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A History of Christianity in Asia shares immense amounts of research on religious pluralism of
Asia and how Christianity spread long before the modern missionary movement went forth in the
shelter of Western military might. An invaluable resource for historians of Asia and scholars of
mission, it is stimulating for all readers interested in Christian history.
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IntroductionThe story of Christianity in the West has often been told, but the history of
Christianity in the East is not as well known. The seed was the same: the good news of Jesus
Christ for the whole world, which Christians call “the gospel.” But it was sown by different sowers;
it was planted in different soil; it grew with a different flavor; and it was gathered by different
reapers.It is too often forgotten that the faith moved east across Asia as early as it moved west
into Europe. Western church history tends to follow Paul to Philippi and to Rome and on across
Europe to the conversion of Constantine and the barbarians. With some outstanding exceptions,
only intermittently has the West looked beyond Constantinople into Asia and given attention to
the long, proud traditions of a Christianity that chose to look neither to Rome nor to
Constantinople as its center. It was a Christianity that has for centuries remained unashamedly
Asian.The following survey of early Asian Christianity is undertaken with the hope that it may
serve as a reminder that the church began in Asia. Its earliest history, its first centers were Asian.
Asia produced the first known church building, the first New Testament translation, perhaps the
first Christian king, the first Christian poets, and even arguably the first Christian state. Asian
Christians endured the greatest persecutions. They mounted global ventures in missionary
expansion the West could not match until after the thirteenth century. By then the Nestorian
church (as most of the early Asian Christian communities came to be called) exercised



ecclesiastical authority over more of the earth than either Rome or Constantinople.One reason,
of course, for the neglect of the Asian dimension in church history is the comparative paucity of
available source materials on the Eastern roots of Christianity outside the Roman Empire. The
surviving documents are too slender a base to support some of the bold and contradictory
statements made about these earliest Christians of the East.One historian, for example, calls the
Nestorians the greatest missionaries the world has ever seen.1 Another dismisses them as
“passionless” Christians embarrassingly obsequious to the politically powerful.2 One selects
A.D. 1000 as the date of the climax of Nestorian expansion and power.3 Another takes the same
general date as the time of the eclipse of Nestorianism in China.4 The same kind of
contradictions persist in theological arguments about early Asian Christianity. To some,
Nestorians are heretics, condemned by the ecumenical councils. To others they are ancient and
apostolic Asian Christians untainted by the perversions of Western Greek philosophy. And, of
course, many have forgotten the Nestorians altogether.Some of these apparent contradictions
disappear under further examination. Nestorianism was not the only form of early Asian
Christianity, and it was not an undivided continuum. In third-century Osrhoene it was vastly
different from what it became in thirteenth-century China. In fact, third-century Nestorianism is
not, properly speaking, Nestorianism at all.A word, therefore, about my use of terms. If I speak of
Nestorians before the fifth century it should be borne in mind that this name was not used by the
Nestorian church until early medieval times. Their own name was the Church of the East. But
East and West are confusingly relative terms, and since to most Christians the Eastern church
means Eastern Orthodoxy, it seems best after the fifth century to use the less accurate but more
prevalent name Nestorian.The term “Asian Christianity” is also open to more than one
interpretation. I will use it culturally, not strictly geographically. Bethlehem, Jerusalem, Antioch,
and Armenia are all geographically in Asia, but politically and to a considerable extent culturally
they belonged sooner or later to the West, that is, to the Roman Empire until the Muslim
conquest. “Asian Christianity” as used in this work will refer to the churches that grew and spread
outside the Roman Empire in ancient oriental kingdoms east of the Euphrates and stretching
along the Old Silk Road from Osrhoene through Persia to China or along the water routes from
the Red Sea around Arabia to India.Chronologically this volume will cover only the early period,
from the time of the apostles to the age of Western discovery, about A.D. 1500. The general
outline is familiar. Before the end of the first century the Christian faith broke out across the
borders of Rome into “Asian” Asia. Its first roots may have been as far away as India or as near
as Edessa in the tiny semi-independent principality of Osrhoene just across the Euphrates. From
Edessa, according to tradition, the faith spread to another small kingdom three hundred miles
farther east across the Tigris River, the kingdom of Adiabene, with its capital at Arbela, near
ancient Nineveh. By the end of the second century, missionary expansion had carried the church
as far east as Bactria in what is now northern Afghanistan, and mass conversions of Huns and
Turks in central Asia were reported from the fifth century onward. By the end of the seventh
century Persian missionaries had reached the “end of the world,” the capital of T’ang-dynasty



China.But by then a cloud from the desert, Islam, was about to bring this first period of Asian
church history crashing to a close. It was not the end, however. Out of Asia, after another six
hundred years, came another cloud, a storm of Mongol nomads racing west, destroying all
before them and threatening the very center of medieval Christianity in Europe, but paradoxically
reopening Asia as far as China once more to Christian expansion.This is the vast panorama
these pages will try to unfold. No one author can do it justice. This one has been stretched far
beyond his field of expertise. Yet there is value in an attempt to view this wide but little-known
segment of a whole continent's history from the focused perspective of a single observer. So,
acknowledging my great debt to the works of a host of specialists, to which the notes can only
partially bear witness, I can only hope that this volume will be another small step toward
restoring global balance to the study of church history.NOTES1. A. Mingana, “The Early Spread
of Christianity in Central Asia and the Far East,” in Bulletin of John Rylands Library 9, no. 2 (July
1925): 347.2. J. Legge, The Nestorian Monument of Hsi-An Fu (London: Trubner, 1888), 54.3. A.
S. Atiya, A History of Eastern Christianity (London: Methuen, 1968), 265.4. J. Foster, The Church
of the T’ang Dynasty (London: S.P.C.K., 1939), 115f.
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Matthew, “Treasure Trove of the Oft-Neglected History of Christianity in India, Persia, Mongolia,
China, Arabia, and Elsewhere in the East. I cannot speak highly enough of Moffett's work. The
reader will forgive the appearance of a slight bias by Moffett toward the Assyriac Church of the
East. His mild leaning in favor of Assyriac Christianity does not dampen a treasure trove of well-
researched, well-written history of those Christians rarely mentioned in Europe and America.
Moffett tells of the thriving Christianity in Persian eras and in the great Mongolian Empire. He
tells us too of the suffering of those Christians at the hands of Western Christians as well as
Muslims. Treat yourself to Moffett's work, and you will discover many an unsung, exciting hero of
Eastern Christianity.”

John, “Great Resource. Solid presentation of historical perspective for Christianity in Asia.”

Juan Cahis Llugany, “Muy buen libro sobre el tema.. Excelente libro sobre el tema. Permite
descubrir un horizonte desconocido de los primeros tiempos de la Iglesia Cristiana. Es increíble
que la Iglesia de Asia (principalmente de origen arameo) haya sido más numerosa en los
primeros seis siglos de nuestra era, que el conjunto de la Iglesia Latina más la Iglesia Griega, y
que unos pocos siglos después haya desaparecido casi completamente.”

The book by Tupak Ernesto Obando Rivera has a rating of 5 out of 4.8. 9 people have provided
feedback.
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