the term refers to Buddhists specifically. 
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impiety and impurity.153  He describes their attitude of having an aversion to the present 

life, and opting to commit suicide by self-immolation on a pyre with no one impeding 

them.  This is with the view of having an immortal allotment after physical death.  These 

aspects of mendicant practice do not resonate with what we understand about Indian 

Buddhism in the early centuries of the common era.  While sectarian practices might 

have varied, Buddhist monastic practitioners could consume animal flesh if the animal 

were not killed on their behalf.  Above all, self-immolation was not a common Buddhist 

practice in India.154  Porphyry appears to convey knowledge of Jain practices with its 

emphasis on vegetarianism, but the choice to commit suicide through self-immolation 

does not conform to Jain practices.155  Porphyry does not make a distinction between 

Brahmans and Samaneans regarding diet and self-immolation, nor does he express 

knowledge of sectarian divisions among Samaneans.  As two sects of gymnosophists, he 

casts their commitment to ascetic practice in a favorable light, in the manner of 

Bardaiṣan’s BLC concerning Brahmans, going so far as to say there are no sophists 

among either of them as among the Greeks who doubt, saying, “If all men should imitate 

you what would become of us?”  

 

                                                
153  Porphyry, De Abstinentia 4.17. 
 
154  James A. Benn, Burning for the Buddha: Self-Immolation in Chinese Buddhism 
(Honolulu: University of Hawaii, 2007), 11. “[A]uto cremation… seems to have been a primarily 
Sinitic Buddhist creation that first appeared in late fourth-century China. Although there seem to 
have been some Indian practitioners who burned their bodies, Buddhist auto-cremation became a 
distinct mode of practice in China[.]” 
 
155  Pliny records suicide upon fire as a Brahman practice. Natural History 6.66. Grant Parker 
presumes this is an extrapolation from the story of the ascetic, Calanus, from Taxila, who 
travelled with Alexander the Great and self-immolated. The Making of Roman India, 276. 
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There is one major distinction between Brahmans and Samaneans in De 

Abstinentia that is relevant to the discussion of a Christian mission to India.  Porphyry 

characterizes the Brahmans as a race that receives divine wisdom by succession as they 

originate from one stock derived from one father and mother.156  The Samaneans, 

however, elect to renounce wealth, property, family and the city or village he inhabited, 

and are from every nation of Indians. Since Porphyry is drawing on Bardaiṣan, it is 

important to consider how this assessment of Samaneans might figure in his 

predecessor’s outlook.  Bardaiṣan’s BLC is an argument against astrological determinism, 

with the aim to promote Christianity as a transregional and transethnic religion.  It is 

plausible that Bardaiṣan perceived the Samanean tradition in India as similarly 

transregional and transethnic in its orientation, with individuals opting to depart from the 

currents of existence bound by family, home, and possessions, and adopt one of restraint 

and religious rigor.  One could elect to practice this mode of life without reference to 

caste affiliation or birth status in the same manner that one could adopt Christianity.157  

For a Syriac Christian interested in spreading the gospel outside of one’s homeland, the 

Samanean movement, that was already in existence in India for hundreds of years prior to 

the rise of Christianity, might contribute to an image of India as fertile ground for 

proselytization.  Like Indian monastic Buddhism in the early centuries of the common era 

with its roots in the robust samaṇa tradition of India’s past, early Syriac Christianity with 

its ascetic leaning equally entailed the rejection of ties to family and lineage through the 

                                                
156  Porphyry compares the hereditary priesthood of the Brahmans to the “priesthood.” This is 
presumably a reference to pagan priesthood.  
 
157  Parker notes Megasthenes’ awareness of Indian social organization including its division 
into groups (varna/merê), Making of Roman India, 274.  
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rejection of procreation.  Buddhism and Christianity emerge in this context as similarly 

missionary in orientation with potential for transregional and transethnic dissemination. 

Porphyry was not specifically referring to Buddhists in his description of 

Samaneans as not all wandering ascetics in India were Buddhist.  However, it is striking 

that he introduces previously unattested details concerning the Samaneans which can be 

corroborated with Indian monasticism.  While it resonates with what we know of early 

Buddhist monasticism, it might also pertain to other monastic communities given the 

facets of practice described above.158  Porphyry writes that those who are desirous of 

joining the order goes to the ruler, gives up wealth and property, shaves his head, dons a 

robe, and leaves behind wife and children, thinking nothing of them thereafter.  The king 

provides for the children, and relatives, for the wife.  He records Samaneans have houses 

and temples built by kings who also supply salaried stewards to maintain those edifices. 

A bell rings to signal shifts in activity during the day, such as the time for non-monastics 

to leave, and mealtime.  This information illustrates an awareness of established and 

organized ascetic communities benefiting from royal patronage in India at the time 

Bardaiṣan met with the Indian embassy.   

It is compelling to consider how information traveling across geographic and 

ethnic boundaries might have been adapted for use in a narrative about spreading 

Christianity to India.  The Syriac Christian community that envisioned Thomas’ 

missionary journey to India seemed to take their vibrant, cosmopolitan world of 

movement, exchange of cultural knowledge, and commercial activity as a premise 

whereby the apostle could appear in India and circulate among the people.  Porphyry 

                                                
158  Reed, “Beyond the Land of Nod,” 66-69.  
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attests that both Brahmans and Samaneans were venerated by the Indian multitude as 

well as kings who enjoined these preeminent figures to pray on their behalf, supplicate 

the gods in the face of calamity, and for advice on conduct.159  They were viewed as 

above the laws governing the multitude, with Brahmans not contributing to the 

government in a material sense and the Samaneans as recipients of imperial patronage.  

Given the privileges enjoyed by these religious aspirants, it is likely that proponents of 

Christianity envisioned Thomas among their ranks winning converts among the populace, 

and perhaps even within royal households. 

Imagining what the world, and specifically India, might have looked like from 

Edessa challenges biases in scholarship that locate the center of Christianity in Rome and 

the Latin West.  Attention to a Syriac perspective of India such as Bardaiṣan’s, given 

Edessa’s cosmopolitan setting on the eastern border of the Roman Empire in the 3rd 

century CE, releases the AT from the shackles of interpretation solely in terms of 

dominant voices that emphasize the ‘West’ and marginalize ‘Eastern’ influence.  That 

Bardaiṣan understood some of the people of India as establishing standards of practice 

and engaging in acts of self-discipline and continence, in spite of the influences of fate 

and the laws of kings, supports a view that India was perceived as an appealing site for 

proselytization.  If Brahmans and Samaneans succeeded in securing support from the 

masses as well as royalty, early Syriac Christianity with its ascetic tone could do the 

same.  The distinct concern with Indian religious practices presented favorably in 

Bardaiṣan’s BLC and in the writings of Porphyry might indicate a Syriac Christian 

interest in forging “non-Roman or transimperial identities by drawing on their own 

                                                
159  Porphyry, De Abstinentia, 4.17-18. 



80 

perspectives on what constituted the known world[.]”160  It is evident that some of 

Edessa’s inhabitants viewed India as further East of Parthia, and West of China, 

accessible through economic networks, and with renunciant traditions akin to those of 

early Syriac Christianity.  Indian renouncers wielded a degree of power that won them 

the respect and patronage of even kings, the embodiment of worldly authority and 

prowess.  From this angle, a missionary journey to India might have seemed attractive 

even given the competition with other longstanding communities of practitioners there. 

The AT’s episodes that resonate with Buddhist jātakas perhaps sought to address and 

ameliorate some of the challenges of proselytizing in India through creating renditions of 

Indian narratives, with the larger aim of securing royal support as other communities did. 

 

History and Fiction in the Acts of Thomas 

Scholars have sought to identify historical references in the AT giving attention to 

features such as names in the text and the course of Thomas’ journey over sea and land.  

One standard position is that the AT is the work of a talented author who welded together 

individual pieces of historical information with general cultural knowledge that people in 

his milieu had about India resulting in a vague picture.161  Even with the historical 

obscurity surrounding the establishment of Christianity in India, it is plausible that 

                                                
160  Reed, “Beyond the Land of Nod,” 73. Grant Parker, in a discussion divergent 
geographies in narratives concerning Bartholomew and Thomas as missionaries, notes that 
Eusebius has Thomas travel to Parthia instead of India. Parker asserts that divergent Christian 
geographies present India as beyond reach and “thus represents the ultimate achievement of 
mission. For the Syrian tradition, a Parthian locale for Thomas would not have been far enough, 
and hence the tendency to associate him, more impressively, with India.” Making of Roman India, 
300-301. 
 
161  Klauck, Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles, 145. 
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missionary activity to India began along maritime trade routes from Egypt down the Red 

Sea.  It is not the aim of this comparative project to trace, and ascertain, historical facts in 

the AT to buttress a claim that Thomas journeyed to India and engaged in missionary 

work there.  This would detract from, and diminish the imaginative elements of the 

narrative where historical information might be interwoven with it to produce a 

simultaneously convincing, and entertaining, work of historical fiction.  As with ancient 

Greek novels, the relationship between fiction and history is more of a continuum than 

two sharply defined groups.  The novelistic features of these works should not disqualify 

them from being historical accounts insofar as they deal with the past.  To distinguish 

rigorously between these two categories of literature is misleading and limits the 

interpretation of texts in the genre were historical referents are a natural starting point for 

the protagonists’ adventures.162  History and fiction converge in the AT expressing 

interconnectivity between proponents of Christianity and India that might be overlooked 

when peering through the stringent lenses of fact versus fiction.  

Examining the use of social networks in the AT is helpful in straddling the fact-

fiction divide as it foregrounds mechanisms that would have been familiar to its ancient 

readers thereby lending verisimilitude to the narrative.163  This is a technique used by the 

author to conjure that claim to believability that is the first order of fiction.164  Social 

networks in the AT allow Thomas to overcome the challenges of traveling to India, 

                                                
162  Thomas, Acts of Peter, 10.  
 
163  Gary Reger, “On the Road to India with Apollonios of Tyana and Thomas the Apostle.” 
Mediterranean Historical Review 22.2 (2007): 257-271.  Reger also treats Apollonius of Tyana in 
this regard.  

164  Ibid., 267. 
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gaining access to locals, and surmounting the language barrier there (Act 1.1-9).  Trade is 

the first mundane network the protagonist relies on to secure his passage to India in the 

care of the merchant, Abbanes.165  This mercantile venture grants Thomas access to cities 

and kings (ex. king in Andrapolis, and later, Gundaphoros), which are themselves sites of 

networking beneficial to proselytization.166  Once there, the author draws on networks of 

ethnicity and translation, public gatherings, and believers in the new god to move 

Thomas into the imaginary Indian landscape.  

Upon disembarking in a vibrant Indian city alive with the sound of music, 

Thomas meets a Jewish flute girl at a wedding celebration for the daughter of the king.  

Thomas’ presence at a public gathering such as this is a staple of ancient novels where 

citizens and foreigners had an opportunity to mingle.167  That the encounter occurs just 

after his arrival in India underscores that it was not uncommon to find individuals of 

various ethnicities in urban regions near a port of disembarkation given the milieu of 

commercial contacts.  The flutist recognizes him as a fellow countryman and serves as a 

translator early on, but the language barrier is soon forgotten.168  Jan N. Bremmer writes 

that the mention of a language problem requiring a translator is “somewhat unexpected in 

                                                
165  While the details of the journey are questionable as Jerusalem is not a plausible starting 
point for a sea journey, there were known overland routes to the Euphrates downward. George 
Huxley argues that the Syriac text states Abbanes had come “into the south country,” which from 
the viewpoint of an East Syrian author would refer to Mesopotamia rather than Palestine. 
“Geography in the Acts of Thomas” Greek, Roman, and Byzantine Studies 24 (1983): 72. 
 
166  This will be dealt with in greater detail below. 
 
167  Reger cites epigraphic evidence from Asia Minor describing this as occurring in public 
banquets/gatherings.  
 
168  The existence of an Aśokan edict in both Greek and Aramaic attests to a concern with a 
range of languages utilized where individuals from different regions interacted. 
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such a fictional text but it may well reflect the situation in Edessa, where aristocrats like 

Bardaisan could read Greek but wrote in Syriac, the local language of the region.”169 

Bremmer’s assessment of the reference as “unexpected” betrays an interpretive bias that 

the text is entirely fictional, and neglects to take into account the AT’s use of existing 

social networks to achieve believability, through which it is sensible to envision a 

Hebrew apostle in India on a Christian mission.  Rather than reflecting a situation in the 

bilingual context of Edessa, it actually addresses a realistic situation in India that a 

foreign missionary might encounter.  At the start of the AT, Thomas laments, “How can I, 

a Hebrew, go among the Indians to proclaim the truth?”170  The author ensures that once 

the apostle is there, he encounters a fellow Hebrew in a cosmopolitan setting to facilitate 

his communication with Indians.  The AT’s author further exploits this ethnic connection 

to demonstrate Thomas’ powers and win his first Christian converts.  Following the 

demise of a wine-pourer who slapped the apostle, the Jewish girl translates Thomas’ 

earlier prophetic statement from Hebrew regarding the wine-pourer that came to pass in 

the public’s presence.  She characterizes the apostle as a god, or a messenger of God, and 

while the text states that only some believed her, the occurrence captures the king’s 

attention which highlights a concern with appealing to representatives of worldly 

authority.  Once there are converts, the apostle utilizes the social network of believers to 

gain access to potential converts as illustrated here at the outset of his mission.  These 

plausible and familiar mechanisms that allow the apostle to overcome barriers in a 

foreign land lend credibility to events taking place outside of the readers’ homeland.  The 

                                                
169  Bremmer, “The Acts of Thomas: Place, Date and Women,” 79. 
 
170  AT 1.1. 
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narrative is grounded in realistic references in its cultural and social context that combine 

with a vision of the apostle’s successful missionary venture.  

Given the existence of an Indian Christian community who trace their founding to 

the efforts of Thomas, scholars have sought to ascertain the facticity of information in the 

AT in attempts to buttress or disprove claims concerning the origins of Christianity in 

India.  There is a pronounced polarity in scholarship regarding its historical and/or 

fictional qualities.  Whereas modern day scholars are inclined to assume the legendary 

and fictitious character of the narrative, early 20th century scholars sought to identify 

historical references in the text and more readily accepted a view of historicity.171  There 

is nothing implausible about Thomas’ or another missionary’s journey to India where an 

historical event or reminisce about this might be a starting point as in ancient Greek 

novels where historiography and fiction were fused.  In the early centuries of the 

common era if one wanted to travel on the ocean to India, one could.  Early 20th century 

scholarship and more recent studies on the history of Indian Christianity focus on 

historical kernels in the AT.  These arguments for historicity generally fall into two 

categories: names and geography, and Indian or Hindu customs.172  Without recounting 

each of these in detail, there are two references that are important in the context of this 

comparative project. The first is the reference to King Gundaphoros who seeks a 

carpenter to build a palace resulting in Thomas’ arrival in India, and the second is the 

                                                
171  McGrath, “History and Fiction,” 297-311. 
 
172  See A. E. Mendylcott, India and the Apostle Thomas (London: David Nutt, 1905), A. 
Mingara, The Early Spread of Christianity in India (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
1926), J. N. Farquhar, The Apostle Thomas in India According to the Acts of Thomas (Kerala, 
1972), and more recently, Stephen Neill, A History of Christianity in India (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1984), and Mathias Mundanan, History of Christianity in India 
(Bangalore: Theological Publications in India, 1984). 
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name of the region of Thomas’ disembarkation, Andrapolis.  

Gundaphoros’ existence has been corroborated by numismatic evidence and 

inscriptions from Takht-Bah in Peshawar, Pakistan, with his dates established between 21 

CE-46 CE.173  This is an instance where the AT uses an appropriate name for the 

timeframe of its setting.  Gundaphoros was an Indo-Parthian king and one of the most 

powerful in the northwestern region of India at that time, evidently making his way into 

the Western imagination as Caspar/Gathaspar, one of the three kings from the east who 

journeyed to Bethlehem bearing gifts at Jesus’ birth.  The latter account does not figure in 

the AT but its reference to this historical personage with whom Thomas has an audience 

as he missioned in India shows an attempt to integrate knowledge that might have been 

prevalent in Edessa about this king.  Gad, described as a brother of Gundaphoros in the 

AT, also figures in the narrative.  The name ‘Gudana’ appears on some Indo-Parthian 

coins but it is questionable whether this corresponds to a person (Gad) or is an adjective 

referring to Gundaphoros himself.  His historical existence is debated.174   

The AT presents Gundaphoros as duped by Thomas when the apostle takes the 

money and provisions intended for the construction of the king’s palace and gives it to 

the poor and afflicted (Act 2.17-29).175  After sending Thomas gold coin and bullion to 

                                                
173  John Keay expresses some doubts about the identity of Thomas mentioned in the AT but 
holds that the confirmation of the reign and time of King Gundaphoros “deserves to be greeted as 
something of a milestone in what is otherwise a trackless wilderness of dynastic uncertainty.” 
India: A History (New York: Atlantic Monthly, 2000), 109. Lourens P. Van Den Bosch notes that 
some scholars date Gundaphoros earlier between 30-10 BCE. “India and the Apostolate of St. 
Thomas” in The Apocryphal Acts of Thomas, ed. Jan Bremmer, (Leuven: Peeters, 2001), 132-133. 
 
174  van den Bosch, “India and the Apostolate of St. Thomas,” 133-134.   
 
175  A. Hilhorst describes this as a pious fraud. “The Heavenly Palace in the Acts of Thomas,” 
in The Apocryphal Acts of Thomas, ed. Jan Bremmer, (Leuven: Peeters, 2001), 57. 
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complete the roof, and Thomas dispenses of that as well, Gundaphoros discovers there is 

no palace where he commissioned the building.  He intends to have both Thomas and 

Abbanes flayed and burned alive, until his brother, Gad, dies of illness compounded by 

the grief, anxiety and stress of Gundaphoros’ loss.  Following his death, Gad sees the 

heavenly palace and asks angels that he might be allowed to return to life to buy the 

palace from Gundaphoros.  Another instance of duplicity emerges in this context as Gad 

states that his brother does not know what sort of palace it is and will sell it to him.176  

Here, the AT appears to highlight a practice of withholding information in economic 

dealings.  Upon Gad’s revival, he asks Gundaphoros to sell him the palace that he owns 

in heaven that was built by the Hebrew slave the merchant bought from a certain Jesus. 

Once Gundaphoros comes to understand the sequence of occurrences and the everlasting 

quality of the palace that the carpenter built for him, he sends for Thomas and Abbanes 

and expresses his desire to serve Thomas’ god. Gad quickly follows suit and asks to be 

judged worthy of the things the angels showed him. 

While scholars have fixated on the historical evidence for Gundaphoros and 

Gad’s existence, the economic references within the AT that drive the narrative have gone 

unnoticed.  The AT presents Jesus as selling Thomas as a slave for three unstamped bars 

of silver, complete with a bill of sale, to Abbanes in Jerusalem.  In India, Thomas uses an 

economic transaction as a skilled carpenter contracted by the king to build a palace to 

further his missionary agenda.  Gad’s financial offer to Gundaphoros for the ephemeral 

palace comes across as quite commonplace.  It results in Gundaphoros’ realization that 

what Thomas was actually building is of greater value than an earthly palace, thus his 

                                                
176  AT 2.22. 
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assertion that it will not be sold.  Following this, he asks to become a servant of Thomas’ 

god.  Whereas a prophecy from an oracle or the guiding hand of the divine might move 

the plot along in ancient Greek novels, in the early sections of the AT, economic 

transactions are the driving force in Thomas’ mission.   

Jesus’ utilization of an economic, cross-cultural network to facilitate Thomas’ 

movement from Jerusalem to India appears at the outset of the AT to endorse the 

exploitation of monetary transactions as a means toward an end.  The exchange of silver 

for a slave complete with a receipt is a fair, mundane transaction that was likely familiar 

to ancient readers given the environment of trade.  This business deal conducted by his 

master forces Thomas along his missionary journey but before he boards the boat, Jesus 

gives Thomas his purchase price, saying, “Let your value/price/honor (tiµhµa), with my 

grace (XaritoV), be with you wherever you go.”177  This is not a straightforward 

exchange of slave for silver.  Rather, slave, silver and grace are merged in the absence of 

the merchant which reveals another layer of the transaction in service of a greater, 

religious end.  Rather than a rejection of mundane network of commerce in a 

cosmopolitan milieu where wealth circulated to move commodities and people across 

geographic expanses, the AT conspicuously embraces it to accomplish a mission of 

proselytization and conversion to Christianity.  This effectively subsumes the monetary 

economy to the immaterial and ultimate aim of salvation and immortality in the Christian 

worldview.  Similarly, other financial negotiations play out in the narrative involving 

                                                
177  AT 1.3 Attridge translates tiµhµa as value and notes a wordplay with tiµh, honor.  Acts 
of Thomas, 18.   



88 

Gundaphoros and Gad where the mundane economy is exploited only to be overturned to 

emphasize the greater value of the ethereal and everlasting.      

Thomas’ own poverty as described in the AT, wearing only one garment and 

eating bread and water, are in tension with the economic wealth of his potential royal 

converts.  His otherworldly power expressed by the fulfillment of his pronouncement 

about the wine-pourer at the wedding gathering, and his ability to build a coveted 

heavenly palace fit for kings, is also in tension with the earthly authority of his regal 

audience.  These tensions concerning poverty/wealth and otherworldly/earthly power are 

ameliorated by the exploitation of the material and tangible to convey ideas about the 

immaterial and everlasting, which is ultimately of superior worth according to the AT.  

The apostle distributes Gundaphoros’ money to the poor, earning him a reputation of 

being an exemplary person in his own self-denial and tireless efforts to help the afflicted. 

While the text does not explicitly state how the heavenly palace came about, we might 

assume it is Gundaphoros’ reward for indirectly supplying material wealth to the needy 

through Thomas’ acts.  Gad’s death stemming from grief over his brother’s monetary 

loss, his postmortem vision of the heavenly palace, and subsequent revival to negotiate 

purchase of the palace juxtaposes matters of life and death with economic dealings.  This 

entertaining scenario that contrasts the value of commodities in this life with the one to 

come allows Thomas to emerge as possessing power that is superior to that of a worldly 

king.  Glaring economic references in the AT attest to a historical context where business 

deals for slaves, other commodities, and services were regular occurrences.  In this 

narrative spanning Jerusalem to India in its scope, they are skillfully transformed to 

advance Thomas’ mission of winning converts to the new god.  
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Alongside King Gundaphoros, another point of scholarly interest as an historical 

reference in the AT’s vision of India is Andrapolis, the royal city of Thomas’ 

disembarkation.  An inconsistency in toponyms in Greek and Syriac manuscripts is one 

problem that arises in identifying a geographical correlate.  The Greek version of the AT 

gives the name ‘Andrapolis’ whereas it is Sandarûk in the Syriac.  A further complication 

is that some Greek manuscripts convey that the name Andrapolis is not correct and add 

the toponym ENADROX.  It is possible that this is a slight corruption of the Syriac 

Sandarûk.178  Each of these designations has garnered suggestions concerning historical 

referents.  The debate concerning whether the Greek or Syriac manuscript is 

representative of the original language of the AT’s composition figures in these 

considerations, with attention to details of Thomas’ geographic course of travel given in 

the text.179  

Following the Syriac AT, the reference to Sandarûk lends weight to the 

identification of the port with the northwestern region of the subcontinent, reading 

Sandarûk as an imitation of the Persian name Sind(a)rûd, i.e. the Indus River.  One theory 

treats Sandarûk as a slight clerical error for Sindrôdh, the river Sindh, and aligns the 

toponym with Gundaphoros’ reign in that region.180  Another hypothesis takes Sandarûk 

as a cryptic name referring to the Indus Valley that eventually became unintelligible, and 

was replaced in the Greek text by the more conceivable name Andrapolis, ‘city of male 

                                                
178  van den Bosch, “India and the Apostolate of St. Thomas,” 129. He draws on Albrecht 
Dihle work in this context. “Neues zur Thomas-Tradition,” Jahrbuch für Antike und Christentum 
6 (1963): 54-70.  
 
179  As discussed in Chapter 1, the original text was likely Syriac but the existent Greek 
manuscript tradition is representative of an earlier version of the text, which is used in this study. 
 
180  Ernst Herzfeld, Archaeological History of Iran (London: Oxford, 1935), 62.  
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people’.181  Explanations such as these involving toponym glosses and clerical errors 

neglect to account for the awareness of multiple ports on the western coast of India, 

spanning the northwestern to the southern coastline as attested by the Periplus.  They also 

obscure the Greek reference to ‘Andrapolis’ as a sensible designation that perhaps 

illustrates knowledge of multiple ports during the period under consideration.  Andrapolis 

and Sandarûk might refer to two different locations as the AT was copied and transmitted 

in its manuscript tradition. 

A third theory concerning Sandarûk as the port of Thomas’ disembarkation 

identifies it with Hatra, a trading city between the Tigris and Euphrates, with the full 

name Hatre de Sanatrûk.  This is based on a faulty assessment that the AT conveys a two-

part journey with Thomas and Abbanes stopping firstly in Hatra, and then going onward 

to the realm of Gundaphoros in India.182  This is not supported by the AT given its 

description of a direct maritime journey to India, and it is unclear why the name Sandarûk 

would appear in place of the common name, Hatra, or in Greek, Atrai, instead of 

Andrapolis.  While it is compelling to prioritize the local in an attempt to make the 

geographic reference sensible, doing so contradicts the narrative’s explicit aim to spread 

its Christian outlook to India.  It is also noteworthy that Bardaiṣan’s BLC cites Hatra as a 

location where Christians already exist, making it an unlikely area for proselytization.183   

Current scholarship fails to account for the designation ‘Andrapolis’ in the Greek 

AT as a sensible term that was derived from knowledge of an actual Indian region or 

                                                
181  van den Bosch, “India and the Apostolate of St. Thomas,” 131.  
 
182  Huxley, “Geography in the Acts of Thomas,” 73-74. 
 
183  Drijvers, Book of the Laws of Countries, 61. 
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kingdom.  Described as a “vague expression,”184 Andrapolis garners no reasonable 

explanations today but appears as an odd placeholder at the start of a journey in an 

obscure land.  This is indicative of a limited interpretation of the text resulting from 

undervaluing information about India and Indian narratives among Christians outside of 

India.  Rather than an original composition from the ‘West’ about a mission in India, it is 

possible that the AT started out in India and made its way ‘West.’  In 1864, Alfred von 

Gutschmid placed the AT’s provenance squarely in India suggesting that it was a 

Buddhist legend about a famous arhat who departed from a Buddhist holy site perhaps in 

Lanka, south of India, and took the direct route to the Andhra region and later, the 

kingdom of Gundaphoros.  It made its way to Christians in Edessa perhaps via 

Bardaiṣan’s acquisition of knowledge of Indian Buddhism.  From this angle, Andrapolis, 

where Thomas first stops, is a bona fide Indian name as the Greeks referred to kings by 

the name of the people they ruled.  Andrapolis, city of Andra, and therefore, king of the 

Andra, is a Greek derivation of the Andhra dynasty at its peak in the 1st century CE.185  

Pliny and Ptolemy were aware of this dynasty that extended their reign to the coastal 

region of western India around Mumbai and in the AT, Andhra is modeled in the Greek 

alphabet as exactly as possible.186 Given the text’s ascetic tendencies, it likely gained 

popularity among Christians where the Buddhist legend came to reflect a Christian 

outlook in its form as the AT through oral transmission or pious forgery. This nineteenth 

century perspective is striking in its positioning of the narrative in an originally Indian 

                                                
184  van den Bosch, “India and the Apostolate of St. Thomas,” 131.  
 
185  Alfred von Gutschmid, “Die Königsnamen in den Apostelgeschichten,” Rheinisches 
Museum für Philologie 19 (1864):182-183. 
 
186  Pliny, Natural History VI 19, 22; Ptolemy, Geography 1, 82. 
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context. It challenges the current and dominant assessment of the AT as a Christian 

narrative with some historical kernels of information about India.    

Reading the AT as an Indian Buddhist legend adapted to suit an early Syrian 

Christian purview lends weight to this comparative project that draws together AT 

episodes and two Buddhist jātakas. It is outside the scope of this study to follow a trail of 

the AT as a Buddhist legend. However, it is plausible that jātakas were included in 

narratives that circulated outside of India given the culture’s established oral tradition, 

and the presence of jātakas in the Pāli Canon and other Buddhist texts. The identification 

of Andrapolis with the Andhra region in the Western Deccan is refreshing in a sea of 

recent scholarship - with few exceptions – that seems resistant to bridging the gap 

between even the Christian East and India.  The Andhra kingdom during the period under 

consideration offers a rich field for exploration in terms of maritime trade linked to inland 

networks, local, and foreign mercantile patronage, alongside royal support for religious 

institutions there.  Whether the AT is a transformation of a Buddhist legend or a Syriac 

Christian vision of a missionary journey with the intent to convert Indians to a new god, 

the Andhra kingdom, bustling with religious, commercial, and political activity in the 

early centuries of the common era, was an attractive location for proselytization.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



93 

CHAPTER 3 

BUDDHISM, TRADE, AND PATRONAGE IN THE WESTERN DECCAN 

 

Following the Buddha’s awakening, a pair of merchants named Tapussa and 

Bhallika came traveling on a road and offered him rice cakes and lumps of honey under 

the Rājāyatana tree where he sat in northeastern India.  They took refuge in the Buddha 

and the dhamma, the two existent jewels.187  This act of generosity performed upon the 

instruction of a deva who advised it as beneficial effectively inaugurated the lay saṅgha, 

or community of followers.  This widely transmitted story centered on merchant donors 

established a paradigm of practice for future Buddhists, and illustrates the tradition’s 

concern with incorporating those involved in generating wealth into their network of 

patrons.  Material donations (dāna) could be converted into merit (puñña) and dedicated 

toward one’s own welfare or that of others.  In the subsequent centuries, Buddhism 

flourished in connection with mercantile activity in India, moving along roadways akin to 

arteries linked to coastal regions with active seaports.  Jātaka stories associate the 

circumstances of the Buddha’s previous lives with families of traders sixty-seven times in 

the JA collection of five hundred and forty seven stories.188  Rather than a rejection of 

wealth in an attitude of renunciation, economic resources facilitated the construction of 

                                                
187 Vinaya Piṭaka, Mahāvagga 1.4. Giovanni Verardi describes the link between Buddhism 
and the mercantile world as genetic with reference to this event at its inception. Hardships and 
Downfall of Buddhism in India (New Delhi: Manohar, 2011), 74.  
 
188 Jason Neelis, Early Buddhist Transmission and Trade Networks: Mobility and Exchange 
within and Beyond the Northwestern Borderlands of South Asia (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 27-28. 
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Buddhist centers marking the establishment of a movement with a large number of 

supporters involved in commerce.  

The Buddha won converts from all ranks of society, and founded male and female 

monastic communities during his lifetime.  In the same manner that Tapussa and Bhallika 

offered provisions to the Buddha for the intangible reward of merit, donors have 

sustained Buddhist monastics over the millennia.189  Early Buddhists were enjoined to 

spread the dhamma, with the Buddha’s injunction to monks to “wander for the good of 

the many, for the welfare of the many, out of compassion for the world, for the good, for 

the gain, and for the welfare of gods and men. Let not two of you go the same way.”190  

This sanction to disseminate the dhamma was not tied to orthodox Brahmanical ethnic, or 

hierarchical limitations related to jāti and vaṇṇa, a hereditary, occupational system of 

social stratification.  This underlies Buddhism’s widespread spread across geographic 

boundaries in the history of the religion.  Indian Buddhism, a heterodox system, was 

considered universally applicable without reference to Vedic authority or a model of 

religious practice centered on rituals that reinforced the power of Brahmans.   

Accordingly, it was particularly appealing to members of the Vessa class associated with 

trading and subordinate to Brahmans and the Khattiya classes in mainstream society.191  

                                                
189 On the practice of giving in the ancient Indian religious context, see Romila Thapar, 
“Dānā and Dakṣiṇā as forms of Exchange” in Ancient Indian Social History: Some 
Interpretations (Hyderabad: Orient Longman, 2004), 94-108.  Historically, lay donors possessed 
varying degrees of commitment to the institution of Buddhism itself.  Royal patrons, for example, 
might not identify as Buddhist but donated resources to them alongside other religious groups.   
 
190 Vinaya Piṭaka, Mahāvagga 1.11. 
 
191 Romila Thapar asserts, “Ideologically Buddhism was more sympathetic to the function 
and status of traders than were the Brahmanical normative texts.” “Early Mediterranean Contacts 
with India: An Overview,” in Crossings: Early Mediterranean Contacts with India, ed. F. De 
Romanis and A. Tchernia (New Delhi: Manohar, 1997), 37.  
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Merchants could patronize Buddhist communities for mutual gain, and it is evident that 

over time, foreign merchants in India also engaged in donative practices in Indian 

settings.192  

This chapter treats Buddhism with reference to mercantile activity in the western 

Deccan in the Sātavāhana period around the turn of the common era, and the prominence 

of Buddhist institutions in this context. Indians and foreigners patronized monastic 

communities in this region illustrating the confluence of ethnic groups that yielded a 

cosmopolitan setting consistent with that presented in the AT.  Section I focuses on the 

western Deccan under Sātavāhana reign as the location of many Buddhist monastic sites 

and a hub of local and foreign mercantile activity by the 1st century CE, where land 

routes were connected to seaports.  These routes allowed foreigners access to inland 

regions where there was a market for their goods.  Section II deals with the dynamics of 

royal and “yavana,” (< Ionian) or “Greek” patronage of Buddhist institutions in the 

region, revealing these centers as key players in an economically charged environment 

linked to long distance trade.  “Yavana” in this context makes no distinction between 

Greeks from the Greek mainland, Hellenistic Greeks who might have inhabited western 

Asia, the eastern Mediterranean or regions such as Edessa, and “Indo-Greeks” living in 

the northwestern region of the subcontinent.193  Irrespective of this ambiguity, “yavana” 

refers to non-native Indian patrons with some degree of Greek affiliation, and it is clear 

that politics, commerce, and religion converged in the western Deccan, forming a potent 

triad in a hotbed of cross cultural exchange.  In light of this evidence, section III brings a 

                                                
192 Inscriptional evidence illustrating this will be dealt with below.  
 
193  Romila Thapar, The Penguin History of Early India: From the Origins to AD 1300 
(London: Penguin, 2003), 214. 
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cosmopolitan center in the Sātavāhana/Andhra empire into focus as a plausible, historical 

correlate to the AT’s reference to Andrapolis.  There, kings and laypeople patronized 

various religious institutions regardless of their own official religious affiliation.  Even if 

Thomas or another missionary did not actually venture there, knowledge of such places 

would have circulated with merchants and could have been incorporated into a narrative 

that blended aspects of history with fiction.  This serves to dispel some of the ambiguity 

surrounding Andrapolis as Thomas’ port of disembarkation and opens a door to consider, 

through narrative comparison in Chapter 4, how aspects of early Syriac Christianity as 

presented in the AT resonated with religious concerns in India in the early centuries of the 

common era.  

 

Buddhism and Mercantile Activity in the Western Deccan 

Aśoka Maurya’s (c. 273-232 BCE) endorsement of Buddhism following his 

conversion accelerated its dissemination across much of the Indian subcontinent and 

established his legacy as the ideal Buddhist monarch.  Stūpas and Buddhist-inspired 

edicts inscribed onto stone columns that were typically located near settlements and along 

trade routes accompanied Aśoka expansionist course.  These inscriptions in Prakrit, 

Aramaic, and Greek, presumably depending on the spoken language of the region where 

they were located, are among the earliest datable written sources in South Asia.194  Given 

                                                
194 See Harry Falk, Aśokan Sites and Artefacts: A Sourcebook with Bibliography (Mainz: 
Philipp von Zabern, 2006); Thapar, History of Early India, 179; Carla M. Sinopoli, “On the edge 
of empire: form and substance in the Sātavāhana dynasty,” in Empires: Perspectives from 
Archaeology and History, ed. Susan E. Alcock, et. al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2001), 156. The Indus Valley script that preceded Asoka’s edicts by two millennia remains 
undeciphered.  Richard Salomon explains the problematic nature of the early history of writing in 
India which foregrounds the value of Aśokan inscriptions as a primary source in the study of 
ancient Indian history. “[A]fter the decline of the Indus Valley culture, the graphic record of India 
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the dearth of historical records in the ancient Indian context with its predominantly oral 

tradition, Aśoka’s edicts are important, sources for the early history of Indian Buddhism.  

For our purpose that assumes that the AT’s reference to Andrapolis points to a location in 

the western Deccan under Sātavāhana rule, it is noteworthy that Aśoka’s Rock Edict XIII 

lists the Andhras as among the people in his domain following his instructions in the 

dhamma.  This reference dates to the third century BCE and expresses an Aśokan vision 

of Buddhism’s influence by that time.195  ‘Andhra’ in this context is likely a tribal or 

ethnic reference with later textual and material evidence, such as inscriptions in the 

Western Deccan, lending weight to the view that the Sātavāhanas, a dynasty of kings, 

were Andhras.196  The relationship between the Andhras/Sātavāhanas and the Maurya 

                                                
is virtually a total blank…until the time of Aśokan inscriptions, the earliest definitely datable 
written records of the historical period, around the middle of the third century B.C.  From this 
time on, written records (epigraphic and, in later centuries, manuscript and other non-epigraphic 
sources) become increasingly common, so that the development of Indian scripts and their many 
derivatives both in and outside of India can, for the most part, be traced in considerable details 
from Aśoka’s time to the present day.” Indian Epigraphy: A Guide to the Study of Inscriptions in 
Sanskrit, Prakrit, and the other Indo-Aryan Languages (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 
10.  
 
195 I am grateful to Himanshu Prabha Ray for alerting me to this Aśokan reference , and for 
pointing out that delineating the exact region referred to by ‘Andhra’ would be more difficult, as 
the boundaries have continued to change. (personal communication February 21, 2014).  
https://www.cs.colostate.edu/~malaiya/ashoka.html Accessed July 7, 2017.  
 
196 P. Raghunadha Rao argues that Sātavāhana coins, the evidence of Megasthenes and 
references in the Purāṇas attest to this. Ancient and Medieval History of Andhra Pradesh (New 
Delhi: Sterling, 1993), 7. Textual and material evidence includes eighteen Purāṇas recording an 
Andhra royal lineage, foreign accounts, coins, and inscriptions in religious structure. It is beyond 
the scope of this study to trace the connection between references to the Andhras and the 
Sātavāhana dynasty. Sinopoli states the term ‘Andhra’, an ethnic or tribal term, did not emerge as 
a geographic term until after the Sātavāhana period. The geographic origins of the 
Andhras/Sātavāhanas are debated but a founding location in the western Deccan as their original 
homeland seems most likely with later movement eastward.  H. Ray, Monastery and Guild (New 
Delhi, Oxford University Press, 1986), 41-42. Sinopoli, “Edge of Empire,” 166-169.  G. 
Mannepalli, “Courses towards Trade in Early Andhra,” American International Journal of 
Research in Humanities, Arts and Social Sciences 4.2 (2013): 110.  
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empire is unclear as Aśokan references are rare in the western and eastern Deccan where 

the Sātavāhana polity emerged. This might suggest that Mauryans were either not very 

influential there, or they were deliberately excluded for political reasons.197  Presently, 

the Sātavāhana period is poorly understood, but they likely flourished from the 1st century 

BCE to the end of the 2nd century CE in the post Mauryan period.198  It is evident, 

however, that under their dominion the western Deccan became a prominent center of 

Buddhism, construction, trade, and patronage. 

India’s western Deccan demands attention in the context of the AT’s reference to 

Andrapolis.  With its maritime ports along the coastline connected to inland trade routes, 

a city of the Andhras is likely a reference to an urban setting accessible from a port under 

Andhra control.  India’s chief port at the time of the Periplus’ composition in the first 

century CE was in Gujarat and known as Barygaza/Bharukaccha under Kṣatrapa/Saka 

control.  The Sātavāhanas, Kṣatrapas, and other regional rulers frequently struggled to 

control routes between the seaports and inland centers, which is a testament to their 

economic significance and the abundance of mercantile activity during this period.  

Sailing south from Barygaza, however, brought one into the region of the western Deccan 

in the Sātavāhana realm with the closely situated ports and market towns of 

Suppara/Sopara and Kalliena/Kalyāna that were ancient precursors of the city of 

                                                
197 Sinopoli, “Edge of Empire,” 159-163. During the Sātavāhana period, Brahmi script was 
still in use indicating that Aśokan inscriptions could be read and comprehended, but neither 
Aśoka nor other Mauryan rulers appear in Sātavāhana royal inscriptions.  
	
198  This short chronology that places the Sātavāhanas in 1st century BCE- end of 2nd century 
CE is widely accepted, although some scholars argue for a longer period. Puranic records 
combined with textual, numismatic and archaeological evidence support the shorter chronology. 
C. Sinopoli follows H. Ray and V. Dehejia in this regard. “Edge of Empire,” 166.  
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Mumbai.199  These were sizable settlements on the west coast during this period and in 

the vicinity of numerous Buddhist, monastic cave complexes such as Kanheri.200  With an 

ethnographic sensibility, the Periplus informs that the region south of Barygaza is called 

Dachinabades, “for the word for south in their language is dachanos.”201  The 

Dakṣināpatha or “Southern Route” was a main artery that connected the Ganges-Yamuna 

region in the northeast with the Deccan plateau, and to Indian Ocean ports via its network 

of secondary routes through the mountainous Deccan toward the west coast where 

Buddhist cave complexes were located. This transregional network of routes facilitated 

the movement of commodities from the interior of the subcontinent, thereby integrating it 

into the broader patterns of long distance commercial and cultural exchanges.202  The 

ports of Sopara and Kalyāna in the western Deccan under Sātavāhana reign in the early 

centuries of the common era were key locations in the heart of this web of connectivity.  

 The Periplus does not directly refer to the Sātavāhana empire or religious centers 

in the region, but it conveys knowledge of features of the hinterland east of the seaports 

in the western Deccan. Wild animals, barren areas, and great mountains feature alongside 

its reference to two major Andhra cities, Paithan and Tagara, in the Dachinabades 

territory.  They are described as prominent market centers from which onyx, all varieties 

                                                
199  Casson, Periplus Maris Erythraei, 47. James Heitzman, “The Urban Context of Early 
Buddhist Monuments in South Asia,” in Buddhist Stupas in South Asia: Recent Archaeological, 
Art-Historical and Historical Perspectives, ed. J. Hawkes and A. Shimada (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2009), 206-207. There are major Aśokan rock edicts at Sopara. Neelis, Early 
Buddhist Transmission, 206  
	
200 Ray, Monastery and Guild, 63-64. 
	
201  Periplus 50. 
	
202 Neelis, Early Buddhist Transmission, 205.  
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of cotton garments, and other merchandise from coastal regions are procured and 

conveyed to Barygaza, which was under Kṣatrapa control further north.  From Barygaza, 

Paithan is a twenty-day journey south, and from Paithan, Tagara is another ten days 

east.203  These details in the Periplus attest to established routes between the coastal 

regions and inland cities which were supplied with commodities from other locales across 

the subcontinent.  While there is no explicit reference to the Sātavāhanas in this context, 

in the early 2nd century CE, Ptolemy characterized Paithan as a royal seat of King 

Pulumavi (c. 110-138 CE), a Sātavāhana king, as it served as a capital of the empire by 

that time.204   

In its discussion of the port of Kalyāna, the Periplus refers to two figures in the 

Sātavāhana dynasty and captures an aspect of the impact on trade of the conflict with the 

Kṣatrapas in the region.  During the time of the elder Saraganos, the Periplus states that 

everything went according to law at that port.  Saraganos is likely a Greek rendition of 

Sātakarṇi, which was the name of various Andhra kings.  Under one Sandanes, however, 

the text reports that there was much hindrance to the trade and Greek ships coming into 

                                                
203 Periplus 50-51.  The Periplus displays an awareness of the time one should allow for 
journeying overland with goods.  At a rate of about twelve miles a day with loaded wagons, these 
distances are plausible given current evidence for the location of these ancient sites. While a clear 
route connecting Paithan to Barygaza existed, the Periplus states that the wagons went along 
great roadless stretches. Casson suggests that conflicts in the 1st century CE necessitated an 
attempt to circumvent Andhra authorities who controlled the main routes.  Thus, conveying 
merchandise to the Kṣatrapa port of Barygaza required travel through roadless stretches.  Casson, 
Periplus Maris Erythraei, 211-213.  Mannepalli surmises that the Kṣatrapa rulers were perhaps 
responsible for eventually dislodging the Sātavāhanas from the western Deccan. “Courses 
towards Trade in Early Andhra,” 111. 
	
204 Ptolemy, Geography 7.1.82.  Casson, Periplus Maris Erythraei, 211. C. Sinopoli explains 
that the 4 square kilometer site of Paithan has not been subject to horizontal excavation. The only 
excavations thus far have been “a few small stratigraphic trenches” and the results are still not 
fully published. “Edge of Empire,” 170, 172. 
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the region by chance were brought under guard to Barygaza.205  The Periplus’ description 

of this shift in observance of law in Sātavāhana territory conveys a sense of the tentative 

political dynamics in the 1st century CE.  The lucrative nature of the trade was 

undoubtedly a factor in the struggle to control routes connecting the west coast ports with 

inland cities and other peripheral regions.  While the Periplus only allows insight into the 

dynamics between Kṣatrapa Barygaza and Sātavāhana Kalyāna during a small segment of 

time, it betrays a seasoned, western sailor’s familiarity with the Deccan based on regular, 

high level trade in the region by 1st century CE.  From this perspective, the AT’s 3rd 

century CE reference to Andrapolis is sensible, as this area was known for its foreign and 

local mercantile activity and a place where land routes connected to seaports in a 

complex political environment which created fertile ground for cross cultural exchange.  

Buddhist institutions clustered on trade routes figured prominently in this region 

as there was a flourishing in their construction under Sātavāhana reign in the ghats of the 

Deccan.  From the 1st century BCE to the 3rd century CE, with a short lull in construction 

in the early 1st century CE, about 900 rock-cut caves and freestanding Buddhist 

monasteries and stūpas were excavated.206  There were three main passes through the 

western ghats, and rock-cut caves are at the starting points of all three, linking the ports 

of Sopara and Kalyāna to major centers inland including Paithan and Tagara that are 

mentioned in the Periplus.  This construction boom gives pause for thought regarding the 

apostle’s stated occupation as a carpenter capable of working with stone to create 

                                                
205 Periplus 52. 
	
206 Dehejia, Early Buddhist Rock Temples,148; Neelis, Early Buddhist Transmission, 207.  
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monuments, shrines, and royal residences.207  Whether or not this reflects a Syriac 

Christian awareness of the region’s demand for skilled carpenters and architects during 

this period, these structures were signature monuments for both urban sites and trade 

routes in the Deccan, and they would have been significant features in the landscape of 

the day.  While the cave sites show varying degrees of sophistication, no cave complex 

could be constructed without substantial resources.208  The economic surplus generated 

from agriculture in the western Deccan, as well as revenue from taxation on incoming 

foreign merchant vessels, must have, at least in part, funded the excavation of these 

caves.209  Epigraphic evidence reveals that kings, monastics, and non-elites, including 

foreign merchants, were invested in the creation and maintenance of these sites.  The next 

section deals with dynamics of Buddhist institutional patronage in this period showing 

these sites as meeting specific needs of the times that transcended stated religious and 

ethnic affiliations. 

 

Buddhist Patronage in the Western Deccan in the Sātavāhana Period 

Donative inscriptions in rock cut structures in the western Deccan offer insight 

into key aspects of patronage during the Sātavāhana period. Buddhist institutions 

fostered an inclusive environment with local and foreign patrons, as well as donors 

hailing from all ranks in society.  While private donative inscriptions to religious 

                                                
207 AT 3.7. 
	
208 Dehejia, Early Buddhist Rock Temples, 30, 135-147; James Heitzman, “The Urban 
Context of Early Buddhist Monuments in South Asia,” 203. 
	
209 Himanshu Prabha Ray, “Kanheri: The Archaeology of an Early Buddhist Pilgrimage 
Centre in Western India,” World Archaeology 26, no. 1 (1994): 41. 
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establishment are diverse in content, character, and style, they contain, at the bare 

minimum, the  name of the donor or donors, and might include their occupation, and 

area of residence.210  Epigraphic evidence illustrates the collective nature of patronage 

that superseded vaṇṇa distinctions, with donors including royalty, monks and nuns with 

preachers (bhāṇaka) among them, foreign and local merchants, various guilds, 

householders, and other non-elite members of society.  Monetary gifts, columns, 

decorative carvings, cisterns, land, and entire villages were some of the items donated to 

construct and sustain Buddhist monastic communities in the western Deccan in this 

period.211  The generic designation, “yavana,” appears among the donors in inscriptions.  

By the turn of the common era, this designation included Indo-Greeks living in northern 

India, as well as Hellenized traders from the Roman East including Egypt, the 

Mediterranean, and regions such as Edessa where the AT might have originated.  Yavana 

donations attest to the presence of foreign merchants among those invested in Buddhist 

institutions, and foregrounds the transethnic nature of the religion, a feature that 

distinguished it from Hinduism centered on Vedic sacrifice, that was also alive and 

flourishing at the time.  

Himanshu Prabha Ray has argued that Buddhism’s liberal attitude toward wealth 

acquisition contributed to a “spirit of entrepreneurship.”212  This is strongly supported by 

                                                
210  More complex donative inscriptions might include the intention or purpose of the 
donation or endowment, and the names of the relatives and associates of the donor who are to 
partake of its benefits. Richard Salomon, Indian Epigraphy, 118. 
 
211 Vidya Dehejia, “The Collective and Popular Basis of Early Buddhist Patronage: Sacred 
Monuments, 100 BCE- AD 250,” in The Powers of Art: Patronage in Indian Culture, ed. Barbara 
Stoler Miller (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1992), 40; Ray, “Kanheri,” 39.  
	
212 Himanshu P. Ray, Monastery and Guild, 204. 
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the strategic location of Buddhist shrines on capillary routes through the ghats that 

connected the Dakṣināpatha or “Southern Route” to seaports on the coast, and the sheer 

volume of recorded donations from merchants and artisans belonging to guilds.  

Patronage of Buddhist institutions and even conversion to Buddhism might have been 

due to a sound religious persuasion given the avenue it provided for conversion of 

economic surplus into merit for the donor’s benefit, and greater access to social mobility 

and status afforded by Buddhist, and other heterodox establishments such as Jainism, that 

did not recognize the orthodox vaṇṇa system.  The vaṇṇa status of yavanas was not 

fixed.213  While the Brahmanic Dharmasūtra forbade seafaring that resulted in the loss of 

vaṇṇa status,214 there is evidence that Buddhism accommodated the religious needs of 

those engaged in maritime activities.  In the Kanheri cave complex, about twenty miles 

north of Mumbai, that rose to prominence in the early centuries of the common era 

largely due to its proximity to the western seaports of Sopara and Kalyāna, there is a 

sculpted representation of the bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara surrounded by eight dangers 

dated c. 4th-7th century AD.215  One of these dangers involves seafarers (Figure 1).  The 

image depicts a boat of shipwrecked individuals with their palms together paying homage 

to the bodhisattva, who appears before them displaying the abhaya mudrā of reassurance 

                                                
213 Himanshu P. Ray, “The Yavana Presence in Ancient India,” Journal of the Economic and 
Social History of the Orient, Vol 31 No 3 (1988), 321-322; Thapar, “Early Mediterranean 
Contacts,” 37. 
	
214  Dharmasūtra of Baudhāyana II.2.1-2 lists a sea voyage as causing the loss of caste. 
Patrick Olivelle, ed. Dharmasūtras: The Law Codes of Apastamba, Gautama, Baudhāyan, and 
Vasiṣṭha (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 168.  
 
215  Bimala Churn Law, Geographical Essays Relating to Ancient Geography of India 
(Delhi: Bharatiya Publishing House, 1976), 200. 
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and safety.216  This attests to the Buddhist doctrinal accommodation to a competitive, 

transethnic environment where mercantile activity was a conspicuous feature.  

 

Figure 1 Kanheri Cave 90, Avalokiteśvara litany. Seafarers at bottom, right.217  

 
The 1st century CE Karla cave complex, which is today about sixty miles from the 

western coast near Mumbai, has the most yavana donations at a single cave site in the 

western Deccan to date.  Karla Cave 8 houses an impressive chaitya, or assembly hall 

with a stūpa, that is noted for its architectural splendor in terms of size and style in 

comparison with similar cave complexes in the region (Figure 2). In the late nineteenth 

                                                
216 Ray, “Kanheri,” 41-42.  
	
217  Image from 
http://dsal.uchicago.edu/images/aiis/aiis_search.html?depth=Get+Details&id=55507 Accessed 
January 27, 2018.   
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century, James Fergusson, in an archaeological survey of Indian cave temples, described 

the Karla chaitya as resembling an early Christian church in its arrangements, “consisting 

of a nave and side aisles, terminating in an apse or semi-dome, around which the apse is 

carried.”218  This site is important to this study because it exhibits the collective 

patronage that is characteristic of monuments in the western Deccan during the period 

under consideration, with yavanas among its monastic and lay patrons.   

There is a total of thirty columns in the chaitya hall with fifteen carved columns 

on either side of the nave.  Epigraphic evidence from donated columns state that four 

columns on the left and three on the right were donated by yavanas.  These structural 

gifts appear alongside other columns donated by a housewife, two preachers, and a 

vāniya-gāma, or guild of merchants.219  The occupation of the yavanas is not stated but 

they were likely engaged in mercantile activity given the foreign interest in the region 

with its ports and trade routes through mountain passes.  Four of the epigraphic records 

characterize the yavana donors as hailing from Dhenukākaṭa, a location that appears in 

twelve other inscriptions at Karla, including the one concerning the guild of merchant 

donors.220  Dhenukākaṭa remains unidentified but it was probably a town in the vicinity. 

Most of the donations to any cave site were from towns or villages in close proximity to 

                                                
218  James Fergusson and James Burgess, The Cave Temples of India (London: W. H. Allen 
& Co. 1880), 233-234.   
 
219 Thapar, “Early Mediterranean Contacts,” 34; Vidya Dehejia, Early Buddhist Rock 
Temples, 142.  
	
220  The members of this guild are unknown but it is plausible that foreigners, yavanas and 
others who were not local to the regions under consideration, might have been affiliated with such 
guilds to secure access to goods and security in trade dealings.  
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the religious establishment.221  A selection of five inscriptions referring to Dhenukākaṭa 

speaks to the degree of yavana integration into society given their association with a local 

region, as well as their Indianized names.222  

1) Eleventh pillar; right row: 

Text: Dhenukākaṭa vāniya-gāma sa thabhō  dānam  

Translation: (This) pillar (is) the gift of the “community of merchants/guild of 

merchants” from Dhenukākaṭa. 223 

2) Thirteenth pillar; right row: 

Text: Dhenukākaṭa Yavanasa Dhamadhayānam thabhō dānam 

Translation: (This) pillar (is) the gift of the yavana Dhamadhaya from Dhenukākaṭa. 

3) Fifteenth pillar; right row.  

Text: Dhēnukākaṭā Chulayakhan[ām] [Ya]vanasa thabhō dāna 

Translation: (This) pillar (is) the gift of the Yavana Chulayakha from Dhēnukākaṭā. 

4) Fourth pillar; left row. 

Text: Dhēnukākaṭā Yavanasa Sihadhayāna[m] thambhō dānam 

Translation: (This) pillar (is) the gift of the Yavana Sihadhaya from Dhenukākaṭa. 

5) Ninth pillar; left row.  

Text: Dhēnukākaṭā Yavanasa Yasavadhanāna[m] thambhō dāna[m] 

Translation: (This) pillar (is) the gift of the Yavana Yasavadhanā from Dhēnukākaṭā. 

 

                                                
221  Vidya Dehejia, Early Buddhist Rock Temples, 142.  D. D. Kosambi suggested that the 
town of Devgadh in a nearby hill region close to Karla was the ancient Dhenukākaṭa. 
“Dhenukākaṭa,” Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bombay 30 (1955): 59-60. Jas Burgess notes its 
frequency in Karla inscriptions and identified it with Dharanikoṭa near Amaravati, a capital of the 
Andhras.  Jas Burgess and Bhagwanlal Indraji, Inscriptions from the Cave Temples of Western 
India (Bombay: Central Government Press, 1881), 32. 
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Figure 2 Karla Cave 8, Great Chaitya showing columns and stūpa.224 

 

                                                
222  Jas Burgess asserted his 1883 publication of cave temple inscriptions to be the first 
accurate record by that time, recopied by impressions from the rock. “Report on the Buddhist 
Cave Temples and their Inscriptions,” Archaeological Survey of Western India, IV (Varanasi: 
Indological 1964), 3.   
 
223  Rao Sastri and Hirananda Sastri, eds. Epigraphia Indica Vol. 18, 1925-1926 (New 
Delhi: Archaeological Survey of India, 1983) 326-328; Other records consulted are E. Hultzsch 
ed., Epigraphia Indica Vol. 7, 1902-1903 (New Delhi: Archaeological Survey of India, 1981); 
Burgess and Indrajit, Inscriptions from the Cave Temples of Western India.  
 
224  Image from Amitmahadik100 (Own work) [CC BY-SA 3.0 
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0)], via Wikimedia Commons 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File%3AKarla_Amit_R_Mahadik_01.jpg Accessed January 
29, 2018. 
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Yavana donors to the Karla complex described as inhabitants of Dhenukākaṭa in 

Inscriptions 2-5 suggests that these foreigners lived near the Buddhist monastery.  Thapar 

notes that “the provenance of most of the Roman objects found in the Deccan is the 

Mediterranean and not the Hellenistic sources from the north-west of the subcontinent.225  

Based on this, it is likely that the yavana donors at Karla were from the Mediterranean 

and adopted Indian sounding names – Chulayakha, Sihadhaya, Dhamadhaya, and 

Yasavadhanā - for the sake of integration into society as residents of India.226  This 

example of yavana presence and patronage alongside donations of columns from 

Buddhist preachers, a housewife, and a traders’ association in a single Buddhist complex 

underscores the tradition’s inclusivity and ability to traverse boundaries that were 

prevalent in contemporary Brahmanic contexts.  The extent of the yavanas’ investment in 

the Buddhist institution beyond their monetary contribution is unclear in this historical 

and cultural context, as conversion was not necessary to make a donation to religious 

establishments.  This is illustrated by the Sātavāhana royal household who patronized 

Buddhist institutions but were themselves practitioners of Brahmanism.227  Occupational 

references are conspicuously lacking from Inscriptions 2-5, but the yavanas’ surplus 

wealth, and interest, in patronizing Buddhist establishments such as this are evident.  

Inscription 1’s reference to a community of merchants from Dhenukākaṭa highlights the 

                                                
225  Thapar, “Early Mediterranean Contacts,” 34. There are numerous studies dealing with 
Roman objects in India including coins, ceramics and glassware. Some of these studies were 
consulted in Chapter 2 in consideration of aspects of Indo-Roman trade, but it is beyond the scope 
of this project to detail these finds. See, for example, S. Suresh, Symbols of Trade: Roman and 
Pseudo-Roman Objects Found in India (New Delhi: Manohar, 2004). 
 
226  Thapar suggests that these names are self-consciously Buddhist and goes as far as to 
surmise that they were recent converts to Buddhism. “Early Mediterranean Contacts,” 34-35.  
 
227  This will be dealt with in further detail below.  
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mercantile presence there.  Even though the members of this group - foreign, local, or 

both - remains unknown, it is plausible that it also included yavanas and others who 

might have been associated with such guilds to secure access to goods and security in 

trade dealings.  Buddhist establishments in the western Deccan such as Karla formed part 

of a network where foreign merchants could affiliate with a range of individuals, lay and 

monastic, as attested by other inscriptions, and offered an opportunity for integration into 

their environment.  

Monastic settings in the Western Deccan emerge in this scenario as influential 

centers of religious practice and instruction where even foreigners could have converted 

and supplied economic resources for construction projects, enshrining their donations for 

posterity.  Buddhist institutions succeeded in creating venues where the tension between 

renunciation as a religious path, and economic prowess as a feature of everyday life, 

could be ameliorated.  They met both the religious and mundane needs of lay patrons 

who were concerned with their existential welfare, as well as with establishing networks 

in a commercial environment.  Trading associations (seṇi) or guilds of merchants dealing 

in particular commodities that were aligned with a religious community forged a bond 

that could be relied upon in a pre-industrial setting where it was necessary to create and 

secure relationships of trust.  Buddhist institutions formed part of an overarching 

structure that would have guaranteed access to commodities, stabilized channels of 

communication and exchange, and offset some of the inherent risks of engaging in 

business transactions with their accompanying disputes.228  Further, these guilds 

associated with Buddhist institutions were part of a nexus with royal administrators who 

                                                
228 Ray, “Yavana,” 316-317.  
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also patronized religious establishments, and were concerned with ensuring the economic 

prosperity of the western Deccan linked to long distance trade.  

A distinctive feature of Sātavāhana patronage in the western Deccan is that they 

endorsed both Brahman and samaṇa establishments in this historical context.  The 

Sātavāhanas were Hindus who proclaimed Brahman status but they also generously 

donated to Buddhist, and perhaps Jain monastics as well.229   Of hundreds of inscriptions, 

about three dozen refer to Sātavāhana rulers and primarily attest to royal donations of 

land and revenue for the support of monks and religious institutions.230  A cave in 

Nanaghat at the head of a pass near the west coastal plain depicts secular figures that are 

likely early Sātavāhana rulers of the first century BCE, and records elaborate and costly 

Vedic sacrifices performed by a Sātavāhana queen.  Rituals such as these were extremely 

lavish undertakings involving hefty donations to Brahman officiants, and in this case 

included gifts of cows, horses, elephants and garments.231  Elsewhere, in Nasik Cave 3, 

inscriptions show that Sātavāhanas sponsored its excavation and adornment, along with 

supplying the monks with a gift of land to sustain themselves.  Gautamīputra Sātakarni, a 

2nd century CE Sātavāhana ruler, was the original sponsor of this cave dedicated for the 

use of Buddhists.  His son, Vasiṣṭhīputra Pulumāvi, who Ptolemy characterized as having 

a royal seat in the city of Paithan that is also mentioned in the Periplus, and whose coins 

depict double-masted ships (Figure 3), donated a village that would provide a rent for 

                                                
229 C. Sinopoli, “Edge of Empire,” 173. 
	
230 Ibid., 163.  
	
231 R. C. C. Fynes, “The Religious Patronage of the Sātavāhana Dynasty,” South Asian 
Studies Vol. 11 No. 1 (1995): 45. The historical use of this site is unclear.  
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these monks’ support.232  According to the inscription, that village was to enjoy immunity 

from entry by royal officials, highlighting the privilege enjoyed by Buddhist monastic 

communities of the day.  These Hindu, Sātavāhana donors are compared to Hindu gods 

and praised for upholding the twice-born and preventing the mixing of castes.233    

 

Figure 3 Indian ship on lead coin of the Sātavāhana king, Vasiṣṭhīputra Pulumāvi.234 

 

                                                
232 Ray, Monastery and Guild, 119-120. 
	
233 Dehejia, “Early Buddhist Patronage,” 40.  
	
234  Image from PHGCOM (Own work) via Wikimedia Commons 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Indian_ship_on_lead_coin_of_Vashishtiputra_Shri_Pul
umavi.jpg Accessed February 22, 2018. 



113 

Both Buddhists and Brahmans benefited from Sātavāhana patronage in this 

environment where individuals supported a variety of religious traditions without 

conflict.  For the royal household, the performance of Vedic sacrifices and their self-

proclaimed Brahman status legitimized Sātavāhana rule in a diverse religious landscape, 

while patronage of other religious groups such as Buddhists served different functions.  

Royal support of Buddhist institutions was also an indirect endorsement of trading 

ventures and the accompanying economic prosperity flowing through the region.  Local 

and foreign traders and guilds prominently featured in inscriptions were effectively in a 

relationship with the political regime through mutual religious associations.  Buddhist 

institutions were central players in long distance channels of exchange and Sātavāhana 

patronage served to promote these rulers as conspicuously tolerant to religious diversity 

in a cosmopolitan setting.  This contributed to a tolerant atmosphere in a region where a 

range of religious traditions and sects flourished.  In this historical and cultural context, 

even if members of the royal household were not officially Buddhist, donating to all 

religious mendicants was understood as beneficial to the donor.  Samaṇas were seen as 

rich “fields of merit”.  Further, monastics might provide education to donors including 

royalty.  Members of the royal household probably received instruction in a range of 

religious traditions. 

From the earliest phases of Buddhism in India, kings were no strangers to seeking 

counsel from Buddhist monks and they might have done so in the western Deccan.  The 

Suhṛllekha (Letter to a Friend) is a verse epistle originally composed in Sanskrit – now 

lost- that appears to be dedicated to a Sātavāhana monarch who is characterized as a 

donor (dānapati).  Attributed to the Buddhist monk and philosopher, Nāgārjuna (c. 2nd -
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3rd century CE), it contains advice on practices that might be suitable for a layperson and 

such as the six pāramitās and the veneration of Avalokiteśvara and Amitābha.235  Even if 

the recipient was not an actual Sātavāhana king , this work conveys at the very least that 

Buddhists were concerned with communicating their ideas to members of the royal 

household and particularly those who were supporters.  The work’s preservation and 

survival in Chinese and Tibetan is a testament to its significance over time and 

geographic location.  It also underscores that various Buddhist sects were flourishing 

under Sātavāhana patronage, with a Sātavāhana monarch establishing a site for Buddhists 

as noted above, and another king named in this literary context as the recipient of a 

Mahāyāna text.  This presents a picture of a historical setting that accommodated a range 

of religious perspectives and modes of practice, given the doctrinal shifts in Buddhism 

during the period under consideration. 

In sum, one sees that the western Deccan in the period under consideration was 

evidently a hotbed of patronage and religious fermentation that distinctively embraced 

yavanas in the context of Buddhism linked to trade.  Such a scenario invites a return to 

Porphyry’s account of Brahmans and “Samaneans” (samaṇas) in De Abstinentia 

discussed in Chapter 2 to highlight its resonances with the contours of religious life under 

Sātavāhana reign presented here.  Porphyry’s account that draws on Bardaiṣan’s firsthand 

report having met with an Indian embassy might have established the western Deccan, or 

one like it in India, as an attractive region for proselytization.  Reading the AT’s reference 

to ‘Andrapolis’ as a city of the Andhras or Sātavāhanas gives way to understanding the 

early Syriac Christian text as a product of an informed author who skillfully deployed 

                                                
235 Fynes, “The Religious Patronage of the Sātavāhana Dynasty,” 46-47.  The Suhṛllekha 
survives in Chinese and Tibetan.	
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stories to convey Christian ideas that intersected with Buddhist ones.  The description of 

the samaṇas in Porphyry’s text runs parallel to that of Christians in Bardaiṣan’s BLC 

insofar as they were transregional and transethnic.  Though provocative, it is fruitful with 

all this evidence to consider the western Deccan or another region like it as a historical 

setting for the imagined adventures of Thomas in India.    

 

Andrapolis as Locus for Christian Proselytization 

There are three main features of Porphyry’s account, following Bardaiṣan, in De 

Abstinentia concerning Brahmans and samaṇas in India that would bring the 

Andhra/Sātavāhana domain, or one like it, into focus as an appealing location for early 

Syriac Christian proselytization.236  Firstly, Porphyry’s text states that Brahmans and 

samaṇas were venerated by Indians and visited by kings with requests to pray and 

supplicate the Gods in the face of calamity in the country, and for advice on how to act.  

This veneration suggests that the people, including royalty, understood that these two 

groups possessed power of a religious nature and could mediate troubles of life on their 

behalf.  They are set apart from the masses by their renunciant endeavors through 

separation from society, either by lineage in the case of the Brahmans, or election in the 

case of the samaṇas.  Porphyry makes no distinction between those who support the 

Brahmans and those who support the samaṇas, which is consistent with patronage in the 

western Deccan insofar as royal donations are concerned.  The environment of religious 

inclusivity attested by patronage illustrates an openness to fresh ideas and attitudes.  The 

cosmopolitan nature of the western Deccan abounding with prominent Buddhist yavana 

                                                
236 All references are to De Abstinentia 4.17-18.	
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donors, Brahmanic ritual, and Buddhist sectarianism might invite the introduction of a 

new religious movement seeking to spread its wings and secure support through 

missionary ventures.  

For a proponent of Christianity in this environment where those who are 

venerated possess religious power, it would be necessary to display one’s religious power 

to gain attention and win converts.  In the AT, we find Thomas doing just this when he 

arrives in Andrapolis.  At the Indian wedding party, Thomas asserts that the hand of the 

wine pourer who slapped him will be dragged along by dogs, attributing this future event 

to the wonderful power of his God in this world.  Much like Porphyry’s description of 

Brahmans and samaṇas in India, Thomas curbs his appetite, tasting nothing at the 

wedding feast while others eat and drink.  Soon, Thomas’ proclamation comes to pass 

and none other than a Hebrew flautist announces that Thomas is either a god or an 

emissary of God.  While some believe her and others do not, it captures the attention of 

the king who leads Thomas to his daughter’s bridal chamber to pray for the couple.237  A 

fellow Hebrew who is already present in Andrapolis recognizes his power, and facilitates 

communication with locals in a foreign land to win converts following the supernatural 

occurrence.238  Another example of Thomas’ display of divine power that results in 

conversion is the account of Gundaphoros who adopts Thomas’ religious teachings after 

his brother, Gad, returns from the dead with details of a heavenly palace built by the 

apostle.  A concern with accessing and securing converts from the royal household is 

clear.  In the Gundaphoros narrative, economic wealth is transformed into immaterial 

                                                
237 AT 1.6-9 
	
238 This is discussed in Chapter 2. 
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riches to the benefit of the king, which is arguably a ubiquitous theme in the Buddhist 

context of patronage in the western Deccan in the early centuries of the common era.  

Secondly, Porphyry characterizes Brahmans as neither subject to any government 

nor contributing anything along with others to any government, likely a reference to 

monetary payments such as taxes or bribes.  This description is consistent with the Indian 

vaṇṇa system of social stratification, where Brahmans were integral to endorsing and 

maintaining a Hindu political regime through ritual sacrifice such as in the case of the 

Sātavāhanas in the western Deccan.  Rather than subject to government and the laws of 

the populace, Brahmans were solicited to perform sacrifices on behalf of the ruling 

household to legitimate their position of authority, as “above the law.”  While a 

proponent of a foreign religion could not aspire to become a Brahman with hereditary 

access to religious power, one could gain the support of the king, members of the royal 

household, or the populace as the samaṇas did.  In Porphyry’s account, the samaṇas 

hailed from across India, choosing to renounce their families and enter an order marked 

by relinquishing possessions, cutting off superfluities of the body, and engaging in a 

lifestyle dedicated to achieving divine knowledge.  These transregional and transethnic 

renunciants, assuming there were Indo-Aryan, Dravidian, and foreign monastic converts 

in India, were supported by kings who build houses and temples for them, with attendants 

also compensated by the government.239  Patronage in the western Deccan attests to this 

with the example of Gautamīputra Sātakarni sponsoring a dwelling place for Buddhist 

                                                
239 Lars Fogelin, in his examination of archaeological evidence and architectural features of 
the Thotlakonda monastery in north coastal Andhra Pradesh to consider the relationship between 
monks and laypeople in the Early Historical Period (300BCE-300CE), argues that there was a 
non-monastic labor force there who prepared food and provided other support activities. 
Archaeology of Early Buddhism, (Lanham: Altamira, 2006). 	
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monks and a village donated for their sustenance.  Thus, early Syriac Christians 

possessed reliable knowledge concerning Indian renunciant practices and living 

arrangements in relation to royal patronage.  

Porphyry’s final point deserves special attention. Porphyry mentions the samaṇas’ 

abandonment of the city or village in which he lived, and renunciation of his wealth, 

property and family, including children and wife.  In Porphyry’s understanding, relatives 

should then sustain the samaṇa’s wife, and the king would provide all necessities for his 

children.  This account of Indian ascetic protocol followed by a description of organized 

monastic life involving prayer, a restricted diet, and bell ringing to signal patterns of life, 

indicates an understanding of renunciation as part of the fabric of Indian religious life. 

The anti-familial nature of the samaṇa’s life is an open door for an advocate of a 

religious movement with ascetic tendencies to seek support alongside similar religious 

traditions in an inclusive environment.  Though the AT does not express a concern with 

organized monastic life, there is a resounding message of rejecting sexuality and 

procreation including within the household.  Further, it employs the economic 

preoccupations of the day in service of communicating its otherworldly message, as in 

the case of Thomas relieving the poor with King Gundaphoros’ palace construction 

money and supplies to secure him a heavenly mansion instead of an earthly one.   Two 

tensions – even facets of life -- that emerge in the AT that were arguably present in the 

western Deccan in the early centuries CE are the renunciation of sexuality and material 

wealth.  Both are central to the vision of religious life and practice in the AT. 

Porphyry’s textual record of Bardaiṣan’s knowledge of Brahmans and samaṇas in 

India provides a glimpse into what early Syriac Christians understood about the land to 
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the east with established, ascetic modes of practice.  In an environment of steady trade 

and travel, news of regions such as the western Deccan under Sātavāhana reign and 

patronage would have circulated and potentially made their way into religious 

imaginations.  As a result texts such as the AT were written.  The AT particularly refers to 

Andrapolis as an appealing locus for proselytization.  Given Bardaiṣan’s concern with 

promoting Christianity as a transregional and transethnic religion, features that also apply 

to Buddhism, predating Christian movements by centuries, a city like Andrapolis, sitting 

at cultural crossroads, would have been ideal for Syriac Christian missionaries looking 

eastward.  Even if only as an imagined landscape for Thomas’ activities, the AT is a 

sophisticated narrative that shows significant familiarity with Buddhism, incorporates 

aspects of the historical conditions, and appeals to existing tensions concerning the 

renunciation of sexuality and wealth in order to communicate its message of the new 

God.   

This combination of factors was certainly not limited to the Sātavāhana empire in 

a period where Buddhism flourished in India.  Buddhism was actively progressing along 

trade routes into central Asia and China.240  However, in the case of the AT’s specific 

vision, Andrapolis as Thomas’ point of disembarkation demands attention to the western 

Deccan as a prime location for spreading the Syriac Christian outlook captured in the 

text.  Sātavāhana coins depicting double-masted ships makes the AT’s assertion that the 

apostle arrived in the region alongside a merchant appear quite ordinary.  This scenario 

beckons readers to consider how many travelers and traders, some with pronounced 

                                                
240 See Philippe Beaujard and S. Fee, “The Indian Ocean in Eurasian and African World-
Systems before the Sixteenth Century,” Journal of World History 16.4 (2005): 411-465 on the 
Sātavāhana empire within the core region of India in world systems.   
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religious concerns in conjunction with their material ones, arrived in Indian locales where 

Buddhist ideas, stories, and practices circulated.  Evidence of yavana donations at 

Buddhist sites in the western Deccan suggest that western foreigners were invested in the 

religion.  Buddhist teachings would have been imparted to converts and casual wayfarers 

alike.  Given the well-trodden paths linking coastal ports to inland regions where 

Buddhist sites prospered, only a small feat of the imagination is required to conceive of 

the volume of immaterial exchange flowing alongside material transactions.    

Storytelling was a prominent medium of conveying Buddhist ideas and ideals 

from the tradition’s earliest phases, indicated by the presence of jātakas in the canon, as 

well as in iconographic representations depicted on monuments.  It is conceivable that 

Buddhist didactic narratives circulated orally, visually, and perhaps even textually, as 

they were transmitted along trade routes in the western Deccan, or other routes like them, 

leading outside of India and into early Syriac Christian circles.  Taking the AT as the 

work of a skilled author/s drawing on knowledge of contemporaneous India, one of its 

triumphs as a Christian text about an imagined, or actual missionary journey there, is its 

incorporation of Buddhist ascetic themes for its own, Christian purpose.  This 

demonstrates that conditions of religious life in at least parts of India were suitable for 

Christian proselytization.  In the AT, the Syriac Christian tradition addressed concerns 

about the renunciation of wealth and sexuality that were already present in the Indian 

context.  Another of the AT’s successes comes into focus through a comparison of two 

pericopes from the AT (Act 1.11-16 and Act 3.30-33), with the Udaya (#458) and 

Visavanta (#69) Jātakas.  This reveals a deliberate adaptation by the AT of Buddhist 

narratives to convey Christian ideas about renunciation. Such a text introduces Thomas as 
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the emergent religious figure with access to religious power who successfully contends 

for support in a competitive, but tolerant environment. 
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CHAPTER 4 

TWO RENUNCIATION STORIES IN BUDDHISM AND CHRISTIANITY 

 

A central aim of this study that brings two Buddhist jātakas into conversation 

with narratives from the Syriac Christian AT is to fill a lacuna in scholarship on the AT. 

While the AT is an imaginative, literary work explicitly concerned with proselytizing in 

India it is a pioneering exercise to read the text in relation to Indian narratives that are 

contemporary with its composition.  It is evident from the writings of Bardaiṣan and 

Porphyry that at least some Syriac Christians were familiar with aspects of Indian 

religious life and practice centered on renunciation and inclusivity, particularly in the 

case of Buddhism where one could opt to join the ranks of the samaṇas irrespective of 

vaṇṇa affiliation.  Trade on the Indian Ocean directly connected the Mediterranean with 

regions where Buddhism flourished in the early centuries of the common era, and it is 

plausible that the AT’s reference to Andrapolis attests to a concern with spreading its 

message of Jesus Christ in the western Deccan with its cosmopolitanism, and tolerance 

toward religious diversity.  The conditions of the period under consideration were ideal 

for the cross-cultural exchange of ideas where popular didactic narratives could have 

traveled with people and commodities.  

Monastic Buddhism garnered material support from monks, nuns, royalty, Indian 

laypeople, as well as yavanas, and these donors would have received instruction in some 

capacity from those they patronized.  Storytelling was part of Buddhist instruction from 

its earliest stages, and this historical context suggests that religious narratives such as the 

jātakas centered on the bodhisatta, or the Buddha in a previous life, circulated along 
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mercantile avenues of exchange.  This chapter examines two cases where it appears that 

aspects of jātakas were adapted to suit the contours of the AT’s vision, with Thomas, 

instead of the bodhisatta, as protagonist with access to religious power.  A comparison of 

the Udaya Jātaka (#458) with AT Act 1.11-16, and the Visavanta Jātaka (#69) with AT 

Act 3.30-33 reveals similarities in narrative setting, while the and details concerning 

renunciation that are deployed in different ways toward Buddhist and Christian religious 

ends.  

Harold W. Attridge notes the intertextual/open text nature of the AT and asserts 

that it relies heavily on other literature, and specifically, Christian works.  His analysis of 

intertexuality in the AT focuses on New Testament terminology and allusions with 

Thomas echoing the portrait of Jesus.241  While this, and studies reading the AT in 

relation to works in the Thomas tradition, and to Greco-Roman novels as discussed in 

Chapter 1 are valuable, my contention is that scholarly considerations of the literary and 

thematic intersections between the AT and Indian narratives are wanting. This 

comparative analysis appeals to Attridge’s assessment of the AT that oral traditions about 

Thomas may underlie some of the acts, and that miracle stories in the first six acts, where 

the narratives under consideration here appear, may have circulated independently.  

Christine Thomas notes the fluid nature of composition of the ancient Greek novels and 

the AAA, describing them as “stories both without authors and without texts.”242  She 

states that the AAA are not sacred scripture at the point in time where one observes their 

fluidity, but instead we might conceive of these stories as belonging to the world. If thus 

                                                
241  Attridge, “Intertextuality,” 121; Attridge, Acts of Thomas, 4-5. 
 
242  Christine Thomas, “Stories,” 285. 
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the AT was adaptable and open to a range of influences, with sections circulating 

independently of others, it is sensible to consider jātaka stories as possible influences as 

well.  The AT is a particularly apt candidate to adapt stories from the Indian context, due 

to its concern with addressing an Indian audience.  It is plausible that stories already 

familiar to an Indian audience would be incorporated into a narrative about a Christian 

apostle’s journey in India to lend credibility to the narrative, as well as to address 

religious concerns of the people there.  

Hermann Oldenberg’s ākhyāna theory discussed in Chapter 1 underscores the 

practice in Indian storytelling tradition where verses were fixed as in the case of the 

jātakas, but the prose narratives that constitute the stories were adaptable and subject to 

improvisation in oral performance.  While versions of jātakas might have been 

committed to writing at various points in time, this did not preclude changes to details in 

the narrative at each telling.  In a predominantly oral environment where storytelling was 

a popular mode of generic moral instruction, and Indian religious instruction for 

laypeople, some “stock narratives” were shared by Hindu, Buddhist, and other forms of 

Indian literature.  Further, the adaptability of stories without texts and their circulation in 

a context where there were no charges of plagiarism even after works were committed to 

writing, invited borrowing.  In the cosmopolitan milieu of the western Deccan, there were 

no obstacles to the transmission of stories to other cultures other than linguistic 

barriers.243  Foreigners and locals regularly interacted in trade dealings there, and some 

foreigners were residents of India as in the village of Dhenukākaṭa attested in the 

epigraphic evidence cited in Chapter 3.  Multilingualism was likely a standard feature of 

                                                
243  For example, see parallels between jātakas and Aesop’s fables in Gibbs, Aesop’s Fables.  
See Aesop’s Fables 46, 130, 263, 322, 331 and 434 for correlates with the jātakas.  
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the environment.  Just as some Roman businessmen managed commercial dealings in 

India as they possessed the ability to navigate the land and culture, the AT presents 

Abbanes, a merchant from India, securing a carpenter in Jerusalem in conversation with 

Jesus with no reference to language as an impediment.244  Today, it is not uncommon to 

find merchants across the globe outside of their native lands conducting business in the 

language of that foreign place of work and residence.  There is no reason the situation 

would have been otherwise in regions like the western Deccan where goods, oral 

narratives, and texts moved along avenues of commercial exchange.  

To avoid methodological pitfalls, this comparative analysis of jātakas in relation 

to excerpts from the AT heeds Barbara Holdrege’s identification of three issues that came 

under severe criticism in the field of comparative studies.  Holdrege notes the 

shortcomings in comparative work that pay insufficient attention to differences, 

insufficient attention to the diachronic dimension, and insufficient attention to context.245 

This analysis takes the historical milieu of the early centuries of the common era 

discussed in Chapters 2 and 3 as its starting point to contextualize these narratives.  

Concrete historical data connecting Indian Buddhist stories and the Syriac Christian AT 

are presently lacking, but this study establishes a pathway for further exploration as 

archaeological and other studies emerge concerning connections between India and the 

‘West’ linked to maritime trade.  The limited timeframe, and predominance of exchange 

between the regions under consideration allows for a sensible reconstruction of a 

historical picture where proponents of both religions were seeking support for their 

                                                
244  This is discussed in Chapter 2.  
 
245  Holdrege, Veda and Torah, 20-25; Holdrege, “What’s Beyond the Post?” 78-82. 
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movements in a competitive environment.  Buddhism and Christianity were missionary 

traditions on the move that utilized stories to communicate their religious ideas.  The 

differences that emerge from examining the narratives side by side allow insight into the 

specific didactic aims of Christianity and Buddhism regarding renunciation, a theme that 

was clearly of concern to both traditions that offered options for practice in non-monastic 

contexts.  

Section I is a comparison of the Udaya Jātaka (#458) with AT Act 1.11-16.  

These are narratives set in royal bedrooms that present sexual renunciation in the 

household as a religious mode of practice.  After delineating the shared narrative 

framework of the stories, a comparison of literary characters and thematic features of the 

stories elucidates the resonances between them that appear to address shared religious 

concerns and needs in this historical context, where renunciation in the household was a 

legible option offered by both Syriac Christianity and Indian Buddhism.  Even though 

both traditions prescribe the same method to laypeople, attention to differences in the 

stories brings the particularities of the Christian and the Buddhist religious paths and 

soteriological aims into focus.  Section II compares the Visavanta Jātaka (#69) with AT 

Act 3.30-33, which are narratives about the bodhisatta and Thomas in dialogue with a 

serpent who has bitten and killed a man.  In the case of the AT, this can be considered a 

miracle story where the apostle wins converts due to his actions.  The shared narrative 

framework shows the protagonists as having access to extraordinary power to 

communicate with a snake and to revive the dead, which is an effective literary device 

geared toward entertainment as well as instruction. The stories’ divergences reveal clear 

trajectories linked to their respective cultural contexts.  While the AT problematizes 
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sexuality and demonizes the snake with references to Biblical tradition, the Buddhist tale 

praises the snake’s resolve as an example of ideal renunciant behavior in connection with 

monastic Buddhism.  

This study shifts the lens through which the AT has been read in scholarly works, 

from the western-oriented vantage point of Christian literature and popular Hellenistic 

works, and toward Indian narratives.  It forges an avenue where Indian literature might 

find a place in the web of literature that influenced the AT.  As a starting point in that 

direction, this analysis foregrounds two Buddhist jātakas to examine their relationship to 

the AT.  This exercise serves to elucidate aspects of the AT that remain obscure when 

viewed in light of influences from the ‘West,’ at the neglect of the ocean of Indian 

literature that circulated along pathways that were familiar to Christians and Buddhist 

alike in the early centuries of the common era.  
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A Comparison of the Udaya Jātaka and Acts of Thomas 1.11-16 

Udaya Jātaka246 

“Seated alone.”247 This the master told while living in Jetavana about a 
backsliding bhikkhu.248 The master asked the bhikkhu, “Is it really true that you have 
backslidden?” “It is true, venerable one,” he said.  The master replied, “Bhikkhu, why are 
you backsliding when you have gone forth to practice such a profitable teaching? Wise 
men of former times who ruled in the magnificent, twelve league-wide249 city of 
Surundha, and lived together with a woman resembling a heavenly nymph in one private 
room for seven hundred years, having mastered their senses, did not even look at her 
because of desire.” Then he told a story of the past.  

 
In the past, when king Kāsi was ruling in the city of Surundha in the kingdom of 

Kāsi, he had neither a son nor a daughter. He said to his queens, “Pray for sons.” Then 
the bodhisatta, passing from Brahma’s world, was conceived in the womb of the king’s 
chief queen.  And because he moved the hearts of many people by being born, they 
named him Udayabhadda.250 When the prince was walking about on his feet, another 
being passed from Brahma’s world and entered the womb of another one of the king’s 
queens, and a young girl was born, and they named her Udayabhaddā.  

 
When the price came of marriageable age, he achieved perfection in all branches 

of knowledge, was chaste from birth, did not know sexual intercourse even while 
dreaming, and his mind did not cling to any afflictions. The king, wanting to consecrate 
his son as king, sent a message.  The bodhisatta [Udayabhadda], objected, “I do not want 

                                                
246  The jātakas contain a standard five-part structure that is discussed in detail in Chapter 1.  
These five parts are a story of the present dealing with a situation during the life of the historical 
Buddha that prompts the telling of the story of the past, or the jātaka proper. The other 
components are canonical verses, the karmic connection between characters in the story with 
those during the lifetime of the Buddha, and a commentarial section on the verses. All parts 
except for the commentary on the canonical verses are included here.  This translation of the 
Udaya Jātaka is my own of the Pāli text of the Udaya Jātaka from V. Fausbøll, ed., The Jātaka 
Together with its Commentary Being Tales of the Anterior Births of Gotama Buddha Vol IV 
(London: Luzac and Company, Ltd., 1963), 104-113.  I referred to W. H. D. Rouse’s translation 
for points of clarification in E. B. Cowell, ed., The Jātaka or Stories of the Buddha’s Former 
Births Vol IV (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1895), 66-70. 	
 
247  Ekā nisinnā. The first words of the initial canonical verse of each jātaka typically appears 
at the start of each story of the present.  
 
248  A fully ordained Buddhist monk.  
 
249  A yojana, or league, is a standard measure of distance in ancient India often 
approximated at eight miles.  
250  Rouse translates Udayabhadda as “Welcome,” but it appears to literally mean “fortunate 
increase” or “fortunate growth.”  
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the kingdom for myself and my mind does not cling to afflictions.”  As they asked 
repeatedly, he had a golden form of a woman made and sent it to his parents saying, “If I 
find such a woman, I will accept the kingdom.” They carried the golden image all over 
India, but they did not find a woman of such form.  They adorned Udayabhaddā and 
placed it before her, and she outshone the golden form as she stood.  They made princess 
Udayabhaddā chief queen and consecrated the bodhisatta, king, being born of different 
mothers, but neither of them had the desire to be wed.  

 
The two lived a life of chastity251 together.  Following the death of his parents the 

bodhisatta became king.  The two of them lived in one room and they controlled their 
senses and did not even look at each other out of desire. And they promised that 
whomever of the two of them should die first, one would come to tell the other, “I am 
reborn in such a place.”  

 
The time period that elapsed from his consecration to the time the bodhisatta died 

was seven hundred years. There was no other king, and Udayabhaddā was in command 
with advisors administering to the kingdom. The bodhisatta, having become Sakka in the 
heaven of the thirty-three, was unable to remember the past for seven days because of his 
greatness.  After the course of seven hundred years according to human reckoning, he 
remembered and said to himself, “I will go to the king’s daughter, Udayabhaddā, and I 
will test her with riches, and roaring with the roar of a lion I will discourse, and will 
fulfill my promise!” 

 
In that age, they say that the length of a human’s life was ten thousand years. It 

was night time and the palace doors were closed, the guard was in place, and the king’s 
daughter was sitting quietly alone in a magnificent chamber upon the fine terrace of her 
seven-storied mansion, meditating upon her own morality. Then Sakka took a golden 
goblet and filled it with coins of all gold, and in her very bedchamber appeared before 
her, and standing on one side began speaking with her by reciting the first verse:  

 
1. Seated alone in clear perception, having ascended this palace, one of flawless 

body, with eyes like a heavenly nymph, I beg to stay with you one night.   
 

Then the king’s daughter responded in two verses: 
 

2. This city dug up with moats and with a solid watchtower, is difficult to enter, 
protected by hand and sword.  
 

3. A delicate youth coming in is not to be found.  Tell me, for what reason do 
you desire to meet with me?  

 
 
 
 

                                                
251  Brahmacariya is the technical term used here. It refers to a religious life and is used most 
typically to mean celibacy.  
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Now Sakka said a fourth verse: 
 

4. I am a spirit,252 beautiful one. I came near you that you might satisfy me, 
auspicious one. I brought you a full goblet.  

 
Hearing this, the king’s daughter said a fifth verse: 
 

5. I do not wish for another since Udaya has died, neither god, nor spirit, nor 
man. Go, majestic spirit! Go far away and do not come back.  

 
Hearing her lion’s note, he made as though he departed and at once disappeared. 

The next day at the same hour he took a silver bowl filled with gold coins and addressed 
her with the sixth verse: 

 
6. The highest pleasure which lovers know completely makes beings engage in 

wrongdoing. Do not deprive yourself of pleasure, one with a pleasant smile. I 
give you a goblet full of silver.  
 

Then the king’s daughter thought, “If I allow him to talk and prattle, he will come 
again and again. I will not say anything to him now.” She said nothing at all. Finding that 
she had nothing to say, Sakka disappeared at once.  

 
The next day at the same time, he took an iron bowl full of coins and said, 

“Revered one, if you satisfy me with pleasure, I will give this iron bowl full of coins to 
you.” When she saw him, she said the seventh stanza: 

 
7. A man seeking to gain the favor of a woman increases the wealth until she 

succumbs. The gods’ ways differ, judging by you, as you come with less than 
before.  
 

When Sakka heard this, he replied, “Revered daughter of a king, I am a wary 
trader and I do not dispose of my wealth for nothing. If you were increasing in youth or 
beauty, I would also increase the present I offer you, but you are fading and what I offer 
also dwindles. He said three verses: 

 
8. Human beings’ vitality and appearance are destroyed in the world of 

humankind, well-farer. And today you are older than before so the wealth I 
offer has also dwindled.  

 
9. Just as I am beholding you, glorious princess, your beauty diminishes as time 

passes away.  
 

                                                
252  Sakka identifies himself as a yakkha which is a class of nature spirit with supernatural 
abilities including changing appearance and disappearing.  
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10. But if, wise princess, it pleases you, maintain celibacy253 and more lovely you 
will be.  

 
Thereupon, the princess said another verse: 
 

11. The gods do not grow old like men, and there are no wrinkles on their bodies.  
I ask you, majestic spirit, how is it that the gods do not have corporeal forms? 

 
Sakka answered this with another verse: 

 
12. The gods do not grow old like men, there are no wrinkles on their bodies. Day 

after day even greater is their divinity, splendid appearance, and enjoyment.  
 
Having heard about the splendor of the world of the gods, she asked about the way to it 
and said in another verse: 

 
13. What terrifies innumerable people in this present existence? 

I ask you, majestic spirit, in what way should one abide to attain the other 
world without fear?   

 
Then Sakka answered this in another verse. 

 
14. Striving toward sound speech and mind, avoiding wrong doing with the body, 

having abundant food and drink in the house, being confident, tender, 
generous, bountiful, compassionate, congenial, and of good speech, in this 
way one goes to the other world without fear.  

 
Then the king’s daughter, having heard his speech, offered praise and said this next verse: 

 
15. Spirit, you advise me just as a mother and a father. I ask you, one of noble 

appearance, who are you, great one? 
 

Then the bodhisatta said another verse: 
 
16. I am Udaya, beautiful one. I came here because of my promise. Having 

spoken to you, I am released from my promise to you. 
 
The king’s daughter was relieved and said, “You are King Udayabhadda!” Then 

she burst into tears and added, “Without you I cannot live. Instruct me that I may live in 
your presence.” She said another verse: 

 
17. If you are Udhaya and came here on account of your promise, teach me, son  

of a king, that we might be together again. 
 

                                                
253  The term here is also brahmacariya.  
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Then he repeated four instructive verses: 
 
18. Youth vanishes in a moment, no place is stable, beings pass from one state of 

existence to another, and the impermanent body decays. Rise, do not be 
negligent, practice the dhamma.  
 

19. If this entire earth full of wealth could be the realm of a sole person, even that 
the passionless one renounces. Rise, do not be negligent, practice the 
dhamma. 
 

20. Mother and father, brother and wife, who might be bought with wealth, they 
go, each leaving the other behind. Rise, do not be negligent, practice the 
dhamma. 

 
21. Know the body is food for others, a temporary abode in the round of existence 

with happiness and sadness. Rise, do not be negligent, practice the dhamma. 
 
In this manner the bodhisatta instructed the king’s daughter. Pleased with the 

ethical discourse, she praised him and said the last stanza: 
 
22. Spirit, this speech is good. The life of men is insignificant.  It is miserable, 

trifling, and unsatisfactory. I renounce it and go forth from Kāsi Surundha. 
 
Having instructed her, the bodhisatta went back to his own place.  The next day 

the daughter of the king entrusted her advisors with the government, and went forth into 
the holy life in that very city of hers in a delightful park.  There she lived practicing the 
dhamma until the end of her days and she was reborn in the heaven of the thirty-three as 
the wife of the bodhisatta.  

 
At the completion of this discourse, the master identified the birth: “At that time, 

Rahula’s mother was the king’s daughter, and I was Sakka.” 
 

____________________ 
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Acts of Thomas 1.11-16254 

 
11. Now the king asked the wedding attendants to come out of the bridal chamber. 

When everyone had come and the doors were locked, the groom lifted the veil of the 
bridal chamber to take the bride to himself. But he saw, speaking with the bride, the Lord 
Jesus, in the guise of Judas Thomas – the apostle who had just now blessed them and left 
them! So the groom said to him, “Didn’t you leave before everyone else? How is it that 
you’re still here?” 

The Lord said to him, “I’m not Judas who is also Thomas; I’m his brother.”  
The Lord sat down on the bed, ordered them to sit on the chairs, and began to 

speak to them: 
 
 12. “Remember, my children, what my brother told you and to whom he 

commanded you. Know this, that if you abandon this sordid intercourse, you’ll become 
holy temples, pure, freed from afflictions and pains, both visible and hidden, and you’ll 
not take on the troubles of livelihood or children, the final result of which is destruction. 
It’s so, isn’t it? If you have many children, because of them you become thieves and 
cheats, beating orphans and defrauding widows, and when you do such things you subject 
yourselves to dreadful punishments.  Not only that, but most children turn out to be 
useless, afflicted by demons – some openly, some in secret: they’re either epileptic, half 
withered, lame, deaf, dumb, paralytic, or foolish.  And if they do happen to be healthy, 
they’ll be unproductive anyway, doing useless or dreadful things. Perhaps they’ll be 
involved in adultery, murder, theft, or fornication; you, too, will be tormented by all these 
things. But if you obey and keep your souls pure for God, you’ll have living children- no 
harm can touch them. You’ll also be carefree, living an undisturbed life, without grief or 
anxiety, waiting to welcome the imperishable, the true marriage.  “You’ll be members of 
the wedding party who go into that bridal chamber” which is full of immortality and 
light.   

 
13. When the young people heard this they believed the Lord and pledged 

themselves as given to him: they refrained from filthy desire and spent the night in that 
place accordingly. The Lord left their company, saying, “The grace of the Lord be with 
you.”  

At dawn the king entered, laid out a breakfast table, and set it before the groom 
and bride.   He found them sitting opposite one another, the face of the bride uncovered 
and the groom obviously happy. But when her mother approached she said to the bride, 
“Why do you sit so, child, and show no shame but act as if you’ve lived with your 
husband now for a long time?” 

                                                
254  This narrative appears early in the AT in Act 1. It is preceded by Thomas’ arrival in 
Andrapolis, India, and encountering musical festivities, he learns the king’s only daughter is 
getting married. At the wedding party, a wine-pourer slaps Thomas, who pronounces that the 
hand that struck him will be dragged along by dogs. This comes to pass and the fulfillment of the 
pronouncement captures the attention of the king who leads the reluctant apostle to the bridal 
chamber to pray for the couple. This episode follows Thomas’ prayer.  Translation of the Greek 
text is from Attridge, Acts of Thomas, 24-28. 
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Her father added, “Is it because of your great love for your husband that you don’t 
cover yourself?” 

 
14. The bride responded, “Truly, father, I’m deeply in love. I pray to my Lord that 

the love I’ve felt tonight may remain with me, and I’ll ask for the husband I’ve 
recognized today.  So I’ll no longer remain covered, since the garment of shame has been 
taken away from me.  I’m no longer ashamed or embarrassed, since the shameful and 
embarrassing deed has departed far from me; nor am I terrified, since there’s no terror left 
in me. Instead I’m joyful and glad, since the joyful day hasn’t been disturbed. I’ve come 
to despise this man, and this wedding celebration that fades before my very eyes, now 
that I’ve been united in another marriage.  I’ve not had intercourse with a husband who 
passes away – something that ends up in lewdness and bitterness of the soul – because 
now I’ve been joined to a real husband. 

 
15. The bride went on in this vein. Then the groom joined in: 
 
I give thanks to you, Lord, 
who were proclaimed through the stranger  
and found among us; 
who distanced me from corruption, 
and sowed life in me; 
who released me from this eternally lingering disease  
and provided me with chaste health; 
who showed yourself to me, 
and revealed to me everything about my condition; 
who rescued me from disaster, 
and led me to what is better; 
who have released me from what is temporary, 
and instead have made me worthy 
of things that are immortal and exist forever; 
who humbled yourself to me and my smallness, 
so that, by introducing me to majesty, 
you might unite me with yourself; 
who did not withhold your mercy from me 
when I was perishing, 
but showed me how to seek after myself  
and to know who I was, 
who I am, and how I exist in the present, 
so that I might again become what I was.  
“You whom I didn’t know 
have sought me out; 
you whom I haven’t grasped – 
you have taken hold of me. 
 
The one I’ve come to perceive – I can’t forget him now. His love throbs inside me 

and I cannot speak as I should: all that I’m able to say is brief, altogether paltry, and 
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inadequate to his glory.  But I can’t be blamed for speaking to him – shamelessly, it must 
seem – about things I don’t really understand, because it’s his love that makes me speak 
as I do.  

 
16. When the king heard this testimony from the groom and the bride, he tore his 

clothing and said to his guards nearby, “Go out, quickly, and make the rounds of the 
whole city. Arrest and bring me that sorcerer who by some ill chance has come to this 
city. To think that with my own hands I led him into my house! – and I myself told him 
to pray for my ill-fated daughter! “To the man who finds and brings him to (see capture 
in GR novels) me I’ll give whatever he asks. 

 
So they went out searching, but they did not find him, because he had sailed 

away. But when they went to the inn where he had lodged, they discovered the flute girl 
there, weeping and grieving because he had not taken her along with him. They related to 
her what had happened to the youths, and she heard this with great joy; so that, putting 
aside her grief, she said, “Now I, too, have found repose here.” “She got up to accompany 
them and was with them a long time, until they had informed the king as well. “Many of 
the believers were still gathered there, until they heard a report that the apostle had been 
conveyed to the cities of India and was teaching there. At that they went off and joined 
him.  

____________________ 
 

The Udaya Jātaka (UJ) and Acts of Thomas 1.11-16 (AT1) share a narrative 

framework regarding setting, some of the characters, and the theme of sexual continence 

leading to a profitable result after death.  These two royal bedchamber stories involve a 

divine apparition whose discourse effectively contrasts earthly or mortal existence, with a 

superior, heavenly existence, linked to the practice of maintaining celibacy.  The 

bedroom chamber in both narratives represents a charged arena with the potential for 

sexual activity where intercourse is discussed, and patently denied.  The method of 

securing access to the heavenly state of existence in both narratives is the renunciation of 

intercourse by a married couple, where their union remains sexually unconsummated 

while dwelling in the household.  These stories present us with distinctly Buddhist and 

Syriac Christian outlooks on a heavenly reward connected with observing celibacy.  Both 

stories problematize the limitations of the temporal world in relation to marriage and 
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sexuality and prescribe the same path for laypeople that resulted in an enduring life free 

from decay. 

 The royal bedchamber setting of the UJ and AT1 is described as a secured space 

in both texts.  Just prior to the apparitions of divine beings there, the texts inform that a 

guard is in place in Udayabhaddā’s seven-storied mansion, and everyone exited AT1’s 

bridal chamber and the doors were locked.  This conveys the sense of privacy that would 

prevail in the bedroom of a newly married couple after the festivities have ended, and in 

the chamber of a widowed queen seated alone at night. Jesus and Sakka appear in these 

secured spaces, heightening the sense of their religious power and authority to 

communicate their message of sexual continence.  

Thomas in the AT is described as Jesus’ twin brother, which is a play on his name.   

“Thomas” is the Greek derivation of the Aramic/Syriac te’om/tama meaning “twin” and 

in the Greek text of the AT, Thomas is also called “Didymus” or “twin.”  This motif 

appears throughout the AT and functions to illustrate Thomas’ connection to the God that 

commissioned him to go the India and proclaim the word there.  Twinship allows Jesus to 

seamlessly switch places with Thomas, and demonstrate the apostle’s power, and access 

to God in this foreign land where he aims to win converts.   God assured Thomas that his 

grace would be with him in India, and AT1 is the first instance of Jesus appearing there.  

Prior to leaving the bridal chamber, Thomas prayed for the newlyweds at the king’s 

request, asking God to do what is “helpful, suitable, and beneficial” for the youths, laying 

his hands on them and saying, “The Lord be with you.”  Quite literally, Jesus appears to 

the couple “in the guise of” Thomas and takes his seat on their bed, advising them to sit 

on chairs!  The bridegroom, having trouble making sense of what he sees, as Thomas had 
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just left the room, asks how is it that he is still there, and Jesus identifies himself as 

Thomas’ before speaking to them.  Richard Pervo’s observation that popular works such 

as the Greek novels, the AAA, and Luke Acts, were intended to entertain comes to mind 

here given the unexpected turn of events.  The entertainment value of these works is a 

feature that contributed to their widespread readership but did not diminish their value for 

illumination and improvement.255  Here, God effectively obstructs what might be 

expected to unfold in the bridal chamber by occupying their place on the bed with his 

message of sexual continence, and physically takes the place of the bridegroom that they 

might both unite with through abandoning intercourse in the present.256  

In the UJ, Sakka initially identifies himself to Udayabhaddā as a yakkha, or 

supernatural being with the ability to change appearances.  He asserts later in the text that 

he is Udayabhadda, her deceased husband, and it is also implied that he is a god once he 

starts discoursing about the divine realm.  In the Indian narrative context, Sakka is the 

Vedic god Indra, and appears in Buddhist literature as chief of the gods of the heaven of 

the thirty-three, or Tāvatiṃsa Heaven.  The layers of the jātaka with the stories of the 

present and past, followed by a karmic connection to the Buddha allows the character of 

Sakka to simultaneously participate in a range of characters at different stages of 

development.  He is of Udayabhadda, the mortal, Sakka, the god of the heaven of the 

thirty-three operating as the bodhisatta in the story of the past, and the fully-awakened 

Buddha in the story of the present.257  In terms of Buddhist soteriology, Udayabhadda’s 

                                                
255  Pervo, Profit with Delight, 11.  
 
256  Jesus Christ as bridegroom will be dealt with below.  
 
257  If the AT borrows from the jātakas, it is compelling to consider whether the AT’s 
reference to Thomas and Jesus’ twin with the ability to appear “in the guise of” Thomas as in 
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rebirth as Sakka falls short of the ultimate goal of awakening that releases one from the 

round of rebirth altogether.  While he is a god of tremendous power and long life, in 

Buddhist cosmology Sakka is still subject to death and rebirth.  The Tāvatiṃsa Heaven 

where he dwells is the second lowest of the six heavens in the sensuous realm, or 

kāmadhātu.  However, in the context of the story of the past where the central correlates 

to AT1 appear, Sakka’s authoritative position as a divine being, and his function in the 

narrative as a spokesperson of the rewards after death following a life of celibacy, run 

parallel to those of Jesus in AT1.   

The UJ’s queen relates how difficult the city is to enter, with its moats, 

watchtower, and protection by hand and sword.258  Yet, Sakka appears to her at night on 

the terrace of her chamber to fulfill his promise to return and tell her where he was 

reborn. He does so by testing her with offerings of coins to see if she will yield to his 

sexual advances before he discloses who he is and his station of rebirth.  Sakka’s offering 

of diminishing amounts of wealth is utilized in the text to mirror the fading vitality and 

beauty of the queen as time passes.  He describes himself as a trader and expresses that 

the decrease in the value of his monetary offerings to her are equal to her declining 

worth, so to speak, since the human body is subject to aging and decay. Seeing, as he 

                                                
AT1, is a literary device that mimics the jātakas’ pattern of identifying the bodhisatta with the 
Buddha to show the intimate connection between them.  While Thomas’ identity with Jesus as his 
twin is explain linguistically by his name in Syriac and Greek, it might be an effective device to 
play on this theme in the jātakas in a narrative concerning Thomas’ proselytizing in an Indian 
context. Also, the twinship theme occurs in the UJ, with Udayabhadda and Udayabhaddā who are 
close siblings and “twined” by a common name.  
 
258  The secure city can be a metaphor for a well-guarded mind in the Buddhist context. The 
text conveys that while married the couple controlled their senses and did not even look at each 
other out of desire. Sakka finds the queen meditating upon her own morality when he appears on 
her terrace.  See, for example, Dhammapāda vs. 40, 315.  
 



139 

does, from the standpoint of a god looking in on the queen’s mortal existence, Sakka is 

commenting on the limitations of human life that is later contrasted with the bliss of the 

heavenly realm where he dwells.  His instruction on the inferiority of mortal existence is 

embedded in monetary language and pertains to value within the confines of human, or 

worldly concerns. As in mercantile negotiations, Sakka aims to pay a fair value for what 

he is purchasing, and given the inevitability of time taking a toll on the queen’s beauty, 

the monetary value he is willing to invest decreases.  Later in the text, Sakka asserts that 

a passionless person would renounce even the entire earth full of wealth, communicating 

the ultimate lack of value of worldly wealth in the grander scheme of affairs from his 

divine purview.  Further, he describes close kin -- mother, father, brother and wife—as 

susceptible to purchase with wealth but they die and leave each other behind.259  This 

conveys a sense of the powerful sway of the desire for wealth that might corrupt even 

one’s family members, and effectively encourages a sense of suspicion toward them.  

Thus, worldly wealth is problematized in the UJ, and the implicit message is to renounce 

it in favor of the reward after death.  

While a monetary theme does not figure in AT1, financial negotiations play out 

elsewhere in the AT.  Thomas sale as Jesus’ slave to the merchant from India facilitates 

the apostle’s journey to India.  The episode concerning Thomas’ employment as a 

carpenter by Gundaphoros, and the resulting drama involving his brother’s desire to 

purchase the heavenly mansion Thomas built, utilizes economic transactions to 

communicate religious ideas.260  As argued in Chapter 2, features of the historical context 

                                                
259  UJ verses 19-20. 
 
260   These are discussed in Chapter 2.  
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of cross-cultural trade and monetary transactions are embedded in the AT to move the 

story along and juxtapose matters of the inferior, earthly realm, with the superiority of the 

everlasting world.  Similarly, the UJ used monetary references to illustrate wealth’s 

sway, limitations, and potential to uproot even familial bonds.  Economic preoccupations 

of the day come through in the narrative to convey a Buddhist message to those living in 

the household that it should be rejected and renounced.  Alongside spurning Sakka’s 

sexual advances, Udayabhaddā displays disinterest in his monetary gifts and we find the 

queen toward the end of the narrative renouncing life in her seven-storied mansion to live 

in a park until she dies.  

The UJ and AT1 share this central message: Earthly, temporal existence is inferior 

to a heavenly existence that can be achieved by married people after death, through the 

avoidance of sexual intercourse while living at home.  The resonances between these 

narratives suggests that a jātaka such as the UJ in circulation in the early centuries of the 

common era could have been adapted by the authors of the AT to communicate their 

ideas about the new God in India.  Monasteries, merchants and other laypeople of all 

ranks of society were in abundance along trade routes in this period.  It is plausible that 

renunciation of sexual activity in the household as a path to a heavenly rebirth captured 

and addressed a tension that existed in the Indian context between monastic and lay life, 

and what could be expected after death for a lay practitioner.  While we cannot read these 

narratives as reflective of how people practiced on the ground, the stories’ distinctive 

message demands a consideration of how the UJ and AT1 addressed religious concerns of 

some people in society and offered them a path of religious practice in a tolerant, but 

competitive religious environment as described in Chapter 3.  
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The Nanaghat cave in India’s western Deccan deserves attention in the context of 

renunciation of sexual activity in the household, before returning to an analysis of the 

didactic concerns of the UJ and AT1.  This cave contains the earliest example of 

Sātavāhana religious patronage and is situated along a mountain pass leading from the 

coastal plain in Kalyāna mentioned in the Periplus, to Junnar, which is a Buddhist 

monastic site.  Dated to the first century CE, the cave contains secular representations of 

early members of the Sātavāhana dynasty including King Simuka Sātakarṇi and Queen 

Nāganikā that are today hardly visible, but identified by short label inscriptions.  This 

cave’s historical use is presently.  In 1837, J. Malcolm and W. Sykes suggested that it 

served as a rest stop for travelers along the mountain pass given the stone seat all around 

the bottom of the walls, reservoirs for water, and a couple of incompletely excavated 

chambers.261  Inscriptions there record lavish, Vedic sacrifices performed by a 

Sātavāhana queen whose name is not legible in the main inscription but it might have 

been Queen Nāganikā as in the image.262  One inscription describes the queen as a 

gahatāpasā, one who lives at home as an ascetic, and a caritabrahmacariyā, or one who 

has performed the duties of an ascetic, including observing celibacy:263 

 

                                                
261  John Malcolm and W. H. Sykes “Inscriptions from the Boodh Caves near Joonar,” 
Journal of Royal Asiatic Society 4, no. 2 (1837), 289.  
 
262  While Sātavāhana royalty practiced Hinduism, they patronized samaṇa communities as 
well. See example from Nasik discussed in Chapter 3. 
 
263  R. C. C. Fynes, “The Religious Patronage of the Sātavāhana Dynasty,” South Asian 
Studies Vol. 11 No. 1 (1995): 45. 
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Text: variya…ānāgavaradayiniya māsopavāsiniya gahatāpasāya caritabrahmachariyāya 

dikhavratayamñasumdāya yaña hutā dhūpanasugamdhā yaniya… 

Translation: Who gave a…. most excellent (image of) a snake (deity), who fasted during 

a whole month, who (even) in her house (lived like) an ascetic, who remained chaste, who 

is well acquainted with initiatory ceremonies, vows and offerings, sacrifices, odoriferous 

with incense, were offered…264 

This inscription is significant to this study because it is an example of a female in 

the royal household who adopted the ascetic practice of celibacy there, as described in the 

UJ and AT1.  It is necessary to interpret this religious mode of behavior as a Hindu 

practice given what we know about Sātavāhana religious affiliation and the Vedic rituals 

recorded in the Nanaghat cave.  Bühler remarks that her ascetic observance would only 

be suitable for a widow in this context as “a married wife… has no business with such 

practices, and the duty of conjugal intercourse is incumbent on her.”  Thus, he surmises 

that the epithets in the enumeration of the queen’s virtues, gahatāpasā and 

caritabrahmachariyā, indicate that the king was dead.  Further, he suggests that perhaps 

the widowed queen ruled on behalf of her son while he was still a minor, and this would 

also explain why Brahmans were able to act as priests for a female, which was ordinarily 

forbidden.265  It is unclear whether the queen was indeed a widow as Bühler suggests, or 

why the queen undertook this practice.  However, it is evident that the inscription records 

                                                
264  This inscription and translation from the left wall of the Nanghat cave is taken from G. 
Bühler in Jas Burgess, Report on the Elura Cave Temples and the Brahmanical and Jaina Caves 
in Western India (London: Trubner and Co.,1883), 60-62.  Bühler notes that the translation of “an 
image of a snake deity” is uncertain as nāga also means elephant, and vara, a boon.  For purposes 
of this study, it is her ascetic practice that is of importance and these terms in the inscription are 
undisputed. 
 
265  Bühler in Jas Burgess, Report on the Elura Cave Temples, 67. 
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a practice that is described in the narratives under consideration here, lending weight to 

the view that it was a legible practice in the western Deccan during the period under 

consideration.  The UJ and AT1 present Buddhist and Christian version of maintaining 

celibacy in the household while married, with the stated claim that it serves to overcome 

the disappointments of a mortal existence, and results in the reward of heaven after death.  

AT1 expresses a pronounced ascetic orientation that is a distinguishing feature of 

Syriac Christianity prior to the fourth century CE.  Sebastian Brock and Susan A. Harvey 

have attributed this to its semitic roots that stressed the importance of behavior as 

displayed by biblical figures such as Moses, Elijah, John the Baptist, and Christ.266  The 

AT is one of the earliest texts in the Syriac tradition to express ascetic Christian ideals.  

While the injunction to remain celibate is certainly not unique to the AT as this model 

appears in other AAA, maintaining chastity in the household while married to avoid the 

afflictions of worldly life is distinctive.  Brock notes that rigorist attitudes toward 

marriage were “especially rife” in Syria-Mesopotamia and in some Eastern communities, 

celibacy was regarded as an essential condition for baptism.  He asserts that the AT’s 

teachings are based on a contrast between a corruptible body and an incorruptible soul.  

All that pertains to the body should be rejected as corruptible, and liable to hinder the 

soul in attaining its goal of incorruptibility.  Thus, the ascetic life was an essential step on 

the road to salvation.267  This dualistic outlook with its rejection of a corruptible body 

necessarily included sexual activity and called for a life of renunciation and celibacy for 

all its faithful with no distinction made between the laity an elect group.  Virginity, or 

                                                
266  Harvey, Asceticism and Society, 5; Brock and Harvey, Holy Women, 7. 
 
267  Brock, Syriac Perspectives, 7-9. 
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celibacy in marriage, represented the basic Christian commitment and this is the message 

conveyed in AT1. 

Jesus’ appearance to the newlyweds in AT1 is a fulfillment of Thomas’ prayer that 

Jesus might do what is beneficial to them, namely, instruct them on how to surmount 

what is corruptible in this life and access salvation.  Jesus tells them to avoid sordid 

intercourse to overcome the troubles of livelihood or children, which eventually results in 

destruction.  The text claims that avoidance of sexual activity makes the practitioner “a 

holy temple, pure, and freed from afflictions and pain.”  Naomi Koltun-Fromm observes 

that AT1 identifies sexual abstinence, rather than monogamous marriage or observing 

proper sexual relations such as the avoidance of adultery, as the only means to holiness.  

The narrative appears to mimic the language of Paul with its reference to being a holy 

temple,268 but for Paul, holiness is achieved through faith and protected by proper sexual 

behavior.  AT1 sees the avoidance of sexual behavior in the household between married 

people as “embodying that holiness rather than just protecting it.”  Sexual renunciation is 

presented “as the only means to creating that holy temple in which the spirit can dwell”269  

and it is central to the soteriological plan of the new God that instructs them in securing 

salvation.  

AT1 does not denounce worldly marriage itself, but it is contrasted with the 

imperishable, true marriage that results from abstaining from sexual intercourse and 

maintaining purity of the soul before God.  The morning after the couple refrained from 

                                                
268 See, for example, 1 Cor 3:16-18, 2 Cor 6:16. In the context of Syriac Christianity it is 
uncertain whether New Testament references were derived from a harmony of the gospels such as 
Tatian’s Diatessaron or other sources. 
 
269  Naomi Koltun-Fromm, Hermeneutics of Holiness, 98, 114-115. 
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desire throughout the night, they emerge unashamed and joyful.  The bride responds to 

the king’s question of whether her bold appearance is an expression of her love for her 

husband, by critiquing the temporariness of the wedding celebration that fades before her 

eyes, and proclaiming that she despises this man with whom she has not had intercourse. 

After all, he is a husband who passes away.   Now she is deeply in love, united in another 

marriage, and joined to a true husband.  The groom chimes in saying that the Lord has 

rescued him from disaster, led him to what is better, released him from what is 

temporary, and made him worthy of things that are immortal and exist forever. In the 

same manner that the bride declares her state of being joined with a true husband, the 

groom speaks of the union between himself and the Lord who has taken hold of him.  The 

narrative setting of the bridal chamber and the marriage of the newlyweds easily lends 

itself to the New Testament metaphor of Jesus as bridegroom, and the Church as bride.  

For example, in Mt 9:15 Jesus identifies himself to his disciples as the bridegroom, 

saying, “The wedding guests cannot mourn as long as the bridegroom (numphios) is with 

them, can they?”  Other New Testament references allude to Christ as husband or 

bridegroom, and his believers as the bride, with whom he is united in marriage.270  The 

bond of marriage is not itself characterized as corruptible in AT1.  Rather, it is deployed 

to convey an intimate relationship with Jesus that trumps earthly marriage to a mortal that 

fades and ends in death.  The superiority of the imperishable, true marriage shines 

brightly in AT1 with its reference to the newlyweds having access to existence after death 

by way of their sexual continence.  Living a carefree life that is undisturbed by grief and 

anxiety having adopted this religious path, they are described as members of the wedding 

                                                
270 See, for other examples, 2 Cor 11:2, Jn 3:29, Mt 25:1-13, Eph 5:25–27, Rev 19:7-9.  
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party who will go into the bridal chamber which is full of immortality and light. 

The UJ’s model of religious practice that takes celibacy while married in the 

household as foundational to rebirth in heaven runs parallel to AT1’s vision.  The UJ’s 

story of the present couches the narrative’s message of sexual renunciation in the story of 

the past, by contrasting it with Buddhist monastic concerns.  The Buddhist monastic 

practice of going forth from the household entailed renunciation of family and sexual 

activity and the UJ opens with the case of a monk characterized as backsliding in this 

regard.  The Buddha tells the story of wise men of former times who controlled their 

senses and avoided sexual activity even while living together with an extraordinarily 

beautiful woman in a private room for seven hundred years.  The rhetoric of this narrative 

set in the lay arena resounds with criticism of monastic practitioners who fail to renounce 

sexuality. This is likely reflective of concerns in Buddhist monastic community in the 

early centuries of the common era as there is literary and epigraphic evidence that monks 

and nuns did not always untangle themselves from concerns, and engagement with their 

families.271  The UJ’s story of the past featuring the royal couple dwelling in the grandeur 

of a magnificent city, effectively contrasts the monk’s sensual deviance in his 

conspicuously ascetic station, with their ability to control themselves in a private 

chamber.  Indeed, the bodhisatta, Udayabhadda, is described as chaste from birth, not 

                                                
271  See Shayne Clarke, Family Matters in Indian Buddhist Monasticisms (Honolulu: 
University of Hawaii Press, 2014). Clarke argues that Indian Buddhist law codes (vinaya) take for 
granted that monks and nuns would remain in contact with their families.  Gregory Schopen has 
done much to shatter ideal, literary representations of monastic practice with reference to 
especially donative inscriptions, revealing a continued preoccupation with the well-being of one’s 
family. For examples of his foundational work in this area, see, Bones, Stones, and Buddhist 
Monks: Collected Papers on the Archaeology, Epigraphy, and Texts of Monastic Buddhism in 
India (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1997).  This study does not treat these dynamics in 
monastic Buddhism as it is not central to illustrating the relationship between AT1 and the UJ. 
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knowing sexual intercourse even while dreaming.272    

In the same vein as AT1, the UJ problematizes the temporal life of mortals with its 

decaying bodies and afflictions.  One is reborn in heaven in a body without “wrinkles” in 

splendor and enjoyment.  The UJ does not communicate that this state of being in the 

larger scheme of Buddhist cosmology is also temporary, but instead presents an image of 

the heavenly state of existence as a desirable end in itself.  The Sigālaka Sutta (SS) is a 

Pāli canonical text where the Buddha offers advice to laypeople, and more specifically, 

householders (gahapati), who are married males with the financial ability to support a 

family and provide alms to the Buddhist monastic community.  Ethical instructions on 

avoiding destructive behaviors such as drinking, gambling, lying and laziness abound in 

the text, alongside beneficial practices one should cultivate.  There are two points worth 

emphasizing in the SS’s advice to married laypeople.  Firstly, sexual misconduct that 

should be avoided is defined as adultery, an act that the wise reprove.273  Nowhere in this 

normative text is there an injunction to remain celibate while leading a householder’s life. 

Secondly, if one observes these practices prescribed by the Buddha, the stated outcome 

after death and dissolution of the body is that the layperson will go to a good destiny in a 

heavenly world (sagga).  This mainstream view reflected in the SS captures a standard 

Buddhist position at this stage in the tradition’s development, that lay followers, 

following the accumulation of merit through observance of ethical conduct, etc., could 

look forward to a heavenly rebirth. Other soteriological aims of stream-entry, once-

                                                
272  This might also be a reference to a monastic rule regarding whether nocturnal emission 
resulting from a dream is an offence. Vinaya 1, 294.  
 
273  Sigālaka Sutta, vs. 3-4 in Maurice Walsh, trans., The Long Discourses of the Buddha: A 
Translation of the Dīgha Nikāya (Massachusetts: Wisdom Publications, 1995), 461-469.   
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returner, non-returner, and arhatship, were reserved for samaṇas.  To aspire toward a 

heavenly rebirth fell squarely within the domain of lay followers of the Buddha, and 

according to the SS, celibacy did not constitute part of a layperson’s practice to achieve it.   

The UJ’s presentation of the rewards of maintaining celibacy in the household 

resonates with the Syriac Christian model of religious practice in AT1 resulting in a 

heavenly state of being after death. While the Buddhist notion of heaven is not equivalent 

to the incorruptible state of immortality offered by Jesus in AT1, they are comparable 

insofar as they are juxtaposed with the limitations of human existence and accessible to 

those living at home.  Further, it is noteworthy that the theme of marriage or union 

between the Udayabhaddā and Udayabhadda persists across three phases periods 

described in the narrative.  Before Udayabhadda dies they are married, after they both die 

Udayabhaddā is described as reborn in the heaven of the thirty-three and the bodhisatta’s 

wife, and in the connection portion of the story, the Buddha identifies Udayabhaddā as 

Rahula’s mother, who was his wife during his lifetime.  Udayabhaddā’s mortal husband 

inevitably passes away, but she joins him again in a superior, heavenly state of existence.  

Here, too, there is at least a literary correlation between the UJ and AT1 in their 

preoccupation with a lasting union that transcends the world of humans, even though 

Buddhism and Christianity ultimately communicate divergent soteriological visions. 

It is compelling to consider whether AT1 and the UJ addressed actual religious 

concerns of lay audiences in the Indian context.   While the UJ’s critique of backsliding 

monks cannot be ignored, it is plausible that the narrative also reflects a tension between 

monastic and lay practitioners of Buddhism in the early centuries of the common era.  

The jātakas were popular instructive narratives on how the Buddha behaved in his 
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previous lives on his path to awakening. His character as bodhisatta was intended to 

communicate ideals of how people should behave.  The Nanaghat inscription recording 

the Sātavāhana queen’s observance of ascetic practices with the designations, 

gahatāpasā, one who lives at home as an ascetic, and, brahmacariyā, observing celibacy, 

illustrates that this was a legible model of religious behavior in the western Deccan that 

was practiced at least in the Hindu context.  Perhaps the religious path presented in the 

UJ met a need among laypeople, married, widowed as Udayabhaddā, or otherwise, in a 

competitive environment where it might have been undesirable or impractical to leave 

home to join a monastic community.  If householders wanted to adopt a life of celibacy 

as part of a religious life at home, the UJ affirms they could do so within a Buddhist 

framework that results in a fortunate rebirth.   

Similarly, AT1 presents a model of an ascetic life in the household as an option 

for married people and includes a colorful tirade about the miseries and downfalls of 

procreation.  In fact, this discourse against children constitutes the majority of Jesus’ 

instruction to the newlyweds.  The glaring, anti-procreation message intensifies the 

rejection of sexual intercourse and the corruptibility of the body that results in progeny.  

Children are described as unproductive, useless, involved in reprehensible acts, and 

subject to various health conditions.  Their very existence might lead their parents to 

become thieves and cheats resulting in dreadful punishments.  In short, AT1 presents 

familial life with children as painful, troublesome, full of grief and anxiety, with 

procreation and domestic concerns binding one to the family, household, and earthly 

life.274  This is contrasted with the carefree and undisturbed life that comes from the 

                                                
274 Naomi Koltun-Fromm, Hermeneutics of Holiness, 116. 
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newlyweds keeping their souls pure, and waiting to welcome the true, imperishable 

marriage.  Joined in another marriage with God, their early marriage remains 

unconsummated, and life in the household appears closer to monastic life without leaving 

home, as opposed to dwelling in the currents of domestic life.  

The UJ lacks this diatribe against children even though there is a reference to kin 

who can be bought with wealth.  It is arguable that the silence on the matter of children in 

the text speaks to longstanding, renunciant practices in the Indian religious context of 

refraining from having children, or going forth from the household and leaving them 

behind.  It is simply understood as part of the fabric of adopting a religious life with an 

ascetic orientation.  Indeed, even the Buddha went forth leaving behind his wife, and son, 

Rahula, the fetter, or ball and chain.  Porphyry was aware of the practice of leaving wife 

and children as an aspect of the samaṇa’s religious commitment as discussed in Chapter 

2.  The Syrian Christian message of AT1 that is extreme in its ascetic flavor by early 

Christian standards is explicit about the dangers of having children, thereby magnifying 

the problems inherent in sexual activity.  For the redactors of the AT, perhaps it was 

necessary to present a vivid and unattractive picture of the earthly, familial life to convey 

its new soteriological vision centered on the household.  Keeping one’s soul pure before 

God, AT1 promises “living children” who are not subject to harm, as opposed to inferior 

products of sexuality on the temporal plane.  
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A Comparison of the Visavanta Jātaka and Acts of Thomas 3.30-33 

Visavanta Jātaka275 

“Shame on emitted poison!”276 While living in Jetavana, the master said this with 
reference to the foremost leader of the teaching [Sāriputta]. They say that at the time 
when the elder used to eat cakes, people went to the dwelling place of the monks with 
cakes for the sangha. There were leftovers after the monks had eaten and the people said, 
“Venerable ones, take some for the other monks who are away in the village.”   

 
Just then, a young co-resident of the elder was in the village. Sāriputta took a 

portion for him and when it was late in the day and he did not return, that portion of cake 
was consumed by the elder. When the youth returned, the elder said to him, “Brother, I 
ate the cake that was set aside for you.”  He replied, “Honorable one, we all have a sweet 
tooth!” The great elder became agitated, and he resolved, “From now on I will not eat 
cakes.” And from then on, they say, the elder Sāriputta did not eat cakes as he did before.  
The monks found out that he was not eating cakes and were seated talking about it in the 
teaching hall.  The teacher asked, “What are you sitting talking about, monks?” When 
they told him, he said, “Monks, once Sāriputta has renounced something he does not take 
have it again, even if his life is at stake.” He told a story of the past.  

 
In the past, when Brahmadatta ruled in Banaras, the bodhisatta was born into a 

family of physicians curing poisonous snake bites, and made his living by working as a 
physician. One day a snake bit a man from the country. Without delay, his relatives 
quickly brought the doctor. The doctor said, “Shall I draw out the poison treating it with 
medicine, or have the snake himself draw out the poison from the wound?” “Have the 
snake draw out the poison.” Having brought the snake, the bodhisatta asked, “Did you 
bite this person?” “Yes, I did,” the snake said.  

 
“Draw out your own poison with your own mouth,” the bodhisatta said.  The 

snake replied, “Once poison is dispensed by me, I don’t take it back; I will not suck out 
the poison I emitted.”  The doctor gathered sticks, made a fire and said, “Either you draw 
out your own poison, or enter this fire.” The snake replied, “Even if I have to enter into 
fire I will not take back the poison I emitted.” He said this verse: 

 
Shame on the emitted poison which I will not take back once dispensed, even for 
the sake of life. Death is better than life to me. 

                                                
275  This translation of the Visavanta Jātaka is my own of the Pāli text of the Visavanta 
Jātaka from V. Fausbøll, ed., The Jātaka Together with its Commentary Being Tales of the 
Anterior Births of Gotama Buddha Vol I (London: Luzac and Company, Ltd., 1962), 310-311.  I 
referred to Robert Chalmers’ translation for points of clarification in E. B. Cowell, ed., The 
Jātaka or Stories of the Buddha’s Former Births Vol I (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1895), 167-168. 
 
276  Dhiratthu taṁ visaṁ vantan. As above, these are the first words of the canonical verse 
appearing at the start of the story of the present. 



152 

Having said thus, the snake started to enter the fire!  The physician restrained him, 
and returned the man to health using medicine and mantras. And giving ethical 
instructions to the snake, sent him away saying, “From now on, do not hurt anyone.”  

 
The master said, “Monks, once Sāriputta gives something up, he does not take it 

back again, even if his life is at stake.” Having told this instructive story, he added the 
connection between the jātaka and the incident. “That snake was Sāriputta and, I, indeed, 
was the doctor.” 

____________________ 

Acts of Thomas 3.30-33277 

30. The apostle set out for where the Lord had commanded. When he came near 
the end of the second mile, he veered slightly from the road and saw lying there the body 
of a handsome young man. He said, “Lord, so was it for this that you made me come out 
here, to see this trial? Very well, then, enact your will.” 

 
He began to pray: “Lord, judge of the living and the dead, the living who are 

standing and the dead who are lying down, master and Father of all; but Father, not of the 
souls that are in bodies but of those that have gone out of them – for you are master and 
judge of the souls that are in defilements: Come, right now, when I call on you, and show 
your glory to this man lying here.  

 
Turning to those who followed him, he said, “This thing hasn’t happened in vain, 

but the enemy has been active and has done this to launch an attack through him.  Notice 
– he didn’t use any other form, nor was he active through any beast other than the one 
that serves him.” 

 
31. When he had spoken, a great serpent came out of a den shaking its head and 

rattling its tail over the ground. It cried out in a loud voice to the apostle.  “I’ll tell you to 
your face why I killed this man, since you were coming to punish my deeds.”  

 
“Yes - so speak on,” said the apostle.  
 
The serpent said, “There was a certain beautiful woman in this place opposite 

here. When she passed by me I saw her, fell in love with her, followed her, and watched 
for her. Then I found this youth kissing her, and he had intercourse with her and did other 
shameful things with her.  It would be easy for me to show all this to you, <but I dare 
not>; I know well enough that you’re the twin of the Christ, who always destroys our 
nature. But since I didn’t wish to disturb this woman, I didn’t kill him at that very hour; 
no, I waited for him until the evening, when he’s come by. Then I struck and killed him – 
and I did it particularly because he dared to do his deed on the Lord’s Day.” 

 
 
                                                

277  Translation of the Greek text is from Harold W. Attridge (trans.), The Acts of Thomas 
(Salem: Polebridge Press, 2010) 38-41. 
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The apostle interrogated him: “Tell me from what sort of seed you were sown and 
to what species you belong.’ 

 
32. The serpent said:  
 I am a crawler, with a crawler’s nature, 
  and a harmer, with a harmer’s nature. 
 I am the son of him who harmed  
  and struck down the four standing brothers. 
 I am the son of him who sits on a throne  
  over what is under heaven, 
  who takes back his own 
  from those who have borrowed them.  
 I am the son of him 
  who girds the sphere. 
 I am kin to him who is around the ocean, 
  whose tail lies in his own mouth. 
 I am the one who entered through the fence in Paradise and  
  told Eve 
  what my father commanded me to say to her. 
 I am the one who incited and inflamed Cain 
  so that he slew his own brother. 
 Because of me, 
  thorns and thistles grew on the earth.  
 I am the one who cast the angels down from on high 
  and bound them with lust for women, 
  so that they might beget earthly children  
  and I might accomplish my will through them.  
 I am the one who hardened the heart of Pharaoh, 
  so that he murdered the children of Israel 
  and enslaved them with the hardest of yokes.  
 I am the one who led astray the multitude in the desert  
  when they made a calf. 
 I am the one who inflamed Herod  
  and incited Caiaphas in his false slander to Pilate; 
  for this was fitting for me. 
 I am the one who incited Judas and bought him, 
  so they he might deliver Christ to death. 
 I am the one who dwells in the abyss of Tartaros 
  and who possesses it.  
 The Son of God cheated me against my will 
  and chose for himself those who are mine.  
 I am kin to the one who is to come from the east, 
  to whom power is given  
  to do what he wishes on the earth. 
 
 



154 

33. When the serpent had said all these things in the hearing of all the crowd, the 
apostle raised his voice and shouted: “Now cease, most shameless one, and be ashamed, 
since you have been slain; for your end, destruction, has overtaken you. Don’t dare to say 
what I shall accomplish through those who are obedient to you. In the name of that Jesus, 
who up till now has been conducting the struggle against you for the sake of his people, I 
command that you suck the poison which you have injected into this man, draw it out and 
take it from him.  

 
The serpent said, “The time of our end has not yet come, as you have said; so why 

do you force me to take what I injected into this man and thus die before my time? For 
when my father draws up and sucks out what he cast into creation, then he will be 
finished.” 

 
“So then,” the apostle said to him, “show your father’s nature.” 
 
The serpent approached, put his mouth on the young man’s wound, and sucked 

out the poison from it. Gradually the youth’s purple complexion became white and the 
serpent swelled up. When the serpent had drawn into itself all the poison, the young man 
leaped up, then ran and fell at the feet of the apostle. The swollen serpent burst apart and 
died and his poisonous bile poured out, and at the place where his poison poured out, a 
great chasm formed and that serpent was swallowed up.  The apostle said to the king and 
his brothers, “Send workers and fill up this place; lay the foundations and construct 
buildings above it as lodging for strangers.” 

 
_____________________ 

 
The Visavanta Jātaka (VJ) and Acts of Thomas 3.30-33 (AT3) share a narrative 

framework insofar as they present the bodhisatta and the apostle as capable of reviving a 

victim of a snakebite following communication with the perpetrator of the offense.  These 

stories involving talking snakes depict the religious protagonists as healers to 

metaphorically convey messages of a higher order in their respective Buddhist and 

Christian contexts.  Wonderworking narratives such as these illustrate the power of the 

religious figures to perform extraordinary acts, and in the case of AT3, it functions to 

show the apostle as winning converts to the new God in India.  Thomas’ remarkable feat 

attracts the attention of a large crowd who were straining to see him, some moving up to 

higher ground as he spoke (AT 3.37). While there are striking parallels in the two stories, 
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they part ways in terms of their didactic aims hinged on their characterizations of the 

potent snakes in the narratives.  The VJ couches its message in monastic concerns where 

an exemplary model of a learned monk, as a praiseworthy snake in a previous life, 

demonstrates the ability to refrain from taking back what he has renounced even if his life 

depends on it.  AT3 utilizes a murderous attack by a lovesick snake, identified with the 

biblical tempter, to illustrate Thomas’, and by extension, Jesus’, ability to command and 

conquer the snake that embodies malevolence in the world.  A far cry from refraining 

from taking back the poison it has emitted, AT3’s lovesick snake takes it back under the 

order of Thomas and destroys itself.   

The VJ and AT3 utilize the epithet of doctor or physician in reference to the 

religious protagonists in the narratives. The bodhisatta in the VJ is described as a doctor 

(vejja) skilled in curing snakebites as a family practice.  Based on his professional profile 

in the narrative of bodhisatta as physician, he is able to restore the victim to life utilizing 

medicines as mantras, as well as devise a method involving fire to assess the character of 

the perpetrator.  The snake’s identity with Sāriputta, one of the Buddha’s leading 

disciples and known in the tradition as foremost in learning, emphasizes the bodhisatta’s 

role in this context as a discerning healer who treats his patients’ ailments on a case by 

case basis.278  The narrative ends with the bodhisatta administering ethical instruction 

(sīla) to the snake so that he avoids doing harm in the future.  While the snake is not the 

dying victim, the physician also tends to his wellbeing.  The bodhisatta as doctor 

addresses physical healing of the body, as well as behavioral afflictions that are harmful 

                                                
278 This can be correlated with the Buddha’s practice of teaching the dhamma in accordance 
with his interlocutor’s specific needs in the Pāli Canon. 
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to progress on the Buddhist path, illustrating his multivalent role as healer.279  Although 

the bodhisatta exhibits traits that are praiseworthy in the VJ, the snake who committed 

the murderous act is the hero of the story with his observance of renunciation that serves 

as a model for others to follow.  

The AT characterizes Jesus as a healer or doctor (iatros) at various points 

throughout the narrative.  He is described as a healer of souls laid low by disease, a healer 

of bodies, wounds, a healer of all things, visible and invisible, healer of his possessions, 

and as a physician who accepts no pay.280  The references to Jesus as healer of wounds 

and healer of bodies figure in the context of AT3 where the cured young man asserts the 

former, and Thomas the latter.281  An episode later in the AT names Thomas as a healer of 

immortal souls, whereas “most doctors heal mortal bodies.”282  AT3 captures the twofold 

reference to Jesus/Thomas as healer of bodies as well as souls, with the physical revival 

of the young man, and his conversion that secures eternal ‘health’ or salvation following 

                                                
279  The theme of the Buddha as a physician appears in the Pāli Canon. See the reference to 
the Buddha as a surgeon (bhisakka) in the context of removing a poisoned arrow from a man who 
will not let the surgeon pull out the arrow until the surgeon answers questions that are irrelevant 
to the task at hand, resulting in the man’s death. The Buddha utilized this allegory in the context 
of discussing matters that remain undeclared by the Tathāgata as an obstacle to a person leading 
the holy life under him.  Cūḷamālunkya Sutta in Bhikkhu Nāṇamoli and Bhikkhu Bodhi (trans.), 
The Middle Length Discourses of the Buddha: A Translation of the Majjhima Nikāya 
(Massachusetts: Wisdom Publications, 2001), 533-541.  Along the lines of treating dukkha as an 
illness, Buddhaghosa, in the 5th century CE, characterized the Buddha’s Four Noble Truths as 
following a medical model of diagnosis of a disease, its cause, prognosis, and medical 
prescription. See Pe Maung Tin (trans.), Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga, The Path of Purity 
(London: Pāli Text Society, 1971), 721. 
 
280  AT 1.10, 3.34, 3.37, 12:143, 13:156.  
 
281  These are not given in the AT3 excerpt above but they appear in the context of the story 
AT 3.34, 3.37. 
 
282  AT 9:95. This characterization of Jesus and by extension, Thomas, the twin whom Jesus 
works alongside in the AT, is consistent with his New Testament characterization as a physician 
(iatros). See Mt 9:12, Mk 2:17, Lk 5:21-32. 
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a vision of Jesus. With the snake destroyed, we find Thomas and the young man walking 

into a city with Thomas discoursing on the transience of this world and the everlasting 

benefits of looking to Jesus that are freely offered.  Thomas’ grand actions attract the 

attention and favor of the multitude, who weep, and ask to become servants of the God he 

proclaims in hope of securing the same for themselves.  

Talking snakes in the VJ and AT3 are not peculiar occurrences in either narrative 

context.  Talking animals, in general, are a common feature in Indian narrative tradition 

and especially the jātakas, where the bodhisatta and other characters appear as animals to 

illustrate a quality that is cultivated on the path to awakening over lifetimes of practice.  

The Hebrew Bible features a talking snake in the Garden of Eden that is related to AT3’s 

snake in his self-definition through aretalogy, the hymnic form where the snake recounts 

his powers and achievements.283  In antiquity, India was associated with having enormous 

snakes, some able to swallow other large animals, others having large eyebrows, and 

                                                
283  AT 3.32. Eight of these “I am” statements have biblical correlates: Gen 3:1ff, 4:5ff, 3:18, 
6:1-4, Ex 1ff, 32, Mt 2, 26:3ff, 26:14-16, 27:11ff,  Lk 23:6-16, Jn 18:28ff, Rev 9:11.  Outside of 
this biblical context, Janet Spittler explains that animals loomed large in the visual backdrop of 
the Graeco-Roman world of the early centuries of the common era as perhaps the most popular 
subjects of paintings, and mosaics decorating private and public spaces.  They frequently 
appeared in arenas where Christians also made appearances, it is perhaps to be expected that 
animals are included in the five major AAA.  Janet E. Spittler, Animals in the Apocryphal Acts of 
the Apostles: The Wild Kingdom of Early Christian Literature (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 
5-6, 195. Christopher R. Matthews also notes, “From modest Biblical precedents, to Graeco–
Roman literature, to philosophical considerations of the rationality of beasts, to the common texts 
of basic education, talking animals were common elements in the cultural parlance of the ancient 
world.” He cites Jan M. Ziolkowski’s assertion concerning medieval Latin beast poetry, that, 
“Apart from being meaningful and approachable to all sorts of people, animals permit authors to 
take risks that they cannot take in stories explicitly about human beings.”  “Articulate Animals: A 
Multivalent Motif in the Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles” in Francois Bovon, Ann Graham 
Brock, and Christopher R. Matthews (eds.) The Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1999), 231-232. 
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magical powers.284  Even the Periplus, describing the region called Dachinabades285 in 

India which includes the western Deccan states that the hinterland contains “many barren 

areas, great mountains, and wild animals of all kinds – leopards, tigers, elephants, 

enormous serpents, hyenas, and great many kind of monkeys[.]”286  These ancient 

impressions of India as a land of majestic snakes sets a suitable stage for AT3’s events as 

Thomas moves about there.  The central protagonists of the VJ and AT3 - snake and 

religious wonderworker as physician -  also appear commonplace in an environment 

where snakebites were perhaps a concern as people moved through remote regions to 

cities.  As a feature of the Indian landscape, it is compelling to plausible that the redactors 

of the AT adapted an Indian story such as the VJ to communicate its Christian message 

featuring a new, and powerful God.  

In addition to their entertainment value, animal episodes are conspicuously 

utilized in religious narratives “to advance the plot, develop characters, and to make and 

illustrate philosophical and theological points.287  The Buddhist and Christian narratives 

under consideration here deploy the character of the snake in starkly divergent ways to 

convey their religious messages.  An “elephant in the room” regarding the 

characterization of the snakes in the VJ and AT3 is the positive valence Sāriputta bears in 

the VJ to communicate the virtue of renunciation, whereas the serpent Thomas 

encounters embodies malevolence, and committed murder because he was lovesick.  

                                                
284  See, for example, Aelian, Nat. an. 2.21, Pliny, Nat. 8. 11, 8.13 (quoting Megasthenes), 
Philostratus, Vit. Apoll. 3.6-8.  
 
285  This is discussed in Chapter 3.  
 
286  Periplus 50. 
 
287 Janet E. Spittler, Animals in the Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles, 8.  
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Sāriputta also features in the Jarudapāna Jātaka as a nāga-king, a serpent endowed with 

magical powers inhabiting an underwater kingdom and associated with guarding 

treasures.288  This account features the bodhisatta as merchant in the company of other 

businessmen who find treasure upon digging a well.  Afflicted by greed and wanting 

more wealth, they continue to dig and disturb a nāga-king, Sāriputta, dwelling there, 

against the bodhisatta’s instruction to remain content and dig no more.  The nāga-king 

destroys them all, save the bodhisatta, and even has young serpents drive the bodhisatta 

home to Banaras in jewel-laden carts!  This narrative captures the favorable 

representation of snakes in the Indian context where they might be associated with wealth 

and wisdom 

Sāriputta is not a nāga in the VJ.  This is a sober snake and physician story, 

embedded in a monastic account of Sāriputta eating more than his share of cakes that 

laypeople give to the monastic sangha.  The snake narrative is employed to illustrate a 

point of discipline in terms of eating practices, and by extension, the perfection of 

conduct (sīla) expected of Buddhist recluses.289  In addition to refraining from eating 

after noon, the Buddha instructed monks to eat in moderation, “only for the endurance 

and continuance of this body, for ending discomfort, and for assisting the holy life[.]” 

This yields health, blamelessness, and comfort.   Food should not be taken for 

amusement, intoxication, nor for the sake of physical beauty and attractiveness.290  In the 

                                                
288  See Jarudapāna Jātaka (#256) in E. B. Cowell, ed., The Jātaka or Stories of the 
Buddha’s Former Births Vol II (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1895), 205-206. 
 
289  Sīla, or morality, appears in standard lists of six, and ten perfections. While the text does 
not explicitly convey the perfection expressed in the VJ, the snake receives instruction in sīla 
from the bodhisatta following the main events of the narrative.   
290  Mahā-Assapura Sutta in Majjhima Nikāya, 362-375.  This discourse deals with how 
Buddhist monks should practice since people perceive them as recluses.  The Buddha states that 



160 

story of the present, Sāriputta ate excess of his share, and criticized by another monk, 

experienced agitation and resolved to renounce cakes entirely.  The story of the past 

illustrates Sāriputta’s unwavering steadfastness in conduct by refusing to take back what 

he has given up even though he faces fire that would result in his demise.  As a snake, he 

has emitted poison (visa) that he refuses to draw out. While the Buddha’s injunction to 

monks involves eating in moderation, Sāriputta renounced a substance that he ate in 

excess resulting in his conduct being questioned. For a lay audience, the reference to 

poison might have wider reverberations of substances considered ‘toxic’ that might 

compromise one’s conduct.  Rather than a path of moderation, the VJ advocates a path of 

complete abstention modeled by the tenacious snake. 

AT3 displays a reversal of the favorable depiction of a snake as in the jātakas to 

convey its Christian message of the wonderworking apostle and Jesus as physicians of 

the body and incorruptible soul.  It also employs the theme of a snake in love with a 

human being that was common in antiquity to relate its message of the problems inherent 

in sexual preoccupations.291  The serpent in AT3 explicitly supplies his motive for killing 

the young man, stating that he found the youth kissing and having intercourse with the 

woman he loves.  Not wishing to disturb his love interest, the snake waited for the young 

man to pass by at another time in the evening, and struck and killed him then.  Following 

                                                
their behavior should conform with this designation, ‘recluses,’ so that their claim to be recluses 
is genuine and that gifts to the sangha (robes, food, resting place, medicine) result in great fruit 
and benefit for the donors. The Kiṭāgiri Sutta in the Majjhima Nikāya the deals with the 
Buddha’s instructions to the sangha to refrain from eating in the evening resulting in freedom 
from illness and affliction, and bringing health, strength and comfortable abiding. 577-584. 
 
291  See, for example, Plutarch, Soll. an. 972e-f concerning a snake in love with a girl, Aelian 
Nat. an. 6.17 about a young male shepherd who is the object of a snake’s affection, Aelian, Nat. 
an. 4.52 on a female snake in love with an Egyptian gooseherd. These are cited in J. Spittler, 
Animals in the Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles, 197.  
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an interrogation by the apostle, the snake reveals his genealogy that is largely consistent 

with the narrative’s semitic cultural context with its reference to biblical episodes where 

he operated to facilitate temptation and malice.292  As in the VJ, the apostle commands 

the apostle to suck out the poison that he injected into the man, and the snake initially 

refuses, stating that when his father “draws up and sucks out what he has cast into 

creation, then he will he finished.”  The snake provides the means of its own destruction, 

and Thomas them instructs him to show his father’s nature.  With this, the serpent 

withdraws the poison from the man with his mouth, and with a fantastic narrative display, 

swelled up and exploded with bile pouring out of its body creating a chasm in the earth.  

The AT3’s characterization of the snake’s emotional motives, self-definition, and 

initial resistance to Thomas functions as a mechanism to demonstrate the weight of the 

apostle’s task in his confrontation of this beast with a history of deviance.  Further, it 

effectively illustrates the AT’s concern with problematizing sexuality at the root of this 

trial and facilitates the presentation of Jesus’ triumph over evil, through Thomas.  Prior to 

his destruction, the snake recognizes Thomas as the twin of Christ who “always destroys 

our nature.” Christopher Matthews writes that, “Greek traditions of inborn animal 

sagacity confirm biblical and extrabiblical testimony of the innate ability of animals to 

perceive the divine.”  AT3 illustrates the role of animals, as in other AAA, in the 

fulfillment of God’s designs. Given the sensitivity to the divine displayed by animals, 

readers were urged to affirm, along with them, that there is no life, be it human or animal 

                                                
292  See Tamás Adamik, “The Serpent in the Acts of Thomas” in Jan N. Bremmer ed., The 
Apocryphal Acts of Thomas, (Leuven: Peeters, 2001), 115-124, for a treatment of some features 
of the snake’s self-definition and the narrative as a cult drama.  
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apart from God.”293  The Christian deployment of the snake and physician narrative 

demonstrates that the Christian God in India maintains ultimate control of the 

malevolence at work in the corruptible, earthly domain, successfully commanding the 

snake to turn against and destroy himself.  Alternatively, the VJ shows the Buddha as the 

doctor who restrains the resolute snake from meeting his fiery demise, directing him 

further along the path to awakening.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
293  Christopher R. Matthews, “Articulate Animals,” 231-232. 
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CONCLUSION  

 

This study fills a gap in scholarship by reading excerpts from the Acts of Thomas 

in relation to two Indian Buddhist stories, as it is the first attempt to evaluate the 

Christian text dealing with Thomas’ exploits in India with reference to Indian literature.  

While the comparative analysis of the narratives in Chapter 4 is small in scope, this 

project has the larger aim of shifting the lens of analysis of the AT further eastward with 

attention to the historical context of commercial exchange on the Indian Ocean, and the 

economic references embedded in the AT that move the story along, such as Thomas’ sale 

to an Indian merchant by Jesus.  Indian influence on the AT is plausible given its concern 

with traversing boundaries to proselytize to Indian audiences.  This study identifies a city 

in the western Deccan under Sātavāhana reign with the AT’s designation, ‘Andrapolis’ 

and provides evidence of yavana patronage of Buddhist institutions there in the early 

centuries of the common era.  However, this serves as one example of a region in India 

with attractive conditions for proselytization that might have been appealing to 

proponents of Christianity.   

Merchants emerge as being at the forefront of exchange and as informants on 

knowledge about India, as they were capable of overcoming linguistic and ethnic barriers 

given their integration into society indicated by their patronage of Indian religious 

establishments.  While we may not have access to their voices in the context of the 

regions where they operated, material evidence of Indo-Roman exchange is abundant, 

and have not been treated here in detail.  Future archaeological excavations of ancient 

sites will continue to reveal information about the dynamics of trade in relation to 
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religious traditions, and perhaps the role of foreign merchants in this context.  For 

example, Sinopoli notes that monastic sites are the best known and most thoroughly 

documented archeological remains of the period under consideration, but virtually no 

work has been done on associated settlements or other remains left by the inhabitants or 

users of these sites.294  This gives pause for thought concerning the explicit references in 

the Karla cave to yavanas as inhabitants of Dhenukākaṭa, a site that is yet unidentified.  

As new evidence becomes available, a clearer picture of the yavana presence in this 

region of India might emerge.  Along with this, interdisciplinary studies treating texts in 

relation to material evidence, as here, will yield insight into connections between 

communities in the large-scale economic web of exchange that characterized the early 

centuries of the common era with its movement of people, commodities, and ideas.  

Buddhism and Christianity were both on the move in this period in history with 

their missionary orientations and inclusive attitude toward converts.  Based on this 

comparative analysis of narratives stemming from these traditions with renunciant 

messages, a close study is wanting of the intersections between the AT’s model of 

renunciation and those offered by Buddhism in non-monastic contexts.  The Udaya 

Jātaka presents a picture of renunciation of sexuality in the household that resonates with 

the AT’s vision of the ideal religious life.  The former lies squarely outside of the Indian 

Buddhist monastic context that was well established in India.  Given the sectarian 

divisions in Buddhism by the time Christianity came into being, and the rise of Mahāyāna 

schools of thought, with its devotional practices, and literary critiques of settled monastic 

life, it would also be a fruitful endeavor to examine the AT and the contours of early 

                                                
294  See Sinopoli, “Edge of Empire,” 171-174 for other concerns with establishing an 
archeological understanding of the western Deccan during Sātavāhana reign.  
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Syriac Christianity in relation to renunciant modes of Buddhist practice that were geared 

toward lay audiences.  The Ugraparipṛcchā, for example, encourages the householder 

bodhisattva to consider his body and all objects of delight as impermanent, his wealth as 

illusory, and to cultivate aversion and detachment from one’s wife and children.295  

Perspectives such as these are commonplace in monastic literature, but it is noteworthy 

that Buddhist literary productions that were contemporary with Christian works such as 

the AT offered renunciant practices for those living at home as well.   

This comparative study establishes a place for the jātakas, and Indian literature 

more broadly, in considerations of the network of texts that influenced the AT.   Shifting 

the lens of analysis eastward opens new pathways for exploration whereby the AT might 

continue to progress from its characterization as an obscure text with vague references to 

India, to one where its references are increasingly intelligible with attention to the rich 

milieu of exchange in which it emerged.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
295  Jan Nattier, A Few Good Men: The Bodhisattva Path according to The Inquiry of Ugra 
(Ugraparipṛcchā) (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2003), 226-227, 247-249, 255-256. 
No Indian-language text has survived. The earliest Chinese translation of this text dates to the 
second century CE.  
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