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I CHAPTER I1 

PANTAENUS O F  ALEXANDRIA, A N D  H I S  TIMES 

(Circa A.D. 190) 

THE story oi Indian Christianity in its earliest 
stages suffers from one great want, which will al- 
ways tend to lessen its interest for the general 
reader. It wants wen. That human interest, which 
is so readily felt in the life histories of the pioneers 
of Christianity in other lands, and which makes it 
easy for anyone to be interested in the study of the 
causes for which these leaders lived and died, meets 
in the case of India, for the first thousand years, 
with sadly little to gratify it. But there is a t  least 
one compensating advantage. The very absence 
of details as to the careers of the Christian men 
who influenced India in those early days, throws us 
back on the more severe, but very profitable, study 
of the Christian movements which have done so. 
Neither the men nor their stories are altogether 
wanting, only much more is known about the 
movements than about the men. The men are 
but finger-posts, directing attention to the move- 
ments. Even so they render acceptable service, for 
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they bring us face to face with many things about 
which the majority of Christian folk to-day 
think very little, and yet which are well worthy 
of attention and appreciative consideration. They 
introduce us to branches of the Church of Christ, to 
Schools of Christian thought, and to great centres 
of Christian activity, once alive and dominant, but 
which died so long ago that many have now for- 
gotten that they ever existed. Yet while they 
lived, they influenced their world and their times 
mightily : and so closely is age linked to age, that 
our own religious thoughts and ways bear traces 
of that remote forgotten influence still. 

Of the men who did this service, and enable us to 
realise something of the Christian forces of the 
distant past which affected India, the earliest is 
Pniztaetzus who went as Christ’s ambassador to 
India, towards the close of the second century. 
More than a hundred years had passed since St. 
Thomas had heralded the Gospel there, and of any 
later Christian herald history is silent until i t  
records the name of Pantaenus. 

’ 

I. 
(‘ Pantaenus of Alexandria ” he is usually called, 

and the name gives his environment. It was 
Alexandria: not the modern city of that name- 
which is one of the last places from which we should 
expect a Christian missionary to proceed,-but the 
Alexandria of long ago, a city in its international 
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importance, and religious character, wide as the 
poles asunder from its present-day successor. 
Some three hundred years before Christ, Alexander 
the Great had founded it, in the hope that it would 
develop into (he great mart of the nations, the 
meeting-place of East and West, and that hope had 
been realised: At the time of Pantaenus (A.D. 190) 
it was the wealthiest and most splendid city in the 
known world; and the fact that one of its citizens 
should have gone to India as a missionary, reminds 
us that India, even then, had a share in the com- 
merce of the world of which Alexandria was the 
centre, I t  also supplies the first instance of what 
was to be an abiding feature in Indian Christianity- 
the intimate connection of Indian Commerce with 
Indian Missions. From that day to this, commerce 
has been the pioneer in the intercourse between 
India and the West. Where commerce has gone 
Christianity has also gone; for the lines along 
which the Indian trade has flowed to the West have 
been the lines along which the religion of the West 
has streamed eastward to India, 

One has difficulty in realising how very old is 
the Indian trade with the Western world. For 
centuries prior to the time of Christ it flourished, 
and was conducted along three well-defined routes. 
Either it went by the caravans'of the trader through 
the Khyber Pass, and north to the shores of the 
Black Sea ; or it was carried by small coasting ships 
that ran up into the Persian Gulf, where Syrian ' 
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traders received the precious cargoes for transport 
by camel and caravan along the Euphrates valley,- 
the very route that will again be largely used when 
the long-talked-of railway is constructed ; or it 
followed the most favoured of all the routes, when 
vessels of a'larger size, passing the Persian Gulf, 
hugged the South Arabian coast, entered the Red 
Sea and discharged their cargoes a t  Berenice, on 
the Egyptian coast (near the. modern Suakim); 
whence by caravan and Nile boat the precious 
freights were transported to Alexandria. It was a 
long and toilsome voyage, whose dangers and 
costliness were only compensated for by the great 
value of the trade, But in the middle of the first 
century, Hippalus, an Egyptian sailor, made a 
discovery which revolutionised the Indian trade. - 
He discovered the regularity of the monsoons,-that 
€or half the year the winds blew steadily over the 
Indian Ocean from the West and the other half as 
steadily from the East. So, on one notable voyage 
Hippalus discarded the slow .coasting route with its 
tedium and dangers, and boldly trusting himself to 
the South-West monsoon steered due east to India. 
His boldness was rewarded. In forty days, a 
wonderfully short space of time (as it was then con- 
sidered), India was reached. Like success attended 
his return voyage, when the North-East monsoon 
proved equally helpful, and at  once the value of the 
new route to India was apparent. Trade rapidly 
multiplied. Every year a great fleet made the 

3 
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voyage from Egypt to India, and back: and of all 
this trade Alexandria was the Egyptian centre. 
India and its ways became increasingly familiar, and 
to the many nationalities represented in the great 
city there were added, in ever growing numbers, 
the swarthy sons of Western Hindustan. 

11. 
But Alexandria, in those days, was much more 

than a great commercial capital. I t  was also the 
leading intellectual centre of the age. No uni- 
versity was more famous, no library was more 
renowned, no philosophical schools were more 
celebrated, than those of Alexandria. Teachers of 
various cults and divers religions abounded. There 
Philo, the great Jewish scholar, had lived and taught, 
trying to weave into a unity the culture of the 
Greeks and the religion of the Jews. There too 
the Septuagint version of the Old Testament-the 
Greek version in common use in the time of our 
Lord-had been produced. The city was a very 
hive of industry, the abode of culture as well as of 
commerce, the home of the student and the philo- 
sopher no less than of the merchant prince .and 
trader. 

T o  this great meeting place of the nations 
Christianity had early found its way, and the 
Church planted by St. Mark rapidly grew in size 
and importance, its peculiar environment exercising 
a strong effect on its character and course, and 
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differentiating it from most other Churches of the 
time. I t  grew up face to face with the old pagan 
philosophies in their most advanced and highly de- 
veloped forms. Some of its foremost converts were 
drawn from the ranks of these very philosophers. 
Controversy was ever present : and in carrying on 
the controversy the Church had to formulate its 
theology with an accuracy and a careful thought- 
fulness, which were not required in the case of 
Churches planted in less important centres. In must 
places the ordinary catechetical class gave to imma- 
ture Christians all the instruction in the rudiments 
of their faith which was needed. But in Alexandria 
more than this was demanded. There theology 
had to be a study, There defenders of the faith had 
to be made able for the defence. So there the 
catechetical class developed into a great Theologi- 
cal School or College. Of this college the first 
principal was Pantnenus, a man whose labours, 
coupled with those of his yet more famous pupils 
and successors, Clement and Origen, have given 
to the Alexandrian Theology an abiding reputa- 
tion. 

Regarded from the standpoint of Christian Mis- 
sions the chief characteristic of this theology was 
its breadth-a mark whose origin is not hard to dis- 
cover. These early teachers lived in constant touch 
with men of varied creeds, and held social intercourse 
and high debate with philosophers of every school. 
They had to survey their own and other religions 

, 
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from many points of view, and the theology they left 
behind them reveals how they were affected by this 
necessity. I t  possesses a breadth of outlook which 
is quite foreign to most teachers of their day, and 
which brings it into close relationship with lines of 
thought usually deemed strictly modern. To them 
good was good, and of God, wherever found. If in 
studying other creeds or non-Christian philosophies 
they found pearls of truth and righteousness, they 
sdught to trace the relationship to Christianity, and 
to build a bridge over which converts might pass. 
" To the Jews," said Clement, " belonged the Law, 
and to the Greeks Philosophy, until the Advent. 
Philosophy especially was given to the Greeks as a 
command peculiar to themselves ; the philosophy of 
Socrates and Plato and Aristotle was, as it were, a 
stepping stone to the true philosophy which is accord- 
ing to Christ." 

With these views there went a charity of spirit 
towards the non-Christian world, that pointed to the 
Alexandrian Church and School as being peculiarly 
suited for dealing with heathen nations. The Church 
had its own defects,-in most cases the result of in- 
cautious developments of the spirit which was its 
greatest virtue,-but of its loyalty to Christ and to 
the cause of goodness which is his, there never can 
be serious question. Of this let the ancient hymn 
of Clement, addressed to the Holy Shepherd, which 
we still incorporate in our Books of Praise, be wit- 
ness :- 

I 
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“ I n  thy blest footprints guide us 

Along the heavenward road, 
Thine age fills all the ages, 

Undying Word of God. 

“That life, 0 Christ, is noblest 
Which praises God the best, 

At wisdom’s holy breast.” 

Such was the School of which Pantaenus was the 
head, and such the spirit of the Church which sent 
him forth to preach the Gospel to the Hindus. 

A life celestial, nourished 

111. 

What of the man himself? Unfortunately the 
information which has come down regarding him is 
regrettably meagre. That his was a great person- 
ality, exercising a powerful influence on his con- 
temporaries, is proved by the character and fame of 
those who were proud to have been his pupils. And 
that he was a profound scholar and a voluminous 
writer is sufficiently witnessed to by those who knew 
both him and his work. Of his many writings not 
one has survived, though it is quite possible that 
among the literary treasures still waiting to be 
recovered from the sands of Egypt, there may be 
included some book of Pantaenus, or some fragments 
of his composition. Perhaps even a record of his 
visit to India may be discovered ! At  present, how- 
ever, our knowledge of him is practically limited to 

. 



38 TBE APOSTLE! 8 P  I N b I A  [CHAP. 

what may be learned from a ,few brief references 
which occur in the writings of three of the Fathers 
of the Church. 

The earliest of these occurs in a passage in which 
Clement of Alexandria, his convert and pupil and his 
immediate successor in office, pays warm tribute to 
his old master. Clement relates how under many 
teachers and in many lands, in Greece, Italy, Syria, 
and Palestine, he had studied zealously, but found 
no abiding satisfaction until he came to Egypt. Of 
the ‘( truly blessed and memorable men ” who thus 
were his teachers he writes:- 

(( Of these the one was in Greece, an Ionian, the other in 
Magna Graecia, the first of these from Coele-Syria, the second 
from Egypt, and others in the East. One was born in t t e  
land of Assyria, and the other a Hebrew in Palestine. 

“ When I came upon the last (he was the first in power), hav- 
ing tracked him out concealed in Egypt, I found rest. He the 
true, the Sicilian bee, gathering the spoil of the flowers of the 
prophetic and apostolic meadow, engendered in the souls of his 
hearers a deathless element of knowledge.” 1 

That this last and greatest was Pantaenus has 
never been questioned. 

Eusebius of Cesarea (A.D. 265-340), the great 
Church historian of the early centuries, furnishes 
the next reference, and it is of exceptional impor- 
tance :- 

“About the same time (i.e. A.D. 180) the School of the faith- 
ful (at Alexandria) was governed by a man most distinguished 

Clement, vol. i., p. 355 (Anti-Nicene Christian Library). 
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for his learning, whose name was Pantaenus : as there had been 
a school of sacred learning established there from ancient times, 
which has continued down to our own times, and which we have 
understood was held by men able in eloquence and the study 
of divine things. For the tradition is that this philosopher was 
then in great eminence, as he had been first disciplined in the 
philosophical principles of those called Stoics. ’ But he is said 
to  have displayed such ardour, and so zealous a disposition, 
respecting the divine word, that he was constituted a herald 
of the gospel of Christ to the nations of the East; and ad- 
vanced even as far as India. For there were still many 
evangelists of the word, who were ardently striving to employ 
their inspired zeal after the apostolic example, to increase and 
build up the divine word. Of these Pantaenus is said to  have 
come as far as the Indies. And the report is, that he there 
found his own arrival anticipated by some who there were ac- 
quainted with the Gospel of Matthew, to whom Bartholomew, 
one of the apostles, had preached, and had left them the Gospel 
of Matthew in the Hebrew characters, which was also preserved 
until this time. Pantaenus, after many praiseworthy deeds, was 
finally at the head of the Alexandrian school, commenting on 
the treasures of divine truth, both orally and in his writings.”l 

The only remaining source of information is 
Jerome (A.D. 340-420), whose writings cqntain two 
highly valuable references to Pantaenus :- 

“Pantaenus, a philosopher of the Stoic sect, . . . was a 
man of so great prudence and of so great erudition, as well in 
the divine scriptures as inn secular literature, that he was also 
sent into India by Demetrius, Bishop of Alexandria, at the re- 
quest of ambassadors of that nation. There he found that 
Bartholomew, one of the twelve apostles, had preached the 
coming of our Lord Jesus Christ according to  the Gospel of 
Matthew, which, written in Hebrew characters, he brought with . 
him on his return to Alexandria.” 

lEuseB. ECCL Hist., bk. v., chap. x. 
Jerome, Liber de Viyis IZZustfi*Bus, chap. xxxvi. 
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The second reference by Jerome is more brief but 
even more important :- 

“Pantaenus, on account of the rumour of his excellent learn- 
ing, was sent by Demetrius into India, that he might preach 
Christ among the Brahmans and philosophers of that nation.” 

From these materials it is possible to frame a brief 
though unsatisfying ‘‘ biographical notice ” of this 
undoubtedly great teacher. He seems to have been 
born and educated in Athens, where he came into 
note as a student and teacher of philosophy. On 
his conversion to Christianity his value was dis- 
cerned by Demetrius, the Bishop or Presbyter-in- 
chief of the Alexandrian Church, and by him 
Pantaenus was appointed (A.D. 180) to the charge of 
the newly formed Alexandrian Theological College. 
There success and distinction gathered round him. 
To his fame as a philosopher he now added a great 
reputation as a student and expositor of the Bible. 
Commentaries poured from his able pen, which ex- 
tended his influence and his repute ; and in addition 
to his scholarly qualities he evidently possessed the 
magnetic power of a really great teacher, “en- 
gendering in the souls of his hearers a deathless 
element of knowledge”. That to this galaxy of 
virtues he added evangelical earnestness, may be 
inferred from the fact that he went as a missionary 
to hdia .  

His going was the result of a call. A summons, 

Jerome, Z@istoZa LXX. ad Mag72unt. 
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no less clear than that of the “Man of Macedonia” 
who summoned Paul to Europe, beckoned Pantaenus 
to India. About theyear A.D. 190 a deputation from 

. some Indian community came to Bishop Demetrius, 
with the request that a Christian teacher be sent to 
India to instruct their nation. Who composed this 
notable deputation, from what district in India they 
came, whether they were Christian or Hindu in 
their faith, are all points regarding which we know 
nothing : but their request impressed the Christian 
Church a t  Alexandria with its importance, and it  
speaks well for the spiritual life of the Church there 
that their leading teacher and greatest theologian, 
Pantaenus, proved ready to respond in person to the 
call. His foremost pupil Clement was placed in 
temporary charge of his work, and forsaking the . 
haunts and employments dear to a scholarly nature, 
Pantaenus took ship at Berenice, and sailed for 
India. To-day, though seventeen centuries have 
come and gone, we honour his name, and thank God 
for the memory of the man who by his example 
thus early taught the Church of Christ, that there 
are no positions so high and no attainments so great, 
but may be ennobled the more by being dedicated to 
the cause of the conquering Christ. 

IV. 
Regarding the missionary labours of Pantaenus 

in India there is extremely little definite knowledge. 
Enough is recorded to whet interest and provolte 
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discussion, but not enough to satisfy the oneor end 
the other. Some even dispute the fact of his having 
gone to India at all, and hold that the U India” to 
which he journeyed was the Southern Coast of 
Arabia. But the statement quoted from Jerome- 
“that he was sent to preach Christ among the 
Brahmans and philosophers of that (the Indian) 
nation ”-is surely conclusive. South Arabia never 
reared “ philosophers,” and certainly never bred 
‘‘ Brahmans”. The only plea on which the India of 
to-day can be deprived of Pantaenus, is to say that 
Jerome was mistaken-as has been oftener than 
once asserted. ~Je rome ,”  says one of the most 
recent advocates of the other view, ‘‘ erroneously 
transferred the Brahmans from India proper to El 
Yemen.”l Rut this is not criticism. Jerome had 
no end to serve by misstating facts concerning 
Pantaenus, nor was he badly situated for their 
discovery. He stood in the full stream of Church 
tradition, quite likely was familiar with writings of 
Pantaenus himself, and was acquainted with the 
surface features of life i n  South Arabia and in India. 
When such a writer says that Pantaenus preached 
Christ in the land of the Brahmans, there can be no 
reasonable hesitation in ranking Pantaenus as an 
apostle of India. 

But all controversy does not end here ; for debate 
proceeds as to the precise district in India which 
the  missionary scholar visited. The usual sup- 

’ Mecllycott, p. 180. 
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position however is that he found his mission-field 
somewhere on the western side of Peninsular India ; 
and as in his day Barygaza (the modern Baroche 
at  the mouth of the Nerbudda River) was the 
favourite pokt of arrival for Egyptian vessels, it is 
most probable that he began his labours there, 
proceeding later perhaps towards Cochin, between 
which place and Baroche there was a steady coast- 
ing trade. But his tour of investigation,-and it 
was little more than that,-cannot have been very 
extensive or prolonged, for in a few years he is 
found back in Alexandria, engaged in his old work. 
There he laboured till AD. 21 I when he perished in 
one of the great persecutions ; and now every year 
on 7th July his martyrdom is commemorated by 
the Church of Rome, It might well be remembered 
by every Church in India, In the Roman Martyr- 
ology, over against the date stated, is the following 
en try :- 

“At Alexandria (the feast or commemoration) of St. 
Pantaenus, an apostolic man and endowed with every know- 
ledge, whose zeal and love for the word of God was SO great 
that, inflamed by the fervour of his faith and piety, he went 
forth to peoples secluded in the farthest recesses of the East to 
preach the Gospel of Christ : and returning finally to Alexandria 
he slept in peace under Antoninus Caracalla ” (A,D. 2 I 1-21 7). 

V. 
Of even greater interest than Pantaenus’ own 

labours in India is his account of what he found 
there. On his return to Alexandria, he  reported 
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that he had met in India with Christians who traced 
their Christianity to the personal teaching of St. 
Bartholomew, and who said that this Apostle had 
left with their fathers a copy of the Gospel of St. 
Matthew “ written in Hebrew characters ”. This 
precious relic they had given to Pantaenus, by whom 
it was brought back to Alexandria, as an indubitable 
proof of the truth of his tale. 

No richer ((find” has ever been made in India 
than this, nor one that stimulates a greater desire 
for yet fuller information. Even after all these cen- 
turies Pantaenus’ story of those isolated Indian 
Christians is intensely interesting. The  reference 
to St. Bartholomew as their original teacher may 
very likely mean but little. As has been quite 
reasonably suggested’ it may mean nothing more 
than that their fathers of four or five generations 
back had learned of Christ from that Apostle’s lips, 
and so his name had been treasured from generation 
to generation. Too little is known to warrant any- 
thing more being said. But there remains this fact 
of abiding interest, that in the end of the second 
century there were Christians living on the Western 
side of India, who possessed a copy of the Gospel 
according to St. Matthew, written in the Hebrew 
characters. 

Who were they? When this question can be 
definitely answered, the mystery of the origin of 
the Christian Church in India will be solved. But 

‘ 
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that day has not yet come. The Syrian Christians of 
Malabar have indeed no hesitation in furnishing an - 
answer. The Christians whom Pantaenus encoun- 
tered were, they assert, their own iarly ancestors 
in the fiith. And if they are prepared to surren- 
der their cherished traditional connection with St. 
Thomas, this is quite a possibility. But not other- 
wise : for by any descendants of the converts of St. 
Thomas, the name of that Apostle would most 
surely have been mentioned to Pantaenus, along 
with the name of St. Bartholomew. Apostolic con- 
nection in those days was counted far too precious 
to be let slip through silence. The same criticism 
applies to the theory which places the mysterious 
.Christian community in the Punjab, the descendants 
presumably of St. Thomas’ converts there. The ab- 
sence of any recorded claim by them to a connection 
with this Apostle isagain hostile to the theory; which 
is further negatived by the unlikelihood of Pantaenus 
journeying to the remoter Punjab, when the nearer 
coast of Peninsular India was so easily accessible. 

Most probable is the suggestion offered by Ne- 
ander, and accepted by not a few since his day, that 
those Christians of .debate were the descendants 
of settlers in Western India of Jewish lextraction, 
together with such converts as had been won from 
the surrounding peoples. The whole question of 
their identity is one of probabilities, and does not 
admit of dogmatic statement, yet the balance leans 
in favour of this position. It is true that the great 
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emigration of Jews to the Western coast of India 
did not take place until the sixth century, but there 
is nothing at $11 improbable in holding that there 
were Jewish settlers there a t  a much earlier date. 
Probabilities indeed are all in this directibn. Not 
only does the ubiquity of the Jewish race favour 
the idea, but the known fact, that in the first century 
great numbers of Jews resided in Alexandria and 
in Babylonia, adds to its likelihood. In Alexandria 
and its neighbourhood the Jews numbered over one 
million, and in Babylonia there were thousands of 
the race who traced their descent from the Jews 
of the Captivity. Thus placed on the two great 
lines of Indian traffic, India must have been to them 
a familiar name, and its trade, in all probability, a 
valuable consideration. What is then more likely 
than that to the land whence the trade was derived, 
and along the familiar lines of travel, Jewish 
emigrants would find their way? The traditions 
of the modern Jews of Cochin tell how when the 
second Temple was destroyed in the year A.D. 70 
their forefathers first began to emigrate to Malabar, 
and of some immigrants the tale may well be true. 
And if Jews were in India, almost certainly there 
were Christian Jews as well, for the Hebrew 
Christian shared in the wandering habits and the 
trading instincts of his brother of the older faith. 
No other supposition as to the origin and racial 
affinity of those Christians whom Pantaenus found 
in India, has quite so much in its favour as this, 
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and the presumption grows yet stronger when we 
remember what Pantaenus tells of the copy of the 
Gospel which he found there, and which was the . 
groundwork of their faith. It was the Gospel 
according to Si. Matthew-the evangelist, par excel- 
lence, of the Jews. And this book, though in all 
likelihood in the Aramaic language,l was written in 
those Hebrew characters beloved by the Jews. 
So we are led to the conclusion that those first 
Indian Christians, of whose existence history, 
properly so called, has any cognizance, were 
probably the descendants and spiritual children of 
nameless Jewish Christian traders of the first and 
second centuries. Nameless they are indeed, so 
far as human records go, but their names shine 
bright in the records of the saints of God. True 
sons of the early Church they were, fit representa- . 
tives of the time when every scattering of the 
Christians meant an extension of the realms of .the 
Christ. Commerce did not dull their devotion, nor 
did contact with heathenism blight their faith ; but 
journeying to India they carried their light with 
them and let it shine. Oblivion has swallowed up 
their names but their work has endured. The lamp 
they lit on Indian soil has gone on burning,-with 
varying brightness it is true-but never has it been 
altogether extinguished ; and even in the darkest 
hours of India’s life it has spoken to faithful hearts 
of the coming day. 

See Medlycott, p. I74 (note). 


