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Introduction: Formation of A Secular Theologian

“I asked for ordination in my Church and membership in the Communist Party. Both
rejected me, for opposite reasons.”1

The life of M. M. Thomas existed on axes of theology and secular ideology. K. C. Varghese
called him “a genius who makes Christians into Communists and Communists into
Christians.”2 Thomas’s influence crossed national boundaries. He made contributions to
Indian, Asian, and global theological thinking, primarily through his active involvement with
various Christian ecumenical and secular political movements. The arena of his contributions
includes different organisations like the Marthoma Youth Union, Student Christian
Movement, Marthoma Youth League, Youth Christian Council of Action, Interreligious
Student Fellowship, National Council Youth Forum, World Student Christian Federation,
World Ecumenical Youth Assemblies, International Missionary Council, World Council of
Churches (WCC), and East Asia Christian Conference (EACC)—now known as the Christian

1

M.M. Thomas, “My Pilgrimage in Mission,” in International Bulletin of Missionary Research 44, no. 13, (1

Jan 1989): 30. Accessed from ATLAS,
https://eds.a.ebscohost.com/eds/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=8&sid=61def773-a2f2-4885-9a226d31fe0d2ca6%40sdc-v-sessmgr03. Hereafter, M.M. Thomas will be cited as ‘Thomas’.
2

K. C. Varghese, Dr. M.M. Thomas Mathatmaka Chinthakalile Darshanika Pradhibha, Malayalam [Dr M.M.

Thomas: A Philosophical Genius in Religious Thought], (Tiruvalla: CSS, 1996), 7.
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Conference of Asia (CCA), as well as Thomas’s political role as governor of the state of
Nagaland, India.3 K. C. Abraham notes that Thomas contributed to “a wide range of issues,
such as the Asian revolution, nation-building, political and social changes, secularism,
interfaith dialogue, and ecumenism.”4 Thomas wrote more than 60 books and over 1000
articles, as well as some unpublished materials in English and his native language
Malayalam. Mohan Chacko comments on the depth and breadth of Thomas’s theology that
“his theological reflection is so extensive that it allows for a number of angles for research.”5
Lesslie Newbigin observed that Thomas “developed a theological position on the moving
frontiers between Christian theology and political and social ethics.”6 Veli-Matti Karkkainen
recognises him as “the most noted theologian in Asia who has attempted to draw implications
from Christology for the struggle of humanisation.”7 David C. Scott acknowledges that he

3

This information is collected from Thomas, My Ecumenical Journey (Trivandrum: Ecumenical Publishing

Centre, 1990), Mohan Chacko, Interpreting Society: A Study of the Political Theology of M. M Thomas and Its
Implications for Mission (Dehradoon: Published by the author: 2000), & K. C. Varghese, Dr M.M. Thomas
Mathatmaka Chinthakalile Darshanika Pradhibha, Malayalam [Dr M.M. Thomas: A Philosophical Genius in
Religious Thought].
4

K. C. Abraham, “Foreword,” in Theology of Prophetic Participation: M.M. Thomas’ Concept of Salvation and

the Collective Struggle for Fuller Humanity in India, Hielke T. Wolters (Delhi/Bangalore: ISPCK/UTC, 1996),
12.
5

Mohan Chacko, Interpreting Society: A Study of the Political Theology of M. M Thomas and Its Implications

for Mission, Preface.
6

Lesslie Newbigin, “Reflections of a Fellow-Traveller,” in M. M. Thomas: The Man and Legacy, ed. Jesuds

Athyal (Tiruvalla: CSS, 1997), 3.
7

Veli-Matti Karkkainen, Christology, A Global Introduction: An Ecumenical, Interpersonal, and Contextual

Perspective (Grand Rapids: Beker Academic, 2003), 274.
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“was a person of ever-restless mind and spirit; a person with a seemingly insatiable penchant
for ever-widening vistas of knowledge and understanding.”8

At the heart of this unusually diverse and wide-ranging career was a commitment to the
Bible. Thomas developed his biblical interpretation in response to the contexts in which he
lived and worked. Despite the growing wealth of studies of Thomas’s thought and
considerable interest in his humanisation concept, there has until now been no full study of
the commentaries or their relationship to twentieth-century thought.9 Perhaps scholars have

8

David C. Scott, “M.M. Thomas in the Multiverse of Religious Tradition” in The Life, Legacy, and Theology of

M.M. Thomas: Only Participant earn the Right to be Prophets, edited by Jesudas Athyal, et. al. (New York:
Routledge, 2016), 235.
9

My study will be an essential contribution to knowledge of Thomas’s contribution because no earlier research

has investigated the commentaries in any detail. Existing studies tend to focus on Thomas’s theology,
missiology, and social-political thought. See especially Abraham, K. C, Interpreting Christian Social Ethics in
Modern India; Sunand Sumithra, Theology of Mission in Indian Context: A Study of Madathilparambil
Mammen Thomas: Hielke T. Wolters, Theology of Prophetic Participation: M. M. Thomas - Concept of
Salvation and the Collective Struggle for Fuller Humanity in India; Chacko Thomas, Reflections on Salvation in
Pluralistic Issues: An Evaluation of M. M. Thomas and Stanley Samartha in the Light of the Reformation
Doctrine of Justification; Joseph Suban Hayon, Doing Christology in the Present Asian Reality: Between
Inculturation and Liberation in a New Ecumenicity, A Study of the Writings of M. M. Thomas and Aloysius
Pieris; K.P. Kuruvilla, The Word Became Flesh: A Christological Paradigm for Doing Theology in India;
Mohan Chacko, Interpreting Society: A Study of the Political Theology of M. M. Thomas and Its Implications
for Mission; Marvin Shinoj Boas, Encounter between Marxian Philosophy and Theology of Humanization in
India; Ken Christoph Miyamotto, God’s Mission in Asia: A Comparative and Contextual Study of This-World
Holiness and the Theology of Missio Dei in M.M. Thomas and C.S. Song; Stephan Andrew Morton, P.D.
Devanandan, M. M. Thomas and the Task of Indigenous Theology; Adrian Bird, M.M. Thomas: Theological
Signposts for the Emergence of Dalit Theology; Jeyaraj Rajaiah, Dalit Humanisation: A Quest Based on M.M.
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been too quick to believe Thomas’s own self-effacing comments about his biblical
interpretation: “I am a layman…. Nor am I an expert in the Biblical field or systematic
theology. Though I am engaged in writing on the Bible and theology, my only qualification
for [doing this] is that I have functioned all my life as a lay theologian, that is, as a person
living in the frontiers between religion and society.”10

Thomas employed a distinctive method of reading and interpreting scripture that integrates
the Word with the world. His approach was an attempt to grasp the meaning of scripture
within a secular framework, appreciating the questions and insights of diverse religious and
ideological communities, and challenging conventional methods of interpretation. His
hermeneutical consciousness is evident in his biblical exegesis, which may be classified as
employing a contextual-secular hermeneutic. Across the range of his biblical commentaries,
Thomas concentrates on the person of Christ, understood as a human-divine correlation, and
focuses on God's redemptive work revealed in the person of Christ. His interpretive method
remains Christological in nature. He applies Christian social ethics to his hermeneutical
exegesis of scripture, and he shows how the early church grounded its secular-social
perspectives solely on Christ's life, preaching, death, and resurrection.11

Thomas’ Theology of Salvation and Humanisation; Jacob Mathew, Towards a Wider Community in India in the
Writings of P.D. Devanandan and M.M. Thomas.
10

Thomas and S. Immanuel David, (eds), Bible in Today’s Context (Madras: C.L.S., 1994), 39.

11

Thomas, Christhava Samuhia Dharmam: Vedapusthka Patanam [Christian Social Ethics: A Bible Study],

Second Edition (Trivualla: CSS, 2015), 7, 8.
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According to Thomas, the goal of merging secular elements with biblical exegesis is to gain a
complete understanding of Christ. He sees Christ not primarily as a religious figure but as the
central figure in the project of humanisation. The reality of Christ encompasses the self,
nature, society, and God, and is able to embrace various kinds of religious communities.
Christ, Thomas writes, “is present and active in the world today, engaged in a continuous
dialogue with men and nations affirming His Kingly rule over them through the power of His
Law and Love.”12 Thomas says that this fuller understanding of Christ is attained when a
person acknowledges Christ’s presence in history and society. Hence through the lens of
scripture, Thomas seeks to analyse the real world. For example, he examines revolutions and
interprets them as quests for perfect humanity – the same perfect humanity that is revealed
and fulfilled in Christ. His hermeneutic is a hermeneutic of action and participation. His
integration of secular realities into his interpretation of scripture is rooted in his
understanding of Christ. Thomas names his method Christ-centred syncretism. Christ
becomes the central figure in interpreting both the text and secular ideologies. Thomas
affirms that Christ-centeredness also allows Christians to interpret scriptural texts in light of
other faiths.13 For him, biblical exegesis is a way of tearing down barriers between Christians

12

Thomas, Towards A Theology of Contemporary Ecumenism: A Collection of Addresses to Ecumenical

Gatherings, 1947-1975 (Madras: Christian Literature Society, 1978), 52-72; Some Theological Dialogue.
(Madras: Christian Literature Society, 1977), 68.
13

Thomas. “The Absoluteness of Jesus Christ and Christ-centred Syncretism” Ecumenical Review 37, no. 4,

(October 1985): 391, accessed from ATLA,
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and other faiths, just as Christ had broken down the partition wall between Jews and
gentiles.14

Thomas's exegesis may be read through various lenses, but cannot be categorised under one
familiar domain like Dalit Theology, Political Theology, Tribal Theology, or Liberation
Theology. I consider it more suitable to study Thomas's exegesis from a perspective of the
secular, as understood in the Indian context to encompass a variety of religious and political
traditions.

In this thesis I will investigate Thomas’s biblical commentaries and their unique position on
the “frontiers between religion and society.” My thesis will firmly place Thomas in the
twentieth-century context and show that Thomas took Western ideas, inspired in part by
Bonhoeffer’s “religionless Christianity,”15 and ultimately transformed those ideas to reflect
the social, political, and religious complexities of his own pluralistic context.

https://eds.s.ebscohost.com/eds/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=8&sid=34f2ea0b-0bc2-4ff9-a0084b7c04770519%40redis.
14

Thomas, “The Absoluteness of Jesus Christ and Christ-centred Syncretism,” 391.

15

Thomas, Risking Christ for Christ’s Sake: Towards an Ecumenical Theology of Pluralism (Tiruvalla: CSS &

ISPCK, 1990), 70.
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Concept of Secular and Secularity in Thomas’s thinking
The word ‘secular’ today is generally defined to mean non-religious, independent of
theological concerns and interests.16 India has always been the home of various religious
traditions. Christianity reached India in the first century after the death of Christ, even before
Europe embraced the Christian faith. Christian faith encountered various religious traditions
in India from the very beginning. Thus, western understandings of ‘secular’ have little
bearing on a religiously and ideologically pluralistic context like India. The idea of the
secular was redefined and restructured at the very core when it was adapted for the context of
Indian plurality. The concept of secularism was entrenched in the Indian Constitution by
legislators who had experienced the chaos of communal conflict in 1946-47. The secular
settlement was aimed to de-legitimize the politicization of religious identities.17 The concept
of secularism in the context of India is used, Donald Eugene Smith says, “to describe the
relationship which exists, or which ought to exist, between the state and religion.”18 He
claims that India derived its secular concept “from the liberal democratic tradition of the
West. It is thus to be distinguished from the secularism of the Marxian communist tradition,

16

Clayton Crockett, “Introduction” in Secular Theology: American Radical Theological Thought, edited by

Clayton Crockett (London: Routledge, 2001), 1.
17

T Madan, “Secularism in Its Place” in Development: Critical Concepts in Social Science, edited by Stuart

Corbridge (London: Routledge Taylor & Francis Group, 2000), 18.
18

Donald Eugene Smith, India As A Secular State (London: Princeton University Press, 1967), 3.
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which is motivated by an active hostility to religion as such.”19 Since India’s partition, S.J.
Samartha says, “there has been an enormous discussion on the content and character of the
secular state in India”.20 The state is multi-religious and multi-cultural in all its forms, and
people struggle for equalities and rights in several spheres. He further says, “only a secular
political framework can provide a neutral space for people of different religious persuasions
and ideological convictions to make their contributions to the values basis of the nation.”21
The secular characteristics of the Indian state need to be supported in all religious faith
communities in contradiction to “any theocratic tendencies on the part of any single religion
or ideology.”22 The secular state’s position of neutrality is to avoid favouring any one
particular community or ideology.

In India, politics is a secular platform that binds all religious communities together. Indian
secularism insists on freedom of belief, faith, and worship for all communities. Much more
than in the West, the concept of the secular has come to have a very precise shared public
meaning. Jawaharlal Nehru, the first prime minister of independent India, observed in 1952
that the word ‘secular’ meant more than just freedom of religion; it represents the idea of social

19

Donald Eugene Smith, India As S Secular State, 3, 4.

20

S.J. Samartha, One Christ-Many Religions: Toward A Christology (Oregon: WIPE, 1991), 48.

21

Samartha, One Christ-Many Religions: Toward A Christology, 48.

22

Samartha, One Christ-Many Religions: Toward A Christology, 48.
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and political equality.23 Nehru understood secularism as entailing “the construction of an
edifice of public law that is applicable to all persons and an edifice of politics that recognizes
individual, not group, identities.”24 Gandhi believed that the idea of secularism “rested on the
notions that all religions are true, that they give meaning to the moral life, and that Indian
society can be built on a community of religious communities.”25 Freedom of conscience is an
essential element in the concept of Indian secularism. Freedom of conscience in a pluralistic
context like India meant the freedom of propagating one’s own faith.26 Hence secularism, in
India, is closely tied to the expression of religious belief.

In my thesis, the discussion of the secular is focused on the Indian theologian M.M. Thomas.
In the wide-ranging work of Thomas, the perception of secular or secularity is quite distinct
from western concepts, in spite of Thomas’s profound indebtedness to developments in the
radical theology of the mid-20th century. In the western interpretation of the secular, God and
the sacred are said to have limited space in public life. When Thomas interprets the secular in
the context in which he lived, he sees it as an approach of the state towards various religious
traditions and political ideologies. His studies of Niebuhr’s Christian realism helped Thomas
to interpret secularism in terms of nation-building in the post-independent period. An article

23

T. Madan, “Secularism Revisited: Doctrine of Destiny or Political Ideology” in Indian Political Thought: A

Reader, edited by Aakash and Silika Mohapatra (London: Routlede Taylor & Francis Group, 2010), 88.
24

Madan, “Secularism in Its Place”, 18.

25

Madan, “Secularism in Its Place”, 18.

26

Madan, “Secularism Revisited”, 88.

15

he wrote during his academic years in 1953-54 at Union Theological Seminary titled ‘The
Significance of Niebuhr’s Thought for the Cultural Problem of Indian Democracy’ includes a
significant section on ‘secularism,’ mainly focusing on its positive political values.27 The
cultural problem of democracy in India, Thomas says, “can best be explained in relation to
the concept of secularism.”28 Thomas, in his appropriation of the concept, never denies the
element of the sacred or religion. Instead, he emphasizes the vitality of coexistence in
pluralistic situations. This coexistence is possible through secularism.

For Thomas, secularism is a “fight for social responsibility, emancipation of the individual,
pragmatic politics, universal human rights and religious freedom – in a word, for everything
that is basic to democracy.”29 Anything that tries to damage secularism is an enemy of
“responsible personal and social responsibility.”30 The main emphasis of the concept of the
secular in Thomas’s thinking is on openness and mutual relationship with the aim of promoting
freedom, equality, and justice for the betterment of humanity – not in opposition to religion,
but through the expression of the faith of diverse religious communities.

27

Thomas, Ideological Quest Within Christian Commitment, 253, 255.

28

Thomas, Ideological Quest, 255.

29

Thomas, Ideological Quest, 256.

30

Thomas, Ideological Quest, 256.
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Thomas identifies a secular humanism that is open “to the judgment and redemption of Christ
in its spiritual inwardness.”31 For him, if the element of the sacred is missing from the
secular, the result is dehumanizing; only with the element of the sacred or God can
secularism also contribute to humanization.32 Hence Thomas includes God as a critical part of
the secular and denies all ideologies that separate God from the world. In different ways
throughout his life, Thomas was proposing a kind of Christocentric secularity in which he
includes other religions, ideologies, and political movements to work for the betterment of
humanity.

In Search of Dharma: The Formation of A Secular Interpreter of Scripture
Thomas was born on 15th May 1916, under British colonialism in India, to a Syrian Christian
Mar Thomite family in the village of Kozhencherry, in the central part of Kerala in the southern
part of the country. This was a time in which the struggles for freedom, social reformation,
struggle for nationalism, and nation-building were widespread phenomena across the country.
The Mar Thoma Syrian Church, to which Thomas belonged, instilled in him evangelical piety
that sharpened his personality by strengthening his convictions towards studying the scriptures.

31

Thomas, Salvation and Humanization, 7.

32

Thomas, Salvation and Humanization, 42, 43.
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Christianity was a vibrant influence in his household, something to be acknowledged and
always invited in the milieu of pluralism.33

Thomas’s linking with global theologians began in the 1930s when he became involved in the
ecumenical movement through the local chapter of the Student Christian Movement (SCM).
Influenced by its secretary, K. A. Matthew, he was introduced to a broader spectrum of thinking
along the avenue of “ecumenical and social implications of the Gospel,”34 which unlocked the
path to the world of English Christian literature. He acknowledged that “it was through him
[K. A. Matthew] that I bought my first half dozen English books on Christian faith and
literature.”35 Thomas actively participated in the discussion forums and social actions
organised by SCM.36 It broadened his theological thinking, leading him to engage with Western
theological thinking, ideologies, and political thought.

A new structure in his understanding of Christology was added when he moved to
Perumbavoor ashram (monastery) school in Kerala. From 1935 to 1937, he participated in
evangelistic activities by giving personal salvation messages in Jesus Christ and conducting

33

K. C. Varghese. Dr. M. M. Thomas Mathatmaka Chinthakalile Darsanika Prathibha, Malayalam [Dr M.M.

Thomas: A Philosophical Genius in Religious Thought],19.
34

Thomas, My Ecumenical Journey, 2.

35

Thomas, My Ecumenical Journey, 2.

36

Thomas, “My Pilgrimage in Mission,” 28.
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evangelistic meetings with the workers in the rubber estate.37 These raised several questions
in his mind about the method of evangelism and proclamation of the Gospel because “the
Gospel of salvation we preached did not have much relevance to the oppressive conditions of
work and housing in which the estate workers lived.”38 This caused him to reshape his
theoretical framework of orthodox notions of Christ by driving him to his dialogical
encounters with the Interreligious Student Movement; debates on interfaith relations were
part of this fellowship, as well as discussions around various secular political ideologies and
theological thinking.39

Thomas came to think that the various religions in history represent the dynamics of both
God and humanity’s journeys in search of each other. In history, the cross of Christ is the
meeting point of these two searching paths. Keeping this as a concept he shaped and
developed his Christological perspectives. On the cross, both God’s mission and the true
nature of humanity were revealed. Here, the God who is the source of truth and love searches
and finds the human and rests in human love. At the same time, the human who has received
the vision of God through the realisation of the values of Satyam (truth), Shivam (godliness),

37

Thomas, Ente Christhava Dharmaveshana Paryatanam, Malayalam, [My journey in search of Christian

Responsibility], (Tiruvalla: Christian Literature Society, 1983), 15. This book was published in Malayalam as
Thomas's autobiography. 'Dharma' comes from Sanskrit, where it can refer to vocation, responsibility, or duty.
He relates to 'dharma' as 'dharmam' in Malayalam, which implies the same meaning.
38

39

Thomas, “My Pilgrimage in Mission,” 28.
Thomas, Ente Christhava Dharmaveshana Paryatanam, Malayalam, [My journey in search of Christian

Responsibility], 98, Thomas, My Ecumenical Journey, 2, and Thomas, “My Pilgrimage in Mission,” 28.
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and Sundaram (beauty) also begins to rest in the love of God. It is a call to action in the
process of transforming humanity into the kingdom of God. The one who moves forward by
carrying the cross of Christ unceasingly without violence would obtain hope and inspiration
from the resurrection of Christ.40

The Kerala Interreligious Student Fellowship organised a conference in 1937, at which
Thomas continued his discussions with other faiths.41 His openness to non-Christian
spirituality brought his evangelical piety under challenge, and the association with the
Interreligious Student Movement’s meetings was a challenge for Thomas to rethink his
fundamental notion of ‘Christology,’ which was based on the centrality of Jesus Christ. The
discussion, along with M. A. Thomas, “about the truth and meaning of Christ in the
interreligious settings,” led him to a quest in search of his particular concept of Christology.42
These discussions directed his reflections on “the Realisation of the Cross (1937) affirming
the centrality of the crucified Jesus for the movement of the kingdom of God in history,
which includes God’s work in all religions and all urges toward love and justice.”43 The shift
in his Christological convictions challenged him; therefore, in 1937 he resigned from his

40

Thomas, Ente Christhava Dharmaveshana Paryatanam, Malayalam, [My journey in search of Christian

Responsibility], 50.
41

Thomas, “My Pilgrimage in Mission,” 28 and Mohan Chacko, Interpreting Society, 4.

42

Thomas, “My Pilgrimage in Mission,” 28.

43

Thomas, “My Pilgrimage in Mission,” 28.
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position as a teacher at an ashram school because it was here that he began to interpret Christ
in the light of various secular ideologies.

In 1937, Thomas moved to a Christian monastery, Manganam Christavasram in Kerala,
which was connected with Sadhu Mathai, a man with a comprehensive vision of the Gospel.
It helped Thomas gain more awareness of the Gospel’s vision for dialogue with other
religions, evangelistic work, and social service programs. The methods, including interfaith
dialogues, actions that emphasised the Christian mystical experience, evangelism, social
work, and theological studies to propagate the Gospel in a pluralistic context were a
revelation for Thomas; he revelled in the possibilities of interpreting scripture to the world of
secular culture. He felt these methods were convincing and appropriate because Sadhu
Mathai was inspired by redefining Christianity within Indian culture. Thomas followed this
line of thought later while developing his interpretation of scripture. When Thomas was
appointed as the leader of the worship service at the institute,44 he wrote prayers blended with
social justice, emphasising this as critical to the experience of salvation.45 The prayers
included Psalms with modifications, enshrined in contextual reflections, along with the

44

45

Thomas, “My Pilgrimage in Mission,” 28.
After assuming the responsibility of the Christian Institute, Thomas authored several prayers. In 1939, these

prayers were published as “Christupadanthikam” in Malayalam. It could be translated in English as “At the feet
of Jesus.”

21

amalgamation of social and secular concepts.46 Interpreting and contextualising the Psalms in
this monastic setting was perhaps his first step toward perceiving the relation between
scripture and the world in a new way.47

The formation of Kerala Youth Christian Council of Action (YCCA) happened in 1938 at the
SCM annual conference in Kerala. Thomas was its secretary from the beginning, and it became
a dynamic movement of thought and action with a mission for bringing Christian social ethics
to the Indian political and social context.48 From 1939 to 1941 Thomas began systematically
exploring Christianity and sociopolitical realities; he participated in vacation courses organised
under the leadership of YCCA at Christavasram for several years.49 These influenced many
educated youths at that time in Kerala. Each class lasted two weeks, studying social science
that principally focused on Indian secular ideologies, history of Indian national movements,
politics, social issues, and Christian communities’ social evils.50 In the Indian national struggle,
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Gandhism, socialism, and communism emerged as competing ideologies. According to
Thomas, YCCA helped the “young people to understand liberal secularism, Gandhism, and
Marxism-ideologies influencing the Indian national movement and to evaluate them in the light
of Christian faith.”51 As a part of his study, he presented a paper on “Gandhism and Laws of
Jesus” at the first vacation class of YCCA at Manganam Ashram.52

Through YCCA, in 1939 Thomas started his first political action-oriented engagement against
the government in the central part of Kerala.53 After the YCCA split in 1943, Thomas formed
an organisation, the National Christian Youth Council, to cooperate with India’s Communist
Party in its political matters and public Christian witness. He also associated himself with the
“Social Manifesto Propaganda of the Mar Thoma students’ conference as its secretary, and
with the SCM of India as the Editor of the Student Outlook.”54 His studies and discussions in
the Kerala YCCA directed him more to Marxism.55
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At that time, the spirit of nationalism under Gandhi spread throughout the country, promoting
Gandhian ideologies like ahimsa, satyagraha, and swadeshi.56 Thomas regarded Gandhi as a
“man of political and social action, inspired by a religious interpretation of human existence.”57
Socialism was acclaimed for its ability to transform society; thus, it was viewed as the optimum
solution in all situations.58 An interest in social ethics and socialist ideologies paved the way
for him to take a more socialist stand based on Gandhian principles. This combination of
liberalism, socialism, and Gandhism—all with a Christocentric focus—would become a
defining mark of his social work and thought.59

In 1946, unexpectedly, Thomas received an appointment from the general secretary of Robert
Mackie of the World Student Christian Federation (WSCF) to serve as its secretary in Geneva.
Life in Geneva was the beginning of working with global ecumenical groups, representatives
from various nations, leading theological scholars, and ecumenical leaders in Europe. His role
in WSCF helped him to be part of the preliminary discussion about the WCC before its
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formation. In Europe, Thomas met well-known theologians including Emil Brunner, J. H.
Oldham, W. A. Visser’t Hooft, Reinhold Niebuhr, and Suzanne de Dietrich.60

WSCF became a platform to gain the theological world’s attention and learn about two
situations: Asia’s national struggles, and India’s struggle against European colonisation.
Vissert’ Hooft, the chairman of WSCF and Secretary of the WCC, became an influential figure
in Thomas’s life. Thomas's article on 'India Seeks Democracy’ was included in 'Student World'
on 'democracy.'61 It was the beginning of an effort to include the Indian situation in Western
thought. Later, he made his first speech in Europe on the church’s condition in Asia to
Ecumenical Institute students. The WSCF office witnessed the coming together of atheists,
communists, secularists, and Christians, turning it into a dialogical confrontation portal. It
challenged Thomas, whose convictions were profoundly rooted in Christ-centredness and
framed by communist ideologies, to witness Christ in the European context.62

Thomas came under the influence of the United States’ response to the Cold War, at the
instigation of the American theologian Reinhold Niebuhr and his concept of anthropology. In
conversation with Niebuhr at the WSCF, Thomas expressed his concern regarding Niebuhr’s
move towards “theological justification of American Politics with anti-communism as his
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norm.”63 Before meeting Niebuhr, Thomas had already become familiar with his theology;
Thomas says that Niebuhr “had moved towards justification of Cold War in defence of the
democratic capitalist West against Russian communism and so I had grown highly critical of
his politics, while still admiring his theological anthropology and philosophy of power
politics.”64

When Thomas was with WSCF in Geneva during 1947–1948, India witnessed significant
political changes, being freed from British rule on 15th August 1947 and becoming a republic
on 26th January 1948. On his return to India, Thomas heard of Gandhi’s assassination in
January 1948. He found that the political situation with the Communist Party had shifted its
focus. A new development occurred with the transfer in leadership from P. C. Joshi, who
collaborated with Jawaharlal Nehru to make political freedom possible, to B. T. Ranade, who
confronted Nehru as a traitor of Indian independence. This disorder in the political sphere
prompted Thomas to reconsider the pro-communist position that he had firmly held. He said
that the alarming news of the uprising in Czechoslovakia by the communist minority and the
coup defeat in Czechoslovakia redefined his ideology due to this totalitarian phase of Stalinism.
It betrayed the communists’ formal commitment and pact in terms of a joint front with the
socialists. It reinforced his determination to change his ideological stance in politics.65 He
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stated that he could not agree with the sectarianism that had crept into Indian communism and
its pessimistic outlook towards India’s independence because the communists had approached
independence as meaningless.66 After 1948, Thomas later stated, he had “been led to a
redefinition of Marxism, Gandhism and liberalism within the framework of the theology and
realistic anthropology of Christian Neoorthodoxy.”67

Thomas’s approach during this period was particularly indebted to a critical engagement with
the work of Karl Barth. Barth emphasised both the depravity of human beings without God
and the humanity of God revealed in Jesus Christ. The connecting link between theology and
anthropology is Jesus Christ, and His humanity is fundamental to Thomas’s thinking. As
Thomas would later write: “I think the ultimate framework of reference for Christian thought
is neither God nor man in the abstract, neither the metaphysics of God nor the science of man
taken in isolation, but Jesus Christ who is God-man or rather God-for-man, or, to use Karl
Barth’s expression, the humanity of God.”68 He argues that, as revealed in the Bible, Jesus
Christ is an answer to the human predicament in all contexts—not only religious ones.
Although Thomas was a Barthian follower in some ways, the fundamental distinction
between them lies in knowing the presence of Christ in history. For Barth, Christ is known
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and disclosed by scripture. Today, the church’s proclamation is the key by which a person
understands God’s word. In Thomas’s understanding, social and political struggles are also
the means to know the presence of Christ.69 Drawing partly on Hendrikus Berkhof’s concept
of history, Thomas interpreted Christ as “the centre of the historical movement of the
fulfilment of the divine purpose of the whole world.”70

Between 1949 and1952 Thomas was the vice-president for the Asian Federation and served as
its part-time secretary. He participated in the World Christian Youth Meeting in Kottayam,
Kerala, India in 1952 and published Political Thoughts in Modern India in Malayalam in the
same year.71 Between 1953 and 1961, Thomas became actively involved in the Asian
ecumenical movement and participated in the WCC assembly of 1954 in Evanston, Illinois, in
the US. He was involved in all discussions and preached in several churches, university
chapels, and ecumenical services across America. The trip ended with his teaching at Boston
University School of Theology.72
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For theological enrichment, Thomas spent a year from 1953 to 1954 at Union Theological
Seminary in New York.73 He took some credit courses under John Bennett’s supervision that
consolidated his understanding of new developments in Christian social ethics. He focused
specifically on Western thinkers including Reinhold Niebuhr and Paul Tillich. Thomas also
attended Niebuhr’s lectures on the history of Christian ethics. Despite his affinity with these
lectures, and especially their orientation towards practical contemporary issues, Thomas
remained critical of his Cold War political approach and assumed Niebuhr’s “move towards a
new conservatism and his ignorance of the moral dynamics of the Third World.”74 Thomas
contextualised Niebuhr’s Christian realism in his article “The Significance of Niebuhr’s
Thought for Indian Culture and Politics.”75 On many occasions, Thomas and Niebuhr met for
discussion of the “theology of politics and the Indian situation.”76 In a paper in 1953, Thomas
used Niebuhr’s Christian realism as a framework for reinterpreting the tenets of Gandhism in
an Indian context.77

An important chapter in Thomas’s theological formation was the establishment of the Christian
Institute for the Study of Religion and Society (CISRS) at Bangalore in 1957.78 P. D.
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Devanandan became its first director, and Thomas was appointed as its associate director and
later, as director after the death of Devandandan in 1962. CISRS published a bulletin called
Religion and Society with Thomas serving as its editor. Through this publication Thomas came
to recognise the Hindu dimension of social issues in India in a new way and became involved
in dialogue between Christianity and renaissance religions in the context of the common
struggle for a new society.79 CISRS followed an innovative approach in their study centre by
inviting people of other faiths and ideologies to participate. They created a live theological
dialogical encounter where intellectuals of Christian and other faiths came together to explore
their respective faiths’ spiritual, cultural, and ideological visions and resources. In the context
of pluralism, it strengthened the values and structures of Indian democracy, and accepted the
need for developing a shared understanding of humans in society.

In 1961, Thomas was appointed chairman for the Church and Society of WCC gathering held
in New Delhi, serving in the role until 1968.80 This meeting recognised “dialogue with other
religions, the impact of rapid social change studies and the emergence of EACC as an
expression of regional ecumenism.”81 It deepened and renewed the Christian witness with new
dimensions and opened new possibilities.82 Thomas regarded the inclusiveness of WCC’s
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meeting held at New Delhi in 1961 as “a truly worldwide and confessionally pluralistic
organisation.”83 This inter-church dialogue brought the issues and revolutionary ferment of the
whole world into the WCC for consideration.84 As a chairman for Church and Society for seven
years, Thomas witnessed a radical development in new perspectives on the theological,
economic, social, and international approaches to Christian social ethics. The impact of this
period in the WCC was reflected in the Third World Conference on Church and Society at
Geneva in 1966 as it focused on the theme “Social Revolution.”85

Thomas, towards the end of the 1960s, borrowed Bonhoeffer’s insight that “Christianity
should take a religionless form.”86 Thomas says that Bonhoeffer accepts “in the language of
the paradox the hidden presence of God in the life lived non-religiously without God in the
modern world.”87 Here Thomas was part of a wider movement of secular theologians who
took their point of departure from Bonhoeffer’s prison letters. Thomas engaged deeply with
Harvey Cox’s Secular City, published in 1965, even though he concluded that “there is an
element of triumphalism in [Cox’s] thinking which needs correction.”88 Thomas also wrote
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about J. A. T. Robinson and Paul van Buren, though he was especially impressed by the work
of Thomas J. J. Altizer, who, he said, “interests me more than others because of his deep
interest in the nature of oriental religions and cultures and his insight into the mystic
apprehension of reality that underlies them,”89 though he found Altizer deficient when it
came to accounting for “real historical existence.”90

Between 1968 and 1975, Thomas served as the moderator for the WCC Central Committee.
During this period, he also became the chief editor for the weekly publication, Guardian.
During these years, Thomas paid attention to the restructuring of the WCC to embrace the
concept of dialogue with living faiths and ideologies. This period also witnessed a move
towards an involvement in political affairs by pursuing an ecumenical theology rooted in
dialogue, combining political unity, church unity and Gospel witness. Thomas embraced the
idea of contemporary ecumenical theology and pushed the boundaries of dialogue into another
dimension by incorporating political ideologies. Western critics questioned this stance of WCC
for politicising the Gospel by granting financial support to Black activists in their struggles.91

Thomas was elected moderator of WCC in Uppsala in 1968, continuing until the next meeting
in 1975, held in Nairobi. It was during this period that the assembly shifted its focus from study
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“to liberating action in the name of justice and peace by entering into militant combat against
mass poverty, white racism and continuing colonial and neo-colonial aggression.”92

During this period Thomas began his writing on the renaissance Hindu understanding of Jesus
Christ and the Indian Christian response.93 This appeared as The Acknowledged Christ of the
Indian Renaissance.94 The book queries “how some of the foremost spiritual leaders of the
Indian renaissance, especially of Neo-Hinduism, sought to understand the meaning of Jesus
Christ and Christianity for religion and society in renaissance India.”95

In 1975, after chairing the WCC in Nairobi, Thomas retired from both the WCC and the CISRS.
He became the chairman of Kerala People’s Union for Civil Liberty in 1976. From 1975 to
1977, as a political activist, Thomas responded to political inequalities, particularly towards
India’s emergency rule96 proclaimed by the Prime Minister, Mrs. Indira Gandhi. In this
struggle, Thomas opposed the emergency rule to uphold human and civil rights, emphasising
freedom, equality and justice. About this political act, Thomas said, “June 1975 was in several
ways very crucial for me because of my decision to oppose Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s
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promulgation of Emergency.”97 During this rule, Thomas continually protested against it in the
editor’s column of Guardian. But when Guardian refused to publish his articles, he began to
circulate several of his letters among friends both in India and abroad. These letters were later
incorporated into a book in 1979, titled the Response to Tyranny.98

When the leftist Party came to power in the central government of India with the support of the
Communist Party, the government of India appointed Thomas as the governor of Nagaland,
populated by a number of different tribes, in May 1990. His speeches during this period
articulated a new approach to Asian modernisation. He held the post for two years until he was
removed from the position on 11 April 1992 for political reasons.99

Thomas’s first commentary, on the book of Genesis, appeared in 1977 following his retirement.
He dedicated it to the memory of his wife, Elizabeth Kurien, whose life was cut short by her
untimely death in 1969 at the age of 51, and to his father, M. M. Mammen, who had a habit of
reading scripture and taking notes. Both of them influenced Thomas towards daily reading and
meditation of scripture. Thomas had started the commentary project following the request from
T. M. Philip, the director of Christava Sahitya Samithy (CSS), a publishing company in India.
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By the end of his life Thomas had completed commentaries on 25 books of the Bible. His last
commentary, on John’s Gospel, appeared after his death.

All his commentaries were written in his mother tongue, Malayalam, a language widely
spoken in Kerala, in the south of India. Later, a number of these commentaries were
translated to English by T.M. Philip.100 He confessed that “it is doubtful whether I have the
right to enter into biblical interpretation as I do not have the basic knowledge of the original
languages of the Bible. However, I do not demand anyone who reads it to consider this as a
book of biblical interpretation.”101 His aim, at any rate, was to help his readers to understand
the meaning of biblical truths in the sense of existential questions posed in the context of their
own times.

Thomas divided each commentary into two sections. The first section contains theological
essays reflecting on the contextual realities and the issues raised in a particular book of the
Bible. The second section of the commentary investigates selected scriptural texts and
provides exegetical clarification of selected verses. The first session is a broader exposition of
the text and its theological themes. This first section is more directly theological than is the
case in most commentaries. Thomas will at times interact with Ecumenical Theology,
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Missiology, Social Ethics, Christology, and Ecclesiology, to mention a few. This first section
provides a foundation for the second section of the commentary, which is more narrowly
exegetical while also featuring contextual reflections on specific passages. These
commentaries are unique in the way they embody a substantial theological connection
between the text and current secular culture, including sociopolitical issues and issues of
religious plurality. The text illuminates the context, and the context illuminates the text.
Hence each commentary takes the form of a dialogue between the text and contemporary
contextual issues, whether sociopolitical, ideological, or religious. Thomas’s aim was to
present the text’s implications for the holistic aspects of personal and social existence, all in
the context of secular pluralism.102

Outline of the Thesis
The first chapter focuses on the commentaries on the books of Genesis and Job, where
Thomas’s creation exegeses offer an answer to existing secular quests. It examines how
Thomas appropriated creation exegeses by giving them a non-religious significance to fit the
context of secularity with a particular focus on the book of Genesis. Thomas incorporated
existential realities in all his interactions in worldly spheres; hence, he incorporates Hindu
philosophy concerning creation. My focus in this chapter is especially the way Thomas
connects the interpretation of Genesis to the theme of “new creation.” I turn then to his
commentary on the Book of Job, where Thomas explores ideas of human personality and the
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concept of God in the light of Joban theology. This chapter also discusses Thomas’s
sympathetic treatment of protest atheism as an important theological contribution of modern
secular culture.

In the second chapter, liberation and oppression discourses are considered, through analyses
of the commentaries on Exodus and Deuteronomy. The chapter considers how Thomas
identified the dehumanising structures in Israel’s community and the rest of humanity. His
concept of God as liberator and God as the father of Jesus Christ are closely examined in the
light of Exodus exegeses. This chapter also investigates the modern liberation movements
from the book of Exodus’s perspective and how humanity is liberated to lead a life in its
fullness as exemplified in Christ. Deuteronomic liberation is another theme that is examined
in this chapter with the view of the liberation–justice tradition begun by Moses. In Thomas’s
theological interpretation of liberation, a few scriptural passages are studied to analyse how
he treated the text in a secular context.

In the third chapter, an examination of the secular interpretation of Lukan Christology is
emphasised, in which Thomas’s interpretation of humanisation is understood within the
framework of Luke. It examines what the kingdom of God is in its dialogical relation with
secular ideologies. The chapter looks at the primal religion and Hindu–Christian dialogue as
they relate to the kingdom of God; temporal ideologies have also been considered. The
crucified Christ in Indian Christian thinking, renaissance, and secular thinking is discussed.
Thomas’s assessment of the integration of the crucified Christ in Indian philosophy is
explored.
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The fourth chapter examines the commentaries on 1 Corinthians and James about the concept
of theology of the cross and ecclesiology. It also explores some select writings of Thomas
from a humanistic perspective to unfold possible ways of understanding their textual meaning
for the existential world. The first part of the chapter seeks to trace his biblical exegesis and
the frame in which he shaped his secular exegeses of the theology of the cross. I discuss
Thomas’s interpretation of the crucified Christ in relation to Indian renaissance thought. His
search for the crucified Christ in secular culture is discussed, extracting from his
commentaries his perceptions of how Christ is appropriated secularly. This chapter also
examines how Thomas viewed humanisation as a paradigm in the framework of the secular
theology of the cross. His search for an answer to the existing secular concerns concerning
the context and how he answers them using Christological exegeses of action-oriented faith
are discussed. Thomas always wanted to interpret the ecclesia in a pluralistic context;
thereby, he developed his ecclesial notion based on his involvement with secular ideologies.
Thus, this chapter examines Thomas’s ecclesiology through the genuine human community
inherent in humanisation.

The concluding chapter provides an overview of how Thomas integrated various secular
elements into his interpretation of the biblical text in the context of his life. It argues that
Thomas’s entire biblical project should be seen as an attempt to “exegete the world” in the
light of Christ, using scripture as a resource for a complex, multifaceted dialogue with
modern culture. I present Thomas as a secular exegete who made the meaning of the text
relevant to his own context, and provided a paradigm for how biblical interpretation can be
carried out in response to complex and fast-changing modern societies.
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Thomas’s biblical commentaries turn out to be not just an exegesis of the Word but also an
exegesis of the world. Thomas locates his scriptural interpretation engagement within the
context of Indian pluralism. This thesis will give the first extended account of Thomas’s
secular interpretation of scripture by positioning his commentaries as a unique contribution to
modern contextual theology and biblical hermeneutics. My analysis will show how Thomas’s
reading of scripture was informed by developments in twentieth-century western thought, and
conditioned by the social and political complexities of his own Indian context. Of course, I
cannot analyse every detail of these rich commentaries in the space of a doctoral thesis. I
have isolated the theme of ‘secular interpretation’ as a focal point to demonstrate what is, I
believe, most distinctive and most important about Thomas’s contribution to biblical
interpretation.

A Note on Texts and Translations
This research focuses solely on Thomas’s biblical commentaries. All the commentaries were
written in Malayalam. Some were later translated into English by T. M. Philip. While I am
grateful for T. M. Philip’s work in translating the commentaries for a wider audience, his work
has some notable limitations. Most importantly, his translations omit substantial portions of the
original books; perhaps he judged some passages to be too obscure for non-Indian readers, so
he excluded them. The result can be a misleading picture of the scope of Thomas’s engagement
with modern thought and culture. Wherever possible, then, I have used the Malayalam originals
directly.
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Regrettably, both the Malayalam originals and the English translations have gone out of print.
Only with extreme difficulty can the individual commentaries be located today. In a few cases
I was unable to find a Malayalam edition but I did have access to T. M. Philip’s translation. In
these cases, I have relied solely on the English translation. In most cases however I have
followed the Malayalam text.

The Indian publisher CSS in Tiruvalla published both the Malayalam and English translations
of Thomas’s commentaries. The following (in Malayalam and English) is a full list of the
commentaries that Thomas produced between 1977 and 1996:

Old Testament
Adhiyil Daivam / In the Beginning God (Genesis 1-12)
Vimochakanaya Daivam / God the Liberator (Exodus)
Theekshnathayulla Daivam / A Zealous God (Deuteronomy)
Davithinte Simhasanam / The Throne of David (1 & 2 Samuel)
Samsayathilude Urappakunna Daivaviswasam / Faith Confirmed Through Doubt (Job)
Israelinte Sthuthikalinmel Vasikkunnavan / One Who Dwells in Israel’s Praise (Psalms: Part 1)
Thirunivasam Ethra Manoharam / How Lovely is Thy Dwelling Place (Psalms: Part 2)
Daivame Nee Ente Daivam / O God You are My God (Psalms: Part 3)
Ha Sakalathum Maya Vikshanavyathikramam / Everything is Vanity (Ecclesiastes)
Peedippikkappetta Pravachakan / The Persecuted Prophet (Jeremiah)
Athikara Vargathe Sasikkunna Pravachaka Dauthyam / Prophetic Protest Against the Ruling
Class (Amos)

New Testament
40

Yeshu Daivathinte Abhishikthan / Jesus – God’s Anointed (Luke 1-9)
Yehsu Kristhuvil Daivarajyam Sameepam / In Jesus the kingdom of God is Near (Luke 9-19)
Krushikkappetta Yeshu Loka Rakshithavu / Crucified Jesus, the Lord of the World (Luke 19-24)
Vachanam Jadamayi / The Word Became Flesh (John 1-8)
Lokathinte Avasanam Vare / To the Ends of the Earth (Acts)
Lokathil Daiva Janathinte Sakshyam / The Witness of God’s People in the World (Romans 1-8)
Kristhuvil Oru Puthya Manushyan / The New Man in Christ (Romans 8-16)
Athmeeya Sariram / Spiritual Body (1 Corinthians)
Ella Sristtikkum Adhya Jathan / The First Born of All Creation (Colossians, Philemon)
Nisthulanaya Kristhu / The Unique Christ (Hebrews 1-6)
Maha Purohithanaya Yeshu Kristhu / Jesus Christ is the High Priest (Hebrews 7-13)
Karma Nirathamaya Viswasam / An Action-oriented Faith (James)
Bhumiyude Avakasiyaya Kollappetta Kunjadu / The Lamb Slain, the Inheritor of the Earth
(Revelation 1-11)
Etha Njan Sakalavum Puthuthakkunnu / Behold I Make all Things New (Revelation 12-22)

Since a comprehensive study of all this material was impossible, I have identified what seem
to be the strongest and most distinctive of the commentaries, and have made these the focus
of my study. Hence my thesis explores in detail the commentaries on Genesis, Exodus,
Deuteronomy, Job, Luke, 1 Corinthians, and James. I cite from the other commentaries at
times, as well as from Thomas’s larger body of work, where this has been helpful for
shedding light on a given theme.

When translating from Malayalam, I have sought to convey Thomas’s meaning as clearly as
possible. At times I indicate the complexities of a particular Malayalam term that has shades
41

of meaning that are not easily translatable into English. Where Thomas uses Sanskrit
terminology, I have relied on reference works and other sources to determine his meaning.

42

Chapter One

The Commentaries on Genesis and Job:
Creation in Multiple Contexts

Theology, according to Thomas, is not about concepts and ideas; instead, it is about living out
one’s spirituality responsibly in a given context while engaging in creative dialogue with
culture. Thomas believed God is constantly at work in both nature and history, where human
beings practise their free will, social life, and cultural sphere as a gift from God. History, for
Thomas, is the science by which God perfects humans of their humanness and brings
salvation to creation. Using the diverse creation stories of various traditions and creeds, the
people of Israel formulated and adapted the stories to their own historical context. The
forming of theology in Israel serves as a paradigm for all theology, Thomas argues, including
for Christians in India’s pluralistic context. 103 It follows that Indian Christians need to
examine theologically the Hindu doctrine of creation, as well as conceptions of natural order
in the modern natural sciences and secular political ideologies.
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Thomas explores these themes of creation in his biblical commentaries on Genesis and Job,
and I will explore these commentaries in detail in this chapter. The commentaries combine
numerous ancient and contemporary paradigms in describing the meaning of creation and are
closely linked in other ways. Thomas frequently refers to Genesis while interpreting the book
of Job. In Genesis, Thomas examines the creation of humankind and God’s relationship with
humanity, and in Job, these notions are further elaborated in the context of the problem of
suffering. In Genesis, Thomas analyses social relationships and how they connect to God,
whereas in Job, Thomas investigates the theological importance of antagonistic and atheistic
attitudes towards God. This chapter will reflect on Thomas’s secular interpretation of these
biblical texts, with special attention to his engagement with different religious and ideological
perspectives. The chapter will demonstrate the power and resourcefulness of Thomas’s
interpretative work, and it will help the reader to see how unique these commentaries were
compared to the mainstream of biblical commentary in the twentieth century.

Understanding Thomas’s secular theology of creation involves knowing how he recognises,
in light of the chosen people Israel, the patterns of creation, humanity, fall, redemption, and
new creation and its encounter with contemporary realities, including the tumult of sin that
contributes to the judgement, and finally God’s redemption and renewal of his creation.
George Zachariah rightly observes of Thomas’s interpretation of the theology of creation that
“his interpretation of the doctrine of creation articulates the vocation of human beings
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concerning God’s purpose of creation.”104 Thomas’s interpretative approach embraces
contextual reflections, considering contemporary realities to be just as important as a
historical-critical treatment of the text.

Creation Account in the Theology of Israelites
For Thomas, the Israelites describe God through direct experience during the liberation
journey from Egypt. In their journey through the wilderness to conquer and reclaim the land
of Canaan, they perceived God as a liberator. Thomas notes the close link between creation
and liberation. Early liturgies, worship hymns, and confessional precepts explicitly portrayed
God as a liberator. Yahweh as the creator of humanity and the world is not palpable in any of
these early accounts. In the Deuteronomistic creed of Israel’s faith, there is no word that
signifies the idea that God is the creator of the universe, whereas it pictures God as the
liberator. It was when the people of Israel encountered difficulties upon their arrival in the
land of Canaan that they began to believe that Yahweh, the one who acts in Israel’s history, is
the creator of the entire universe.105

Thomas discusses two of the challenges Israelites encountered to get a vivid comprehension
of the concept of the creator. First, he notes issues related to the Israelites’ theology of social
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wellbeing. Their wilderness journey resulted in fights and frictions with different
communities. After several battles, they finally settled in Canaan. Different aspects of social
life were evident in the settlement in Canaan, compared to their wilderness journey. In the
land of Canaan, the people of Israel turned to farming and business. They focused on
providing economic support for their families, for which they needed fertilised lands with
enough rain and sunlight for cultivation. In those days, Baal was worshipped as the god of
fertility among the Canaanites. The people of Israel knew that their God, Yahweh, liberated
them from slavery; however, he might not be interested in the people’s daily social and
economic affairs, such as cultivation, harvest, and fertility of the land. They decided to please
the local Canaanite gods by making sacrifices for their daily needs. While Baal worship
became rampant among Israel’s community, the concept of Yahweh, as the God who controls
nature, was also instilled and became more influential in their theology of social wellbeing.106
Thomas argues that the Israelites’ concept of God emerged from their life experiences:
Yahweh created the universe and thereby protected humans; God ordained blessings in their
secular lives by establishing laws. God’s blessings in secular life include fruitfulness, the
multiplication of humanity, and authority over all created beings on earth (Gen 1:22, 26-28;
9:7). As Thomas quotes from Genesis 8:22: “as long as the earth endures, seedtime and
harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night will never cease.” He suggests that
this is God’s statute for all humans, and that food, which is essential for human existence, is a
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human right (Gen 1:11-12, 29-30, 2:16; 9:3).107 Environmental care, too, was a societal
responsibility that God gave to humanity: “Then the Lord God placed man in the garden of
Eden to cultivate it and guard it” (Genesis 2:15). Humans must cultivate the natural world as
part of their blessing, exercising “dominion over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air
and over every living thing that moves upon the earth” (Gen 1:28, Psalm 8). When this
responsibility fails, it impacts social welfare and has dehumanising effects. Thomas uses
Psalm 104:23 to posit human activity as part of the fulfilment of natural law. God has set
aside six days for human beings to focus on their secular lives, and to do this as a way of
revealing the human vocation (Exodus 20:9).

Thomas brings his interpretation of Genesis into the context of Christians living in remote
villages of India. He suggests that issues emerge from rural contexts, but urban settings also
face similar challenges: poverty, unhealthiness, ignorance, and injustice. The eradication of
such issues are spiritual concerns upon which communities’ social wellbeing depend. In these
situations, the good news of salvation contains a message related to the holistic aspects of
health, economic enhancement, and social justice.108 Thomas provides an example by quoting
Paul’s view of God’s creation, arguing that those who “forbid people to marry and order them
to abstain from such foods” (Timothy 4:3) are violating God’s creation. Thomas believes that
it is false teaching, to which Paul responds that God’s creation is good and “deserves to be
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received with thanksgiving by all who believe and know the truth” (1 Timothy 4:3-4). He
observes that the hardships that are borne in meeting basic needs, struggling for food, and
keeping a healthy marriage and family bonds are human sacraments found in the creation.
Just as the church has the responsibility to administer the sacraments of baptism and the
Lord’s supper, so it has a social responsibility to administer these “secular” sacraments of
creation. The church’s social responsibility involves proclaiming God’s purpose, which is
declared by God’s word, prayer, and the marriage of all humans in society and their
purifications, as well as by organising basic human needs such as food and shelter and
helping them to realise their devotion to the Lord of creation. That is, the church in her bhakti
(devotion) to the creator fulfills God’s purpose by carrying out her social dharma towards
humanity to meet their basic needs. Thomas argues that the relationships between the church
and society, and church and nation, must be perceived in the light of the relationship
disclosed between church and God. In this milieu, Thomas affirms, the message of salvation
contains the theology of social wellbeing that aims for the betterment of humanity.109

A further challenge to the Israelites’ concept of the creator, Thomas notes, was found in their
history of survival. Thomas suggests that “the people of Israel needed a theology that
describes their relationship with other nations.”110 In the land of their settlement, according to
Thomas, a unique perception of God in the community of Israel is found in their fight against
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other societies and nations, which all had their gods; but the God of Israel was stronger than
all other gods. They were very proud of serving Yahweh, the Lord of hosts.111 In Israel’s
history, especially in the prophetic traditions, the concept of God has emerged as Lord of all
humanity who reigns over all, and who calls and elects Israel. God’s ultimate purpose, in the
light of this concept, is the blessing of all humanity. In establishing this reality, God has
permitted a distinct existence and mission in history for Israel’s people; that is, just as the
ultimate end of world history is universal, so is its beginning or origin, which involves all
humanity. Thomas notes that Genesis 1 to 11 is a narrative preface to Genesis 12, in which
God calls Abraham and makes a covenant with him and his descendants in a way that
involves the whole of humanity. Humanity, created in God’s image, was deprived of God’s
ultimate purpose, so God began to recreate it through Israel. Hence history finds its
significance and meaning as God carries out the new creation – a universal mission, even if it
comes into being through the particular calling of the people of Israel.112

Thomas sums up the following scriptural themes that describe how God relates universally to
humanity and humanness:113
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God created humanity in his image; they reflectively respond to God’s purpose for
society in the world (Genesis 1:27; 2:7, 22; 5:1-3, 24; 9:6).
God judges humankind who live and work against God’s purpose and deny fulfilling
their responsibilities in social life to their brethren (Genesis 3:16-19, 23-24; 4:1-13;
7:21; 11:8).
God very patiently sustains humanity who have fallen from fellowship with God
(Genesis 3:21, 4:15, 8:21, 9:8-17).
God promises signs to fallen humanity that he will reconcile them to himself through
a new creation (Genesis 3:15, 4:25; 5:24; 7:1-3, 23b; 8:1).
God elects a particular people for humanity’s redemption (Genesis 11:31; 12:1-3).114

The key theological challenge, according to Thomas, is how God’s covenant relationship
with Noah (Gen 9:8-9) and Abraham (Gen 12:1-4), as representatives of all creation and
humankind, became a solution to humanity’s problems. In the context of his covenant, God
will sustain humans, restoring and reconciling humanity to himself. The Israelite historical
story is the only one in the world that has such universality.115

Hindu Philosophy
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Throughout his analysis of the biblical account of creation, Thomas brings it into dialogue
with India’s broader secular culture, where Hinduism has its strong spiritual roots. He
incorporates and reflects the Hindu conception of God and their interpretations of God and
creative activities.

Ancient Hindu literature, like the Rig Veda in its beginning section, pictures the powers of
nature as personified gods and goddesses, but in the end, it differs in its conception.116 Indian
philosophy develops in the Upanishads and its interpreters’ emphasis is on the Brahman
(ultimate reality),117 self, and world relationships. Sri Sankaracharya’s Advaita Vedanta118
understands the creation as Maya (illusion); nirguna Brahman (supreme reality without
attributes) alone is the only truth. Spirituality is the Brahmanic phenomenon in humans.119
Thomas borrows the Sanskrit term Tatvamasi. The word tat means “that,” tvam means
“you,” and asi means “you were;” therefore, the term translates as “I am that” or “Thou art
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that.”120 The term’s interpretation varies among the Hindu traditions; what Thomas means is
that Tatvamasi is typically related to the Absolute Reality, the higher self or Brahman.
Generally, it means that the divine nature is the essence of “who you are” and “what you
are.” It talks of the inward reality, not the external identity of a person. When a person attains
Atma-Brahman eka jnanam, Self-Absolute Reality, absolute knowledge, then the person
escapes from the cycle of births and deaths.121 In this, the spiritual seeker draws closer to
God’s Absolute Reality and becomes one with God, the Absolute Reality. This is called
moksha, which means salvation in Hindi. Faith, devotion to God and good works are the
essential paths to this right knowledge.122

Thomas explores the Indian philosophical concept of atheism, proclaimed by the doctrine of
Sankhya (perfection) and the Vishishtadvaita (non-dualism) of Sree Ramanucharya, whose
focus on theism does not view creation in terms of vivarthavada (alteration), but rather in
terms of evolution. There are two realities, which are humanity and nature, according to the
Sankhya doctrine. Humanity is an immortal community of souls. Through constant evolution,
nature creates the bodies for the souls, which, at the end of time, are destroyed, and
eventually, through evolution, re-enter life.123 Once attached to bodies they become human
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beings, lose their divine attributes and join the life and death cycle. In the vision of
vishishtadvaita (qualified non-dualism), the supreme God, Brahma, explains nature and
human existence. In a sense, vishishtadvaita gives life to living beings and the universe,
whereas humans and nature, which are in the context of creation, if interpreted in the
language of Genesis 1:11, are borne by God, not created by God.

Because of their evolution, while the living souls and the world’s community are created and
controlled under the supreme ruler’s influence, the outcome for them is ignorance of the soul
and slavery to the life and death cycle. Hence Thomas argues that, if liberation from action
and reincarnation is the ultimate goodness, world history would be reduced to a meaningless
part of the evolution of the ages.124 A biblical concept of creation, by contrast, confers dignity
on history as the arena of meaningful human action and vocation.

Modern Natural Science
Thomas affirms that since the Bible provides two accounts of creation in Genesis 1 and 2, it
follows that the authors were not interested in giving its readers details of how and when the
world came into existence. In their contexts, the authors received varied philosophical
insights and made their writing a medium to define the spiritual relationship between nature,
humans, and God. Similarly, Christian thinkers in the contemporary world need to adopt and
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receive natural science to interpret the biblical truth.125 The theology of Genesis 1-11 needs to
be understood with an acceptance of what modern science has set forth as a theory of
evolution, to be clear about how the world originated. Because evolution did not happen by
chance, it is by God’s ultimate purpose. With the emergence of humans’ instructional power
and by accepting God’s ultimate purpose, humans have the responsibility to carry forward the
world’s evolution.126

Modern science deals with humans and the world for its experiential measuring of the truth of
outward appearances. To some extent, natural scientists are rationalists and materialists; it
helps humans to have dominion over nature. For individuals and societies to achieve their
purposes or to receive their purposes, it requires paths and methods to mingle and relate with
each other, and it needs a core relationship between social science and theology. Natural
social science and theology must move hand-in-hand with each other to make it possible to
bridge the gap between individuals and societies.127

Natural laws, freedom, and God’s purpose in society form the human personality. In this
context, it is impossible to interpret human in terms of clay or as a rational animal. Likewise,
humans cannot be interpreted in terms of a God-given soul who has a coincidental
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relationship with nature.128 Humans cannot create anything as they do not possess that ability.
Their position stands between natural laws and God’s will. The nature and spiritual
motivation of God’s purpose is the background of human life. In this, humans have the free
will to make history with nature, society, and self. It is humans’ attitude to God that
determines the aims and purpose of the self. It is the nature of this position that is the subject
of the stories of creation and fall found in the book of Genesis.129

According to Thomas, theology, in its discussion of creation and salvation, provides human
values of self-awareness of life goals and life purpose for humanity, which science does not
offer.130 Thomas explores Genesis 1-11 in the light of the New Testament, where he sees God
renewing the world through Christ and making it a new creation. He identifies it as a
Christian Gospel. The New Testament makes it clear that the context of God’s salvific
activity declares God’s creatorship over the world. Christ is central to both creations; the new
creation is the continuation and refinement or sanctification of the first creation.131

Apart from understanding the secular theological reality of creation in Israelite history,
Thomas adds an element, namely, re-creation, which is necessary after humans’ fall. So, to
understand the theology of creation, careful observation of Israel’s history is necessary to
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discern their experience of God as the God of liberation and then as a journeying God who
led them to the Promised Land. In Thomas’s assumption, the theology of creation formulated
a dialogical response to the new challenges encountered in the Promised Land.

Towards a New Creation
For Thomas, Genesis is the heart of the Gospel, and history is the background of God’s
saving work for the creation. The new creation is the continuation and renewal of the first
creation, and for both, the centre is Christ himself. The ultimate aim of the salvation revealed
in the Gospel is to bring the creation back to the creator.132 The usages like first Adam, the
representative of humanity and Christ, and the last Adam, the representative of the new
humanity, are mentioned in the scripture in the sense that God is making everything new in
Christ. The human’s spiritual problem is universal and remains the same throughout history.
Thomas identifies that issue as deviating from their responsibility of fulfilling God’s purpose
for which humanity was created. Humans started living in a fallen state in their relations,
united to creation and sin. This mystical oneness of humanity with the creation is the core of
the New Testament’s usage: “in Adam all humanity” (1 Corinthians 15:22). Humanity is one
in the essence of their spiritual union. In this way, the reality of every human being is as a
sinner embodying self-egoism, self-righteousness, and selfishness. The new humanity in
Christ is the answer to all existing questions concerning the contradictory nature of humanity.
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Only through the new humanity is the ultimate liberation possible for all humans and social
structures.133

Thomas argues that Christ’s work is not liberating humanity from the sin and placing them
back in paradise as pictured in Genesis chapter 2, although the term ‘redemption’ has this
tone. In Paul’s view, the salvation offered in Christ has more depth than the echoes that sound
in the concept of redemption. Christ is not offering the innocence of the sinlessness of first
Adam. The Christian concept of salvation is the journey through innocence, sin, and
forgiveness towards the perfect humanity of Christ. The end of humanity’s history is not
returning to the beginning of history but the new creation and the perfect humanness of the
risen Christ’s new humanity. The question arises here of whether the progress of humanity to
maturity is the result of humanity’s transgression of God’s law, then entering the following
state with the capacity of knowing good and evil.134 Even if humanity continues to exist in
innocence, God will surely incarnate in the human flesh and lead humanity to heavenly
perfection. Christ, who laid the mission before humanity, is not absorbed with the first
Adam’s innocence but rather, like Christ, who had gone through all temptations like all
human beings, his living without sin. The perfect humanness is human maturity in Christ
(Ephesians 4:13).135
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The Joban Secular Theology of Humanity

Thomas explicates a secular theology of humanity in both Genesis and Job. For Thomas, the
theology in Job is a depiction of mutuality between the creator and humans. This divinehuman communication is set against a backdrop of questions and questioning. Joban theology
deals with how God is conceived as the creator of the universe and a moral God. The issue
revolves throughout the book, asking why a moral God does not punish evil and prevent evil.
Steven Chase notes that “the theology of Job is based on universal experiences, not rational
systems for neatly answering ambiguous questions. Joban theology is thus existential or
spiritual theology in the sense that it is best understood or assimilated not in some rational,
systematic way, but in how we live and make meaning out of our own lives.”136 Thomas
perceives the themes of the book of Job slightly differently. The context in which the story is
placed gives Thomas a space to explore the secular significance of interpreting Job to modern
minds. He delves deeply into the personal life of Job with an insight that “Job was a Godfearing human who lived righteously according to moral laws. His traditional religious beliefs
were shattered when he had to suffer in his own life. Job then explores the deeper truth about
the meaning and purpose of human life.”137 The point here is that Job had an understanding
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of the meaning of human life in society. The complexity of life in society is underpinned by
several questions that throw light on humanity’s issues. The sorrows of life, human suffering,
the injustice of human society, the wickedness of the human soul, and death are threats that
afflict humanity, which could be referred to as human tragedies that call into question
humanity’s very existence. Such existential issues question the existence of humanity and
challenge the justice of God, the creator. In the face of human tragedy, the moral basis of the
world governance systems become a question for all humanity. The context of the human
tragedy becomes the central concern in Joban theology. A paradigm shift in the idea of God
is evident in the relationship between God, humans and the world. A real transformation in
the traditional understanding of God takes place with a transforming realisation of one’s
self.138 This realisation leads to an inner quality of life with outward implications – what
Hassan Musa calls “the proper conduct that springs from the right relationship with God.”139
In Job’s relationships with his friends, a dialogical engagement unfolds based on the
understanding of orthodox religious conceptions. The friends realise that their understanding
of life is the same as Job’s.140 “They believe that the cycle of morality will bring prosperity
and happiness to the righteous, and poverty and misery to the wicked because the world
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system is established in the eternal law of justice.”141 The inviolable connection between
action and force is evident in individuals’ lives and society’s history. Since the world is based
on God’s justice, all world events are issues of God’s justice—these general notions are being
questioned and revised here. Simultaneously, the nature and purpose of human realities, God,
and the world are being redefined.142

Human Beings in Job
Human sociality is a fundamental aspect of Job, as Katharine Dell notes.143 Personality is a
vital part of human life; it develops through love relationships with others in society. Social
interactions in society make the personality grow. It does not mean that God created society
and then the individual. Social behaviour is inherent in humanity, so that humans cannot live
without society’s aid. The oneness of human beings within their personality is not God’s
purpose but rather the unity of humanity in society. Humans survive in association with each
other and society; without this, the survival of humanity is impossible. This is a reality that is
accepted not only in theology but also in social science.144
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In the history of Christ’s salvific work, the place of society is significant. In the church’s life,
God is creating new humanity (Galatians 3:28, 1 Corinthians. 12, Ephesians 4:12-13).145 In
the development of a new humanity, sustaining of relationships is imperative to connect
believers of the past society and the society that is yet to come. It means the relationship with
the existing community is not sufficient to forming a new humanity in Christ. God sees
humanity and its history as one community, in which no generation may be saved without
other generations (Hebrews 11:40).146

In his commentary on the book of Job, Thomas explains that humanity’s place in the universe
is bound up with the cycle of the law of karma (action) in traditional religious thought. If
humans devotionally follow goodness, then prosperity will follow; otherwise, humanity will
have to endure suffering as punishment. For Job’s friends, the human being is nothing before
God, a worm which neither God nor heaven nor the world cares about (Job 5:17-61, 25:46).147 Dell acknowledges that “human beings appear only as creatures peripheral to the world
God describes. They are largely absent from the divine speeches, except for their occasional
appearance as objects of scorn or judgement.”148 Humanity’s existence is described in terms
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of functional aspects to emphasise God’s glory; Job is instructed to look at humans as nothing
but dust.149
Thomas holds that Job’s human self-consciousness was awakened when he learned that the
result of innocence was nothing but suffering, which is a reality inherent in human existence.
With this fact in mind, he pursued his quest to know humanity’s absolute place and his rights
in the creation of God. In this process, the thought of attaining humanity became deeply
entrenched in Job. Thomas says that Job’s awakening in spirit resembles, as mentioned in
Psalm 8, God’s creation of human beings to have dominion over all things. According to
Thomas, if the creation of humans is for dominating all things, “humanity has the right and
privilege, and only by making it a reality can it do justice to humanity.”150 In essence, Job is
claiming the greatness of humanity. Job is generally seen to have neglected the rights of
humanity in world history. 151

Thomas argues that God made human beings the crown of creation to have authority over
creation; they have the right, and the privilege to exercise their power. Only when it happens
can justice be done in reality for humanity. Job complains that he had that tremendous royal
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position and crown before the tribulation (Job 29:25), but in time God gave him the tribute
and removed the crown from his head (Job 19:9). The point is that Job claims majestic
greatness that does not belong to humanity. Although Job at times expresses the slightest
hope that the gold of the crown will be noticed and reclaimed through suffering (Job 23:10),
he generally sees human rights being neglected throughout world history. His own experience
is the same. After restless slavery, at the end of life, God pushes human beings through death
to the abyss, the abode of emptiness. This is where Job sees an evil motive behind God’s
creation process (Job 7:1, 9, 21).152

According to Thomas, Job thinks that by creating humanity with self-awareness and later
eliminating it, there is a dark side to God’s nature (Job 10:8-13); it would have been better
not to have created a human personality. Thomas says that the psalmists always thought that
humanity participated with God in the dominion of creation and that participation is a human
right. However, in Job’s experience, God only cares about destroying humans. Thomas
interprets Job’s observation of God, declaring that God does not care about humans at all (Job
7:17-18).153

Thomas says humanity’s longing for a vision of God and a relationship with God arises
through self-consciousness. Job sees that desire as the basis of human personality, which is
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the uniqueness of humanity; that is the significance of the humanness within humanity.
Denying the fact of God’s vision and presence after longing to seek God is an insult to
humanity’s humanness. He further identifies that it is a violation of human rights that God
does not call Job, and God does not answer when Job calls him. Punishment without
indictment, without trial, without even knowing what the crime is—all of these make humans
feel they have been denied their rights (Job 13:22;14:15; 22:3; 30:20; 31:35). Job hopes amid
despair that his Redeemer God will live and that he will see God in his person on earth and
enter the experience of eternity in his mortality (Job 38:3; 40:7). Job also explains that it can
be the triumph of the human personality over death and the forces of death. At the same time,
God corrects some of Job’s misconceptions about human’s dominance over creation.154 Job’s
assumptions about human life concerning the human status and the abolition of evil, as
interpreted by Thomas, affirm that while living in luxury is a sign of royal status, living in the
dust and ashes of poverty is also a sign of human dignity. Hence, Job’s assumption that
suffering destroys his human dignity is incorrect.155 According to Thomas, Job’s
understanding of eradicating evil is that it is only achievable through the law and can only be
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attained by coercion enforced by the world’s governance. Job believed that law and coercion
are the symbols of a kingdom’s governance (Job 40:10-14). 156

Thomas argues that the purpose of humanity is to cooperate with God in the ongoing process
of creation. In his exploration of Job, Thomas recognises that the creation is not yet complete,
but it has started and continues. The created world is occupied with many injustices;
eradicating such injustice can only happen when humans cooperatively and creatively work
with God. When humans’ creative action in conjunction with God happens, human dominion
over creation will become a reality.157 It seems that God is saying that his suffering servants
are the reason for creation’s progress (Isaiah 53). In this awareness, it is remarkable that Job,
in the dust and ashes, symbolises suffering. His suffering enabled him to obtain humanitarian
status through his vision of God (Job 42:5-6).158

Thomas observes the distinctiveness of the book of Job’s theme is that it examines not only
humanity’s participation in the dominion of creation or personality’s existence, but also the
nature of human’s piety and godliness. The traditional religious faiths and codes of ethics
regard godliness and morality as signs of humanity. Thomas argues that if humans’ piety and
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devotion always bring prosperity to the world, then humans will take that path for their own
benefit.159 Thomas says Satan accuses Job’s piety of disguising selfishness, which is the point
where Job’s test begins. He explores that “only when any human’s piety arises from a
genuine love for God and the moral life out of selfless devotion to goodness; it will
subsequently become true piety.”160 Thomas argues that “if it happens, then the creation
system should not always give prosperity to the righteous and misery to the wicked.”161 In
this context, Thomas assumes “in a world where good is rewarded with abundance and evil
with misery, self-interest is seen as the fulfilment of the life of devotion and name, and to
some extent, it is helpful to pursue morality in nature and the course of world history.”162 In
Thomas’s understanding, Job describes “God’s neutrality as lacking in goodness and
righteousness (Job 9:22-23) and sees that the wicked, who are unwilling to know God’s way
or to walk in that way, live their lives happily, saying that it is useless to respond to God
because of it. Blame God for that (Job 21:13-15). Job doubted that this would tarnish God’s
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justice.”163 Job himself observes a gradual transformation of this doubt. “Abundant life, the
reward of righteousness, is more an inner contact with God than just the abundance of
external life. Over time, Job himself felt that the pursuit of goodness included the testimony
of conscience and justification before God.”164 Thomas says that Job ultimately consecrates
himself to God by acknowledging his faith in the power of God that gives support to
humanity in the image of God in the face of adversity. By confronting the sufferings and evils
of the world with God, any human being who experiences eternity in the inner life and
participates in creating the kingdom of righteousness in the external world receives God’s
glory.165

Thomas points out that although self-consciousness and divine communion are the central
truth in Job’s book concerning its conception of the human, it does not make the individual
self-contained and pietistic. Job’s book’s imaginary portrayal is of the tabernacle inviting
attention as it portrays humanity in its reality, consisting of the human body and social
relations. God’s communion is not with an individual soul or spirit who stands apart from
human relationships but is with humanity in society. Job says that “My tent was with God,
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and the Almighty stayed with me, and my children were around me” (Job 29:4, 5).166 Thomas
perceives Job’s stay with God was a blessing and turned him to offering justice to society.
Job carried out his social duty by fulfilling the act of saving the poor, the orphan, the widow,
the blind, the poor, and breaking the unrighteous jaws (Job 29:12-17) after reconciling with
God (Job 42:11). Thomas deems it significant that Job and his friends interpreted the fall of
his tent as a sign that God had abandoned him (Job 4:21). In Thomas’s assumption, alienation
from God equates to being removed from the human tent; the grave becomes one’s home,
worms and mortality turn to be one’s parents and siblings (Job 17:13-14). Thomas proceeds
to comprehend the state of death, which can also be, according to him, a lifelong experience
during which acquaintances, relatives, close friends, slaves, wife, and children are alienated,
and the tent destroyed (Job 19:12-13). Thomas says that “the herd is a fox and an ostrich (Job
30:29). Do justice to humanity, but the tent of a human is being set up in its broadest sense.
Human is a living being, not just a soul, but a physical and social being; although his
personality has a transcendental place, its abode is in physical and social bonds.”167 Thomas
discovers the reason behind this reality, asserting that social justice holds great significance in
humanity’s conception in Job’s book. Thomas continues to perceive that there is no
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disagreement between Job and his friends regarding God’s righteousness formed and
revealed as social justice (Job 5:15, 16; 24:1-12).168

Joban Interpretation of the Concept of God

One of the major problems of the book of Job is its depiction of God. Kathryn Schifferdecker
says, “There have been those who (like early Christian interpreters) extol the book as a story
of great piety and those who (like Virginia Woolf) find within the book an unfavourable
portrait of God.”169 The portrayal of God in Job might seem like a viciously playful deity
who accepts Satan’s challenge by allowing a devoted person like Job to suffer.170 Leonard S.
Kravitz and Kerry M. Olitzky explain: “This makes the challenge to understand and relate to
the God of Job’s book even more difficult since God, as portrayed, accepted Satan’s
challenge. Such understanding could potentially distance us from such a God when the study
of the sacred text is supposed to bring us into a closer relationship with the Divine, to close
the chasm that may naturally exist between humanity and divinity.”171 Samuel E. Balentine
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says that “seizing on God’s admission there is no correlation between human behaviour and
divine action, the Satan challenges God once more to extend his hand against Job, this time
by permitting the Satan to afflict Job’s bone and flesh.”172

According to Thomas, Job reflects the concept of God embedded in the concept of humanity,
implying that Job investigates both concepts simultaneously. He demonstrates this by
confronting a critical question: does the creator God exercise justice in his world governance
and relationship with humanity? Thomas asks what kind of character God displays if God is
not practising justice. In this respect, Job raises specific existential concerns by arguing that
God does not do justice to the humanity he created, and as a result, God hides his face from
humans, denying the human desire for God’s vision, communion, and justification. Job is
explicit about his concern that God, in his earthly activities, views justice and injustice
equally and that God related to injustice. This kind of approach, according to Thomas,
contradicts conventional concepts of God’s justice. It appears as a result of Job’s
circumstantial experience that causes him to question the traditional view of God.173

Thomas suggests that human beings tend to think of their relationship with God in terms of
power on the one hand and submission on the other. As a result, in that relationship, a human
cannot obtain justice (Job 9:12). Following this line of thought, Thomas notes that in a setting
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where God is the lawgiver, lawyer, and judge, it is difficult to doubt or avoid anything God
does. That is what Job sees as the problem of human relationships.174 In his analysing of Job
5:6-27, Thomas says that God is at the helm of God’s dharma chakra (virtue-cycle or wheel
of virtue), which revolves around the cosmos and human history without regard for partiality.
As a response, Job’s friend Eliphaz claims that the revolving of a dharma chakra is an act of
God. Job 6:9-16, according to Thomas, is a splendid poetic sculpture that illustrates the
essence of God’s act in nature and history. God’s action liberates the poor and destitute who
are victims of oppression. Eliphaz observes that there is no question that if Job cooperates
with God’s actions patiently, he will receive what he had lost. Economic loss, the collapse of
shelter, the accidental death of children, and life-threatening illness were all specified by
Eliphaz. Thomas claims that all religions have a moral code that includes belief in an eternal
moral structure and in the Lord of that system to improve the lives of the righteous and
punish the ungodly. Here, Thomas says, Eliphaz presents a version of it. The plural usage
“we,” which refers to “all of us,” is used because it reflects a common tradition, inclusivism,
through which Job’s embrace of God’s punishment and discipline, as well as his return to
righteousness, would result in his prosperity. The glory of the Lord God, who governs the
dharma chakra, is what Eliphaz refers to here.175 Thomas observes that Eliphaz does not see
any flaws in the deepest sense of dharma chakra’s order, such as the godly’s suffering and
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the ungodly’s prosperity. In this context, Thomas uses Psalm 74 to emphasise that the wicked
will thrive like a palm tree but that their prosperity will be unstable and that their prosperity
will only continue for a short time. He says Hinduism adheres to karma, which holds that all
actions are experienced throughout many births. He points out another essential social view,
that even moralists encounter the inevitable consequences of human evil in the community.
Additionally, the righteous also have a role in it as a societal norm.176

On the other hand, modern thought opposes all these universal laws in the name of
humanity’s freedom. Job’s suffering, according to Thomas, challenges the conventional
dharma chakra teaching because God and Satan recognise Job’s innocence and
righteousness. He notes that Job himself becomes aware of the issue as his consciousness
awakens. By accepting this challenge, Israel’s faith will develop new conceptions of God–
human relationships.177

Thomas delves into Job’s suffering, which he endured due to God’s covenant with
humankind. This required him to be rewarded with recovery and prosperity in exchange for
his innocence. This, according to Job’s wife, reveals God’s inability to uphold a moral
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agreement with humans. Job accuses his wife of lying, yet he appears to back her decision
(Job 2:9-10:4,6).178

In his search for the notion of God, Thomas assumes that God provided freedom from slavery
to humanity after promising them freedom in worldly life and participation in the creation
process (Psalm 8, Job 7:1). He points out that Job admits the reality of God as wise and
powerful (Job 9:4). Thomas further throws some light upon Job’s cardinal question about
where justice is to be found for humanity. While interpreting Job, Thomas discovers that in a
sense, “the significant gap between human and God in love and power is itself a state of
injustice (Job 9:3, 14-15), whether it is looking at nature or observing the course of world
history, it is not God’s justice as his friends and tradition say.”179 The other existential
question that Thomas finds in Job is about whether it is because good and evil are not equal
to God that nature destroys the wicked and the innocent alike. Thomas explores the answer
that it seems that God finds joy in seeing the disappointment of the innocent (Job 9:22-24);
Job doubts that the earth has been given into the hands of the wicked (Job 12:6). God created

178

Thomas, Samsayathilude Urappakunna Daivaviswasam, Malayalam, [Faith in God Assured through Doubt],

23, 24.
179

Thomas, Samsayathilude Urappakunna Daivaviswasam, Malayalam, [Faith in God Assured through Doubt],

24,

73

humanity and made their leaders foolish and unfaithful (Job 12:16-20); thus, people wander
in the space of power (Job 12:14-25).180

Thomas interprets that God is not displeased with the wicked oppressors and oppresses the
poor, the orphans, and the widows, yet the wicked eat and drink (Job 24:1-12).181 They
disobey God and reject God’s ways (Job 24:7-12); is there nowhere, at any time, that they
will be brought to justice or sentenced? According to Thomas, Job does not see judgement
being carried out on them (Job 23:8-9, 24:1).182 In light of these facts, Thomas claims that a
believer in God can only argue that there is a God, that God is righteous, and that God’s
righteousness opposes injustice. Nonetheless, Job’s prior memories lead him to accept that
idea (Job 29:1-25). Neither does the voice of God testify to his suffering in his innermost
being (Job 27:1-5). Because of that testimony, Job believes and hopes that there is a God in
the world’s history who is on the side of justice rather than injustice, and that the righteous
will finally function as a witness, mediator, guarantor, and redeemer (Job 9:33, 16:19, 17:21,
19:25).183 God is the arena where light, darkness, justice, and injustice conflict. In Job, there
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is a spiritual battle going on between these two views of God. It is a life and death conflict
that decides the meaning and purpose of life, not merely a battle in an imaginary field. Job’s
wife recognises this and declares that the only way out is to renounce God and commit
suicide (Job 2:9). Job is not ready to reject the necessity of disclosing to the world whether
God is righteous, as the spirit has testified.184

Thomas says that according to some interpreters of the scripture, the book of Job presents the
concept of God as a contradictory combination of both the natural light and darkness. To
explain this theory, he quotes the famous psychologist C. G. Jung in his book “Answer to
Job.” 185 This book is regarded as one of the most controversial works of Jung. Thomas
brings him into a discussion about the contradictory nature of God. He claims that the theory
on the concept of the contradictory nature of God is well-expressed in Job’s book. He says
that God’s images in the mind of modern humans lead him that way, and Jung thinks that
there is ample evidence in the book of Job to justify his claims. Jung assumes that Satan is
present in the council of God like the son of God, and he is permitted to work in the world
like the son of God (Job 1:6, 12; 2:1,7); Jung claims that both Satan and Christ are the sons of
God. He further affirms that the worldview concerning God’s contradictions is a kind of
evidence to justify Job’s pattern of thinking. Jung believes that, in the end, God demonstrates
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his power in the hurricane and suppresses Job; that is, Job finally surrenders to the
manifestation of God’s power, as he feared (Job 9:17, 20; 40:3, 4; 42:6).186 Thomas refutes
the argument of Jung by saying that this interpretation does not seem valid. It could be agreed
that Job is struggling to make a choice between a God who does not do what is right in the
world and a God who testifies in Job’s spirit as righteous. Thomas further adds that the
creative process continues; only in its fulfilment will the world become a manifestation of
God’s righteousness. The fulfilment of this would materialise when God and humans work
together through creative cooperation. Thomas affirms that this is the message that God gave
to Job. An eschatological perspective with hope based on action is the answer to Job’s inner
conflicts concerning conceptions of God.187

While interpreting Job 1:1-2:13, Thomas identifies two worlds: the world of humanity and
the realm of God, where events and dialogues take place, and in which two basic questions
about temporal life and divine existence are raised. The first question in the realm of God is:
Is it possible for a human to have selfless daivabhakthi or godly devotion to God? The second
question is relevant in the world of humanity, and asks whether God delivers fair justice that
can be relied on in the face of human misery and inequality, as well as fair justice that
protects human rights. The dialogical scenes mentioned in Job, Thomas discovers, are aimed

186

Thomas, Samsayathilude Urappakunna Daivaviswasam, Malayalam, [Faith in God Assured through Doubt],

26, 27.
187

Thomas, Samsayathilude Urappakunna Daivaviswasam, Malayalam, [Faith in God Assured through Doubt],

27.

76

at the question of existing notions about the moral essence of humans and God and their
association with one another.188 In Thomas’s analysis, Job regarded his wealth and the
fortunes of his children, his dignity, and his godly devotion to be blessings from God, as it
was the norm in society at the time. Job lived a godly life within the framework described in
Deuteronomy, that emphasised the concept of the Lord of Israel being an almighty God who
showers virtues on virtuous people. 189 Through this he realised that godliness and moral life
were inextricably bound together. Job lived his life following tradition, performing holy acts
and good deeds that satisfied God, while also appreciating God’s justice for humanity.190
Thomas assumes that the dialogue occurred in the world of God between God, Satan, and the
sons of God. The topic of their dialogue was Job’s integrity in carrying out his devotion to
God. Integrity and devotion to God as human virtues had drawn Satan’s interest (Job 1:9).
The question reflects the perspective of humanity that Job’s integrity and devotion to God
derive from love towards God with no selfish motives; is it pure devotion that perceives God
as the ultimate truth? Satan’s conclusion is that humans’ love for God stems from selfishness,
and that humans are incapable of unconditional love. By raising this issue, Thomas argues,
Satan was not only questioning humans’ devotion to God for temporal blessings but also
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God’s enjoyment of the thought that humans love and worship him for his ultimate truth and
utmost value. Satan’s argument is that God may not be ready to accept a reality in which
humans deny him. Humans have turned God into a private instrument to be used to their
advantage. If God is aware of this, he would be unable to survive in the foolish world where
humans’ loyalty to him is not genuine. In Satan’s terms, the question is whether God is
willing to acknowledge that truth.191

Secular Culture of the Twentieth Century: The Protest of Atheism
Thomas, in his interpretation of Job 1:20-22, affirms the relative validity of grievances
against God. Complaints turn into actions, such as lamenting, tearing garments, and headshaving. Such behaviour occurs in all communities, including Israel (Gen 37: 29, 34; 2
Samuel 13:31; Isaiah 15:2, 22; Jeremiah 13:31). These are classified as forms of protest; in
other forms of protest, humans raise their voices in discussion forums and song, and display
posters and other symbolic symbols to express their displeasure with perpetrators of the
action being protested against.

Job’s protest, according to Thomas, was to lament and bow down before God as news of
disasters came in one by one, acknowledging the harm and loss that God had inflicted on
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him. In the face of deprivation, this indicates Job’s piety. The human who entered this world
naked will return when confronted with the reality of death. The mother’s womb serves as a
portal through which one enters the world; one exits the world through death. Thomas argues
that neither the origin nor the destination of the human being is known. The biblical category
of personal being is thus derived from ambiguity and returns to ambiguity. Coming from dust
and going to dust is a biblical concept found in the book of Job, as God created humans from
the dust of the earth to which they will return. Thomas asks whether it is rational to believe
that humans return to God because God created them.192

Thomas critiques the religious historian Eliade, who asserts that the universal ability of
human beings to endure suffering in history is a return to human origins that trivialise
historical experiences. That is why in all religions, the origins of creation and humanity are
repeatedly commemorated in religious ceremonies. According to Thomas, Eliade argues that
this creates a cyclical pattern for history and reduces the severity of tragic events in history.
Thomas offers the example of the cultural world in India, which is a cycle of birth, rebirths
and death; therefore, the significance of death and the tragedy created by deadly forces is
diminished. Against this backdrop, says Thomas, Job accepts his grief. Job declares that the
sorrows of this world are trivial because it is natural for a human to be born and return naked.
In the context of Job’s experience of the injustice of human life, Thomas investigates the
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existential question: what is so unusual in thinking about what God has given? That is the
meaning of life in this world. Thomas assumes that the prophetic tradition views that
approach as pinpointing the thought that preceded the emergence of human self-awareness
and the meaning of history. It could be considered that his sufferings did not deeply touch Job
because he could stand firm in the traditional spirituality around him. By exploring this,
Thomas wonders whether the joys and sorrows of history should be so lightly dismissed. If
Job’s life continues without seeking the ultimate meaning of the experiences between being
born naked and returning naked, how can Job’s human greatness and virtue be embodied in
his spirituality as an activist for humanity in history?193

Within human history, Thomas notes, Job accepts the reality that “the Lord gave, the Lord
took. Blessed be the name of the Lord!” This is an acknowledgement by Job, to some extent,
of the activities of God and Israel’s concept of God as Lord Yahweh, the Lord of history.
Thomas argues that there is no indication that God has granted any rights to humanity, which
is the mission of humanity in history created by God, except that Yahweh, who guides history
to the end, has no absolute right over humans. It means that Job has not yet developed a sense
of the individuality that underlies God’s mission to humans, whom God has commissioned in
history to participate in God’s worldly creation. Thomas says that is why Job did not raise
any question about God or God’s justice in the human world, despite the suffering that would
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take his life. At no time does Job protest to God inwardly or question God’s wisdom. Job did
not accuse God of foolishness, nor did he blaspheme God. Job was a godly human who never
dabbled in atheism. His affirmation was that whatever happens, human’s spirituality and the
concept of God, which raise questions about the meaning of life, are of a low standard. It is
foolish to assert that there is no God, but no-one can grow in the knowledge of God unless
one is tempted to say that there is no God according to the existing concept.194

Thomas considers twentieth-century atheism as an embrace of the divine as a manifestation
of the human mind, rather than seeing the divine as the cause of humanity. Thomas notes
that, while modern reject fallacious notions of God, they agree morally with the God of the
Gospel.195 He states that modern protest atheism derives from “a violent protest against evil
in the world and by raising certain human values to the stature of God.”196 Further, Thomas
notes, atheism “gets systematised when God and religion are seen as obstacles to human
freedom or the struggle for social liberation.”197 Thomas places Job into this modern context
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of atheism by affirming that “the book of Job points to the need for Christians to take the
search for the truth behind modern atheist beliefs seriously.”198

The nineteenth century witnessed a unique form of atheism as Ludwig Feuerbach conceded
humans in the place of God. Thomas invokes numerous contemporary thinkers in his
understanding of Job in order to explain the message of Job’s protest to God. Job is now
revered in many Jewish and Christian cultures as a model of patient resilience in the face of
unbearable personal tragedy and unrelenting physical pain. After losing everything he
loved—his children, fitness, integrity, and riches—Job never wavered in his faith in God. A
devout researcher will take the book of Job very seriously in search for the rationale behind
atheism. Thomas says that in recent years, several well-known Christian theologians have
engaged in dialogue with atheists. He correlates Job’s message with its responses by
incorporating some of the twentieth-century atheistic protest arguments into his interpretation
of Job. In this framework, Todd Gooch says that “for a number of years in the mid-nineteenth
century Ludwig Feuerbach (1804–1872) played an important role in the history of postHegelian German philosophy, and in the transition from idealism to various forms of
naturalism, materialism and positivism that is one of the most notable developments of this
period.”199 Christopher Watkin quotes Feuerbach’s The Essence of Christianity: “Human –
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this is the mystery of religion – objectifies his being and then again makes himself an object
to the objectivist image of himself thus converted into a subject”200 Watkin further says that
“Feuerbach’s atheistic intention in taking the position that ‘God become human merely
reveals human become God’, his understanding of a humanity that takes the place of God
cannot but be parasitic on theological categories; it may be explicitly atheistic, but it cannot
be implicitly without God.”201

According to John Glasse, “The most widely effective critiques of religion in our time, those
by Marx and Freud, are both variations on a theme that received its classic expression not
from them but him. Karl Barth is the one major theological figures of today who has
explicitly concerned himself with Feuerbach over the years.”202 Thomas also notes the
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importance of Barth’s positive appropriation of Feuerbach’s atheism.203 He says that
Feuerbach’s Essence of Christianity portrays God’s being in the world despite all the
sceptical concerns raised. Feuerbach explains in this book that the essence of humanity is
love; belief in God is incompatible with the human desire to make love a reality; therefore,
faith in God will disappear as people make love a reality in society.204 Thomas explores
Barth’s opinion on Feuerbach’s theory as an analysis and interpretation of nineteenth-century
Christian culture. In Barth’s view, God, beyond anthropology, confronts humans through
revelation, accessible only by faith.205

Following in the footsteps of Feuerbach, Thomas says, “Karl Marx’s atheism became part of
communism.”206 It is Thomas’s assumption that Feuerbach influenced the thinking of Karl
Marx at every point. Marx was not influenced by his initial reading of The Essence of
Christianity. The later works of Feuerbach impacted Marx’s thinking, primarily the theses for
a Reform of Philosophy and Principles of the Philosophy of the Future.207 Merold Westphal
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says “Marxian atheism is built on Feuerbach’s.”208 Marxian atheism has influenced many
parts of the world, focusing on creating a society permeated with the communist ideology.209
The Marxian ideology aims for a new world without God, glorifying humans as the highest
beings. This is the final target of a history focusing on the beginning and end of all its
revolutionary exertions.210 In the Marxian understanding, “the criticism of religion ends with
the teaching that the human being is the highest being for humanity, namely, with the
categorical imperative: to destroy all relationships in which the human being is a humiliated,
oppressed, abandoned, despised being .”211 Arthur McGovern S. J. says that “Marx believed
that both theism and atheism would disappear in a fully realised socialist society. His
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criticism of religion was aimed at religion as it functioned in bourgeois society; some
functions of religion could continue in a new society.”212

The Dutch theologian Arend Theodoor van Leeuwen became a publicly acknowledged
personality when his book on secularisation, Christianity in World History, was published in
1964. Towards the end of the 1960s, his intensive attempt to analyse Karl Marx led him to
identify that theology needed to open up to the modern age. From 1970 to 1972 in Aberdeen,
Scotland, he presented a series of Gifford Lectures based on his stance on Marxian
understanding. These lectures were published in two volumes in 1972 and 1974, under the
titles Critique of Heaven and Critique of Earth. These explored a new theological avenue,
laying the foundations for a new discipline known as economic theology. 213 Thomas
interprets Van Leeuwen in the context of protest atheism. For Thomas, Van Leeuwen affirms
that theology in the modern context must recognise the fact that Karl Marx was a pessimistic
theologian. Theology must analyse the notion that humans are incapable of converting the
earth into heaven; this incapacity of humans is mirrored in their creation of a celestial God.
To achieve justice and peace on earth, Van Leeuwen argues that humans must reject the
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mythical notions of God and heaven, and only then can humanity bring revolutionary acts to
transform the world and liberate themselves of the illusion.214 Thomas says that in the
language of Marx, the true saint of Greek philosophical history is the protagonist Prometheus,
who, in rivalry with the supreme God Zeus, was imprisoned on a rock for stealing fire from
the gods and punished by having an eagle eat his liver daily, only to have the liver grow back
overnight.215 The Greek myth of Prometheus demonstrates how a human who competes with
the Almighty God for his progress will suffer. 216 Thus, according to Thomas, “Van Leeuwen
argues that the atheism that illuminates the protest in the name of human rights can be
interpreted as another aspect of faith in the God who hastens to create a just human world.”217

In Thomas’s view, the church has a responsibility to create and grow “protest atheism.” Such
atheism is partly due to religion and the concept of a God who is not ready to fight injustice.
If the concept of God does not move towards the prophetic creation, it is natural for protest
atheism to rise. Atheism is often an answer to the shortcomings of divinity. However, when
atheism ceases taking a relative perspective and takes the form of a final belief, it harms
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humanity. As long as atheism and divinity have shortcomings, they will exist in any society,
and should expect to cooperate alongside each other. It is only natural that true faith in God
should take a level beyond both.218

In the context of this theological discussion of protest atheism, Thomas draws on Moltmann’s
book, The Crucified God, which argues that the cross of Christ serves not only as the
foundation but also as the criticism of Christian theology.219 Thomas says that, according to
Moltmann, the belief in God that emerges from the revelation of God in Christ can only exist
by confronting theism and atheism, which think that the ultimate divine truth can be realised
from observations in the world.220 By observing the world alone, it is impossible to
comprehend the divine truth; the theological and atheistic beliefs involved in comprehending
should be considered relativistic in the light of Christ. Thomas observes that, to some extent,
from a Christian perspective, divinity and atheism can often be fraternal expressions of the
same truth. He observes, for example, that the atheism of Dostoevsky and Camus is a protest
against the injustices and inhumanity of the world.221 P. H. Brazier notes that Dostoevsky is
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“unlike many liberal humanists and atheist academics in the twentieth century, he is critical
of religion theistically, that is, from the perspective of God, and evangelically from the
perspective of the Gospel: God, for Dostoevsky, transcends religion.”222 In Thomas’s view,
the Christian faith’s response is to take part in that protest and fight against the world’s
injustices. Here his thought is close to that of Moltmann, who sees God suffering in harmony
with the oppressed to transform the world. In the light of the crucified God, Thomas affirms
that superficial atheism should be rejected just like superficial spirituality and religiosity.223
“The cross of Christ has demonstrated the potential for protest atheism and protest prophecy
to work together for the human transformation of the world.”224

Thomas finds that Job’s frustration with life resulted from the tragic realities of human life.
He says the reason for Job’s self-pity was his awareness that humans could not gain world
dominion and a kingship position along with inherited glory because God removed the
human crown as described in Psalm 8. The author of Hebrews in the New Testament bases
his thinking on the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ.225 Thomas assumes the author of
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Hebrews observes the world and declares that the condition of human in the world is
deplorable, and that it is observable that everything has not come under the feet of humans
(Hebrews 2:8). For Thomas, Job assumes that God broke the covenant with humanity, that
humanness is trampled in the world, which led to the protest against God. The crown that
God has laid on humans has fallen on the ground. The situations have led to despair.
However, the author sees another world of reality alongside this world of reality. “But we do
see Jesus, who was made lower than the angels for a little while, now crowned with glory and
honour because he suffered death so that by the grace of God, he might taste death for
everyone” (Hebrews 2:5-10). Thomas further says that the author insists on fighting with the
forces of sin that do not tire inside and mediate Christ, who “endured the cross, scorning its
shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider him who endured such
opposition from sinners, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart” (Hebrews 12:2-4). It
is the fulfilment of God’s universal vision for Job—the vision of the crucified and risen
Christ.226 In Thomas’s opinion, Christian believers can witness Christ, the basis of the future
hope, in an environment where their human souls accept the justification of despair and fight
for human rights with those who hate God in the name of humanity.227
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Thomas delves into Job’s theological predicament when interpreting Job 2:9, 10. Job’s wife,
he claims, raises the issue on Job’s behalf because of concerns regarding the integrity of Job’s
bhakti to God. God provides abundance, longevity, and reward to upright humans, according
to the prevalent God–human principle. This concept is embraced by humanity, whether it is
with Israel, as specified by the Deuteronomic law code, or with the almighty creator of the
Canaanites. If Job is virtuous, God’s justice is in question; otherwise, Job’s suffering is the
outcome of his unrighteousness. Job’s wife suspects divine justice after witnessing Job’s
honesty in his life. His wife believes that atheism is the solution to Job’s problem of living a
religious life rooted in faith in a righteous God. At this point, intellectual atheism is not an
option; instead, the solution is to end one’s life. In this way Job will preserve his atheism
under the moral honesty at the core of his personality. Job’s wife indicates the solution to the
existing perplexity by insisting on him accepting atheism to stay morally honest according to
the heart of his character. Thus, she advised Job to reject God and die.228

Conclusion
This chapter explored Thomas’s secular exegesis of creation as described in Genesis and Job.
The relationship between God and humanity, according to Thomas, is at the heart of
theology; that is, God is in partnership with humanity as creator, judge, provider, and
redeemer. Hence, human personality, societies, and civilisations become battlegrounds for the

228

Thomas, Samsayathilude Urappakunna Daviaviswasam, Malayalam, [Faith in God Assured through Doubt],

57, 58.

91

disruptive powers of creation, as well as hope and despair, considering this divine–human
relationship. Thomas’s synthesis of conceptualisations can be found in his Job commentary,
where he frequently refers to Genesis while interpreting Job. The two commentaries belong
together as a twofold account of human life in creation.

By incorporating contemporary contexts and problems in interpreting the biblical account of
creation, Thomas uses the biblical text as a common ground for dialogue. Thomas views
Genesis and Job as books that mutually depict the relationship between the creator and the
human. He argues that these texts confront the existential concern of whether God is just in
his relationship with humankind and dealings of world government by reflecting the idea of
God rooted in the concept of humanity. In a particular striking example of Thomas’s method
of biblical interpretation, he not only uses Job to reflect on modern atheism but also employs
modern protest atheism to unpack the meaning of the biblical text. The Bible itself becomes
not so much a text to edify believers but as a meeting place between disparate religious,
social, and political voices and ideologies.

92

Chapter Two

The Commentaries on Exodus and Deuteronomy:
Oppression and Liberation

This chapter explores the interpretation of social and political liberation in Thomas’s
commentaries on Exodus (The Liberating God) and Deuteronomy (A Zealous God).229
Thomas interprets Exodus and Deuteronomy contextually. His interpretations centre on
oppression, intolerance, and injustice—the dehumanising elements of social life. Thomas’s
commitment to humanistic ideologies is pivotal to his focus on the concept of liberation, and
in Exodus he explains how liberation from oppression was accomplished. In Exodus’s
context, God, the creator of all, intervenes as a liberator by appointing Moses, accepting and
legitimising violence to liberate dehumanised human communities. The ultimate goal of
world history, according to Thomas, is for human communities to be liberated of all forms of
slavery and achieve the glorious liberation of God’s children. The conviction that Jesus Christ
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was crucified and resurrected is the foundation of the ultimate goal and the determination of
its fulfilment; upon this foundation Thomas’s reading of Exodus was built. The commentary
on Deuteronomy explores the relationship between commitment to God and compassion for
humanity. After liberation from slavery, God instructed Israel in the law to be used as God’s
instrument to carry out his plans for the world. Following their liberation, Israel’s community
was to practise justice in their relationships with God and other people in secular social life.
While exegeting the book of Deuteronomy, Thomas expands and categorises the relevance of
Deuteronomic laws within contemporary contexts where diverse religious beliefs and secular
philosophies exist. This chapter shows how both commentaries use the biblical texts as an
arena for dialogue concerning oppression and liberation.

God, the Liberator in History
While interpreting the concept of God in the context of liberating actions in history, Thomas
affirms that God reveals himself through liberation movements through history. He employs
a historical–dialogic critical approach to demonstrate that the God of the Old Testament is the
God who works diligently throughout history to accomplish his purpose for humanity.
Thomas argues that God’s actions for humans are an integral part of history, and that history
is the key to understanding the human–divine relationship. The Bible testifies that God in the
history of Israel is the God who has revealed himself.230 Thomas notes this fact explicitly
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when exegeting Exodus 3:13-15, connected with God’s involvement in human affairs.
Israel’s subjugation under the social slavery structure, Thomas argues, has deprived them of
their self-confidence. Moses realised how challenging it will be to restore their shattered selfconfidence, and declares to the community of Israel that the “God of your fathers sent me to
you” (Exodus 3:15).231 Moses turns towards people by offering hopes and aspirations to make
human life better.

In the Mosaic liberation movement, Thomas discovers certain existential human questions:
Why did the God of their ancestors abandon them to slavery for nearly four centuries,
detaching himself from Israel? What is his name, and what is his character? What is he going
to be doing now? For Thomas, the question of God’s identity is not speculative, it is bound
up with these existential questions about human life in the world.232

The Pentateuch finds God’s identity revealed to the community of the people of Israel.
Disclosing God as ‘I am who I am’ and ‘Yahweh’ provides two names that refer to his
identity. Thomas says that some scholars assume these are not two different names but the
same name carrying two meanings. Thomas points out the word ‘Yahweh’ signifies unman in
Malayalam, denoting ‘being’; thus, he affirms, the Hebrew word ‘Yahweh’ evolves into
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connotations such as unman (being), ullavan (possessor), and yadharthamayavan (one who is
real). Thomas acknowledges that scholars have varying perspectives on how to interpret the
words “I am” (Exodus 3:14) and ‘Yahweh’ (Exodus 3:15).233 He discovers that both Jewish
commentators and church fathers interpreted the word ‘Yahweh’ as (in Malayalam):
nisangathanayi (the absolute), sasvatha nialnippulla (eternally existent), and anthya
yatharthyam (the ultimate reality) in the sense of Greek philosophy; that is, the absolute
eternally existent ultimate reality. Thomas identifies in Hinduism a parallel expression of the
concept of God, which is behind the various forms of creation: the Nirgunabrahman, the
ultimate reality. The ultimate reality alone is the ‘being’ and everything else is Maya (nonbeing).234 Due to the unique connection between East Asia and India, Thomas discovers
many questions as to whether the root word for ‘Yahweh’ is linked to the Hindu meaning of
AUM, in short, Om.235 It is a word in Hinduism interpreted as “eternal sound,” from which
the universe came into being, and it is truly symbolic of God.236 If this assumption is correct,
Thomas believes that God’s liberating actions, such as commissioning Moses as Israel’s
liberator, would be flawed and distorted in its appropriation. He says that it would take much
theoretical work to make human history the stage of God’s actions. He argues that God has
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been a dynamic and active supreme reality in the Hebrews’ religious consciousness, inherent
in the scriptural theoretic assertions that ‘God is Living.’ Thus, the Hebrew thought ‘I am that
I am’ can be translated as ‘I am of the past’, ‘I am of the future,’ referring to the past, present,
and future of history. Thomas suggests that the relevant method of interpreting the concept, ‘I
am that I am,’ is, in terms of the future, in line with Hebrew thinking because God is actively
working with Israel and humanity to disclose his being through his actions in history.237 Thus,
history becomes the core union of the divine and the human in their interactions and
encounter.

Thomas indicates a theological suspicion of the difficulty of ascertaining whether the
hermeneutical exegesis of God is the basis of being for all that exists in the world. The theory
‘God as the creator’ has been evident in Hebrew religious consciousness since Moses’s era.
During the prophetic epoch, Thomas claims that the understanding of Yahweh is as the one
who saves and creates everything. This concept is developed from the textual framework of
Isaiah 40:55, which states that God’s activity of redemption in history is the continuation of
his creative historical activity. Thomas claims that although the Exodus traditions predate the
prophetic period, the prophetic influence on their formation is undeniable. This prepared the
basis for expanding the concept of God as the creator.238 In either case, Thomas argues that
the interpretations of ‘I am’ relating to the being and the cause of creating everything are
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scriptural. In interpreting Exodus 4, Thomas says, God is presented as the creator; this is
evident in the dialogical discourse of God with Moses: “Who gave human beings their
mouths? Who makes human beings deaf or mute? Who gives them sight or makes them
blind? Is it not I, the Lord?” (Exodus 4:11). In Exodus 4, God proclaims to humanity: “This is
my name forever, and my remembrance from generation to generation” (Exodus 4:15). The
people of Israel must constantly remember that his eternal name is Yahweh or ‘I am’ in their
worship. Thomas affirms that the sayings “I am the first and I am the last” (Isaiah 44:6) and
“who is, and who was, and who is to come, the Almighty” (Revelation 1:8), are later
elaborations of Mosaic revelation found in Exodus 3:14.239 The theological traditions of
monotheism and Christology are developed from the foundational events in which God
reveals his identity to the poor in relation to their social and political struggles. The
dynamism of liberation corresponds to the dynamism of God’s revelation of his identity.

For Thomas, the appearance of the divine is found in many forms, including worship by
humans and various expressions in the scripture. He discovers the reason behind humans’
worship of God. The only reason humanity worships God is that God is the only eternal “I
am” referring to the past, present and future of history. Thomas condemns two false forms of
worship. He claims that chanting of God’s name has no mystical powers, nor does it signify
that humans can manipulate God by pronouncing God’s name. Both approaches are human
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expressions and a kind of utilitarianism that claim themselves as “I am” over God, and are
incompatible with true worship. He observes that the expression of reverence to God is not
meant to utilise God to gain human benefits but to experience the intimacy of his presence.240

After closely examining the historical situation of liberation as mentioned in Exodus, Thomas
observes that there are examples of divine encounters in Indian history. He notices that in the
context of India, namajapam (chanting of divine names) and sahasranamapooja
(worshipping God by using thousands of his names) are common Hindu forms of worship. In
this framework, the divine names disclosed by Moses and Jesus Christ would signify
proclamation of the Gospel. By pointing to the Indian situation in history, Thomas illustrates
the relevance of interpretation of the biblical text at the heart of the dialogical connection
with other faiths and secular ideologies. He contends that the world’s history is the scene
through which God’s name, character, and salvific–liberation activity are constantly in action.
For Thomas, Indian history is a synthesis of Hindu Brahma Vidhya (knowledge of Brahman
or spiritual knowledge), which is not concerned with temporal or secular ideology. Thomas
affirms that the church has yet to fulfil its Christian responsibility by meaningfully
interpreting biblical truths in the Indian historical world in comprehensible language. Thomas
criticises the church’s attitude in failing to recognise the importance of directing the biblical
message to any current predicament. He argues that the church’s dharma responds to human
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problems in history, noting that various human issues involving the divine name have arisen
over time. The church must respond to these concerns by interpreting the dimensions of
ecclesial-anthropological relationships at the ground level, where problems occur. Thomas
quotes 1 Peter 3:15 that the church needs to interpret the essence of Christian hope in this
fashion241 because this is the place where the biblical text and the situation interact. It is
where God intervenes in human issues at their base by transforming situations into a dynamic
of liberation from dehumanising structures.

While exegeting Exodus 6:2,6,7,9 and 7:5, Thomas observes that the truth God discloses to
Moses is found in the name ‘I am the Lord’. In the Mosaic paradigm, he was appointed to
declare to the community of Israel the truth that ‘I am the Lord’ who is in control of history.
There is no reality beyond him, and that ‘I am the Lord’ is the source of being of all that
exists.242

According to Thomas, the emphatic proclamation ‘I am the Lord’ can be found at the
beginning, middle, and conclusion of God’s oracles and appears as a symbol of God’s
identity with human history.243 He uses a comparative example to demonstrate its connection
and resilience, saying that “it is like a seal affirming the decrees of the sovereign king or
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president of a country.”244 By this, Thomas claims, the declaration is made so influential that
it exists to serve as a guarantee of Yahweh’s covenant with their forefathers (Exodus 6:14), in
line with God’s promise to Moses that Israel would be liberated from enslavement (Exodus
6.6) and social injustice, and redeemed to be made his own (Exodus 14:7). He quotes
Hebrews 6:13: “When God made his promise to Abraham since there was no one greater for
him to swear by, he swore by himself.” Yahweh swore by himself, Thomas says, because
there is no reality beyond and greater than him. It is something that perhaps the prophet
Ezekiel specifies by referencing Exodus: “This is what the Sovereign Lord says: On the day I
chose Israel, I swore with uplifted hand to the descendants of Jacob and revealed myself to
them in Egypt. With uplifted hand, I said to them, ‘I am the Lord your God’. On that day, I
swore to them that I would bring them out of Egypt into a land I had searched out for them, a
land flowing with milk and honey, the most beautiful of all lands” (Ezekiel 20:5, 6).245

Interpreting Exodus 6:3, Thomas says that through the liberation activity of the Israelites
from Egyptian bondage of slavery, both the people of Israel and Egyptians would know that
Yahweh is the God, the “I am.” God’s self-revelation to humanity was the primary purpose
behind the liberation movement mentioned in the book of Exodus, and through this, humanity
would experience that Yahweh is their God. The promise of supernatural intervention and
agent is affirmed in the liberation process of the people of Israel. This liberation activity is
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God’s grace for the oppressed under slavery and God’s judgement for the oppressors; either
way, it is for God’s glory.246

In his exegesis, Thomas claims that Exodus 6:6, 7 investigates God’s operational methods in
history and uncovers the divine process, which resonates throughout the Bible. Terms like
‘emancipation’, ‘liberation’, ‘redemption’, and ‘God’s people’ are repeatedly used with new
meanings and relevance in the framework of both Old and New Testaments to denote
salvation provided by God. Liberation, in this context, refers to humanity’s emancipation
from various enslavement structures, particularly social structures of slavery.247

He states from scripture that God values liberation from demonic powers that reinforce social
injustice, fear of death that distorts humanity, evil conscience, and self-righteousness. He
further explains liberation by using a metaphor in which emancipation or redemption is an act
of liberation performed by a relative to release an individual from debt and risk of life.248
Thomas’s liberation exegesis analyses the narrative of Ruth and Naomi in order to
comprehend the significance of redemption. He observes that Boaz, as Naomi’s immediate
kinsman, is the one who must redeem Ruth and pay the redemption price to liberate her from
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shame and risk of life. It serves as a redemption story that corresponds to God’s intimate
relationship with humanity. The blood shed on the cross as a ransom for all is a redemption
picture in the New Testament. According to Thomas, God shows himself to the Israelites and
reveals his omnipotence to them, and by revealing his name, God ties his honour and glory to
Israel’s liberation.249

Thomas says that since God’s activities have no end, emancipation, liberation, redemption
and judgement are not the ends in themselves. Here, God’s ultimate aim is to create a new
humanity that demonstrates collective secular life rooted in spiritual foundations, and
manifests God’s name: “I will take you as my people, and I will be your God” (Exodus 6:7).
God has liberated Israelites from Egypt, enabling them to enter into a new covenant with him
that would turn them into his community; they are a people who could bear witness to his
name through the law provided by him on Mount Sinai.250

Quoting Peter, Thomas connects liberation to the church and affirms that the church is the
genuine human community of the people of God who are called out to “declare the praises of
him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light” (Peter 2:9).251 God’s identity
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and name bear the significance of his living presence in secular human history; hence, the
heart of history becomes the theo-secular, where divine–human relationships are
demonstrated.

In Thomas’s understanding, Yahweh, who is connected with all creation and all humanity, is
acknowledged as the creator of the universe and interested in humanity’s liberation. Initiating
the liberation exercise, the Lord will enter into a new covenant with the people by leading
them into it. In the context of liberation and covenant, Thomas observes the specific nature of
Yahweh in five ways in the religious framework of the Israelites. This is distinct from the
concept of God found in other faiths.252

First, Thomas explores that Yahweh is not confined to a particular geographical location in
his relationship with human societies. He belongs to all races, languages and cultures. In this,
he moves with people as they fetch their tents. Second, Thomas notes that Yahweh is not
interested in the justifying the excuses of existing human societies but expresses his
dissatisfaction with functional injustice in different spheres. Humans need to pursue God for
his compassion and his presence, as he promises his continued sustenance to humans who
leave their culture, nature, and established societies. This demonstrates God’s association and
deep intimacy with migrants who leave their own culture and society for the fulfilment of
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their humanity. History and secularity support the realm of divine-human intimacy and
communion. Third, God’s revelation is found in the actions that he carries out in the history
of humanity. World history is entirely the record of his actions, promises to humanity, and
fulfilment of his promises. Fourth, the fulfilment of God’s purpose in humanity is not in the
present but the future; the future is vital in the framework of time. In human life, the present
is meaningful and a great imperative for moving in fellowship and association with God to
prepare for encountering the future. Human life ought to be positioned today and tomorrow in
the light of the fulfilment of God’s promise in the future. Finally, Thomas says that God’s
ultimate purpose is to bless all humanity in all cultures and societies of the world. It is not
just a group of people or a nation, but “in you, all the families of the earth shall be blessed”
(Gen 12:3).253 The secular aspect of the promise of God is its inclusiveness of all humanity
where humans equally share the ultimate blessings of God.

In Thomas’s perception, in this theological framework, the book of Genesis deals with the
popular traditions of the patriarchs such as Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph. The shield of
Abraham (Gen 15:1), the fear of Isaac (Gen 31:42, 53) and Mighty One of Jacob (Gen 49:24)
are the ways through which the nature of God and his name are disclosed. The book shows
how Yahweh is connected with humanity and accomplishes his promises for building human
communities. The inherent theological notion in this perspective is that God ultimately rules
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the history of the world.254 God’s election in history preserves the people of Israel as a human
community in their time of troubles and chaos. Thomas points out that liberation is viewed in
light of Israel’s election and how God has chosen them in history. Thomas says that the Old
Testament’s prophets interpreted the liberation event as a sign of God’s current and future
deliverances for Israel. Israelites hold expectations for how God will carry out his liberating
actions in humanity’s history in the present and future in relation to them.255

The Ten Commandments and other social and spiritual laws are integrally linked to the
historical fact of the liberation of Israel’s people. Through this act, God reveals himself as the
provider of freedom and justice to human communities. In this context, Israel’s social
responsibility is to build a community that God created in his image, free from slavery, that
mutually exercises human dignity and freedom, demonstrating God’s justice in human
society. It serves as the pathway where God’s justice and lordship were established and
exercised in human history. To fulfil God’s purpose in history, he has given the
commandments as ethical codes to keep individual integrity and community kinship, leading
to the development and liberation of humanity. In this connection, Thomas claims, Jesus
asserted that the Old Testament commandment, “love God and neighbour,” is significant.256
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A Christological Reading of Exodus
For Thomas, God carried out his liberation through Moses and the prophets. The essence and
extent of God’s new redemptive activity and liberation in Jesus Christ can be understood in
the context of God’s self-revelation through them. Thomas acknowledges that Jesus’s
proclamation in the synagogue of Nazareth emphasises that the prophecy of Isaiah 61 is being
fulfilled (Luke 4:16-21).257 Thomas says that the interpretation given to this passage in the
New Testament concerning liberation has nothing to do with either spiritual or social
liberation found in Exodus. It is, instead, purely personal or internal; hence, Thomas denies
that such interpretation is erroneous and unacceptable. He considers that the proclamations in
the Lord’s year declare to humanity the liberation of those weaker sections of society—the
poor, the blind, and the oppressed—and their justice.258 (Leviticus. 25:9-38). That is to say,
social, cultural, and economic liberation such as freeing slaves, freeing up debts and
redistributions are things that should not be done in the current year. For Thomas, the
kingdom of God enters and powerfully transforms the interiority of the social structures by
Jesus’s proclamation of humanity’s liberation from these destructive societal structures and
all internal, external, personal, and social systems of slavery.259 Thomas claims the tradition
of faith, the early church, and the Gospels all communicate that Jesus Christ is the new
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Moses, who manifests the new redemptive process, and the prophets and apostles have
interpreted Jesus Christ as the leader of a new liberation (Matthew 5:17).

Thomas discovers a new dimension of the law, as evidenced by the Gospel that defines the
ultimate meaning of the law, which is fundamentally anchored in love and transcends all
legal codes. He observes that, inherent in this view, is the realisation that policy is incapable
of leading human society to a higher dimension of self-forgetfulness; it does not trivialise the
external system of collective life.260 Thomas says it is clear that the righteousness of the
kingdom of heaven has “overtaken the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees.” (Matthew
5:20).261

In his liberation exegeses, Thomas considers Christology in a perspective of Christ, who
reiterates the prophetic message that righteousness is the outcome of worship (Matthew 5:2324). The righteousness of God, which delights in mercy and not in sacrifice, gives humanity
the right to observe and perform the duties of the Sabbath. Jesus Christ strengthened the word
of God with a transformational process of heart, without weakening it by word of mouth or
by traditional conciliation (Matthew 15:1-20). Thomas observes from Matthew 19:17 that
Jesus also corrects and transforms accepted principles because of humanity’s “wildness of
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heart.” He says that Jesus challenges the social system that creates the rich and the poor and
damages the social fabric. (Matthew 19:23-24).262

Thomas discovers a resemblance to Exodus’s kind of liberation in the conversation of Moses
and Elijah with Jesus Christ on the Mount of Transfiguration mentioned in the Lukan
narrative (Luke 9:31). He assumes that, just as God liberated Israel from slavery in Egypt
under the leadership of Moses and led them back to the Promised Land, in the same way,
Luke demonstrates the theological truth that the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ would
liberate humanity from all their slavery. Christ would lead the human community to the
Promised Land, which is the kingdom of God. According to Thomas, God called Abraham
and established a covenant with him, then liberated the Israelites from Egyptian enslavement
and made a unique covenant with them on Mount Sinai to enjoy God’s offer of liberation.
Similarly, Thomas detects the Pauline expression of liberation as a human community,
continuing and completing the liberating work that God, the Father, offers through Jesus
Christ. 263

Thomas describes the peculiar nature of the achievement of the glorious liberation of the
human community of God’s children. He observes from Romans 8:20 that this is the ultimate
purpose of world history. He assumes that the human race will be liberated from all bondages

262

Thomas, Vimochakanaya Daivam, Malayalam, [The Liberating God], 38.

263

Thomas, Vimochakanaya Daivam, Malayalam, [The Liberating God], 39.

109

and demonic powers and live in the fullness of life, rooted in love and fraternal relationships,
as exemplified by Jesus Christ in reconciliation with God the Father. Thomas ascribes this
kind of fraternal human family to the reality that is enabled by the Holy Spirit’s work. He
says that the ultimate goal of creating a fraternal human community starts and finishes with
the crucified and risen Jesus Christ.264 Thomas argues that the author of Hebrews explains
that the world’s future belongs to humanity, not angels. For him, it is an unavoidable element
of truth revealed in Christ. It is in Christ that humanity’s future existence is assured,265 as
“you crowned them with glory and honour and put everything under their feet. In putting
everything under them, God left nothing that is not subject to them. Yet, at present, we do not
see everything subject to them. But we do see Jesus … now crowned with glory and
honour because he suffered death ...in bringing many sons and daughters to glory” (Hebrews
2:5-10).266

Thomas grounds his understanding of Christ as the liberator in history on God’s commission
of Israel’s new nation in Jesus Christ to be the “first fruits of mankind” for humanity’s
redemption amid human societies.267 Thomas assumes that at the coming of Jesus Christ the
kingdom of the world will belong to our Lord, through which humanity will enter into their
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inheritance of complete freedom according to God’s promise. He claims that God has
commissioned the new Israel, the church, to struggle against dehumanised systems built on
self-righteousness, injustice, and the dread of death in all cultures worldwide. In this
framework, the church becomes a witness to the reality of Jesus Christ’s resurrection and
God’s kingdom.268 With this hope, God commanded the church to proclaim God’s kingdom
to all nations and communities around the world based on the reality of Christ’s resurrection
and to combat all structures that are based on self-righteousness, corruption, and
oppression.269

Exodus in Light of Modern Liberation Movements
Thomas uniquely connects modern anthropology, which analyses humans and their society,
to the sum of numerous liberation struggles and liberation movements. In doing so, he
postures two existential questions about humanity’s liberation. First, how can the liberation
struggles be viewed in light of God’s liberation activities in history? The second question
asks how the transformative force and revolutions of contemporary human aspirations for
liberation can be interpreted and addressed in the light of the theologies of old Israel and new
Israel known as the church. Thomas offers a few glimpses into how the church is witnessing
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God’s liberation as provided to humanity, despite existing challenges in today’s
environment.270

As far as Thomas is concerned, in light of the text of Exodus, there are three forms of
revolutions that reflect humanity’s need for liberation in the modern world. The first is the
scientific and technological revolution, which liberates humans from their environmental
shackles. For Thomas, liberation in the modern context has the ability to enslave nature,
which is regulated by natural powers, without having to live in fear of nature. Humanity has
gained the ability to govern nature and hence enslave it by forces of nature without having to
live in fear of undesirable natural resources in the modern world.271 Thomas argues that the
miraculous progression of natural and social sciences has given humanity the ability to
exploit society according to its interests, controlling natural and social elements that have
always conflicted with human nature and human intentions.272

Thomas claims that humanity in the modern world can generate and distribute natural
resources, services, and cultural resources, such as food, clothing, housing, education, and
medical care, as needed for human life; hence, humanity can eradicate poverty. According to
Thomas, the media has transformed the world into a small village where people can share
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news and ideas and meet people worldwide. The concept of a neighbour in village settings
has disintegrated in the globalised world; all humans have become neighbours, and human
lives are intertwined as if they were family members. The socioeconomic systems in society
led to welfare states. As a result of the increasing interdependence of human societies and
nations, human welfare and justice cannot be curtailed and confined to the local level.273

For Thomas, the second form of revolution is the type of political, economic and social
revolution that has led to the realisation of liberation, equality, and kinship. Such upheavals
include the Afro-American National Liberation Struggle, the French Revolution, democratic
liberations, the revolution of the working class against the exploitation of the bourgeoisie, the
American Revolution, revolutions against imperialist domination in Asia, Black liberation
movements in various countries, the liberation struggle of the oppressed castes against
casteism in India and elsewhere, and the women’s liberation movement. The involvement of
the world in resource technology, according to Thomas, is called the liberation of humanity
from slavery in the modern world. Consequently, in the modern world, humanity has risen to
a sense of social justice that encompasses both liberty and equality.274

For Thomas, the third type of revolution is the norm of secular life, which is a perfect
revolution because it is the liberation from the bondage of conventional religious and moral
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codes. In ancient times, existing religions bound all societies and states, and divine forces and
dharma regulated them. As a result, faith was kept relatively hidden. Thomas says individuals
lacked the right to discover the facts and construct ideals in all areas of life based on
rationality and conscience; modern humans have gained this liberation through the
materialisation of societies and governments.275 Thus, according to Thomas, the theological
concern that needs to be addressed today in terms of scripture is how the church is related to
the liberation consciousness and revolutions that have evolved in intensity in recent times.276

It would be misleading, however, to claim that Yahweh is only concerned with the liberation
of the people of Israel. The prophets took a stance against the notion of limiting the liberation
activity of God within the boundaries of the Israelite community.277 Thomas draws on the
prophet Amos to examine the prophetic tradition concerning liberation in the framework of
the book of Exodus. After observing Amos’s notion of Yahweh’s action in the freedom
struggle and liberation of every nation (Amos 9:7), Thomas believes that wherever there is a
desire for freedom and a liberation struggle, the prophet’s call is to see the Lord’s hands
behind the movement.278 In this connection, Thomas discussed the dynamic of Psalm 73 in
terms of Christology while interpreting it. He argued that this Psalm depicts Christ as the
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whole embodiment of God, suffering alongside humanity and sympathising with the poor and
afflicted. He recognises that Christ’s liberty triumphed over secular ideologies, but it
necessitated the establishment of proper conditions in which meaningful liberation could be
realised.279

Thomas incorporates the Indian political struggles for independence into Exodus’s liberation
exegesis. He ties the prophetic message’s implications to the context of India’s political
liberation efforts against British imperialism. He linked the text to the context, which led to
various concerns that prompted him to pose the question: “Do I not liberate the Indians from
the British Empire’s tyranny, the Brahmin hegemony of the oppressed castes, and the
working-class bourgeoisie’s exploitation as I did not liberate Israel from the land of
Egypt?”280

This question stemmed from his concerns for humanity’s marginalised, oppressed, and
suffering people, who require social, political, and economic liberation by implementing
equality and justice. Thomas uses the prophetic responses to injustices in Exodus’s liberation
exegesis to connect Amos with the Indian political reality in a very specific way. Thomas
found that political questions were answered in Amos’s prophetical message while biblical
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liberation concepts were related to the political situation; thus, his liberation exegesis was
formed in the stream of political theology without losing its grip on secular theology. As
evangelical missions penetrated Indian soil, a spiritual awakening broke out among the
underprivileged as they began to read, comprehend, and experience the scriptures from their
perspective, in the framework of love for the poor and disadvantaged. Evangelical missions
became a driving force behind liberation movements among the oppressed. A secular
interpretation of the biblical texts began to create awareness among the ecclesial community
towards the rights of the poor and the need for restoring them to fuller humanity. 281

There were many who stood for secular communion of people—the people at the church’s
boundary—who aimed for the liberation of the marginalised. Such personalities, according to
Thomas, were renaissance leaders such as Rajaram Mohan Roy, Keshab Chandra Sen,
Ranade and Mahatma Phule. They testified to the reality of liberation and its urgency in
India. Thomas further extends his exegetical investigation to his state of Kerala, where he
analyses the social and political history to which the Church Missionary Society (CMS),
London Missionary Society (LMS), and Basel Missionary organisations contributed through
their evangelistic and educational operations. Their incorporation of scriptural truth resulted
in social action, paving the path for cultural renaissance and social change.282
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According to Thomas, the Indian political and social liberationist Ranade interpreted the
Indian liberation history of independence struggles in the light of Israel’s liberation
movement framework. He also believed that God would liberate India’s people from slavery
and bring them to the Promised Land of Canaan in the future under the law and judicial
discipline. Ranade’s interpretation of Indian political history was centred on the Exodus
liberation exegesis, and it became the foundation of his nationalism.283

Another liberation thinker was Ambedkar, who, according to Thomas, acted as a liberator for
the oppressed classes and interpreted his life in the light of the scriptures similarly to Moses’s
liberational life; namely, he was influenced by the Exodus liberation model of exegesis.
Thomas included Mahatma Gandhi in the Exodus liberation exegesis model as he follows the
same line of thinking in interpreting the liberation of those enslaved for generations in India’s
caste system, whom he referred to as Harijans, the people of God.284

Thomas examines Buttar, the Salvation Army leader, who wrote a book titled Darkest India,
which dealt with the plight of the downtrodden in India, who have lived in slavery for
centuries.285 He says that Buttar describes Yahweh’s great liberation of Israel’s children from
their bondage. Buttar takes this liberation history as a guide and source of inspiration for his
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plan for liberating India’s downtrodden. In dialogue with an Old Testament scholar, Thomas
says the Christian hymns in America known as ‘Negro Spirituals’ highlight Exodus’s
inspiration for the liberation of slaves.286 Churches that are more influential to the frontier
classes in general give prominence to Exodus’s Ten Commandments. Here, the code of law is
a kind of theology that is used against revolutionary liberation. However, Yahweh’s
liberation theology in the book of Exodus truly inspires and applies to underprivileged and
downtrodden people as they enter the church. 287

Thomas assumes that modern historians will agree that the influence of the God of Moses and
Father of Jesus stimulated human liberation in history, and has a significant impact on the
moral, cultural, and ideological spheres, despite the various technological and religious
revolutions. He says thinkers in history have interpreted many modern revolutionary
movements as having been modelled on the biblical history of the world of liberation. For
example, liberalism declared that if logic and clarity are being emancipated from the bondage
of the pharaohs of superstition, ignorance, and religious feudal powers, the human would
inevitably progress and enter the kingdom of love and inherit the promise.288 Thomas accepts
liberalism as part of a liberation exegesis that seek freedom, equality, democracy, and rights
for individuals and society, and supports individuals and societies in their quest for humanity.
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Thomas interprets the Exodus concept of liberation using communist ideals, claiming that the
liberation history of Israel provides the basis for communism. For him, communism envisions
liberation from slavery to the bourgeois that is experienced by the working class, followed by
a journey to a communist fraternity free from exploitation. He says although many modern
liberation ideologies like communism do not believe in God, the main element of their
theories is that the process of human liberation is the meaning of history and that the ultimate
goal of history is a canon in which humanity becomes perfect.289 According to Thomas,
taking a theological point of view, all modern liberation movements envision a kind of
kingdom of God for humanity, and all humans are striving for a fuller humanity. Thomas
claims there is nothing wrong with interpreting modern atheist movements as being used by
God to destroy powers that give self-justification to human communities and to established
societies that enslave humans; thus, humanity is led to a God who is always at work in
history.290

In a broader sense, these movements, according to Thomas, constitute a kind of instrument
for God’s judgement on the church throughout history at various times and intervals. He
claims that it is impossible for the church, which acknowledges Christ as the Lord, to reject
any liberation movement that works for humanity’s fundamental rights and dignity as futile
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or satanic, because they work to humanise the dehumanised. Thomas stresses that it should be
acknowledged that they emerge in the light of the waves of God’s liberation acts carried out
by Abraham, Moses and Jesus.291

For Thomas, the church does not justify forgetting the spiritual contradictions that are central
to modern emancipatory proclamations. Thomas states that the church can take alienation
from God seriously only when it acknowledges the kingdom of God’s pressure inherent in the
liberation movements.292 Thomas discovers that this alienation over time has undermined the
humanitarian goals of liberation movements. He argues that liberation movements in modern
times are turning into new slaves and betraying structures in the liberation ideology. He
presents modern science and technical revolution as an example, stating that nature’s powers
are now subject to human control. Thomas argues that society’s production resources have
risen exponentially due to mechanisation, which is a gift from God. He says the Old
Testament portrays the gifts received by humanity from God as their creative power, being
formed in God’s image, and unquestionably the abundance of riches in society’s life (Psalm
144:13, 15).293
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However, Thomas analyses the dark side of technological revolutions in light of the liberation
exegesis in which the modern Industrial Revolution in Europe was seen as an instrument of
the imperialist tyranny of Western countries and the exploitation of the workers of the
bourgeoisie internationally. Instead of using productive forces to eradicate poverty
worldwide, the rise of productive forces has resulted in the poor’s subjection to
unprecedented exploitation.294 For Thomas, modern mechanisation involves replacing human
beings with industrial machinery’s hulls and locks, destroying their personality. He claims
that humans have become identified as numbers in this age of modernity, not through their
personalities.

Physical elements like air, water, and soil, which supply human needs, are polluted by the
over-exploitation of nature. In affluence, Thomas affirms, modern humanity faces severe
economic poverty as well as self-poverty. Similarly, the technological powers that humanity
has acquired to direct and control society have led to the state’s dictatorship in the field of
anger and possible nuclear war in the international arena. Thomas argues that the scientific
and technological revolution has turned humanity’s freedom and power into anti-human
forces in all of these instances. Science and technology have corrupted the aims of human
societies in several ways; such distortions are unacceptable and self-righteous.295
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Thomas affirms that even if attention is given to the enduring and ever-fighting liberation
movements for freedom and justice, it seems that some evil force is at work within them,
destroying the humanity of the revolution and leading the revolutionary leadership to abuses
of power and to tyranny. He says Asian, African, and South American democratic revolutions
have fallen into the hands of authorities, such as Idi Amin, who have no respect for
humanity.296 Thomas gives another example: for 30 years, independent India worked towards
the economic and social transformation of justice for humanity, which finished when Indra
Gandhi pronounced emergency rule in 1975. He discovers that the root cause of all these
problems is self-righteousness.297

Thomas discovers that communism has proven a viable approach for addressing
inconsistencies in secular political institutions; nevertheless, it has also evolved into a form of
dictatorship over time, and Stalin’s political ideals had also been perverted into compromises
with oppression and subsequently into political anarchy and dehumanisation. Amid ordinary
class struggles, communism has assumed a deeper contradiction in human nature. Secularism,
Thomas argues, has turned anti-religious and detrimental to people’s freedom of conscience,
although it frees them from religious establishments’ constraints. Recognising the
dictatorship of secular ideals, Thomas observes that when the state gains control of all
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elements of secular life, it confines scientists and artists with more dreadful shackles than
ever before.298

Thomas realises that interpreting scripture in terms of liberation would reveal the selfcontradictory concepts evident in secular liberation movements. The text must be investigated
and experienced in one’s situation in order to analyse such inconsistencies. Humans, both as
individuals and as societies, are competitive by nature, which leads to rebellion, and such an
attitude rejects God’s grace, which is what leads to a fuller life for humanity. For Thomas, in
the light of liberation exegeses, the history of Israel reveals that self-sufficiency through this
kind of attitude is a contradiction of the spirit that originates in humanity.299

According to Thomas, the Exodus covenant designates Israel as a people who will live by
keeping the covenant for the rest of their lives. Upon receiving the covenant, Moses began to
worship God by communing with him on Mount Sinai. Nevertheless, before the covenant
reached the people, they became enslaved to idolatry. As a human community, the people of
God had failed to sustain their fullness of life. Thomas examines how God’s mercy
subsequently extended beyond the covenanted community of Israel to other human groups,
including God’s judgement on the aggressive intellect, which was not limited to Israel. He
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argues that Israel was subject to divine judgement throughout prophetic history for their
religious attitudes while also enjoying transcendental acts of grace.300

Thomas discovers that the Israelites’ rejection of God is rooted in their worship of humanmade idols. Humans’ handiwork indicates that they are proud of their abilities and
handiwork, and this mindset causes them to worship themselves. In this way, Thomas
interprets humanity’s sin as an assertion of self-sufficiency, dismissing God’s grace as
humanity’s foundation. Here, Thomas perceives sin as a system of thought that avoids the
ontological fallacy of understating the self, and is characterised by the sense of cutting
humans off from God in their human praxis, social and secular relationships, and liberation
process. This stage of humanity becomes a battlefield of competing forces, where ethical
standards, human values, and good intentions about providing justice to humanity appear to
be more challenging to achieve. Thomas acknowledges the inadequacy of the law, as
revealed by prophets, to solve humanity’s primary problems; as a result, they prayed and
sought a new God’s law.301

As Israel persuaded the Roman governor to crucify Jesus, Thomas discovers the climax of the
fierce intellect of humans behind the narrative of Israel. He claims that it is the result of
human pride leading to a defiant human intellect. In Stephen’s sermon, Thomas points out
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that Israel has possessed a defiant attitude against God from the beginning of the crucifixion
and that the cross is the highest culmination of that disobedience. In the Pauline worldview,
crucifixion illustrates Israel’s intrinsic contradiction; one of the grounds for Christ’s
crucifixion was the inherent contradiction in people. The law of God is sacred, but it is not
righteous;302 therefore, Paul says, “for in my inner being I delight in God’s law; but I see
another law at work in me, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner
of the law of sin at work within me. What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from
this body that is subject to death? Thanks be to God, who delivers me through Jesus Christ
our Lord! So then, I myself in my mind am a slave to God’s law, but in my sinful nature a
slave to the law of sin” (Romans. 7:22-25).303

Thomas affirms that an evaluation must be brought to today’s liberation movements in light
of these realities of the human situation.304 One observation by Thomas is that the law is
flawed in that it is incapable of resolving the human propensity for competition. In today’s
political and social arenas, the strength of law may be witnessed in all existing liberation
movements. Liberation movements are under the shadow of the kingdom of God, yet they are
not powerful enough to keep the kingdom alive. Thomas adds that all modern liberation
movements revolve around Mosaic law, and it is critical to emphasise that humanity entered
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the circle of this law. In this liberation framework, Thomas claims that the law will enable
humans to comprehend the importance of God’s grace in forgiving sins, particularly in light
of the Gospel. He argues that until the policy is self-contradictory, distorts persons and
communities, and is governed by external laws, it is not a complete solution to the human
problems related to liberation.305 As a result, hopelessness and discouragement are closely
related to the law’s external power; just as the kingdom of God brings hope and operates
appropriately, despair and the discouragement that comes with the law’s flaws are natural in
that cycle. In the extremity of sin, enslavement and social injustice, liberation becomes
essential, with its ultimate purpose to enjoy freedom by receiving God’s gift of grace. In light
of the inadequacies in the law, it advocates for freedom from many forms of enslavement,
including cultural, economic, social, and political. These forms of enslavement, along with
the human inclination for rivalry, prevents humans from behaving with dignity and leading
fuller lives.306

Thomas argues that if the Old Testament law governs modern liberation movements, then the
wilderness journey’s discipline must be necessary for it to function. Such discipline of law is
necessary for the liberation movements to exist, and also, the law’s authority over humanity
is fundamental for their survival. He claims that if the polity was accountable, freedom and
power would be subject to authority. Hence, the importance of legal governance is apparent
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in this situation. In this context of liberation, antagonism against God, which is a competing
force at the heart of humanity, causes conflicts in the human soul. It instils contradictions in
the human soul, paving the path for liberation movements to compete. Internal contradictions,
antagonism, and competition then manifest themselves as self-justification, culminating in
selfish ambition for acquiring political power for one’s own benefit. This mindset, according
to Thomas, may be seen in many liberation movements. When this happens, human values
give way to liberation movements’ deceptions, which will widen the gap between ideals and
their realisation, between obstacles and fulfilment. That is to say, as the competitive spirit
controls human nature, it will reject the truth of human dignity and values, which are the
fruits of liberation. Thomas claims that liberation movements inherently display
rebelliousness towards human dignity and ideals when this kind of evolution of liberation
occurs in the human soul. He claims that over-optimism ignores any social centre of
controlling power because it leads to abuse of power; also, liberationism can lead to the
potential for genocidal abuse of power. Hence, in modern history, such factors can quickly
turn liberation into enslavement. Not only would such enslavement result in the certainty of
ideological discrepancies that point towards the betrayal of the poor and marginalised, but it
is also one of humanity’s devastating and critical issues, resulting in misery and injustice.307

Thomas observes that any society’s political and liberationists’ power is prone to abuse
through their entrenched authority. All existing powers that govern and struggle for liberation
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should be aware of this fact. Authorities’ overconfidence in their ability to exercise power
lead to dehumanising systems that promote anarchy rather than humanisation. It is a truth
epitomised by modern liberation movements, which have proven to be dehumanising forces.
On the contrary, Thomas acknowledges that if societies and the political establishment accept
the truth that political anarchy and misuse of power can result in crises of societal order and
decaying secular sovereignty, then the revolutionaries will be ready to subject their power to
the law’s discipline. Examining such liberating order problems can shield humanity from
egoism, conflict power, and contradictions. It will orient humans politically towards
exercising power rationally, allowing people to live a non-profane life in which fuller
humanity is inherent. According to Thomas, in such a situation, accepting God’s kingdom
will provide justice and love, and it will empower humans to execute a high standard of
equality and justice in society. Here, the servants of justice and ministers of judgement will
operate as the central focus for defueling dehumanising forces known as evil, and encourage
good in the exercise of law (Romans 13).308

According to Thomas, liberation movements and centres of authority can enter, at least
partly, from the Old Testament law limit to the New Testament centrality known as Christ.
He contends that if it is no longer accessible, the standard of social justice will be radically
reduced when humans are not experiencing the ultimate love of Christ. If it does not
materialise, societal structures will visibly collapse into despair, and justice will be replaced
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by wickedness. Thomas assumes that in the light of the Gospel, the internal transformation of
societal institutions and systems is achievable for liberation movements that are tainted by the
human soul’s self-righteousness and power due to human sin. Internal renewal is necessary
for any liberation movement to stay on the right path. In light of this acceptance, he says that
both external and internal innovation must constantly be evolving.309 For Thomas, the Gospel
message and hope given by Christ is that all communities and liberation movements will be
liberated at the end through Christ, the one who has come and will come. Christ is the divine
method of renewing liberation movements continuously.310 Thomas argues that liberation
movements expect to be part of God’s kingdom partially in the modern world at present but
cannot realise the kingdom because of their contradicting powers. However, he observes the
kingdom as having an eschatological dimension in which all liberation movements will
completely acknowledge God’s kingdom. For Thomas, the crucifixion and resurrection of
Jesus Christ is the basic expectation of the kingdom; indeed, it is the only basis for the
credibility of the kingdom’s message. By accepting the reality of the cross and resurrection
theology, Thomas reformulates the applicability of the proclamation of the kingdom in the
modern age. He interprets it to fit in the current time and place, allowing liberation
movements to achieve their goals by accepting the facts of the kingdom.311 It is where, as a
human community and the crucified Christ’s body, the church stands in the power of the
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resurrection by cooperating with liberation movements to combat injustice, dehumanisation,
inequality, and marginalisation.

The church, Thomas contends, as a fellowship of humans and Christ, can resist the selfrighteousness and violence that exist within liberation movements and stand against all
injustices that dehumanise society while partnering with liberation movements; participation
of the church in liberation movements will empower them in their pursuit of humanity. The
church’s engagement will allow liberation movements to combat the self-righteousness and
violence that is constantly growing inside them, and spiritual analysis will allow such
movements to notice the injustice and self-justification that exists within them. Thomas views
the origins of injustice and self-righteousness as stemming from spiritual separation from
God and the veneration of idols, which are human handicrafts. He argues that when the
kingdom of this world is liberated from demonic spiritual powers like injustice,
dehumanisation, self-righteousness, and marginalisation, then God’s righteousness would be
released onto humanity. In this paradigm, proclaiming the Gospel becomes a catalyst for
transformation, leading to the spiritual liberty of liberation movements within themselves;
renewing and reforming them towards the kingdom is a mission entrusted to the church by
God.312 At this time in history, the church as a human community becomes a historical agent
of change.
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To be more specific, Thomas seeks to interpret the church’s mission in the context of current
liberation movements by incorporating the Gospel of Christ into its operation to make
liberation movements more realistic in their methods of strengthening the oppressed and
marginalised. In a society thirsting for social justice, he hopes to direct them towards God’s
kingdom. By absorbing kingdom principles, but without assuming that the kingdom may be
attained through all liberation movements that combat injustice, liberation movements should
be motivated to struggle for social justice. In this paradigm of liberation exegesis, Thomas
views Christ’s death on the cross as an event to begin and establish God’s kingdom on earth
to restore humanity to a fuller reality. The power of Christ’s resurrection is portrayed as a
source of hope for the impoverished in their battle for social and political liberation.313
Thomas contends that when the church is actively involved in liberation praxis, it may
contribute to the development of ideologies, culture, and spirituality in society in many ways.
By identifying with and working for the poor, the church becomes involved in their
liberation.314

Thomas has included the Ten Commandments in the category of witnessing the truth of
God’s justice and regards them as the basic foundation for every human law. According to
Thomas, Mosaic law would bear witness to any contextual requirements in each social
structure and liberation struggle, thereby aiding the movement’s adaptation and mental

313

Thomas, Vimochakanaya Daivam, Malayalam, [The Liberating God], 59, 60.

314

Thomas, Vimochakanaya Daivam, Malayalam, [The Liberating God], 60.

131

flexibility. The ultimate goal of liberation is to achieve a fuller life exercised by justice,
which can only be accomplished by the church’s presence with its righteousness in the world.
The church’s presence in society is a challenge to the injustices of power structures and
serves as a blanket of God’s grace over society, which comprises both humanising and
dehumanising forces. The church thus serves as a herald and symbol of God’s kingdom,
which has come in Jesus Christ and will be revealed in the modern world’s revolutions.
Liberation movements, encouraged by the church, appear to be moving closer to attaining
their political and social goals.315

Liberation Acts in History: An Exodus Perspective
In Thomas’s view God’s involvement in the history of the world, Israel, and the church, as
well as the miraculous process, serves as a precursor to the revelation of God’s purposes for
humanity. Thomas says that the key to God’s purpose is that he governs the entire history of
the world. This implies that God is actively involved in the sociopolitical dimension of
history as a source of immense hope for humanity’s restoration to the new humanity. In
reality, Thomas argues that while the general view exists that reason and knowledge are the
primary sources of all forms of rationalism, the presence of God in history poses a significant
challenge to the perceived views of rationalism. The manifestations of rationality in historical
events are scripturally interpreted as God’s miracles in history.316
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For Thomas, scripture constantly attests to God’s governance and control through regular
events and comprehending this is critical for a genuine believer. Simultaneously, ordinary
events in the Bible are marked by God’s hand acting eternally throughout history. In this
genre, the book of Genesis contains numerous examples of God’s spectacular actions
experienced in people’s lives in ordinary events. 317

For example, Thomas mentions, as an ordinary event in biblical history, a story in the book of
Genesis. Abraham’s servant approached a group of virgins, requesting, “Give me a drink.”
He hoped that the one who replied, “Drink” would offer water to his camels as well. That
virgin might be Isaac’s God-appointed wife. Accordingly, Rebecca decided to move forward;
she was the virgin God had appointed for Isaac (Gen 24:10-22). Thomas finds it a significant
action in history that an ordinary human being is linked to God’s participation in an ordinary
individual’s everyday activity. 318

Thomas provides another example from Genesis’s narrative to explain Exodus’s liberation
exegesis. That is the scenario of Joseph, when God performed a magnificent action in history
in which an ordinary person experienced the fulfilment of God’s purpose at the climax after
enduring dehumanising circumstances, including wicked intents. In light of liberation
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exegesis, Thomas interprets Joseph’s narrative as evolving him into a liberator of Jacob’s
family as well as a planner who would liberate a kingdom as a whole from famine and
pestilence. For him, the exegesis of Genesis 46:5, 7-8 demonstrates that God’s plan
transcends all human differences and inconsistencies, and Joseph, in the role of liberator,
became the preserver of world history. People with an antagonistic mentality, according to
Thomas, would interpret the typical narrative as a coincidence in historical events, but theists
would interpret the event in terms of God’s providence in everyday life.319

In this way, Thomas argues that throughout history, there have been individuals and societies
who have placed their trust in God as the one who governs their lives, and when such people
look back on their lives, they perceive history as an instrument for God’s purpose revealed
through his word. As a result, their faith is transformed into fearlessness and bravery.320 Such
theists who trust in God will usher humanity into entirely new dimensions. They can also be a
source of supernatural powers that defy natural laws. The history of such godly individuals
would be replete with beautiful deeds of God in the depths of faith. It is not easy to
distinguish between them because the normal and the unusual are intertwined. In the history
of Moses and the people of Israel, Thomas reveals such great humanity. They interpret that
everything that occurs in history should be understood in terms of everyday events. The
transcendent power of God should not be constrained in the context of everyday occurrences.
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Thomas claims that it is not unusual for the laws of inanimate nature to be embraced by the
realm of spirituality, just as the laws of living entities embody them.321

Thomas discovers Israel’s belief in God as a historical reality that God had accomplished his
purpose for Israel through ordinary events such as the liberation of the people of Israel, the
establishment of the divine law at Sinai, and the liberation journey through the wilderness. He
claims that in light of their liberation, the nation of Israel interpreted their historical image as
a divine miracle. They did not dare to discriminate between ordinary and extraordinary events
in their history when comprehending God in history.322

Deuteronomic Liberation
In his commentary on Deuteronomy, Thomas observes that the law found in the book
contains the prophets’ perceptions in a liberation–justice tradition begun by Moses, passed
down through the generations.323 This denotes the liberation of human life from the
constraints of societal injustice. Humans are profoundly influenced and socially rooted
towards a structure-oriented justice after being liberated from all structures of injustice.
Given this, Thomas argues that human justice is the primary concern in the Old Testament,
citing Jesus’s declaration that “you shall love your neighbour as yourself” (Mark 12:31 cf.
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Leviticus 19:18). The foundation to this reality relied upon the respect for humanity
expressed in kinship.324 He says the Hebrew moral codes are framed to convey their
conception of human dignity and social justice. They are enacted within a legal framework
that contains a sense of responsibility to uphold the law.325 According to Thomas, the
Israelites needed to recall their dehumanisation faced in Egyptian slavery when dealing with
oppressed human societies in their contexts. The Deuteronomic codes dictate that kinship and
justice in social life must be structured into dealings with others in the community, in a
contrary fashion to how they were regarded under Egypt’s social injustice structure. It entails
treating downtrodden and helpless subaltern societies with justice, fraternity, and mercy.326

In his interpretation of Deuteronomy, Thomas describes the realities of a context in which
people enjoy economic prosperity alongside the realistic element of life in which human
egoism and the heart’s hardness exist (Deuteronomy 15:11). He argues that the Deuteronomic
code emphasises the relief of the poor and its strategies and principles of political justice for
organising life in a Yahwist-based community (Deuteronomy 15:7-11; 16:18, 17:9). He
argues that the Deuteronomic code relates to social life and the natural world. This includes
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valuing animal diversity (Deuteronomy 25:10) and the prohibition of animal cruelty
(Deuteronomy 22:6-7).327

While interpreting Psalm 37, Thomas clarifies that God makes ordained laws for human
society, not for nature and the environment. Humans may be able to have a happy life if they
follow God’s moral precepts, which should be an integral part of people’s everyday lives.
The deed and the fruit are intertwined here. Farming was seen as a source of income, and
someone who owned land was regarded as prosperous. The land will be inherited by the
righteous. In today’s world, people’s inability to care for the environment is evident. If the
ecosystem is to be preserved, the natural environment must be well-maintained. In this era of
modernity, Thomas believes that humans should treat nature and other human cultures with
respect in order to fulfil care for the environment and their societal obligations.328 Thomas
notes that Israel will be supported by economic prosperity as long as the law is in force, but it
is certain that the consequences will come if they reject the commandments of the Lord. The
anger of Yahweh will lead them to material catastrophe if they live a life of disrespect,
renounce Yahweh in favour of other gods, and perform unfair deeds. Divine wrath, natural

327

Thomas, A Zealous God, 17-19.

328

Thomas, Thirunivasam Ethra Manoharam, Malayalam, [How Lovely is Thy Dwelling Place], (Tiruvalla:

CSS, 1994), 146-149.

137

disasters and war losses are only a few examples of how adharma (Sanskrit: injustice/evil)
will appear.329

From a Christian point of view, Thomas observes that Jesus Christ revolutionised the Mosaic
law in its theological approaches. It expresses the Israelites’ views of social justice and
human dignity; even though they have fallen short of the requirements, they anticipated an
ideal society. He claims that Jesus transformed the Deuteronomic code, which initially
identified as a brother a fellow Israelite, but not a non-Israelite (Deuteronomy 23:19, 20). The
fraternal feeling was exercised only within their communities (Deuteronomy 25:19);
however, Jesus expanded the universal koinonia theory, encompassing all human
communities. “Who is your next-door neighbour?” (Luke 10:29-37) is a direct query that
explains the context of transcending compassion and brotherhood over communal
boundaries. As mentioned in Ephesians 2:14-15, Christ broke down the barrier between Israel
and other cultures by uniting them into one body. Brotherhood should surpass all communal
borders to reach all humanity without barriers to maintaining neighbourhood affection.330
This implies that kinship must include everyone, and it must be experienced, not by pushing
all castes, creeds, and religions into the broader human society, but by the inclusion of all
humanity. In this manner, Christian brotherhood is experienced in the everyday life of all
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human beings through Christ.331 In the same way of thinking, Thomas formulates the book of
Leviticus’s version of brotherhood as “since all humans are my servants whom I redeemed
from sin and death humanity has divine dignity: this could be considered the basis of
Christian humanism.”332 He says that the fellowship of the Christian community has a
universal significance that spreads beyond caste and religious obstructions, uniting humanity
in the fold of brotherhood in Christ, which finds specific expression in the life of the
church.333 While interpreting 1 Corinthians, Thomas says that Christ transcends all religious
communities, at the same time moving in and across them to revitalise the church, as a
genuine human community, which is engaged to a broader human community, transcending
restricted communal interests.334

Thomas points out that the concept of Yahweh in Israel emerged from the liberation
experience that they had in Egyptian slavery. Through the historical revolutionary event
called liberation, he says that Israelites were convinced of Yahweh’s love and saw Yahweh as
their only God (Deuteronomy 4:34, 35; 37-39). Thomas notices the Israelites’ zeal, which is
similar to the devotion to Christ that underpins the idea of reconciliation through Christ.
Although this is the case, he distinguishes between the religious intolerance towards their
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beliefs and the Christian method. In modern times, Thomas says, a profound reinterpretation
of the relationship between religious tolerance and zeal, such as not tolerating rivals, has
occurred since religious liberty is generally accepted as a fundamental human right;
interreligious dialogues and cooperation in social actions are also gaining popularity. Besides
this, the methods taken by the New Testament in combining human liberty with group order
in terms of religious belief, customs, and traditions vary from that of Deuteronomy.335

Thomas assumes that intolerance is one of the dehumanising factors that destroys the
peaceful functioning of society. The religious zeal of the Israelite community turned into
religious intolerance, as revealed by the high priest at the trial of Jesus (Matthew 26:65) and
reflected further in the martyrdom of Stephen (Acts 7:54, 9:1). He says that Hebrew religious
zeal meant that “the Lord God constantly acts in history for the fulfilment of his unique
purpose; the one people of God whom God has chosen as the instrument of his purpose.”336
This zeal for their religion conditioned them to perceive “the hope that God will grant
sovereignty to his people by expelling other deities and communities that serve them.”337
Such zeal has become a catastrophic fact in the history of humanity. Intolerance has
penetrated Christianity and Islam; it has culminated in wars, crusades and jihads in history.
As examples of this, in the history of Christianity in Europe, Thomas notes persecutions
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against heretics and wars between Catholics and Protestants. When Protestants were a
decisive power in the political arena, they persuaded the authorities to eliminate the worship
of sectary groups. According to Thomas, these are all the products of religious intolerance
caused by excessive religious zeal and exclusivism.338

In his discussion of intolerance, Thomas also refers to the Indian political thinker Pandit
Jawaharlal Nehru who stated that “modern political religions like Communism and Fascism
are notorious for suppressing the freedoms because they inherit the crusading spirit and
intolerance of Judaism, Christianity and Islam.”339 According to Thomas, Nehru, with his
broader liberal perspective, supported the “nature religions”—those of polytheistic faith—
rather than missionary religions because nature religions can develop a “cultural context
promoting coexistence and cooperation between religions and ideologies.”340 Thomas also
refers to Mahatma Gandhi with regard to the meaning of intolerance in the context of
pluralism. Gandhi proposed “the principle of equality of religions, characteristic of Hinduism,
was more helpful to promote the spirit of tolerance among religions.”341 From the Gita
(Hindu scripture), Gandhi found that “truth is one, only that wise men have interpreted it
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differently.”342 That is to say, idol worship by ordinary people, worshipping divine
incarnations, and knowledge that reaching self-realisation is the ultimate reality are different
ways to the same God and ultimate truth. 343 As a neo-Hindu, Gandhi focused on the moral
reformation of Indian society, where religion was treated as the moral foundation for social
morality. He attempted to illustrate “how Hinduism can take serious account of the human
values and secular interests to which modern India is awake and give spiritual support.”344
Neither Nehru’s nor Gandhi’s views are acceptable to the missionary religions because they
hold that “the ultimate and the only Truth has revealed and realised at the level of history.”345
It means that “holding equality of all religions would mean that Truth is entirely unknowable
and that it proclaims all religions to be at the level of ignorance.”346 According to Thomas,
there is no divine revelation in history nor spiritual meaning for history.347

Thomas observes that Christianity as a religion inherits its religious zeal from the Hebrew
faith. It emphasises “the claim of Christ’s divine unique and the religious zeal in God’s
service through Christ.”348 Christianity exists in all situations with these claims, but it may
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lead to exclusivism, which can escalate to the intolerance of other faiths. Thus, the religious
quest for truth must aim at religious tolerance.349 Thomas points out “the theological truth
that Christ and faith in Christ transcend Christianity as a religion and help us promote
tolerance towards other religions and the dissenters within the Christian religion.”350 In this
context, “the fundamental principles which demand worship God and respect humanity
continue to be valid for all time.”351 Away from the Deuteronomic approach, Thomas
identifies Christ, the crucified and risen one, as providing the opportunity to create a
connection between religious zeal and religious tolerance. He observes that human
development necessitates liberation by orienting toward love-based truth. He argues that it is
essential to resist religious zeal that forbids human religious freedom, and religious tolerance
that suffocates truth-seeking in history.352

According to Thomas’s interpretation of Deuteronomy 1:1-5, the law’s absolute authority
involves the Lord; Israel’s spiritual conscience and moral laws are not exclusively humanmade. A sociological hermeneutic approach to the law is unrealistic because it exists
primarily to fulfil God’s purpose in the world. Thomas discovers the phrase “to all Israel” in
the Deuteronomic code to be vital to all diasporic Israelites in various tribes and nations as it
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extends to all by uniting people as a moral community. As a result, the scope of God’s law is
extensive, encompassing the entire human community. Thomas says that Jesus established a
new covenant for the human community by fulfilling Mosaic law; thus, moral community
and quest for God have become points of contact for moral consciousness and ethical codes.
It is here that God’s purpose is accomplished. In this way, Deuteronomy refers to all human
communities that make a quest for spiritual identity. Thomas observes that as human history
advances, human moral consciousness and worship of God develop; simultaneously,
fundamental values such as “worshipping God” and “respecting humanity” will stay intact.
However, when new historical environments arise with new challenges, they must develop
into newer patterns.353

As Thomas continues his interpretation of Deuteronomy 1:6-8, he emphasises that in the
iconic liberation movement, God does not demand people to continue at Horeb permanently.
Indeed, he intends them to move through the wilderness by pursuing their liberation struggle
to inhabit the Promised Land. In this liberation journey God directs them with a vision. God’s
vision in this context is not a reason to abandon the world or the hardships of existence.
Instead, it is an incentive to pursue a meaningful human existence. Thomas argues for God’s
people’s political involvement in this disposition, claiming that they are called to serve the
Lord by participating in politics. For Christians, however, the Promised Land is not a
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geographical area but God’s kingdom. Jesus’ suffering and death on the cross demonstrate
the power of God’s kingdom amid humanity’s sufferings and disasters.354

Thomas discovers that those resisting the political system’s injustice are persuaded that their
ultimate responsibility is God and his righteousness. Even in modern times, he observes, this
is a reality. The only allegiance and responsibility of believers, according to Thomas, is to
God; thus, they can stand firm against any state totalitarianism.355

Thomas uses Hitler as an example of a dictator who discouraged socialist institutions; during
his rule, the intelligentsia, with their liberal faith and labour unions, became ostracised for
their socialist commitment. Believers at the time witnessed God’s justice in Christ by
enshrining the torch of liberation by nonviolent resistance. Church figures such as Niemöller,
Bonhoeffer, and others backed the liberation movement opposing totalitarianism. The
Barmen Declaration, which was written by Karl Barth in response to totalitarianism, affirmed
Christ’s lordship and thus turned the weapons of resistance against Hitler’s totalitarianism,
The real inspiration for this came from Jesus, who holds Moses’s tradition.356 All of
humanity’s liberation efforts throughout history, Thomas claims, have been driven by God.
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Thomas illustrates how the Israelites interpreted the details outlined in Deuteronomy 1:20,
28-33 critically, considering the physical resources available while overlooking the details of
spiritual resources, which included the involvement of Yahweh alongside them in their
liberation. Thomas deploys Moses’s reasoning that spiritual resources have often required a
physical strength to resolve physical fragility in history. Objectively speaking, it is
unthinkable for a slave human community to liberate themselves from the shackles of
exploitation under Pharaoh, who embodied massive military strength. Against this
background, he argues that liberation occurs due to having taken account of spiritual
resources. Thomas emphasises that people’s power is proportional to their material and
spiritual resources; hence, both substantial physical and spiritual resources are appropriate.357
Thomas interprets the biblical account through the current context, saying, “very often, an
objective appraisal of world events will only lead us into despair.”358 He discovers why
people objectively analyse only material strength because they can discern only the
dehumanising powers such as “poverty, hunger, oppression, corruption of power, tyranny,
brokenness, and even death gaining control, both in our inner person and social structures.”359
Besides physical objectivity, Thomas contends that people should consider the cross and
resurrection of Jesus Christ as a paradigm to follow in these historical struggles; indeed, it
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will enable humanity to proceed further with rejuvenating hope in the face of desperation,
even if objective realities do not correlate.360

When exegeting this scriptural passage, Thomas realises that the history covering all human
community is a human quest for meaning and satisfaction, which emerges from the uniquely
human faculty of self-consciousness. He further explicates his argument by stating that
physical satisfaction cannot be found exclusively in the physical component of bread alone
and that the desire for bread is intrinsically connected to the quest for spirituality. With this
historical structure, Thomas claims that human history is not limited to the boundaries of a
material comprehension, as shown by the history of Israel and the church. He states that the
Israelites’ history was profoundly influenced by their ingrained knowledge of Yahweh, who
liberated them from oppression; hence, their history is the correlation of material and spiritual
influences. Similarly, if the church interprets history objectively without reference to
Christology, it would be a fragmentary interpretation since the undercurrents of the church’s
internal revitalisation are outside the purview of material objective interpretation.361

Thomas speculates from Deuteronomy 2:24, 33-34; 3:3-4 that during the Israelites’ liberation
journey, their battles occurred because God was actively involving them, and it became a
holy war in their liberation history. In their move towards obtaining liberation, they defeated
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cities; enmity against the Israelites was regarded as enmity against God, justifying destroying
enemies’ territories and people. Holy wars were pursued with both physical-legal consent and
spiritual approval. Reacting to this passage, Thomas addresses the current situation in which
both secular and spiritual viewpoints condemn war, calling it unethical. He argues that
campaigns have evolved to exterminate war by uniting public opinion to demand an end to
war crimes.362 Anti-war sentiments emerged from those views, including messages from the
Hebrew scriptures regarding God’s universal lordship over humanity. Thomas says that the
insistence of the Christian idea of God’s kingdom built on the crucified Christ, not on the
commonly identified conquering Messiah, was spread worldwide. There was recognition of
individuals’ humanistic thoughts that people are not just tools the state uses, but they do have
ethical responsibilities and rights autonomously independent of the state.363 Thomas claims
that many organisations, such as the United Nations organisation, work to promote peace and
harmony within human communities; he opposes the churches that advocate war and
violence, claiming that they are not instruments of God’s kingdom since crusades are no
longer appropriate for the churches. He argues that the church should take a stance for the
public opinion that claims war is a crime, that upholding justice should be done as nonviolently as possible, and that nuclear warfare at all cost should be avoided.364
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In Deuteronomy 4:1-8, Thomas discovers a theological conceptual structure whereby moral
and spiritual predicaments are part of human beings’ decoding of the sacred truths revealed
by God to the Israelites. He says that no human community has been entirely oblivious to the
uniqueness of Yahweh’s dignity; it is worth recollecting that the Indian renaissance and
political figures have taken up Jesus Christ’s divine humanity. In the Indian sense, as per
Thomas, the church is recognised solely because of God’s particular nature unveiled in
Christ, which can be defined as a synthesis of transcendence, holiness, and love.365

Thomas argues that, while human justice evolves, it has a fixed structure in scripture and
offers a framework of God’s grace and holiness to be renewed endlessly. While
contemporary materialistic philosophies have some degree of ethics, Thomas notes that their
maximum reach does not extend beyond humans. A few of them define justice in terms of
power relationships, with those in positions of power being called just. This way of thinking
has contributed to the adoption of Hitlerism and Stalinism by modern human cultures.366
Thomas includes Hindu philosophy to examine the issue, mainly focusing on their ethics.

In Hinduism, ethics is “subjective in the sense that it focuses contingent realities caught up in
the bond of Maya, without getting firmly related to any ultimate principle”367 without
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denying the fact that “Artha, Kama and Dharma have received the status as means of
attaining the experience of Moksha, in recent times.”368 Thomas says Radhakrishnan attempts
to provide a “spiritual foundation to the new humanism” by incorporating these three
concepts. 369 In this, he emphasises the “spiritual realities, not by abstention from the world
but bringing to its life, its business (artha) and its pleasure (kama), the controlling power of
spiritual faith;”370 both artha and kama connect with “man’s social destiny in relation to the
ultimate.”371

Thomas argues that this sort of development in Hindu philosophy is caused by the pressure of
Christian thinking. He explains that “history has proved that it is not possible to safeguard the
greatness of humanity to render fundamental justice to humanity in society and state if these
are treated as mere contingent (temporary) principles in the world.”372

Having incorporated the Hindu philosophy into humanism, Thomas argues that “life is one
and in it, there is no distinction of sacred and the secular.”373 In life, bhakti and mukthi
(liberation from the cycle of birth and rebirth) are not two distinct entities but interrelated at
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the core. Similarly, Dharma, artha and kama go in hand-in-hand. He then involves Gita’s
emphasis on ahimsa (non-injury), asteya (non-stealing) and aparigraha (non-grabbing)374 to
indicate how these have been given new shades of meaning; first, “respect for life: that is, for
the dignity of the human person;”375 second, “recognising that others have certain rights
which should be held inviolate;”376 and finally, “abandoning all exploitation which stems
from covetousness and avarice.”377 Thomas points out that this will form a new layer in the
structure of conventional religious doctrine for humanism.

For Thomas, “salvation remains eschatological, but the historical responsibility within the
eschatological framework cannot but include the task of humanisation of the world in
history.”378 In this way of thinking, humanisation is inherent in the proclaimed message of
salvation, and Christ is the ultimate ground reality of humanising the dehumanised
structures.379 The method remains the core of his quest for human freedom and justice in his
interpretation, which aimed at the possibility of secular Christ-centred-koinonia, outside of
the Eucharistic community.380 Thomas interprets from Ephesians 2:14-15 that “the fellow-

374

Thomas, Salvation and Humanisation, 23

375

Thomas, Salvation and Humanisation, 24.

376

Thomas, Salvation and Humanisation, 24.

377

Thomas, Salvation and Humanisation, 24.

378

Thomas, Salvation and Humanisation, 8.

379

Thomas, Salvation and Humanisation, 8.

380

Thomas, Salvation and Humanisation, 8.

151

feeling and concern which Christian believers express among themselves is only the means to
manifest the kinship to be experienced among the wider human community.”381 Thomas
interprets from 1 Corinthians 11:33, “so then, my brethren, when you come together to eat,
wait for one another.” In terms of koinonia it “becomes meaningless if there is no fellowfeeling.”382 He interprets the concept of Christian kinship as inclusive so that it attracts all
humans.

In his interpretation of Deuteronomy 5: 5-7, Thomas claims that there is no lack of unity,
multiplicity, or inconsistencies in the assertion “the Lord is our God; the Lord is one,”
referring to the unity that is God. This God, Yahweh, is responsible for the existence of the
universe, survival, judgement, and redemption, and he does so to accomplish his purpose for
all humanity. Thomas argues that this concept of God as liberator is not confined to Israelite
boundaries but extends to all cultures and races. God’s existence as creator and liberator was
profoundly ingrained in Israelite spirituality during the prophetic period, and people in social
life experienced that he transcended all gods, greater and stronger than other gods. 383 He
notices that the Hebrew faith, wholly based on monotheistic beliefs, contrasts with Hindu
Advaitic thought (Advaita Vedanta). In the biblical sense, the creator transcends creation,
governs the creation, commands humanity, and leads it to fulfil his purpose. However, Hindu
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philosophy and its intention of self-realisation are characterised by discerning the ultimate
reality behind all multiplicities. Thomas says structures and names have no presence in
Brahman, the ultimate reality; nevertheless, the Brahman exists in various ways and names in
creation in the framework of incarnations and religions.384

Polytheism, Thomas suggests, stands for those who have not achieved Advaitic selfrealisation, which is dialectically opposed to the Yahwistic faith or Christian belief. He
claims that a Christian change of the Advaitic philosophy is significant. For that purpose, the
Isvara (God) must surpass Maya’s world to be involved in the ultimate reality as Chit in the
Satchitananda Brahman. As a result, creation and evolution must be regarded in the same
light as Chit’s conception. For Thomas, Neo-Hindu reformed philosophers incorporated those
ideas into Hinduism with Christian thinking’s pressure to alter Hinduism’s opinions.
As Thomas interprets materialism, he affirms that “matter is the ultimate truth according to
materialism; God and spirit are illusion.”385 He says certain propagators cling on to “unitary
principles and purpose underlying physical evolution.”386 For example, he says, “the
rationalism of Liberalism and dialectical materialism of communism interpret history as
inevitably progressing towards an ideal society of love.”387 He says another category has no
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unifying theory or intention to drive evolution; what matters here is the desultory conformity
or class of interests. Thomas claims, “the positive aspect of materialism is that it takes a
definite stand against the principle of illusion inherent in idealistic philosophies.” He argues
that denying transcendent monotheism and substituting historical influences would result in
the annihilation of human personality. In this framework of thinking, it is essential to reaffirm
monotheism while still addressing atheism.

Analysing Deuteronomy 15:1-11, Thomas renders an intercontextual interaction with text to
provide a profound Hebrew interpretation of economic structures by relating them to
liberation. From an economic perspective, liberation is defined as freedom from economic
injustice, which leads to scrutiny of debt dismissal procedures, demonstrating how solidarity
reaches across spiritual practices to include social and economic wellbeing. Poverty,
according to Thomas, is interpreted as the central question of spirituality, which is the Mosaic
law’s fundamental impetus; in this system, both poverty and slavery are societal sins against
God. Consequently, Thomas thinks that humans in their public life need liberation from
societal sins.388

In this passage, the paramount concern of exposition is the governing economic theories that
foster fraternity and mutual respect in Israelite public life. Under the Mosaic law system, the
wealthy community, obligated to assist the needy by lending financial assistance, “do not be
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hardhearted or tight fisted towards them. Rather, be openhanded and freely lend them
whatever they need” (Deuteronomy 15:7, 8). “Give generously to them and do so without a
grudging heart” (Deuteronomy 15: 10). “I command you to be openhanded toward your
fellow Israelites who are poor and needy in your land” (Deuteronomy 15: 11).389

In response to this text, Thomas states, “It is only generally recognised that making credit
available to the poor at cheap rates of interest will be of greater support for the programs of
poverty eradication than charity measures.”390 The discussion of the law of debt forgiveness,
relegated to the Israelite community, that “you may require payment from a foreigner, but
you must cancel any debt your fellow Israelite owes you” (Deuteronomy 15.3), was not
extended to all other cultures; thus, Thomas claims that it is a constraint imposed in Mosaic
law.391 In this text, Thomas identifies two methodologies to grapple with poverty: the
“transformation of the unjust economic structures, which is a long-term goal”392 and “relief
measures of the poor within the existing structures, which is an immediate goal.”393
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The long-term goal focuses on the realisation of social justice in economic structural theory
and, as a result, the eradication of poverty oriented in economic liberation and designing
conditions that lead to living an abundant life for all: “there need be no poor people among
you” (Deuteronomy 15. 4).394 The long-term goal, Thomas thinks, can be achieved by
enacting an effective law that pays keen attention to people’s complexities, incorporating
their needs, and instilling a more significant commitment to justice in cultural and industrial
contexts. Thomas advocates such a method, citing an example from Kerala’s working
environment, where unjust structures were being transformed. Known as the Kerala Land
Reforms, these generated havoc among landlords. It provided landless and poor people with
the opportunity to secure their land for housing and agriculture. This reform empowered the
poor and was a step towards liberation. Thomas highlights the role of Christian spirituality in
transforming the community. He also criticises the churches’ political preferences in
upholding inequitable social and economic systems that thwart human development.395

Conclusion
In this chapter I have examined Thomas’s commentaries on Exodus and Deuteronomy,
giving special attention to his focus on God as the liberator of history. In Thomas’s reading,
the plight of the Israelites becomes a way of reflecting on the plight of the marginalised
today. Although other theologians in Thomas’s context tended to group together the

394

Thomas, A Zealous God, 93.

395

Thomas, A Zealous God, 93.

156

marginalised under the category of Dalits396, Thomas never identified with Dalit theologians.
His commentaries reflect on the situation of tribals and Adivasis (indigenous peoples), while
also taking account of the caste system and class injustice. Thomas’s real aim is not the
liberation of one single social or political group, but a liberating humanisation that cuts across
every sector of society. Thomas’s intention was not to formulate one particular theological
trend or to confine his interpretation to a familiar category such as liberation theology, Dalit
theology, or feminist theology. Instead, he used humanisation as an overarching term to
accommodate aspects of a wide range of theological trends. His view of social dharma
(ethics) and humanisation is comprehensive, embracing all components of society: the poor,
oppressed, Dalits, Tribals, and Adivasis (indigenous peoples) without gender discrimination.
All human beings, in Thomas’s view, are created to be representations of God's love in
creation. As a result, anything that divides their equality, rights, and responsibilities, whether
by class, caste, or gender, is an oppressive structure in society that disrupts the foundations of
God's intentions for humanity. In this sense, Thomas's notion of humanisation applies to all
sections of the community, including genders and class structures.
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Adrian Bird's work, M.M. Thomas: Theological Signposts for the Emergence of Dalit
Theology, postulates that Thomas's theology laid the foundations for Dalit theology.397
Jeyaraj Rajaiah's doctoral thesis entitled "Dalit Humanisation: A Quest Based on M.M.
Thomas' Theology of Salvation and Humanisation," similarly acclaims Thomas as a key
figure in the development of Dalit theology, even though Thomas himself never identified
with Dalit theology as a school.398 Although he addresses caste systems, Thomas sees human
beings as the creation of God without classifying them under any categories. Still, Thomas's
perception of salvation and humanisation, according to Jeyaraj, is an essential part of Dalit
theology,399 and it is for good reason that Thomas’s work continues to be brought into
dialogue with the work of Dalit theologians.

Thomas employs a historical–dialogic approach to argue that the God of the Bible is always
involved in movements of humanisation. History, for Thomas, is the key to understanding the
divine–human relationship. Thomas views the text of scripture from secular and ideological
perspectives and proposes correlations between ancient and modern liberation movements.
God as a liberator continues his work in history to fulfil his purpose for humanity. Thomas
envisions a Christ-centred community that lives in the fullness of life, liberated from bondage
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to demonic-social powers. This community is rooted in love and fraternal relationships,
exemplified in Christ in reconciliation with God the Father. The liberated human community
finds its fraternal alliance in the crucified and risen Christ.

In the Deuteronomic code, Thomas sees a model for social dharma, involving dignity, social
justice, and social responsibility. The liberated life must be structured by justice and mercy—
that is the relation between Exodus and Deuteronomy. To the extent that this is a pattern of
social life, God as the liberator cannot be confined within the boundary of the Israelites or of
any religious community. Instead, the scriptural message of liberation and justice transcends
all cultures, races, and communities. The Bible, in this account, is more than a religious
document. It is a resource for political dialogue and a powerful impetus for social change.
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Chapter Three

The Commentary on Luke: Secular Christology

This chapter is critical to understanding how Thomas’s interpretation incorporates contexts
into his exegesis, especially in the three-volume Malayalam commentaries on Luke
(published in 1980–81). T.M. Philip translated these commentaries into English, and this
chapter will examine both the Malayalam and English versions. The three-volume work on
Luke is by far the most extensive of all Thomas’s biblical commentaries.

The first volume examines the first nine chapters of Luke through the prism of the crucified
Christ’s resurrection. Thomas used the resurrection of the crucified Christ as a key to
evaluating modern history; as the risen Jesus became a part of the world, he provided
humanity with a new life in the kingdom. By being in the heart of the world, his resurrection
triumphed over death. In the second volume, Thomas investigates Jesus’s teachings on God’s
kingdom and Christian discipleship in Luke 9–19. He addresses contemporary history in
terms of the kingdom of God by appealing for a profound reinvention of current economic
and social ideals and frameworks that are rooted in exploitation and self-interest.

In the third volume of his commentary, on Luke 19–24, Thomas explains further the
crucifixion of Christ as the historical event wherein God’s glory was revealed to the world.
160

The cross remains the ultimate symbol of God’s suffering in Christ against evil forces, and
the resurrection ensures that Christ’s suffering on the cross has achieved victory.

Thomas considers Luke to be the theologian among the Gospel writers, yet he is also a
historian. Luke presents Christ’s life, suffering, and reign as part of the entire world, even
when he was born as David’s descendant, was crucified, resurrected, and ascended into
heaven. The kingdom of God, which started in Jesus, includes complete human liberation for
the poor, outcasts, sinners, and people of many religions. According to Thomas, Luke
depicted the coming of the Holy Spirit in Acts as a continuation of the Gospel’s description
of the Holy Spirit’s involvement as an integral factor of human history. As described by
Luke, the return of Christ will draw the world’s history to its culmination. Because of Luke’s
rich thematic explication and universality, Thomas attempted to apply contextual theological
hermeneutics to this Gospel narrative, particularly linking Jesus’s life, crucifixion,
resurrection, and kingdom of God to humanity’s history. Thomas sought to apply such
hermeneutics to this Gospel account to provide a comprehensive analysis and exegesis, and
because of Luke’s narrative’s contextual demands, he was able to produce a commentary on
the whole Gospel of Luke.

Thomas blends his contextual interpretation of Christology with diverse philosophical themes
from the West and the East, appealing to the pluralistic milieu to bridge the contextual
ideological divide. He utilises Karl Barth’s concept of God’s humanity; while Nietzsche,
Freud, and Marx are integrated into his articulation of Christology. The commentary touches
on liberalism, democracy, communism, Marxism, totalitarianism, the French revolution,
socialism, fascism, nihilism, capitalism, modern science, and Indian renaissance thought.
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Besides all this, Thomas tries to read the Lukan text in the perspective of Hindu reformation,
drawing on reformed thinkers from Swami Vivekananda to Raja Ram Mohan Roy, and the
political thinker, Gandhi. Simultaneously, he examines movements such as the Indian
Renaissance400 to see how they strengthened Hinduism by incorporating elements of a
theology of the cross. While placing Luke’s exegeses in diverse settings, Thomas considers
Indian theologians such as Upadhyaya, Chenchiah, Chakkarai, Devenandan, Panikkar, and
Swami Abhishiktanada, along with the concept of Satchitananda from K. C. Sen and
Brahmabandhav Upadhyaya, which aim to reveal the mystery of the Trinity. He also included
Chenchiah’s understanding of Christology as to “God with us,” “new creation,” and “the new
man.”401

This chapter will restrict its focus to the contextual elements of Thomas’s commentary,
especially his engagement with secular philosophies and faith traditions, as well as his
conception of the place of the crucified Christ in Indian philosophy and theology.

Luke’s Gospel and Humanisation
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In Thomas’s articulation, the term humanisation means liberation from all oppressive and
destructive forces inherent in the social, political and religious structures that dehumanise
humanity. He aimed for establishing a better human community based on justice, love,
freedom, and human dignity according to the Christian theological understanding of
humanity.402 In this regard, Thomas states, while interpreting 1 Samuel 8:1-9, that “humans
are those individuals and people who create history. The freedom of humans in history is
ultimately God-given; even God will not negate it.”403 As assumed by Swami
Abhishiktananda, God, meeting the human “in the cave of the heart,”404 is similar to
Thomas’s perception of how human beings, at the heart of their interiority, experience the
dignity and credibility of life when they encounter Christ.

Robin Boyd assumes that Thomas’s concept of humanisation must be understood “in relation
to Christ, the true man; the kind of humanity which he wants to see established on earth is the
pattern of real-life established by the one whom with the Indian theologian Pandipeddi
Chenchiah called adi purusha of the new creation.”405 Thomas synchronises his focus on
humanisation with Chenchiah, noting that Christ offers salvation in the light of the new
humanity, and Christ is the adi purusha (first man) of the new creation. Christ, as adi
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purusha, bridges the gap between God and man through his radical entry into cosmic history;
through his existence in history, he transforms humanity.406 In this direction, Thomas
discovers that the “ultimate framework of reference”407 between anthropology and theology
is the concept of “God-for-man.”408 He borrowed the terminology of Karl Barth, “the
humanity of God.”409 He strives for a humanisation centred on Christ; that is, a Christocentric
humanisation. Thomas says, “the mission of salvation and the task of humanisation is
integrally related to each other, even if they cannot be considered identical.”410 He finds
salvation beyond the Christian mission’s proclamation, and therefore, it must operate in the
domains of history and politics, where humans exist as genuine humans.411

Thomas interprets humanisation through scripture’s revelatory events. The Mosaic revelatory
event, according to him, is a historical revolution. Humanisation is how Moses liberated the
people of Israel from Egypt, and David from the Philistines’ hands. The Old Testament’s
prophets looked forward to receiving the Messiah who would liberate people from all forms
of inhumanity, giving them abundant life to make them genuine people of God. Thomas sees
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this messianic expectancy fulfilled in Jesus as the liberator of humanity. He accepts
Zachariah’s song, recorded in Luke 1:67-79, in terms of Christ as the liberator who provides
salvation to Israel and all humanity.412

While interpreting revelatory events, Thomas relied on Bultmann’s concept of
demythologisation, which claims the “centrality of the kerygma that God has acted in Jesus
Christ for the redemption of man.”413 This revelation of God is wrapped in classical
Hellenistic theism. Thomas interprets the concept of demythologisation as a process of
separating the essential meaning “from out-of-date thought-forms of biblical mythology,”414
making it pleasing and acceptable to the modern minds in the language of “modern
philosophy of existence.”415 Following Bultmann, Thomas affirms that “the New Testament
would view itself is primarily existential.”416 At this point, the Gospel’s proclamation
becomes necessary to move humans from a false existence to an ‘authentic existence.’

Responding to the Lukan record, Thomas interprets salvation offered through Christ to all
humanity as universal. He affirms: “salvation is the state of living of a people who live as free
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people protected from enemies, fearlessly and peacefully, who worship God in spirit and
truth, receiving from God forgiveness of their sin, and who share divine light to those who
live in darkness.”417 Salvation invites humans “to put on the New Humanity offered to all
men by God in the New Man, Jesus Christ, incarnate, crucified and risen.”418 Thomas sees
salvation in terms of humanisation as both are integrally related in their correlation and
inseparable from inward reality. He sees salvation as the “spiritual inwardness of true
humanisation.”419 The correlation of these two concepts is the vehicle for communicating the
Christian faith in a pluralistic context, such as India, where salvation is closely linked to
humanisation.420 In India’s social structural settings, with its mentality of discrimination, “the
outcasts, the poor and the orphans saw Christian faith as the source of a new humanising
influence and the foundation of a human community.”421 People found that conversion to
Christ was “the spiritual source of new humanity on earth in which their human dignity and
status were recognised.”422 For Thomas, salvation is humanisation in its eschatological
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aspect, in which the struggles for realisation of true humanity in the history of the world
continue to point out the eschatological dimension of judgement and fulfilment.423

Thomas’s understanding of Simeon’s song (Luke 2:29-32) is that it shows the universality of
salvation offered by Jesus Christ.424 It is offered to the whole human race: “for my eyes have
seen your salvation, which you have prepared in the sight of all nations: a light for revelation
to the Gentiles, and the glory of your people Israel” (Luke 2:30-32). The song echoes the
thought of the second Isaiah, and Thomas affirms that Isaiah, the prophet’s proclamation of
salvation will reach the entire human race through Israel. The light would spread to the whole
world through the Servant of Yahweh, who would fulfil it by his suffering and death on the
cross.425

According to Thomas, Mary’s song (Luke 1:46-55) symbolises her spiritual blessedness
while also demonstrating that Jesus offers all humanity a revolutionary salvation. Thomas
employs the Malayalam term anandam, which means ‘bliss,’ ‘joy,’ or ‘happiness,’ to define
Mary’s exaltation.426 In Sanskrit, the same concept is rendered as ananda. Aa means ‘from all
sides,’ and ananda means ‘joy’ or ‘bliss.’ Ananda is an eternal feature of Brahman (God) that
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humans experience while being joined with him; that is, there is no distinction between the
knower or experiencer and the known or experienced while being engaged in enormous bliss
in Hindu spirituality.427 In temporal reality, ananda is pure joy or bliss gained through
aspiration in communion with the Highest self; thus, anandam might be interpreted as
supremely blissful in self.428 Mary’s spiritual bliss, according to Thomas, is an anandam for
being chosen by God, who recognised a humble servant who would provide the world with a
saviour. Thomas interprets, “He who is mighty, has done great things for me” (Luke 1:49).
The great deed is not limited to the actor’s personal life; instead, it has universal significance
and the objective that the entire world should know God and thereby be renewed. The
transformation is internal as well as external, and includes human persons and social
structures. Thomas quotes Luke 1:51, “He has scattered the proud in the imagination of their
hearts,” to interpret spiritual pride. This includes not only the personality but also the social
sphere. The social expression of pride involves the oppression of weaker people in society by
the dominant classes and the economic system that enables them to enjoy privilege by
exploiting the poor. When Christ comes, revolutions will occur in these contexts based on his
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kingdom’s justice. It would be a turnaround, a reversal and there is no way of avoiding this
social change.429

The structures that do not offer justice to humanity will not last long because of humanity’s
foundation and the goal of world history built on God’s purposes. Through his life, death, and
resurrection, Christ demonstrated the justice of love and the kingdom in the history of
humanity.430 The crucified Christ’s bodily resurrection is an event that occurred in the secular
history of humanity. Jesus Christ, as a man, was a physical being and a historical human
being. Thomas claims that the fifteenth chapter of 1 Corinthians is profound in its
interpretation of the risen Christ as the first fruit of the harvest; Christ launched an historical
revolution to establish the triumph of Christ over the principalities, powers, and ultimately
death, which led him to the kingdom.431 Thomas says that “when individuals and societies
attempt to organise their life in opposition to justice, God’s judgement is revealed through
revolutions.”432 God’s mercy and transforming power will operate throughout these changes.
The last word will be uttered not by God’s judgement, but by God’s mercy, and that it is the
message of the Gospel of Christ, the crucified and risen.433
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Thomas explores the significance of Jesus’ sermon in the synagogue, mentioned in Luke
4:16-21. In modern times, scholars regard it as the Nazareth Manifesto, which emphasised
Jesus’s mission. For Thomas, it advocates salvation’s integral nature to all humanity in its
universal significance, carried out by Jesus Christ,434 “to preach good news to the poor.”
Thomas translates the word “poor,” signifying “those who cannot stand on their own; their
dependence is only on God.”435

The other meaning that he ascribes to the word “poor” is “helpless as having no participation
in power structures or the decision-making process.”436 It refers to “social oppression”437
combined with “economic poverty.”438 For Thomas, biblically speaking, the essence of the
Bible in this regard is the “human decision-making power.”439 People who have lost the
capacity of decision-making are under slavery and regarded as broken-hearted. Taking this
view, Thomas interprets Isaiah’s prophetical words “binding the broken-hearted” as meaning
that “the sense of the self and the free decision-making power lost due to their life as slaves
should be regained to them, and they should be empowered to stand on their legs as free
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people.”440 He argues that God’s people are creators of history; they must participate in
society by enabling it to mould history following God’s purpose for their lives. “Release to
the captives”441 refers to the social liberation of societies from “the clutches of violent rulers
and be established in justice.”442 Thomas declares this to be the heart of the Nazareth
Manifesto. “Recovering the sight of the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed”
denotes social liberation from all dark forces.443

Thomas summarises the substance of Jesus’ manifesto: “to release the captives from prisons,
to make a people out of the slaves who have lost their ability to make decisions under longtime slavery, empowering them to affirm themselves; to conscientise those who live in
darkness; to liberate the oppressed; to proclaim that the Day of the Lord that redeems all
people leading to freedom is imminent.”444 For him, this is the heart of the Gospel of the
kingdom of God. It ensures that the path is opened for the restoration of all human beings to
Sonship. It can be found in the new humanity, where everything will be merged together.
This new humanity will encounter the forces of dehumanisation in its search for
humanness.445
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While interpreting Luke 3:3-18, Thomas refers John the Baptist in the discussion to highlight
John’s initiation of a movement of renewal among the Israelites, preparing them to hear the
message of Jesus. In this case, John was an instrument for witnessing reality.446 In the same
way, Thomas affirms that “even the Israelite history, according to the assessment of the early
church, was only God’s prior action leading to the Messiah’s advent and the birth of the
Christian church.”447 In this framework of thinking, he argues that Christian theology’s
inevitability is to evaluate human history across a broad spectrum, with a particular focus on
the history of religions, spiritual, and moral movements. This evaluation needs to take place
“in the light of Jesus Christ, who is the ultimate end of everything.”448 He claims that
Christian theology’s norm in assessing all these structures is that the Holy Spirit works in all
spiritualities, moral, and social movements.449

Thomas accepts the proposition that “it should be recognised that all these are objective and
independent historical realities, unrelated to Christian theology.”450 He meant to emphasise
that all these realities have principles within them that are independent. They can explore the
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inner life of their social world. They have the right to examine the Christian faith in terms of
its reality and ideals. Thomas states that “faith in Christ as the ultimate truth persuades
Christians to interpret Hinduism in the light of Christian theology.”451 This phenomenon can
be found worldwide, especially in pluralistic societies. Thomas claims that Hinduism is a
religion with its own history. Adherents of Hinduism believe that they have the eternal right
to interpret Christianity in the light of Hindu sanadhana dharma,452 a Sanskrit term which
has various meanings referring to all human beings’ original religion. It implies that it is a
manava dharma, an eternal human religion or eternal law, that existed in such a distant past
that nothing could be asserted with certainty. Hindus claim that it is indeed the eternal human
religion.453 Raimon Panikkar, in his study on Hinduism, notes that when the root word dh is
analysed, the etymological Sanskrit term dharma becomes more apparent in its origin. It
means “to take” or “to sustain.” According to the Mahabharata, dharma is understood as that
which preserves or sustains humankind. In general, sandhana dharma refers to an eternal or
absolute set of responsibilities that include ethical principles such as honesty, purity,
benevolence, compassion, tolerance, forbearance, generosity, and asceticism.454
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Chakkarai, an Indian Christian thinker, interpreted sanadhana dharma in terms of scripture
by emphasising the Old Testament’s assertion that a moral governor rules the moral
governance of the world. The moral governor enforces God’s righteousness in the world as
sanatana dharma, and by this, he provided the concept with a new, dynamic meaning.455
Finding this as the point of contact, Thomas says that it is only when Christian faith
inclusively accepts the fact of sanatana dharma that it can make meaningful dialogue with
other faiths and secular ideologies, which is necessary for humanisation.456

Thomas says that several Old Testament prophets and John the Baptist prioritised social
justice and love for neighbours. John’s audience asked him, “What then shall we do?” John
responded, “He who has two coats, let him share with him who has none; and he who has
food, let him do likewise” (Luke 3:11, 12). Thomas interprets John’s dialogue in context. He
says, “if society has both the poor whose humanity is stultified due to lack of food and
clothing and the rich who enjoy an abundance of material prosperity, it proves that society is
immorally structured.”457 This statement points to the significance of balancing multiple
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realities, such as the poor and rich in society. The exhortation is focused upon advocates of
the “path of righteousness to organise fraternities which share those things such as food and
clothing that are essential for material wellbeing.”458 Thomas points to the fact contained in
the scriptures that there are instances among religious groups where people detach themselves
from the tradition of social separation based on a rich–poor class structure. They shared
everything of their material possessions, as well as communed in brotherhood. The early
church followed this trend, as found in Acts 2:4.459

The Kingdom of God in Correlation to Modern Ideologies
Thomas considers Jesus’s teachings as the disclosure of God’s ultimate purpose for the world
through which God establishes his kingdom. To clarify this reality, Thomas refers to the Old
Testament history, where people were looking forward to the kingdom’s advent. 460 While
exegeting both books of Samuel, Thomas says that the concept of God’s kingdom applied to
the messianic framework that people had expected to continue the Davidic throne, which had
its fulfilment in Jesus Christ. It implies that their hope is fulfilled at the inauguration of God’s
kingdom by Jesus Christ in human history.461 In that sense, Thomas further interprets the
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kingdom of God as “liberating humanity’s political and non-political areas of life into God’s
righteousness.”462

Interpreting Luke, Thomas says that Jesus Christ did not teach the interaction of any moral
codes. Instead, Jesus dealt with some of the critical questions of human existence such as,
how does God act in the history of humanity? Where does this action start, and where is it
going to end? Where is the action of God seen in the lives of the people of today? Thomas
argues that all these human life questions are resolved through the teachings of Jesus Christ
under God’s kingdom. In dealing with humanity, he notes that God’s primary purpose for the
world is to establish God’s kingdom. By the unveiling of the kingdom in Christ who was
crucified and resurrected, humans, cultures, and societies in history started to acknowledge
the divine kingdom universally. For Thomas, this realisation would reach its conclusion at the
return of Christ and the final judgement of the world. Until then, the church has a crucial role
to play in the history of the world, that is, functioning as a witness of the kingdom.463 God
has appointed the church to witness Christ and his kingdom in society’s lifestyle and action.
Thomas assumes that the ultimate reality of the kingdom’s proclamation is closely connected
to life, death on the cross, resurrection, ascension, and Christ’s return. In response to this
reality Thomas demonstrates two basic facts of God’s kingdom, revealed after the
resurrection of Christ. First, the kingdom offers a renewed experience through forgiveness, to
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those who withdrew and disowned him and the opponents who gathered to crucify him.
Second, Christ’s resurrection became part of the history of the world. It initiated a new life
through the kingdom, which surpassed death and became an inward reality of the world.464

In terms of the Gospel of the kingdom, according to Thomas, the question of how Christian
faith confronts other faiths and contemporary secular ideologies is contained in Luke,
chapters 9 to 19. He builds his contextual discourse around this passage. The realism in
history, Thomas observes, is the emergence of God’s kingdom, which is the primary purpose
of God for the world, introduced in history through the life of Jesus Christ.465

Thomas noted several scriptural passages that deal with the coming of the kingdom of God.
Jesus sent the 72 with a mission to proclaim the arrival of God’s kingdom, “Whenever you
enter a town…say to them ‘The kingdom of God has come near to you’” (Luke 10:9). For
Thomas, Jesus emphasised that the Gospel of the kingdom proclaims freedom from all the
dark powers that ruin humanity. In this context, he says, the proximity of the kingdom
belongs not only to individuals, but to all society. The kingdom’s announcement may be
embraced or refused, but receivers’ responses to the declaration decide their destiny. As it
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deals with human destiny, Thomas says, the proclamation is a pressing necessity, hence, its
urgency.466

Thomas refers to Jesus’ reply to the Pharisees, “Behold, the kingdom of God is in the midst
of you” (Luke 17: 20, 21). In this passage, Thomas discovers, the kingdom of God is within
human reach. He also emphasises people’s predisposition to interpret the term “within you”
as referring to “the inner spiritual reality” that exists independently of any form of the
kingdom’s external manifestations.467 Thomas does not deny Jesus’s declaration that the
kingdom of God is exclusively a transformation of inner spirituality, Rather he explains that
“to interpret God’s kingdom is an inner reality that is foreign to the Hebraic thinking which
Jesus inherited.”468 Thomas acknowledges that “the concept of self-realisation in Greek and
Hindu philosophies were foreign to Jesus who belonged to the Hebrew tradition.”469 He
accepts both approaches of interpreting God’s kingdom as a reality of inward spiritual change
and its external manifestation, regarded as “within your grasp.”470 To endorse his view,
Thomas refers to Tolstoy and Gandhi, who both claimed that “the kingdom of God is within
you.” Thomas asserted that through the inward change of spirituality, a person can transform
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the world. This aspect of the kingdom is the expression of joy, justice and peace. It is granted
by the Holy Spirit (Romans. 8:27). For Thomas, these perspectives reflect both internal and
external engagement with God’s kingdom’s realities.471

Thomas argues that the arrival of the kingdom would encounter humanity at its core.
However, its experientiality relies on both inner and outward repentance entirely centred on
one’s freedom to accept or reject. Human freedom of choice determines one’s destiny in the
kingdom of God. Freedom of choice applies to cities, towns, and communities. When
humanity interacts with the core of the kingdom, it guides human life towards meaning and
goals. Thomas argues that it is because of this urgency that Jesus entrusted his mission to his
disciples, instructing them to proclaim the kingdom’s arrival with all its urgency, as stated in
Luke (9:57-62): “Leave the dead to bury their dead; but as for you, go and proclaim the
kingdom of God.” In carrying out the mission of God’s kingdom, disciples are on a journey,
leaving their family, home, and relations, which are God’s gifts (Luke 10: 1-12). Here,
Thomas says, their loyalty belongs to the most critical task of proclaiming God’s kingdom
because it is the message of reconciling God with humanity.472

God’s Kingdom in Dialogical Engagement with Secular Ideologies
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Many Jewish scholars admire Jesus as a prophet; Thomas refers to Martin Buber, in his spiritual
quest, as an example of a Jewish scholar who regarded Jesus as an elder brother. Thomas
discovers the Jewish community’s need to re-examine Jesus’s death sentence for blasphemy in
light of Israel’s legal system. They persuaded Pilate to pronounce the death sentence. Jesus, as
the inaugurator of the kingdom, was unacceptable in Jewish theology. However, Thomas
argues that it is at this point that Christian theology turns apologetic in responding to the
inauguration of the kingdom by Jesus Christ. The non-acceptance of Jesus triggers the Jewish
expectancy of a political Messiah. Conversely, Christians looked to the future to graft their
hope in Christ at his return.473 In this ideological–theological divide, Thomas advocates for
dialogical engagement between the two systems of thought. He claims that historical dialogues
between Jews and Christians concerning the kingdom of God have lingered in the church and
modern Israel, emphasising the religious justification that has centred on modern Israel’s state.
However, no other aspects were explored except focusing on inheriting the Promised Land as
a spiritual necessity. Thomas finds that this theological dialogue has attracted the support of
European Christian thinkers, who have turned to Pauline thought to defend their views. This is
that “the divine election of the old Israel has not been invalidated and hence it still exists, and
as such, claims of the Jewish church concerning it can have justification from the Christian
point of view.”474
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Thomas condemns this attitude of establishing an exclusive state and the Western theological
attitude of siding with a particular race. He believes that the primary reason behind such
argument is “the bad-conscience of the Western churches and Christian civilisation which
persecuted the Jewish people for generations which gave silent approval to Hitlerism which
annihilated six million Jews in modern times.”475 On this basis, Thomas rejects Jewish
nationalism that perceives the Promised Land as a continuation of the Davidic throne. He
argues against the inappropriate reading and interpretation of the scripture, which incorporated
a literal reading of the divine promises without contextual significance. This, Thomas argues,
is an intolerant approach to textual analysis, as it leads to fanaticism.476

According to Thomas, in the Christian interpretation of the crucified Messiah the promises
were fulfilled with all their contextual and universal significance, not by a political, militant
conquering Messiah as anticipated by the Jews. He says the Jewish concept of forming their
own state evolves from the expectation of a conquering Messiah. This challenges the biblical
conviction of the crucified Messiah establishing his kingdom. Thomas claims that any stance
taken to support the formation of a Jewish state is deplorable.477
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From Thomas’s perspective, which is a secular political position entrenched in ethical values,
the need now is not to form a Jewish state that renders injustice to the Arabs and other
inhabitants of Palestine but to strive for a secular Palestinian state that values human rights for
all. By embracing all people irrespective of caste, creed, race or faith, people would live in
peaceful coexistence, unity, and cooperation.478

Thomas criticises the exclusiveness of faith traditions for confining the witnessing of divine
kingship to the internal boundaries of religion since God is the universal king in history over
the world. In history, according to Thomas, the function of religion is to embody divine
justice and love over the state, society and culture. This would ensure an effective functioning
of religious laws for establishing human dignity in public life.479 Religion by itself should not
govern society and state, Thomas acknowledged: “in the world where sin and death exist the
political responsibilities bestowed upon the state gives the state and its government the moral
right to exercise physical force (“sword”), in addition to moral consciousness, as means for
executing those responsibilities.”480 As a political reality, Thomas claims human beings
cannot experience God’s kingdom in the world through an entity of physicality that employs
violence because it is the kingdom of love that transcends state and culture. He assumes that
“in the area of religion which witnesses the kingdom, there is validity for the search for truth
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and personal transformation, without the exercise of physical force, through the
communication of love and free and voluntary decisions.”481

Thomas argues that religions are usurping political power to propagate their message and
seek support to perpetuate the kingdom’s message to transform humanity unto God. Instead,
he argues, kingdom must serve as a platform for fostering social justice in society. Justifying
this, Thomas says, “religion, state, the kingdom of God—each of these has its own specific
identity, even while they are closely related to each other; it is from this insight that the
principle of the secular approach of the state emerged both in Western countries and
India.”482 As a religion, Christianity tends to spread the kingdom of God by proclaiming the
crucified Christ, demolishing the existing barriers between religion, state, and God’s
kingdom, and protecting its separate identity to form a genuine human community. Thomas
says, as Christianity continued to expand, it became difficult to preserve the separate
identities of other faiths, the state, and God’s kingdom. Thus, Christianity had to support the
concept of a powerful militant political Messiah.483

The Kingdom of God in Hindu–Christian Dialogue
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According to Thomas, Hinduism, known as sanadhana dharma (eternal religion), gave birth
to Buddhism, Jainism, and Sikhism, and is different from Semitic religions’ faith
traditions.484 Thomas observes that “the unitive vision behind multiplicity is the basic
characteristic of these religions. Salvation is in the enduring vision of undifferentiated
spiritual unity or harmony, that is the mystic vision of the unity of the self with the Ultimate
Spirit.”485 According to Thomas, Hinduism’s concept of God is rooted in the truth, whereas
the world is an illusion, “alienated from the Ultimate Self; historical time is caught up in the
wheel of Maya in meaningless repetition age after age.”486 In this context, the ultimate
purpose of humanity is to achieve moksha, that is, liberation from the cycle of death and
rebirth that includes life with sufferings in its worldly existence.487 Until a human reaches
moksha, the jivatmas (individual souls) engage in the cycle of births and rebirths, through
“samsara at the dictates of the law of karma.”488 These souls can attain the goal of Brahma
through Brahma jnana, the “awareness of God’s presence, leading to the realisation that all
differences are superficial and that the indwelling soul is the essence of the eternal truth.”489
Attaining Brahma jnana in this samsara world is a mystic spiritual experience. He claims
that this approach is common to different philosophies and mysticisms in Hinduism. In his
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assessment, he discovers the fact that “unitive vision and mystic spiritual experience are
found in Christianity”490 but with a different mode of approach. This is “not a vision of unity
which sees creation with its individuality and differentially as an illusion.”491 Thomas says
the vision received in Jesus Christ looks forward to unification of everything in God’s love in
future, leading to the reality of one world and one human race by rejecting the competitive
aspects of individualities through the history of God’s action of fulfilling his purposes in
creation. The core element in this vision, according to Thomas, “is the spiritual experience
which surrenders the self to the purposes of God who acts in history and commits oneself to
constant action in the way of the cross of Jesus.”492 It means mysticism in Christianity
focuses “on the experience of society and history,”493 whereas in Hinduism, the focus of
mysticism centres around the individual.494 For example, Thomas points out that, in the
celebration of the Lord’s Supper, “the disciples of Jesus experienced a spirituality of deepest
divine communication in the Lord’s Supper, which Jesus executed.”495 Through this
experience, humans gain “the strength to fight with hope against the dividing Satanic forces
in the world, till the Lord comes.”496
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For thinkers in Christianity and Hinduism, the relationship between the two mysticisms is
sedately and mutually debated. The concern of Christianity is its theological approach
towards other faiths like Hinduism and Gnostic religions like Taoism. Here, Thomas
discovers that “Christianity can deal with this problem only by focusing on Jesus Christ
crucified and risen and by giving primacy to the process of transformation in the historical
realm, reconciling persons to God, and each other, and with nature.”497

In dealing with this question, Thomas recalls two historical realities. First, “the evil
consequences result from the history-consciousness of the Western civilisation getting
derailed.”498 He criticises the contemporary context in which society faces injustice and war.
Because of this, humanity has been ruined, derailed from its ultimate goal to self-gain; its
power is geared to damage and manipulate its existence and that of fellow human beings.
That has ended in the escalation of wars and international tensions. The Western world has
shown dissatisfaction with these outcomes.

Thomas argues that “the youth seek to escape into the vision of cosmic unity within a
person’s interiority, rejecting the conflicts of outer history. Consequently, many in the West
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have found solace in Hindu spirituality.”499 He argues that such an embracing of Hindu
spirituality has had an exponential rise among Western Christian countries. He believes
Christianity in the West is accountable for such deterioration. This derailment happened due
to the collapse of Western civilisation and its interpretation of the meaning of history.500 The
fundamental problem is that they were deprived of theology relating to “the crucified
Messiah who holds the meaning and goal of history, opting for the path of the conquering
Messiah.”501 Thomas discovers that it was the crusades that diverted Western civilisation.
These replaced Jesus Christ, who “sacrificed his self on the cross with a conquering
superman.”502 He believes that crusades have happened not only in earlier ages but also in the
modern age in various forms such as “Capitalism, Colonialism, Stalinism, Hitlerism,
Vietnam—all these symbolise the worship of a conquering superman Messiah.”503 According
to Thomas, this is a massive threat to society as it leads to individuals and ethnicities’ selfdestruction. After identifying the problem, he prescribes a solution that “it is natural that
humans prefer an escapist spirituality which runs away from the conflicts of history. Christian
Gospel witnesses God establishing a kingdom in the path of the Crucified Messiah.”504
Thomas claims that “in this light both the history-affirming Western spirituality and history-

499

Thomas, In Jesus The Kingdom of God is Near, 30.

500

Thomas, In Jesus The Kingdom of God is Near, 30.

501

Thomas, In Jesus The Kingdom of God is Near, 30.

502

Thomas, In Jesus The Kingdom of God is Near, 30.

503

Thomas, In Jesus The Kingdom of God is Near, 30.

504

Thomas, In Jesus The Kingdom of God is Near, 30.

187

negating Eastern spirituality needs renewal.”505 Both must undergo an assessment in respect
of God’s kingdom.

In the second place, Thomas recalls another historical reality from the Indian situation about
“the renewal taking place in Hindu religion, its philosophies as well as spiritualities.”506
According to Thomas, revival occurs in the Indian context when a personal encounter with
Christ crucified provides hope for the present. It is firmly embedded in all of the revived
spiritual meanings for higher actions in pluralistic communities. It is accomplished by relying
on social history to lead people to those moral ideals that are valued.507 Encountering the
crucified Christ, Thomas examines the beginning of reformed Hindu religion from Swami
Vivekananda to Raja Ram Mohan Roy and many others, then to Mahatma Gandhi, setting
forth “primary importance to fundamental changes needed in the structures of Indian moral
and social life.”508 In the broader context of India, Aravinda Ghosh, the philosopher-poet and
Indian nationalist, and Radhakrishnan, the philosopher-politician, were two Vedanta thinkers
who contributed philosophically to Hinduism’s resurgence as a whole. Their inclusion of the
crucified Christ into their philosophical interpretations was the paradigm of transformation
for the pluralistic milieu. In a smaller context like Kerala, India (Thomas’s situation), he
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observes Hindu reformers, such as Sree Narayana Guru, a philosopher and spiritual leader,
and Chattampi Swamikal, Hindu sage and social reformer. They laid the foundation for
Hindu reformation, revived Hindu philosophy and spirituality, and made their revival
movements instruments of social transformation. 509

While examining these pluralistic situations, Thomas came across two opposing pathways in
Hinduism with distinct categorical approaches to transformation. The first category pursues
the paradigm of nonviolence, and the second follows the conquering-militant model. He finds
the Sarvodaya Movement, supported by nonviolence, with a mission of developing people in
all communities. The second is the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), the National
Volunteer Organisation that advocates Hindu philosophy to strengthen and unite the Hindu
community to build a Hindu rashtra (nation). Thomas discovered the message of the cross of
Jesus Christ as a paradigm of transformation played a massive part in the renewal of
Hinduism both in cultural and spiritual dimensions. The path of the cross also served as an
ongoing influence in this aspect. Hence, the church needs to exemplify the Gospel of the
kingdom of Jesus Christ in a Hindu cultural context and respond to the ultimate questions
raised in this situation. Neither traditional Hinduism and Neo-Hinduism, Thomas argues, are
structured to recognise the person of Jesus beyond seeing him as a guru or an exemplified
leader who comprehends universal spiritual truth. Thomas suggests that all schools of thought
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in Hinduism reject the Christian perception of Christ as the path to God and his kingdom.510
According to Thomas, they also reject Jesus “as the Messiah the one who gives salvation, the
one who holds God’s kingdom, the one who is risen and ascended into heaven, and the One
who is to return as the Son of man.”511 Hence, he claims that “it is here that one finds the
basic perspective of Hinduism, that nothing new emerges in history repeats itself, remains
without alteration.”512 In the Hindu concept that nothing new appears in history, Thomas
examines the concept of avatar. The avatar is a Sanskrit term that denotes descent, which
means the incarnation of a deity on earth, a fundamental belief in Hinduism. The NeoHinduists adopt this term to venerate Jesus as one among the avataras (incarnations).
According to Neo-Hinduism, Thomas says, Jesus is “the foremost of the Sathyagrahis513 who
realised the principle of nonviolence in life and in death or one of the most important
Jeevanmuktas [liberated beings] who has achieved self-realisation.”514 They respect and
approach Jesus as guru, who declared the truth. Their philosophy of truth is that “If a spiritual
truth or principle is propounded, it is for that principle or truth which has permanence, not for
the person who discovered it.”515 Thus, the Christian emphasis of the person of Christ as truth
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is not validated in Hinduism. In this context, Thomas claims that “the relationship between
the principle of Jesus and the person of Jesus should become an important point of discussion
in Christian–Hindu dialogues and the Christology of the Indian Church.”516

Dialogical Engagement with Primal Religions
Thomas argues that in dialogue, the religious sense of indigenous communities, including the
primitive religions of various continents, requires consideration. He uses the words “primary
religion” instead of “primitive religion” as he believes it is the right phrase to refer to the
phenomenon of religious consciousness, which exists mainly in oral form in indigenous
traditions. According to Thomas, most religions have primary religious features, such as that
of humanity’s interconnectedness with nature, and their religious sense is a pursuit of
integrating human life with the rhythm of nature and the world of spirits. Here, Thomas states
that the effort is to make human life safe by satisfying nature’s spirits and living in tune with
nature. He says their religious sense binds them with the realm of nature and spirits. This
phenomenon is also prevalent in developed faiths. Thomas refers to India’s examples of the
established religions of Girijans (tribals), Dalits and village communities.517
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Thomas says that when the Gospel of Christ was preached to primary religious groups in
Asia, Africa and Latin America, it transformed their beliefs; they ceased their worship of
natural forces and began to worship God in Jesus Christ. 518

Totemism and animism are examples of primal religion, which is another word for primary
religions that are found in the tribal settings. According to the religion's teachings, everyone
has a mystical connection to some animal or element in nature.519 Thomas quotes a tribal
theologian, Nirmal Minz, from India’s central region, to point out that “consciousness of
history developed among the tribes in India after the conversion to Christianity.”520 In this
transformation of their culture, Thomas noted that “it is unfortunate that they rejected their
culture and the art forms they developed about nature, considering it devilish under the
persuasion of missionaries.”521 He claims that in modern times “there have been attempts
among tribal Christians to restore their cultural traditions and transform them as Christian.”522

Thomas affirms that those from a tribal background who embraced Christ experienced the
transforming power of the Gospel of the kingdom of God. This transformational experience is
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the “liberation from the fear of evil spirits and as a journey towards history from nature.”523
Thomas argues that the historical consciousness that violates nature or ecosystems is not
acceptable in the world. Reflecting this, according to him, some modern theologians
emphasise that the key “truths of primal religious consciousness should be incorporated into
the Gospel of the kingdom of God.”524 He says that this declaration should get the attention
of the world of theology. In Christian theology, he says, there is no “justification for
worshipping forces of nature in the guise of gods or goddesses, or for fearing evil spirits.” He
argues that theology of the kingdom of God ought to acknowledge that nature is not entirely
created for human beings. Instead, they should exist in peace with nature, and the humans
must focus on action aimed at transforming nature. Transformation both in nature and human
society should not become a means of destruction of the natural environment. Both humans
and nature are closely related to each other.525

Dialogue with Secular Ideologies
Apart from dialogue with other religions, Thomas sought dialogue with proponents of secular
ideologies. He observed that the Christian faith must engage in dialogical interaction with
modern secular ideologies, with the kingdom of God as the focal point for discussion because
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secular ideologies focused on the “meaning and goal of human history.”526 Thomas asserted
that these ideologies developed their worldviews on “history and humanism” from the
Western context, underpinned by Christianity, which is incarnated in Western culture.
Realising its estrangement, Thomas asserted that “secular ideologies stand alienated from the
kingdom perspective of Jesus Christ in so far as they consciously reject the relation of
humanity and human history with transcendent realities.”527 He says their isolation requires
an examination by the kingdom of God and Christian faith. Thomas stresses that such
analysis would distinguish the truth and falsehood inherent in them. Such ideologies would
be transformed in the light of God’s kingdom.528

Thomas observed that development of liberalism in the nineteenth century subjugated
philosophical opinions, stressing that “human society will inevitably achieve progress
through the freedom of rationality and individuality; liberalism looked for the emergence of
an ideal world community in the near future.”529 He stated that liberalism was a humanistic
faith that contributed “democracy in the political front, capitalism in the economic field, and
the development of rationality and searches for scientific truths in the cultural and scientific
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areas.”530 For him, liberalism ensured, with its scientific convictions, liberation for all
categories of deprived humanity. He argued that once such liberation occurred, the world
would advance inexorably beyond any restrictions. Thomas claims that the basic content of
liberalism is its optimistic aspirations of “natural goodness of human persons.”531 He says
that political democracy, capitalism, modern science, and renaissance-oriented culture are the
outcomes of human development in history, derived from liberalism. In Thomas’s
understanding, liberalism confirmed the fact of “human individualism and rationality as
capable of discovering the truth.”532 In the twentieth century, he says, liberalism was
contradicted as it encountered historical events. The hope for human development was
demolished.533

Thomas noted that competition was an element of the commercially advanced nations of the
Western world. These nations frequently exploited creative forces to foster aggressive
competition rather than solidarity and unity in fellowship. According to him, it resulted in
human exploitation among the employed, leading to the emergence of labour unions and their
struggle for equal human rights and justice. Thomas contended that ethnic nationalism gave
birth to political movements for independence when nations were under colonial control and
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tyranny, particularly in Asia and Africa. He noted the consequences of such phenomena as
absolute poverty and underemployment, which had increased significantly. World wars have
successively occurred. The liberal vision of building a peaceful world collapsed, and liberal
humanism gradually disappeared.534 In this context, Thomas notes the important truth in the
theories of Nietzsche, Marx and Freud, who emphasised “the conscious realm of humans,
which, considered to be capable of leading humanity to the perfection of goodness, is nothing
but a smoke-screen that covers-up selfish interests and the quest for power of the humans.”535
Among these theorists, according to Thomas, Marx demonstrated the power of a fraternal
classless society, through the dialectical approach of hope for its eventual development in
history and faith in humanity’s natural goodness. In the French Revolution, he says, the
influencing factor was liberalism, and in the Russian Revolution, it was communism.
However, the primary issue here, according to Thomas, was that “the atrocities of
Communism under the Stalin regime and the totalitarianism that engulfed the Russian
administration destroyed the optimism created by the Communist ideology.”536 He believed
that Stalinism emerged out of Christian indifference to the secular politics in the West,537
because it failed its struggle for social justice and support of humanity’s wellbeing by turning
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into a self-interested and power-hungry aggressor.538 It belied the goals of discovering one’s
adversaries and taking the risk of eliminating one’s enemies as one’s obligation to history;
people had to live with anxiety regarding their future.539 Socialist–communist movements
presented knowledge of social rights worldwide, but the over-optimism of their ideological
views concerning humanity and history was fractured.540 He states that their dreams for
liberation from capitalism, and public leadership based on functional goodness of humanity,
had plummeted fatally. In this context, the communists had to seek for themselves the
fundamental reason for human seclusion and contradiction. Thomas affirms that Marxism and
neoliberalism would agree that “there is truth in the Christian contention that selfishness and
power-intoxication of humanity that is sin is the source of human alienation from God.”541

Thomas notes that the Christian “doctrine of original sin is more agreeable to reality in the
light of modern history than the natural goodness of humanity taught by Liberal Socialism
and Communism.”542 He identifies the same forms of expression and discourse in the
writings of the East European communist regime. However, Thomas says, incorporating
those concepts does not mean moving away from atheism as do Marxist philosopher Roger
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Garaudy and Indian theorist Jayaprakash Narayan, a socialist ideologist who converted from
communism to democratic socialism. Gandhi’s approach to revolution was non-violent,
intending to achieve good through nonviolence because violent revolutions had failed to
bring social transformation. In the process of political liberation and social rebuilding,
Gandhi argued that this type of activity was relevant and convenient. Gandhi's ideology
included Sarvodaya, nonviolence, and truth. It drew Jayaprakash Narayan's attention, and
after India's independence, he adopted the Sarvodaya philosophy and proceeded to apply it to
the reconstruction of society.543 Thomas says later Jayaprakash stepped away from power
politics and became part of Sarvodaya. Later, even without denying Sarvodaya, he switched
to the philosophy of total revolution relying on people’s power and eventually to peoplepower politics.544 Thomas writes that “this journey of Jayaprakash Narayan marks the hopes
and frustrations of modern ideological world, more than that, to the search for the spiritual
foundation of humanity.”545 He claims that Indian Christian theology needs to incorporate
and address the ideological shifts demonstrated by Jayaprakash’s journey through Indian
history.
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Thomas then shifts his focus to nihilism, which proclaimed that “the optimism of human
nature nurtured by liberalism and Marxism utterly failed.”546 Further, nihilism’s core
conceptual “values of liberty, equality and fraternity upheld by ideologies such as liberalism,
socialism and Communism have no spiritual support in the universe or history.”547 Thomas
posits two main causes for such ideological emphases. First, people began to accept violence
and exploitation as a way of life because humanity’s future seemed bleak. Fascism took root
in this context. Hitler was its proponent. Totalitarianism of the state was another
consequence; Stalin was its initiator.548 Second, “accepting humanism is a response to
nihilism.”549 Thomas highlights existentialism as a response to this. He says that although
there was nothing to be hoped for, ultimately, humans must “uphold human greatness
(nobility) by constantly fighting against human destiny.”550 Thomas refers to humanists such
as Camus, Sartre, and Russell because they represented this ideology.551

The Christian perspective differs while focusing on human existence and destiny. According
to Thomas, Christian theology teaches that “human selfishness and power-intoxication
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emerges from the attempt of humans, alienated from God, to justify themselves.”552 He
observed it as a reality that would continue as long as time and history persisted. The danger
with this perception is that it would turn all creative powers into destructive powers. It would
transform the natural goodness of humans into natural evil.553 He says, “that is why fight for
freedom ends up in new slaveries and struggle for justice gets distorted into new
oppressions.”554 When such kinds of spiritual contradictions occur, then “social
organisations, state and similar structures come under the domain of Satanic powers and
develop as tools that destroy humanity.”555 The result of all this is that “no individual, or
class, or caste will remain in goodness for long.”556 The conflict of sin affects every aspect of
humanity. Humans manifest their inherent virtue. They also exhibit evil individually,
socially, intellectually, and physically due to spiritual battles. Because of this, Thomas
believes human efforts are ineffective in establishing God’s kingdom on earth.557
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According to Thomas, Christian theology demonstrates “a realism that calls into question
nihilism”558 without taking up fascism and atheistic existentialism.559 As a result of this, he
discovers that by human efforts, God’s kingdom cannot be established in the world.
Christianity teaches the good news that God has freely given his kingdom to humans in Jesus
Christ. At the same time, Christian faith emphasises the fact that judgement is inevitable
throughout and even at the climax of history; through judgement the kingdom will appear.560
Thomas says that “the cross of Christ while revealing the tendency of human nature to
constantly reject God’s love and kingdom, stands as the revelation of God possible.”561 He
further asserts that “the resurrection of Christ is the proclamation that the forces of sin, death
and Satan have been defeated on the cross of Jesus.”562 As a result, the world and the end of
history are not given to emptiness but God’s kingdom. Even though God’s kingdom is not
realised in the world’s history through human efforts, it is made available to us through Jesus
Christ in the realm of history as trans-world or trans-historical reality.563 Thomas endorses the
foundation that the continuing “hope of the Christian faith is the kingdom of God, which has
come and yet to come.”564 This hope towers over and transcends all superficial hopes and the
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disappointments that emerge from their ruin. Concerning this hope, according to Thomas, the
church is called to provide witness to the kingdom in word and deed including having
responsibility in the social and political domains, that is, “not expecting the state to wither
away at any time, not even expecting democracy and socialism to be the first steps to reach
the kingdom of God.”565 He affirms that God’s kingdom is neither a religion nor a social
ideology. Instead, it is God’s power to be utilised for human service to transform humanity
from all dehumanising structures.566

Thomas follows the Pauline method of defining the kingdom of God in which God may be all
in all (1 Cor 15:29). He says in his commentary on the Epistle of James that the kingdom of
God is the end of the harvest of creation. If this is so, then the church is the first fruit of
creation.567 Thus, Thomas appreciates the church as it reflects the kingdom of God in history.
Their relationship is integrally connected to the church’s diakonic mission—the kingdom of
God becomes the ultimate goal for the world. For Thomas, the kingdom of God, inaugurated
by Christ, is open to all humanity.568 But it is a choice for humanity to accept or reject. In his
commentary on Luke’s Gospel, Thomas explains that caste and creed are given equal universal
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respect, irrespective of all religions. It is the core message of the kingdom. 569 He says that
God’s kingdom prioritises humans rather than religious laws by revealing the reality of not
destroying humans but providing them with forgiveness of sins in Christ. Thomas says the
kingdom consists of a human community that received God’s forgiveness by forgiving each
other.570 He reveals the reality to God’s kingdom’s bearers that they are the universal people
of God who are recognised as a human community in history.571 He believes that the kingdom
of God inaugurated in Jesus in history will progress as humanity’s universal activity inside and
outside the church until Christ returns.572 For Thomas, the church is a community involved in
the extraordinary task of preparing for the fulfilment of the kingdom of God by participating
in the peoples’ struggles against inhumane activities by humanising them. In this way, Thomas
stresses that the church as a community reflects God’s kingdom in history through its life as an
organised community of forgiven sinners, built on the social consciousness of mutual
forgiveness and fellowship.573 Here, Thomas’s view of the kingdom becomes syncretic in its
dialogical engagement with other faiths and ideologies. All ideologies, faith traditions, and
societies, he believes, must be reinterpreted, and transformed based on the “centrality of
Christ.” In this way, Thomas identifies “Christ-centred syncretism” as the ultimate objective
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of all dialogue’s exteriority and interiority.574 The primary emphasis of Thomas’s dialogical
engagement with faith traditions and secular ideologies is his Christ-centredness; consequently,
the entire biblical interpretation is focused on Christ and new humanity.575

Luke’s Framework for the Contextual Interpretation of Crucified Christ
According to Thomas, since the inception of the church in the first century, it grew in
pluralistic communities with Greeks and Latin secular cultures and philosophies at the core of
their faiths. This resulted in formulating a Christology in Greek philosophic language and
thinking. He recognised the contextual needs of those times for developing a Christology that
preserved the church from increasing heretical teachings on the person of Christ. For the
church, Thomas says, philosophising her doctrine was essential to sustaining the faith of
believing communities in Jesus as their Lord and saviour. Thomas identified this as a
pressing Christological task of the church. The early church fathers sought to formulate a
church doctrine that resulted in calling upon various councils to formulate a Christology
relevant to the church. It reflected the Christological task of the church within synods from
Nicaea to Chalcedon.576
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Thomas assumed that the church’s teachings before the nineteenth century evolved within the
Greek–Latin paradigm, where theology was formulated. This framework of theology was
later adopted by all Orthodox, Roman Catholic, and Protestant churches. While assessing the
Indian situation in relation to this framework, Thomas discovered that the early church had
existed in Indian society, adopting and preserving the Greek doctrinal conceptions. These
conceptions were imported with the spread of missionary movements in the nineteenth
century, which carried Western culture and doctrines to various parts of the world, especially
in Asia and Africa. Consequently, Thomas says, theological education in several continents
identified with Western forms of presentation: young churches, instead of opting for an
indigenised model, were influenced by Western societies’ culture.577

Thomas identified that the cause of the rise of national liberation movements around the
globe was due to the effect of education in various communities. The churches were
grounded in national cultures and associated with them. Asian and African churches
recognised the need for formulating a relevant Christology appropriate to their situations. The
dialogical engagement of Christian faith with culturally pluralistic contexts ensued,
formulating a relevant Christology for the particular context.578
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Thomas acknowledged the Indian situation, where Hindu thinkers, who had embraced the
Christian faith since the nineteenth century, identified the need to develop a relevant
Christology and theology for their context. Thomas says that when the Christian faith
dialogically encountered the Hindu faith, it revived the Hindu thinkers’ aspirations to reform
and restructure Hinduism. By doing so, they attempted to observe and interpret the
uniqueness of Christ in the context of Hindu cultures. Thomas noticed that the Hindu
philosophers’ interpretation of Christology created a need among Christian thinkers to
articulate a Christology relevant to the indigenous situation. However, Western missionaries
who controlled the Indian church administration were afraid that the Indian church would
abandon its true faith.579 For this reason, Thomas says the “indigenous theology movement
progressed covertly and on the sidelines during the nineteenth and early part of the twentieth
century.”580 As a result, Thomas affirms that when a theology is derived from dialogical
engagement between the Gospel of the church and its surrounding culture, it becomes more
significant for any church. 581This is reflected in the thought patterns of both Hindu and
Indian theological thinkers in the Indian settings. 582

The Crucified Christ in Renaissance and Secular Thinking
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Thomas observed that during the renaissance and independence struggles in India, artists,
political thinkers and renaissance cultural leaders were influenced and fascinated by the
crucifixion of Jesus.583 In their reflections, many had seen Christ on the cross as “God
participating in the suffering of humanity and getting persecuted along with them.”584 For
many viewing the “picturisation of the cross, the hope of human liberation and ultimate
victory can be discerned; the light of the resurrection is certainly present there.”585 Indian
artists such as Nandalal Bose, Raja Ram Mohan Roy, K. C. S. Paniker, and Nikhil Biswas
have painted Jesus on the cross symbolising God’s identification with oppressed humanity,
taking upon himself the suffering of humanity.586

According to Thomas, Gandhi viewed Christ’s suffering as a model for marginalised and
suffering humanity. A renowned Indian poet, Rabindranath Tagore, wrote a poem called
“Son of Man” about Christ’s agony on the cross, connecting Christ with humanity’s
suffering. Both Gandhi and Tagore, according to Thomas, examined the cross of Christ in
their own convictions by offering their own interpretations.587 Nandalal Bose followed in the
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footsteps of Rabindranath Tagore by focusing his artistic work on Christ. Christ was depicted
as connecting to those who are suffering.588

All these secular and Hindu intellectuals and artists, according to Thomas, sought to portray
how God linked to humanity’s suffering.589 Christ was understood and portrayed in their
works as a secular paradigm of dialogue in which Christ associated himself with suffering
humanity. Following Gandhi, Lohia, a socialist leader and atheist, saw the crucifixion of
Jesus as a symbol that embodied oppressed people’s spiritual and material hopes and desires.
Tagore, in his secular Christological portrayals, influenced many artists and thinkers. 590

Tagore perceived Jesus as the Maha Purusha, the great man who, through his life, teachings
and death on the cross, expounded humanity’s dignity to the world. Thomas says that Tagore
recognised that Jesus maintained a friendship with the poor, the marginalised and the social
outcasts, eating with them. Providing food to the hungry and clothing to the naked are signs
of serving Jesus, as these were at the core of his proclamation. The cross of Christ serves as
the medium of the exhibition of God’s love in which God identifies himself with suffering
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humanity.591 Through this, the glorification of humanity happens. In Tagore’s understanding,
Thomas notes, “the love that is exemplified by the cross is the love which chooses selfsacrifice and suffering to make every human person valuable.”592 Thomas claimed that
“Tagore addresses Jesus as the Maha Purusha, probably because in Rig Veda the world in all
its diversity is created by the sacrifice of the Purusha. It is equal to the concept of the Son of
man in the New Testament.”593 This concept is recalled in Tagore’s poem on Jesus entitled
“Son of Man.” In this poem, Tagore says, in the bitter cup of death, he (Jesus) poured his
immortal life for those who heard his call and those who did not.594

Luke’s Crucified Christ in Indian Christian Thinking
Thomas connects the parable included in Luke 13:21 to the kingdom of God because “it is
like yeast that a woman took and mixed into about 60 pounds of flour until it worked all
through the dough.” He claims that like a bit of yeast that leavens the whole dough, Christ’s
life, death, and cross have influenced the entire history of humanity today. Similarly, the
moral and spiritual life of Jesus has influenced all cultures in their social and economic ways
by changing and renewing their secular values. According to Thomas, it is revealed in God’s
action as he transforms and shapes the history of the world into his kingdom. God is
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recreating history in its interiority by being in the history as its inner power. At the same
time, God is guiding history externally and will intervene actively towards its conclusion.
Thomas affirms that God arrives in history through Jesus Christ to guide history to its
completion in the kingdom. In this process the crucified and risen Christ continues to operate
by directing the world’s destiny and reforming it through the Holy Spirit and the church’s
ongoing public testimony. As evidenced in the parable of the woman’s yeast, Thomas
contends that the human role is essential in God’s action in the history of the world.595

Thomas’s third volume of commentary on Luke 19-21, particularly the general section of the
study, must be understood through this interpretative structure, where he uses numerous
secular theories to comprehend Christ. In his contextual analysis, Thomas raises particular
existential issues concerning Jesus’s identity: Who is he? What is the nature of his
relationship with God and humanity? He states that these were also the concerns confronted
by the disciples, politicians, and Jewish religious thinkers in the first century. It is in this
structural setting that Christology developed in the New Testament books.596 Thomas
establishes how theological interpretations must evolve from a dialogue between the Gospel
and the situation in which the church exists. Both secular and theological thinkers in India
attempted to reflect Christ in a pluralistic environment where different faiths and secular
philosophies coexisted peacefully. Thomas reveals that Indian artists, political intellectuals,
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renaissance leaders, religious thinkers, and philosophers were all attracted by Christ’s life and
crucifixion and conveyed their views about him in their responses.597

Thomas examines how both Indian Christian theologians and renaissance leaders sought to
understand the person of Christ using Hindu philosophy. Thomas attributes the growth of
Indian Christian theology to cultural settings where the Christ of the Gospel influenced NeoHindu intellectuals. Brahmanadhav Upadhyaya, Sadhu Sundar Singh, A. J. Appasamy, P.
Chenchiah, V. Chakkarai, P. D. Devanandan, Raimon Panikkar, and Swami Abhishiktananda
are among the people who contributed to this theology, according to Thomas. In the Indian
setting, theology had grown substantially with significant assistance from indigenous spiritual
thought, which had always been essential to its creation.598

The Christian Ashram Movement was also significant in the development of Christian
theology in India.599 Thomas states that the thinkers related Christ to the Indian philosophical
system, namely Advaita, Vishishtadvaita, Dvaita, and paths to moksha such as
jnana, bhakti, and karma. In this process, there was theologising of the person of Christ
within the secular ideologies. Thomas examines how thinkers of the Indian renaissance and
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Indian Christian theologians sought to understand Christology by integrating Hindu
philosophical concepts. 600

The nineteenth century was pivotal in the development of Indian Christian thought based on
indigenous culture and ideas. During this time, Hindu reformers made essential contributions
by incorporating Christology into their articulations, resulting in a substantial social
revolution in Indian culture and then engaging in dialogue with Christian academics and
teachers. Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Govind Ranade, Keshub Chunder Sen, and P. C.
Mozoomdar are some of the most well-known thinkers in this category. They realised that
including Christ in Indian thought is required to revitalise and transform Hindu religion and
culture. Gandhi, remarkably, linked and incorporated Christology into secular political
thought and action, which he refers to as the everlasting concept of ahimsa (nonviolence). He
combined Jesus’s teaching on the Mount and the crucifixion as a paradigm, and then he
merged it with Bhagavad Gita’s nishkama karma, an Indian Hindu concept. In the secular
political spheres, the synthesis of Christology with an indigenous framework resulted in a
significant paradigm shift. This fusion of Christology with indigenous patterns captivated and
influenced the general population and intellectuals.601 This unification uplifted humanity to a

600

Thomas, Crucified Jesus, 28.

601

Thomas, Crucified Jesus, 27.

212

new dimension, seeing the cross as a representation of divine love at work in the satyagraha
struggle against falsehood and injustice, despite oppression and suffering.602

Integration of the Crucified Christ in Indian Philosophy
While interpreting Luke 12: 54-64, Thomas contended that it is the church’s vocation to
apply scripture to the modern world by analysing the situations of the times. In order to
connect with people, the church must first comprehend the secular rhythm of the milieu,
which includes religious traditions and economic, social, and scientific elements. All these
are to be analysed in the context of God’s kingdom and ultimate history. Thomas provided
two key historical paradigms in response to this perception. First, in Augustine’s City of God,
Augustine explains how the church identified the periods of barbarian invasion of the Roman
empire, and second, Thomas acknowledges the recent ecumenical movements that have used
discernment of the times to interpret the biblical narrative.603

In exegeting Luke 19: 29-40, Thomas says that the politics inherent in the kingdom of God
are not disclosed through violence, but are entirely rooted in divine love and justice. He
observes how Augustine’s concept of the peace of the city of God depends on this kind of
politics. Thomas further establishes that this integral peace becomes the goal of human
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cultures and political systems.604 With these paradigmatic keys, Thomas interprets the
biblical message by connecting with historical events using secular and Hindu philosophy.
He investigates how the biblical message has blended into the thinking of diverse societies.

Trinity as Satchitananda
Thomas blends the Satchitananda conception into Lukan Christological interpretation,
particularly in the general segment of the third volume: Crucified Jesus, Lord of the World, to
comprehend Luke’s Gospel in a pluralistic framework embracing Indian philosophical ideas.
Satchitananda is a prevalent expression found in the Upanishads as three-fold forms that
reflects the conception of God analogous to the Christian notion of Trinity. It is composed of
three Sanskrit words, Sat, Chit, and Ananda, and regarded as the comprehensive expression
given to Brahman.605 Keshub Chunder Sen, the head of the Brahmo Samaj606 in the second
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half of the nineteenth century, drew more criticism than any other theologian since the
inception of Christianity for his unique convictions on Christ and the Trinity.607 Roy Pape
quotes David L. Gosling’s observations regarding Sen’s view that he “believed in the Trinity,
which he related ingeniously to the Upanishadic definition of Brahman as Saccidananda.”608
In his lecture on the theme of “The Marvellous Mystery of Trinity,” delivered on January 21,
1882, Sen delved at great length into the ideology, emphasising Christ as the divine humanity
appearing as the culmination of the creation process.609 Sen had been pondering a wholly new
and uniquely Indian explanation of the riddle in terms of Sat, Chit, and Ananda. Later,
Brahmabandhav Upadhyaya and Swami Abhishiktananda developed the concept for
pluralistic contexts as an adequate interpretation of the Christian faith. Sen took a concept
derived from Greek philosophy and Roman ideologies and placed it in Indian philosophical
terms to fit the context.610
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Thomas claims that Keshub Chunder Sen attempted to incorporate Christology into Hindu
philosophical thought, affirming that the “moral excellence” of Jesus is beyond common
humanity. He maintained that Jesus’s self-sacrificial existence, which culminated in his death
on the cross, is credited with extraordinary grandeur and supernatural moral heroism. For
Sen, Jesus was, without a doubt, the personification of amazing humanity. Jesus’s life of
complete selflessness was the revelation of God’s love and the way to God.611 In Thomas’s
understanding, what Sen calls “the doctrine of divine humanity” sums up his Christology.
Keshub recognised the divinity of Jesus in his statements: “my father and I are one,” “I can of
myself do nothing,” “I am in the father, and the father is in me.” More than anyone else, Jesus
had revealed divine life.612 For Sen, the gospel of Fatherly love taught through the Lost Son
parable is the highest manifestation of God’s grace.613

Interpreting Sen’s Christology, Thomas says that the life of Jesus reflects God to humanity.
He says the Jesus who reflected God emptied himself so utterly that he became the
transparent medium of God. No darkness of pride or selfishness was found in Jesus to hide
the divine light. According to Thomas, Sen saw “Christ before us a transparent crystal
reservoir in which are the waters of divine life. To the disciple who asked him, ‘Lord, show
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us the Father,’ Jesus replied: ‘Anyone who has seen me has seen the father.’” 614 To Sen,
what is seen in Jesus is the total surrender of the self, total self-abnegation. In this context, the
crucifixion was its culmination and fulfilment. In the crucifixion, a person perceives God’s
Fatherhood’s complete vision and the divine Sonship of Jesus.615 In this connection Sen’s
Christology takes a significant mode, according to Thomas. As Jesus emptied himself on the
cross, he became the medium for God’s indwelling presence. Jesus exemplified divine
humanity in all its splendour in this way. According to Thomas, divine humanity emerges
from the Satchitananda mystery as the climax of the creative process. The Holy Spirit makes
humanity a partaker of this divine life. Sen believes that present humanity is ruled by a new
human community, which he refers to as the “church of new dispensation” of the Holy
Spirit.616

Keshub acknowledged the idea of the Son’s pre-existence. It implies that the divine Sonship
existed in God before the Son was embodied in humanity. God has entered into creation in
order that the Son could take upon himself bodily form. God has led the universe through the
phase of evolution, through the creation of humanity and Jesus, through the history of
humanity. God has led the world throughout human experience. Spiritual Sonship has come
to be realised in the history of the earth. After the crucifixion, Jesus’s resurrection ascension
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points to the fact that divine Sonship took on bodily form in Jesus and assumed eternal divine
Sonship, and the Holy Spirit leads the entire human race into acknowledging the divine
Sonship of Jesus.617

In Sen’s interpretation of Christology, “Jesus had renounced his ego in self-surrender, it was
filled by God through his kenosis, thereby incarnating himself as Divine Humanity.”618
Observing Sen’s Christology, Thomas says, “Sen’s interpretation of the Hindu doctrine of
avatara in the light of the scientistic theory of evolution is interesting.”619 Avatara is defined
as “from the lowest scale of life through the fish, the tortoise and the hog up to the perfection
of humanity. At the apex of this evolution history is the crucified Jesus who reveals the
Divine Sonship.”620

In Hinduism, Thomas says that the “doctrine all creation emanates from Brahman and returns
to it; it is found that Sen redefines this Hindu doctrine.”621 According to Sen, “the Chit of
Satchitananda is the agent of God’s creative and redeeming activity.”622 In this, “God
descends and touches one end of the base of humanity; then running all along the base
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permeates the world, and then by the power of Holy Ghost, drags up the degenerated
humanity to himself. Divinity coming down to humanity is the Son, Divinity carrying up
humanity to heaven is the Holy Ghost.”623 In this process, the universalisation of the divine
Sonship of Jesus Christ is the final stage in the creative process and Sonship is bound to
develop itself in all humanity.624 P. C. Mozoomdar, one of the Brahmo Samaj leaders,
inspired by Sen, wrote a book, Oriental Christ. The book’s emphasis is directed to “picturing
Christ in the framework of oriental patterns of thought and spirituality.”625 Thomas says that
according to Mozoomdar, “Christ’s divine Humanity laid down the basis of a kingdom, of a
new society, of a divine household.”626

Brahamandhav Upadhyaya, a Brahmo Samaj convert to Christianity, defined Christian faith
uniquely in Indian terms. His contribution to Christian philosophy bridged the gap between
Christian theology and Indian pluralism, especially in the twentieth century. His theological
reflections predict contextual theological concerns. Following Sen, he drew an interesting
analogy between Saccidananda and the Trinity, based on his personal experience of knowing
God as Triune in Christ. In this, he finds Vedantic instruction to be effectively satisfying. The
mystery of Godhead discovers the genuine meaning of Brahman in terms of the Trinitarian
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Saccidananda. Apart from Keshub Chunder Sen, he was also influenced by P. C. Mozoomdar
and argued passionately for interpreting Jesus Christ through Hindu concepts and oriental
culture. 627 Upadhyaya's “Hymn of Adoration,” which is undoubtedly Christocentric, is
accepted and recognised widely by many628 and used as a Christian hymn. The hymn
explores the depth of the doctrine of “Trinity as Being (Sat), Intelligence (Chit), and Bliss
(Ananda).”629 It depicts how “Christ from above” conceals “Christ from below,” referring to
Christ’s ontology as one with God’s transcendent essence; Christ, the eternal intelligence is
reflected in the entire image of Brahman.630 His understanding of Christology is apparent in
his Sanskrit hymns, such as the hymn of incarnation, which Robin Boyd claimed to be one of
his best. Boyd’s interpretation of Upadhyaya’s Christology includes: “Christ is the image of
God (Brahman), and in him, the eternal Word (intelligence, Cit), the fullness of the Godhead,
dwells.”631
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According to Thomas, Upadhyaya was constantly engaged bringing concepts into the Indian
context, which Thomas described as “Indianising Christian doctrines by comparing Christian
Trinity with the Trinity of Satchitananda Brahman and expounding the person of Jesus as the
enfleshment of the Chit of Satchitananda.”632 For Thomas, Upadhyaya’s concept of Trinity
asserts that “the Trinity unfolds the mystery of God’s inner life.”633 By providing a Christian
interpretation of Satchitananda, Upadhyaya demonstrated the ultimate substance of God as
triune. Thomas asserted that Upadhyaya analysed the profound reality of the Trinity within
this framework, identifying that “the infinite, Eternal God who recognises His self
reproduced in thought is the father, and the same God who is the Begotten Image of Divinity,
who acknowledges the father in reason, is the logos, the Son … Divine generation and the
correspondence which binds the Father and His Logos-Image in the Spirit of Love completes
the life of God and makes it self-sufficient.”634 Upadhyaya contended that the Trinity is a
mystery that can only be revealed to humankind through the revelation of Christ.
Comprehending Satchitananda required an understanding of logos. Doing so, he was
attempting to synchronise both Hindu and Christian views of God in the person of Christ.
Upadhayaya’s Christological theory is the key to unlocking Trinity’s mystery. Thomas
analyses it in this category of reasoning that “the father is Sat-pure existence, the Son is
Christ, the logos the Chit, and Ananda represents the Holy Spirit’s bliss.”
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Boyd, like Thomas, argues that the Satchitananda model alone cannot describe the theology
of the Trinity but it can “provide a stepping stone towards a full understanding of Christian
doctrine.”635 According to Thomas’s interpretation of Upadhyaya, God became human to
provide a profound vision of the Trinity. Humanity experiences the joy of self-realisation by
receiving the vision of the Trinity leading people to the realisation that God can empathise
with human sufferings by embracing humanity and becoming a human person. 636 It is in
Jesus Christ that “we are bounded in the Spirit to the mutuality of love in Trinity.”637
Although Upadhyaya used Hindu philosophical terminology to interpret the distinctiveness of
the Trinity in a pluralistic environment, Thomas claims that he denies that avatara is being
referred to as Christ’s incarnation because “avatara has no reality in the ultimate
Brahman.”638 Upadhyaya believes in God as para Brahman or Brahman, the ultimate reality,
rather than any ordinary personal God named Iswara, who is less than the para Brahman.
Thus, he raises the Christian notion of God to the highest degree of Brahman comprehension.
Thomas emphasises Upadhyaya’s assertions within this discourse that “Christ is for him the
incarnation, the once for all embodiment of the Chit in the Satchitananda Trinity of
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Brahman.”639 Christ is the logos and the chit of Satchitananda, which is Brahman, according
to Upadhyaya.

The Sanskrit term adi purusha, which in Hindu philosophy refers to the first man, has been
borrowed to refer to Adam, who was created by the divine Sankalpa or will. Similarly,
Christ’s incarnation is considered as adi purusha of the spiritual world. The logos’s entry into
the world was possible when the logos embraced humanity; that is, incarnation occurred
when humanity was unified with divinity in the person of the logos. This incarnation is the
key to Christian belief and the core of the Satchitananda, that God became human in Jesus
Christ, and thereby, Christ became the revealer of the Trinity. In order to incarnate as a
human being, the man known as Christ took on the human form “womb of a spotless,
immaculate virgin for the formation of His body.”640 The Sanskrit term Nara Hari, which
means God-man, entirely human and divine, is applied to this manifestation of the incarnate
logos, Jesus Christ. It is here that Christian faith and Hindu beliefs collide in their idea of
incarnated logos.641
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Vengal Chakkarai, born in 1880 and raised in a Hindu environment, became a Christian in his
twenties after much thought and study of the Christian faith.642 Later, according to Thomas,
Chakkarai articulated his conviction by establishing his theology using Sanskrit Hindu terms
without engaging with any Hindu philosophical schools. His theology was essentially
Christological, arguing that God’s conception should be defined in the light of Christ’s life,
death, and resurrection rather than God as the ultimate reality.643 According to Thomas, he
was one of the contributors to the publication, Rethinking Christianity in India, and worked
with Chenchiah to contribute to Indian Christian theology. The publication was released in
conjunction with the International Missionary Council’s conference in Tambaram in 1938.
By raising the question of “Do we begin our Christian theology with Jesus or God?”644 as the
starting point of his theological treatise, he established Christology as the primary approach
in his theological reflection. He argues that true knowledge of God must begin with a
personal encounter with Christ that leads to anubhava, experience.645 Humans in their
ultimate encounter must not search out Christ as an ordinary man since he is the Sat Purusha,
or True Man, who exists in fellowship with the Father. As a human, he is entirely blameless
in his true manhood, created by God, who continues to create all humanity.646 Thomas notes
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that for Chakkarai, Jesus is the ultimate avatar of God since his avatar is not like that of
Hinduism’s transient and repetitive incarnations. Jesus’ human avatar is eternal and dynamic
because, once incarnated, Jesus continues as the God-man in human history, functioning as
the mediator of genuine spirituality for fellowship between God and humankind.647
According to Chakkarai, human beings experience God when they see Jesus face to face.
However, because of the dark veil that conceals God’s vision, it is inconceivable for ordinary
unsophisticated human consciousness to experience God. In his appearance as a human, Jesus
has irrevocably ‘raised the curtain,’ allowing humans to see God face to face.648 It is Jesus
who provides God colour, light, and rupa (Sanskrit: form), as it were. Thus, God is a
manifested reality for Chakkarai, while Jesus is manifested truth as Chit, intelligence,
wisdom, and love. God is the Sat or being that signifies the very nature of God.649

Chakkarai’s bhakti was profoundly embedded in the Christology of the cross, as shown by
his exegesis of Pauline thought of justification by faith in terms of bhakti.650 Thomas
acknowledged him defining Christianity as Bhakti Marga (path of devotion, spiritual path). In
his argument on Chakkarai’s Christology, Thomas states that Christ’s “sinlessness is the
cross and there no self can exist, but is burnt up in the homa or sacrificial fire that burns in
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the deepest heart of God and necessarily of humanity, which is Jesus in history.”651 Thomas
claimed that Chakkarai understood pneumatology as inextricably linked to Christology, in
which the Holy Spirit is identified as the risen Jesus himself. The Holy Spirit is the risen and
living Christ’s indwelling presence in a devotee’s life and history. The continuation of
Christ’s presence in the world following his resurrection alludes to the fulfilment of his
promise that commenced on the day of Pentecost, as described in John 14:18. The Holy Spirit
in human anubhava (experience) is the incarnation of Jesus Christ as the antaryamin (one
who reigns inside, inner guide, ruler) through which Christ, after his death and resurrection,
establishes his permanent presence in a devotee. Analysing Chakkarai’s assertions, Thomas
affirms that Jesus Christ is the human anubhava identified as the Christ incarnated through
the Holy Spirit, who is at work as antaryamin in devotees. Christ’s continued presence in
humanity and history is the human anubhava identified as Christ’s avatara through the Holy
Spirit who is at work as antaryamin in devotees.652 Chakkarai was a theologian who
developed his ideas engaging Indian terminologies, starting with sruthi (that which was and is
heard) and his direct anubhava (experience) of Christ.653
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In his commentary on Luke, Thomas also referred to P. Chenchiah, an Indian Christian
theologian, to investigate his notion of Christology. He was born in 1886 to a Hindu Brahmin
family in India. His entire family converted to Christianity when he was fourteen years old.
In the light of Jesus’s revelation, he viewed Christ as a new creation in creative evolution, not
simply as a continuation of Darwin’s living things’ evolution, but the whole universe as a
creative evolution.654 For him, Jesus Christ is always ‘God with us,’ entering human history
to build a new order of life known as the new creation, the kingdom of God. In the early days
of Christianity, Christians looked to prophetic traditions and other Old Testament texts to
interpret the paradigms pointing to Christ. Similarly, the church in India, centring on Christ,
must identify Hindu resources to satisfy the Indians’ spiritual quest.655 He was influenced by
Aurobindo Ghosh, who reconstructed Vedanta as comprehensive yoga using the theory of
Bergsonism and emergent evolution. Acknowledging this, Chenchiah perceived that the New
Testament themes of the new creation and the new man were the most appropriate for
providing the key to Christological interpretation.656According to Pauline thought, the
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incarnation processes culminated entirely in the revelation of God’s Son, including the
recapitulation of everything. This is referred to as Chenchiah’s “raw fact of Christ” when
examining Romans 8 and Colossians 1. 657 The core fact of Christianity, according to
Chenchiah, is that Christians have experienced solid connections with Christ. The living
Christ becomes anubhava, an experience for a believer, and Christ is a real-life historical
figure who embodies the best of what human beings can be.658 “Beyond the teachings and life
of Christ is the fact of Christ, which is of universal significance because it prophesies and
realises a new creative order.”659

Taking Keshub Chunder Sen’s teaching of Jesus Christ as an introduction to opening a new
door in the history of human evolution, Thomas assumes that Chenchiah built his view of
Christology.660 Specific identifiable thoughts influenced Chenchiah, notably Bergson’s
philosophy of creative evolution and Aurobindo Gosh’s teaching of integral yoga.661 Thomas
says that Aurobindo Ghosh viewed Brahman’s involvement in the creative evolutionary
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process of the world. “It passes from matter through the mind and ego-consciousness persons
to super-mind and the goal of a spiritual community of jnanis.”662

According to Ghosh, “creation is not real, for the reality of Brahman fills it with spiritual
power and transforms it.”663 According to Thomas, Chenchiah perceived humanity in the
world as the first step towards superhumanity. Chenchiah addresses the issue, “Who is
Jesus?” and sets the ground for a Christological solution to the problem.664 In his attempt to
address the issue, Thomas claimed that Gandhian thought influenced Chenchiah in his
Christological interpretation of “Jesus as the Supreme Sathyagrahi.”665 Thomas notes
Chenchiah’s affirmation that “Christianity begins with the ‘raw fact of Christ’ who is not just
a word or idea or past of the history, but a new creation which is the living stream of the
Risen Christ and the spirit.” Chenchiah saw the fact of Christ as the “the birth of a new
creation.”666 The new creation, according to Chenchiah, is not just about individuals being
born again but also about humanity's cosmic life. A unique creative act of God infuses new
energy into this new life. This newness is experienced in Christ, who is the firstfruits and Adi
Purusha (first man) of the new creation. Christ, the new, living person, Godman, and uniting
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bridge between God and humans is the source of the new creation for humanity. The
relationship of God and humanity is not metaphysical; instead, it comes as the result of the
new creation, which is regarded as the birth of a new creation. The Bible ascribes 'new
creation' to those who profess Christ, but Chenchiah assigns it to Christ himself. In this
context, he interprets the raw fact in the sense of having an intimate and direct experience
with Christ.667

Thomas asserts that the “raw fact of Christ” is the reason for the initial existence of life while
interpreting Chenchiah’s Christology. In this, life is not embedded by karma. It is not
imperfect from sin and not bound by the humiliation of death. Life is more valuable than
everything else because life is the first fruit of God’s son’s new creation in the creating
process. It is a creative evolutionary force committed to creating a new humanity, society,
and world. The Holy Spirit oversees this process of renewal and recreation. The Holy Spirit is
the visvakarma (universal builder) of a new world, and Christ is the adi purusha (first
man).668

Interpreting the Christology of Chenchiah, Thomas emphasises that “cosmic evolution has
always been God’s creative act. Just as humans are in the world of animals, Jesus is in the
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world of humans, a new lead in creative evolution.”669 He argues that Chenchiah believed
that Jesus represented a new humanity and was a partaker of God’s immortal essence. Jesus is
the adi purusha, the first man of the new creation, and humanity’s destiny is to enter into the
anubhava with Christ.670

In this perception of Christology Chenchiah conceives “incarnation as God’s assuming
manhood to be in the world permanently to create the new life-order.”671 Chenchiah anchors
his Christology in an anthropological paradigm, arguing that God, who became human in
Christ, is still actively involved in bringing about a new order and remains to work as a
human. Hence, Christ’s humanity is continuing humanity. According to Thomas, Chechiah
argues that humanity's ultimate goal is to enter into an intimate and direct connection with
Christ. A person comes into direct contact with Christ, has an anubhava (experience) with
Christ, and becomes identified and connected with Christ, described as pratyaksha
(perception or seeing before one's eyes), and then enters sayuja (the individual soul becoming
one with supreme soul) in Christ and become punarjanma (born again) to conform to the
image of Christ. A person comes to this realisation through rebirth. Through rebirth, a person
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is united with Christ and transforms into his likeness. To be transformed into the likeness of
Christ, one needs to receive the Holy Spirit.672

Thomas observes Chenchiah’s interpretation of the cross that the “first time in history, on the
cross of Jesus, all forces of authoritarian political power and distorted religious priesthood
arrayed against the one whose only weapon was love.”673 In this clash between spirit and
flesh, Jesus’s resurrection proclaims the victory of spirit, satyagraha over physical forces,
and the new age’s birth.674 The expression satyagraha points to the influence of Gandhian
thinking. Thomas quoted how A. G. Hogg of the Madras Christian College identified Christ
with satyagraha. In his speech at the Tambaram International Missionary Conference, Hogg
proclaimed Jesus’s life and death on the cross as the transcendent Satyagraha of God. This
expression, with its Indian context, was a favourite one of several Indian Christian
theologians.675

Concerning the new creation, Thomas quotes from Chenchiah to explain the essential
existence of humanity, which is the Holy Spirit’s work. He identifies the Holy Spirit as the
new cosmic energy. He quotes Chenchiah:“the Holy Spirit is the new cosmic energy, the
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kingdom of God the new order, the children of God the new type of humanity that Christ has
inaugurated. The Gospel is that God in Jesus has made a new creation … The children of God
are the next step in evolution and the kingdom of God, the next stage in cosmos.”676 Eternal
life is the focus of the kingdom. It is not a river flowing into the east, but the sea invading the
river, and it is not finite spirits reaching the paramatma (supreme spirit), which is beyond
creation, but creation being covered by the supreme spirit. This happens when the mighty
power of the spirit invades our lives. According to Chenchiah, the doctrine of the person of
the Holy Spirit is essential to Indian theology.677

Thomas describes how the Indian Christian theologian, Paul D. Devanandan, (1901-1962),
expanded his Christology based on Chenchiah and Chakkarai’s theologies. However, his
theology differed since it was inspired significantly by neo-orthodox thought.678 His
participation at the International Missionary Council in Tambaram in 1938 greatly influenced
him to pursued Barthian neo-orthodoxy. Later, he was appointed Director of CISRS, with
Thomas serving as an assistant director.679 Both edited the texts Cultural Foundations of
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Indian Democracy680 and India’s Quest for Democracy,681 which featured preliminary
discussions on secularism for India’s theological discourse. According to Thomas,
Devanandan believed that sin has stifled and damaged human ambitions and desires for God.
Nevertheless, the inauguration of God’s kingdom in Jesus Christ, who appeared in the
fullness of time, has reignited human desire. He considers this to be the greatest gift that God
has given to humanity. Human aspiration will be completed upon Christ’s return. 682 Human
anticipation of the future through secular ideals is entirely based on the present, reinforcing
one’s obligation to live a life of personal fulfilment that aspires to meet the welfare of
humanity. 683

On the other hand, in Christian belief, the concept of God’s kingdom depicts the opposite
reality, namely that God’s kingdom is not in the future but has already intervened in history
in the present through Christ.684 In this context of thinking, according to Thomas,
Devanandan has adopted Chenchiah’s philosophy that Jesus Christ is the adi purusha of a
new creation breaking into history and directing it towards the final consummation.
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Devanandan embraces the primary reality underlying the Christian concept of human
creation, mainly its multifaceted purpose by which people’s communion with God remains
constant. Similarly, they are expected to be in fellowship with the community. Here is where
the new creation is launched. The reality of creation is not confined to the individual’s
experience but also aspires to transform communities, including their cultures, religions,
societal life, and the whole creation.

Thomas explores Devanandan’s concept of reformation as a holistic transformation of the
community effected by Christ in the Holy Spirit in all dimensions, including religious and
secular spheres. All reformations fall within the goal of new creation. By redefining this
belief, Devanandan aspires to create a changing community as well as human solidarity.
“Affirmation of basic human dignity, social fraternity formed in mutual Love, and goaloriented history” are some of the outcomes of this process. Humans are only human in the
sense that they are part of a community of human relations, and “the consciousness of these
concerns developed among the Indian people due to this the process of renewal which is the
action of Christ in the Holy Spirit.”685 In this context, Devanandan raises a significant
concern: “What is the context of the Christian witness each believer is called upon to
communicate?”686 He responds to the question by asserting that “the message of the Christian
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witness is that a universal process of renewal which transforms the entire created cosmos.”687
It was inaugurated with God’s entry in Jesus Christ in the fullness of time into the world
where poverty, violence, and death have been prevalent.688 Thomas embraces Bonhoeffer’s
conception of Jesus Christ’s revelation as a limited, frail, and humiliated human person.
Christ in humanity was completely human-centred. Christ in his incarnation enables human
beings to live humanly before God.689

Conclusion
This chapter has examined Thomas’s dialogue with modern culture in his commentary on
Luke. Although Thomas’s commentaries do not go into great detail on indigenous religions,
his work "Nagas Towards 2000" provides some insights into indigenous beliefs and conflicts.
His affiliation with Tribal Awakening scholars and thinkers began in the 1960s when he was
the Director of the Study Centre, where a symposium was held, and was published with the
title 'Tribal Awakening'. His tenure as governor of Nagaland provided him with an awareness
of tribals in India's north-eastern region, where the dominant populations practised animism
and totemism. He was intrigued by their awakening and search for self-identity in modern
society. However, due to Hinduism's dominance and belligerence towards other faiths and
beliefs, he remained focused on Hinduism in most of his writings. In his commentaries,
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Thomas employs the Malayalam term "sadhujanam" (oppressed, marginalised, poor,
helpless) to classify various groups collectively, including indigenous peoples.

Humanisation is a theme that keeps appearing in Thomas’s theological interpretation of
scripture. The theme is especially prominent in his Lukan Christology, where he blends the
study of the text with a study of the obstacles to human dignity in modern pluralistic
societies. Thomas pays close attention to the revolutionary events in biblical history. He
views world history as a series of revolutions in which he discovers God at the heart of all
struggles for a new humanity. Thomas analyses Jesus’s teachings recorded in Luke as a
paradigm for God’s ultimate purpose for the world, which is to build the kingdom of God. He
interprets the cross of Christ as a symbol of the meeting point between the ways of God and
the ways of human beings in this world.690

Once more it is clear that Thomas sees the Bible not primarily as a religious revelation for
believers. He reads scriptural texts in a Christ-centred way, but it is precisely this Christcentredness that opens up the Bible to include the whole world within its scope, from Indian
philosophy to modern atheism and revolutionary politics.
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Chapter Four

The Commentaries on 1 Corinthians and James:
The Cross and Secular Ecclesiology

This chapter will investigate multiple commentaries, supported by some of Thomas’s other
writings, in order to bring Thomas’s Christological hermeneutic clearly into focus. I will
draw mainly on the commentaries on 1 Corinthians and James, in which Thomas gives
particularly rich treatments of the relationship between Christology and social life.

The chapter will analyse the importance of Christ in the Indian renaissance framework, the
integration of the cross with Indian Christian thinking, and the relation between Christian
koinonia and humanisation.

The Theology of the Cross
Thomas’s career returned continually to discovering Christ in secular ideologies; he refers to
it as the pursuit of dharma. His social dharma became a canon for interpreting his faith in
God in the modern world. Thomas investigates Christ in the Indian renaissance as part of his
quest for social dharma. He tried to relate his faith in Christ with the contextual realities,
particularly in the light of revolutions in the world. Thomas says, “the presence of Christ in
238

any situation has to be recognised and interpreted in the light of Jesus of Nazareth, that is,
Christ, incarnate in another situation.”691 It means Christ needs to be presented,
acknowledged and interpreted in all political dialogical situations. Thomas believed that “the
reality of the Crucified and Risen Jesus Christ as the true man and as the source of renewal of
human nature and through it of all things.”692

In his commentary on the book of Revelation, Thomas speculates about two approaches to
interpreting the history of crucified Christ. He splits the cross’s history into two categories:
external and internal. The crucified Christ and church that declares God’s love as embodied
in Jesus’s death on the cross is the exterior of the history of the cross. The internal historical
element relates to the crucified Jesus’s glorification; it may also be identified as the interiority
of Christ’s cross history. Within these two approaches in the contemporary context, Thomas
says, the cross’s interpretation takes a dimension of its encounter with the world, in the light
of the claim that God raised Jesus from the dead. Jesus only can disclose the mystery
connected with the course and intent of human history.693
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In this framework, Thomas argues that God’s mission in history is to lead humanity to the
ultimate goal of God’s kingdom. He makes three assertions about God’s actions in the world
to accomplish this goal, based on the book of Revelation. First of all, God executes righteous
judgements over humanity. It denies God based on the reality of temptation by Satan, which
can be considered the past event in history. The other focuses on how God forms a people of
God by protecting them under his grace and making them his companions for establishing the
kingdom, that is, the current occurrences in history. Finally, God defeats Satan and his
armies, binding and then destroying him, identified as the future design of history.694

I return first to Thomas’s commentary on Luke, in which Thomas places his theology of the
cross in historical context. In this commentary Thomas analyses the theological impact of
modernity. Until the nineteenth century, Christian teaching about Christ was largely wrapped
in the classic Greek–Latin framework. Missionary movements started to expand worldwide in
the nineteenth century, paving the way for the establishment of churches in various nations
and continents, particularly in Asia and Africa. The young churches in these continents were
under the jurisdiction of Western missionary societies in the West; thus, theological
education in the churches tended to have a Western focus.695 The Western missionaries’
education system was so extensive that it penetrated the very foundations of Indian social
structures. According to Thomas, Hindu scholars in India who converted to Christianity in
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the nineteenth century highlighted the vital need for an Indian Christian theology for the
Indian church.696 Many people contributed to the development of native theology because
they recognised its significance. During this time, Hindu intellectuals, especially neo-Hindus,
sought to form and restructure Hinduism in light of the acknowledgement of Christ in their
spiritual traditions. They sought to understand the uniqueness of Christ’s person and
Christianity in the framework of Hindu cultures, and they attempted to interpret Christ in this
milieu.697 The focus of their enquiry was Jesus of Nazareth’s earthly existence, his sufferings,
death, and resurrection.698

Theology of the cross formed a point of interpretation for many philosophers as they tried to
interpret Christ in the context of suffering humanity. Hindu philosophers’ interpretations of
Christ have influenced many Christian thinkers. It necessitated the formation of unique
theological patterns that were in harmony with the demands of Indian culture in order to build
a viable theology. Foreign missionaries in charge of the Indian church thought that
developing an Indian Christology would deviate from the church’s core beliefs and faith.699
For Christian thinkers, forming an indigenous theology was challenging since they had to
explain their faith within the framework of very different cultures.
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Thomas embraces the notion that faith and theology must be radically re-evaluated and
placed in a modern context. Theology is developed in this setting through the Gospel’s
dialogical encounter with the surrounding culture. The church’s presence in a specific
cultural context is crucial to comprehend the significance of Christ in that milieu.700 It is
reflected in the thought-forms of both Hindu and Indian theological thinkers in the Indian
settings. Such thought patterns are “getting popularised through different means.” 701

Western culture’s understanding of Christ has been transplanted in a myriad of other settings
across the world, where it has encountered numerous secular philosophies. Thomas states that
“men outside the church have been challenged by the personality of Jesus Christ and
attempted to understand him within their own categories of thought and life.”702 Christ’s life
became a focal point for dialogical discourse in this context. The crucifixion, for example,
has become a yardstick to measure human suffering, and the cross has become a paradigm to
symbolise the suffering of humanity. The crucifixion in Indian renaissance thinking, which
constitutes the Christology of Renaissance, is examined by Thomas in his exegesis of Luke.
Renaissance thinkers employed the theology of the cross to show the impact of humanism. In
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the face of contemporary events riddled with ideologies, Thomas accepts Bonhoeffer’s query
about who Christ is for us today. He connects the term “today” to all social revolutions, such
as the Renaissance, Enlightenment, and the rise of secular ideologies.703 In light of all of
these, Thomas considers the crucifixion of Christ and how it relates to the situation.

The theology of the crucified Christ has been a matter of conversation in a variety of Indian
Christian situations. The New Testament depicts how the theology of the crucified Christ’s
existence has become an intellectual journey influenced by its encounters with secular
ideologies and philosophies. The word of the cross transcends all social boundaries and
circumstances, and extends beyond the enigma of faith. Thomas explains the power of the
interpretation of the crucified Christ in the thought of Indian thinkers by the fact that the cross
transcends culture and language. 704

Thomas’s commentaries combine this complex Indian context with the influence of
Moltmann’s theology of the crucified God. Both focus upon the crucifixion and its effects on
theology. For Moltmann, “the death of Jesus on the cross is the centre of all Christian
theology.”705 The cross is where Christian theology derives its meaning.706 The cross, in
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Moltmann’s view, is an historical activity, while the resurrection is an eschatological event.
Moltmann discovers God’s greatness in his humiliation.707 In the same vein, Thomas
perceives the death of Christ on the cross in terms of the manifestation of glory. In his
interpretation, he uses two Malayalam words: mahathvam and thejas. The terms signify
nobility, excellence, and elegance, so that the cross is depicted as a symbol of glory, which
has become the essence of dignity.708 The cross is where God’s glory is unveiled.

Thomas draws four implications from the centrality of the cross. To begin with, the cross is
the key to understanding God’s action in history. It is the framework for comprehending
every theological thought and the core of all theological interpretations. In the cross, he says
“the self-manifestation of the self-forgetting and self-sacrificing action of God”709 are found
as correlational to two events that are the salvation of humanity and the introduction of the
kingdom of God in the world; he observes the cross as the manifestation of God’s action in
the history.

A second implication is the concept of divine Sonship in light of God’s family embracing all
humanity.710 The cross, then, becomes the paradigm for unveiling divine Sonship. In his book
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on Realisation of the Cross, Thomas interprets 1 Corinthians 12:13, 27 and says, “as we
rejoice in our sonship, we release our true relationship with all men, at all times and in all
places.”711

Later in Thomas’s thinking, he relates the divine Sonship with new humanity and human
struggles for liberation. Sabu Philip explores Thomas’s concept of the crucified Christ that
“the crucified and resurrected Jesus is the revelation of full humanity, which is beyond death
and sin.”712 Thomas’s theology of the cross is committed to the view that all knowledge of
God is found in the crucified Christ. Individuals, social life, and the state are all transformed
by God’s power manifested through the cross. The forgiveness of sins and the ultimate
transformation and liberation of secular ideologies, faith traditions, and politics are all
addressed in Thomas’s interpretation of the cross.713 In the face of a despairing secular world,
Christ’s death on the cross has created a new way forward. It reveals God’s love, which has
been operating in the world’s history in partnership with people, to build a new humanity. It
also relates to today’s world of sin and suffering.714 According to Thomas, secularism has
evolved into materialism in public life, and technology has permeated all life’s natural
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surroundings. A new public culture is needed, one that recognises the variety of sacredness
and meaning. In this context, dialogue with one another is necessary to build an “open
secularism.”715 Many people saw the cross as a symbol of declaring the ultimate reality,
which connects with the poor and suffering people of the world, participates in their battles
for justice, and strives for brotherhood.716 It can happen in open secularism where the sacred
has a space.

A third implication is that Christ’s death on the cross was the creation of a new universal
human family, which Thomas acknowledges as the genuine human community. The creation
of a new human family breaks the dividing line that separates humans from humans and
communities; in other words, the cross of Christ made it possible for gentiles and Jews to live
together as one body in union with God.717 Thomas explains, “just as one body with many
members, the one person of the crucified and risen Christ includes diversities in himself.”718
He interprets the cross as the symbol of suffering and victory over the dehumanising forces of
suffering. Thomas refers to the true nature of sin existing in all human activities, societies and

715

Thomas, Nagas Towards AD 2000 and Other Selected Addresses and Writings (Madras: Centre for Research

on New International Economic Order, 1992), 116.
716

Thomas, Amos and Jeremiah: Prophetic Protest Against the Ruling Class and The Persecuted Prophet,

Translated by T.M. Philip (Tiruvalla: CSS, 2012), 32.
717

Thomas, Spiritual Body,104.

718

Thomas, Spiritual Body, 104.

246

systems, which is revealed in the historical event called the crucifixion of Christ.719 The word
of the cross reaches and transcends all communities and societies. As Thomas says, “the cross
of Jesus Christ is thus a vision of a common humanity transcending religions and secular
quasi-religions and of power to break down their rigid boundary walls to participate with
each other in witnessing to the new humanity in Christ.”720 The cross acts as a unifying force
of human fellowship and love.

Fourth, Thomas sees the cross as the place for disarming spiritual rulers. Expounding the
reality of the cross as the release of power, Thomas identifies the cross with the concept of
the kingdom of God that was inaugurated in the incarnation of Jesus.721 The cross has become
a place for disarming spiritual rulers and authorities, where they may be led as captives in a
victorious procession by making them a public example as mentioned in Colossians 1:20,
“making peace by the blood of his cross.”

Thomas sees, in the Gospel and Epistles of John, Jesus in his life and death upon the cross as
the revelation of God’s glory. Viewing it from a theological aspect, the relationship between
the cross and resurrection brings forward specific dimensions. The focus of this theological
notion is on the glorification of Jesus manifested in his resurrection. Peter also declares on the
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day of Pentecost that crosses are the way for the glorification of Christ.722 In his commentary
on the book of Revelation, Thomas states that Christ was crucified outside the city. The
bodies of the animals sacrificed in the temple were burned outside the camp, as mentioned in
Hebrews 13:12-13. In his vision, John, the apostle, sees “the people of Christ being thrown
outside the city as the outcast and the rejected and getting killed as participants in Jesus’s
death on the cross.”723 The blood of martyrs trodden in the winepress outside the city flows
along with the blood of Jesus Christ shed on the cross. Jesus on the cross took upon himself
the wrath of God against the forces of sin. The winepress of God’s wrath that John saw in his
vision is the cross of Jesus Christ.724 The cross of Christ is the instrument of God’s redeeming
grace. It is the medium of judgement upon the world.725

In his commentary on Ecclesiastes, Thomas affirms that the crucified Christ has created a
new avenue for all humanity to transcend the secular world’s broken materialistic dreams and
sorrow. The crucifixion is intended to give unwavering hope in God’s wisdom and new life.
It is a paradigm that has served as a bridge for God’s revelation of love and the world’s
distortions resulting from sin throughout history. It is a sign of love and forgiveness that has
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been active throughout humanity’s history. Because the current world is plagued with sin and
misery, the cross seeks to build new humanity and a new world.726

The cross, for Thomas, becomes the determining factor in human life because it depicts the
truth of human history. The cross’s majesty is that it becomes a symbol of God’s boundless
grace, which prevails over injustice, and redeems and renews humanity and institutions. As a
result, there is a hope that has emerged in the world that history's conclusion would be the
manifestation of the glorious presence of God's kingdom in Christ. Humans may genuinely
engage in acts of love in any historical context, no matter how disappointing it may be, based
on this trust and hope.727 Thomas says that “those who get inspired by the spirituality of the
cross are empowered to undergo martyrdom while participating in human liberation struggles
and offer themselves for the service of humanity to the utmost.”728 Through engaging with
the secular world, the crucified and resurrected Christ continues to influence humanity to
recognise the indications of God's kingdom. It is a world full of suffering, turmoil, sorrow,
and anguish but also full of hope for God's ultimate kingdom in Christ.729

A Secular Interpretation of 1 Corinthians
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For Thomas, the question of the path of salvation is addressed not only by other faiths but
also by secular ideologies. The types of questions posed are different and so are the
responses. In Paul’s time, two ways of salvation were generally accepted: the path of the
Messiah taught by the Jewish faith, and the way of wisdom presented by the Greek
philosophers. Paul describes how the Gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ relates to these
Jewish and Greek approaches. The Gospel of Jesus Christ is the fulfilment of both Jewish and
Greek ways.730 Thomas renders a secular approach to the text found in 1 Corinthians 1:9-24
regarding the cross in order to make it contextual and relevant to modern readers by
incorporating the Indian framework into the discourse.

Thomas discusses the Pauline concept of the cross as the wisdom of God, as found in 1
Corinthians 1:19, 20, 21. He claims that understanding the truth through philosophical search
is impossible.731 The reason for such impossibility is that philosophy can never lead beyond
the self: “as long as the contradictions of the denial of God remain in the self, all human
spiritual feelings and philosophical thoughts revolve around the self; humans get trapped in
the contradictions of self, and are not capable of attaining liberation from the bondage of
self.”732
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Thomas discovers in the Greek philosophical wisdom that salvation is self-preservation from
crisis and a kind of dissociation and separation from the struggles of history. Greek
philosophy never encounters “God in the world who is constantly working for the fulfilment
of His purpose.”733 Philosophical wisdom revolves around human self-sufficiency. It has no
comprehension of human participation in history to fulfil the purpose of God. The
philosophical knowledge in itself is insufficient to attain salvation.734

Thomas, in his interpretation, stages a dialogical encounter between the secular philosophies.
He discovers some parallels between Greek and Indian Hindu philosophies. He observes that
jnana marga (the path of wisdom or knowledge) propagated by Hinduism is somewhat
similar to the Greek notion of the path of wisdom.735 In Thomas’s interpretation, in the Hindu
philosophy there is a fundamental difference from Greek philosophy, which is in the Advaitic
philosophic mantra (sacred utterance) of Hinduism that aham brahmasmi, translated as “I am
Brahman (I am God).” In Hindu philosophy, the goal of self-satisfaction reached through
philosophical wisdom (knowledge) aham bramasmi, is the Advaitic (non-dualism) selfrealisation.736 Thomas incorporates Swami Vivekananda’s concept to emphasise that a yogi
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experiences the Akhanda Brahman (undivided Absolute) in his self by stepping on the ladder
of Dvaita (dualism) and the Vishishtadvaita (qualified non-dualism).737

In comparison to both these philosophical streams of thinking, Thomas discerns that, “both
the Old and New Testament of the Bible have not been able to learn the basic philosophic
principles.”738 He claims that the Bible is insufficient in its philosophical knowledge. In his
confrontation with the philosophies, Thomas says of the historical events narrated in the
Bible that “it is no wonder that philosophers find it foolish to present several non-theoretical
historical stories as a means of salvation.”739 It means the historical accounts of the events
described in the Bible convey a method of salvation that does not have a philosophical
theoretical foundation.

Nevertheless, Thomas claims Christianity does not treat philosophical knowledge as without
significance. God, in his wisdom, has allowed humans to aspire to know God without being
able to reach the goal. Where philosophy is viewed as the path to salvation, human beings
have to infer that it is ultimately foolishness. Once humans have discerned this, they are on
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the path of preparation to accept Christ.740 Hence it is the task of the proclaimers to infiltrate
the world of philosophical discourse and respond to the inherent problem of jnana marga.741

Thomas interprets 1 Corinthians 1:22, 23 in terms of liberation from adharma. Adharma is a
Sanskrit term that signifies immorality and corruption. It also means anarchy, unrest and
disharmony. He explores the text in this philosophical framework: “for Jews demand signs …
but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to the Jews.” In this passage, he dissects the
stark contrast between the philosophical perception of both Jews and Greeks. The critical
point of the dissimilarity is, he argues, that the Jews pursue not liberation from the world, as
in the Greek way of thinking, but liberation from the slavery of the world. Thomas sees this
as an emancipation from the social and economic inequality of the world. Its aim is not for
liberation from the world of samsara, the cycle of death and rebirth to life in the material
world, but liberation from adharma to establish love and justice in the world.742

In Thomas’s understanding of the Jewish eschatological hope, their expectation was that the
Messiah would come to judge the world on the Day of the Lord. This expectation developed
with a political component, in an earthly kingdom, with Jerusalem as its capital. The strong
expectation of the future rested upon the promise given to the patriarchs, the laws of justice
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given to Moses, and the literal foundation of the kingdom under David in the land of Canaan.
Throughout their history, God sent prophets to declare the new kingdom that would emerge
with the advent of the Messiah. This tradition energised their eschatological hope and guided
them to embrace a kingdom of God that would take place in history.743 Their eschatological
hope developed in the context of adharma; traditionally the Jewish expectation focused on
the appearance of a militant and powerful Messiah with signs and wonders who would
establish God’s sovereignty and dominion in the history of the world.744

According to Thomas, Paul, in many of his Epistles, argues that “the inherent inner
compulsion of moral principles, virtues or higher vision of ideals does not empower humans
to establish and practise God’s justice and love except to cultivate guilt in the consciences of
individuals and communities”745 (Romans 7; Galatians 2, 3). Human societies deprived of
God lead a life of self-centredness encompassing self-justification. They become incapable of
realising the love manifested in self-sacrifice. Thomas further adds that the supremacy of
political power does not function to make love and solidarity a reality in society (Romans
13:4).746 As long as self-centredness is intrinsically embedded in human nature, an external
force is necessary; otherwise, it remains for internal moral laws to prevent society from
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collapsing into political anarchy or tyranny. Although it is essential, external power is
incapable of establishing the kingdom of love. Thomas perceives that human self-centredness
eventually causes even noble social causes to fail. That is why historical movements of
socialism, for instance, have started with optimism but ended up in nihilism and
dehumanising totalitarian regimes. Such movements started with the optimism of establishing
love as a reality in society but ended in extreme violence.747

Thomas further states that when political movements become submerged in self-justification,
it will lead to totalitarian optimism.748 Thomas describes the view that “human perfection is
possible by the law of politics or morality.”749 The theology of the cross questions all claims
of moral and political philosophies that offer the salvation of the self. In this context, the
church has a vital mission regarding all such secular ideologies: that is, to transform them in
the light of the Gospel of the cross of Christ. In a world filled with sin and death, the law will
always have its place. Until the coming of Christ, it will remain as a signpost to God’s
kingdom of love.750 At the same time, the church has the responsibility to transform political
and secular ideologies in the light of the Gospel of Christ. In this world of sin and death, the
law functions as ‘guardians and trustees’ until Christ comes or as a signpost to God’s
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kingdom of love. Observing the heart of the Gospel, where God’s love is demonstrated
through the cross, is, for Thomas, a core element of what Reinhold Niebuhr called ‘Christian
realism.’

Thomas finds in 1 Corinthians 1: 23, 24 a basic answer to the question of what the
relationship should be between the Gospel of Crucified Jesus Christ and the different cultural
traditions of humankind. In the first place, the Gospel of the crucified Christ extends and
transcends both human traditions and cultures. It triggers the call of God in Jesus Christ,
applied to all cultures, races, traditions, including Jews, gentiles, or any others. Thomas
argues that there was a trend in the history of the church to narrow the interpretation of Christ
within a specific community. He observes the Pauline opposition to such attitudes and
vigorously condemns attempts to limit Christ within a communal sociocultural frame.751

In India, the caste system separates people into four groups: Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaisyas,
and Shudras. Many in Hinduism claim that these groups originate from the creator god,
Brahma. The people who do not belong to these four castes are known as outcastes. They are
marginalised, poor and downtrodden. Jyotirao Phule (1827–90), the social reformer of India,
used the word Dalit for the first time to refer to these outcast communities. The word was
applied to multiple small communities comprising scheduled castes, the so-called “backward
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class”752 and others.753 Gandhi called them Harijans, meaning people of God (referring to a
Hindu god), and Thomas uses the Malayalam term to identify this group as sadhujanam. In a
general sense, sadhujanam refers to the poor and the oppressed class of society. When T. M.
Philip translated Thomas’s commentary on 1 Corinthians into English, he used the term Dalit
to refer to the sadhujanam.754 Yet Thomas did not attempt to articulate a clear Dalit theology;
as Arvind P. Nirmal has argued, Thomas’s work should not be seen as part of the movement
of Dalit theology.755 Instead, Thomas’s theology belongs to a larger pluralistic Indian context
in which the lines of dehumanisation and humanisation cut across all castes and classes.

As noted by Thomas, wherever the Gospel of the crucified Christ was preached it penetrated
and interacted with local languages. When the Gospel is incarnated in a specific culture, it
will transform, redeem and judge it.756 Individuals, as they receive the message of the cross,
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accept the judgement of God on themselves and their communities. At almost the same
moment, the message of the cross begins to transform and redeem not only the individual but
also the culture. Thomas believes that this is why the churches have sought to translate the
Bible into different languages. The languages are not only forms of communication but also
instruments and channels to penetrate the hearts of cultures.757 In this way, the cross becomes
a symbol of transformation and redemption, not only individually but also socially. Cultures
and individuals, as they are influenced by Christ, are transformed by the cross and begin to be
liberated from the bondage of sin. The word of the cross, which happens to be folly and
weakness when viewed with sinful eyes, is God’s wisdom and God’s power.758

Thomas argues that the ultimate goal of all cultures and humankind is to build a collective
life in a community that strives to love and to be loved. Love remains the central task of
humanity. History has its conclusion in the brotherhood of the whole world on a foundation
of love. The present-day realities need to be transformed as instruments of love. Love is
manifest especially among the powerless. God’s love will be expressed in the world only by
the powerlessness of a God who commits himself to be crucified on the cross, and only then
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will the loving purpose of God for humanity be fulfilled.759 In this way, the cross is the means
by which humanisation is ultimately achieved.760

A Sociopolitical Interpretation of the Epistle of James
Thomas’s keen study of political ideologies such as Gandhism and Leninism in his early days
paved the way for him to interpret texts of James’ epistle to meet contextual needs. Sabu
Philip says, “Thomas considered involvement in politics as an integral part of his search for a
theology of society which could understand the form and context of humanisation and
salvation in the historical events around him.”761

In the exegeses of James’ epistle, Thomas exposes the inner truth of the relationship of
creation, the kingdom of God and church. He says that the faith and love must not be limited
within the boundary of thoughts or feelings; instead, they must be turned into action by
carrying out responsibilities, which is part of the Christian social dharma. He argues that
carrying out transformation in the world to spread Christian truths is a necessary reality to
conform with the vision of the kingdom of God.762 The vision of God’s kingdom proclaims
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that “in the end, God will transform the kingdoms of this world into the kingdom of God and
His Christ.”763

Thomas points out the significance of Israel’s prophetic traditions for the book of James. In
its general outlook, the prophetic tradition was demonstrated in the epistle in the teachings on
the church’s mission. While interpreting the theology of action-oriented faith, Thomas
discusses the prominence of faith and love in the physical and social realms. Echoing the
work of Adolf von Harnack, Thomas contrasts a Greek tradition, in which “knowing the truth
constitutes the end of human life,”764 with a Hebrew conception of truth - “in the Hebrew
view, by contrast, the truth is the ultimate purpose that is revealed throughout the events of
world history.” For the Israelites, disclosure of this truth is the goal of the world’s history in
which the human gains knowledge by cooperating and partnering with God in history. Truth,
then, is not abstract and rational but concrete and active. Thomas writes that: “The ultimate
truth here is revealed through the concrete reality of world events.”765 This manifestation of
logos occurred in the history for the dynamic reason that what “human society needs
therefore for its uplifting and unification in is Christ the incarnate God.”766
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Thomas says, “God’s righteousness and the theories of theological truths must be examined
in the sense of practicality of justice in its social relations of the world history.”767 In essence,
Christian truth, such as faith, love, and hope, frequently engages in transforming the world.
This vision of transforming the world has been profoundly embraced by all the liberation
theologies that have emerged in modern times. Thomas’s interpretation of the letter of James
is that the epistle makes a return to the vision of the Hebrew Bible,768 particularly because the
Bible is the “story of the mighty works of God in history.”769

It is because of this link between truth and history that Thomas is able to argue that “the Bible
has a great deal to say about the secular realm of man, society, history and nature. The God of
the Bible is the God of History.”770 Referring to Exodus’s liberation movement, Thomas
affirms that “the God of Moses is the God of Exodus and Law. He delivers His people from
slavery.”771 The understanding of their concept of Yahweh as their Lord was derived from
knowing him intimately as a partaker in their liberation journey; therefore they were obedient
to Yahweh. More pointedly, Thomas writes in his commentary on James: “humans know
God by making God’s justice a reality of social experience.”772
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The teachings of Christ are central to explaining God’s purpose for the world, which is
carried out in history, and identified as God’s actions. The human responds to God’s purpose
through participating in divine action in history.773 The unchanging fact that remains is God’s
purpose and his promise to the world; however, God’s actions that accomplish his purpose
are ever-changing. They move in concert with the biblical notion, according to Thomas, that
“one who promised is faithful, and he will accomplish it.”774 Humans must show their
response to the faithfulness of God visibly, through exhibiting and faithfully participating in
actions that respect the will of God.775

Thomas reaffirms action-oriented faith, drawing insights from John’s Gospel, which reflects
on the preaching of Jesus Christ. He says that “Jesus preaches the principle that the
knowledge of divine truth comes from the faithfulness of the man who does God’s will.”776
He quotes John 7:17, “anyone who chooses to do the will of God will find out whether my
teaching comes from God or whether I speak on my own.” Jesus, in his teaching and ministry
mentioned in all the gospels, displays the fact that faith and love needs demonstration.
Thomas borrows Bonhoeffer’s statement to define faith in the context of the world’s history
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as the “participation in this being of Jesus in the world.”777 In this setting, demonstrations of
love or faith ensue only by the revelation of works, and he who loves following the law
would live (Luke 10:23).778

Robin Boyd rightly observes of Thomas’s vision of action carried out in the history of the
world that “if we allow ourselves to describe the theology of M. M. Thomas as karma marga
we must make it clear that the action involved is chiefly action in the world, the action of
loving Diakonia.”779 In Thomas’s appraisal, Jesus repeatedly asserted the significance of
action associated with faith and love by saying that it is not the one who shows devotion to
the Lord who “will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my
Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 7:21).780 Thomas quotes the affirmation of Jesus from
Matthew 12:49-50 that “whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and
sister and mother.”781

When it comes to interpreting James 1:22-25, Thomas states that the word must be
interpreted into practical life as soon as it is heard; if that is not accomplished, people are
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deceived. Thomas explores the demonstration of the reality of piety, which is seen in
activities carried out in the world. Thomas emphasises three basic concepts: first, pietists will
control their speech; second, pietists will love helpless and suffering humanity, empathise
with their situation and be of help to their society; third, they will be involved in society with
anticipation of the kingdom of God. They will criticise the fundamental values of the existing
culture to be active in the world in light of God’s coming kingdom. In this process, they live
by alienating themselves from being defiled in the world, and instead living as people of the
kingdom of God.782

If the pietist does not shape a societal relationship in these three ways, Thomas claims, the
pietist’s fidelity is self-deceptive and impure.783 “If faith and love are absent from the
thoughts and emotions, the words that illuminate them, and the hearing of the words, it means
the love and faith have not influenced the whole personality.”784 The spheres of both spiritual
and emotional expression must be transcended by love and kinship. He interprets this to mean
that it is pointless to express the spiritual message of God’s peace and even simple greetings
to people if fraternal love is unable to meet their essential needs. He claims that fraternal love
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can function so it can satisfy a human’s material needs in society. Love would be unreal and
not a relationship leading to lifelong bonds if it did not translate into action.785

A Church for Others: Thomas’s Pluralistic Pauline Ecclesiology
Thomas was concerned with overcoming the constraints of the conventional conception of the
church. His perspective of the church evolved from his study of secular ideologies rather than
from his dedicated and active participation in the church. He aspired to build a church that was
appropriate for a diverse, secular society while being Christ-centred.786

Thomas interpreted the church, according to Sabu Philip, “on the basis of what the church is
for, rather than what the church is.”787 Thomas interpreted church based on its structural design,
referring to the larger community and its corporate life and nature. For him, the church is the
genuine human—not just religious—community. Being an active participant in the church by
participating in social actions, Thomas maintains a constant connection between the church as
an ecclesial body and secular society. Church, in its essence in the world, is a community of
human persons in Christ. The term ‘community’ refers to the quality of a society’s relationship
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as a whole, regardless of communal, caste or other sectoral connections. 788 Only the local
community can offer human connection without losing moral attributes.789

In Christian theological traditions, the church is defined as a place where the word of God is
proclaimed, and sacraments are observed. This idea stresses “the ordering of the fellowship in
the worship of gathered congregation centred on the preaching and sacraments.”790 Thomas
tries to understand the church that belongs to this world, which is working towards the kingdom
of God and is the genuine human community. Christians comprehend the church as more than
a sociological reality, whereas, for Thomas church is “the manifestation of the new reality of
the kingdom at work in the world.”791 In this form “the prophetic ministry and participation in
the struggles for the humanisation of the society and culture turn into the fundamental nature
of the church.”792

This aspect of the mission of the church is not only the proclamation but also the participation
in human struggle. Thomas says that “as a religious community Christian church is a minority
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community in India.”793 He criticises the Indian church for its exclusiveness that keeps the
church in line with the traditional hierarchy of the caste system.794 He says “the minority
consciousness is so strong that they easily became appendages to the statuesque power
structures and ideology, forgetting that they represent the destiny of all the people in the
land.”795 This consciousness blocks the church from taking a bold stand towards the poor and
the oppressed. It is high time for the church to exhibit its new presence in India, characterised
by firm determination to fight against oppressive structures and to construct a new society.
Thomas says, “the minority consciousness of the Indian Christian community, which makes it
seek, or accept conformity with powers that be because they promise protection to it, is a denial
of the theological nature of the church of Jesus Christ.”796 This attitude of the church will
prevent the church being an agent for social change to bring about economic and political
justice. This also will lead the church to become a religious group like the Muslims or Sikh
community. The minority consciousness of the church paved the way for insecurity among the
Christian community because, numerically, they are insignificant compared to other religious
populations in India.797 The tendency of Christians generally has been to build up minority
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communal consciousness, which becomes introverted and weak, and aggressive where they
have dominance.798

Thomas claims that the dharma of church in the context of pluralism and secularity is “to
promote renewal and discipline within its fold is integrally related to its commitment for
participating in the sociopolitical change in the wider society, in cooperation with the adherents
of other religious faiths and secular ideologies.”799 The church as the body of Christ should not
limit its boundary to that of today’s established churches; instead, in Thomas’s opinion,
“openness is the very fundamental characteristic of the church of Christ, and its form should
be such as makes this double openness in Christ to God and the world an abiding reality.”800
The issue with the church today is its communal nature, which is forming a distinct religious
community with its own social norms and boundaries rooted in self-centredness that closes its
door to other people. The church is not just for particular people but for the whole of humanity.
Thomas understands Christ as the God of all humanity. So, he says, “the fact is that the church
conceives of Jesus, Christ not as the Ishta deva (choosing a personal deity from among many
deities: chosen deity, in other words, favourite deity) of Christians, but the Lord and saviour of
all humankind; the church understands itself, not as one community among many communities,
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each with its gods, but as the first fruit of this creation (Col 1:15), that is as ‘the part’ which
consciously acknowledges, declares and manifests the spiritual destiny of the whole mankind
in Jesus Christ.”801 His emphasis is on a barrierless church that accommodates all.

Thomas interprets 1 Corinthians 9:19, “for though I am free from all men, I have made myself
a slave to all, that I might win the more” to mean that Paul became “a servant of all, people
belonging to different religions and ethnic groups.”802 He draws Pauline conviction that
“Christ’s Gospel, transcending all class and religious cultures is God’s work. So, the Gospel is
God’s power to judge and transform all cultures.”803 Paul identified himself with people of
different communities, respecting their cultural traditions in the proclamation of the Gospel. In
the light of this Pauline conviction and theology, Thomas says, the church in India should have
the vision of a Hindu culture centred on Christ. The reason is that it will “eradicate all worships
negating Christ and all caste regulations preventing human interaction and cooperation.”804 By
this, Thomas’s argument is that “those among the Hindus who have accepted Christ as Lord,
along with a renewed Hindus who have accepted Christ as belonging to the church.”805 In this
way, the other faiths, ideologies and cultures will become transformed and “renewed in Christ
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and will find a way to the body of Christ,”806 to become a church for others with a mission of
humanisation.807

Thomas interprets 1 Corinthians 13:1-13 in terms of the love that is manifested in the
personality of Christ. The basic description of the passage is divine love, “known as agape,
which accepts the other person without conditions.”808 He understands agape love to manifest
itself in various dimensions of human love “such as respecting those to whom respect is due,
persevering valuable cultural values, finding a life-partner, caring for children, keeping
friendship with those whom we like, struggling for social justice, searching for divine truth.”809
These are natural expressions of love, sometimes with conditions attached, but God’s love
manifested on the cross sets no conditions. It is a purely selfless love that acts as the spiritual
force behind the transformation of all other expressions of love.810 According to Thomas, the
obligation of the church is “to proclaim and prove that the divine love manifested on the cross
is the force that transcends all other expressions of love, and at the same time transforms and
sanctifies them.”811 While this is being proclaimed, the various expressions of love, such as
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between men and women, friends, and in social diakonia, become intimately associated with
divine love, which will result in a deepening in all forms of love.812 In this framework, Thomas
claims that “actions for justice based on the ideals of the human fraternity will get further
strengthened when inspired by the divine love manifested on the cross.”813 All aspects of the
structure of society need renewal under the inspiration of love manifested on the cross. Agape
love, which is divine, challenges and transforms all existing justice in sociopolitical structures
among human beings who are struggling for their true humanity and wellbeing.814 Thomas
recommends re-examining the form of the church as a congregation, able to meet human needs
and the unity of all things in Christ. Thomas wants the church to participate in liberating
activities and to redeem cultures, ideologies and religions from the demonic forces inherent in
them. The aim is to make them truly human. He thinks that church’s dharma is “participation
in the struggles of Asian peoples for a fuller human life in the state, society and culture, in a
real partnership with men of other faiths and no faith, is the only context for realising the true
being of the church’s ministry and mission.”815 In this context, Thomas affirms dharma as the
church’s social responsibility in proclaiming the kingdom of God to humanity. He was just not
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alluding to Christ’s eschatological return; rather, he argues that the church must build the
kingdom of God, which will satisfy everyone’s desire for social justice.816

Thomas endorses a new structure for the Christian church in a pluralistic context - a Christcentred secular human fellowship. He does not reject the Christian concept of the church; in
contrast, he denies the communal religious nature of the Christian church in India because it
makes the Christian church a separate religious community, like a caste of Indian society.817
His emphasis is on developing a form of church that is a Christ-centred, secular, human
fellowship. While interpreting Luke 5:39, Thomas says that “an attempt was made at an early
stage to keep the Christian community part of the Jewish church”818 (Luke 24:53, Acts. 2;
21:17-29). However, this failed when the church began to expand its boundaries beyond the
Jewish community to the non-Jewish world, by assuming a universal nature. He points out that
“church as the new Israel could grow only as it redefined the traditions of the old Israel, even
while accepting them.”819 In the same manner, when Greeks embraced faith and became part
of the church, “the church accepted the Greek cultural values and philosophies”820 by
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redefining, transforming, and renewing them in the light of the Gospel of the person of
Christ.821 In India, a plurality of ideologies and faith traditions exist under the dominant
presence of Hinduism. In this pluralistic setting, Thomas raises a question of “whether it is
possible for the Christian church to emerge within Hindu culture as an when Hindu religion
and society are redefined in the light of Christian humanism and Christ?”822 In this process, he
sets forward two developments that need attention in Hindu and other contexts. First, Hindu
traditions need to be renewed in meaningful ways for the church to grow and witness Christ in
the milieu of Hindu culture. Second, the Christian church needs to be shaped into a more Indian
model, and to include Hindu culture in this design.823 This will bring together people as one
genuine human community.

Thomas explains that secularisation breaks the separation between people of different faiths
and people with no faith, bringing people together as one community. They are all involved in
the struggle of humanity for the true meaning of personal and social existence, especially the
concept of religious fellowship as integral to the whole life of the community. Thomas accepts
it as actions carried out in terms of humanisation, in which the Gospel of Jesus Christ is
perceived as the message of the new human fellowship. Thomas points out that the
relationships between Christian faith, other faiths and secular ideologies not only co-exist in
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the same society but also collaborate to build a common secular society and culture.824 Thomas
believes that all religions and secular ideologies struggle with the humanisation of the modern
world. He is confident that dialogue among them will lead to harmony about an open secularity
that is necessary in a pluralistic society. Thomas says that “I cannot see any difference between
the accepted missionary goal of Christian church expressing Christ in terms of the
contemporary Hindu thought and life patterns and Christ-centred Hindu church of Christ which
transforms Hindu thought and life patterns from within.”825 By this, he meant to convey the
need for “finding expression in the constant quest by the fellowship to interpret the Hindu
religious tradition in the light of Christ from within that tradition.”826 He advocated
encouraging the Hindu religious community to transform its religious and social pattern in the
light of Christ, which would make Indian society a model for all other faiths to become
genuinely religious without communal spirit.827 Moving from the Hindu religion to the
Christian religion is not necessary because this would separate believers from their Hindu
community in the social, legal and religious sense.828 Thomas strives for a Christ-centred
secular human fellowship within one’s own religion; one can follow Christ to become
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genuinely religious without being communal.829 In this way, communal tensions in society or
state could be avoided.

According to Thomas, those who are ‘outside’ the church who acknowledge Jesus Christ but
reject the established church are increasing day by day. Even political leaders like Mahatma
Gandhi and Ram Manohar Lohia, or social reformers like Raja Ram Mohan Roy, and a large
number of Indian spiritual leaders have accepted Christ in one sense or another as a focal point
of their struggles, and have tried to spread Christ’s love and human justice along with their
political battles. There are many Hindus who sincerely love Jesus and wish to follow his
teachings, but who cannot accept baptism and join the established churches. This reality of
those ‘outside’ the church needs recognition. The challenge before the established churches is
how they could be more open and welcoming to the people in communion with Christ, and yet
outside the church. These people have tried to experiment and practise the vision of a Christian
community in a theological dimension. They seem to be radically Christian and rooted in the
soil, and are engaged in actions upholding and promoting Gospel values; any distinction
between their lives and church life is challenging to make. Thomas considers that it is a natural
phenomenon to maintain a boundary between the world and the church. The church is finding
it difficult to draw this boundary because both human and Christian community have the same
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centre in Jesus Christ.830 Thomas considers that the church should be understood only as a
centre, so that it is not necessary to establish boundaries. He makes the case for a boundaryless
church in India that is open to the whole of humanity – including people who do not identify
as “Christian”.

Thomas recognises the Pauline concept that the church is the body of Christ and explains that
the church is a divine instrument for continuing Christ’s work of humanisation, although it is
a broken body.831 In history, the church is the symbol of Christ’s continuing presence and the
medium for Christ’s work in the world. Humans are given the privilege of receiving new life
and becoming part of the church, which is the spiritual body of Christ through Christ’s death
and resurrection.832 Thomas says the unity of the church originates from the foundation of the
church, which is Jesus Christ, who was crucified, died, and was resurrected. He is the only
foundation: “that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting people’s
sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation” (2 Corinthians
5:19).833 The church has no discrimination of gender, race, or caste within its fellowship
because its unity exists on the faith in God’s grace freely given through Jesus Christ. Thomas
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claims that “we should not allow gender distinction which is a natural one or racial
distinction which came into existence due to sociocultural reasons or caste-religious
distinctions to break spiritual unity of the church.”834 He quotes 1 Corinthians 12:13 that “For
we were all baptised by one Spirit so as to form one body—whether Jews or Gentiles, slave
or free—and we were all given the one Spirit to drink.”835

Since the church is the genuine human community and a sign in the entire world, koinonia
within the church represents the expectation of koinonia among the whole human community.
This necessitates the integration of material, spiritual, and physical resources, as well as a
concerted effort to make it happen.836 It indicates that the church, as a human community, is
committed to bringing people of all kinds, qualified and unqualified, rich and poor, together. It
is also responsible for governing the religious, cultural, and social interactions between
believers and non-believers.837

In this process of bringing humanity together as koinonia centred in Christ, the church must
not harm on the church's public witness (1 Corinthians 8:4-18).838 The church, as koinonia, is
accountable for both humanity's sacred and secular life, which are two sides of the same coin.
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The Eucharist community that gathers for the Lord’s table exercises koinonia inside their
boundary; Thomas identifies this as “the structured nucleus.”839 Those who acknowledge
Christ outside the institutionalised church are called koinonia beyond the ecclesial
community’s boundaries. This form of koinonia is called an “unstructured larger stream of
koinonia in Christ.”840 It is also called the “communion in the Messiah in human history.”841 It
seeks to reinterpret the several dimensions and forms of koinonia in Christ. This implies three
circles with Christ at the centre. These types of koinonia demonstrate how Christians need to
be meaningful in their dialogical engagement with one another if they are to witness God's
kingdom.842 First, there is the koinonia of the Eucharistic community, a form of the church that
acknowledges the person of Jesus as Messiah, publicly recognising the crucified and
resurrected Jesus as the Christ. Second, there is a broader koinonia of dialogue across
individuals of various faiths who are revitalised inside by acknowledging the intimacy of the
crucified Christ.843 While engaging in dialogical koinonia, their presence is recognised as
“unknown Christ”844 and “anonymous Christians.”845 It can also be regarded as the “latent
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church.”846 T. Jacob Thomas interprets this as “their acknowledgement of the ultimacy of the
pattern of suffering servanthood as exemplified by the crucified Jesus.”847 Finally, there is a
“still larger koinonia of those involved in power; the political struggle for the new society and
the world community,”848 which is based on secular or religious anthropologies but informed
by agape of the cross. This type of koinonia denotes the possibility of a variety of “implicit
faith responses to Christ”849 depending on one's involvement in God's person and activity in
the world. Everyone is called to the larger koinonia formed and patterned in Christ-centredness
to proclaim Christ in secular history by the “explicit acknowledgement of Jesus as Christ.”850

Thomas recognises the contradictions between these communities but contends that they are
crucial for developing a meaningful Christology and appropriate forms of church life in the
Indian setting.851 The church in a “situation of dialogical existence”852 in this framework is
attempting to achieve reconciliation and solidarity. Faith in Christ is explained by comparing
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it to other faiths, ideologies, and communities, allowing it to be evaluated in a multi-religious
context.853 As a result, a relevant form of Christology, ecclesiology, and Christian mission
will emerge. By this, Thomas makes a paradigmatic shift from the traditional concept of the
church as a religious community and, instead, observes the church as a larger koinonia that is
boundaryless yet centred on Christ.854 He claims that the new humanity in Christ has a
different boundary than does the empirical church of Christ. This is the witness and
proclamation of new creation in Christ. It goes beyond both the church and the rest of the
world.855

Christian koinonia, according to Thomas, is rooted in divine forgiveness and embodied
spirituality of the Lord’s Supper, which spread itself in a kind of togetherness in congregational
life that confronted the conventional social structure. It inevitably contributed to the
advancement of a fresh public social reform movement and a new politics of societal
progress.856 Thomas’s interpretation of 1 Corinthians 11:23-29 is that the Lord's table links
believers with the entire history of God's work in the world. It declares the world's
transformation and renewal carried out by Christ's death on the cross. Today, the Lord's table
is experiential because it is a reality. The church, as koinonia in Christ, anticipates the
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completion of common life when the Lord returns. Thomas incorporates all of the events of
Christ’s life, including the incarnation, public ministry, death on the cross, resurrection, and
second coming of Christ, into the celebration of the Lord's table as a remembrance entrusted to
the ecclesial community to honour the common life in Christ. Thomas depicts the common life
of God's children in terms of God's kingdom, which upholds justice, peace, and joy in mutual
love. The Holy Spirit creates the kingdom-oriented common life through communion.857 The
embodied spirituality experienced through the Lord’s Supper leads to the celebration of
common life inherent in Christ-centred koinonia. In this context, Thomas affirms that “this
centrality of divine forgiveness releases men and woman from the idolatry of communalism of
religion, race, nation, class, sex and caste or even ideology which, in alienated conditions,
provided spiritual and social security.”858 Thomas discovers the church's connection with the
new humanity. By his death and resurrection, God recognises Jesus Christ as a new man, and
with him, God creates new humanity, announcing the beginning of a new era. This new
humanity is a movement that revives and changes everything by following Jesus Christ's
nature. It is a spiritual activity led and governed by Jesus Christ.859 Coming to koinonia means
entering into God's fellowship, and peace becomes an experience that is beyond description. It
is embedded in sharing; if sharing fails, koinonia loses its significance; hence, fellow-feeling
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is the ‘glue’ that holds the human community together. Here, the global church's unity is
expressed as koinonia through social and ethical action.860

As history's redemptive movement, the new humanity has the strength to change the world.
Humanity is advised of God's plans in history and permitted to participate in the new humanity
of Jesus Christ. In the redemptive journey, humanity is both recipient and co-worker with God.
Another critical aspect of the new humanity is enlightening humans about the meaningful flow
and the purpose of history as it draws to its conclusion.861 New humanity in Christ also operates
as a criterion for people attempting to solve different natural dilemmas, preventing their
intentions from being derailed by self-justification and self-projection.862 The church forms the
foundation for the global human community through its dialogical participation in the struggles
for secular fellowship founded in Christ-centred koinonia. In this paradigm, the church
becomes an open rather than a closed community in a pluralistic culture, symbolising the new
humanity.863 In the image of Jesus Christ, a new humanity is being created. Humans cannot be
categorised as Greeks or Jews, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarians or Scythians, slaves
or freemen; Christ becomes all-in-all. “Through Jesus Christ a new communion of the spirit,
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based on mutual forgiveness and gratitude to the divine forgiveness received in Christ, building
up tissues of love, comes into being among the communities of the world, producing the
spiritual ferment of their renewal and humanisation” (Col 3:10-18).864

For Thomas, the church is the channel for Christ's actions in the world. Thomas analyses the
power politics involved in establishing ‘shalom’ as witnessing Christ and the power of his
resurrection.865 However, Thomas distinguishes the new humanity from the church, arguing
that they are not identical. He asserts that the new humanity “responds in faith and receives the
liberation of Jesus Christ as Lord and saviour, transcend[ing] the church.”866 The institutional
church, with its membership, cannot be identified as the new humanity. The church is the first
fruit, the instrument of God’s purpose to unite all things in Christ, but the church is not itself
the new humanity.867 Instead, he presents the church as the sign in history pointing towards the
goal of humanity; all humanity is moving towards the new humanity in Christ and through
Christ. The church as the spiritual body of Christ is the sign of Christ’s continued presence in
the world; thus, the church becomes the instrument of Christ’s continuing work.868
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Thomas attempts to explicate the difference between the new humanity and the church's search
for the new humanity in Christ in his dialogue with Bishop Newbigin. He says, “it is in the
experience of the liberating grace outside the church that we must look for and find outside the
church if the new humanity transcends the church.”869 This argument is addressed explicitly to
Newbigin, who connects the church with the new humanity. The church, according to Thomas,
symbolises God's kingdom in history. In his person and work, Jesus became the bearer of good
news about the end of the present unjust kingdom and announced the inauguration of the
kingdom of God in his person and ministry.870 In Thomas’s words, “as new man, Christ
becomes the drawing power of hope, and as the true man he becomes the touchstone or criterion
of what man should be.”871 By this he meant that the kingdom of God is not based on human
merit. Jesus holds that the people of the kingdom can truly rejoice in God’s mercy and
generosity. Jesus’s election of his disciples shows the election of a group or community to
proclaim this kingdom of God; hence, the church is the community of humans elected by God
to proclaim the kingdom of God. In the crucified and resurrected Christ, a new creation and
kingdom has come; in his second coming it will ultimately be revealed.872

869

Thomas, Some Theological Dialogue, 113.

870

V. Devasahayam, “Search for the Last, The Least and the Lost – M. M. Thomas’s Understanding of the

Humans, God and the New Humanity,” in Christian Witness in Society, edited by K. C. Abraham (Bangalore:
BTE-SSC, 1998), 121.
871

Thomas, The Secular Ideologies and the Meaning of Christ, 116.

872

Thomas, Adhikara Vargathe Shasikkunna Pravanchaka Dhauthiam, Malayalam, [Prophetic Protest Against

the Ruling Class], (Tiruvalla: CLS, 1985), 53.

284

The apostle Paul defines the kingdom of God as one in which God may be all in all (I Cor
15:29). Thomas says, in his commentary to the Epistle of James, that the kingdom of God is
the end of the harvest of creation. If this is so, then the church is the first fruit of the creation.873
Thomas sees the church as that which indicates the kingdom of God in history. The relationship
between church and the kingdom of God is an integral part of the church’s diakonic mission.
The kingdom of God is the ultimate goal of the world. For Thomas, the kingdom of God is
inaugurated through the life of Christ. The kingdom of God is opened for all humanity.874 All
humans have the right to accept or reject the kingdom and their ultimate destiny will depend
on their choice. Thomas, in his commentary on Luke’s Gospel, explains that, irrespective of
religion, caste, creed, or other categorisation, all are given equal universal respect here. This is
the core message of the kingdom.875 The kingdom of God gives priority to humans rather than
religious laws. It is revealed not to destroy humans but to forgive sins in Christ. The members
of the kingdom are the community, who received God’s forgiveness and forgave each other.876
Thomas says that the people who accept and follow Christ as the bearer of the kingdom of God
and who obey his New Testament or covenant are the universal people of God or community
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in history.877 The kingdom of God in history will continue to grow until the second coming of
Christ. This kingdom inaugurated by Jesus in history, will progress through the universal
activity of humans inside and outside the church.878 That is to say, the church is a community
involved in the extraordinary task of preparing for the fulfilment of the kingdom of God. Its
presence as an organised community of forgiven sinners builds on the social consciousness of
mutual forgiveness and fellowship.879

Conclusion
In his New Testament exegesis, Thomas gives a distinctive interpretation of the theology of
the cross by referring to various political ideologies, as well as leading figures from Indian
renaissance thought. Thomas positions the theology of the cross in the context of the vast
religious, cultural, and political complexities of modern Indian society. For him, particularly
in his commentary on James, spirituality is considered worthless without action. He sees
emancipatory politics and other secular endeavours as the natural outworking of Christian
spirituality.

In light of these twin commitments to a theology of the cross and a spirituality oriented towards
praxis, Thomas proposes a paradigm of the church as a boundaryless human community.
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Through new humanity in Christ, the church transcends all minority consciousness that might
prevent it from fulfilling its social dharma. It is committed to the struggle against oppressive
structures that obstruct the formation of a new human community. It will be made up of all
people who acknowledge Christ at various levels, including humans on the periphery. Here the
Corinthian church supplies an analogy to examine the place of the church in a pluralistic
society, and shows that the church needs to uphold a close relationship and interaction with
people of different faiths and ideologies.

The church, in its social dharma, Thomas believes, reaffirms its commitment to sociopolitical
reforms in the larger society by participating in humanisation movements. The church’s
tendency to adopt a closed nature, according to Thomas, is rooted in self-centredness that
excludes other humans. In a pluralistic society, Thomas envisions a new church model, which
promotes Christ-centred human fellowship, while rejecting the church’s communal religious
essence centred primarily on the eucharistic ecclesial model—limiting the church within the
boundary of the eucharistic community, making the church “communal” (in Thomas’s negative
sense of that term).

Thomas embraces the concept of the church as the community created in Jesus Christ’s new
humanity, which he describes as the koinonia in Christ. Koinonia designates the church as a
human community, which will serve to symbolise the inclusion of all humans in Christ and the
humanisation of all in a just society.
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Conclusion: Exegeting the World

The twentieth century witnessed intense struggles in India, Asia, and throughout the world
for political and secular freedom, with consequential rises of nationalism as people attempted
to build new communities on new foundations. Human struggles for freedom, social justice
and equality are the greatest needs of the whole world. In this setting, Thomas attempted to
translate the biblical message in a form that was relevant to the modern secular world,
striving for complete secularism by merging sacred. His unique hermeneutical approaches to
the scripture inbuilt in secular cultures began in a crucial period of Indian history, as India
witnessed the diminishing of British dominance and aimed for independence. Thomas
understood the political freedom struggles involved in Asian countries and their attempt to
establish sovereign nation-states.880 The church faced the issue of participating in nationbuilding and establishing political justice for all humanity. In this context, Thomas’s
theological interpretations addressed specific issues faced by the church in all pluralistic
contexts, and India in particular.
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The context of nation-building movements, his association with subaltern social movements
and social action groups, his dialogues with thinkers, and his exploration of secular
philosophies and faith traditions directed Thomas to revitalise his theological hermeneutic. In
his reading of scripture, he remained Christ-centred. In his journey towards exegeting the
world around him, he was fully committed to secular humanism, social justice, and pluralism.
However, he sustained these commitments from a Christocentric perspective. The result was
a powerful and distinctive Christocentric syncretism.

Earlier in his career, Thomas’s critics questioned him regarding the lack of biblical exegesis
in his theological writing. Later, Thomas wrote twenty-five commentaries on the Bible. In his
interpretation of scripture, he understood God’s continued action in history as the key to
hermeneutics. The concept of history remains as the arena where both human and the divine
participate. With this key, Thomas approached scripture contextually to interpret its message
in relation to the specific demands of his social location.

Thomas's biblical exegesis has a particular resonance in our current context. Because
Thomas’s own concerns were so broad and varied, it is difficult to categorise him under a
single theological school or discipline. His commentaries offer a unique method – or perhaps
better, an eclectic assemblage of methods – for inquiring into social, political, and existential
concerns through the lens of scripture. Thomas's exegesis did not provide any systematic
theological framework, which may seem frustrating to some readers today. But the
contextualisation of scripture in a pluralistic world requires the kind of versatility and
flexibility of Thomas’s approach. For him, the Word and the world are set into a creative
dialogue without knowing in advance where it will lead. The driving force behind Thomas’s
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scriptural interpretation was not to reach settled conclusions on every theological or
exegetical question but rather to equip the laity in their witness in secular life.

My thesis has demonstrated how Thomas interpreted scripture in a ‘secular’ way, viewing the
scriptural text as the arena of a dialogue between God and the world. My research has
examined the way Thomas ‘exegetes the world’ in a way that is, rooted in secular concerns,
centred on Christ, and deeply indebted to the particular complexities of the Indian context.

In my introductory chapter, I provided a concise survey of how Thomas became associated
with Western theologies, social action groups, ecumenical movements, and dialogue with
secular and political ideologies. Thomas adapted the word ‘secular’ to the unique context of
Indian pluralism. In the Western understanding, ‘secular’ denotes the absence of the sacred.
In contrast, for Thomas, the concept of ‘secular’ was inclusive of all religious traditions and
ideologies. What Thomas wanted to defend was a Christocentric secularity in which the
message of Christ provides criticism and support for social causes.

Thomas was truly a secular exegete because his articulations and interpretations of scripture
reflect his familiarity with social and political thought, and Western secular-religious
ideologies. His exclusive commitment to one year of study in 1942 paved his way into the
world of Western theologies. It resulted in him becoming a global thinker whose ecumenical
concerns, which included world events and persons, were reflected through his
interpretations. Thomas’s methods of thinking and interpretation drew him to participate in
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political activism; he and others formed YCCA to become involved in the social and political
awakening of Indian nationalism in 1938.881

Thomas was a dynamic thinker and activist with a goal of working towards Christian social
ethics in the context of social, religious, and political pluralism. His ability to place the
biblical text in the context of secularity was so substantial that it invited the attention of
many. So bold were Thomas’s actions as a political activist and secular theological thinker,
that when he responded to emergency rule in 1975, he functioned as the prophet of justice by
raising his voice like Amos, speaking out against the church and its ghetto mentality. His
close observation and study in the 1940s of liberal secularisms, Gandhism, Marxian
communist ideologies, and Kerala political activism strengthened his thinking to make him a
more secular interpreter in his consideration of scripture. Thomas’s tendency towards a
method of contextual correlation is evident even from the early stages of his thinking, where
Thomas merges contrasting philosophies such as liberalism, socialism and Gandhism. Based
on these, he interprets theology in terms of nationalism and socialism.

In the 1940s, his connection with the global movement WSCF opened more opportunities as
a dialogical portal to explore the Western world more intimately; in Europe, he found a
challenge to his Christ-centredness with communist doctrines. His role in WSCF established
him as a conduit for discussions between the East and West contingents of SCM, given his
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familiarity with the politics of India and the Cold War politics of the West in the 1940s.882
This dialogical involvement and practice in WSCF gave him admission into the Western
world of theology. The Cold War politics, dialogues with Reinhold Niebuhr and his
anthropology, and acquaintance with Western thinking in WSCF restricted and sharpened his
thinking. It was here that he realised that ordination is not necessary for theological
leadership in the church. He remained his whole life a self-taught theologian without any
formal theological education. Thomas was entangled in two contrasting social norms:
colonialism of the west, and the Asian quest for liberty. Thomas defines his political
conviction in light of these life patterns.883 Thomas’s thinking underwent a paradigm shift
with the reconsideration of his perspective on Stalinism, and by comprehending Gandhian,
Marxist, and liberal ideologies in parallel with Christian thinking, particularly within the
sense of realistic neo-orthodoxy anthropology.

Thomas’s distinctive approach to dialogue with other faith traditions and ideologies, all
within the framework of Christian ecumenism, was a remarkable development in the 1960s
and 1970s. Thomas expanded ecumenical spirituality and thought into active involvement in
politics, using dialogue as the narrative within which he linked political unity, church unity,
and Gospel witness. By combining political and secular ideologies into biblical hermeneutics,
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Thomas stretched the frontiers of dialogue to new territory. Western critics sometimes
condemned Thomas’s actions for incorporating secular political ideologies into his
interpretations and for moving theology into political activism. As a key member of the
WCC, Thomas was integral to restructuring the organisation's ideological framework. WCC
came into a position of engaging with and supporting Black liberation struggles. Thomas
promoted two concepts that he considered a part of God’s mission in the world. The first,
“spirituality for compact” referred to the church’s need to support the people’s liberation
struggles for humanisation. The second concept, “Christ-centred syncretism” referred to the
Christ-centred synchronisation of other faiths and secular ideologies. He proposed an
ecumenical theology that became a defining feature in the organisation's history of
ecumenism (though the approach drew criticism from various corners). This approach to the
gospel could be called ‘ecumenising the gospel.’ It paved the way for interpreting the
“church” for “others” in the specific situations of worldwide revolutions, social, political, and
economic awakenings, and the rapid growth of secular theology. Humanism, the new
humanity in Jesus Christ, liberating measures implicit in peace and justice against poverty,
and efforts against white racism and colonialism were all part of the redefined theological
interpretations.884
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Thomas’s alliance with CISRS played a substantial role in acknowledging a wide range of
aspects of social and religious issues. He was involved dialogically with renaissance
religions, participating in the common struggle for a new society. This resulted in accepting
the need for a common understanding of humans in society, and thereby, creating an urge to
form a model of Christian social ethics for developing countries. CISRS followed a different
approach in their study centre by inviting people of other faiths and ideologies. They offered
live theological dialogical encounters, where intellectuals from Christianity and other faiths
came together to explore their respective faiths’ spiritual, cultural, and ideological visions and
resources. In the context of pluralism, it strengthened the values and structures of Indian
democracy, giving it a dynamic direction, and accepted the need for developing a shared
understanding of humans in society. In this connection, Thomas realised that dialogue is
necessary. This resulted in an ambitious broadening of Thomas’s dialogical aspirations,
echoing his move into the role of Chair of the Church and Society Conference for the WCC
in 1966 in Geneva, and elected as the Moderator of WCC at the Assembly of Upsala in 1968.
He continued this position till the next meeting held in 1975 in Nairobi.885 Along with others,
Thomas, as a core member of WCC and his term as the Chair, paved the way for formulating
Christian social ethics for developing countries by creating a platform for dialogue with
secular ideologies. Thomas, as a theologian and social thinker, always responded to political
inequalities with biblical truths, striving to liberate struggling communities by upholding
human and civil rights. Thomas’s work in these organisations was always collegial and
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collaborative. He was a leading and inspiring figure even though he was not the sole architect
of the work of these organisations.

The idea of giving a secular interpretation to Christian faith guided many thinkers who sought
a fresh articulation of religious meaning in the twentieth century, especially in the 1960s.
Thomas’s thinking embraced Western theological perceptions of the changing place of
religion in modern societies. The theological trends occurred at a global level, with paradigm
shifts in theological interpretations, unrest at social and political levels, and growing religious
intolerance. Thomas’s understanding of such global problems was inflected by his complex
Indian context. He used the insights of Western thinkers to promote the theological task of
“communicating the message of the crucified and risen Lord” in his own context.
Bonhoeffer’s theology of “religionless Christianity for a world come of age”886 stimulated
Thomas to keep pushing in this direction.

Thomas can be understood partly in the theological context of the mid-century school of
“secular theologians” like John A. T. Robinson, Harvey Cox, Paul Van Buren and Thomas J.
J. Altizer, all of whom emphasised the gospel as a promise of a new humanity within the
conditions of secular modernity. Like these thinkers, Thomas came to see the gospel not just
as a Christian or even religious message but as a call for a new humanity with wide
implications for politics and society, as well as religion. Yet Thomas moved beyond the mid-
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century framework both with his resolute Christocentrism and with his commitment to the
work of biblical commentary, albeit in a secular key.

Thomas’s 25 commentaries on the Bible were not intended to be a scientific attempt to
explain the text. His aim was to connect the text to the world, and to interpret the world by
means of the text. In his commentaries on scripture, Thomas drew extensively on the insights
of secular ideologies, as well as other faith traditions. “Secular,” in his Indian context, never
meant “non-religious.” For Thomas, the term “secular” denoted a pluralist society in which
diverse religions could play their distinctive parts for the common good of humanity.

Thomas claimed, for example, that Hindu interpretations of Christ had a part to play in
developing a new Christology for Indian culture. The church in the early centuries grew in a
culture of pluralism and developed a Christology to unite diverse members into one body of
Christ. Similarly, Thomas used biblical interpretation as an arena for dialogue to bring
together all those who acknowledge Christ in any way, whether inside the church community
or outside. Christ transcends the diverse religious communities in India and transforms their
underlying values. While approaching other faith traditions, Thomas maintained a
Christocentric outlook as a key to unlocking their significance. For him, the reality of Christ’s
presence would become the source of renewal of human nature, culture, and community.
Thomas points to Indian historical figures who were influenced by Christ without becoming
Christian. Such figures show the way Christ can become the centrepiece of a human renewal
that transcends religious boundaries.
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The issues emerging from the context, like pluralism, poverty, casteism, violation,
oppression, and human rights violations, are a paradigm for biblical exegesis. With this
method of exploration, Thomas made this exegesis of liberation one of ‘action–reflection.’
He presents this form of interpretation in terms of a universal model, placing the model
within the biblical-ideological discourse on the text, relating it to current situations and
illustrating it with its application to contextual prototype action around the humanisation of
suffering humanity. In his action-reflection approach, Thomas adopts a triangular exposition
of scripture in which cosmological, anthropological, and theological elements converge.
History is the meeting point of these three realities, and scripture is an arena for exploring the
relationship between them. Thomas finds God revealed in liberation movements in history.
The fact that God is dynamically involved in the past, present, and future history of humanity
is revealed through revolutions and action. For Thomas, history becomes a platform of
divine-human dialogical encounter. The concept of liberation is integral to Thomas’s
interpretation; otherwise, human life becomes meaningless, Maya.

For Thomas, positive elements of all modern liberation movements are ultimately working
towards establishing the kingdom of God for humanity in the world - even though every
liberation movement remains limited and flawed by human sin. Thomas connects the
revolution of liberation with leaders of the Indian renaissance to create a social
transformation in their communities and cultures. Thomas correlates the liberation of the
people of Israel in Exodus with other revolutions in history such as liberalism, communism,
Marxism, and Gandhism. Such movements aimed to liberate humanity from oppressive
structures so that society itself is humanised. Thomas sees Christ as a new Moses, pursuing a
new redemptive liberation of humanity. The centrality of his convictions about Christ lead
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him continually back to the cross of Christ in his interpretation of biblical texts of both the
Old and New Testament. Ultimately, it is only the love of God revealed in the cross that is
able to lead humanity to a higher level of self-forgetfulness and self-emptying love.
Thomas’s liberation exegesis conforms to Bultmann’s idea that exegesis without
presuppositions is impossible. But while Bultmann conceived only of philosophical
presuppositions, Thomas employs presuppositions of action derived from socioeconomicpolitical systems, caste systems, and other social and political realities. Thomas understood
the interpretation of the text as inclusive of practical participation in social struggles for a
more just and more human world.

Thomas’s biblical interpretation is anthropocentric in the sense that the text serves humanity,
so that the good of human beings plays a normative role in interpretation. Action holds a
pivotal role in this approach. Thomas understands action to be necessary in the quest for right
knowledge. Hence action is a principle of interpretation. Through this approach, Thomas
bridges the gap between the text and politics. God, Christ, church, and Israel’s history are
interpreted in the context of contemporary action. Thomas embraces Karl Barth’s proposal
that Christ is the centre of scriptural interpretation. But for Thomas, this does not point
towards ecclesial interpretation, as it does for Barth. Rather it makes Christ the key to
comprehending events in secular history.

I have tried to show that Thomas’s interpretation of Luke is of particular importance for his
larger project. This is because scripture as a whole has Lukan themes, in Thomas’s view:
especially the theme of God’s action in history. This is key to Thomas’s view that secular
history is the stage of divine–human encounter. Christ’s action in history is the adi purusha,
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according to Thomas, that bridges the divide between God and humanity. Here Christ
becomes the ultimate paradigm connecting secular anthropology with the world of biblical
text.

Ultimately the dialogical relationship between God and humanity is disclosed in the cross of
Christ. Thomas’s reading of scripture focuses on the cross as the centre of history and the
instrument of humanisation. Thomas sees the cross “as the clue to history” and the
“interpretation of politics.”887 The message of the cross transforms not only individuals but
also communities and cultures. In Thomas’s view, this is the very reason why churches have
taken up the mission of translating the Bible into all languages – not to expand the Christian
church necessarily but so that the message of the cross will penetrate cultures and societies.
In this process, the word of the cross transforms even the so-called caste barriers that exists in
India, whereby people are divided into Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaisyas, and Shudras, and
outcasts. According to Thomas, the goal of all societies is found in the cross – namely, the
creation of a new collective life defined by love. History culminates in the brotherhood
disclosed in the cross of Christ. The cross is the means by which humanisation is ultimately
attained.

As for the church, Thomas argues that it needs to reaffirm its commitment to sociopolitical
reforms that promote humanisation. In a pluralistic society, Thomas envisions a new church
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model, which promotes Christ-centred community, while rejecting the church’s ‘religious’
essence, i.e., its nature as a bounded social community in its own right. Thomas embraces the
concept of the church as the community created in Jesus Christ’s new humanity and
symbolising the inclusion of all human beings in Christ. In the framework of liberation from
various afflictions like political tyranny, oppression, casteism, and exploitation, Christian
spiritual awakening and missions play a role. The church plays an important role in Thomas’s
concept of humanisation, but not because the church itself is the goal of God’s purposes in
history. God’s action in history reaches through and beyond the church to the creation of a
new humanity.

Thomas's commentaries show that he recognised Christ's unseen involvement in the struggles
for humanisation. He discovered Christ in participation in struggles for liberation from
oppression. The ultimate purpose of participating in such a struggle is to progress toward new
humanity. Christ, the incarnate, crucified, and risen one, offers a new humanity and fulfils
God's humanising mission. Thomas considers the whole of biblical history to be a history of
humanisation. In his creation exegesis, Thomas notes that the Israelites first encountered God
in their history as the God of liberation—the one who liberated them from Egyptian
oppression. Because of their liberation and settlement in the promised land, they recognised
Yahweh as the Lord of creation, bestowing blessings upon all people throughout creation.
This understanding of God emerged from the Israelites' close involvement with community
life as well as dialogical engagement with people of other faiths. This anthropocentric
interpretation of Genesis is typical of Thomas's vision. Life, society, and religion are all
analysed together under the larger category of humanisation – which ultimately means
humanisation in Christ.
300

In his commentary on Job, Thomas explores the relationship between the creator and humans
in the context of existential questions regarding suffering and the protest of atheism. Again,
the larger scope of his inquiries is a concern with humanisation. He is even willing to take the
side of atheism for the sake of flourishing humanity. In his commentaries on Exodus and
Deuteronomy, Thomas again portrays God as liberating from oppression and as a zealous
God for his people. Here he takes up history as his theme and argues that God's involvement
in history redeems dehumanising systems of injustice and oppression. As a result, human
history becomes the meeting point of the divine and the human, and it is through historical
struggle that humanity is restored to its full humanness. Thomas's interpretation here is
founded on a Christocentric paradigm, according to which the crucified and resurrected;
Christ is the fulfilment and revelation of God's ultimate purpose for humanity. Christ is, thus,
for Thomas, the key to comprehending God's work in history. Because God continues to
participate in humanity's liberation struggles, Thomas envisions a world of a genuine human
community centred on Christ-centred koinonia, liberated from oppression and practising
social dharma as found in Deuteronomy.

Thomas's New Testament commentaries continue to develop a Christ-centred account of
humanisation in a contemporary context, but now ecclesiology becomes a more important
consideration. Christ's incarnation, cross, death, and resurrection are revealed as the centre of
history and the instrument of humanisation. Christ, for Thomas, is present not only to
Christians but to people in all situations. The events of his death and resurrection are the
source of the transformation of human nature into a new humanity in Christ. This new
humanity in Christ breaks down the barriers of gender, race, and class. The new Christ301

centred koinonia makes life possible for all without reducing or diminishing their differences.
Thomas's contextual commentaries address a society that is fragmented by various kinds of
pluralism and offer the hope of communion and fellowship in which each one finds their
unique place. This is a Christological and ecclesiological vision grounded in scripture and
uniquely adapted to the complexities of Thomas's Indian context.

In conclusion, I have tried to show the richness and diversity of Thomas’s “secular”
interpretations of scripture. Without compromising his Christ-centred convictions, Thomas
brought the biblical text into dialogue with a huge range of social, political, religious, and
philosophical questions. He did this in a way that consistently sought to press the
interpretation of the text towards practical action – any action that would make society more
human.

In such an approach the Bible itself becomes much more than a religious book: it becomes an
arena of dialogue in which the pressing issues of the world are brought into contact with the
good news of God’s humanising work in Christ. The Bible is, in a sense, freed from its
ecclesial captivity so that its universal scope becomes clear. God’s word is a word to human
beings, not just to religious human beings. The biblical commentaries of M. M. Thomas make
this clear on every page. The commentaries, rich with political, philosophical, and
interreligious dialogue, form a unique contribution to modern theology and hermeneutics. It
is strange that they have attracted so little scholarly attention until now. The purpose of this
thesis has been to take a first step towards rectifying this, and to show the importance of these
commentaries for any assessment of Thomas’s legacy, and any account of the contribution of
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Indian Christian thought to the wider currents of theological work in the late twentieth
century.
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