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INTERFACE BETWEEN HISTORY AND MUSIC IN THE
CHRISTIAN CONTEXT OF SOUTH INDIA

Joseph J. Palackal’

Christianity in South India is a complex socio-religious phe-
nomenon encompassing an array of sects and practices. The diversity of
the Christian experience in this geographical area that consists of five
states (Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, and Goa) is the
result of multiple missionary enterprises, dating probably as far back as
the middle of the first century. According to the information available in
the Indian Christian Directory, published by Rashtra Deepika in 2000,
there are more than thirty-three Churches active in South India. These
Churches may be divided into seven broad categories: the Syrian Church,
whose members are also known as St. Thomas Christians; the Latin (Ro-
man) rite Church; the Lutheran Church; the Anglican Church; the Meth-
odist Church; the Baptist Church; and the Pentecostal Church. The mem-
bership varies from a few thousand up to several million. In the absence
of exact statistical data, we may estimate that out of the thirty million
Christians in India, about twenty million live in the South. They consti-
tute a diverse set of communities shaped by language, culture, and even
caste.

Although the early history of these churches is inevitably linked
to the history of individuals and their places of origin (the Middle East,
Europe, and America), each Church has developed its own character in
India over the centuries.' The interaction between divergent religious and
theological perspectives, proselytization policies, and attitudes toward in-
digenous and foreign cultures are among the many factors that
contributed to the formation of their particular histories which, in turn,

* Joseph Palackal is a performer of Christian bhajans and Syriac (Aramaic)
chants from India, and is principal vocalist for over thirty releases in four lan-
guages. His scholarly interests are in the area of music and religion in South
Asia. He has contributed articles to leading publications, including The New
Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, and the Garland Encyclopedia of
World Music. He is the founder president of the Christian Musicological Society
of India. Currently, he is writing on the “Syriac Chant Traditions of South In-
dia.”

' M. Mundadan, History of Christianity in India, Vol. I, From the Beginning up

to the Middle of the Sixteenth Century (Up to 1542), (Bangalore: Church History
Association of India, ¥l 1989; First published in 1984).






