CHRISTIANITY AND CHRISTMAS IN KERALA
	
	Introduction   Why our theme "Christmas in Kerala"? When we think of religious activities in India normally it is not Christmas that comes to mind. By far, Hinduism is the majority religion and is practiced by 4 in 5 Indians.  In second place is Islam, whose faithful number about 170 million, or 1 in 7 Indians. Yet there are Christians in India (28 m.), and there have been for centuries. The majority of these live in South India.  Six million reside in Kerala, the state in which our sister city Kochi is located. And Kochi itself is 38% Christian, principally Catholic. Many Westerners assume that Western missionaries brought Christianity to India during the colonial period, beginning in the 1500s. In reality when the first Europeans came (the Portuguese) they found thriving Christian communities that had already existed for more than a millennium. Christianity was being practiced  in India at a time when many of our European ancestors were still worshipping trees! 
	Traditional Accounts of Early Christianity in India    According to tradition Christianity was introduced to India in 52 AD by the Apostle St. Thomas.  He first set foot on the coast of Kerala in the ancient port of Muziris not far from our sister city, Kochi. This was the main port of Kerala until 1341 AD, when a enormous storm destroyed it and carved out the harbor of Kochi. In and around Muziris St. Thomas converted  groups of native high-caste Keralans as well as resident Jews who had reached Kerala earlier as sailors and traders of spices.  St. Thomas founded 7-1/2 churches before being martyred. The early Christian groups were joined by Syriac-speaking (related to Aramaic) Persian immigrants over the next few centuries, whose language and religious rites strongly affected Christian practices.  Eventually the early Christian groups became known as Nasranis or Syrian Christians.  
	The Historical Record  The traditional accounts of early Christianity in Kerala cannot be absolutely proven, in part because the Portuguese regarded members of the ancient Christian communities they encountered as heretics and destroyed the Syrian Christian church records.  But there is also no evidence against the traditional history.  St. Thomas's evangelism in India was already mentioned in Christian Church documents by the 3rd century and there are strong indications of a Christian presence for hundreds of years before Vasco da Gama's arrival in Kerala. As key participants in the International Spice Trade  Kerala was part of the global economy before anyone actually thought of the concept, a cosmopolitan place open to the influences of the many types of foreigners who visited its shores, not a few of whom put down roots.  The Kochi area is particularly noted for its history of religious harmony, and the Christian community has lived there in peace with other religions--the Hindu majority, a large Muslim population and what was once a sizable and thriving Jewish population until almost all emigrated to Israel after WWII.
	Christmas Traditions Not only is there a strong Christian community in Kerala and Kochi, but a tradition of Christmas as well--a joyous one which is typically shared with non-Christian communities.  Houses are decorated with illuminated Kerala Christmas stars and ornamental lights, Christmas trees and crèches. Having indoor Christmas trees is fairly new.  Formerly Christians decorated an existing tree in their garden with decorations and sometimes small gifts or sweets. Traditionally they also lived in exclusively Christian communities in dwellings surrounding their church.  Now people are more mixed and increasing those of other faiths are joining their Christian neighbors in decorating their homes and celebrating the holiday. There is much feasting and most Christians attend Midnight Mass followed by firecrackers and fireworks. In Kochi Christmas is followed by the Cochin Carnival, which is held during the last week of December with all sorts of parties, competitions and fun activities. The Cochin Carnival was inspired by the Portuguese New Year's revelry during colonial times.  Its highlights are the New Year's fireworks and a massive procession on New Year's Day led by adorned elephants. 
Here is a link to a short video on the first Christian group in Kerala, the Syrian Christians.  One of its most interesting themes is the embeddedness of early Kerala Christianity in the Hindu culture:  Many elements are borrowed from the existing culture and make Indian Christianity unique:   "Syrian Christians of Kerala",  www.youtube.com/watch?v=vc8SZCv6sfo  
