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Introduction

			Asian Christianity and the World

			Christianity began in Asia, but Asia has been the least hospitable region for Jesus and his followers. In the earliest centuries Christianity spread as rapidly east as it did to the west, and in some regions it was received much more pleasantly than among European communities. But, as we all know, that was the exception and not the rule. Jesus was born near the eastern edge of the Roman Empire, where one of the most precious of provinces was fought over again and again: Syria. To control Syria was to have access to Asian travel routes that brought in goods from Central Asia, India, and beyond. However, the Persian Empire under the Parthians was not easily defeated.

			In contrast to the Romans, whose pluralism was anchored in the emperor cult, the Parthians were true pluralists, and so Christianity flourished in a truly pluralist society.1 Although the Parthians converted to the Zoroastrian faith, Parthians as well as their rulers were a tolerant lot, studying the stars to determine the time and meaning of events, but also maintaining sacred fires in each district. Zoroastrianism in the early Christian centuries was an overlay to a myriad of local beliefs. “A Parthian Peace” is something Christians cherished, but seldom would this type of tolerance be experienced again in Asia. For ancient and even medieval cultures, a “people” or nation had a religion, and a king (or empress) enforced and guided the common faith for all the subjects: cuius regio, eius religio is the expression that was used for this arrangement in Christendom Europe. In Europe, Christians were fortunate enough to live where many of the rulers became Christian and enforced Christian belief. Thus Christianity thrived as a royal religion. Asia was different. Asia has always been different in its expression of Christianity. In every other continent, even in the islands of the Pacific, Christianity has grown in large part by the support or protection of rulers. This was not the experience of Asian Christians.2 I don’t think we can emphasize this too much.

			Upon the rise of the Sasanian Empire in Persia in the early third century, a purified or fundamentalist form of Zoroastrianism prevailed. This was followed by Arab invasions—ironically they were monotheists, but not Christians—so the Persian Christian community took two blows and never fully recovered. Christianity in Persia, as well as in India, turned into struggling millet or ghetto communities that were cut off from broader participation (and evangelization) in society. With the rise of Islam in the Middle East, Asia, and North Africa, the Christian West was cut off from social intercourse with Asian Christian communities east of Palestine. The ecumenical support of Persian Christianity and its church-planting efforts in China—something of vital importance for Christianity anywhere—was also lost. By the time European Christians regained contact with Persian and Indian communities, fellowship was strained or, even worse, completely broken. Christianity did not seem to find a home in Asia, or so it seemed.

			Four Themes, One Interest

			Over the past few decades I have been writing, reading, and speaking about the history of Christianity as a worldwide movement and about how we now must study Christianity in a postcolonial context. In this endeavor I have been helped by some of the premier Christian historians from Africa, Latin America, and Asia. Many of their names are mentioned in the acknowledgments. The volume you hold is focused on Asia; we have one interest, and that is to better understand Asian Christianity from many perspectives. This is a mosaic of essays, lectures, chapters, and articles that I have written related to Asian Christianity, but more specifically about the surprising and unique themes of Asian Christianity that have shaped and been shaped by world Christianity. I focus on four themes that I trust will draw the reader in to think more carefully about the uniqueness of Asian Christianity and the ways we can approach our subject. The four themes are Asian surveys, historiography, missiology, and education. The one concern is Asian Christianity.

			Asian Surveys

			I have had the opportunity to study and envision Asian Christianity from many angles; four are mentioned in this first section. The first essay has a rather bland title but interesting story: “Christianity in Asia.” This essay looks at some of the unique features of Christianity in Asia and traces the various developments and periods of decline. It lays the groundwork for the rest of the book. This essay should be read first, as a type of overview of all that follows. The second survey focuses just on the first eight centuries of Christianity as Jesus struggled to find a home from Jerusalem in the West to Xian in the East. It is a unique story in the history of Christianity because the earliest conversions of rulers were in Asia, but then there was a slow decline in the midst of creative and persistent missionary outreach.

			The third essay, “Ecumenism in Asia,” skips to the modern period of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and reveals a checkered history of Christian unity and division in Asia. Many external forces were acting on Asian leaders and their churches. Much can be learned about unity today from this chapter, but we also learn about the uniqueness of the Asian ecumenical experience, guided by Christians’ minority status, colonialism, communism, and Japanese imperialism. The final chapter (4) in part one focuses on another large slice of the Christian church in Asia, and that is evangelicalism. I use the term evangelicalism because it is a helpful summary of the mission churches that were energized by revivals and renewals in the West. They were “evangelical,” which meant focusing on conversion, teaching the Bible in local languages, activism in local cultures, and the clear preaching of the cross.3

			Protestant mission to Asia, the third of four waves of Christianity to Asia,4 was more extensive, varied, and “democratic” than earlier forms of Christianity, and its impact on societies has been greater than its numbers. The vast majority, but not all, of these Protestant missions were evangelical. Protestant missions were a very diverse lot. The more evangelical London Missionary Society was different from the Church Mission Society or the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts. The Mennonite Central Committee was different from the China Inland Mission (now the Overseas Missionary Fellowship). Reading chapters three and four in one sitting helps to see some of the Christian streams together that have been flowing throughout Asia.

			History

			Part two of this volume steps back and looks at how we study history and how we can or should view Christianity as a global movement. Along with the friends mentioned in the acknowledgments section, I have been involved in rethinking how we study, envision, and write about Christianity as a worldwide Christian movement. In part two I look at this type of historiography, more focused on “development” than “growth,” more attuned to “movement” than “institutions,” more sensitive to cultural or contextual matters than in the past, and always looking to Asia. The first essay in part two (chapter five), “Missio Dei: Christian History Envisioned as Cruciform Apostolicity,” has one of the worst titles, but I think one of the more provocative themes. I posit that Christianity, its development through the ages, must be understood as a record of the mission of God in cruciformity. Asia, the continent with the greatest persecutions of Christians, illustrates this perspective well. Cruciformity is in stark contrast to earlier progressive models such as the work of most historicists.

			Let me explain. As much as I have benefited from the great and expansive writing of Kenneth Scott Latourette5 through the years, this essay (chapter five) and others in this section break away from Latourette’s historiography and its periodic cycles of advance and recession. The second essay in this section (chapter six) explains some of the reasons for the shift. I am writing in the twenty-first century, and Latourette and others were writing in the middle of the twentieth century. What happened at the end of the twentieth century globally was completely unpredicted and unprecedented.6 For the first time Christianity began to develop uniquely Asian clothes and habits. Chapter six outlines some of these changes, which were as great as in any of the previous nineteen centuries. Actually most of the dramatic changes took place only after 1950, or even 1960. The other two chapters in part two elaborate further the shifts in historical thinking that are required in light of the experience of the twentieth century, and also in light of newer reflections on Scripture born of our experiences in the twentieth century.

			Chapter seven develops an important theme for Asian Christianity: a unique feature of Christianity that challenges most Asian religious cosmologies. Most religions and cultures throughout time (ironically) have a cyclical view of time. Christianity challenges these basic assumptions and gives hope through the teaching of a God who created, redeems, and brings all things to perfection. Time as moving toward a goal and consummation transforms cultures. It is this concept that is explored using the missiology lectures and Asian Christianity as the backdrop. Chapter eight, the final chapter in part two, looks at how the recent shift from the study of “church history” to world Christianity has transformed not only how we view Christianity but also how we study theology and ethics.

			Missiology

			As it should become clear from reading part two, I do not believe the writing of Christian history should be divorced from missiology or the study of the mission of God. Just as there is a missional trajectory to all of the Bible, in a similar manner Christian history also has a missional trajectory. Although it is possible (and common) to study Christian history without the lens of missiology, it is a little misleading. I suggest that the trajectory of the church given to us from the life of Jesus, through the Acts of the Apostles and the New Testament letters (and even Revelation), shows that the nations and a “kingdom” are in view; the cross is the foundation. Thus, in part three I build on part two (history) and look at some historical vignettes in Asia through the lens of mission encounters.

			The first essay (chapter nine) attempts to answer the question, “How could a conservative Christian church, started by fairly conservative Presbyterian missionaries, develop almost liberationist perspectives on society and politics?” The answer involves politics, theology, and particular actors in Korea. To this day a fairly conservative church (theologically speaking) has a strong political life of resistance. The second article (chapter ten) is a missiological experiment that can be carried out in other important regions in Asia. I develop a “missiology of place” for a province in China, Shandong. Although Hong Kong and Beijing (and even Guandong and Shanghai) have been important for Christian development in China, I make the argument that the province of Shandong, for reasons of geography, topography, history, and religion, is the most significant location, missiologically, for China. It would be interesting and even enlightening to do the same for Singapore or for the Korean peninsula.

			Chapter eleven is a missiological comparison of four mission theorists who served in two countries (China and Korea). How did the same general theory (three-self principle) work out so very differently in two countries that are so close that their histories are intertwined? The unique perspective of a Korean missionary sent to analyze what was going on in China sheds light on this anomaly. Chapter twelve focuses on another important and newer theme in mission studies: migration. Asia as much as any place in the world has seen migration as a central theme for the development of Christianity. This essay is a type of primer for thinking about the history, theology, and meaning of migration and Christian mission. In some ways the tables have been turned, missiologically speaking. Instead of Jesus saying “Go” to Christians, he is saying “Go” to the nations. With over 240 million people living outside their country of birth (Asia has 30 percent of those migrants), it is clear that the study of migration and mission will continue to be vital for the study of missiology. This essay shows the common theme of migration from Genesis 3 to the present and points to how Christian mission needs to frame how we think about migration theologically.

			Education

			Part four focuses on one of the key elements of Christian life and one of the most important tools in the toolbox of missionary work: education. These three articles are disparate but are held together by the important question: What is appropriate and effective Christian education for Asia? The first essay (chapter thirteen) is a comparative article, looking at three missionaries who worked in three different countries in two continents over the course of a century. There are some great differences, but also some common and very interesting similarities. I do not pretend to be objective and detached about this or the other two chapters in this section on education. I have invested my career in theological education, and I believe we have much to learn from those who have gone before us. One of the great lessons of history is that humanity does not just keep getting smarter and better: we forget a lot, and in these essays I suggest we would serve the church much better if we remembered some of these earlier lessons about education.

			The second essay in this section (chapter fourteen) was originally a lecture given at the Sixth International Conference of the North East Asia Council of Studies of History of Christianity (NEACSHC), held in Seoul in 2007. I was given the task of giving an overview of Christian higher education in East Asia. The topic was much too large, so when I began to focus it became clear that one of the most important themes that dramatically changed higher education was the broader Western and now global phenomenon of secularization. This raises many questions regarding contextualization and social change, as well as cultural power and cultural imperialism. The final essay (chapter fifteen) returns us to the beginning of the book and a discussion of earliest Asian Christianity. In this case the question I look at is this: What was the earliest Christian education like in Asia (mostly in Persia), and in what way was it shaped by larger cultural and social factors? Not until I re-edited this chapter did I realize that, both in twentieth-century China and in sixth-century Persia, Christian education was influenced by “the West.” It is just another reminder that culturally narrow Christian development is an anomaly. Christianity is always growing, developing, and moving in the folds of overlapping cultures. Negotiating these borderlands in light of the gospel and Christian tradition is much of what Asian Christianity is about. In fact this dynamic is what makes Christian mission and history fascinating and important, but also vital for human societies. 

			

		


		
			

			PART I
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Christianity in Asia

			Preface

			Asia is both the birthplace of Christianity and the continent where the followers of Jesus are most persecuted. With only about 8 or 9 percent of the continent Christian, it is the least Christianized region of the world. And yet because Asia has such a huge population, this 8 percent amounts to over 315 million Christians, and the numbers are growing. It is important to remember that, unlike Europe, the Americas, the Pacific, and many countries of Africa, there is only one nation in Asia that can be considered a Christian nation: the Philippines. The diversity of Christianity in Asia is a product of the size of the continent (over 45 million square kilometers compared to 30 million square kilometers for Africa), the diversity of languages (31 percent of the world’s languages), varied geography, and ancient religions and kingdoms. All of the major “world religions” originated in Asia, and most of the world’s ancient empires have been found in Asia. Christianity is at home in Asia, but it has always been a home as a nomadic or refugee existence rather than as in a palace or among royalty. A sign of this nomadic Christian existence in Asia can be seen in the shifting centers of Christianity: from Jerusalem to Antioch to Edessa to Selucia-Ctesiphon to Malabar and today to places such as Seoul, Singapore, Sabah, and Xiamen. Christianity is a guest in Asia and often an unwelcome or misunderstood guest. History reveals for us something of why Christianity is still such a minority faith but also why it is more “Asian” today than it has ever been.

			Earliest History

			Before the massive persecutions under the great empires of the Romans, Persians, and Arabs, Christianity was spreading at a very rapid rate in west and central Asia. Although early evangelization in Asia outside the Roman Empire is shrouded in myth and mystery, it is clear that the smaller kingdoms of Armenia, Adiabene, and Osrhoene were evangelized in the first century, and all became Christian by the beginning of the third century. These were smaller kingdoms, however, that were dominated by the larger empires of Persia and Rome, and later by the Arabs and Ottoman Turks. Persia, until about 225 CE, was controlled by the Parthians, a tolerant people who were mostly Zoroastrian. Thus, there was a greater acceptance of Christianity in Persia under this “Parthian Peace” than in the Roman Empire under the “Pax Romana.” Parthians were, however, powerful people who prevented the spread of Roman rule to the east and who ruled from Syria to India and as far north as present-day Afghanistan. Both land and sea trade routes were open to the east, and so Christians spread the new faith as they traveled.

			Parthians, and then after 225, the Sasanians, who next ruled Persia, were Zoroastrians. Christian monks and priests, often converts from Zoroastrianism, were trained at first in Edessa and Nisibis, and later in many monastic schools throughout Mesopotamia. Education was in Syriac and followed the liturgical calendar. Unlike the Hellenistic and Latin forms of theology that developed in the Roman Empire, early Asian theology and preaching was more “Semitic” and poetic. Theological development differed as a result of language and cultural surroundings. The Asian church also inherited and embraced many of the divisions of the Western church, and so two main streams—an east Syrian or “Nestorian” stream, and a west Syrian or “Jacobite” church—flourished in the Parthian and early Sasanian periods. In spite of the terrible persecutions of the fourth century, the Persian church sent out missionaries, or wandering monks, who traveled across the rooftop of Asia to the Middle Kingdom: China. The first of these east Syrian monks arrived in the Chinese Tang capital of Xian (Sian-fu) in the year 635, and soon thereafter it is likely that Christians from Persia reached the Pacific Ocean. Thus, Christian missionaries were officially received in China nearly 350 years before they would be received in Scandinavia.

			The early spread of Christianity to India is generally related to the legend of St. Thomas. This legend comes down to us in at least three traditions, but all record the doubting disciple of Jesus as having gone, or been sent, to the East. Whether Thomas actually planted the St. Thomas Church in southeast India (south of Madras) and was martyred by angry Hindus in the late first century is debatable. What is not debatable is that Christianity has been present in south India from at least the second century CE, because third-century records describe this story. These records would not have been preserved if Christian communities had not been present in India as proof of the histories. Thus, Indian Christianity is among the oldest continuing lines of Christianity, preserving much of the second-century liturgy in the Syriac language.

			In these early centuries Christianity also spread to the south: Arabia. In this region there were trade routes that passed from the eastern Mediterranean south to Yemen and across the Red Sea to the kingdom of Ethiopia. By the fifth century an internecine struggle was taking place in Arabia between the Christianity of Constantinople (Orthodox) and the two streams from Persia: west Syrian and east Syrian. In the midst of these struggles a new monotheism, Islam, developed, making these tragic Christian arguments irrelevant.

			Christianity, Mission, and the Rise of Islam (627–1400)

			The history of Christianity in Asia is a long, difficult history of advance, suppression, compromise, new advance, more suppression, and sudden development. In Persia, the very age of the missionary expansion coincided with the age of Arab-Muslim conquest. Even as Zoroastrianism was in decline and Christianity was growing, the Persians were conquered by the sudden advance of Arabs from the south and west. At first this seemed to be a moment of liberation for Persian Christians, for their enemy had been conquered, and Christians (understood by the Arabs as monotheistic allies) were valued both as “People of the Book” and as responsible civil servants: jailers, accountants, and scribes. Over the course of the next five hundred years, Islam would slowly grow, both in land area and in local influence. Christianity was slowly but firmly isolated into ghetto or millet (dhimmi) communities, which cut them off from both social influence and Christian witness. Non-Muslims paid double taxes and were restricted in their movements and in building religious buildings. This has been the history of Christian communities in much of west Asia (Syria, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan) up to the present. The pattern was set in the seventh century. As a result of this restricting influence on Christianity in Arabia and Persia, the followers of Jesus survived, but only as isolated and restricted communities.

			While the missionary bases in centers such as Nisibis, Kirkuk, Mosel, Arbela, and environs were succumbing to Arab Islamic restrictions, the missionary activity of these Asian churches was waxing strong. Bishoprics were established throughout central Asia, from Nishapur in northern Persia, across Sogdia in Bokhara, Samarkand, and Tashkent, to the western regions of present-day China. These early Chinese Christian communities began translating Christian writings, explaining Christian teachings in the form of sutras, and building monasteries in many if not all provinces of the Middle Kingdom. Evidence of seventh- through tenth-century Christianity in China is still being discovered along the “Old Silk Road” as well as in major cities like Xian. Best known among the artifacts of this early spread of Christianity in east Asia is the “Nestorian Monument,” which records the arrival of Christianity from the West by a Syrian monk named Alopen in 635. The large public monument (over three meters tall) also gives an outline of Christian teachings, a history of the spread of Christianity in China, praise for the Tang rulers, and then a brief apologetic explaining that Christianity is good for the empire: “If there is only a Way [Tao] and no Sage, it [the Tao] will not expand. If there is a Sage and no Way, nothing great will result. When a Way and Sage are found together, then the whole Empire is cultured and enlightened.” The Emperor Tai Tsung, the monument announces, was such a sage, and so the whole country benefited from the teaching of the Christian way (Tao). However, Christianity did not prosper for long. Whereas the west Asian Islamic restrictions on Christianity in Asia were passive, persistent, and pervasive, the Buddhist persecution against all other religions in China was sudden and strong. The tolerant and supportive Tang Dynasty collapsed in 907, and in its wake the violent era of the Ten Kingdoms and Five Dynasties arrived. Virtually no Christian presence among the Han Chinese survived. Once again, Christianity had a start in an Asian empire, but the reversal of imperial favor initiated a sudden decline.

			By the beginning of the second millennium Christianity seemed to be limited in Asia to small pockets of communities surrounded by Muslim, Hindu, or Buddhist national religions. Armenia continued to be Christian, but it, along with the rapidly declining Christian center of Constantinople, was the sole exception as a Christian empire. All other Christian centers were island communities. Although the Han Chinese had officially rejected the “Luminous Religion,” some of the smaller east Asian nations continued to have fairly large east Syrian Christian communities. As the Mongol Empire was expanding it absorbed some of these groups, most notably the Kereits. Many of these Kereit Christians rose to leadership in the religiously tolerant Mongol Empire. But when the Ilkhan of Persia, Ghazan, rejected religious toleration (1295) for the one religion of Islam, Christian hopes faded. By the fourteenth century the Mongol toleration was replaced by the Turkic-Muslim fanaticism and violence of Tamerlane (Timur: 1363–1405). Thus, on the eve of Spanish and Portuguese exploration and colonization, Christianity in Asia was probably at its weakest point since the second century.

			It is interesting to note that during the first twelve hundred years of Christian history in Asia, the Asian churches had virtually no contact with European Christians. Contact was greatly restricted by the imperial divisions (Roman versus Persian empires) and later by both politics and theology (most of the Asian churches followed minority christological formulas rejected in the West). One exception to this generalization was the restrained attempt of the papacy to contact, encourage, and build the Christian communities in central Asia from 1245 until 1346. Ten separate missions of mostly Franciscan friars were sent out during this time to the court of the Yuan (Mongol) emperors (Khans). These embassies are something of a historian’s curiosity, but their impact was very small, being limited to the minority people (mostly Mongols) who were overthrown in 1368.

			History During European and Asian Colonialisms

			It was contact with the global Christian community that marked a whole new chapter of Christianity in Asia. This new contact was a mixed blessing. On one hand, the arrival of the Portuguese was an encouragement to the struggling Christian communities in south India. On the other hand, the Portuguese and later the Spanish in east Asia brought a militant and domineering form of Christianity that was new to Asia. Asian Christians had always been minority communities, dominated by militant Zoroastrian, Hindu, Buddhist, or Muslim cultures. The Portuguese came as militant Christian sailors. The goals of the Portuguese, however, were not always the same as the local Christians. Indian Christians found the Portuguese helpful in defending the Christian communities against Muslim rulers, but rather a nuisance in their desire to make them European Christians, subservient to the pope. Elsewhere, in Ceylon (Sri Lanka), Malacca, Siam (Thailand), Japan, and over to Macao, the Portuguese established their “shoestring empire” for trade and profit. Missionary work was of little interest to the captains and sailors. Religious orders, however, were quick to see the opportunities for missionary outreach. At first congregations such as the Augustinians, Franciscans, and Dominicans found their way on the Portuguese schooners, but the most innovative and newest order, the Society of Jesus (Jesuits, 1540), was the fastest growing and had the greatest impact on the way missionary work would be done in Asia.

			A pattern of contextualization, pioneered by the early Jesuit father Francis Xavier (1506–1552), meant that missionary work would look different in different contexts. What this meant for Japan—bringing expensive gifts and wearing silk, rather than cotton, robes—was quite different from what it meant in India as carried out by Roberto de Nobili (1577–1656). Jesuits, like the later Protestants in Asia, pressed beyond the safe regions of the European colonies. Matteo Ricci (1552–1610) studied the Confucian classics and earned the respect of royalty and literati alike, carrying out Christian witness in the shadow of the emperor. His literary works were published in Peking, and in time Korean Confucianists, making their pilgrimages to the Chinese capital, discovered some of these Confucian-Christian writings and brought them back to Seoul. Thus, the earliest known Christian movement in Korea was spread from Peking, through Chinese works written by an Italian who studied missionary theory in India.

			Another Jesuit, Alexandre de Rhodes (1592?–1660), presented the Christian faith in Vietnam, devising a script and a new catechism that spoke to the Vietnamese situation. Vietnam had some of the most rapid growth of Christianity in all of Asia up to the modern period. In many countries of Asia the Jesuit approach of accommodation came in conflict with the classic approach, especially of the Dominicans and Franciscans. By the early decades of the seventeenth century, Christianity was having the greatest impact ever on east and southeast Asia. This time the sudden decline in Christianity in areas such as Japan and China was not only the result of foreign governments or religious persecution; it was also the result of intrachurch conflict. The papacy ruled that the Jesuit contextual approach allowed for too much accommodation, and so their approach was no longer approved. Christianity went on a rapid decline in China, as the only form of Christianity that was acceptable to the empire was not approved by the papacy, and the only form approved by the papacy (Dominican) was not approved by the Chinese emperor. In Japan the new Tokugawa Shogunate unified the empire and persecuted Christianity (beginning 1614). All foreign priests were deported, the Christians went “underground” (“hidden Christians”), and Christianity has never fully recovered in Japan.

			Elsewhere in Asia small communities of Christians were started in Southeast Asia, generally in close proximity to Portuguese trading ports and later Dutch centers (Java, Moluccas). In the Moluccas, Christianity struggled against the violence of the Portuguese and the militancy of the Muslim sultans. Christianity came to the Philippines from the east rather than from the west. Ferdinand Magellan first arrived in 1521, but major conversions did not begin to take place until the arrival of Miguel Lopez de Legaspi (1565), who was sent from Mexico both to develop the spice trade and to evangelize the people of the Philippines. Thus, the development of Christianity, spread by conquistadores and monks, followed more of the pattern of South and Central America than of the rest of Asia. Once again, resistance to Christianity was felt from the Muslim sultans, who, at the same time, were moving north from the “Dutch Indies.” The Philippines became a Christian country by means of Spanish arms and preaching friars. West Asia during this same period came under the domination of the Ottoman Turks, and thus the churches of the region, including the Christian center of Constantinople, were marginalized. In western Asia, Christianity continued in a survival mode as a dhimmi community. Thus, by the beginning of the eighteenth century Christianity was growing as never before in south and east Asia, but in west Asia Christians labored under Turkish Muslim rule.

			Protestant work in Asia came very late, most of the early work being done by chaplains attached to British, Danish, or Dutch communities. The work of the chaplains was mostly for the “expat” communities of Europeans, but many outstanding chaplains understood their calling to include local indigenous communities. Henry Martyn’s (1781–1812) work, through the British East India Company in south and west Asia, resulted in the translation of the New Testament into Urdu and Persian. This marks a new approach to mission based not only on the acquisition of local languages, but also the translation of Scriptures into those languages; this became a Protestant priority. During the nineteenth century alone, Protestant missionaries and national church leaders translated the New Testament (or the whole Bible) into fifty-nine Asian languages. During the first eighteen centuries of Christianity in Asia, the Bible had only been translated into Syriac, Armenian, Georgian, Arabic, Malay (1733), and Tamil (1727).

			The first Protestants to work in Asia not as chaplains but as missionaries were not English speaking. Often William Carey (1761–1834) is considered the “father of Protestant missions,” but in fact the earliest Protestant missionaries were German Pietists working in Danish territories and supported by the Danish king and British evangelicals. Bartholomew Ziegenbalg (1683–1717) pioneered this work, arriving with his friend Henry Plutschau (1677–1752) in 1706. As Roman Catholic work was conflicted by the struggles between the Jesuits and the papacy, Protestants were just beginning the greatest Protestant advance ever. Protestant missionary societies grew rapidly beginning the last decade of the eighteenth century, both denominational and ecumenical (nondenominational) societies looking to the vast continent of Asia. Many of the trading companies and their colonial governments were not receptive of missionary work in their overseas lands. Missionaries learned the local languages, taught literacy, and baptized the local people. These were the same people the trading companies needed to exploit in order to increase their profit margin. In time, uneasy alliances were built as missionaries helped with translations and educating a civil service sector, and European colonialists provided transportation and social order. The alliance was never simple or static.

			Although all regions of Asia were of concern for Protestant missionaries, there was a certain mystique around and concern for reaching the Chinese. The London Missionary Society developed a strategy to reach “closed” China by establishing churches around China that would train overseas Chinese to reach their “homeland.” This “ring of light” approach was abandoned when Europeans forced China to open for trade through the “unequal treaties” of the 1840s. Missionaries who had been working with overseas Chinese pulled up stakes from Malaya, Singapore, and the East Indies and moved to one of the treaty ports of China. This early work was confused by the twin European concerns for selling opium and preaching Jesus. In addition, the often-violent reactions against foreigners and foreign religion made the work especially difficult. And yet, the Protestant work in China exploded unlike any other field: medical work, educational work, agricultural work, publishing work. As with the Roman Catholic mission work in China, the Protestants also had many theories about how to reach this largest and neediest of nations. Should an approach of social uplift through the best of Western science and education be used, or should missionaries identify with the local farmers and people in the villages, preaching a Jesus of the poor and needy? Both approaches were used, and the results were also mixed.

			By the beginning of the twentieth century churches were established in most regions of Asia, if not among all the language groups. One of the last nations to be open to missionary work was Korea, but as with the first Roman Catholics, Protestantism also first came to Korea through Koreans leaving (this time for Manchuria) for China and coming back with Christian literature. This time the literature was the Gospels translated into Korean. Thus, Protestant Christian communities began in Korea before there was a resident missionary. The very time Protestant missionaries were arriving (1884), Japanese influence was spreading, displacing the Chinese in the imperial court. The Protestant approach in Korea was adopted from the strategy of John L. Nevius, Presbyterian missionary to China. This method strongly emphasized training local leaders to lead self-supporting, self-governing, and self-propagating churches. As a result, Christian leaders and Christian churches were closely identified with the local people and culture. The foreign oppressors, Japanese, insisted on a foreign religion (Shintoism) and a foreign language (Japanese). Christians were among the most culturally Korean, the best educated, and also the most nationalistic. Protestants working in British India (from present-day Pakistan to Myanmar) had similar debates regarding the approach to take in a highly stratified country. Even those who tried to reach the upper castes in India ended up having a much greater impact on the lower castes and the Dalits (outcasts). In many regions of India, beginning in the early nineteenth century mass movements of people came to faith, creating problems of leadership training. As in other areas of Asia, medical work took off with the discovery of bacteria, the use of sterilization, and vaccines. Thus, Christianity became identified with schools and hospitals by the end of the century.

			By the beginning of the twentieth century three new trends were observable in Asia. First was the growth of newer faith missions such as the China Inland Mission (1865, now Overseas Missionary Fellowship). Second, at the turn of the century the first Pentecostal groups began work in Asia. By the 1920s Asian Pentecostal evangelists (especially Chinese, Indian, and Ceylonese) began to have a continent-wide impact. Finally, movements multiplied that worked to nationalize and unite churches and missions. The formation of the Church of Christ in Thailand (1934), for example, came from both Baptist and Presbyterian polities, and the Church of South India (1947) came from Anglican, Methodist, and Reformed confessions. The Philippine Independent Church was founded in 1902 in part as an expression of Philippine independence and control over the church. This uniting and nationalizing of churches initiated a rapid growth of indigenous church leaders. National leaders such as Bishop Azariah of Dornakal pioneered both in new church and mission structures (India Missions Association, 1903), and in developing Asian theologies. Social transformations in Asia—both the resistance to foreign (European and Japanese) domination and the influence of communist and democratic ideals—had a tremendous impact on the development of Christianity in Asia. In these shadows one of the greatest evangelists of the twentieth century, John Sung, developed an extensive evangelistic ministry not only in China but among Chinese throughout east Asia. It wasn’t until after the end of the Second World War, however, that the impact of these early national Christian leaders and other indigenizing trends had their full impact.

			History After the Fall of Japanese and European Imperialism

			With the collapse of the Japanese Empire came also the collapse of the various European empires. Great Britain, France, the Netherlands, and Portugal quickly scaled back or abandoned their Asian empires after the Pacific War. Suddenly, empires that had been neutral or partially supportive of Christian ministry were replaced by Buddhist-leaning governments (Sri Lanka, Burma, Laos, Cambodia), Hindu-dominated governments (Nepal, India), or Muslim governments (most of the Middle East, Indonesia, Bangladesh, Pakistan). Other countries—in central Asia—came under the sway of Soviet Russia; the spread of Marxist materialism in China, Vietnam, and other states of east Asia led to the rejection of Christianity as well as all other religions. It appeared that only liberated Japan would be a fertile mission field. In fact, it is only Japan (an imperial power) and Thailand (a noncolonized country) where Christian growth has been nearly imperceptible. With the exodus of foreign powers came severe restrictions on, or even expulsions of, foreign missionaries. The result was that the national churches in places such as India, Pakistan, Burma, Vietnam, Iran, Indonesia, and China had to stand on their own. Within a generation or less (from 1945 to 1968) Christian churches had to accept and express Christian faith in their own contexts. In many countries this meant that the schools and hospitals were “lost,” being closed or nationalized. In Myanmar, for example, the newly formed independent government declared Buddhism the state religion in 1960, and then in 1962 all schools and hospitals were nationalized, and all missionaries were removed. Consequently, overnight leadership in health care, education, and the church was lost, and the churches were forced on their own resources.

			In Southeast Asia the spread of communism was a major concern after the Pacific War. With North Korea, China, and Vietnam becoming communist, and communist agents, often Chinese, spreading their teachings overseas, the governments of Malaysia and Indonesia responded. These responses often aided in the growth of Christianity. In Indonesia the government insisted that all citizens declare a religion as a way of excluding communist sympathizers. Many declared themselves Christian and then later learned about what they had decided. The spread of communism in Vietnam, first in the north and then in the south, meant great restrictions on and persecution of Christians. 

			As East Asian nations moved into the global economy, greater openness to ecumenical contacts was a side benefit. As a rule of thumb, the years of restriction and persecution (in China from 1948 until about 1980) shattered the institutional structures of the churches but have fanned the flames of Christian identity and courage. When global Christian contacts have returned they have come as “light support” but weighty encouragement to Christians in places such as Vietnam, Cambodia, Myanmar, and China. Christians in China have chosen different paths of faithfulness to the gospel. Some have chosen to work in harmony with the government. Leaders such as Y. T. Wu in the China Christian Council and the Three Self-Patriotic Movement exemplify this approach. Others, such as Wang Mingdao, opposed the government and chose to accept long-term imprisonment as punishment. The church in China continues with these two approaches, one working officially, legally, and publicly; the other (not trusting the government) chooses to meet in unregistered house churches. Both streams are growing at one of the fastest rates ever in the history of Christianity.

			In South Asia, Christianity has also grown significantly under local leadership, although mostly among the lower castes and classes. Mass movements of Dalits in India have occurred, in part in defiance of the oppressive nature of Hinduism for those not in a scheduled caste. Dalits who become Christian are able to break out of the cycle of poverty, attend school, and become a teacher, pastor, or doctor. In Pakistan, Christians also tend to be from lower-class families, and a conversion is seen as a step down, socially. Nepal was a closed Hindu kingdom from 1769 until it slowly began to open to the outside world beginning in the 1950s. With most of the missionary work being done by Indians, the church today is growing rapidly. In fact in all of South Asia thousands of full-time Asian crosscultural missionaries are working, mostly within their own political borders.

			Some of the largest churches in the world today are in South Korea. Before the partition of Korea, the strongest churches were in the northern regions. With the Korean War came terrible persecutions of church leaders and a massive exodus to the south. Today Korea is one of the largest mission-sending nations in the world. As with all nations in Asia today, Christianity in Korea has been shaped by the local culture. One of the characteristics of Korean Christianity is daybreak prayer meetings. Most churches have prayer meetings, well attended, seven days a week at dawn. The influence of Christianity on modern Korea can be seen symbolically by the number of crosses seen across the skyline of Seoul at night.

			Minority Status of Christian Communities

			With all of the growth and indigenization of Christianity in Asia, it continues to be a minority religion with little support or protection by the national governments. This has been the case since the first century. What is different today is that these Christian communities are now more widely spread, they are in contact with one another, and church leaders often have a place at the table in social intercourse. As a minority faith, Christians are in daily contact with people of other faiths. Thus, interreligious relationships are very important for Christians in every country of Asia. In general we can speak of four patterns of Christian relationships with people of other faiths in Asia. First there are those countries that are more secular, or more concerned with international trade, who foster a pluralistic acceptance of religions. We might call this the new Parthian Peace—a toleration of beliefs as the best way to encourage stability and trade. Often, because there is no real threat from other religions, these Christian communities have very little contact with people of other religions. The Republic of Singapore, Taiwan, Thailand, and South Korea would fit in this first category. Second are those countries where tolerance is a government requirement, but in fact Christianity is perceived as a threat or enemy of people at the local level. Even though Christianity has few if any restrictions in these countries, there will be intermittent persecution that at times becomes fairly severe. In this category would be Turkey, Indonesia, India, and Pakistan. In these countries there are often places of interreligious dialogue and cooperation that make possible the healing of wounds and the reconciliation of estranged parties. The third pattern of Christian relationships with other religions are those countries where Christian activity is curtailed by the government. The restrictions placed by the government may be for religious reasons (as in Malaysia or Bangladesh) or secular reasons (as in China or Vietnam). The result is that Christian communities live a type of millet existence once again. Examples of restrictions that governments place on these communities vary greatly. In Malaysia, the name Allah can not be used for the Christian God, making all Indonesian-published Bibles officially illegal. In many countries each church must register and have approval for new buildings, and these legal requirements may be difficult or impossible to meet. When the governments are so restrictive, the persecution comes less from laypeople in other religions. In fact this type of governmental persecution often drives people of other faiths closer together. The fourth pattern of interreligious relationships is found mostly in Islamic republics such as Yemen, Saudi Arabia, and Iran. In these countries limited, if any, Christian practice is allowed except by foreigners. Non-Islamic practice in these Muslim lands is seen as an affront to the Muslim kingdom. Until 1990 Nepal was the only Hindu kingdom in the world, and although Christian foreign workers were allowed in the country to help with social, agricultural, and technical programs, no Christian witness was permitted. Now, however, the extreme forms of restriction placed on Christians exist only in Muslim states, in Laos, and in Bhutan (a Buddhist country). In these countries interreligious relationships are almost impossible.

			Another way at looking at the Christian existence as a minority community in Asian countries is to see how individuals and communities creatively adapt to their contexts. In China, Communist Party members are not allowed to be Christian, and yet there are Party members and eager young intellectuals who are interested in the life of Jesus. Many attempt to follow Jesus but refuse to be baptized. These “culture Christians” often meet together to study the Bible and even pray, but they generally do not participate in normal church activities. In India, the dominance of Hindu culture and the closely knit ties in families around the Hindu faith and practices cause many Christians to refuse baptism. Baptism will cut them off from their families, but also from the possibility of Christian witness. These “unbaptized believers,” as they are called, try to be faithful to their religion with the one exception of baptism. In some Muslim villages in South Asia where a mullah may become converted, leading those at his masjid or mosque to follow Christ, all of the external practices of the Muslim culture are retained. Only the beliefs change. Thus, in these villages worship is held on Friday, and prayers are said with men and women separated, in the name of Jesus the Messiah. Even with relaxed restrictions in most communist countries of Asia, there are millions of Christians who meet in house churches, whether in villages or in large urban areas. In all of these communities mentioned above, the two threads that link them together with the large fifty-thousand-member church in Seoul or the Christian ashram in India are the study of the Bible and the present reality of Jesus alive and active today.

			Asian Christianity Today

			Christianity in Asia, by the beginning of the twenty-first century, had become a more vital religious force than in Europe. In all of Asia, between 7 and 8 percent of the population is Christian, but unlike Europe, nearly all of these Christians are active, attending weekly worship and concerned with Christian witness to non-Christians. The comparison with Europe is helpful in assessing both Christian presence and vitality in Asia today. In most countries of Europe today, less than 5 percent of the population attends church on a given Sunday. In many Buddhist, Muslim, Hindu, and communist countries in Asia, more than 5 percent of the population attends church, and the percentage is going up in these countries. The vitality of a religion can be measured a number of ways; here we will look at a few. In terms of numbers of adherents, in most countries of Asia the numbers and percentage of Christians are increasing. Two of the most rapidly growing Christian populations in the world are in Asia: Nepal and China. In terms of actual numerical growth, the Christian population in the People’s Republic of China has grown faster than any church or empire ever in a single generation. Similar growth patterns are evident in other communist East Asian countries (e.g., Cambodia, Vietnam), but the absolute numbers are far greater in China. With over 68 million Bibles published and distributed in China in less than fifteen years, we get some clue as to the growth of Christianity. In addition, the Christian population in a number of countries is growing over 1.5 percent faster than the population: Bangladesh, Cambodia, China, Indonesia, North Korea, Laos, Mongolia, Myanmar (Burma), Nepal, Pakistan, Thailand, and Turkey. In Europe, virtually every country is declining in Christian population.

			Another measure of Christian vitality is the number of new institutions and organizations that are started. It is very difficult to keep up with the new churches, denominations, Bible schools, and mission societies that are developing in Asia. Independent churches-cum-denominations such as the Church of Bangkok, Jesus Is the Lord Fellowship (Philippines), and True Jesus Church (Chinese), as well as the over one hundred Presbyterian denominations in South Korea, are signs of Christian vitality. Christian Bible schools and training centers continue to proliferate, not only in countries that are becoming more open to Christian witness, but in almost all Asian countries. Even in countries that have a declining Christian population—mostly Muslim countries (Azerbaijan, Iraq, Kazakhastan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan)—the decline is merely hiding another form of vitality. In most of these countries the decline is related to the Orthodox Russian exodus, but at the same time a smaller, but very diverse, growth of Protestant groups has begun. Other institutions such as missionary organizations are also growing rapidly in Asia. India, for example, now has over 130 indigenous missionary societies affiliated with just one Protestant umbrella organization: the India Missions Association. The number of societies and their members continue to grow.

			Another measure of Christian vitality is the number of indigenous or local patterns that develop in each region. This is a sign that Christianity is not merely a foreign expression in Asian soil. Not only are there many newer Asian Roman Catholic orders, but we see patterns such as the Korean predawn prayer meetings, and the Chinese businessmen who plant churches, also as Asian patterns of Christian vitality. Asian Christian art and music continues to develop at a very rapid pace. Chinese Christian hymns and songs are being penned and published in China as well as Taiwan and among Chinese Christian communities throughout East Asia. In India and Sri Lanka, Christian ashrams have developed as a uniquely South Asian structure for spiritual retreat and pilgrimage. Other pilgrimage sites, in the Roman Catholic tradition, have developed in Asia, including Maryamabad in Pakistan, various sites of the apostle Thomas in Madras (Mylapore region), and other ancient Christian sites in south India. With all of these signs of Christian vitality, Christianity still lives a fragile and tentative existence in Asia, the continent of its birth.
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Ancient Christianity in Asia

			Earliest Christianity developed at the intersection of three continents, caught between two major empires, centered on the teachings of one Asian peasant. The early followers of Jesus spread in all directions from the eastern Mediterranean world of the Roman Empire, especially to the East, across the Persian Empire. By the end of the first century, Christians speaking Aramaic, Syriac, Latin, and Greek were found not only in the Roman regions of Asia, but also deep in the Persian (Parthian) Empire. In Roman Asia, Christians were persecuted because of their uncompromising monotheism and therefore their unwillingness to honor the genius of the emperor. By contrast, as Christianity spread into Parthian Asia, Christians had greater freedom. Parthia, even though Zoroastrianism was the dominant religion, had developed a peace based on tolerance of other religions: it became known later as a “Parthian Peace.” This tolerance allowed for Christianity to develop, for Christian refugees from the Roman Empire to find a home, and for other religious people to prosper.

			The centers of earliest Asian Christianity that we are aware of were major trading centers along the Silk Road and client kingdoms of Rome and Persia, as well as other political centers: Antioch, Aleppo, Edessa (Urfa), Nisibis, Kirkuk, Arbela, Seleucia-Ctesiphon, and by the seventh century, Kashgar, Samarqand, Almalik, and even Chang’an (Xian) in China. Thus, by the time Christianity had spread to Scandinavia (less than two thousand miles) it had already spread to the heart of China (over four thousand miles), had grown, developed, been persecuted, and declined. In fact there were bishops across central Asia before the czar of Russia sent his delegation to learn about Christianity in Constantinople. Asia had priority in the spread of Christianity in its first millennium.

			However, the history of the very earliest communities outside the Roman Empire is shrouded in mystery and filled with half-converted saints and zealous ascetics. Asian Christianity did not develop a unified ecclesial order until the early fifth century. The vast territory, severe persecutions beginning in the third century, and the influx of refugees and Roman “heretics” gave a unique diversity to Asian Christianity that was not known in the West. It would be the waves of persecution—from Indian, Chinese, Persian, and Arab rulers—more than the theological diversity that prevented Asian Christianity from having a major influence in Asia until recent times. There has been a pattern to the development of Asian Christianity: ascetic missionaries move into new territories; growth under tolerant rulers; and then sudden changes in fortune under a new regime or dynasty. This pattern was first seen in Persia and India in the early centuries of Asian Christianity, and it has been true through the twentieth century up to the present day.

			Earliest Asian Christianity

			The earliest followers of Jesus in non-Roman Asia were mostly Semitic peoples who spread the faith through both migration (trade) and intentional apostolic activity. Although no records remain, it is likely that some of the earliest Asian missionaries of Jesus were in Jerusalem at the time of Pentecost and the origin of the Jewish church. Of the Asian pilgrims mentioned in Acts 2, three groups would be considered Iranian: those from Parthia (which would probably be northeast Iran today), the Elamites, and the Medes. Mesopotamia, or present-day Iraq and Syria, is also mentioned, so it is likely that some of these earliest converts would have brought the new faith back to their villages. What evidence we do have of early Asian Christianity is sparse. The Odes of Solomon may be the earliest Asian Christian worship book, with hymns, small sermons, and liturgies. However, it is not clear whether all of the Odes were written in Syriac (the language of early Asian Christianity), Greek, or both languages. Neither is it clear whether the Odes came from western Syria (Antioch) or eastern Syria in a location such as Edessa. What the Odes do reveal is an early tradition of a Semitic theological style. Most of the hymns and sermons in Syriac were written in parallelism like the book of Psalms in the Bible. Their Christology is not orthodox as would be defined in the fourth century, but it expresses an emerging acceptance of the divinity of Jesus and a primitive trinitarian formula. The following, from Ode 7, is a christological hymn, which shows the poetic style of early Asian Christian literature, both liturgical and homiletic.

			He became like me, that I might receive Him.

			In form He was considered like me, that I might put Him on.




And I trembled not when I saw Him,

			Because He was gracious to me.




			Like my nature He became, that I might understand Him.

			And like my form, that I might not turn away from Him.




			The Father of knowledge is the Word of knowledge.




			He who created wisdom is wiser than His works.1



			Other evidence of early Asian Christianity includes the record of Asian rulers confessing the faith, the earliest record of a church building, and later records of bishoprics that indicate extensive missionary activity during the first three centuries. We will look at each one of these.

			According to the late fourth-century Syriac work The Doctrine of Addai,2 and confirmed by semiconverted court official Bardaisan in The Book of the Laws of Countries,3 King Abgar V of Osrhoene (capital city, Edessa) came to faith soon after the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The Doctrine of Addai claims that King Abgar sent a delegation to bring the miracle worker Jesus of Nazareth to Edessa to cure him of his leprosy. A letter dictated by Jesus is recorded stating that Jesus was very busy, but after he returns to his Father, he will send a disciple to bring healing. Such an early royal conversion, plus the remarkable claims that Jesus sent a letter to the king and that the emissary Hanan drew a picture of Jesus and brought it back to Abgar, are unlikely. What is much more likely, or even certain, is that the later Abgar VIII (177–212), who ruled during the time of Bardaisan (154–222), came to faith and led his nation to follow Jesus of Nazareth. It is recorded in the Chronicles of Edessa that the church of the Christians was destroyed by a huge flood in 201.4 Christians were thus worshiping publicly, in all likelihood with the support of the government since Bardaisan was a court official and his Book of the Laws of Countries was a type of apologetic for the faith as he understood it.

			Bardaisan’s theology as expressed in the The Book of the Laws of Countries is a unique insight into how early “royal theology” was developing in Asia and, at the same time, it is a window into cultural practices of second-century western Asia and eastern Europe. Clearly with little outside guidance, Bardaisan seemed to be giving an apologetic for the Christian faith that seemed reasonable to him, while comparing Christian belief and practice with other cultural practices. Expressed as a dialogue, Bardaisan answers questions from his interlocutor, Avida, about God and the practices of various cultures; then, in the middle of the dialogue, there is a fascinating paragraph on what Christians do and what they believe. Positively speaking, Christians in all cultures (“nations”) worship on the first day of the week, fast, attend to the reading of sacred texts, and are called by the name of their sovereign: Christians. Negatively speaking, “we” Christians do not follow many of the customs of the cultures in which we live.

			The brethren who are in Gaul do not take males for wives, nor those who are in Parthia two wives; nor do those who are in Judæa circumcise themselves; nor do our sisters who are among the Geli consort with strangers; nor do those brethren who are in Persia take their daughters for wives; nor do those who are in Media abandon their dead, or bury them alive, or give them as food to the dogs; nor do those who are in Edessa kill their wives or their sisters when they commit impurity, but they withdraw from them, and give them over to the judgment of God; nor do those who are in Hatra stone thieves to death; but, wherever they are, and in whatever place they are found, the laws of the several countries do not hinder them from obeying the law of their Sovereign, Christ; nor does the Fate of the celestial Governors compel them to make use of things which they regard as impure.5

			Fate, a very strong Asian astrological concept, still had power for Bardaisan, but not final authority in a person’s life. This was a theology not concerned with christological or trinitarian formulations, but with defending the universality and missionary nature of this new Asian religion.

			Another small kingdom on the border between the Roman and Persian empires that accepted the faith of Christians was Armenia. Tradition has it that the missionary Addai, mentioned above, traveled in the region as the first to bring the teachings of Christ to villages in Armenia. By the time of the national conversion under the King Tiridates III circa 310, many of the villages were following Christian teachings with Syriac texts from Syrian regions of the Roman Empire. Credit for the conversion of the king and the nation usually is given to Gregory the Illuminator (ca. 240–332). The Armenian culture was soon transformed by the immediate translation of biblical and extrabiblical texts into Armenian. Armenian culture adopted Christian teachings and worship thoroughly and unlike any other Asian culture to the present day.

			A third nation that received Christianity as its national religion in Asia in this early period was Georgia. Although tradition awards Georgia as the missionary field of the apostle Andrew, there is no direct evidence that he established churches by the early second century. However, Christian communities were common by the third century in eastern Georgia;6 through the work of Georgian apostolic monks the faith spread, and in 337 King Mirian III (aka Mihran; 284–361) came to faith. Georgian Christianity, like Armenian, quickly became part of the fabric of the culture through the development of a Georgian script and the translation of the Bible and other sacred texts within the first century of the king’s conversion. Not until the tenth century did theological and ecclesial uniformity develop in Georgia; diversity of beliefs and practices built around the Georgian Bible marked the first half-millennium of Georgian Christianity.

			Although the earliest Asian Christianity outside the Roman Empire was diverse in language and cultural expressions, it was led by the Syrian forms and teachings and by the Syriac language.7 Thus, most of the early Asian Christian writings were more biblical and allegorical and less philosophical than what developed in the Hellenistic world. Syrian Christianity was also ascetic and monastic in expression, more than in other regions. This asceticism, however, shaped the Asian church to be strongly missionary and, ironically, to engage social issues and eventually to become the seedbed of both ecclesial and social leaders. Syrian missionary monasticism left its formative character on the church in Armenia, Georgia, Osrhoene, central Asia, India, and even to China. Monastic life was both missionary and scholarly, leaving behind a great treasure trove of early Asian Christian literature: biblical, spiritual, allegorical, and poetic.8

			India

			Although there is no definitive proof of when Christianity first arrived in India, it is accepted among most Indian Christians that the apostle Thomas first brought Christianity at the end of the first or beginning of the second century. This is not impossible, because we know that trade, by both land and sea, was common between the West and south Asia in the early centuries of the Common Era. However, there is no reliable documentary evidence for the arrival of the first Christians or the first Christian missionaries in India. The apocryphal Acts of Judas Thomas, written in Syriac and dated to the early third century, tells how the apostles, after Jesus’ ascension, divided up the world to evangelize all the nations, and Thomas was awarded India.9 Unwilling to go, he was sold as a slave to a merchant going to India, whereupon he worked for King Gundaphar (Gundaphorus). In India, Thomas led people to faith and he cared for the poor; according to this account, he performed miracles of healing, raising from the dead, and exorcism, and he preached to bring about conversion. The form of Christian life Thomas endorses in this book is very ascetic or world denying. It reflects more from the Syrian Christian communities than the teachings of the apostles found in Scripture. However, there may very well be elements of truth at the core, for there was a King Gundaphar in India (in the north, however, not along the southern coast), and the type of resistance to Thomas does reflect the forms of persecution that Christians encountered from Hindus in India.

			According to the historian Eusebius, it was not Thomas, but another apostle, Bartholomew, who first came to India. Eusebius, as well as Jerome, refers to the story told by the Egyptian theologian Pantaenus when he returned from a visit to India in the second century. Pantaenus went to help the persecuted Indian Christians after an Indian delegation came to Alexandria. His visit was sometime in the last two decades of the second century. This story, which has much more history to it than the Thomas legend, reveals that a robust witnessing community existed in south India by the 170s. How they got there, and whether Thomas or Bartholomew was the evangelist, we may never know. We do know that these Christian communities, mostly along the southern coasts (both the southeast and southwest coasts), have existed since the second century, and they suffered persecution from Hindus in the early centuries. All traditions (Greek and Syriac, as well as Indian) agree with this.

			Early Theologies and Theologians in Asia

			As we noted above, the earliest Christian theological writings were translations of Scripture (in Syriac, Armenian, and Georgian), and early liturgical writings such as the Odes of Solomon. Bardaisan represents the earliest attempts at a royal apologetic, with all the mixed motives and understandings involved in such an enterprise. The earliest Asian Christian literature and the richest literature for the first thousand years was in Syriac, and it was written between Antioch in the west and Persia and India to the east. The first major theologians from Persia would have to be Tatian (110–180), Aphrahat the Sage (writing 325–345), and Ephrem the Syrian (ca. 306–373). In the life and thought of Tatian, we see the cultural theological trends from Asia and from the Mediterranean. Tatian came from Mesopotamia but studied in Athens and traveled to Rome and even met Justin Martyr. What Tatian experienced in the ancient scholarly tradition in the Hellenistic world was far beyond what he had seen in Persia. It is likely that he was converted during his travels (probably in his study under Justin in Rome), and then he returned to Persia to establish a school of his own. The school that he established was very ascetic in its Christian life, highly critical of Western religion (as seen in his Oration to the Greeks), and focused on the life of Jesus as viewed through a single Gospel narrative: the Diatessaron. The Diatessaron, probably composed by Tatian in Syriac (and immediately translated into Greek, or vice versa) became the standard life of Jesus for over two centuries in the Syriac-speaking world. Later, Ephrem of Edessa would write a commentary on the Diatessaron. Tatian, the first real Asian theologian, was proud of his Asian heritage, although his scholarly abilities all came from his academic sojourn in the West.

			Unlike Tatian, Aphrahat remained in Persian territory. Aphrahat, “the Persian Sage,” is known solely for his Demonstrations, written between 336 and 345, a series of twenty-three short writings that give us one of the only windows into early fourth-century Persian Christianity. Little is known of Aphrahat’s life except that he was most likely a member of the Sons of the Covenant, a basic monastic form of Asian Christianity. The first ten demonstrations or treatises prescribe for the reader how to live the Christian (not just ascetic) life. It is like a guidebook for the Christian life. Other treatises are actually letters, including a letter to a synod of bishops, and the final nine deal with relations with Jews. Aphrahat’s context was very different from those of the Christians in the Roman Empire. His theological concerns were to promote a spiritual and practical theology that would help Christians to live faithfully and would, at the same time, correct the teachings of the Jews. His was an independent Christian tradition, with no knowledge of the christological or trinitarian controversies of the West. Persian Christianity, we see with Aphrahat, was an independent and vital tradition of Asian Christianity.

			Ephrem, “the Harp of the Holy Spirit,” is the best known of all Syriac-writing theologians. He is recognized as a saint by both the Roman Catholic and Orthodox Churches for his holy writings and life. His writings more than any other in Asia shaped the theology, structure, liturgy, even hymnody of the Persian church. Orthodoxy was established as much by Ephrem as any other single author in Persian Christianity. His influence was great because of both the variety and the extent of his writings. Ordained only as a deacon, Ephrem was possibly a member of the Sons of the Covenant, like Aphrahat, which gave a sense of community Christian life to his writings. Born in Nisibis to a Christian family, Ephrem’s writings reflect the culturally and religiously pluralistic world of land between empires. His early writings were from Nisibis, where his teaching is identified as the founding of its famous school. Caught in the political events of his time, some of Ephrem’s writings come out of the period when Nisibis was under siege by the Persian emperor, Shapur II. Nisibis had been under the influence of Constantine’s Roman Empire, but by 337, the year of Constantine’s death, Shapur began to extend his borders to the west. At the same time, the persecution of Christians increased, including the requirement of paying a double tax. Bishops and priests were killed as Nisibis was under siege three times. Ephrem, in his Carmina Nisibena, reflects on this history with theological adroitness. History, theology, poetry, and biblical symbolism coalesce in these writings.

			Eventually Nisibis fell to the Persian emperor, but unlike earlier victories for Shapur, in this case he allowed the Christians to flee to the “Christian” West. Previously, he had executed most of the citizens and allowed others to be displaced deep into the Persian Empire. Ephrem’s last ten years were devoted to writing hymns and theology against the heresies of Manichaeism, the mixed theological teachings of Bardaisan, and against local deities (of which there were many). Cosmopolitan Edessa was given theological leadership under Ephrem. To battle many of the heresies, Ephrem gathered female choirs and wrote for the choirs to sing of the divinity of Jesus, the joys of chastity, and the truth of the Trinity. Consistent with his theology and life, Saint Ephrem died caring for the sick during a period of plague in 373.
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